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Earthquest Outline

Big Idea
	 By	using	their	senses,	humans	can	deepen	their	connection	to	the	natural	world.

Essential Questions
•	 Why	is	our	connection	to	nature	important?
•	 How	can	we	sharpen	our	senses	to	better	observe	our	surroundings?
•	 In	what	ways	are	humans	connected	to	nature?

Vocabulary
•	 Ecology—the	study	of	the	interrelationships	between	living	organisms	and	their	envi-

ronment:	eco	=	home	and	ology	=	the	study	of
•	 Myth—a	story	used	to	explain	a	natural	phenomenon
•	 Observation—the	ability	to	notice	things,	especially	in	significant	detail
•	 Quest—to	search	for	something

Lesson Outline
•	 Introduction
•	 Quest	of	Observation
•	 The	Secret	of	the	Sticks
•	 Quest	of	Touch
•	 Quest	of	Hearing
•	 Quest	of	Smell—“Whiff	Party”
•	 Solo	Sit
•	 Return	to	Tremont/Conclusion

Optional Activities
•	 Imagination	Quest
•	 Earth	Wheel
•	 Sharing	Quest
•	 Make	a	Myth

	 Teacher’s	Note:	This	lesson	focuses	on	experiencing	life	and	nature,	and	requires	no	
special	training	for	teachers.	It	does	require	leaders	to	communicate	a	sincere	and	serious	
respect	for	the	living	earth	around	us.	Many	of	the	activities	may	be	seen	by	some	children	as	
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silly	if	they	are	presented	in	a	dry,	matter-of-fact	manner.	The	teacher	should	immediately	set	
a	mood	or	atmosphere	to	carry	the	children	through	some	challenging	activities.
	 Native	Americans	are	used	in	a	few	places	in	the	lesson	as	a	vehicle	to	think	about	people	
who	may	have	had	a	different	understanding	of	their	close	link	with	the	earth.	This	is	not	a	
cultural	lesson	to	learn	about	their	traditions.	Some	traditions	have	been	modified	to	help	the	
students	in	their	quest	to	understand	more	fully	their	ties	to	the	natural	world.	If	these	ele-
ments	of	the	lesson	are	uncomfortable,	they	can	be	omitted,	while	still	maintaining	the	over-
all	theme	of	the	lesson	and	conducting	most	of	the	activities.	Discussions	of	Native	American	
ties	with	the	land	can	be	easily	modified,	using	early	European	settlers	in	the	Smokies	(or	
near	the	students’	homes)	as	the	focus	instead.
	 If	children	feel	trust	and	acceptance	for	their	ideas,	they	will	participate	fully	and	actively.	
It	is	the	teacher’s	job	to	build	an	atmosphere	of	trust	and	acceptance.
	 This	is	not	a	lesson	of	questions	that	have	simple	answers.	It	is	a	lesson	that	shows	chil-
dren	there	often	are	no	easy	answers,	but	that	equally	often	the	simplest	answers	are	there	
inside	us	or	around	us	in	the	world,	if	we	only	remember	to	see,	or	hear,	or	feel.	As	a	teacher	
during	this	lesson,	you	have	as	much	responsibility	to	let	yourself	learn	as	you	have	to	ac-
tively	help	the	children	learn.	In	this	way	you	experience	some	of	what	they	experience;	you	
ride	with	them	as	a	fellow	explorer	instead	of	as	a	distant	instructor.
	 If	you	are	curious	about	what	children	think	and	feel	about	themselves	and	the	world,	
you	will	ask	questions	of	them.	If	you	can	then	listen	and	hear	their	answers,	you	have	
shown	them	you	care.	From	there	it	is	up	to	nature	to	put	on	her	best!
	 Please	note	that	while	this	lesson	asks	children	to	collect	several	natural	objects,	it	
must	be	made	clear	that	they	are	not	to	pick	living	plants	or	animals.	It	does	not	hurt	to	
remind	them	throughout	the	lesson.
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INTRODUCTION
		 15	Minutes

	 Gather	the	students	away	from	the	buildings	in	a	place	where	they	
can	sit	in	a	circle	and	not	be	distracted.	Use	the	following	discussion	
questions	and	lesson	explanation	to	prepare	them	for	the	lesson:
	 Tremont’s	motto	is	“connecting	people	and	nature.”	Are	people	a	
part	of	nature?	Everything	humans	need	comes	from	nature,	but	this	is	
sometimes	forgotten.	Why	do	they	think	that	is?	(Try	to	get	at	the	point	
that	people	rarely	get	what	is	needed	directly	from	nature;	they	go	to	
the	store	and	do	not	always	see	or	even	know	the	sources	of	the	things	
which	are	used	each	day.)
	 Can	any	of	the	students	tell	you	where	their	water,	food,	clothes,	or	
electricity	are	obtained?	(Talk	about	tracing	these	things	to	their	source,	
not	just	where	they	got	them:	i.e.,	blue	jeans	–	fabric	–	cotton	plants	–	
soil/sunlight.)	Do	they	think	there	may	be	people	today	who	could	not	
tell	you	where	any	of	these	things	come	from?
	 Do	they	think	that	people	in	the	past	might	have	had	a	clearer	view	
of	their	relationship	to	nature?	Why?	(They	were	in	direct	contact	with	
nature	as	they	gathered	food,	cooked,	got	water,	etc.)	Who	were	some	of	
these	people?	(Native	Americans,	pioneers—including	the	first	settlers	
in	Walker	Valley,	other	traditional	cultures)	
	 How	might	people	benefit	from	developing	a	deeper	sense	of	their	
connection	to	nature?
	 Explain	that	during	this	lesson	they	will	attempt	to	develop	a	deeper	
sense	of	their	connection	to	nature.	They	will	be	going	on	a	quest	to	
accomplish	this	task.	Many	members	of	traditional	cultures	went	on	
journeys,	quests,	walk-abouts,	or	explorations	to	try	to	develop	a	deeper	
understanding	of	themselves	and	the	world	around	them.
	 The	goal	of	our	Earth	Quest	is	to	better	recognize	that	everyone	is	a	
part	of	nature.	To	reach	this	final	goal	they	will	have	a	number	of	spe-
cific	quests	to	accomplish.	If	each	person	does	his	or	her	best	to	accom-
plish	each	quest,	they	may	be	able	to	reach	the	goal.	As	always,	it	is	up	
to	them.

