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     “My wuzzy is queen of all the wuzzies!” exclaimed Patricia.  

     “I just heard from my wuzzy that all wuzzies are free.  There are no kings or queens of wuzzies,” Morgan  responded.  

     “Well, mine is just pretending  to be queen,” Patricia answered.

This is a snippet of conversation from March 21, the day the wuzzies arrived in our classroom this year. The world of wuzzies is already being explored, and, as is so often the case in this world, as the story is taken up by the children, the world is enlarged.

What, you might ask, are wuzzies?  How did they get here? And what are they doing in a third grade classroom? 

What are wuzzies?  They are creatures made of cotton balls, felt (for the pad), glue, and googly eyes.  I think since I’ve been teaching at Parker, the wuzzies have arrived in our class sometime in March or the end of February, shortly after our intensive study of Fort Dearborn in 1812.  The idea was Molly Donahue’s.  For most of my time at Parker (and before) she was the other third grade teacher.  She had fuzzies arrive in her class, yarn pom pom creatures.  I don’t remember how the wuzzies came to be the first time, but I remember liking the idea of an imaginary creature and wanting something a little different from the fuzzies.  

Susan, my wuzzy, arrived first this year, and as in other years, she arrived with a story and a coded note. The story I tell the children is partly hers and partly mine (and a direct descendent of Molly’s original story):

One day my very first year at Parker I was having a bad day.  I was feeling tired, lonely and overwhelmed.  I came in from lunch, and there was this creature sitting on my desk.  It looked a lot like Susan here.  It was Fred. Fred told me he and other wuzzies were on their way from their planet, Alpha Six, to find a new one.  Life had become dangerous on their planet.  Just hearing Fred’s story made me feel better for myself.  Compared to Fred, my troubles weren’t so serious.  I asked Fred to stay.  He decided to stay, and then went to tell his friends so they could come, too.

Ever since then, the wuzzies have come this time of year.  Susan is telling me that Fred was her great, great, great. . . .great, great, great grandfather!  (I am pausing now to hold Susan up to my ear so I can hear what she is saying to me.)

She is reminding me about several things you need to know about wuzzies.  First, they are delicate.  You need to treat them gently and keep them at school.  They are sensitive.  Susan is telling me how much it hurt her feelings when she was teased about how far apart her eyes were and . . . the color of her pad.  Also, wuzzies are social creatures.  Whenever they do anything, they invite everyone. . .  They are plain, and love to be decorated.  You have to listen closely to them the way I am listening to Susan. . .  What’s that?  The others are here now?  They went to find some decorations and landed in our supply closet  . . .  Okay, let me find them.  Oh, Susan is reminding me of one more important thing.  They choose us, rather than the other way around.  Just sit at your table space and I’ll bring them around.  Close your eyes, and one will jump out to you.

And so, each wuzzy chose a child.  The excitement and wonder were palpable. During the half hour after they arrived, most children were decorating their wuzzy companions and trying to find out their names.  A few were working hard to decode the note that came with them, first cracking the code, then translating the numbers into letters. And all the while there were conversations like the one between Morgan and Patricia.

When Molly thought up the fuzzies, she saw them as serving social and emotional needs and as a wonderful vehicle for writing of all kinds.  Although my class never did as much writing and probably did more building of homes and other structures as part of project time, for many years I saw the wuzzies as a light diversion and welcome relief after our intensive study of Fort Dearborn that directly precedes the wuzzies’ arrival.  I would look forward to imaginative work not bounded by a difficult historical struggle (the Fort Dearborn Battle that was part of the War of 1812, where Native Americans and American military and settlers were in conflict). I enjoyed the early wuzzy project times when there would be a loose group focus to individually chosen work.  Then often the building would begin to take over the classroom and I would decide it was time to send the wuzzies home, which children were delighted with as well.

It was not until 1996 that I began to pay serious attention to what these imaginary creatures might offer.  That year the wuzzies played a critical role in the group of children coming together as a class and learning to live together.  I was so struck by the power of what had occurred I brought the story of the wuzzies to Prospect Summer Institute to have a group there help me think further.  After that I wrote part of the story of what happened that year, and was left with an important question posed at Prospect: Is this mainly a story about how a class came together as a community or is it about what these imaginary creatures might offer children in a classroom?

