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Stonework Inspires Storytelling

Project overview

In 2012, The ELIZABETH JARMAN® Foundation, 
in collaboration with Diana Suskind, international 
childhood consultant and artist from the USA, 
embarked on an innovative international action 
research project: ‘Stonework Inspires Storytelling’. 

Keen to prompt more understanding about the way 
that the environment and resources within it can be 
used to inspire and support communication skills, 
The ELIZABETH JARMAN® Foundation structured 
a ‘practitioner led’ project, focusing on the use 
of natural resources and storytelling. The project 
established a framework to capture observations of 
the process in action. 

Over 100 educators and parents/carers from 
a diverse range of settings got involved.  They 
reported back by the end of 2012 using the support 
materials, video and templates available via the 
Foundation website[1]. This allowed information to be 
gathered in a consistent way. 

Involvement in the project was free and data from 
all contributions was analysed by Elizabeth Jarman 
and Diana Suskind.

An ELIZABETH JARMAN® Foundation Action Research Project, 2012-13

[1] Templates and support materials are in Appendix 1 

’A Definition of Stonework’ by Diana Suskind

“Stonework is a form of creative learning, 
engaging the senses and animating 
imagination, allowing each person to 
create something unique.  The weight, 
form and texture of each stone help 
people make artistic choices that result in 
original, imaginative, personal creations. Its 
importance is confirmed by Richard Louv’s 
research that tells us “every child needs 
nature. Not just the ones with parents who 
appreciate nature…every child.”   (Richard 
Luov)  He warns of the negative impact of 
a “nature-deprived society.”  Stonework 
remedies this by bringing nature, and its 
enrichment of the imagination, to everyone. In 
addition, Stonework helps the artist, no matter 
how young, to explore and express emotions, 
thoughts and feelings via the act of creating 
both the art of the stone arrangements and 
the stories they elicit. Stones are a kinaesthetic 
medium, never fixed in their place or 
meaning, the ground an endless canvas and 
small hands the brushes that move them.”

How does it work?

Typical ‘Stonework Inspires Storytelling’ sessions 
began with a brief introduction to the method and 
sometimes ideas to prompt thinking.  

Allocated spaces and stonework resources were 
then made available and participants started with 
their own designs, usually working individually at 
first and in silence. They would sometimes choose 
to draw or photograph this process, which can 
support sharing with others. 

The stonework process helps children, young 
people and adults to:

• trust the individual’s choices and timing;
• intensify focus and concentration;
• observe without expectation;
• slow down and find a different pace;
• have quality  time without prescribed agendas;
• work individually and/or communally.

‘Stonework Inspires Storytelling’ Case Studies

This report presents a selection of 16 unedited case 
study examples submitted from different countries 
and contexts, illustrating how powerful ‘Stonework 
Inspires Storytelling’ can be. We have highlighted 
key reflection points alongside each case study. 
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Case studies listing:

Winton Primary School, Bournemouth, UK

Snapdragons Nursery, UK
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Groton/ Dunstable Regional Middle School, Pages for Peace Afterschool Club, Groton, 
Massachusetts, USA    

Knowle West Children’s Centre, Bristol, UK - Staff Project 

Knowle West Children’s Centre, Bristol, UK - Children’s Project 1

Knowle West Children’s Centre, Bristol, UK - Children’s Project 2

Knowle West Children’s Centre, Bristol, UK - Open Day

SCOPE Academy, Akron, USA - Preschool

SCOPE Academy, Akron, USA - Primary

SCOPE Academy, Akron, USA - Elementary Education PreK through 3rd Grade

Greater Summit County Early Learning Center, Ohio, USA - Project 1 

Greater Summit County Early Learning Center, Ohio, USA - Project 2

Stonehenge Heritage site, UK         

Faith Group Stonework - Bristol and West Progressive Jewish Synagogue, UK    

Stonework with Adults - Community College, Tacoma, Washington, USA 

Stonework Writing Workshop - Recreation Department, Southold, New York, USA                 

The Boys and Girls Club of Fitchburg and Leominster, MA, USA  

Case Studies
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Winton Primary School, 
Bournemouth, UK

Kate Kiff 

“Four teachers and four teaching assistants led 
groups of children in this task.  We worked with a 
group of 4-5 year olds.  Prior to the activity, staff 
were shown the video link on The ELIZABETH 
JARMAN® Foundation website to introduce the 
aims and objectives of Stonework and were briefed 
verbally about the research project.  All of these 
adults are familiar with Communication Friendly 
Spaces™ as the class base is designed following the 
principles”.  
               
Session 

“The children worked in the outside area of the 
class base.  Underneath a covered canopy, they 
were able to select a place to work on a concrete 
floor.  Adults chalked shapes on the floor in which 
the children could choose to work; children were 
given the option of working in a free space of their 
own rather than a restricted area.  Each group 
consisted of approximately 24 children of both 
sexes.  There were five groups in total.  The children 
were grouped together and shown the stones.  The 
rules for safe use were explained and adults took 
suggestions from children of images that could be 
created.”

Feedback

“The activity lasted 35 minutes. It was repeated twice 
in the space of one week.  Most children remained 
on task for 25 minutes.  A small number of children 
struggled to maintain focus for over 15 minutes.  
When the activity was repeated, approximately three 
quarters of the groups quickly set to work and were 
able to produce higher quality outcomes that during 
the first attempt.  

Some of the children who have already had their 
fifth birthday were able to maintain focus for a 
longer period of time that those who are younger 
in the year group.  Their outcomes were more 
thoughtful and planned; they appeared to reflect 
on how they were placing the stones and work with 
a clear goal in mind as to what they wanted to 
achieve.  

There was a balance of gender participation, 
however it seemed a small number of the boys 
were more reluctant to repeat the activity.  The girls 
were generally more able to articulate details of 
their outcomes and develop their outcomes with 
additional details.  The children were working in a 
familiar environment that they have access to every 
day. They were well used to the other resources 
available and thus the introduction of stones proved 
to be exciting and motivating.  

Resources not related to the activity were removed to 
establish a simple and calm environment.”

Observations

“The children all walked between each other’s 
work and each child was given the opportunity to 
tell the group what they had created.  Children 
made guesses as to what their peers had created. 
Prior to the ‘walk round’ children were reminded 
of behaviour expectations and to ensure they did 
not stand on the stones. There were no cases 
of Stoneworks being damaged intentionally or 
unintentionally.  No children made attempts to 
record their stonework through drawings. The 
children are very used to having photographs taken 
of their work and as a result a high number asked to 
have their work recorded in this way.”

“I have made a train and that is me on the train. I 
am going to Sheffield to see my sister. That is where 
she goes to uni. When I went to see her I went on 
the train and it was a long way. I got to meet her 
friends and see her house.”

“This is a lollipop. There was a boy and a girl and 
they wouldn’t share the lollipop. But then the girl 
said to the boy ‘It is a big lollipop so we can have a 
bit each.”

“This is a dragon, a really big dragon that can 
breathe fire.”

“I made a big giant firework just like the one I saw 
on firework night.”