QUEST OF OBSERVATION
		 20	Minutes

		 Have	the	group	follow	you	a	short	distance	down	the	trail	to	a	place	
where	they	can	sit	in	a	circle	on	the	ground.	Explain	that	while	some	
people	do	not	like	to	sit	on	the	ground,	that	was	the	way	for	many	Na-
tive	Americans	to	feel	closest	to	the	earth	and	its	power.	For	us,	it’s	an	
easy	way	to	begin	focusing	on	our	surroundings.	To	set	a	tone	for	the	

Lead In
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lesson,	read	from	Touch the Earth,	a	statement	by	Chief	Luther	Standing	
Bear,	born	in	1868	to	the	Lakota	tribe	on	the	Great	Plains	of	the	Midwest.

“The	Lakota	was	a	true	naturalist—a	true	lover	of	na-
ture.	He	loved	the	earth	and	was	all	things	of	the	earth,	the	
attachment	growing	with	age.	The	old	people	came	liter-
ally	to	love	the	soil	and	they	sat	or	reclined	on	the	ground	
with	a	feeling	of	being	close	to	a	mothering	power.	It	was	
good	for	the	skin	to	touch	the	earth	and	the	old	people	
liked	to	remove	their	moccasins	and	walk	with	bare	feet	
on	the	sacred	earth.	Their	tepees	were	built	upon	the	earth	
and	their	altars	were	made	of	earth.	The	birds	that	flew	
in	the	air	came	to	rest	upon	the	earth	and	it	was	the	final	
abiding	place	of	all	things	that	lived	and	grew.	The	soil	
was	soothing,	strengthening,	cleansing	and	healing.	That	
is	why	the	old	Indian	still	sits	upon	the	earth	instead	of	
propping	himself	up	and	away	from	its	life-giving	forces.	
For	him,	to	sit	or	lie	upon	the	ground	is	to	be	able	to	think	
more	deeply	and	to	feel	more	keenly;	he	can	see	more	
clearly	into	the	mysteries	of	life	and	come	closer	in	kinship	
to	other	lives	around	him...”

		 While	still	in	a	circle,	explain	to	the	students	that	they	will	be	us-
ing	all	of	their	senses	to	observe	what	is	around	them.	When	they	first	
glance	at	things	it	is	not	enough;	they	must	look	closer	to	see	what	is	re-
ally	there.	Tell	the	following	story	as	an	explanation	for	The	Secret	of	the	
Sticks	game.

              The SecreT of The STickS by ken VoorhiS
There	was	once	a	great	tribal	leader	who	was	about	to	

die.	He	gathered	all	of	his	people	and	explained	that	he	
would	choose	the	one	who	would	take	his	place	by	play-
ing	a	game.	They	all	sat	on	the	ground	in	a	circle	and	the	
leader	held	up	two	sticks.	(Have	two	fairly	straight	sticks	
ready	and	hold	them	up	at	this	time.)
The	leader	told	them	that	in	all	of	his	years	he	had	come	

to	value	the	skill	of	observation	as	the	most	important.	He	
explained,	“The	one	who	notices	the	track	of	an	animal	
can	find	food;	she	who	notices	the	trees	that	grow	near	
water	can	find	drink;	he	who	sees	the	clouds	change	shape	
will	know	of	the	rain;	the	one	who	notices	a	stick,	stone,	or	
leaf	out	of	place	may	avoid	danger,	find	treasure,	predict	
the	future,	or	tell	of	the	past.	One	who	observes	notices	de-
tails,	but	even	more	importantly,	sees	how	those	details	af-

Procedures
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fect	the	whole.	The	one	who	can	see	the	secret	of	the	sticks	
notices	the	sticks,	but	at	the	same	time	notices	the	whole.”
With	this	mysterious	speech,	the	leader	held	the	sticks	in	

front	of	him	parallel	to	each	other	and	shook	his	head	no.	
He	then	held	the	sticks	crossed	and	nodded	his	head	yes.	
He	then	passed	the	sticks	to	the	one	next	to	him.	She	knew	
that	she	must	choose	to	hold	the	sticks	in	front	of	her	ei-
ther	crossed	or	parallel,	and	that	one	way	would	be	correct	
and	the	other	would	not.	She	chose	to	hold	them	crossed	
and	looked	at	the	leader.	He	shook	his	head	no	and	sig-
naled	her	to	pass	them	on.
The	next	held	them	crossed	and	the	leader	nodded	yes.	