It is this question I have continued to wonder and notice about over the last four years, and have taken material to Prospect again in the summer of ‘99 and this last summer for a three day review. To have the opportunity as a teacher to share this generative work of children with other educators, to seriously study the humor and inventiveness, as well as moments of tension and conflict, to try to understand the work, was a rare gift, and not just for me it turned out.  Our inquiry was guided by these question, among others: How can I tell this story so what is happening is apparent and doesn’t get reduced?  What is the work children are doing?  What are they exploring?  What questions are they raising and working on?  What issues arise?  What values ?  What does the project make room for?  What does it allow and make possible for the teacher?  What is visible and not visible as part of the craft of teaching?  How does such a project relate to traditional notions of curriculum?  This paper is a direct result of our summer inquiry.

The wuzzies are in many ways a “border activity”.  They are not formal curriculum,  yet they are not free play either.  Because each child is chosen by a wuzzy, and then becomes caregiver and voice for that wuzzy, every member of the classroom is involved in some way, including the teachers. There is a narrative that accompanies these cotton ball creatures, creating more constraints and more possibilities.  

This is a shared imaginary world, and as teachers we have a role in this world, too.  We have our own wuzzies to care for; we can work alongside children some of the time.  We can see children in a new way both because of our stance alongside, and because of the project itself.  And when interesting conversations take place or issues arise, we can bring them into the public space of the classroom, through the morning message and meeting or council discussion.  The life of the wuzzies is sustained and grows stronger in the classroom through several ongoing open ended classroom structures: 1) the work and conversation of project time (a time, usually half an hour three times a week, when children can choose the work they want to do, and there is rarely an “output” expectation), 2) reading and adding to the morning message, and discussion around it in morning meeting first thing each morning and 3) discussions in regular weekly council meetings (a chance to discuss issues about our life together in the classroom, raised by children or teachers).

In our attempt to understand this project this summer at Prospect we looked at the “works”.  We looked at photographs of Wuzzyville and children at work.  We looked at the morning messages (which turn out to be not only a useful focusing document each morning, but also an historical record), children’s wuzzy writing, and rough transcripts from our classroom council meetings.  It is these same works I am drawing upon in this paper.

Beginnings this year - naming, cultural conventions

What opportunities did the wuzzies seem to provide for children this year?  Where did children PAGE \* Arabic  take these creatures?

From the very beginning, children played with the idea of what they could learn from their wuzzies.  Some were jokingly complaining the first day about how their wuzzy would not tell them their name, and speculating they might be too shy or scared to do so.  Others could only find out nicknames - -

On the second day most children made a beeline when they came in to see their wuzzy, but put them back in their temporary home before morning meeting. The morning message let them speculate about possible wuzzy calendar systems and let the rest of us know what they’d learned about their wuzzy’s name (what is written in italics is contributed by children): 

March 22

Dear Third Graders and Wuzzies 

GOOD MORNING! Today is Wednesday March 22, 2000 in our calendar system and 

Alabalo (day), Michis (month) 2000 (day of month), 7000 (year)
in the wuzzy calendar (It is possible there is more than one calendar on Alpha Six or our wuzzies understand it differently).

My wuzzy, Susan, and I are wondering about the names of the wuzzies who came yesterday.  What did you find out about your wuzzy’s name? (I know some wuzzies were only telling nicknames or some were so shy or scared at first they didn’t speak at all.) Sign your name with the wuzzy that chose you.
I don’t know - Morgan

AlBeRt - Alice

Ray - Jacob

Cupling (nickname) - Jeremy

I got a phone call from him last night.  He said his name isn’t Jason, it’s Sam! I have a feeling he’s going to call again with a different name! - Roberta

Googly is short for Googlydo and he is named that for his googly eyes - Anna

Puffy - Rachel

Sophia - Cathy

Mine won’t tell me anything. . .Fuzzy Wuzzy (nickname).  It just told me that! - Laura

Alfred Blue Eye - Abe

Nickname is Cyber - Ed

John - Tom

Grimf - Pete

Gurglemumph - Mike

Emily Fufu - Patricia

Only told me it’s nickname, Lizard. - Sarah

Susan (short for yellow-eyed Susan, a variation of the black-eyed susans they have on Alpha Six.) - Ms. B.