“I made a big smiley sunshine.”

Outcomes

“Each child returned their stones to a central store 
that could be accessed by everyone in subsequent 
activities.  Some children were very proud of their 
outcomes and so asked to leave them in place. 
They independently decided to place a barrier of 
chairs around their stones so that nobody else could 
disturb them.  Each child had their photo taken with 
their stone arrangement so it could be stuck in their 
Learning Journal book as a permanent record of 
their work.  This was a very positive activity that has 
given the children a new way of working.  

We have now planned a follow up activity to be 
completed in the classrooms; the children will work 
with small pebbles to create Stonework on tables.  I 
would have liked to have a wider variety of stones 
types and styles for the children to use.  

Due to lack of time, we purchased pebbles from a 
DIY store; it would have been interesting to present 
a selection of sizes, shapes and colours.  

We hope to increase the range of resources.  We 
have enjoyed this activity and would very much like 
to be involved in future projects.”

Reflect

Remove unnecessary visual and auditory distractions 
to help focus.

Provide sufficient space. 

Allow the child to be the determining factor in what 
kind of creation he/she wants.

Understand that the adult role is that of support, i.e., 
when the child requests it or is obviously in need of. 
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Snapdragons Nursery, UK

Janey Mondal, Manager

“Stonework was introduced to three girls (aged 4, 5 
and 10 years) and one boy (aged 5) within a ‘Forest 
School’ (2) session in my setting.  There was just 
myself with the children. I work with this group once 
a week running an ‘after school’ session.”

Session

“I took the children outside to collect their own 
stones as we have lots on the driveway.  It was 
interesting watching them choose their stones and 
talking about them together. The girls set straight to 
it and started collecting in their bags and George 
kept looking around saying he could not find any.  
After some discussion I realized he wanted dry 
stones (it was a very rainy evening), he didn’t like 
the feel of the wet stones.  We then found some dry 
ones under the wall.  We brought them inside and 
they made their pictures stories on the floor in the 
room.  I also had some large stones available inside 
that they could use.  I explained to the children that 
on their big sheets of blank paper they could use 
their stones to create a picture or story of whatever 
they liked.  They started talking about ideas straight 
away and the oldest girl started putting down her 
stones first then the others followed with their own 
ideas.  I realized that I didn’t have to say much at 
all as they were straight in with their own creative 
ideas.”

Feedback

“The time, including collecting their stones, was 
about three quarters of an hour.  I feel all the ages 
I worked with found the project interesting and 
exciting.  The older girls spent a lot longer working 
on their story/picture than the others, but all found 
their own level with it.   The boy in my group had so 
many ideas and was constantly adding to, moving 
the stones around and chatting all the time about 

what he was doing and how his story was unfolding!  
After a while the two older girls decided to work 
together on their story and enjoyed moving the 
stones around to tell their story.  The youngest girl 
worked quietly, on her own. She said her story was 
a secret.  I don’t think gender affected participation 
at all.”

Observations 

“Sophie (aged 5) chose two longer stones and 
placed a shell under each saying they were the 
ballerinas on a stage, then placed three larger 
stones to the side saying they were the judges, she 
then placed lots of smaller stones around saying 
they were the audience.  She then enjoyed moving 
the ballerinas around making them dance.
Ella (aged 10) started clustering the stones together 
in circles and said they were the planets, she then 
used stones to represent a man on the moon.  She 
made planet earth and put another man on that 
and said they were waving at each other.  She then 
found a bigger stone and flew the man on the moon 
back to earth and continued to fly her people to visit 
all her planets.

George (aged 5) spent a long time creating an 
intricate volcano with explosions, lava, meteorites 
and asteroids falling to earth, with dinosaurs walking 
around!  His enthusiasm and descriptive language 
was outstanding!  Instead of moving the stones 
around to describe the story he just added more and 
more stones as the elements of his story built up.
After Ella and Sophie had finished their individual 
pictures and had a snack they asked if they could do 
another stonework together.  So they set to, making 
a large under water scene showing the sand, water 
and fish, whales and dolphins swimming in the sea. 
They asked if Amilia wanted to join them and she 
did and contributed to the picture.  George came 
to look and asked what they were doing, then said 
“that looks very beautiful.”

Outcomes

“When the session had ended the group decided 
to put all the stones in a basket in the room so 
they could use them again another time.  They all 
independently shared and talked about what they 
had done with each other. They were confident and 
asked each other questions about their pictures. 
They were very respectful. The youngest girl didn’t 
want to talk about what she had done but the others 

all found a positive thing to say about her work, 
which was so lovely to hear.  I thoroughly enjoyed 
this project and it has led me to doing a lot more 
work with children in the form of ‘no glue’ pictures 
using free and found objects.  

The children told me they enjoyed doing this sort of 
work because:

“You can move the bits around.”

“If you make a mistake you can just change it.”

“It is really easy to change your picture.”

“I just like it and want to do it tomorrow.”

We did the stonework on the floor of a quiet room 
which worked very well for us.  Next time, I will work 
outside to see if it makes any difference.”

Reflect

Closely observe the child’s response to the activity.

Does gender make a difference?

[2] A Forest School is an innovative educational approach to 
outdoor play and learning in a woodland environment. The 
philosophy of Forest Schools is to encourage and inspire 
individuals of any age through positive outdoor experiences 
over an extended period of time.

Snapdragons Nursery, Corsham
Janey Mondal, Manager
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The Chautauqua Children’s School, 
Chautauqua Institution, Chautauqua, 
New York  (Southwestern) New York 
State, USA

Diana Suskind and the Adult Volunteers who 
contributed written feedback: 

Carole Gladstone (Chautauqua Institution Summer 
Resident)

Dr Judith Chafel (Professor Emerita of Education, 
Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana  

Mary Ann Nazzaro (Adult volunteer)

‘Built in 1921, the Chautauqua Children’s School 
pioneered the concept of nursery school education. 
Additions made in 1926, 1947 and 1969 were 
followed by a full renovation and expansion in 
1994 to its present size and capacity. Children’s 
School is a developmental preschool for youth 
ages 3 to 5. The program includes a wide range 
of social, recreational and educational activities. 
Weekly themes often incorporate other Chautauqua 
programs in the areas of music, drama and art. A 
relationship with the Chautauqua community and 
its unique opportunities continue.’ (Chautauqua 
Institution)

The Stonework Inspires Storytelling project was 
introduced to children during a morning session 
at Chautauqua Children’s School, July 2012.  
There were twelve boys and twelve girls involved.  I 
introduced and supervised the project. Two summer 
residents assisted the children scribing their stories.  
One visiting scholar and volunteer also helped with 
scribing.  Two summer residents assisted the children 
scribing their stories.”

Session

“The session was held outside on the sidewalk 
around the school.  Children wanted to be by their 
friends.  I gathered the children around the table 
underneath a wooden covering. I shared the poem 
“I Wish I Was a Little Rock” with motions of not 
wanting to sleep, eat or wash my face. I showed 
the children ‘Five Birthday Cakes’ on YouTube(3), 

which shows children in Nepal doing Stonework 
and asked if they would like to try. The instruction 
was no talking while working. The staff aided the 
children getting their box of stones. The day before 
the staff and children had found their own stones for 
Stonework.”