This	one	was	proud.	But	the	leader	signaled	the	sticks	to	
be	passed.	They	passed	the	sticks	from	one	to	another	until	
the	circle	was	complete.	The	leader	asked	those	who	had	
held	the	sticks	correctly	to	come	to	him	and	tell	him	the	
secret	that	told	them	how	to	hold	the	sticks.	
One	by	one	they	whispered	to	the	leader,	but	each	time	

he	shook	his	head.	The	leader	said	again,	“One	who	notic-
es	a	stick,	stone,	or	leaf	out	of	place	may	avoid	danger,	find	
treasure,	predict	the	future,	or	tell	of	the	past.	One	who	
observes	notices	details,	but	even	more	importantly,	sees	
how	those	details	affect	the	whole.	The	one	who	can	see	
the	secret	of	the	sticks	notices	the	sticks,	but	at	the	same	
time	notices	the	whole.”	And	then	he	passed	the	sticks	
again	while	determined,	confused	and	hopeful	expres-
sions	stared	back	at	him.
Several	had	taken	their	turn	when	finally	one	jumped	

up	and	rushed	to	whisper	the	secret	to	the	leader.	A	wide	
smile	spread	across	his	face.	He	said,	“The	one	who	can	
see	the	secret	of	the	sticks	notices	the	sticks,	but	at	the	
same	time	notices	the	whole.	Let	me	introduce	you	to	our	
new	leader...”

	 At	this	point,	hold	the	sticks	as	the	leader	did,	nod	yes	or	no,	and	
pass	the	sticks	on	to	the	next	person	for	him	or	her	to	do	the	same.	(The	
secret	is	in	how	the	holders	are	sitting:	if	they	have	their	legs	or	feet	
crossed,	the	sticks	should	be	crossed;	if	their	legs	are	not	crossed,	the	
sticks	should	be	parallel.)	If	someone	thinks	she	or	he	knows	the	secret,	
she	or	he	should	whisper	it	to	you.	Try	to	play	until	all	have	gotten	the	
secret.	Try	giving	hints	like	“don’t	look	at	just	the	sticks,”	or	dramati-
cally	move	your	legs	into	position	as	you	hold	the	sticks	correctly.	Be	
careful	to	be	sensitive	to	those	who	do	not	see	and	don’t	allow	them	to	
feel	left	out.	Help	them	to	see	so	that	they	can	feel	like	they	have	com-
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pleted	the	quest.
	 Ask	the	students	what	this	game	taught	them.	(that	people	some-
times	look	in	the	wrong	place	for	answers)	How	could	this	possibly	help	
them	to	have	a	better	hike	in	the	woods?	Congratulate	them	on	complet-
ing	the	quest	of	observation	and	remind	them	that	by	using	this	skill	
they	can	discover	many	new	things	along	their	journey.

QUEST OF TOUCH
		 15	Minutes

	 	Begin	hiking	up	the	trail	assigned	to	your	group.	After	walking	a	
short	distance,	explain	that	the	next	quest,	the	Quest	of	Touch,	will	take	
place	as	they	walk.	Explain	that	the	sense	of	touch	is	their	second	quest,	
to	try	to	feel	more	sensitively.	“Do	you	notice	the	breeze?	Do	you	really	
think	about	how	the	rocky	trail	feels?	Can	you	feel	your	blood	pump-
ing?	What	other	things	do	you	notice	that	you	usually	overlook?”
	 Nature	can	be	explored	through	the	sense	of	touch.	The	students	will	
be	given	descriptive	words	to	help	guide	their	search	and	unlock	na-
ture’s	world	of	textures.

	 Have	children	divide	into	groups	of	two	or	three,	preferably	mixing	
boys	and	girls.	Give	each	group	a	card	with	an	adjective:	smooth,	sticky,	
prickly,	etc.	As	they	walk	along	the	trail,	they	are	to	search	for	natural	
items	described	by	their	adjective.	(This	may	be	a	good	time	to	remind	
students	of	what	poison	ivy	looks	like.	Be	sure	to	do	so	in	a	positive	
way—a	focus	of	this	lesson	is	increasing	the	students’	connection	and	
comfort	in	nature;	comfort	will	be	hard	to	obtain	if	the	students	are	wor-
ried	about	what	they	can	touch.)
	 In	an	open	area	or	as	the	group	walks	along	the	trail,	the	children	
should	focus	on	sensations	of	touch,	picking	up	objects	to	examine	more	
closely.	Encourage	them	to	touch	different	trees	and	rocks	as	they	go.	
When	the	students	have	found	the	item	they	feel	best	fits	the	adjective	
on	their	card,	they	should	share	it	with	the	leader	by	pointing	it	out	or	
picking	it	up.	They	may	have	to	only	bring	a	piece	of	something	or	be	
able	to	describe	it.	Remind	them	to	respect	these	things	and	not	pick	an	
entire	plant	or	disturb	the	area.
	 When	the	trail	allows	a	good	place	to	stop,	seat	them	in	a	circle	and	
ask	each	child	to	share	words	which	describe	things	he	or	she	felt	along	
the	trail.	If	the	students	have	gathered	items	along	the	way,	collect	all	
of	the	groups’	finds	on	one	of	the	group	member’s	laps.	One	at	a	time	
the	rest	of	the	children	may	guess,	by	feeling	the	items,	what	the	first	
group’s	adjective	word	was	until	someone	gets	it.	Then	the	whole	group	
works	on	the	second	group’s	word	and	so	on.