Already the wuzzies are a group of beings that are part of our class (greeted along with the students), and the children are beginning to play with calendar systems and names.  Children have the opportunity to consider some of our cultural conventions “from the outside”, from wuzzy perspective.  Many of them enjoyed playing with the calendar ideas, and continued to date wuzzy journal entries with made up dates. A couple of children composed a wuzzy calendar, by asking each child his or her wuzzy’s birthday month and date, and then making a page for that month in the calendar.  Names, too, were open invitations.  Some children struggled for more than a week with their wuzzy before their wuzzy would tell, a few changed names along the way.  One child includes a little bit on the origin of her wuzzy’s name (Googly), another plays with capital/lower case conventions (AlBeRt) - everyone learned to spell his name in exactly that way- and some are just plain fun (Emily FuFu, Gurglemumph, Grimf, Cupling, Lizard).

Playing with conventions continued throughout the spring, with some thoughts about seasons  (from the morning message): 

Ask your wuzzy if they have seasons on Alpha Six.  Are they like ours?

Tick Tock Click Clock (from the noise of the plants in the earth that are restless): It is gardening season.  You have to wait three more seasons for the plants to spring up. -  Abe

Swankopuss: hot and snowy.  The snow is blue and warm. - Morgan

Googlywoogly : It’s like our rainy season.  Same rain and temperature. - Tom

Picklers: humid and freezing cold.  Moisture freezes in the air. - Rachel

Squiggly- Squaggly: very hot, rainy.  The rain is cold and red which collects in ice soda. - Patricia

Hogmanaog: It rains hogs.  People take them as pets.  Bad accidents happen then. - Ed

Slim: There’s no food during this season.  Wuzzies get slim. - Roberta

and holidays:

As Abe asked yesterday, what do we know about wuzzy holidays?  Do they celebrate ours and/or have their own?
There is a holiday Shmismiss.  It’s five months.  Each day people get five presents.

There is a Coflict  Day - January (or Sabe) First

There is Schmanukkah.  It lasts all year.  It starts on Sabe.  Only Schmooish celebrate this.

There are Coflic wuzzies, too, and Shmuslim.

Prickledy is a holiday for all wuzzies.  They get together with their families.

What do children gain from these explorations?  There are certainly possibilities for considering the underlying structure of our systems for measuring time, our seasons, and holidays.  For instance, with the holidays, some are specific to some groups of people (Shmismiss and Schmanukkah) while others are for everyone (Prickledy).  Seasons include reference to temperature, precipitation(!), and the production of food or lack thereof.  And there is the big idea that these are human constructs, and there could be perfectly legitimate other possibilities, definitely fun to contemplate.

Wuzzyville takes shape - housing, businesses, entertainment, jobs - economy and community

By the end of the first week, the building of apartments, this year in shoe boxes, was well underway, and the first businesses had been established, the Walder’s Bank (Roberta and Ed), and a comic shop (Abe).  When the apartments were far enough along we fastened them together with brass fasteners in one large four or five story building).  The business establishments were nearby on the long windowsill.  

Economics was a strong area of exploration this year.  It began with the bank.  Roberta said all wuzzies would have an account in the bank, but 1) each wuzzy needed to deposit something of value first (in the “vults”) and 2) each wuzzy had to have a job, a source of on going income.   Allison Sladek, my teaching partner, and I were concerned about the limitations and restrictions this might impose on cooperative work, particularly as we watched children trying to “sell” their wuzzy services that they normally would have just offered.  It actually led to a proliferation of home decorating services :Cathy was an interior decorator, a group of boys had a carpet business that continued right through May (decorating Kleenex sheets with colored marker dots), Rachel (Milton) made family portraits, Ms. Sladek made grandfather clocks, and Morgan (Picaso) made - guess what? - miniature paintings.  It was wonderful to look at Wuzzyville after six to eight weeks and see so many apartments with carpet company carpets, family portraits, and a clock or picture.  

And record keeping at the bank turned out to be informal (unlike the Pet Store) and you could borrow money at any point you needed to pay for something. They also added a handy addition to the building - a clear plastic jar on the outside that held all the money.  Most of the children got involved in manufacturing some denomination of money from paper (punched=coins, cut rectangles=bills).  Each color was a different denomination.  The children seemed to know well which was which, though I’d always have to ask which color was which.  Credit cards were also available.  You just had to go pick one up.  I was so out of it (or so not in need of a credit card), I didn’t even know this until after the year was over when I was talking with Allison, my teaching partner. 

