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Earth Literacy for Kids — The Neighborwood Series 

Abstract 

The themes presented in the Earth Literacy program are concepts that need to be taught at 

the beginning of one’s education, not at the end. This is the vision behind Earth Literacy for 

Kids. The Neighborwood series will consist of sets of books that will illustrate the various Earth 

Literacy Masters program themes, such as the importance of diversity, recycling, and sense of 

place. 

The animals that reside in the forest of the Neighborwood are the characters that will be 

learning the themes along with the reader. The guide through the journey will be the 

Neighborwood land ambassador, a girl whom they call Lamb. The first book will be part of a pen 

pal series that shows the importance of niches and diversity in communities. This book will have 

a country mouse and a city mouse as pen pals learning how they are similar and how they differ. 

The rest of the pen pal series will include land turtle and sea turtle pen pals, and mockingbird - 

African Gray parrot pen pals. 

Introduction 

Background 

Environmental education needs to be positioned more importantly in children’s broad 

learning experiences. According to Susan Edwards and Amy Cutter-Mackenzie, there is an 

“emerging importance of environmental education in early childhood curriculum.” This 

emergence has caused an increase in the development of school-based environmental education  
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and increased interest in the role environmental education plays in early childhood education. 

(Early Childhood Australia) 

However, there has been little research concerning the relationship between early 

childhood education and environmental education. According to Edwards and Cutter-Mackenzie, 

during 1996-2007 less than 5% of published papers in early childhood research journals were 

concerned with these issues and very few childhood centers and/or kindergartens are 

“demonstrating exemplary environmental education practice.” (Early Childhood Australia) 

Following the release of Rachel Carson’s book Silent Spring in 1962 there was an 

increase in public concern for the environment. This led to the first Earth Day in 1970 and an 

increase in conservation education in the 1970s. Federal legislation followed the trend and 

during the next several decades, environmental education expanded in public and private schools 

across the nation. 

There were also several acts and offices formed which spurred the emergence of 

environmental education including: the Elementary and Secondary Education Act in 1965, the 

establishment of an Office of Environmental Education in the U.S. Department of Health 

Education and Welfare in 1968, and in 1971 the National Association for Environmental 

Education was formed to serve as one of the leading professional organizations. From that point 

on, environmental education received federal, state, and local support to “promote education 

about the many complex inter-relations between culture and ecosystems.” (Education State 

University) 

However, environmental education is generally taught within the social studies and/or 

science curriculums at the upper grade levels. It can be justified, however, that nature awareness  
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should be an integral aspect of a child’s education at all levels. That is the intent behind the 

Neighborwood series — to introduce environmental education at the entry grade level and 

progress to the upper grade levels. 

Objectives 

One of the long-term objectives of the Neighborwood series is to emphasize nature 

awareness and culture’s impact on ecosystems and to learn about the relationships between 

people and natural resources in order to develop children into “confident individuals who solve 

problems cooperatively and who can make sound judgments regarding the stewardship of our 

planet.” (Priest) According to Edwards and Cutter-Mackenzie, studies have shown a convincing 

relationship between childhood experiences with nature and the formation of pro-environment 

beliefs and lifestyles later in life. (Early Childhood Australia) 

In order to achieve this, objective lessons will be woven into the stories about the 

Neighborwood characters. These lessons are intended to teach children about: their relationship 

with the natural environment; the relationship between the various concepts of natural 

ecosystems; and personal relationships with others and with their inner self. 

Another learning outcome from the Neighborwood series is to demonstrate to children 

that they are connected with and contribute to their world. As a result, the children will learn 

how to become socially responsible and show respect for the environment. Edwards and Cutter- 

Mackenzie say that there is evidence suggesting that children show such responsibility and 

respect when they: 

e demonstrate an increased knowledge of, and respect for, nature and constructed 

environments  
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e develop an increased understanding of the interdependence between land, people, plants, 

and animals 

explore relationships with other living and non-living things and observe, notice, and 

respond to change 

develop an awareness of the impact of human activity on environments and the 

interdependence of living things. (Early Childhood Australia) 

Methods 

In order to prepare for writing a children’s book for Earth Literacy I have completed two 

separate six week writing workshops — Intensive Picture Book Workshop 1-6 and Intensive 

Picture Book Workshop 7-12. These workshops have taught me the proper themes and layout for 

a publishable children’s picture book. (See Appendix 1) 

In addition, I have also completed a research paper concerning the different topics of the 

first book. These topics include the importance of diversity in communities, niches, and various 

animal shelters. (See Appendix 2) I have also researched the featured pen pal animal characters 

for the first book — a country mouse, city mouse, land turtle (tortoise), sea turtle, mockingbird, 

and an African Gray parrot. (See Appendix 2) 

For future books of the series I will be researching recycling topics. These topics will 

include recycling done by living things such as animals that recycle. Creatures such as sponges, 

orb-weaving spiders, birds, dung beetles, and elephants will be investigated. Also included will 

be the recycling that occurs from Earth’s non-living things such as the water cycle, and the 

carbon and nitrogen cycles.  
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Discussion 

ELM Program theme integration 

The theme of Earth literacy is interdisciplinary learning which fosters the capacity to 

understand the natural world in order to ensure sustainability of the planet as a habitat for life. 