Lead In

Procedures
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	 Discuss	the	amazing	variety	of	textures	that	nature	offers.	See	also	
what	other	ways	the	children	can	think	of	in	which	the	sense	of	touch	
and	other	related	senses	(i.e.,	sense	of	balance,	sense	of	motion)	help	
them.	(protection	from	hot	and	cold,	from	sharp	items,	help	at	night	
when	vision	suffers)	When	you	are	finished,	the	children	should	scatter	
any	items	they	collected	back	in	the	woods.

QUEST OF HEARING
		 20	Minutes

		 The	teacher	should	congratulate	all	the	young	people	on	their	prog-
ress	toward	accomplishing	their	overall	quest.	The	next	quest	is	one	of	
hearing,	but	it	requires	a	sharp	eye	and	sense	of	touch	as	well.	Are	they	
ready	for	the	next	quest?	You	will	need	to	find	a	wide	spot	in	the	trail	
for	this	activity.	Start	by	learning	a	new	way	to	move	silently:	the	quiet	
walk.	By	landing	each	footstep	softly	on	the	heel	and	rolling	along	the	
outer	edge	of	the	shoe	onto	the	toe,	the	children	will	find	they	can	walk	
very	quietly.	This	skill	will	be	helpful	in	the	next	activity.
	 Fox	and	Rabbit	is	the	game.	What	special	things	does	a	rabbit	have	
to	survive	around	the	fox?	Many	kids	will	mention	legs	first.	“Oh,	
long	powerful	back	legs,	you	say.	Well,	what	good	do	they	do	if	the	fox	
sneaks	up	on	him?	Aha!	You	say	the	rabbit	knows	the	fox	is	near	and	
jumps	away	before	he	gets	close.	But	how	does	he	know?	He	uses	his	
HUGE	ears	to	listen	for	the	fox’s	footsteps	or	even	his	breathing!	Well,	
we’re	going	to	play	a	game	where	one	of	you	is	a	rabbit	listening	for	the	
fox	trying	to	sneak	up	on	you.	Who’s	our	first	rabbit?”

	 Blindfold	the	“rabbit,”	then	have	the	other	children	form	a	circle	
around	the	rabbit.	Each	“fox”	should	be	15-20	feet	from	the	rabbit,	
standing	quietly.
	 The	leader	points	to	one	student	“fox”	at	a	time,	who	then	tries	to	
sneak	in	and	touch	the	“rabbit.”	The	rabbit	listens	and	points	to	where	
he	thinks	the	fox	is	approaching.	If	the	rabbit	points	to	the	fox	(by	the	
leader’s	judgment),	then	that	fox	dies	of	starvation	and	goes	back	to	the	
circle.	In	any	case,	the	rabbit	may	only	point	three	times;	if	it	does	not	
get	the	fox	in	three	tries	or	if	the	rabbit	is	tagged,	it	is	considered	“eat-
en.”	Choose	a	new	rabbit	to	play	the	next	round	of	the	game.
	 If	a	rabbit	is	found	who	always	gets	the	fox	on	the	first	or	second	
point,	the	leader	may	allow	two	foxes	to	move	at	once.	Attempt	to	rotate	
through	rounds	quickly	enough	that	each	child	gets	to	be	fox	and	rabbit.

	 What	techniques	worked	best?	Did	successive	foxes	learn	from	the	
mistakes	of	earlier	ones?	How	did	the	foxes	feel?

Lead In
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	 How	did	the	rabbit(s)	feel	during	the	game?	What	emotions	were	
created?	Did	they	find	their	hearing	sharper	because	they	could	not	see?
	 What	lessons	did	the	game	teach?	In	what	other	ways	besides	hunt-
ing	do	people	need	to	use	hearing?	Present	the	idea	that	listening	is	
hearing	plus	understanding.	When	the	students	hear	a	natural	sound	
now,	they	might	stop	and	try	to	understand	before	acting;	certainly	
the	rabbit	knows	the	difference	between	the	sound	of	a	mouse	and	the	
sound	of	a	fox,	and	would	react	accordingly.

QUEST OF SMELL—“WHIFF PARTY”
		 15	Minutes
		
	 The	next	quest	is	that	of	smelling.	The	students	are	going	to	get	their	
noses	warmed	up	and	create	their	own	natural	perfumes!	They	may	use	
any	natural	material	as	long	as	living	things	are	not	disturbed.	Let	each	
student	work	on	creating	his	or	her	own	scent.

	 The	leader	may	demonstrate	by	mixing	some	soil	and	pine	needles	
together	as	an	example.
	 Each	child	needs	a	name	for	the	“perfume”	she	or	he	creates,	and	
what	is	in	it.	Allow	five	minutes	for	children	to	explore	the	immediate	
area,	creating	their	scents.
	 Reassemble	in	a	circle	and	share	the	creations	by	passing	them	
around	one	at	a	time	to	sniff.	Highlight	again	nature’s	incredible	variety	
that	people	often	miss	in	their	daily	rush.

