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Activity Overview                     
Students will deepen their sense of place 
by regular visits to a specific place, by writ-
ing or creating artwork about that place, 
and by assembling their work on a wheel 
of the year.

Objectives
Students will:• 

Identify with a specific place by reg-• 
ular and frequent (at least seasonal) 
visits to that place

Become familiar with that place in • 
its changing seasons

Increase knowledge of the phenology • 
of that place

Develop observation skills• 

Use drawing, photography, and/or • 
writing to deepen awareness of that 
place

Understand what art, writing, and • 
science have in common

Subjects:                                     
Science, Art, Language Arts

Grades:                                                              
3 through 12

Activity:  Variable (some visits could 
be brief walks, some could/should in-
clude time for sitting, reflection, and 
artwork and/or writing)

Season: Any

Materials: Small writing/drawing 
notebooks, pencils, colored pencils,   
camera (digital if possible), and small 
and/or large wheels of the year*

State Standards:
Science:

Ask questions, plan investigations, make 
observations, predictions (C.4.2)

Use inferences and observations (C.8.4)

Explain earth’s cycles using observation 
(E.8.8)

Art:

Identify how art is way to think and     
communicate (A.4.6, A.8.6, A.12.6)

Background                                                                                
Gaining a deep sense of place is very rewarding, can be an enjoyable, lifelong 
activity, and is arguably essential to human well-being. It is part of our human 
inheritance: throughout history we have lived intimately with our place. Only 
very recently have so many people become disassociated with, and consequent-
ly unappreciative of and ignorant about the land (soils, waters, plants, and ani-
mals) where they live.
In the recent past children naturally formed a relationship with the land 
by exploring, playing, and working in it. Most children nowadays are not 
allowed such unsupervised roaming. This activity seeks to re-establish the 
natural feelings children once had for the land around their home and com-
munity.

What sort of “place” will be conducive to this endeavor?

First of all it must be within walking distance, so that visits can be as regu-
lar and frequent as possible. The best places will be somewhat “wild,” like 
a woods, a pond, or a prairie. A schoolyard with lovely trees will suffice, 
or perhaps a courtyard garden, or a butterfly garden. A less formal and 
groomed place will be better than “lawn,” but lawn under a tree would do. 
Ideally this place will be visited not only in every season, but in every sort of 
weather. Rainy day or snowy day walks will evoke deep responses.
Each visit need not include an art or writing response, but some visits 
should include time to sit, slow down, and quietly experience the place. 
Drawing and/or writing are useful devices to achieve focus and attention 
to details. Indeed, the observational skills so necessary for scientists are the 
same ones necessary for artists and writers.

Each student could have a personal wheel of the year (11” x 17” paper) on 
which to draw and/or write images or impressions of the place. A large class-
room size wheel (24” x 24”) could be used to display student work, month 
by month or seasonally, creating a collective evocation of the place.

Ongoing discussions will help students relate to this place: What makes this 
place special? If the place has no boundary features, how are they defining 
the space for the place? Might they want to set some goals on frequency of 
visits, or special phenomena they hope to observe, or weather they hope to 
experience?

Activity Description
Activity 1- Creating Classroom Wheelscapes

Photo/Phenology Wheelscapes 
A photo taken from a single spot once a month creates a remarkable and • 
evocative photographic record of a place. The scene should be chosen 
with care so that the photos can tell the story of the year without words. 

Wheelscapes: Enhancing Sense of Place with Phenology Wheels
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Use and develop art to communicate ideas 
(B.4.1)

Look at nature and art as visual resource 
(C.4.5)

Explore characteristics of materials (C.4.8)

Use sketching to experiment and  develop 
ideas (C.8.5)

Use design to create artworks (C.12.3)

Analyze nature and use art as visual re-
source (C.12.5)

Use characteristics of materials to create 
art (C.12.8)

Communicate ideas by producing graphic 
& media art forms (E.4.2, E.8.2, E.12.2)

Use learning about life, nature, physical 
world, people to create art (K.4.3)

Apply learning about life, nature, physical 
world, people to create art (K.8.3, K.12.3)

Language Arts:

Create or produce writing (B.4.1, 8.1, 
12.1)

Orally communicate (C.4.1, 8.1, 12.1)

Source:
Georgia GÓmez-Ibáñez,
Cambridge Elementary School, WI

* Wheels available at 
www.partnersinplace.com

The series of photos can express this story if set up linearly, but the flow of 
seasonal change is evoked more powerfully if the photos are arranged around 
a large wheel of the year. 
Every wheel has a center. For this activity, and the ones which follow, it • 
will be important to decide upon an image for the center. What image will 
express something meaningful about this place? A photo of the students in 
their place? A single photo of the place (or a favorite spot within the place)? 

Figure 1 focuses on phenology of place. It could have monthly photos ar-• 
ranged around the edge, but much of the space will be occupied by specific 
phenological observations (e.g. leaf fall, trees bare of leaves, buds swelling, 
leaves open) and seasonal/weather observations (last rain, first snow, etc.). 
For younger children the teacher will decide what to look for, but older stu-
dents could help come up with a list. 

Four seasonal photos, cropped to fit together as a centering circle could em-• 
phasize the seasonal theme of this wheel. See figure 2.

