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Embracing Gratitude and Talking About the Circle 
of Life
In November, we explore Gratitude and The Circle of Life. 
While these may seem like large concepts, if we frame them 
in relatable, concrete ways, our children can connect to 
these ideas in their own meaningful ways.

In our exploration of gratitude, we introduce a lovely activ-
ity we call Communi-tea. In this activity, we have a tray set 
up with a pitcher of hot water, a few herbal tea bags, and a 
small bowl of herbs from our garden, like rosemary, mint, 
chamomile, or lavender. We also have honey, a long spoon, 
and enough cups for the entire class. We begin by gathering 
everyone for circle time, on a blanket, or at the table. Then 
we explain that we are going to make Communi-tea. We 
talk about what the word community means, and what we 
need to make a strong, loving, happy community. Then, 
we take turns (with teachers going first to demonstrate) 
choosing a pinch of herbs to sprinkle into our tea, while 
sharing what we want to add to our community. Some great 
answers that we’ve heard over the years are music, dancing, 
ice cream, don’t hurt nature, take care of animals, mommy 
or daddy, love, my sister/brother/grandma/grandpa, thank 

Celebrations of Life and Death

you Mother Earth…. The idea is that we start thinking 
about, and identifying with the children specific things that 
make their/our lives better/happier/safer, and which we can 
share to make the lives of others around us happier/safer/
more loving.  It is from this place of concrete understanding 
and empowerment that we want to connect with the idea of 
what gratitude really means. Instead of starting our conver-
sation with the question, “What are you grateful for?”, we 
want to start the conversation with an exploration of  “What 
is good in our lives?” and put language to that. Then, over 
the course of November we’ll continue to weave the idea 
and language of gratitude and community throughout our 
conversations, including Thanksgiving discussions, and 
one of our other favorite preschool explorations, Dia De los 
Muertos.
  
Celebrating Dia De Los Muertos has brought us anoth-
er amazing opportunity to delve into some rich concepts 
with our preschoolers, like community, gratitude, love 
for life, our ancestors. We talk about and honor of family 
and culture, connect to our past and tradition, as well as 
art, cooking, and music. Making our ofrenda (alter to our 
ancestors) and placing photos of our loved ones/family 
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members who’ve died, as well as their favorite foods, and 
decorating it with flowers, candles, and artistic esquelitos 
(skeletons), brings a beautiful opportunity to share about 
our families, hear stories, and learn more about one anoth-
er. It also brings a heightened aesthetic, beauty and expe-
rience into the classroom. During this time we bring in a 
wide range of children’s literature about the tradition and 
meaning of Dia de Los Muertos. This brings a rich learning 
experience to preschool.

This is also an opportunity for discussion around the big 
concept of the Circle of Life. This is a topic that fits beau-
tifully into our nature based/outdoor curriculum, where 
we experience the process of life unfolding in the vegeta-
ble garden, in the natural world and animals that visit the 
garden (hawks, seagulls, crows, small wild birds, squirrels, 
wild bunnies, etc.) around us, and with the chickens, ducks, 
goose, and rabbits.

At school, the cycle of life is a recurring topic of conversa-
tion and exploration. Like our other conversations around 
concepts like gratitude and community, we try and keep 
it concrete and relatable, while leaving room for the chil-
dren to explore it on their own terms. A few years back in 
preschool, we had a new baby chick get sick and pass away. 
This was a sad event for all of us, and it provided an im-
mediate pivot from the joy of having a flock of new chicks 

to observe and care for, to having a few school days of 
mourning for our little feathered friend. As teachers, this is 
a situation where we are required to step out of our curric-
ulum, and be totally immersed in this emerging learning 
opportunity. 

Sharing the news at circle, examining the chick’s body, or 
taking a peek at it in it’s cardboard box (we wouldn’t have 
done this if there was blood or damage to the body, as that 
might be too upsetting), and having an open ended discus-
sion about how this loss makes us feel, what we think hap-
pened, and asking the children what they think happened, 
is where we always begin. Then we read a favorite preschool 
book, The Dead Bird by Margaret Wise Brown, which tells 
the story of a group of children who find a dead bird in the 
park and decide to bury it, sing a song, and decorate the 
grave with flowers. This book is a great jumping off point 
for asking our students what they would like to do to honor 
the animal’s life. Like in our book, burying the animal’s 
body, putting flowers in and around the grave, singing a 
song (like “Remember Me” from the movie Coco, as one of 
our preschoolers suggested, or even a spontaneous song), 
saying good thoughts or prayers for the animal, or express-
ing gratitude for the animal, are all ways our childrens have 
responded.
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As teachers, what we find most interesting is observing the 
feelings of reverence, and compassion that naturally arise, 
and are understood by the children. Allowing the chil-
dren to direct or participate in the burial and ceremony or 
honoring, gives them a tangible sense of control during the 
experience of this loss, which is a critical part of what we 
hope to offer our preschoolers during this sad time.

This experience of death, sometimes also opens us up to 
larger philosophical conversations and brings bigger ques-
tions, or debates like: Do we go to heaven? Do we reincar-
nate? Do we turn to ghosts?) 

We welcome these conversations, our goal being only to 
facilitate respectful dialog. But we let the children lead this 
conversation, and make their own connections, only shar-
ing the facts that we know for sure (bodies decompose and 
turn into food for worms to compost and then eventually 
soil/food for plants. We eat the plants, the plants become 
us, and the cycle continues. We allow everyone to share 
stories or their own beliefs. We take these moments as an 
opportunity to embrace the unknown, and be open with 
the children that even we as adults don’t know everything, 
saying often, “I don’t know the answer to that, but it is sure 
interesting to think about.”
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