	 How	are	smell	and	taste	important	to	people?	To	animals?	Why	are	
some	creatures’	noses	better	than	human	noses?	Which	animals	are	
they?	Just	as	animals	learn	and	grow,	so	can	people,	by	combining	the	
special	skills	of	many	creatures.

SOLO SIT
		 30	Minutes	or	more

		 Explain	that	now	that	they	have	practiced	both	observation	and	ex-
pression	skills,	they	will	have	some	time	to	really	put	them	to	use.

	 Explain	that	as	you	walk	down	the	trail	(or	in	a	relatively	open	and	
flat	area	like	Girl	Scout	Island),	you	will	spread	them	out	at	intervals	
to	have	some	solo	time	to	observe	their	surroundings	and	to	create	a	
writing,	drawing,	or	both	that	reflects	something	that	they	have	learned	
from	nature.	If	they	need	ideas,	tell	them	that	they	might	choose	an	ob-
ject	in	nature	and	write	about	what	they	think	it	would	say	to	them	if	it	

Lead In
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could	speak.
	 They	are	to	stay	where	you	tell	them	to	sit	and	not	move	until	you	
return.	They	should	remain	silent	and	focus	on	their	task.	They	are	not	
to	talk	to	others	or	move	to	another	person’s	spot.	
	 Explain	that	they	will	be	sitting	for	at	least	20	minutes,	so	they	
should	enjoy	the	silence	and	their	solo	time	and	work	on	their	drawing	
or	writing.

	 Teacher’s	Note:	An	easy	way	to	place	them	along	the	trail	is	to	ask	
another	adult	to	be	at	the	end	(give	them	the	first	place	on	the	trail)	and	
then	place	students	at	reasonable	intervals	until	you	have	them	all	in	
place.	Give	them	a	good	15	minutes	and	then	return	to	pick	them	up.	If	
you	want	them	all	to	have	equal	time,	have	the	other	adult	pick	them	up	
after	an	agreed	time	as	they	walk	toward	you.	Depending	on	time,	you	
may	want	to	spread	them	out	on	the	way	back	to	Tremont.

	 Gather	the	students	together	and	ask	for	volunteers	to	share	what	
they	created	or	discuss	how	it	felt	to	be	alone	for	that	amount	of	time.

RETURN TO TREMONT/CONCLUSION
		 15	Minutes

		 Tell	the	students	they	have	completed	their	Earth	Quest	and	will	
now	hike	back	to	Tremont.

	 As	you	hike	back,	ask	the	students	the	following	questions:
•	 Do	they	have	a	better	feeling	about	their	connection	to	or	place	in	

nature?
•	 Tell	the	students	to	think	about	the	people	in	their	everyday	lives.	

Do	they	know	someone	who	seems	to	have	a	good	relationship	
or	connection	to	nature?	Do	they	know	someone	who	does	not	
seem	connected?

	 Discuss	the	differences	in	those	people;	what	is	the	latter	missing?	
Is	it	caring,	or	wisdom,	or	the	ability	to	look	closely	at	things?	See	if	the	
children	can	think	of	some	new	experiences	to	help	others	grow;	maybe	
even	some	things	for	their	parents	or	friends	to	try.	Let	the	children	
guide	the	flow	of	the	discussion,	while	the	leader	drops	rocks	into	the	
current	to	spread	ripples	of	new	questions.	Try	to	leave	a	short	time	at	
the	end	of	the	hike	to	walk	quietly,	sensing	the	earth	fully	before	the	
return	to	the	modern	world	at	Tremont.

Wrap Up
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Lesson Wrap Up
	 Wish	the	children	well	in	their	quest	to	recognize	their	connection	to	
the	Earth	and	remind	them	that	it	is	a	lifelong	process.	What	have	they	
learned	just	during	this	lesson	about	their	surroundings?

OPTIONAL ACTIVITIES
IMAGINATION QUEST
		 10	Minutes

		 Tell	the	children	that	it	is	important	to	be	able	to	imagine	themselves	
in	another	person’s	shoes.	To	get	a	better	idea	of	living	close	to	the	land,	
they	will	each	try	to	imagine	life	as	a	Native	American	child.

	 First	the	students	need	to	be	comfortable.	Ask	them	to	close	their	
eyes	as	you	read	the	following	story.

   Morning Song by MaTT Miller
The	cold	woke	me	up.	I	reached	for	the	heavy	bear	

robe	that	my	mother,	Rising	Sun,	had	spread	over	me	the	
night	before.	It	was	warm	and	hairy	at	the	edges,	scraped	
smooth	underneath	where	the	women	chewed	the	leather	
to	softness.	But	right	now	it	was	keeping	my	brother	
Quick	Fox	warm	and	not	me.	Rather	than	pull	it	from	
him,	I	crawled	across	the	cold	ground	to	the	doorway	and	
looked	out.	It	was	still	dark,	the	glitter	of	stars	overhead.	
My	clothes	were	rolled	into	a	pillow.	I	crawled	back	and	
quickly	dressed.	Long	soft	deerskin	leggings	with	spe-
cial	fringe	from	my	uncle	Sees	Far,	a	long-sleeved	shirt	of	
tough	young	bear	skin,	and	moccasins	lined	with	rabbit	
fur.	Without	waking	anyone,	especially	my	father	Man	
Who	Shouts	Like	Thunder,	I	crept	out	of	the	log	house	into	
the	early	morning	darkness.
Across	the	square	I	could	see	the	red	coals	of	a	fire.	Be-