The program prepares men and women to effectively work toward creating a more viable Earth 

community. Earth Literacy for kids will integrate these themes in several ways. 

The Neighborwood series will base environmental education upon interdisciplinary 

curricular matter, such as ecology, biology, and sociology. This is to impart “a reverence of life 

through an ecological exploration of the interdependence of all living things.” (Priest) It is also 

intended to give children the capacity to understand the relationships occurring not only in the 

natural world, but also the relationships occurring between people and society and human 

influences on the quality of the environment. 

Another theme integrated into the Neighborwood series is illustrated by the character, 

Lamb, the land ambassador. It is the intent of this character to demonstrate a land ethic 

illustrating man’s stewardship for the land. According to Education State University, 

“environmental education is aimed at producing a citizenry that is knowledgeable concerning the 

biophysical environment and its associated problems, aware of how to solve these problems, and 

motivated to work toward their solution.” (Outdoor and Environmental Education) 

Just as the Earth Literacy program prepares men and women to effectively work toward 

creating a more viable Earth community, it is also the objective of the Neighborwood series to 

develop children into “confident individuals who solve problems cooperatively and who can 

make sound judgments regarding the stewardship of our planet.” (Priest)  
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Appendix 1 

Intensive Picture Book Workshop 

The first half of the Intensive Picture Book Workshop consisted of an eight week course 

that involved reading immersion and analyzing picture books. We were required to read and 

analyze a total of thirty books. 

The lessons went over the aspects of story writing and reader expectations. Some of the 

aspects covered were: story hooks, which is the set — up or inciting incident that happens to the 

main character to change his life and start the story; conflict, which is the middle of the story and 

where things get complicated for the character; resolution, which is the end of the story and 

where the character solves his problem; and (the most important aspect of storytelling) 

enlightenment, which is what the character learned in the story. 

One of the lessons analyzed the pitch of the stories. This is the process of using three 

sentences to show an overview of the entire book. (Sometimes this was not an easy task!) 

Another lesson was to analyze the story arc of the books. This is the principle plot of the story; 

the continuous progression or line of development in a story. 

There are character — based story arcs which involve the character working through a 

series of obstacles to solve an internal emotional problem. There are also concept — based story 

arcs where an idea drives the story. How the character feels emotionally does not determine what 

happens next in the story. Examples of this type of story arc would be sequence books (numbers, 

letters, days of the week, etc...), journey books (from one place to another), and compare and 

contrast books (something big, something small). Many times idea picture books will mix and 

match story arcs.  
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It was interesting to learn about the story board layout patterns and how there are general 

guidelines to follow, such as a certain number of pages due to printing processes. This could be a 

factor in being turned down for publishing! 

I am looking forward to the next workshop, as this is when we will be developing our 

own story into a publishable book! I hope these lessons will help my story flow through the story 

board layout process! 

The best part of this workshop was that I was able to spend time in one of my favorite 

indoor places — the children’s section of the library. Every time I went there, memories of 

excitement, curiosity, and comfort came flooding back, bringing with them that bittersweet 

feeling of nostalgia. Oh, to be in that world again, where all of the problems were solved by the 

last page! 

The second half of the Intensive Picture Book Workshop involved developing your own 

story into a publishable book. The lessons involved the themes learned about in the first half of 

the workshop, such as pitch, hook, story arc and story beat — except this time you applied your 

own story. This was a little difficult because my story was not complete on paper, per se, but a 

lot of stuff was in my head! However, it was helpful because it gave my story the organization it 

needed. 

Also as part of the workshop we were required to read three different comp books and 

analyze them. Comp books are books that have the same theme/idea as your book. The purpose 

of the comp books is to make sure it is unique because if it is too similar to a book that is already 

on the shelves it can be VERY hard to sell.  
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Once again I got to spend time in one of my favorite indoor places — the children’s 

section of the library. It inspires me to be there and see how many others’ dreams became reality 

and realize it is possible that my book could be in amongst them inspiring the future generations! 
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Appendix 2 

Finding My Way through the Neighborwood 

When starting the research for my children’s Earth Literacy series I was not sure what 

direction to take the research topics because previous courses had already covered things such 

as diversity, habitats, niches, etc.. So, I decided to make this a reflective research paper to 

discover the way to articulate these subjects to children and introduce myself to the animal 

residents as I find my way through the Neighborwood... 

Forest Habitats and Communities: Life in the Neighborwood 

Forests are places with many trees and other plants, all growing together. Examples of 

trees found in forests are maple, elm, oak, and sycamore. Plant life examples include shrubs, 

such as mountain laurel and huckleberry, and short herbal plants, like ferns. Lichens and mosses 

are also found directly near the ground. 

Most trees in the forest have leaves that are lost in the winter and grown back in the 

spring. During the summer the broad green leaves capture sunlight and help the trees make food 

through photosynthesis. The tree’s roots go into the ground and spread out to hold the tree in 

place. They also collect water and minerals from the soil for the tree to turn into food. (The 

photosynthesis process can be included in my “cycle series”, which will be the focus of my next 

research.) 