Most wuzzies did have jobs, and many changed throughout the spring, or added on. On March 28th when the wuzzies had been with us for a week, I wrote in the morning message “I have noticed that many wuzzies have set up interesting businesses,  What is your wuzzy companion doing?”  Responses were:

cutting hair - Morgan

selling penguin hats - Rachel

carpet business - Jeremy and Pete

plumber - Tom

Doctors office and hospital - Anna

Doctors office with Anna - Sarah

making clothes - Alice

Comics Deluxe - Abe

singer - Cathy (formerly interior design and doctors office)

My wuzzy works at the bank. - Laura

bank and orchestra - Roberta

Just to give a small sample of the complexity and evolution of jobs: Cathy’s wuzzy Sophia began as an interior decorator, worked in the doctor’s office and emergency room, then settled upon life as a singer (married, with children).  Abe’s wuzzy, Alfred Blue Eye, opened the comic shop right off, later built a baseball stadium, built and ran the popular restaurant, the Funky Feather, then went off to explore space with Ed’s wuzzy Squall.  Alfred Blue Eye was lost in space, and Abe was the person who established the wuzzy cemetery. He and one of his other wuzzies were working on the zoo during the last couple weeks of school. Patricia and her wuzzy, Emily FuFu, built the school, complete with greenboard, erasers, markers, desks, then went on to open up the pet store (inventing and selling wonderful wuzzy pets), and later, along with others,  the zoo.  Roberta and Sam were already involved in the bank and Wuzchestra within the first week.  She also created and published three editions of the Wuzzer  newspaper, helped develop an adoption form for the pet store, wrote morning messages for the school, won the refrigerator from the Funky Feather when Abe raffled it off. . .  

Early businesses and services, in addition to the ones mentioned above were: diamond shop (Morgan), penguin hats (Rachel), TV business, and day care (evolved into the school, but remained underneath the school room).  Other businesses and services developed later. AlBeRt was a lawyer, and Alfred Blue Eye opened the Funky Feather restaurant.  The Funky Feather began with a homemade silver cardboard refrigerator Abe made at home.  The restaurant evolved into a complex affair, complete with second floor deck, Sculpey food, and at least an attempt at “home delivery” by parachute. Patricia opened the Pet Store.  She made new creatures, mostly at home, and brought them in to “sell” at the pet store.  Each kind of creature had a name (Douse, Nouch, Walky, Wumph, Punda, Goo Goo Bird, Cootie, Winky, Furkish, Pringle, Gringle, Wiffy, Duffy, Lagoo, Starclops, Wuzzafuzz, Shurk). Roberta worked with Patricia on an adoption form each new pet owner had to sign stating they would take good care of their pet.  Several boys worked on different modes of transport - Tom made a plane, Ed a limo (box with lego wheels), Jeremy and Pete designed cars, Mike made a teleporter and Ed made what he called a Doomsday Machine and turned into a space ship that took Squall and Alfred Blue Eye off into space.  

There were a number of entertainment places that grew up. First was the Wuz Arena This was a collapsible cardboard structure that was set up during most project times. It housed the movie theater and was the place for musical performances.  The Oscars were here, and I think Wuzchestra Hall was, too. Building a pleasure boat engaged several girls for at least a week, then there were parties on the boat for all wuzzies). Morgan led in the building of the race track and race cars using legos. Once built the children organized  periodic races.  All wuzzies were invited and brought to the race, some wuzzies were chosen at random to be the racers.  Abe built the wuzzy baseball park.

And there was the zoo this year.  Several children, including Patricia, thought of having a zoo to have a home for the rapidly growing number of species of wuzzy animals.  Some girls worked with Allison Sladek, my teaching partner, one day making cages from a pop up book we have. They had carefully cut out five or six cages and were close to ready to put the zoo together  Then two or three children came by to say they thought the cages were too small for the animals and the animals should be in their natural habitats (Abe, Patricia, Anna?).  Allison said it was a tense time, but the children who had been making the cages didn’t argue.  They must have thought it was a better idea to have larger spaces and “natural habitats”. Nothing more happened that day but  over the next couple of weeks the cages were abandoned, shallow boxes fitted out with the requirements for “natural habitats” (there were small discussions about what each of these animals needed and some material was gathered from outside) and one of the boxes was converted to a trolley to carry wuzzies through the zoo. The original working crew was joined by Abe, Patricia, and Anna, plenty of wuzzies, humans and energy to get the job done.

