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Questions to ask: 

• How does a building tell a story? 
• How can we measure, describe, and compare things around us? 
• Where do materials come from and how do we use them? 
• How do we depend on the earth for materials? 

 
Invitations/Experiences: 

• Conduct a scavenger hunt outside searching for the materials described in the book, in their 
original forms. Use the language from the book for your clues (i.e. “I am three hugs around and as 
high as the blue.” “I was once below, underground, deep asleep, tucked beneath a blanket of 
leaves.”) When possible, invite the children to bring samples of these items back to the class. 

• Set up a sensory table or dramatic play area that includes some of the specimens found on the 
scavenger hunt, along with wood pieces (coins cut from a tree, small planks like Kapla blocks), 
small stones, slate, and miniature bricks (can be purchased from craft stores and Walmart). 

• Measure things around home or classroom using hugs. How wide around is the classroom? How 
many hugs around is one of the work tables? What other non-standard units of measurements 
can children invent? 

• Make mud bricks. Allow this process to evolve over the course of several days or weeks. Start with 
mixing water and earth; observe how the children work with it and note what they make. Does 
anyone use mud balls to connect sticks? If so, can they build a small shelter using mud balls and 
sticks? Over time, if they don’t do it naturally, invite them to make bricks. Observe, and stretch 
their thinking: How will the bricks harden? Are they strong enough when just made of dirt and 
water? How can we make them stronger? Eventually, offer the children straw along with their 
dirt and water. What can they build with mud bricks? 

• How do animals use mud to build? Bring in bird nests. Watch the short 5-minute PBS video Animal 
Structures: A Nest Made Out of Mud to learn about how red ovenbirds use mud to build their 
nests. (Also consider studying beavers and termites).  

• Selecting building materials. Why do your students think that Deborah Freedman wrote about the 
particular materials in THIS HOUSE, ONCE (note: she lives in Connecticut)? What materials are 
used to build homes where you live?  Where did they come from? 

• Personalize the text. Students can innovate on the text that Freedman offers, creating their own 
personalized book for their own house or apartment. Or, as a class, you can study the story of 
your school building and have each child write and illustrate a page for each component part. 

 
 
Many thanks to kindergarten teacher Katy Botta and the Seedlings Educators Collaborative of New Haven, 
CT for these creative ideas! 
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