Feedback

“Your introduction to the activity was well planned. 
I was impressed by the warm, professional manner 
you exhibited with the children.”(Chafel)

“It was an engaging, interesting and inventive 
session.” (Gladstone)

“It was very enjoyable for me! The children were 
delightful, well-behaved and quite entertaining. 
You captured the attention of the children from the 
beginning and held it to the end- a great feat!” 
(Nazzaro)

Observations  

“Some of the children for whom I scribed (I’m not 
sure how many) needed prompting when asked to 
talk about their stonework, and even with prompting 
had little to say.”(Chafel)

“The boy with me specifically followed directions...
he said his circle of stones was a ‘temple’. That is 
when I asked you if they had seen ‘Five Birthday 
Cakes’ of the children in Nepal.” (Gladstone)

“The girl I helped told a very imaginative story 
about a little girl going on a walk and having a 
picnic. Then she went home through the forest.” 
(Gladstone)

“They concentrated very hard on the arranging of 
the stones and then the drawings. They all seemed 
to take it very seriously.” (Nazzaro)

Outcomes 

“One little girl had done a drawing of her mom. 
At first, she was somewhat shy about talking about 
it but, with a few questions posed to her, she really 
opened up and got quite animated about her 
mom.” (Nazzaro)

“It was a great method of getting the children to be 

creative in an artistic way and it also brought out 
their personalities and imagination.” (Nazzaro)

“One child initially had his stones down on the 
paper and when he was finished, he traced around 
them one at a time on the paper.  After we finished 
making, the children walked around and looked at 
everyone’s work.” (Suskind)

“The children were asked to give their Stonework 
a title. A long strip of paper was provided. The 
accompanying volunteers assisted in writing the title. 
Because of not understanding what the word ‘title 
means’ I retrieved a familiar children’s book to show 
what is meant by the word ‘title’.” (Suskind)

“I seem to recall thinking that more of an emphasis 
should be placed on process (doing) as opposed to 
product (making). For example, a teacher might say, 
“Here are some stones. Play with them for a while. 
Afterwards, I’m going to ask you to tell me about 
what you’ve done.” With more of an emphasis on 
process, children may have more to say about their 
creations. Also, you might think about trying out 
different kinds of materials with different groups 
of children as well as extending different types of 
invitations to play.” (Chafel)

“The head teacher suggested afterwards 
that natural materials (objects) found in the 
children’s environment might be used in place of 
stones.”(Chafel)

Reflect

Can ‘Stonework Inspires Storytelling’ help adults 
realize that each child is unique? 

Slowing down and being present with each child can 
help children open up and share feelings.

[3] http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UC-U32QeRZQ
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Groton/ Dunstable Regional Middle 
School, Pages for Peace Afterschool 
Club, Groton, Massachusetts, USA    
             
Betsy Sawyer, Peace Club Leader and Founder 
http://www.pagesforpeace.org/home.html  

“A group of eight girls and six boys took part 
alongside staff from the Peace Club, two High 
School students and my 3 and 4 year old 
grandchildren!  Diana Suskind was also there.”

Session

“We held the session outside in the middle school 
courtyard and inside our Peace Club room. We took 
two consecutive club meetings to participate in the 
Stonework project. On the first meeting we discussed 
the project, looked at photos of other children that 
had created Stonework and then went outside as a 
group to search and gather “interesting” stones that 
appealed to us.  

We began by searching for stones outside on school 
property in various areas for example the parking 
lot, wooded areas, back field and in the school 
garden. On our stone search we started out as a 
large group of about 15 students and then paired 
off into smaller groups of friends. Carrying and 
juggling the stones in several containers and bags 
was difficult and hilarious.  The children helped 
each other and laughed along the way. 

The following week I invited Diana Suskind to 
speak to the peace group and introduce her video. 
She gave a wonderfully interesting talk inside the 
building in our club room, which the children loved 
and then she shared the Stonework film on a large 
screen. This set the tone for the actual work which 
was done outside in the Garden Courtyard.”

Feedback

“We all carried our stones (and several big rocks!) 
from one building to the outside area of another 
building. 

Diana Suskind advised the students to remain 
absolutely quiet while they worked on their 
creations. This was a wonderful peaceful time, the 
children totally enjoyed this. We also brought paper 

and pencils to write about our creations when they 
were completed. It was an absolutely superb activity 
and one of the best we’ve had in the 9 years I have 
been running this club!” 

Observations

“The students were completely silent as they worked 
with their stones. Each creation was completely 
different and unique. It was very interesting to watch 
the different styles of presentation. There was NO 
complaining about writing, the kids eagerly scribbled 
out the descriptions of their stones and what they 
meant to them. We all took turns storytelling about 
our stonework which was an excellent educational 
verbal and written exercise outside of class time.  

I did notice that some of the older boys were trying 
to break smaller rocks with bigger or larger stones 
which seemed aggressive at first but just worked out 
to be more physical involvement. There were also 
older girls who used much larger stones than some 
of the boys.  

Each creation was completely different.  We loved 
that it was a beautiful sunny day and that we got to 
spend time outside and move around.“

Outcomes

“The students wrote about their creations afterwards.  
Some of them did draw out what they were 
imagining first, but not all of them. Most wanted to 
dig right in and get started. 

Each child seemed very proud and loved the 
attention the group members gave them as they 
spoke about and explained their creations. We left 
the stone creations in the garden. Several other 
teachers and students asked what these were and 
we were excited to share. 

We hope to make permanent structures and 
stepping stones out of the collected stones for the 
garden to enjoy for years to come. The children are 
excited about leaving a ‘piece’ of themselves behind 
in the garden when they go on to the high school. 
Pictures were taken as the students proudly enjoyed 
the individual attention of the group members as 
they shared.  I cannot praise this activity enough 
and would highly recommend it to any educator or 
person working with children and young adults!! 

I was unsure that my older students in grades 7 and 
8 would be enthusiastic. I thought the activity might 
be too young. However, I was pleasantly surprised 
that all ages willingly participated. The entire 
experience was wonderful. I hope to repeat the 
activity many more times with other students.”

Reflect

Making a drawing of or photographing the 
Stonework brings permanence. 

The drawings and photographs can support 
communication as child/parent interact and 
describe their work.
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Knowle West Children’s Centre, Bristol, 
UK - Staff Project 
                
Diana Suskind 

“This Children’s Centre really embraced Stonework, 
introducing it to the children, families and staff. The 
Stonework Inspires Storytelling project was initially 
introduced during a staff meeting.  A range of adults 
was involved.”

Session

“The stonework project took place in a classroom 
and there was a grid laid out on the floor in 
masking tape.  The stones were put in containers 
in the middle of the grid where they could be 
easily accessed.  Participants had access to pencils 
and card so they could draw their stones.  Diana 
Suskind gave a very brief rationale of Stonework.  
Participants decided what their own Stonework 
would be about and were asked to carry out the 
activity in silence.  The staff meeting lasted for an 
hour.”

