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Introduction
Regardless of what trends and new research show, exposure to literature remains one of the most 

important components of early childhood education. There is nothing quite like a really good book 
to capture children’s interest and help fuel their desire to read independently. But, a love for reading 
is only a small part of why children’s literature should be used in the classroom. Children’s books are 
delightfully flexible and imaginative. Just from encountering the small sample of literature explored 
in this book, children can learn about the moon, worms, ducklings, kindergarten, snow, and fairy tales. 
They can share in the experience as characters find a friend, achieve a goal, learn through trial and error, 
entertain a guest, negotiate an agreement, and care for a pet. They can learn simple words such as dog, 
big, and bell or complicated vocabulary such as neutral, collecting, and escalator. 

With such a wealth of resources available, it seems only natural to build curriculum around children’s 
books. Children’s books touch on every possible subject, theme, and skill teachers could possibly want 
to teach, including motor skills, rhythm and music, science, math, art, social studies, problem solving, 
creative dramatics, manners and social skills, and, of course, reading and language arts. All educators of 
young children want to teach at least some of these skills, but finding the context in which to naturally 
teach them can be difficult. Children’s literature helps teachers build organic learning situations in 
the classroom. Teachers can find a context for all manner of art projects, games, fine and gross motor 
activities, social studies activities, math activities, creative dramatics activities, and social skills activities 
by connecting them to children’s books. 

It may seem old-fashioned, but it really is smart to base young children’s education on children’s 
literature. As a teacher, it feels good to pull out books you love—or discover new classics—and share 
them with your students. As a child, it makes sense to create art projects, do experiments, play games, 
build structures, and learn words that revolve around a familiar tale and beloved characters. So, dust off 
your books, sit in a circle, read the stories, and prepare to inspire a roomful of learning and fun.
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Bears
Written by Ruth Krauss

Illustrated by Maurice Sendak
Copyright 2005
HarperCollins

Story Summary
In the original version of this story, 

illustrator Phyllis Rowand used straightforward 
depictions of bears performing various actions. 
Sendak takes a more adventurous approach 
by showing the rivalry between a boy’s 
favorite stuffed bear and his jealous dog.  
Fans of Sendak’s Where the Wild Things Are 
will find the boy—who is dressed in a wolf 
suit—very familiar.

Themes:
 • emotions
 • problem   

 solving
 • perseverance

Skills:
• phonemic   

awareness
• position words
• quantity words
• measurement
• biology
• scissor skills
• balance
• sequencing

Vocabulary:
collecting, 
everywhere, fares, 
millionaires, stares, 
washing
 

Related Books:
Corduroy 
by Don Freeman 
(Viking, 1968)

The Velveteen Rabbit 
by Margery Williams 
(Doubleday, 1958)

Before the Story
Look at the book’s cover and ask 

children what they think this book will 
be about. Ask how many of them have 
stuffed bears or other animals. Then, ask 
how many of them have pets. Do their 
pets ever bother their stuffed animals? 
Do their pets have stuffed animals or 
toys of their own? How do their pets 
play with their toys?

During the Story
Reinforce each action by acting 

out the story as you read it. Pretend to 
walk up stairs and look under your own 
chair. Pantomime washing your hair, 
staring, collecting money, and so on. It 
is helpful to place this book on an easel 
to make the actions easier to perform 
while reading. Let children respond by 
performing the actions, as well. This will 
reinforce their understanding of the 
new vocabulary words.

After the Story
Reread the story but pause to show 

all of the places where bears are hidden 
on each page (the wallpaper, the posts 
on the staircase, the moon outside the 
window, the shower curtain, and so on).
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Language Arts Connections

Rhyming Words
Help children recognize rhyming words. Reread the 

book. Tell children to “Grrr!” like a bear when they hear 
words that rhyme with bears. Children may also take 
turns suggesting words they think rhyme with bears. 
Have classmates respond with a “Grrr!” to all words that 
have the correct rhyme. 

Position Words
Work on position words. Place a stuffed bear in a 

small chair and ask, “Where is the bear?” Children should 
answer either in or on the chair (although over there or 
in front of would also work).

Place the bear in other 
positions and repeat the 
question. Children should 
correctly answer under, next 
to, beside, or near. Make a set 
of position cards to play a 
variety of games. Photograph 
the bear in, on, under, etc., 
the chair. Then, write each 
position word on the back of 
its photograph.

Science Connections

Real Bears
Talk about real bears. 

What do they eat? Where do 
they live? How big do they 
get? Share some bear facts 
from child-friendly books 
such as the Wild Bears! series 
title Grizzly Bear by Jason 
and Jody Stone (Blackbirch 
Press, 2000) or Wild Bears by 
Seymour Simon (Chronicle 
Books, 2002).

Hibernation
Do some classroom hibernating. Explain that in 

the fall, certain animals eat extra food in order to gain 
fat. The extra fat helps keep them warm and nourished 
through the winter. Bear mothers often find dens, where 
they snuggle with their cubs and doze all winter until 
it is warm enough for food to be plentiful. Simulate the 
experience by having children snuggle in “dens” just 
after lunch. Hang blankets from clotheslines or over 
desks. Dim the lights, play soft music, and let children 
“hibernate” for a while. Then, wake them with lights, a 
recording of singing birds, and snacks and drinks.