fore	I	returned,	an	old	woman	would	bend	down	to	blow	
on	them,	breathing	life	into	a	new	breakfast	fire.	Now,	
though,	there	was	no	one	awake	but	me.	Walking	quietly	
through	the	dust	between	the	houses,	I	left	the	camp	be-
hind,	the	smoke	from	the	fire	fading	into	blackness.	The	air	
was	cool	on	my	face,	with	the	scent	of	pine.	As	the	wind	
changed	I	caught	the	smell	of	the	horses	penned	ahead	in	
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a	grove	of	trees.	They	smelled	of	sweat	and	wet	leather,	
standing	heads	down,	asleep.	I	reached	out	and	gently	
stroked	the	nose	of	my	pony;	he	opened	his	eyes	and	they	
caught	the	starlight	like	round	stones	in	the	stream.	Be-
fore	the	other	horses	awoke,	I	knelt	down	and	untied	the	
leather	cords	that	held	the	pony’s	feet	close	enough	that	
he	could	not	stray	at	night.	The	pony	followed	me	through	
the	trees	until	we	came	to	the	edge	of	the	woods.	There,	
without	branches,	it	was	safe	to	ride.	I	took	three	running	
steps	toward	the	pony	as	if	I	would	run	by	his	side,	then	
grabbed	his	long	mane	and	swung	my	leg	up	and	over	his	
back.	As	I	did,	my	cheek	rubbed	across	the	short	stiff	fur	
behind	the	mane	and	on	my	tongue	was	a	taste	of	dust	
mixed	with	that	horse	smell;	his	muscles	moved	under	me	
and	we	were	climbing	through	the	brush	toward	the	first	
light	of	day.
As	I	rode,	my	whole	body	was	alive	to	the	coming	

dawn.	Indeed,	my	eyes	were	the	last	to	notice.	Before	I	
could	see	the	morning,	my	ears	heard	the	sound	of	small	
birds	in	the	trees.	I	could	feel	the	air	change	to	grow	cooler	
in	that	strange	way	just	before	sunrise.	The	pony’s	hooves	
swung	through	the	pollen-laden	heads	of	flowers,	their	
sweet	smell	hanging	in	the	air.
At	last,	as	we	rode	through	the	narrow	valley	by	the	

gurgling	stream,	the	sun	exploded	over	the	mountains.	
Tongues	of	golden	fire	seemed	to	lick	through	the	mist	
that	still	lay	over	the	river.	Behind	me	the	land	was	still	in	
darkness,	quiet.	Before	me	insects	were	already	moving	
in	the	grass.	I	took	hold	of	the	pony’s	mane,	he	stopped,	
and	I	slid	down	to	the	ground.	I	sat	down	facing	the	sun.	
The	pony	walked	away,	stopped	nearby,	and	began	graz-
ing.	Knowing	he	would	not	wander	far,	I	turned	back	to	
the	sun.	Through	my	closed	eyes	I	could	feel	its	growing	
warmth,	could	almost	hear	the	earth	awaking	to	sing	a	
song	for	the	new	day.	Slowly	I	became	part	of	the	ground,	
until	I	began	to	dream,	to	dream,	to	know...

		 Pause	after	reading	the	story	and	ask	the	students	to	come	and	sit	in	
a	circle.	Ask	them	what	it	felt	like	to	listen	to	the	story.	Would	they	ever	
like	to	live	like	these	people	did?	How	long	could	they	live	this	way?

Wrap Up
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EARTH WHEEL
		 30	Minutes

		 Explain	that	the	students	have	used	their	skills	of	observation	to	
complete	their	quests	and	are	ready	for	the	final	and	most	important	
quest.	Introduce	this	quest	as	one	that	will	help	them	show	that	they	
understand	their	own	connection	to	nature.	Explain	that	they	will	be	go-
ing	on	a	short	solo	sit,	and	that	during	the	solo	sit	they	will	accomplish	
several	things.
	 Each	one	will	sit	silently	in	the	forest,	without	talking	or	making	
noise.	It	is	a	time	for	using	the	skills	that	the	other	quests	have	taught.	
They	should	let	the	sights,	sounds,	smells	and	feels	of	the	mountain	
greet	them,	and	explore	them	as	they	sit.
	 Explain	that	after	they	have	been	sitting	quietly	for	five	or	ten	min-
utes,	they	should	draw	an	Earth	Wheel.	The	Earth	Wheel	is	a	special	
way	for	them	to	express	their	feelings	about	nature	through	art.	Many	
types	of	people	have	used	art	to	express	their	deepest	feelings,	and	this	
is	a	way	to	show	what	they	have	learned	today	about	their	connection	
to	nature.
	 Give	them	sheets	of	paper	or,	if	you	brought	them,	circles	cut	out	of	
paper,	and	give	them	the	directions	for	drawing	an	Earth	Wheel.