In the winter, it is too cold for the trees to protect their leaves from freezing, so they 

simply lose them and seal up the places where the leaves attach to the branch. The warmer days 

of spring signal to the trees that they can grow new leaves again and restart the cycle. This  
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special adaptation allows the trees to survive the changing seasons and create a habitat for 

creatures that live in the forest. 

Habitats and Communities 

Different animals live in different types of places, or habitats. A habitat is a place where 

animals and plants live, where they get all the things they need to survive, such as food, water, 

and shelter. Everything has a habitat, even humans, but we call them houses or homes. (Ask the 

series reader what kind of home they live in — apartment building, house, trailer?) Forests have 

smaller habitats inside the bigger forest habitat, so there are different levels where different 

animal and plant species live, such as the soil, the forest floor, and the trees. 

Many plants and animals live in a forest and every single one plays a special role. The 

forest and all of the creatures that live in it are called a community. (This is just like the 

community that you live in, where people live close to each other and all have special jobs.) In 

the forest community, each plant and animal lives in a certain place (its habitat), eats certain 

foods, and has a certain job — or its niche. (Just as your niche is going to school to learn how to 

contribute to your community!) 

Plants have a special job of producing food that is eaten by animals. Therefore, plants are 

called the producers of the community. Animals consume plants or other animals, which makes 

them the consumers. Animals have other jobs in their community, such as spreading seeds, 

breaking down dead plants/animals, pollinating flowers, fertilizing soil, or functioning as a 

predator or prey. 

It is through their niches that living things support and depend on each other regardless of 

size. For example, insects and plants support larger forms of life, such as deer or bear. Living  
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things are also impacted by any small changes in their habitat, whether positive or negative. For 

example, animals in the forest have to adapt to the changing seasons, so they can handle cold 

winters and hot summers. Some animals will migrate or hibernate in the winter, while some are 

equipped with a heavy coat with many layers of fur. An example of hot weather adaptation is the 

rabbit. A rabbit uses the surface area of its long ears to cool the blood in their body. 

Creatures of the forest 

There are many creatures of the forest. The Neighborwood series will be focusing on a 

few individually for the pen pal sessions, so those will be the ones discussed here: field mouse, 

house mouse, land turtle, sea turtle, mocking bird, African Gray parrot, and land ambassador. 

Field Mouse and House Mouse 

The field mouse is a small rodent found in open fields or forests. Their coloring includes 

blacks, browns, and whites, with white generally being on the belly. They are 65 to 95mm long 

from the tip of their nose to the end of their body with a long hairless tail that has circular rows 

of scales and is 60 to 105mm long. The tail is usually the same length as the body. (Wikipedia) 

Field mice rely on their size, speed, and own ingenuity to survive. They are unusually 

intelligent and researchers have proven that field mice will, if given the time, think out a strategy 

before doing something. They will assess situations before doing anything and if they think the 

situation is too risky, or impossible, or useless, they will not do it. This comes across as 

cowardly, but is actually the field mouse being cautious as they consciously watch out for 

themselves and their family. (Wikipedia)  
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The field mouse is nocturnal, probably to avoid its many predators — they have the 

longest list of natural enemies of any known creature. Besides being nocturnal, field mice use 

other forms of defense. They blend into their surroundings with their solid color coat making 

them appear to be a rock. Another way they avoid being seen is by using their speed to dart 

under bushes or underbrush. If they are being chased field mice will run into nooks and crannies 

to avoid being caught. (Wikipedia) 

Field mice are scavengers, so their omnivorous diet is simple. They eat whatever they can 

find that is edible. However, in the forest they are largely herbivores, consuming fruit or grain 

from plants. (Wikipedia) 

Niche 

Field mice usually will live in a burrow in the soil. (Wikipedia) In this way they interact 

with the non — living elements of its ecosystem. As the field mouse breathes it takes in oxygen 

and expels carbon dioxide. When the field mouse leaves its burrow for food it then interacts with 

the plants. The plants, in turn, interact with the soil, atmosphere, earthworms, fungi and other 

soil organisms. These organisms feed upon organic molecules that come from the death of plants 

and animals — including field mice! Field mice also function as prey supporting the food chain in 

their ecosystem. 

In this way field mice are providing important input of energy and material to their 

ecosystem. And the ecosystem is providing supporting habitat for field mice. 

House mice are also small rodents the same size as field mice; however, they will tend to 

have longer tails and darker fur. They are generally found living close to humans, in houses and 

barns, taking advantage of human shelters and food. They will nest in roofs, wood piles, storage  
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areas, or any hidden area near a food source. Their nests are made from substances that are soft, 

such as paper or rags. (Wikipedia) 

Like field mice, house mice are generally nocturnal. They are also scavengers; eating 

anything they can lay their paws on, including glue, soap, and other household materials. House 

mice also have many predators and, like field mice, they try to avoid predation by keeping out of 

the open and using their speed for running. (Wikipedia) 

Niche 

While house mice also serve as prey to support their ecosystem, they generally do not 

have as much interaction with soil and plant life (unless they are in the “wild”) as their 

counterparts, the field mice. They do still have a niche. Though some would call it a negative 

effect, it is still providing input for their ecosystem. House mice can consume stock piles of grain 

(affecting animals for which the grain was intended), cause structure damage, and spread disease 

through their parasites and feces. (Wikipedia) This type of feedback could be a form of 

population control for the ecosystem or a way of strengthening immune systems in the house 

mice’s ecosystem. 

