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Annika’s long word inspires Caleb and Markus to make an even longer word; 
44 cards in all. Annika leans forward and joins Rachel and the boys in 
sounding out this “gigantic word.”

Rachel announces, “Now it’s time to look over spelling words so we’ll be 
ready for the test next week.” 
Markus, Caleb and Annika: Can’t we do it now?
Rachel: You want to do it now?
All seven children: Yes!!!

What follows is a very fun spelling test. As Rachel hands out their individual 
test booklets, the children position themselves so they can’t “cheat.” Nadia 
and Mary place a box between them. Markus crawls under the table and 
Caleb and Annika find positions around the room to take the test. 
Rachel: The first word is sprouting. The flowers are sprouting in the garden. 
Sprouting. 
She pauses for 30 seconds to let the children write and then says, 
“Look up so I can see your eyes so I know you are ready.” Annika laughs, 
knowing that where she is sitting Rachel can’t see her or her eyes. So she 
calls out, “I’m ready.”
Rachel:  Knee. I don’t want to hurt my knee. Knee.
After all 9 main words are called out, Rachel asks, “are you ready for the 
bonus words?” There is a cheer and calls of yes. “Giant, scissors, sorcerer, 
wizard!” 

The test completed, the children return to the bench. Rachel offhandedly 
says, “I’ll grade these later” prompting the children to cry out, “No!” Her 
question, “Do you want me to grade these now?” gets a resounding yes. 

Taking the spelling test

Grading the test
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As she grades the tests, Rachel provides affirmations of key concepts (e.g., 
“good sounding out the I sound in giant”) and pointers for improvement. 
The children look on with great interest.   

Rachel hands Annika her test booklet back. She examines it carefully.

Asked later about the test, Annika expresses great pleasure in the 
experience. Despite several wrong answers, Annika explains, “I just like to 
try. Sometimes it’s hard, but I just like trying to write it down. The surprise is 
if it is right or wrong. It’s fun, surprising, to see if you’re right or wrong.” That 
evening Annika happily shares the test results with her parents. They 
collectively resolve to do a bit more practice on this week’s new spelling 
words. 

There are approximately 30 minutes left in the lesson, and Rachel engages 
the group in three more activities. First, they brainstorm words for the next 
spelling test. Here Rachel reminds the children to “focus on words with 
sounds we need to learn.” For a break, Rachel then reads the group the 
classic children’s book Caps for Sale. There is rapt attention, occasional 
laughter, and great pleasure as the children engage with the book. 
A phonics workbook is the final activity. Each child receives a copy and 
Rachel leads them in a choral reading of the first page: air, stair, ark, mark. 
The next pages have short sentences with words using the target sounds.

After a choral reading of a couple of pages, Rachel announces, “I have an 
idea to make this more interesting. You can each have a turn to read a page, 
and you can change any word you want.” She models how this could work 
and the children take turns, trying to outdo each other in creating silly 
sentences. Later Annika explains, “I really liked when we changed words to 
get something else. That was pretty funny.”

Rachel announces that it is time to return to the classroom. There is audible 
disappointment and the children spontaneously thank Rachel for the lesson.

Annika reviewing her graded test Annika’s graded test
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The phonics book

‘So cool because you can do whatever you want”: Afterschool club
Like more than half of ISB students, Annika spends time in Afterschool Club. 
At 2 Annika says goodbye to Rachel and Astrid and goes outside. At 2:45 
Annika, along with most of the children, come inside for various activities 
that includes library, the creator space and the gym.

Today, Annika sits with Tom and Zara. They each are using hamma beads, 
brightly colored beads that can be placed on a base to make patterns. Tom 
explains that the hamma beads, “are so cool because you can do whatever 
you want.” “But only if you have the right shape” Annika adds. 
 

Rachel is unusually open to negotiation (PoP Practice #8), both asking 
for children’s input (nominating new spelling words) and responding to 
their unsolicited requests (taking the spelling test now). Rachel is 
sympathetic to saying yes to playfulness. The result is a phonics session 
full of choice (children negotiating, being spontaneous, and having and 
sharing ideas), wonder (taking risks, learning through mistakes) and 
delight (being silly, joking, smiling and laughing). The photographs 
convey the sense of hygge (Danish for coziness) among the group. 
Perhaps most impressive is the group’s focused attention throughout a 
long session which involves hard work for these children.  
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“But only if you have the right shape”: Promoting playful learning at ISB
Annika’s comment provides a useful analogy for playful learning in school. It 
may be true that almost any lesson can be approached playfully, with a 
sense of choice, wonder and delight. As Annika argued at the student 
council meeting, “It is up to us because we decide if something is fun or 
not.” At the same time, playfulness is not solely a solitary affair and is often 
activated by what is around us—individuals, materials and activities. In other 
words, for playful learning to occur, there has to be the right shape. 

Rachel, Astrid and Mette provide the “right shape” of environment to Annika 
and her P3A classmates. They allow children to negotiate, answering 
skeptical questions and welcoming children’s suggesting, saying yes to 
playfulness. They structure lessons to invite choice, wonder and delight.
This shape stands in sharp contrast to many classrooms where eight-year-
olds are taught and tested in ways that provoke anxiety and shame. How 
wonderful that here a spelling test is seen as fun and as an opportunity to 
grow. The result is learning in many dimensions. During this day in P3 Annika 
has learned about creating, about working with members of the community 
whom aren’t easy to work with; about having conversations regarding 
complex ideas, and about how to spell giant. And her view of school as a 
place of playful learning has been confirmed. 

Silly sentences
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