DIRECTIONS	FOR	EARTH	WHEEL:
	 Tell	each	student	to	fold	his	or	her	paper	so	that	the	circle	is	divided	
into	four	quadrants.
	 Each	person	should	think	of	something	that	will	represent	Water,	
something	that	will	represent	Earth,	something	that	will	represent	Sky,	
and	something	that	he	or	she	likes	from	nature	that	can	represent	him	
or	her.	(Brainstorm	about	what	could	symbolize	the	students:	i.e.,	a	tree	
might	symbolize	someone	who	is	growing.)
	 Explain	that	they	should	try	to	make	the	wheel	one	picture	with	
the	four	parts	flowing	together.	While	each	quadrant	should	focus	on	
one	element	(Water,	Earth,	Sky,	themselves)	their	drawings	can	extend	
beyond	the	quadrant	for	that	element	(i.e.,	they	might	draw	a	river	that	
flows	out	of	the	Water	quadrant	and	into	all	of	the	others).	You	may	
want	to	show	them	an	example	of	the	Earth	Wheel.

	 Before	leading	them	out	on	their	solo	sits,	read	the	following	excerpt	
from	the	autobiography	of	Black	Elk,	which	speaks	of	the	importance	of	
the	circle	to	all	life.	Discuss	how	the	Earth	Wheel	is	a	symbol	of	all	the	
circles	in	the	universe.	See	if	the	children	can	think	of	examples	of	circles	
in	nature.	(sun,	moon,	earth,	seasons,	life	cycles,	tree	rings)

Procedures
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   black elk SpeakS by John g. neihardT

You	may	have	noticed	that	everything	an	Indian	does	is	
in	a	circle.	That	is	because	the	Power	of	the	World	always	
works	in	circles,	and	everything	tries	to	be	round.	In	the	
old	days	when	we	were	a	strong	and	happy	people,	all	our	
power	came	to	us	from	the	sacred	hoop	of	the	nation	and	
so	long	as	the	hoop	was	unbroken,	the	people	flourished.	
The	flowering	tree	was	the	living	center	of	the	hoop,	and	
the	circle	of	the	four	quarters	nourished	it.	The	east	gave	
peace	and	light,	the	south	gave	warmth,	the	west	gave	
rain,	and	the	north	with	its	cold	and	mighty	wind,	gave	
strength	and	endurance.	This	knowledge	came	to	us	from	
the	outer	world	with	our	religion.	Everything	the	Power	
of	the	world	does	is	in	a	circle.	The	sky	is	round	and	I	have	
heard	that	the	earth	is	round	like	a	ball	and	so	are	all	the	
stars.	The	wind,	in	its	greatest	power,	whirls.	Birds	make	
their	nests	in	circles.	The	sun	comes	forth	and	goes	down	
again	in	a	circle.	The	moon	does	the	same,	and	both	are	
round.
Even	the	seasons	form	a	great	circle	in	their	changing,	

and	always	come	back	again	to	where	they	were.	The	life	
of	a	man	is	a	circle	from	childhood	to	childhood	and	so	
it	is	in	everything	where	power	moves.	Our	tepees	were	
round	like	the	nests	of	birds	and	these	were	always	set	in	
a	circle,	the	nation’s	hoop,	a	nest	of	many	nests	where	the	
Great	Spirit	meant	for	us	to	hatch	our	children.

	 If	you	have	another	leader,	you	can	leave	him	or	her	at	a	starting	
point	on	the	trail	and	then	drop	the	kids	off	along	the	trail	in	their	own	
spots	where	they	cannot	see	anyone	else.	Before	you	place	them,	remind	
them	that	they	are	not	to	disturb	any	one	at	their	spot,	and	that	the	
other	adult	will	pick	them	up	when	the	time	is	up.	If	there	is	not	another	
leader,	you	have	two	options:
	 You	can	do	the	same	as	above	but	come	back	yourself	and	pick	up	
the	kids,	or	you	can	help	them	spread	out	away	from	a	central	point,	
and	tell	them	that	when	you	howl	like	Brother	Wolf,	they	should	return.	
The	leader	should	also	participate	in	the	solo.	Do	not	deprive	yourself	of	
a	chance	for	a	little	peace.

	 Try	to	give	the	children	at	least	20	minutes	for	their	solo	sit,	if	time	al-
lows.	A	shorter	solo	sit	can	still	be	valuable,	but	it	is	unlikely	that	much	
animal	life	will	be	observed.	The	leader	will	need	to	leave	15	minutes	for	
the	final	wrap	up	and	sharing,	as	well	as	time	to	return	to	Tremont,	so	
schedule	the	solo	sit	accordingly.	When	the	time	is	up,	have	the	children	

Wrap Up
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all	return	(you	might	tell	before	they	go	out	that	you’ll	make	the	sounds	
of	an	animal	to	call	them	back—you	might	howl	like	a	wolf,	hoot	like	an	
owl,	etc).	Count	to	be	sure	you	have	everyone!