Feedback

“The grid gave practitioners a defined space, but 
the fact it was on the floor made it somehow feel 
more creative.  Even though the end results were all 
very different, there was a pleasing harmony to the 
finished results when practitioners all took a step 
back to admire each other’s work.  All the adults 
drew their Stonework.”

Observations

“Age seemed to make no difference. The staff 
group was predominantly women, but there was no 
difference in levels of participation between male 
and female.”

Outcomes

“The adults all looked at one another’s work and 
then read out someone else’s narrative. There was 
a great deal of respect and verbal affirmation after 
each one was read out.  Everyone voluntarily shared 
their stories and they have all been submitted along 
with pictures.  

After the session the adults cleared away the stones.  
Each member of staff took away a stone of their 
own.  The stonework was left out so that it could be 
documented.  The staff all produced very different 
stone patterns and the depth of response in their 
writing varied. 

Some people talked about a personal journey, other 
people mentioned family and someone spoke of a 
bereavement. This shows the emotional impact of 
these stories and narratives, and the comment was 
made that stones made time for you to be able to 
think about important things.”

Reflect

Staff who participate in ‘Stonework Inspires 
Storytelling,’ will understand more clearly its effect 
on the imagination. 

Think about how you might define individual areas 
e.g. size of paper, use of tape on floor. 
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Knowle West Children’s Centre, Bristol, 
UK - Children’s Project 1

Diana Suskind 

“The Stonework Inspires Storytelling project was 
introduced to 2 and 3 year olds at the Children’s 
Centre.  The children involved included Liam (2 
years 7 months), Sophia (3 years 2 months) and 
Mariam (2 years 9 months). The session leader 
introduced and supervised the project.”

Session

“The project took place in the Early Years 2 
classroom, the Stonework being introduced at 
‘Planning Time’ and the children deciding who 
wanted to stay for the session. 

The children were shown the stones in a tray and 
participants decided how they would interact with 
the stones and what their own stories would be 
about.  

The Stonework was on a carpet area and on the 
floor so that children could spread out and use 
as much space as they wanted. The children that 
participated were all busy and making noise and 
physical movement as they told their narratives.”

Feedback

“The length of time spent on the activity varied, 
approximately 10 minutes for Liam and Sophia and 
5 minutes for Mariam.  

Age had less of an effect than the children’s 
personal, social and emotional development, 
language development, and to a lesser degree, their 
physical development.  Gender did not seem to play 
a part in actively participating in Stonework.”

Observations

“The children in this session didn’t draw or 
photograph their Stonework and once they had 
finished their story they moved on to another 
activity or area of interest.  The children did their 
Stonework in parallel with one another but didn’t 
offer any views on what they thought of their friend’s 
Stonework.  Liam was reluctant to describe his work.  

Mariam told her story about the mummy stone and 
the baby stone, which was a very short narrative. 
Sophia’s story was very involved and had the stones 
getting on board a spaceship before flying around 
the room.”

Outcomes

“Although the children involved are very young, they 
all had varied interpretations of the stones.  Even 
though many are in the early stages of language 
acquisition it was clear to see the meaningfulness 
they attributed to their Stonework.”

Reflect

The same stones will have different meanings for 
each child. The story of the stone might evolve. 

How can you think about ways to protect children’s 
stonework and give them the opportunity to further 
extend, review or admire?  Suggestion: a hula-hoop 
around their work.

Sometimes children will want to transport their 
stones and seek out another, more secluded space.
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Knowle West Children’s Centre, Bristol, 
UK - Children’s Project 2

Diana  Suskind

“The Stonework Inspires Storytelling project was 
also introduced to 3 and 4 year olds at Knowle 
West Children’s Centre, Bristol, UK. Lidia (3 years 
8 months), Seb (4 years 1 month) and Onome (3 
years 11 months) were involved.” 

Session

“The stonework project took place in a classroom.  
One session was in a quiet, separate area away 
from the busier part of the room, and on another 
occasion at a table in the main part of the room.  
The Stonework was in a quiet area and on the floor 
so that children could be comfortable with few 
distractions.  In the instance where a child sat at the 
table, she spent the longest doing her Stonework, 
although it is difficult to say if being seated at a 
table increased her participation.  The video ‘Five 
Birthday Cakes’ was being shown to the children 
as a stimulus.  Participants decided what their own 
stories would be about.  The time individuals spent 
varied, and in the three instances above was in the 
region of 10 minutes for Onome, 20 minutes for 
Seb and 45 minutes for Lidia.” 

Feedback 

“Children of all ages participated, and although Seb 
was the oldest and probably had the strongest idea 
of what his Stonework should ultimately look like, 
it was the younger Lidia who spent longest on her 
Stonework.  Gender did not seem to play a part in 
actively participating in Stonework.” 

Observations 

“The children were very happy to represent 
their Stonework using paper and pencils.  Some 
participants had better pencil control than others, 
which altered their finished drawing.  The children 
did their Stonework in isolation, but saw the photos 
of them afterwards. They were interested to see the 
process of their Stonework.  One child, Lidia is very 
new to English (Polish is her home language) and 
although her Stonework was deliberate and showed 
development throughout the session she couldn’t 

express her story in words.  Onome has language 
delay and has only just started to verbalize when 
communicating.  Seb is a keen talker and although 
his story is short, he was very specific about what he 
wanted it to be about.”

Outcomes 

“There was a great deal of difference between the 
children involved, due to English as an Additional 
Language needs, Special Educational Needs and 
the ability to stay on task.  What they all showed was 
a willingness to interact with stones and to share that 
with a practitioner respectfully and with equanimity.” 

Reflect

Stonework offers an inclusive tool to facilitate 
communication even when there is a barrier with a 
spoken language Suggestion: Consider videoing 
and photographing children doing stonework and 
then share those moments with the child. 

It develops great recall skills for both the child and 
adult.
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Knowle West Children’s Centre, Bristol, 
UK - Open Day

Diana Suskind

“The Stonework Inspires Storytelling project was 
introduced during a community Open Day at the 
centre. A range of children and adults were involved 
throughout the day.  For the submission we are 
using Malachi (age 12) and Kelley (age 8) Some of 
the participants were adults. The workshop leader 
introduced and supervised the project.”

Session

“The stonework project took place in a classroom 
and there was a grid laid out on the floor in 
masking tape.  The stones were put in containers 
in the middle of the grid where they could be 
easily accessed.  Several tables were set up so that 
participants could draw their stones.  The video 
‘Five Birthday Cakes’ (4)  was being shown in the 
background as a stimulus. The video shows Diana 
Suskind using stones in Nepal.  Participants decided 
what their own stories would be about.  The Open 
Day lasted from 9am until 1pm and people were 
occupied with Stonework for this entire period.  The 
time individuals spent varied, but was usually in the 
region of 20 minutes.”