Land Turtle and Sea Turtle 

Next in the Neighborwood’s cast of characters we meet the turtle living in the forest. In 

fact, it will be the tortoise as this is the proper term for land turtles. Tortoises are land dwelling 

reptiles that come in different sizes, depending on the species. The tortoise in the Neighborwood 

will be a Box Turtle. They are a small turtle that can get up to 15 cm in length. Tortoises have a 

shield covering their body known as a shell. (Wikipedia)  
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The top part of the shell is called the carapace and the bottom part of the shell is called 

the plastron. The two pieces are connected together by a structure called the bridge. This special 

bony shell is developed from the tortoises ribs. Most tortoises have high domed carapaces for 

protection from terrestrial predators’ snapping jaws. They will withdraw their neck and head into 

their shell for additional protection. (Wikipedia) The Box Turtle has a highly variable carapace 

pattern of yellow or orange markings on dark background. The plastron is either tan or brown. 

The Box Turtle has a well - developed plastral hinge separating the pectoral and abdominal areas 

and allows shell to be closed completely. (INHS) 

Tortoises have legs for walking. They always live on the land and barely go to water. 

Since most of their life is spent on land, they have their eyes positioned so that their eyes are 

looking down in front of them. This adaptation allows them to locate food sources with more 

ease. They are mostly herbivores, but some are omnivores and feed on worms and insects. 

Juvenile tortoises often require a different balance of nutrients than adults, and therefore may eat 

foods which a more mature tortoise would not. They use their jaws to cut and chew their food. 

(Wikipedia) 

Like other reptiles, tortoises lay eggs which are soft and leathery. The female tortoise will 

deposit the eggs into holes that she digs in the mud. However, she will live in another burrow in 

the mud and let the eggs incubate by themselves. She can lay from one to thirty eggs at one time. 

(Wikipedia) Those that survive will hatch in two to three months. In most cases, including box 

turtles, the young head immediately for cover in leaf litter. (Michigan DNR) 

Tortoises are active in the daytime. However, their active time depends mostly on the 

ambient temperature of the environment. When the temperature gets too cold for activity,  
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tortoises will hibernate. They dig a burrow into the ground as deep as they can. They will slow 

down and hibernate for as long as the weather is too cold for activity. Then when the spring 

comes, the tortoises will warm up and become active again. Once again, they will look for nice, 

warm places to sit and enjoy the sun. (Hopson) 

Niche 

The tortoise has a niche that is similar to the field mouse. Because tortoises also burrow, 

they interact with the living and non — living aspects of the soil. They also interact with the plant 

life and insects when they leave their burrow to find food. And they also support their ecosystem 

by acting as prey. 

Sea turtles are marine retiles that can be found in all oceans except for the Polar Regions. 

Some species will travel between oceans. They live in the sea and only come to shore for egg 

laying. Sea turtles must still breathe air so they will surface at regular intervals to refill their 

lungs. This is why sea turtles have developed their limbs for swimming. This also helps them in 

cold weather because they will simply swim to a warmer area instead of hibernating like the 

tortoise. (Wikipedia) 

Adult sea turtles can weigh from 150 — 1000 pounds. They have exceptional night vision 

with their eyes closer to the top of their head than the tortoise. Their eyes also have glands near 

them that produce salty tears to rid their body of excess salt taken in from the ocean water they 

drink. 

The egg laying process is similar to the tortoise’s process, except the females will burrow 

on a dry, sandy beach instead of in mud. Also, the sea turtles incubation period is considerably 

shorter. But, like the tortoise, the mother does not care for the young, so when the sea turtles  
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hatch they will squirm their way to the surface and head straight for the water. An interesting fact 

about sea turtles is that they will go back to the same beach they were born at to lay their own 

eggs! (Wikipedia) 

Niche 

Sea turtles have important jobs in two ecosystem types that are critical to them as well as 

to humans—oceans and beaches/dunes. In the oceans, for example, sea turtles, especially green 

sea turtles, are one of very few creatures that eat the sea grass growing on the sea floor. Sea grass 

has to be kept short to remain healthy, and beds of healthy sea grass are essential breeding and 

development areas for many species of fish and other marine life. A decline or loss of sea grass 

beds would damage these populations, triggering a chain reaction and negatively impacting 

marine and human life. Without sea grass beds, many marine species that are harvested by 

humans would be lost, as would the lower levels of the food chain. The reactions could result in 

many more marine species eventually becoming endangered or extinct (Wikipedia) 

Beaches and dunes form a fragile ecosystem that depends on vegetation to protect against 

erosion. Beaches and dune systems do not get many nutrients. Sea turtles use beaches and the 

lower dunes to nest and lay their eggs. Eggs, hatched or not hatched, and hatchlings that fail to 

make it into the ocean are nutrient sources for dune vegetation. Dune vegetation is able to grow 

and become stronger with the presence of nutrients from sea turtle detritus. As the dune 

vegetation grows stronger and healthier, the health of the entire beach/dune ecosystem becomes 

better. Stronger vegetation and root systems help to hold the sand in the dunes and help protect 

the beach from erosion. (Wikipedia)  
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The sea turtle provides an important input of energy and material into its ecosystem and 

supports many parts of its community. 