Somewhere around the same time Mike, who had been involved much earlier in creating the teleporter, brought a new creature to sharing. In a formal and careful voice he told of the Fizzon (looking remarkably like two crossed tongue depressors with some squiggly pipe cleaners to make a head and tail), a mythic bird of Alpha Six brought in fossil form to earth and cloned from the DNA extracted from the fossil.

Time

This is a lot of activity and thought - making, doing, imagining - some of it individual, much of it collaborative.  The children were busy creating a world together.  Different than other wuzzy worlds of the past in the particulars and the emphasis, but recognizable, essential. Playing together, you might say.  I would agree.  Why, you might ask, take time in third grade for such play?

Although so much was happening the time is not great.  The wuzzies stay in Wuzzyville except for project time (half an hour roughly three times a week) and snack time (10-15 minutes a day).  We talk about the wuzzies and life in Wuzzyville during some morning meetings, and issues related to the wuzzies appeared on our council meeting agenda.  All of these structures are ongoing; the wuzzies weave themselves into the life of the classroom without taking any “extra” time, and, in fact, they provide fertile ground for all kinds of serious work and thought as well as strong focus, engagement, and a dose of humor and cleverness we can all use more of.  

Our regular curriculum studies continue throughout the time the wuzzies are present.  We continue to study the history of Chicago, learning about the growth of the city and problems that accompanied that growth, the Great Fire, industrial growth and immigration.  Each part of this study is substantial.  For example as children study the Fire they read about it, listen  to a number of first hand accounts, go on a trip to the Historical Society and a nearby house that survived, write letters as if they had been there, build a model of the city in 1871 (each child building a specific building or structure, all doing “shacks”), then watch while we burn our model down, comparing “our fire” to the real one. We continue to read, write, do math through the Spring. . .  

But there are ways in which the wuzzy time seems  large.  Two and a half to three months is a long time within a classroom, bordering on luxurious by curricular standards.  Also, many children hear about the wuzzies (and fuzzies) long before they even enter third grade.  For example, Judy writes about her daughter, a child in our class the year before: 

“Paula has been anticipating Wuzzies since her brother Jim introduced them to our family three years ago.  In fact, when she learned that Joan Bradbury was going to be her teacher she immediately wondered when they would “do” wuzzies, and she has been asking about them periodically since September.”
Along with many other traditions, fuzzies and wuzzies are something to look forward to, and then, back upon, even as seniors ready to leave the school.  The time also seems large because children are involved in a way that generates energy and thought.  This is their world and they care deeply about their wuzzies and what is happening in this world.  

There are, each year - at least since I have been paying attention - big issues that emerge in our life with the wuzzies. The importance of these issues may also lead to this sense that the time is large.  In 1996 the school cleaning service threw away a number of wuzzies and wuzzy buildings, and dealing with that - inside the class - supporting children who had lost their wuzzies and dealing with the loss - and outside the class - working to prevent a second disaster - became a galvanizing event.  It was also an election year, and children got very involved in wuzzy elections, running for office, platforms, etc.  The following year, the struggle, never fully articulated, was how to keep the wuzzies inclusive when there was a group of five girls who were so tight they wanted all their wuzzies to be members of the same family, sealing others out of their circle in this world as well as in other ways.  In ‘99 children explored several ceremonies and traditions, including marriage and Passover, but the struggle came around the suggestion by one child that there be a limit to the number of wuzzies each child could have (a limit lower than the number that some children already had).