Feedback 

“The fact that the Stonework was on the floor gave 
people a chance to sit comfortably, stretch out or 
lean over.  The inside area wasn’t quiet and there 
was a lot of ‘traffic’ through the room. This didn’t 
seem to adversely affect the activity.  The majority 
of adults and children were very happy to represent 
their Stonework using paper and pencils.”

Observations

“Participants of all ages were drawn to making 
pictures, shapes and meaning out of the stones 
regardless of age.  In fact, where different 
generations of the same family were involved the 
stories and experiences that came out were richer.  
The session had examples of males and females of 
all ages taking part and gender did not seem to play 
a part in being an active participant.  

A mother and son from the same family were 
respectful listening to each other’s stories. The 
children gladly shared their stories and were 
happy to be videoed retelling the stories.  Some 
stonework was left out so that it could be 
documented.”

Outcomes

“The most striking aspect of the Stonework session 
was that the stories that emerged were connected 
with strong emotions, such as bullying, war and 
the death of a family member. The stonework 
brought deep emotions to the surface in a very 
short space of time and the therapeutic aspect 
of creating stories in this way was plain to see. 
The use of natural materials fits in with our whole 
centre approach to the learning environment.”

Reflect

Does designating a space for each individual to 
work inhibit or support the process of Stonework?

Does ‘Stonework Inspires Storytelling’ enhance 
positive interaction in families?

Does the activity tap into deep-seated emotions?

[4] http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UC-U32QeRZQ
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many of the children’s stories were the Goldilocks 
and the Three Bears story that was similar to the 
story I told during the introduction. As the weeks 
went on, the children started making their own 
stories up. Some of their topics included their 
families, princesses, airplanes, and sea animals (a 
current topic in our room at the time).

Observations

Reflections from the children:

D: “I like to play with someone with the rocks.”
L: “I like playing with A and making a story.”
R: “I liked playing with the rocks with A and telling 
stories.”
A: “I liked to pretend it with J and make up the 
stories together.”
A: “I can play with R and we can make swing sets.”
M: “I like when I played with a friend.”
D: “I liked telling Minnie’s boutique stories.”
P: “I liked to play a story.”
J: “I like rock pets.”
D: “I was playing with the rocks.”

Outcome

I really enjoyed this experience of creating a space 
in the room for using rocks as a play material 
and a way to engage in telling stories. I think this 
allowed for the children’s natural creativity to flow 
in a novel way that many of them have not played 
before. Some of the children were more interested 
and visited the area more frequently than others. I 
am always looking for ways to foster open-ended 
play opportunities and this really allowed for the 
children’s thinking to drive their work.

Reflect

Use your knowledge of the individuals to consider 
the best way to introduce the storytelling aspect to 
the activity.

SCOPE Academy, Akron, 
USA - Preschool

Cathy Ahrens

“S.C.O.P.E. Academy Preschool involved all of their 
staff in this project. They carefully documented the 
process and response across the school.”

“Ten boys and nine girls were involved, aged 3-5 
years.”

Session

“I introduced the stonework storytelling at circle time 
with all of the children. I told the story of Goldilocks 
and the three bears but changed some of the parts 
and made it different.  I explained how rocks could 
become different things in stories.  They could be 
used as characters or to build the things in the story.  
As I told the story I asked the children to participate 
by adding something to the sky or outside that the 
bears would see and place the rocks.  I asked the 
children about their thoughts on where we could put 
the storytelling area. We brainstormed some items 
we weren’t using much to take out of the room to 
make more space.  Throughout the introduction, the 
children were very engaged.  I invited the children 
to bring in some rocks or stones from their home 
or that they could find out on a walk. Stonework 
storytelling took place in our classroom setting.  We 
created a space in the centre of our classroom using 
a stage, a table, bricks, a plant and the stones. I 
put the stones in open baskets and containers and 
added lace doilies for aesthetic appeal and a place 
upon which to tell a story, if the child chose to use 
this. This was an open space for the children to 
engage as a part of exploration time (free play).”
The children participated in the stonework 
storytelling during the whole month of November. 
The children were open to participate during their 
morning exploration time which is from 7:50 - 
9:15 a.m. and from Monday through Thursday. 
The children also participated in a few afternoon 
structured stonework activities (storytelling with a 
partner, making pet rocks, telling pet rock stories).

Feedback

The children were usually very excited to share their 
story with a teacher or child who was nearby. At first, 
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SCOPE Academy, Akron, USA - Primary

Shirley Labus

Session

“The settings I used were both indoors (in our 
classroom) and outdoors (in our school garden.)  I 
introduced the students to the idea of storytelling 
through the use of rocks by playing Tchaikovsky 
softly in the background and telling a story of the 
sounds that I heard.  The students were intrigued 
by the use of the new medium and couldn’t wait to 
explore on their own.   They engaged in this activity 
during our language arts block.  Typically, during 
this time in our day, the students engage in reading 
and writing activities of their choice.  The block of 
time that is spent on language arts is one hour and 
thirty minutes.  I have offered (and am still offering) 
this choice for about one month.” 

Feedback

“I think that the students were actively engaged 
during this project.  Using a new medium while 
inspired by auditory influence, allowed the students 
to be creative and tell a story of music.  Some 
students were completely motivated by the music 
and others were not.  I wanted the students to 
engage in this type of storytelling in both a natural 
environment and our classroom environment.  I 
was interested to see the differences in both student 
engagement and story.  While we were in the 
garden, the stories seemed to be more about the 
outdoors.  When we were indoors, various stories 
were being told.” 

Observations

“Two boys in my classroom created a story in 
which the genre was, in their words, “historical 
fiction.”  In their story, they had three groups of 
rocks (sedimentary, metamorphic, and igneous.) 
The metamorphic rocks were segregated from 
the other groups and they did not like it.  They 
actually created shopping malls, restaurants, and 
parks using rocks.  According to their retell, these 
were all places in which the metamorphic rocks 
were not welcome.  The rest of the rocks in the 
community were able to walk freely on the streets 
and were able to go anywhere they wanted to go.  

The story ended with the other rocks discovering 
that the metamorphic rocks had some great ideas 
and character traits and could really help their 
“Rock City” be a better place to live.  The students 
mentioned that this story was modelled after the 
“Martin Luther King times.”

Another group of students created a story of a dog 
attempting to climb a mountain.  Every time the 
dog got close to the top, the mountain would grow 
bigger and bigger.  The dog wouldn’t give up.  He 
kept climbing and when he reached the top, the 
view made all the work seem very easy. 
Several of my students chose to re-enact football 
games.  They would tell stories of their own 
experiences and of some professional football 
teams. 

A group of girls used the rocks to recreate “The 
Nutcracker Ballet” They used music to help them 
tell the story.  Using rocks, they created all them 
different scenes of the ballet and would use the 
music to retell all of the scenes.  They especially 
enjoyed using rocks to depict the “Land of Sweets.” 
The students created all of the sweets and the Sugar 
Plum Fairy with the Cavalier.