Mockingbird and African Grey Parrot 

The mockingbird is a medium — sized songbird with a small head and a long, thin bill. 

They have long legs and their wings are short, rounded, and broad and make the tail seem 

particularly long during flight. Their coloring is an overall gray/dark gray on their backs with 

paler shades or white on the breast and belly and there are two white bars on each wing. When 

mockingbirds are in flight, these become large white flashes. (Wikipedia) 

Mockingbirds are found in areas with open ground and in second growth habitats with 

shrubby vegetation, such as hedges, fruiting bushes, and thickets. They will nest in shrubs and 

trees, preferring the low lying branches (typically 3 — 10 feet off the ground) of certain trees, 

such as maple, sweet gum, and sycamore. (Wikipedia) 

The male of the species will choose several nesting sites and start building them for the 

female to decide which one to put her finishing touches on and lay her eggs in. They rarely reuse 

their nests and sometimes the female will start laying eggs in a second nest while the male is still 

caring for the young in the first nest! (Wikipedia) 

Mockingbirds will eat mostly insects in the summer (providing a service for humans in 

their community with their “summer jobs”) but switch to eating mostly fruit in the fall and 

winter. They will forage on the ground on in vegetation and sometimes they will drink sap from 

the cuts on recently pruned trees. (Wikipedia)  
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The mockingbird makes its presence known by its loud and frequent songs. They will 

sound as if there are 10 to 15 birds calling because they will often mimic the sounds of birds (and 

frogs!) around them. Mockingbirds continue to learn new sounds throughout their lives and may 

learn about 200 songs in a lifetime. Their song is a long series of phrases, with each one repeated 

two to six times before starting a new sound; the songs can be up to 20 seconds or longer. 

(Wikipedia) 

Niche 

Mockingbirds have much the same niche as other bird species in their ecosystems. 

According to Donald Miller, the class of birds functions “as an integral and highly significant 

component of ecosystems worldwide, from the polar regions to the tropics.” Christina Hall says 

birds are one of the most abundant and important species in the forest ecosystem. 

This is because the forest consists of multiple forms of flora and fauna. The forest 

ecosystem’s food chain starts with the sun providing energy to the plants, which then produce 

fruit. This is where the role of birds comes into play. After getting their nourishment from the 

fruits and berries, the birds contribute to their community by dispersing the seeds throughout the 

forest floor. (Hall) Many plants depend upon seed dispersal for successful repopulation and 

according to Hall, in some forest ecosystems, “tall flowering trees are exclusively dependent on 

the intervention of birds. 

Some birds, such as the hummingbird provide pollination for wild flowers. Many 

(including the mockingbird) also act as predators, keeping populations of organisms such as 

insects, amphibians, reptiles, and mammals in check. Birds also function as prey, providing an 

important link in their ecosystems’ food chains. Another important role (which, like the house  
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mouse, can appear negative) is they have the ability to spread diseases for humans, animals, and 

plants, over great distances providing another population check. (Miller) 

There are two subspecies of the African Grey Parrot, the Congo African Grey and the 

Timneh African Grey, both found naturally only in the rainforests of Africa. (The 

Neighborwood’s pen pal will be the Congo African Grey, so that is the one that will be focused 

on.) The African Grey is a medium sized parrot, with the adults being about 13 inches long with 

light grey feathers, cherry red tails, and an all black beak. (Wikipedia) 

The African Grey depends on large old trees that have natural hollows for nesting. 

Unfortunately, the preferred tree species is also a preferred timber species. As the primary forest 

declines so do the African Greys population. They primarily feed on palm nuts, seeds, fruits, 

leafy matter, and sometimes snails. (Wikipedia) 

Experts regard it as being one of the most intelligent birds. Studies have demonstrated 

that African Greys were able to coordinate and collaborate with each other in order to solve 

problems set up by scientists. They are also known for their superior ability to imitate sounds and 

human speech, with some being known to possess a vocabulary of over 950 words. And, unlike 

other parrots, wild African Greys have been documented imitating the calls of several other 

species of birds (like our friend the mockingbird!). (Wikipedia) 

Niche 

Like mockingbirds, African Greys have much the same niche as other bird species in 

their ecosystems. They play the role of seed disperser, pollinator, predator, and prey in their 

rainforest community.  
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Land Ambassador 

Our tour guide through the Neighborwood will be the land ambassador, Lamb. An 

ambassador promotes interest in an idea or program by portraying it in a positive light and 

encourages its rise in popularity. In this role they also are to facilitate peace, friendship, and try 

to protect the rights of the people in their home. Lamb’s role is to monitor the interactions 

between living and non — living thing in the forest ecosystem of the Neighborwood community. 

Those are the characters I have discovered so far for my first series of books that will 

consist of these similar but differing creatures discovering the world through pen pal letters. 

Lamb will be teaching us about the various ecosystems and the importance of diversity and 

niches along the way. I hope I can put it all in a way that will help the next generations interact 

less invasively with their own community’s neighborhoods — because I bet they are a lot like the 

community in the Neighborwood! 
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Finding My Way through the Neighborwood — Part 2 

As I am finding my way through the Neighborwood... 