Math Connections

Few/Many
Ask children to bring 

in toy bears or use bear 
manipulatives. Provide an 
adult-sized chair or beanbag. 
Place two bears in the chair 
and ask, “Are there a few 
bears or many bears in the 
chair?” Add all of the bears 
to the chair and repeat the 
question. 

Continue this activity with one and some. Then, 
compare more and fewer bears and ask questions using 
numbers, as well. 

How Big Is the Bear?
Draw the outline of a standing grizzly bear on a 

large sheet of butcher paper. The average height is 
about 7' (2 m). Let children paint the bear brown. Fill in 
details like facial features and claws. Post the bear next 
to a bulletin board. Let children measure, mark, and label 
each other’s heights on the bulletin board next to the 
bear. Then, help children subtract their heights from the 
bear’s height. They should convert their heights from 
feet and inches into inches and then subtract the inches 
from 84.

Problem-Solving and
Social Skills Connections

Hide the Bear
Children often lose things and do not know how 

to begin looking for them. Teach a lesson in finding lost 
objects. Explain that Max, the boy in the story, has to look 
everywhere to find where his dog has taken his bear—
even silly places like on a train and in a giant bathtub. 
But, Max perseveres and finds both of them. 

Show a stuffed bear to a child and then ask her to 
leave the room. Hide the bear. Invite her to come back 
in and find the bear, without other children telling her 
where it is. Let her take her time looking around the room 
until she finds it. Allow a few other children a turn to do 
this, as well. Then, discuss tips for finding lost objects or 
ways to prevent them from being lost, such as: Look in 
each area thoroughly. Put things in the same place each 
time you are done using them. Keep stuffed animals out 
of your dog’s reach, etc.
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Fine Motor Connections

Stuffed Bears
Even children as old as second and third graders 

need practice cutting with scissors. Have children cut 
out copies of the Dog and Stuffed Bear Patterns (page 8) 
to use with the second Creative Dramatics Connections 
activity (below right). Children may also color the 
patterns for additional fine motor skills practice. 

Tickets
If you plan to do the Creative Dramatics Connections 

train activity (below right), make it more realistic for 
children by purchasing a roll of raffle tickets. Give lengths 
of raffle tickets to children and ask them to separate the 
tickets into pairs. As each child plays conductor, let him 
tear each passenger’s pair of tickets into two separate 
tickets. Children can later sort the tickets into numerical 
order for more fine motor work and for practice with 
counting. 

Art Connections

Bear Decorations
Show the drawing of Max’s room found at the end 

of the story and talk about how everything is decorated 
with bears—the curtains, wallpaper, and even the 
moon outside are bearlike. Make a replica of Max’s 
room. Provide a large cardboard box. Cut out a hole for 
a window. (Or, cover a corner of the room with butcher 
paper and draw a window on the paper.) Add a doll’s bed 
and a shoe box for a bedside table. Use art supplies to 
decorate the “room” with bears. Children can draw bears 
on the walls for the very “beary” wallpaper and put a 
lampshade on a toy bear to create the bear lamp. Make 
a bear stamp from a bear-shaped manipulative and let 
children stamp paint on scraps of white fabric or paper to 
make curtains. Finally, decorate a paper plate like a yellow 
moon with a bear face and staple it to show through the 
window. Stock the room with a pillow, a stuffed dog, and 
a few stuffed bears and let children pretend to be Max, 
his dog, and the bears.

Gross Motor Connections

Careful Where You Walk
Use this activity to help improve children’s balance 

and encourage them to move with precision. Talk about 
the picture on the pages with the words “Stepping in 
squares.” Discuss to see if children understand that the 
bears are trying not to step on sidewalk cracks. (Children 
may mention the familiar rhyme “Step on a crack, break 
your mother’s back.”) Then, take children outside to 
walk on the sidewalk and challenge them to try to step 
in squares while not stepping on any sidewalk cracks. To 
make the activity more difficult, use sidewalk chalk to 
draw additional “cracks” on the sidewalk. 

Creative Dramatics Connections

Ride the Train
Because this book was originally published in 1948, 

some references may be unfamiliar. For many children 
outside of urban environments, the concept of traveling 
by train may be new. Place classroom chairs in two rows 
and have children sit in the chairs. Play a recording of 
train noises and act as the train’s conductor. Collect 
tickets and let children bounce up and down as they 
pretend to ride the train. Encourage them to walk around 
in the train, but make sure that they walk as if they are in 
a fast-moving, swaying train car.

Hide the Animals
Talk about all of the places where Max tries to 

catch his dog and rescue his stuffed bear. Copy a Dog 
and Stuffed Bear Pattern (page 8) for each child and let 
them color the pictures. After the end of the day, hide 
patterns around the classroom for students to find in 
the morning. Play upbeat music as children race around, 
imagining they are trying to find their dogs and bears.
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Dog and Stuffed Bear Patterns
Directions are found on page 7.
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Directions:  Color the pictures and cut them out out.  Put the pictures in the same 
order as they happened in the story. 

What Happens Next?