A group that consisted of both boys and girls 
decided to create a music map. They used the rocks 
to create both the rhythm and space in the music.  
They created their map to follow the “Russian 
Dance” written by Tchaikovsky.”

Outcomes

“Many of the students represented their work 
graphically.  Many students went to the activity with 
their notebooks and were already discussing the 
story that they would write after the exploration.  
Some students showed interest in the work of 
their peers.  A few students collaborated as they 
transformed their individual projects into one. The 
students enjoyed discussing the stories that they 
created during this project. 

The students cleaned them up and put the stones 
back into the basket.  They have been reusing 
them to create new stories of recreate their original 
stories. The students enjoyed using rocks to 
express their creativity.  It is a choice that some of 
the students will still make after four weeks in the 
classroom.  

I have truly enjoyed observing them as they engage 
in storytelling with such a unique yet natural 
medium.  Since I have introduced storytelling 
through stonework, the students have been 
collecting many other natural resources from our 
schoolyard to use in storytelling.  

It’s always a surprise what they will bring with them 
when they come indoors.  They have brought sticks, 
pinecones, leaves, and acorns into the classroom 
with the intention of using the materials to tell 
stories.  It is amazing how they have been inspired to 
look in their environment for interesting, yet ordinary 
resources that they can use to express themselves.”

Reflect  

Using stones can allow children space to explore 
important ideas. 
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SCOPE Academy, Akron, USA - 
Elementary Education PreK 
through 3rd Grade

Michelle Horton     

            
“Ten boys and ten girls were involved, aged 5-6 
years.” 

Session

“The children were encouraged to explore without 
any adult involvement.  I observed and asked 
questions to deepen their storytelling ability. The 
storytelling took place inside our classroom. 

During a whole group activity, the stonework was 
then introduced as a way in which to strengthen 
the children’s knowledge of story elements.  The 
children watched as I modelled a stone arrangement 
representing the main character from a recent story 
read.  I continued on by retelling the events of 
the story and manipulating the stones at the same 
time.  At the end of the lesson, the students were 
encouraged to explore retelling of a story with the 
use of the provided stones.” 

Feedback

“The majority of the students manipulated the 
stones to represent a pictorial representation of 
their characters or an action taking place in their 
story.  Students were genuinely excited to share their 
masterpieces to their peers.  

During the initial exposure, the students were 
encouraged to walk around and view each-others 
work.  In subsequent sessions, I witnessed students 
inviting their friends along with myself to view their 
stonework presenting an explanation of what it 
represented and the story behind it.  This experience 
provided my students with an outlet in which to freely 
express their creativity through stone storytelling.  
Thank you for the opportunity!”

Observations

“On the initial day of introduction, the children 
participated for approximately 15 minutes.  The 
stones were then placed in a basket allowing 
students to retrieve them at their convenience. 

The children were always eager to engage with the 
stones as a method in which to tell or retell a story.  
Both girls and boys were equally involved in using 
stones to depict the story being told. The students 
had ample classroom space in which to spread out 
and explore stone storytelling.”

Some students’ comments:

“It was super fun!  We were reading with rocks and 
friends.”

“I liked telling stories with rocks.”

“It was fun!  I liked building stories with my friends.”

Outcomes

“All students were respectful of each other and 
provided encouragement for their work.
The majority of the children volunteered their stories.  
Due to our focus on the reading strategy retelling, 
the students were easily able to communicate the 
characters, the events of their story, and the ending.  

During one particular occurrence, a pair of students 
retold the story of The Very Hungry Caterpillar 
written by Eric Carle.  They manipulated their stones 
to form a small caterpillar and a beautiful butterfly.”

Reflect

Stonework helps develop literacy as children create 
stories and tell them to others.  



3130

Greater Summit County Early Learning 
Center, Ohio, USA - Project 1 

Debbie Dodson     
            
“The group consisted of 7 boys and 9 girls aged 7 
and 8.”

Session

“The classroom teacher facilitated and supervised 
sessions but sessions were open ended and not 
teacher directed.  The stonework first took place 
inside the classroom. A basket of rocks was placed 
near our “Wonder” table; students were invited to 
visit the area throughout the day. On one occasion 
the whole class went outside to take advantage of 
an unseasonably beautiful day and used the natural 
elements to inspire the stonework.

Our class had been studying the “Wild West” 
and investigated the role rocks and stones played 
especially in the Native American Culture. Students 
were awed by the many uses of rocks in the Native 
American culture, especially arrowheads, axes and 
hammers. But more intriguing to them was the 
Native American “rock art” that still can be found in 
caves and other stone surfaces. The pictographs and 
petroglyphs gave us clues to what life was like for 
the Native Americans in the past.  They especially 
liked looking at petroglyphs and attempted to use 
smaller stones to carve on larger rocks and the 
sidewalk. We also read the book ‘Everybody needs 
a Rock’ by Byrd Baylor, a naturalist and children’s 
book author. The book proposes ten rules for finding 
the perfect rock for you. This was a very popular 
book and students were overheard using the rules 
while choosing their own “perfect” rock.

The project was introduced and developed over a 
four-week period. Students visited the rock center 
intensely the first week and then sporadically. The 
last week during our outdoor excursion student were 
very engaged and wanted to share their stories.”

Feedback

“All students were interested in the activity, their age 
did not appear to affect their participation. Boys and 
girls displayed equal enthusiasm for the project. The 
boys were more interested in trying to carve pictures 

into the larger rocks and girls were more likely to 
name characters and tell traditional stories.

I think the experience outside was met with more 
enthusiasm. Students were able to spread out more 
and add other stones they found in the area we were 
working. It just seemed like a more “natural” setting 
for the stonework.”

Observations

“A few students sketched their stories but most 
were more interested in manipulating the stones 
themselves. Students enjoyed viewing their 
classmates’ work, asking questions, comparing 
stories and giving reviews. Several students ended 
up combining stories building on each-others 
narrative. Some students returned to their stonework 
after viewing a friend and added to their work, 
inspired by what they had viewed. The students 
loved sharing their stonework. 

Some stories were traditional and had strong 
personal connections, for example a day at the park 
with family and friends, another about a cat who 
recently died, and one student modelled her story 
on the song “Five Little Ducks” using a large family 
on a trip to the beach instead of ducks. One girl 
told a story of a Native American tribe going to war, 
another told about how the sun gives the earth light. 
Several students performed as though their stones 
were puppets talking to each other. 

Several students used a stone for drawing pictures 
on the sidewalk and then added stones to the 
drawings to enhance the story. 

Students did not seem interested in keeping the 
stonework out; they voluntarily cleaned up when 
they ended their stonework.  Some students had 
brought in their own to complement the stones I 
provided and all students chose to take a bag of 
stones home.”

Outcomes

“This was a very positive experience. Students easily 
identified with the stones, naturally attracted to them 
and excited about using them. The simple stones 
seemed as appealing to students as a brand new 
toy from the store. Many of them took a lot of time 
choosing the perfect stones. Many kept a favourite 

in their desk, lockers or pockets, naming them and 
giving them an identity. One student was saddened 
by a lost rock and jubilant when it was found again. 