If this large wheel has a permanent, prominent place on the classroom wall, • 
it will provide an ongoing, growing body of knowledge about the class 
“place,” a tangible presence of that place, as well as a handy seasonal “color 
palette” for class artists and writers to reference.

Reflective Wheelscapes 
Ideally this large wheel of the year will have a permanent display place on a 
classroom wall. It will be blank as the year begins, but as the year progresses 
and the wheel fills up with student work, it will evoke the presence of that place 
daily. 

Wheelscapes: Enhancing Sense of Place with Phenology Wheels (cont.)

Figure 2: Photo-phenology Wheel of the Year 
arranged by season  

Figure1: Photo-phenology Wheel of the Year with 
phenological observations
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These wheels, figures 3 and 4, are meant to be filled with student work • 
(artwork, poems, short written observations) all focused on the place, 
grouped by month or by season. Discuss how these student works in-
dividually evoke a sense a place. Do the combined works evoke a more 
complete essence of place? What aspects of the place did not show up in 
the student work? Why not?
 It is important for the wheel to have a center, but for a community • 
wheel it might work well to wait until the students are familiar with the 
place before they choose what the center image should be.

Activity 2: Personal Wheelscapes                                                              

Personal Impressions of a place
Personal wheels of the year help each student create a collection of per-• 
sonal reflections and observations about a specific place. The students 
fill their personal wheels with poems, short written observations, and/
or drawings, monthly or seasonally. The place celebrated will usually be 
the same place that the whole class is visiting. Thus, sharing the personal 
wheels will enrich everyone’s understanding and appreciation of that 
place, and may well inspire improved observational skills as well as draw-
ing and writing efforts.

Each student should choose what occupies the center of their own wheel. • 
Possibilities include: a special moment or memory, a favorite spot, an 
interesting plant or animal, an activity. Younger students respond well to 
having a photo of themselves, in their own personal favorite spot, at the 
center of their wheel.

Figure 3: Reflective Wheelscape, stu-
dent work arranged by month.

Figure 4: Reflective Wheelscape, 
student work arranged by season.

Wheelscapes: Enhancing Sense of Place with Phenology Wheels (cont.)
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Extensions
The large classroom wheelscape is targeted as a classroom activity. How-• 
ever, it could be an “advanced level” (grades 9 to 12) project for an inter-
ested student (or small team of students) in high school. In this case, the 
place chosen would not necessarily need to be near the school, because it 
might be a project worked on outside of school hours.
A modification of the personal wheel for grades K through 2 could be • 
the making of a 4 panel windsock, depicting 4 seasonal observations in 
the place. Younger children will easily see how their sequence of the sea-
sons goes “round and round.”
An extension of the personal wheel for older students (grades 9 through • 
12) would be to have the personal wheels celebrate a personal favorite 
place. (This would be an outside of school activity.) Sharing these wheel-
journals could spark good discussions about what makes a favorite place 
special. Are these common themes? Or are the reasons as varied as the 
students? These places could be compared to the class place. Are the 
phenologies the same? Or are there micro climate factors at work? What 
might they be?

Wheelscapes: Enhancing Sense of Place with Phenology Wheels (cont.)

Sample personal wheel with photo of student and place in center.
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Assessments
Develop a phenology wheel to share/summarize site observations with • 
others. 
Student work for this activity can serve as an assessment.• 

Wheelscapes: Enhancing Sense of Place with Phenology Wheels (cont.)

                               Sample classroom Reflective Wheel of the Year: Poems about the school woods arranged seasonally around a photo.
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Example of personal wheel  documenting observations of changes in local trees and plants throughout the year.

Wheelscapes: Enhancing Sense of Place with Phenology Wheels (cont.)

          Student example of seasonal cycles and observations of one species.
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Wheelscapes: Enhancing Sense of Place with Phenology Wheels (cont.)

2008  “First and Lasts” Phenology Chart
FALL

WEATHER First Day Cold enough for a sweatshirt September 29
First morning cold enough to see your breath October 4
First hard frost October 4
First day cold enough for a coat, hat, mittens November 9
First Snow November 24, 2 in.
Last real rain November 13
Pond beginning to freeze November 30
Pond frozen solidly enough to walk on December12
Day equal to night September 23
Sunrise later than 6 a.m. October  5
Sunset earlier than 6 p.m. Sept ember 19

OBSERVATIONS
                          

Birds
Notice not as much morning birdsong August 24

First day to see migrators:
                        Sandhill Cranes September 15
                        Canada Geese October 2
                        Warblers September 20
Last day to see hummingbirds September 24
First day to see Juncos back from arctic (to spend winter 
here)

October 27

First day to see Robins gathering in great numbers in woods October 8
Plants and Trees First tree leaves turning color September 20

First day lots of leaves falling October  11
Trees mostly bare of leaves November 8
Hickory nuts begin falling August 27
Acorns begin falling August 27
Jack in the Pulpit berries turn red August 24
First goldenrod blooming in prairie August 28
First New England asters blooming in prairie August 28
Last cup  plant blooms in prairie September 25
Last compass plant blooms in prairie September 18
Last prairie dock blooms in prairie September 8
Last New England aster blooms in prairie October 26
Last goldenrod blooms in prairie October 4
Last zigzag goldenrod blooms in woods October 6