The next topic for the Neighborwood series will be learning how the natural world 

teaches us about recycling. The goal is to develop in the readers an awareness and appreciation 

for natural places, such as the Neighborwood. The readers will see how nature works together to 

recycle. If they see the value in such places they will want to protect it and learn how they can 

live more co — operatively with it. They will understand why recycling is so important and learn 

to recycle not just to reduce their waste, but to embrace a cycle that reaches well beyond the 

human scale. (Jr. Recycling Handbook) 

Unlike the trash produced by humans, natures “litter” is not harmful. Reusing and 

recycling is an essential process for the maintenance of the individual ecosystems and for a 

healthy global environment. Plants, animals, water, and soil interact to make up the basic cycles 

of nature. Natural materials are always cycling in wilderness areas, like the Neighborwood. 

Nature uses its energy and materials over and over in a variety of ways. 

Decomposition 

One of these ways is in the way nature recycles soil through a process called 

decomposition. When plants and animals die they become organic waste. This organic waste is 

broken down by organisms called decomposers. Many animals, such as worms, contribute to 

breaking down this dead matter, but most decomposers are in the fungi, bacteria, or protozoa 

kingdoms. (Jr. Recycling Handbook) In general, there are more bacteria in agricultural and 

grassland habitats and more fungi in forest environments.  
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These decomposers are the reason that the “litter” on the forest floor does not keep piling 

up. As the decomposers do their job, the organic matter is broken down and nutrients are added 

to the soil. This allows the soil to provide a richer environment for plants to grow and thrive. (Jr. 

Recycling Handbook) 

The Water Cycle 

Another example of how nature recycles is the water cycle. Earth has a limited amount of 

water so it is very careful to recycle every drop! In the Neighborwood series, the land 

ambassador, Lamb, will follow a rain drop on its journey through the water cycle. 

Water is always on the move. The water cycle describes the continuous movement of 

water on, above, and below Earth’s surface. Water can change states between liquid, vapor, and 

ice during the cycle. The water cycle is made up of a few main components to move the water 

from one reservoir to another. These components are the physical processes of evaporation and 

transpiration, condensation, precipitation, and collection. (KidZone) 

Evaporation and Transpiration 

The driver of the water cycle is the Sun. The Sun’s energy heats the water in the oceans 

and the seas causing water to evaporate into the atmosphere. This means the water is heated up 

until it turns into vapor or steam. When evaporation occurs the water leaves the reservoir and 

goes into the air. (University Corporation for Atmospheric Research) 

A sub — process of evaporation is the process of transpiration. This is when plants lose 

water out of their leaves. This is similar to when you sweat! The process of transpiration helps 

get the water vapor into the air. (KidZone) As the Earth’s surface water evaporates, winds move  



EL 545/575 W12 Manning 27 

water in the air from the oceans and seas to the land. This increases the amount of fresh water on 

land. (Wikipedia) 

Condensation 

These same winds that move the water across the Earth create rising air currents that take 

the water vapor up into the atmosphere, where the air is cooler. As the atmosphere cools, the 

water vapor in the air gets cold and changes back, or condenses, into liquid. This process is 

called condensation. (University Corporation for Atmospheric Research) This transformation of 

water vapor to liquid water in the air is what creates clouds and fog. (KidZone) 

Precipitation 

The water vapor that is converted to clouds brings fresh water to land through the 

precipitation process. Precipitation occurs when so much water has condensed that the air cannot 

hold it anymore. The clouds get heavy and water falls back to Earth in the form of rain, hail, 

sleet, or snow. (KidZone) 

Collection 

The precipitation falls back to Earth’s surface, but what happens to the water next 

depends upon the geography of the land it falls on. It may fall back into the oceans or seas or it 

may end up on land. (Wikipedia) 

When it ends up on land it could be absorbed by Earth and become part of the ground 

water to be used by plants and animals for drinking. If it is not soaked up by Earth it will run 

over the soil and collect in the oceans and seas where the water cycle started. (Wikipedia)  
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Water plays many different roles on Earth. It is in ice caps and glaciers, lakes and 

streams, underground and in the air. Each of these reservoirs has an important job in Earth, as 

does the water cycle. By transferring water from one reservoir to another, the water cycle cleans 

the water, replenishes freshwater on the land, and transports minerals to different parts of Earth. 

(University Corporation for Atmospheric Research) This means the water cycle is a significant 

contributor to the maintenance of life and ecosystems on Earth. 

The Carbon Cycle 

Another significant way that nature recycles is through the carbon cycle. This cycle 

allows carbon to be recycled and reused throughout the biosphere and all of its organisms. 

(Wikipedia) This is important because carbon — based molecules are needed for life on Earth 

because it is the main component of biological compounds — all living things are made of carbon. 

(University Corporation for Atmospheric Research) 

Earth is a dynamic place and, like water, carbon does not stay still. In this Neighborwood 

series Lamb will explore how carbon atoms move through the natural world. 