This year’s issues, moral concerns, and big ideas: 1) wuzzy-fuzzy conflict, 2) government, and 3) natural habitats  

When Allison and I walked in after indoor recess on April 19, we knew we were deep into something serious.  All the children were upset, talking and shouting at once. “Mrs. Schulte’s class came in and destroyed some wuzzies! They shouldn’t be allowed in here in recess time at all, ever!” was the call.  After a couple of minutes (to get our children calm enough so we could get the story) it turned out three children had been in our room from Mrs. Schulte’s class, and one, everyone agreed, had not been involved at all.  We discovered that children had heard the two other boys insult the wuzzies, and then they had found wuzzy parts or remains in the wastebasket. (There were no missing wuzzies, and children had been making new wuzzies around that time, so the “remains” were almost certainly the trash from wuzzy creation). At that point we asked the two boys to come back over to our class, and talk this through with us.  Anke (Schulte) came, too.  The two boys did say they had insulted or “dissed” the wuzzies, but they denied that they had harmed them in any other way.  They realized how much it had upset children in our class that they insulted the wuzzies, and they apologized.  Things were temporarily okay, but it was already clear we needed to work further, or we might have an all out third grade war between the fuzzies and wuzzies.  

This was the first year we had three sections in third grade and our conflict had occurred with Anke’s class who had “inherited” the fuzzies from Molly.  The third class, Jeanne Kim’s, had Kermits as their imaginary creature. Interestingly, our class did not have any conflict with the  Kermit crew.  There was much more back and forth between our two classes for some reason, including cousins who were in the two classes, and one child in Ms. Kim’s class who came in and took a lot of interest in what was happening with the wuzzies.)

The next morning, our morning message and meeting provided a forum to discuss and work through this situation further.  I had the opportunity to talk with my two other teammates at third grade as well as Allison, and all of that helped me think through some of the factors at work.  We had never had any trouble between the fuzzies and wuzzies before.  In fact, fuzzies, or some version of them, are often made by children in my class and come to be one of the creatures that certainly belong.  But, for the last couple of years, one of the given characteristics of the fuzzies was that they could not breathe outside their own classroom, so they could not travel and visit our room or Jeanne Kim’s room.  Our classroom is across the atrium from the other two third grade rooms, a much larger distance than we’d had in our old space.  And three sections certainly sets up a different dynamic than two.

I wrote as part of the morning message:

I have been thinking about what happened yesterday at indoor recess.  It is reminding me of what happens or can happen when groups of people live separate from one another - misunderstanding, prejudice, bad feeling sometimes grow.  . . What do you think we might do to turn this around? (My sense is that this is the most important work we can do to keep our wuzzies safe, and the fuzzies and Kermits, all living beings.)

Before we began to discuss this I said more.  I said this was an example of how wars and ethnic hatred begin.  I reminded children that the fuzzies could not leave their room because they could only breathe the air there. (This was news to a number of children.)  Then someone asked what the fuzzies were.  Abe described them: “They’re made out of yarn and they look like jellyfish.”  Some children laughed.  I asked, “I agree that is an accurate description, but if people in Ms. Schulte’s class heard you say that what would they think?  Would they think you were “dissing” the fuzzies?”  There was agreement they would find it insulting, and a recognition that it was a similar comment the day before that had set us all off.  Then came the suggestions we wrote down on the morning message:

Make a sign.  Have kids from Ms. Schulte’s (and Ms. Kim’s ) class come in for tours.

Think about the golden rule.  How would they feel if we said bad things or hurt fuzzies?

Wuzzies can be ripped up so people do.

Tours of Wuzzyville for the other classes.  But  they shouldn’t touch the wuzzies without permission.

Some ways for all three kinds of creatures to meet.

Bring the wuzzies to the other rooms.

The next day there was more:

After our discussion yesterday, has anyone had more thoughts?  Taken action to build a bridge? Any comments about yesterday’s indoor recess?

Me and my wuzzy went to see the fuzzies and Kermits. - Morgan and Roberta and Anna

I thought the Kermits were cool. - Anna

Me and AlBeRt went to the Fuzzies and Kermits.  We got to dance with the fuzzies!

- Alice

We could have a tour house. - Alice

And teach wuzzy history. - Morgan

So - what began as a threat of war became an opportunity for connection among the classroom groups and their creatures (dancing, no less!), and some remarkable notions about history and knowledge of culture about the “other” being important in developing understanding. 

A second place where “big ideas” came into play this year was in our discussions related to government.  Some children seemed to think we should have a wuzzy government.  (It is not just a coincidence this is an election year.  The last time government and elections were are big part of wuzzy life was in ‘96.)  Children were picking up the idea, and the urgency surrounding it, from children in Ms. Kim’s class and their Kermits.  They were doing all kinds of research about elections and the functions of government and had elected a female Kermit president, Kernana.  We had a council meeting one day, and a discussion in morning meeting the next day.  During the council meeting, children assumed  there was going to be a government, perhaps because of the way I introduced it or the way the first couple of people responded, talking about how to fairly elect or appoint a president.  