A basket of stones remains in the classroom and will 
continued to be available for students to share their 
stories using the stones.”

Reflect

Using ‘Stonework Inspires Storytelling’ over a period 
of a few weeks allows children to become familiar 
with the resources and grow in confidence and skill.
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Greater Summit County Early Learning 
Center, Ohio, USA - Project 2

Diandra Leonardi 

“9 girls and 4 boys were involved, aged 6-7.  Out 
of the 4 boys in my classroom, only one participated 
in the Stonework storytelling. Out of the 9 girls in my 
classroom, 7 of them participated over the course of 
the six days.”

Session

“At first, no adults were involved. The materials 
were simply set out for students to interact with. 
After several days of the students engaging with the 
materials, one adult (the teacher) modelled a way to 
tell a story with a beginning, middle, and end using 
the rocks. The stonework took place inside during 
literacy centers. The stonework materials were set up 
in a quiet area of the classroom, near a variety of 
different books.”

Feedback

“After several days of students slowly interacting 
with the materials, I formally introduced them to the 
class. I began by referencing a felt board activity 
that the students had participated in to sequence 
events in a story. I asked them for ideas of other 
ways that the beginning, middle, and end of a story 
could be represented. One student (a girl) said, “We 
can use different things to be the characters in the 
beginning, middle, and end! Maybe we could use 
stuffed animals, craft sticks, or even those rocks over 
there!” 

I was very pleased that she had referenced the rocks 
immediately, especially because she was not one 
of the students who had been previously engaging 
with the materials. I modelled how to tell a story 
(Purple, Green, and Yellow by Robert Munsch) with 
the stones, using the stones to represent elements 
from the beginning, middle, and end of the story. 
I told the students that they could choose to tell 
stories with the rocks, as well, during their Daily 5 
literacy centres. The rocks were available for use for 
six days. Most students engaged in storytelling with 
the rocks for 10-12 minutes. Often times, the last 
several minutes would be used revising the story and 
retelling the story to make sure that the pattern of 

the stones “made sense” and really told the story. 
One student repeatedly interacted with the rocks 
(for 3 days in a row) for a half hour. The first two 
days, she retold familiar stories using the books as 
a guide. On the third day, she began telling a story 
that she had written-using her own written story as a 
guide.

Location did affect the activity. The stonework 
materials were placed in a quiet area full of a 
variety of books. The students were able to use the 
materials around them to recognize that the stones 
could be used to create a story. The materials were 
placed in a quiet area where students were able 
to focus. There was a graphic organizer explaining 
“beginning, middle, and end” for the students to 
reference. In my classroom, most students (except 
for two girls) preferred to work independently. I 
feel that, had the materials been placed in a more 
crowded, less quiet area, the students would have 
been more likely to work together.”

Observations

Here are several noted observations and 
conversations:

“Wow! I like your rocks. Is your story about a 
pumpkin?” Girl, aged 6

“No, it’s about an apple pie. This one is round 
though like a pumpkin.” Boy, aged 7

“Wow I love that work!” Girl, aged 6

One girl was intently watching another girl telling a 
story about the book “Silly Sally” by Audrey Wood. 
She was hesitant to begin her own Stonework 
project, but felt very confident providing feedback to 
the girl who was engaging with the stones.

“Why do you put Sally in the middle of the story?” 
Girl 1, aged 6

“She’s hoping to see the sheep.” Girl 2, aged 6

“Maybe Sally should go in the beginning too, 
because she is in all of the story. She’s important.” 
Girl 1, aged 6

“Hey great idea!” Girl 2, aged 6

After this exchange, the first girl continued to watch 
as the second girl told her the story. All of the 
students were very supportive of this process. Most 
of the students retold stories that they were already 
familiar with, or used pictures from a book to help 
them to tell a new story. They were hesitant to create 
their own stories with the stones. Some students did, 
however, change certain details of a story. The boy 
who participated was especially excited to share his 
work when he edited a detail. Here is what he said:
“You know how George shrinks really little in this 
book [George Shrinks, by William Joyce]? Well, I 
am making him grow really, really big! See? I put all 
of these rocks together to make one big George. I 
would have to break one apart to make him shrink. 
So now he is big. He is giant George!” Boy, aged 7.

Most students cleaned up the rocks when they were 
finished. They put them back into the bowl so that 
they were ready for other students to use. One 
student (girl, aged 6) asked if she could leave her 
rocks where she left them for a day so that she could 
continue her story the next day.”

Outcomes

“No students wanted to represent their Stonework 
graphically. The stones seemed to be sufficient in 
representing their ideas. One student already had 
her work represented graphically, as she retold a 
story that she had previously written.  The students 
who were working in this area often looked 
around to view each other’s work. Students who 
were engaged in other areas seldom came by 
to look at the work. The students were extremely 
respectful during this time, offering compliments and 
suggestions.

Overall, the students really enjoyed this Stonework 
experience.  They were able to use their 
imaginations to create images with their rocks.  This 
really helped to develop some students “sense of 
storytelling.”  

The rocks helped them to have something tangible 
to associate with each part of the story (beginning, 
middle, end), without being too distracting as other 
props may be. As the students were retelling the 
story, they were able to associate each rock with a 
part of the story. Touching the rock and looking at 
it helped to remind them of the important elements 
that they were telling.  

The students were very creative with their rocks.  
Some simply used one rock to represent a character, 
setting, etc., whereas other students made more 
detailed images (actually creating the characters 
face with rocks, designing a tree, etc.).  

I enjoyed this project very much, and using stones 
for storytelling will be something that I continually 
incorporate into my classroom. I feel that the 
opportunities are endless, and I am excited to see 
what the students will come up with next!”

Reflect

Natural resources trigger creative thinking.  

Do an audit of the resources your children are 
offered.  

Do they provide balance and variety?
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Stonehenge Heritage site, UK         
         
Diana Suskind 
                

Session

“The Stonework Inspires Storytelling project at 
Stonehenge was initially done as my farewell to a 
recent stay in England.  Michael Follett invited me to 
Stonehenge to celebrate the work we have done and 
the work I did with all the caregivers and children at 
Knowle West Child Development Centre, UK.” 

Feedback

“We borrowed the stones we used from the centre 
and took turns carrying the backpack onto the 
Stonehenge site.  As facilitator, I invited the entire 
group to give stonework a go. The group had been 
watching us work with the stones.  Seven young 
adults were taking photos.  I was on the wet and 
muddy ground making my design.” 

Observations

“All bent down to work with the stones and 
stonework ensued for 20-25 minutes. I saw the girls 
taking a bigger lead; they started and changed the 
design several times using the spare stones.  They all 
took photos of their work and other visitors looked 
at what we were doing.”

Outcomes

“The representations were left in place for a while 
for others to see.  I offered people a stone; they 
were thrilled to get one and kind of hugged it in 
their hand!  The rest went back to the Children’s 
Centre.”

Reflect

Doing ‘Stonework Inspires Storytelling’ in a public 
space engaged random groups of people in a 
creative, meaningful way.  