SHARING QUEST
		 15	Minutes

		 Have	the	kids	sit	in	a	circle	and	congratulate	them	as	follows:	“You	
have	all	learned	a	great	deal	about	how	to	become	better	observers	of	
nature.	With	eyes,	ears,	hands,	noses,	and	tongues,	you	have	tried	to	
find	new	understanding	of	the	world	around	us,	that	we	might	treat	the	
earth	in	a	kinder	way.	Each	of	us	now	has	accomplished	the	final	quest,	
one	we	did	alone.	This	way,	we	can	use	all	our	senses	to	become	one	
with	nature,	while	we	can	listen	to	our	heart	also.	Many	say	we	have	a	
sixth	sense	that	warns	us	of	danger;	we	also	have	a	seventh	sense,	which	
is	emotion.”	

	 Ask	them	to	share	what	they	observed	during	their	solo	sit,	espe-
cially	their	Earth	Wheels	and	what	they	symbolize.	Use	a	rock	or	some	
kind	of	natural	object	to	pass	around	the	circle.	Only	the	person	with	the	
object	has	the	power	to	speak,	and	the	others	have	the	power	to	listen.	
Both	are	equal	powers.	Pass	the	object	around	so	that	each	child	has	the	
opportunity	to	share	her	or	his	wheel	and	the	observations	made	during	
the	solo	sit.
	
	 Discuss	with	students	other	places	around	their	homes	that	they	
might	go	when	they	feel	they	need	some	peace	and	quiet.	They	don’t	
all	have	to	be	outside.	Some	students	might	retreat	to	their	bedrooms,	
others	might	have	a	favorite	spot	to	read	in	their	backyards.	Talk	about	
what	makes	these	places	special,	and	have	students	explain	why	the	
feel	a	connection	to	them.	For	students	that	don’t	have	a	spot	already	in	
mind,	see	if	they	can	think	of	one	they	might	like	to	try	when	they	get	
home.

MAKE A MYTH
		 15-20	Minutes

		 Explain	how	the	Cherokee	people	used	myths	to	pass	on	tradition,	
teach	ideas,	and	explain	natural	phenomena.	These	stories	attached	a	
character	to	the	landscape	and	helped	the	people	stay	familiar	with	the	
environment	around	them.

	 Tell	the	students	to	listen	to	an	example	of	one	of	these	myths,	and	
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recite	the	Cherokee	story	about	how	the	deer	got	antlers.

	 	 	 How	THe	Deer	GoT	ANTlers
Deer	didn’t	always	have	antlers.	Long	ago,	his	head	

was	as	smooth	as	a	doe’s	head	is	today.	Deer	has	always	
been	known	as	a	great	runner	and	jumper,	just	as	Rabbit	
has	also	been	known.	One	day,	the	animals	got	curious	to	
see	who	was	the	faster	of	the	two,	Deer	or	Rabbit.	So	they	
decided	to	have	a	race,	and	the	winner	would	receive	a	
beautiful	pair	of	antlers.
The	course	that	Deer	and	Rabbit	were	to	race	went	

through	a	dense	thicket.	“I	am	not	familiar	with	this	place.	
I	want	to	look	ahead	where	I	am	supposed	to	race	with	
Deer	tomorrow.”	Rabbit	excused	himself	from	the	rest	of	
the	animals	and	went	through	the	thicket.	Thinking	about	
how	nice	those	antlers	would	look	on	him,	Rabbit	pro-
ceeded	to	gnaw	on	the	bushes	and	clear	a	path	for	himself	
to	run	through	to	win	the	race.
The	animals	knew	that	Rabbit	was	a	trickster,	so	they	

sent	a	messenger	to	check	on	Rabbit.	The	messenger	found	
Rabbit	chewing	a	path,	so	she	turned	around	and	returned	
to	the	rest	of	the	animals.	When	Rabbit	came	back,	they	
asked	him	if	he	had	been	cheating.	Rabbit	lied	to	the	ani-
mals.	So	after	they	went	into	the	woods	and	discovered	
the	freshly	cleared	trail,	they	awarded	the	antlers	to	Deer.	
The	animals	then	said,	”Since	you	are	so	fond	of	chewing	
on	the	bushes,	Rabbit,	that	is	what	you	should	do	for	a	liv-
ing.”	And	that	is	why	the	Deer	wears	his	antlers,	and	the	
Rabbit	still	chews	on	the	bushes.
—adapted	from	James	Mooney,	History, Myths, and 
Sacred Formulas of the Cherokees

	 Have	the	students	take	out	pencil	and	paper,	and	encourage	them	to	
choose	a	feature	around	their	home	for	which	they	can	create	a	myth.	
Students	can	either	write	down	the	story	of	their	myth	or	they	can	illus-
trate	a	part	of	their	myth	and	share	the	story	verbally.	Possible	mythical	
places	include	natural	features	such	as	streams,	lakes,	hills,	and	forests.	
If	the	students	are	from	an	urban	landscape,	they	can	create	a	myth	
for	human-created	landmarks	such	as	buildings	or	bridges.	Encourage	
them	to	incorporate	natural	themes	where	possible	(weather,	birds,	ani-
mals,	plants).
	 Have	willing	students	read	their	myths	out	loud.	This	will	develop	
an	entire	collection	of	myths	for	their	hometown.	Encourage	them	to	try	
to	discover	what	myths	and	stories	about	their	area	already	exist.

Wrap Up
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 Texture Cards

Rough Jagged

Dry Sandy

Moist Soft

Spongy Hairy

Slimy Bumpy

Silky Smooth

Prickly Sticky

Waxy Fuzzy
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