There were some interesting notions of government, and what they wanted.  Alice thought that if we elected a president, the president should only have a house (like the Whitehouse) because “the government has to take care of the poor people.  That’s a hard job.”  She agreed with several people before her, that picking an a name from our name box would be a fairer way to select a president than to have an election.  

Morgan agreed with Alice that being president or mayor was a very hard job.  “Tommy’s Kermit is mayor.  All these people are coming up and asking questions.  You have to make laws.  You might feel disliked, or that your wuzzy was disliked.” Sarah added, “It’s a lot of responsibility to be president, like being parents to tons of wuzzies.”  Rachel developed a new notion about leadership: “I don’t think it’s fair at all to have a leader.  One has more power than the others.”  Patricia thought we could take care of this by having a new president every day.  Laura and Roberta agreed and elaborated how this could be done.  Anna was the last to speak.  “It’s fun to vote but it’s unfair to the wuzzies and us.  Think how you’d feel (if you lost, I think).  All the wuzzies are different.”

The next day’s morning message (May 4) included:

I have been thinking about our council discussion about government yesterday.  For me it was a powerful conversation.  Afterwards I was asking myself a question.  Do we need or want leaders/ government?  One thing I was thinking about is that we don’t need a government in the classroom, though in some ways Ms. Sladek and I serve as president (or boss) and we can decide things in council meeting.  I was also thinking about the high school student government.  They do have a president and one or two student senate heads, but they meet altogether once a week - all 350 students.  It’s one of the unusual or special things about Parker.  The last thing I thought about is: if this government is for the wuzzies, we need to ask them.  They should be able to decide.  Comments:

I don’t think we need gov’t.  There aren’t many conflicts.  Gov’t might cause more conflicts. - Morgan

I don’t think we need a president, etc.  Wuzzies need to know they stand as equals and no one has power over what they do. - Rachel

My wuzzy told me the wuzzies left Alpha Six because they had a government where the leader told people what to do. - Patricia

I was thinking if we have a leader the president might say, “Let’s have _____” They might decide to have things wuzzies didn’t want or need and it could ruin Wuzzyville. - Alice

We don’t need a government because Wuzzyville has so many good things and so the wuzzies can handle things themselves. - Cathy

The following day we voted by secret ballot about whether to have a government.  We decided not to have a government.  While we didn’t do a lot of unpacking of these ideas about the functions (and difficulties) of government, the fairness of voting, the role of a leader, there was significant thoughtful conversation and a decision made that I think all were comfortable with.

I have already touched briefly on the third area where big ideas and moral concerns were part of the drama - in the building of the zoo.  The notion of creating a zoo that had natural habitats for the creatures residing there was an idea that was embraced by all despite the “starting over” of zoo construction that it entailed.  I thought the issue was resolved - and in fact it was - but another council meeting discussion, our last regular meeting of the year, made me realize the thinking about this issue had continued - altogether beyond the wuzzy project.

There were many ladybugs around the school in May and children were interested in them, expressing that interest in a variety of ways.  Some children had captured ladybugs and tried to bring them inside in a container, usually a covered cup.  Others were concerned about the ladybugs being captured and taken inside, and four or five children had separately put this on the council agenda.

Mike, one of those who had put ladybugs on the agenda, started us off.  “People have been killing ladybugs.  People have been keeping them as pets.  I am asking a question;  Why are you doing these two things?”  Tom added another question:  “Are they being killed on purpose or in a challenge?”    

Alice commented “I don’t think it’s right to take a ladybug out of its natural habitat.  Ms. Sladek asked people who had captured them to let them go.  One person had more than one hundred.  It is like taking them from their parents.”

Bobby thought we shouldn’t take them in because they could get loose within the school.  Patricia acknowledged her part in capturing them.  “I am one person who catches them.  I am letting them go.”  Morgan added on, “I have been capturing them but setting them free.  I haven’t seen anyone kill them.”  