Plants role in carbon cycle 

In the atmosphere, carbon is attached to oxygen in a gas called carbon dioxide. In the | 

carbon cycle, plants absorb carbon dioxide from the surrounding air. The plants combine this 

with the Sun’s energy and water to make oxygen and the substances they need to make their own 

food and grow. The carbon becomes part of the plant. (University Corporation for Atmospheric 

Research)  
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The next step is photosynthesis. The basic idea of photosynthesis is to make food (sugar) 

using the energy of sunlight. The process of photosynthesis incorporates the carbon atoms from 

carbon dioxide in to sugars. (Wikipedia) 

Animal’s role in carbon cycle 

Now animals enter the picture. The herbivores eat the plants and use the energy that is 

released from breaking down the sugars. The carbon released is used to build the herbivore’s 

tissues and the carbon released is breathed out by the herbivores. Next, carnivores will eat the 

herbivores and use the carbon to build their own tissues. (Wikipedia) 

These animals will return the carbon dioxide into the air when they breathe. When the 

plants and animals die, they return the carbon to the soil where the organic matter is broken 

down by the decomposers we learned about previously. (Jr. Recycling Handbook) 

This cycle illustrates how living organisms work together for a common existence. 

Without the carbon dioxide released from the animals, the plants could not photosynthesize to 

make their food, and without the oxygen released from the plants, animals could not survive. 

(Wikipedia) Without the proper functioning of the carbon cycle, every aspect of life could be 

changed dramatically. (University Corporation for Atmospheric Research) 

Animals that recycle 

Animals not only practice recycling in the carbon cycle, they also reuse other materials. 

According to Jennifer Viegas, “animals live in a natural balance with their environment and thus 

recycle and reuse without consciously knowing so.” (Discovery)  
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For example, most animals’ homes are reused natural material and many animals use 

dead logs for homes and food. Some animals reuse the waste from plants and trees and their 

waste, in turn, is fertilizer for other wildlife. (Discovery) All species play important roles in 

nature, but there are a few that “stand out as being especially productive and beneficial by 

reusing materials in very clever ways.” (Viegas) 

There are certain sponges in the coral reefs that will consume dissolved organic carbon 

for energy in the oceans. There are no other organisms in the coral reefs that can use this for 

energy. The sponges will process the carbon and produce cells, which they then shed. Then other 

reef organisms are able to eat the “now edible cells.” (Viegas) 

After hermit crabs have out — grown their shells, they will leave them behind for the 

smaller hermit crabs to take up residence in. Then they will find a discarded shell that fits to use 

for their protection. (Viegas) This is just like when you give away clothes that do not fit 

anymore! 

Birds use twigs and sticks to make their nests. Many birds will “incorporate everything 

from lint to hacked up cat fur balls in their nests.” (Viegas) Spiders are even into recycling. 

Some orb — weaving spiders will decorate their webs in order to make them as enticing as 

possible for prey. To do this they will put bits of leaves, twig, and other plant detritus in their 

webs to create “mini web masterpieces.” (Viegas) 

It is important to understand how nature works together to support all of its aspects. For 

example, “the fortunate output of oxygen from plants during photosynthesis certainly stresses the 

coincidental nature of life.” (Wikipedia) This Neighborwood series will give children a sense of  
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how natural recycling works and make them aware of the natural balance that occurs within 

nature, where some species benefit from others and this, in turn, fuels a vibrant Earth. 
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Appendix 3 

Hello Friend! It is good to see you out in the Neighborwood today! 

I am your Neighborwood Land Ambassador — everyone calls me 

Lamb! 
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It is my job to watch over the 

Neighborwood. Let’s go see what 

is going on today. I think you will 

find it is a lot like your 

neighborhood. 

- A 
da 

The Neighborwood is a forest habitat. Forests are places with 

lots of trees and other plants, all living together. A habitat is a 

place where plants and animals live and where they get food, 

water, and shelter to live in. A forest is a habitat.  
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Your neighborhood has habitats too, but you call them 

homes. There are many types of homes for people, 

like houses, apartment buildings, teepees, igloos, and 

huts. 

What kind of home do you 

live in? 

The Neighborwood has layers of trees, shrubs, 
and groundcover that give many different 
animals many different types of homes. 
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The trees have good nest sites for mammals, 
birds. and insects and some have hollows 

that are used by many animals. The shrubs 
are good places for small animals to make a 
home in. Groundcover and the stuff in it. 

like logs, leaf litter, and rocks, makes a good 
place for the really small animals. 

There are many plants and animals living in the Neighborwood and every single 

one plays a special role. The forest, and all of the creatures that live in it; is 

called a community — just like the one you live in, where people live close to 

each other and all have special jobs. 
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Here in the Neighborwood each plant and 

animal lives in a certain place, eats 

certain foods, and has a certain job — this 

is called their niche. 

Look! There are some 

squirrels going to work 

now! 

The squirrel’s niche is to collect nuts and seeds 

and bury them in the dirt for wintertime. 
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If the squirrels do not find and eat the 

nuts and seeds later, they will grow into 

trees! This is a very special job for the 

Neighborwood! 

The Neighborwood has something else that your neighborhood has — school! This 

is where the young ones of the forest learn about the world around them and what 

their job is in it. 

Look! Here is a class now — Let’s look in and find out what they are learning 

today! 
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Now class, let’s go over what we have learned so 

far. 

Mouse, stop climbing around and tell the class 

what a habitat is. 
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Sorry Miss Fox. 

