
How would you describe the changes in the seasons? Descriptive writing 
that reports what is happening in nature, often conveys information 
without capturing the magic, beauty or emotion of the events. It is 
possible to tell the same phenological event factually while providing more 
evocative descriptions. The students will recreate a more descriptive 
version of a paragraph after hearing a somewhat dry description of a 
typical phenological event for the week. 

 Overview

Day 2
1. Read students The Diary of a Worm by Doreen Cronin and Harry Bliss.  
Discuss the point of view the story is told from and how it is told. 
2. Explain that everyone will be writing a narrative from the point of view 
of a plant or animal experiencing phenological (seasonal) changes. 
3. Tell students that you will be going outside to observe some of the 
phenological events that are occurring right now.  Ask them to try to notice 
even the smallest details about their surroundings.  Remind them to use all 
their senses (except taste) to observe. 

Two of many other selections that you could read include the classic, 
Henry David Thoreau's Walden, Annie Dillard's, Pulitzer Prize winning, 
Pilgrim at Tinker Creek.

 The Activity   

 Background

One of the best ways to become familiar with good writing is to listen to 
excellent examples read aloud. Reading a selection or one of the essays in 
the first section of Aldo Leopold's A Sand County Almanac provides 
wonderful examples of the use of metaphor and simile to describe 
seasonal activities around the family “Shack” in Wisconsin. His essays 
evolved from his field observations through a series of revisions to become 
gems of descriptive writing that have gained worldwide recognition.

3. Ask students if they could picture what the author was describing. 
Discuss the idea that the writing was not bad, but it could be revised and 
improved by adding more “juicy” words, metaphors, and similes, and by 
focusing on more details. Work together to improve the paragraph.

1. Tell students you are going to read to them a paragraph about what 
usually happens in nature during this week each year.  Ask them to listen 
with an “editor's ear” to see how well they can picture what the author is 
describing. 

Day 1

2. Read a short paragraph from the “Phenology” section of the Minnesota 
Weatherguide Environment™ Calendar that correlates to the current week 
(i.e. First Week of April). 
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Day 2: 40 minutes

Skills:

Day 3: 40 minutes

· Writing notebooks
· Pencils

· Whiteboard with 
markers or chart paper 
with markers

Writing creatively

Vocabulary: 

 
Materials Needed: 

· Minnesota Weatherguide 
Environment™ Calendar

Critical thinking
Observing
Drawing conclusions

Time: 

Day 1: 40 minutes
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5. After about 20 minutes, bring them back inside to discuss some of their observations. Write them down on 
a whiteboard or chart to refer to tomorrow.
 
Day 3

4. Take students outside to a quiet place, somewhat removed from school if possible.  Before leaving the 
classroom, remind them of the rules for being outside of class: it's still class, not recess.  Once you arrive at 
your destination, ask students to spread out so they have their own area to observe and write their 
observations in their journal.  Observations can be in the form of a list, a web, or whatever feels best and most 
efficient to individual students.    

2. Tell students that we will again be going outside, this time to write our narrative. They can sit in the same 
place as yesterday or choose a new place as long as they have their own space. 

1. Remind students of the story from yesterday and the point of view it was told from.  Tell students that today 
we will be writing a short story, or narrative, told from the point of view of a plant or animal experiencing 
phenological changes.  Start brainstorming some examples (if the lesson is done in the fall… a squirrel 
gathering food, a bird getting ready to fly south, a leaf turning color, etc).  They must include phenological 
events in their writing, and try to write in the descriptive style that was practiced on Day 1. 

3. After 25 minutes (time will vary based on the group) gather students in a group.  Ask for volunteers to share 
their “descriptive narratives.” 

 Resources

· This writing activity could be taken all the way to a published form if desired.  Time for additional lessons on 
revising would be necessary. 
· Use a roll of butcher paper or strips of chart paper to make an illustrated mural or phenology wheel (see web 
resources) of the descriptions.

Morrison, G. Nature in the Neighborhood
Minnesota Weatherguide Environment™ Calendar
     online: https://jeffersfoundation.org/programs/calendar-in-the-classroom/
Thoreau, H.D. Walden

 
 Extensions

· Depending on the ability and experience of the group, it may be necessary to model some more of the steps 
along the way, i.e. outside observation, beginning a narrative, etc.   

Iverson, D. Discover the Seasons
Leopold, A. A Sand County Almanac

Gibbons, G. The Seasons of Arnold's Apple Tree
Gibbons, G. The Reasons for Seasons

· What makes descriptive writing enjoyable to read?  The rich language helps us feel and picture what is 
happening and we feel more connected to the story and characters.
· How do you think scientists originally discovered these phenological changes?  Much of science starts with 
observation, just like what we just did.  Scientists observe and look for patterns from year to year. They record 
their observations. The more details and descriptive language scientists use the more accurately they can look 
for similarities and differences from year to year.  These observations also help scientists discover unhealthy 
changes in nature, which leads to research about the cause of these changes (such as deformed animals 
caused by polluted waters). 

 Questions for Discussion

Dillard, A. Pilgrim at Tinker Creek.

Branley, F.M. and Maestro, G. Sunshine Makes the Seasons
Cash, M.M. What makes the seasons?



LS2: Ecosystems: Interactions, energy, and dynamics

LS3: Heredity: Inheritance and variation of traits

ELA Standards and Benchmarks

 3rd Grade: Many characteristics involve both inheritance and environment

 3rd Grade: Predictions, patterns, life cycles

 3rd Grade: Animal adaptations

 5th Grade: Requirements for plant growth

6. Constructing Explanations 

1. Patterns

LS1: From molecules to organisms: Structures and processes

2. Cause and Effect: mechanism and explanation

 Minnesota Academic Standards

3. Planning and Carrying Out Investigations (investigating through observation)

Crosscutting Concepts: 

Disciplinary Core Ideas:

8. Obtaining, Evaluating and Communicating Information

Science Practices: 
3-D Science Standards
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Grade Benchmark with Anchor Standard/Code 

 
 

3 
 
 

Write routinely for a range of tasks, purposes and audiences. (W2: 3.2.2.1) 
 
Write to tell a story, describing thoughts and feelings to develop characters as they interact with 
conflict. (W6: 3.2.6.1) 
 
Use dialogue and descriptive words, in written narratives, poetry or other creative text.   
(W6: 3.2.6.2) 
 
Exchange ideas in storytelling, discussion and collaboration. (LSVEI 1: 3.3.1.1) 
 

 
 

4 

Write routinely for a range of tasks, purposes and audiences. (W2: 4.2.2.1) 

 
Write to create, developing literary elements including character, setting, conflict and resolution 
with detail in a variety of literary forms. (W6: 4.2.6.1) 
 
Describe sensory detail in written narratives, poetry or other creative text. (W6: 4.2.6.2) 

 
Exchange ideas in storytelling, discussion and collaboration. (LSVEI 1: 4.3.1.1) 
 

 
 
 

5 
 
 
 

Write routinely for a range of tasks, purposes and audiences. (W2: 5.2.2.1) 
 

Write to create, using basic literary techniques including figurative language, hyperbole and 
personification to impact style, tone and plot in various literary forms. (W6: 5.2.6.1) 
 
Use structure appropriate to chosen style and tone in written narratives, poetry or other creative 
text. (W6: 5.2.6.2) 
 
Exchange ideas in storytelling, discussion and collaboration. (LSVEI 1: 5.3.1.1) 
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