I summarized at that point, saying it was clear no one thought it was good to kill the ladybugs, but there didn’t seem to be much evidence that was happening.  People seemed to have mixed feelings about capturing them and letting them go.  I acknowledged that two people had stated they had been part of the capturing, “owning” their action.  Jeremy agreed that killing was not good and capturing them was not good either, but okay.  Cathy mentioned she had found one hurt, and had captured some.  “You shouldn’t kill them.”

Anna brought us all up short:  “What would happen if you were taken away from your natural habitat?” and Laura followed with “How would you like it if you were put in a shoebox?”  Roberta provided some history and context to this discussion, harking back to the zoo.  “In the wuzzy zoo, Patricia asked about the needs for each of the creatures.  For mine I said it ate french fries and needed Alpha rocks in its habitat.  Ladybugs need. . .(she gave a whole list of things including water and leaves). . .and friends.”

Sarah took the conversation about capture one step further.  “When you capture them, you put them in a dark place.  Even if you let them go, it is not in the same place.”   Ed added, “This  is a reason not to capture ladybugs even if you put them back.  If you move them, they are dependent on you. It’s your fault if they die.  It’s like kidnapping.”

Rachel thought there was reason to intervene sometimes.  “I moved them.  But I was picking them up and moving them to a place they would not be stepped on.  I want to do what I can to not kill them.”

Abe was the last to speak in this council meeting.  “ This started with the wuzzy zoo, with the cages.  I said, I’ll sue you if you don’t keep the creatures in their natural habitat.  The people making the zoo did this.  If you take a ladybug and put it in a box. . .Think of its parents.  Some children were laughing at this point, and some were saying “It’s not funny”.  Both responses made sense given the drama of Abes presentation - he seemed to want to be funny and to make a serious point simultaneously.  “Ladybugs don’t have a long life.  They don’t have a government.”
For me, this was a remarkable discussion for third graders to be having.  Children were so seriously considering their role in the life of the ladybugs, these small and elegant creatures, so abundant this year.  They did it in the way we have to try to understand “others” - anyone other than ourselves in our lives - through what Isaiah Berlin calls “imaginative insight” and is closely related to metaphor.  These third graders were imagining themselves as ladybugs, “likening” while holding onto and acknowledging the differences.  It seems to be this kind of thinking that is at the heart of empathy and care, essential for humanity.  What could be more important than this?  And the children themselves found the roots for this in their wuzzy experience, referenced twice in this discussion.

A teacher in our summer inquiry at Prospect said that at its best school should be a safe place to explore the toughest issues.  The wuzzies can create that kind of safe place.  Each child is chosen by a wuzzy and becomes a caregiver, giving character, voice, and life to his or her imaginary creature. This is generative work, creative work.  And it grows to a world, a wuzzy world, shared in the class.  Another teacher this summer spoke of the idea of “disinterested interest”.  There is something these creatures allow, giving us a little distance from our own culture and our own emotions, while we maintain great care and attachment.  Could we as a third grade class ever have understood the potential for war and its relationship to “othering” and “dissing” as we did with the wuzzies and fuzzies from a conflict that arose directly between children in the two classes teasing and insulting one another? (There are certainly instances to work from.)  I think it is much more difficult.

My daughter Lorraine is taking a course on Shakespeare at Columbia this semester. Looking at Shakespeare’s works, her class has spoken of the notion of a “greenworld”.  She says, “It is a place outside of society and its laws; a place where our imagination and dreams have more free reign.  It is a place where change that was not possible within the rigid confines of society can happen.  It is a place we go to, change, and then leave so that we can once again return to society but in a different, perhaps somewhat  better place.  The greenworld is filled with rituals that are an integral part of establishing community i.e. dances, song, feasting.”  

Wuzzies provide a third grade “greenworld” for children and teachers alike.  It is a place we go, a place we can invent our own rituals and conventions, a place of community, imagination, and generative power.  I never know what the wuzzies will bring, but at the heart of the experience is each child and her or his wuzzy and the world we create together.  I get to work alongside children, marvel and what they are doing, and lift up and bring forward some of what I see and hear to the public space of the morning message and classroom council, mostly noticing and asking questions.  It is always roomy, there is always lots of energy and activity and thought.  And it is always full of questions, big and small, mine and the children’s.   

I can only wonder now:  What will this year’s wuzzies bring? 