Ummm....A habitat is a place where 

plants and animals live together. 

That’s right! A habitat is a place 

where plants and animals live 

and work at their special jobs 

helping each other and their 

habitat. 

py a a 

Turtle, what type of habitat 

is the Neighborwood? 
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Now class, we will learn 

about having diversity in 

the Neighborwood. 

This means there are many different plants and 

animals working in their special niches to support 

the well — being of the Neighborwood habitat. It is 

very important to have a variety of us in the 

Neighborwood. 

If there were only one type 

of tree and no other plants 

then there would be no food 

for the animals that eat fruits 

or graze on grasses. There 

would be no flowers for the 

bees and butterflies. 

If the Neighborwood had only one type of 

animal then the food the animal ate would 

be quickly used up. Their waste would 

build up because there would be no one 

there to clean it up. 
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Luckily, there are bacteria, worms, and 

mushrooms in the Neighborwood. Litter 

does not build up on the forest floor 

because they do their job very well. 

Their job is to break down waste from 

plants and animals. 

This makes the soil rich for the many 

plants of the Neighborwood. Their jobs are 

making oxygen and giving food and shelter 

to animals. They also help stop flooding by 

taking up the extra water with their roots. 

Now we will learn about habitats outside of the 

Neighborwood. Some of these places are close by and 

some are very far away. 

We will write to Pen Pals in these places and tell 

them about living in the Neighborwood. Then they 

will write to us and tell us about the habitats they 

live in. 

Here are your Pen Pal assignments. Let’s begin 

working on our letters...  
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This is so exciting! I like to learn about new 

places — don’t you? Let’s see what Mouse 

has to tell his new Pen Pal House Mouse... 

I live in a forest habitat called 

the Neighborwood. There are 

lots of trees here. Do you 

have many trees where you 

live? 

My home is in a burrow by a tree root. I 

live there with my family. Do you live in 

the ground, too? 

One of my jobs for the Neighborwood is 

to keep this burrow cleaned out. This 

helps loosen the ground for the plants 

around it. It also brings air to the soil and 

plants. 

I also have to collect food for my family. I 

hunt for things like nuts and berries. What 

kind of food do you eat? 
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A short time later in the 

Neighborwood... 

Class, today we will...Oh, I 

see the Snail Mail has arrived 

with a letter for Mouse. 

Mouse, will you read it to 

us? 

I like to play with my friends, Turtle and 

Mockingbird. Sometimes we play tag, but Turtle is 

not very hard to get away from. Sometimes we 

play “Hawk” and Mockingbird pretends to be a 

hawk chasing us. He sounds just like one! Turtle is 

really good at this game because he just hides from 

the “Hawk” inside of his shell. 

Do you have friends to 

play games with? I am 

going to go play now — 

Your Pen Pal, 

Mouse 

Hello Friend! I heard the Snail Mail 

has a Special Delivery for one of the 

Pen Pals. Let’s see who gets a letter 

today... 
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My family lives on a farm just outside of a town. When it is 

warm outside we also live in a burrow. Ours is beside a field 

of corn, so there are not as many trees as you have where you 

live. We eat a lot of corn when it is warm out. I also have to 

keep the burrow clean, so my job helps put air in the soil for 

the corn we eat. 

When it gets cold out we move to the farm house. Here we 

hunt for food scraps on the floor and in the trash. 

My friends, Turtle and Parrot live inside of the farm 

house. Sometimes we play “Cat.” Parrot is an 

African — Grey parrot and can make sounds just like 

the cat! Turtle and I hide from him — we are all 

scared of the cat! 

I have to go find 

something for dinner, now. 

Your Pen Pal, 

House Mouse 
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House Mouse lives in a very different habitat from the 

Neighborwood. What ways is it different? 

They have a lot of corn on the farm 

instead of a lot of trees. 

Fa mm Ne. igh oor wood 

Sometimes there is a farm house to live in. 

In what ways is House Mouse’s life on the 

farm the same as life in the Neighborwood? 

He has to hunt to find food. 

When his family lives in the burrow, his 

job helps the plants in his habitat. 

He plays games with his friends, 

just like me! 
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My Pen Pal is an African — Grey parrot! 

That’s right, Mockingbird! But your Pen Pal lives far 

away in a place called Africa and it will take longer 

for that letter to get here. OK class, while we are 

waiting for more exciting news from our Pen Pals we 

are going to find out how the Neighborwood 

recycles... 

The Neighborwood school is certainly 

learning a lot about their home and their 

place in it. And Pen Pals are a fun way to 

learn about other places. 

I have some land ambassador duties to 

see to, but I am so glad you joined us 

here in the Neighborwood. Come back 

soon and we will find out what the class 

has learned from the other Pen Pals! 

Hey all of you Jr. Land Ambassadors — Would you like to have a Pen Pal so you can 

learn about other exciting places and share all of the fun things you have in your 

place? 

Ask your teacher or parent to help you check out these Pen Pal sites! 

Student Letter Exchange - http://www.pen-pal.com/ 

Pen Pals for Kids - http://www.friendship-by-mail.com/pen-pals-for-kids.html 

Students of the World - http://www.studentsoftheworld.info/menu_penpals.php 

Be sure to have a parent or teacher help you! 

 