Observe and consider how the context affects the 
activity.

Consider doing ‘Stonework Inspires Storytelling’ 
during your own family time, it provides an insightful 
and special bonding time together.
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Faith Group Stonework - Bristol and 
West Progressive Jewish Synagogue, UK    
             
Diana Suskind     
            

“The Stonework Inspires Storytelling project was 
introduced to children during a Chanukah party at 
the Progressive synagogue in Bristol, England.  Two 
boys aged 11 and 12 were involved. Parents were 
close by, observing.”

Session

“The stonework project took place upstairs facing 
a large window and on the other side another 
classroom where arts and craft activities were taking 
place. A little to the front left stonework, Chanukah 
twister was being played. One child who made a 
menorah out of stones left us to play twister when 
beckoned by his friend.  The children stood and 
worked around a large rectangular table.  Chairs 
were available and yet the children were intent to 
remain standing.  I arrived early and one gentleman 
from the congregation and two children and myself 
went outside to an adjacent park to find and pick up 
stones. I had two handled bags to collect the stones 
in. One for each boy was given a bag.  Back at the 
synagogue, I washed the stones in the sink; I found 
a piece of cloth to protect the table. As the men 
and women arrived and came upstairs, they were 
intrigued by what they saw. They thought it was a 
great idea.”

Feedback

“As we were collecting stones and rocks outside I 
shared what I was doing with children around the 
world with stones and they were invited to create a 
picture of stones, then copy it on a paper and then 
write a story about it.  It went on about 45 minutes 
and then the lighting of the menorah, singing and 
eating took place.” 

Observations

“A father of the sanctuary/ synagogue story 
was standing next to his child the entire time. 
Other children and adults gathered behind the 
stoneworkers to see what they were doing and why 
we were working with stones at the gathering.  One 
boy who created the synagogue asked me was if he 

was allowed to make it three-dimensional.  I said 
of course.  In the video clip he purposely made it 
two storeys high to show that it was a building but 
then stated he left it like that so you can see in and 
actually see the stone sanctuary that was made out 
of stones.  I had asked where this Synagogue was 
and my terminology confused him a little. He was 
referring to the stone sanctuary and I was referring 
to location and if this was this temple, or an 
imagined one and was it in Bristol.”

Outcomes

“One of the boys collected the rocks so he had 
an invested interest in it.  Only the boys actually 
tried it.  Both entries were representational.  Some 
drew pictures of their stone drawings to take home. 
Several took home the stones they had selected.  
Everyone that came upstairs viewed the stonework 
with interest.  I had taken photos and one adult was 
providing instant feedback in the main gathering 
downstairs.  I think that through twitter Stonework 
pictures magically appeared on the screen 
downstairs for everyone to see.”

Reflect

The difficulty in getting the stones from the ground 
helped the children to extend their thinking as they 
picked them up using sticks.
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Stonework with Adults - Community 
College, Tacoma, Washington, USA 

Pat LeBlanc

“I used stonework as part of teacher in-service 
training at the Home and Family Life Department.” 

Session

“I shared a summary of ideas, primarily promoting 
natural learning environments and outdoor play and 
concluded each one with the stone exercise.”

Feedback

“It was a total success. I even did it with two of my 
non-teacher friends one afternoon and during a 
faculty department meeting with our retiring dean 
and all of them were going out to share the concept 
with the teachers they worked with and who, in turn, 
will be likely to share it with the children they teach.”

Outcomes

“All my teachers have vowed they were going to do 
right away!  Everyone seems to be touched by this 
play opportunity.”

Reflect

Consider how ‘Stonework Inspires Storytelling’ might 
provide opportunities for staff continued professional 
development. 

Stonework Writing Workshop - 
Recreation Department, Southold, 
New York, USA                 

Sara Bloom

“Twenty writers took part in the project — 18 women 
and 2 men. In each of the two classes, two were 
absent on the day the project was introduced. 
Nearly all participants in the project are senior 
adults. The workshop leader introduced and 
supervised the project.”

Session

“The Stonework Inspires Storytelling project was 
introduced to the students in two memoir-writing 
workshops, led by Sara Bloom. The workshops are 
among a variety of education programs offered by 
the Recreation Department in Southold, New York, 
located on the east end of Long Island.   

The stonework project took place in our classroom, 
where we sit around a large table. I had gathered 
stones at a nearby beach, and I deposited two pails 
of them on newspaper (as protection) in the centre 
of the table. As the men and women arrived for 
class, they were intrigued by what they saw.

As writers, we frequently talk about sensory 
experiences as memory triggers — what we see, 
hear, touch, etc — to elicit the stories of our lives. 
To introduce the project, I chose a stone from the 
collection and commented on its shape and size, its 
colour, contours, the smell of the sea still present, its 
rough finish. I also suggested that the stone might 
be millions of years old, might have travelled here 
from some ancient sea, no longer existing. I asked 
the writers to allow their individual sensory responses 
to the stones, coupled with a speculative history 
of its travels, to guide them as they made “stone 
drawings.”

And finally, I talked about Dr. Diana Suskind, who 
had originally developed the Stonework project for 
children, and her association with The ELIZABETH 
JARMAN® Foundation, which was looking for 
creative ways to implement the project. 

Would the project adapt successfully to adult 
participants? We would try to answer that question.”
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stories puts us and our readers and listeners in that 
very setting. These triggers are all around us. As 
storytellers, we need to be open to our environments 
and receptive to the triggers that surface in our 
lives every day. The Stonework Inspires Storytelling 
project, with the sensory experiences presented by 
these natural elements with their fascinating history, 
illustrates how something as elemental as a stone 
can become the catalyst for a story.

Did the project succeed in accomplishing this goal? 
Absolutely. The writers thought the project was 
fun, interesting and inventive. On a deeper level, 
though, they said the project illustrated physically the 
abstract concept of sense memory we had discussed 
so often in class. In so doing, they felt they would 
now be more aware of the opportunities simple 
objects might present as triggers for meaningful 
stories of their lives to share ultimately with their 
families and future generations. Some of the writers 
branched into other areas, but most told stories 
related to beach, water and the stones themselves. 
I suspect this is because we live in a beach 
community, and the writers were familiar with the 
beach where I had collected the stones.”

Reflect

The sensory experience of stones can help trigger 
stories or poems.

The way in which stones are introduced to a group - 
individual gathering or collected by the leader - can 
influence responses. 

‘Stonework Inspires Storytelling’ is an 
intergenerational opportunity.

Feedback

“I allowed about half an hour for Part A of the 
stonework project — introduction, drawing with 
stones, briefly discussing immediate reaction to 
the exercise. Part B consisted of a homework 
assignment: each participant was to write a 
paragraph or two about what he or she had drawn. 
The writers in the memoir classes are senior citizens. 
Whereas the children gathered their own stones, 
the seniors selected stones from the collection 
on the table. All participated actively. I presented 
the stonework project in our classroom. Clearly, 
considering the age and physical abilities of the 
participants, this was the only possible setting. 
Some writers created designs; other work was 
more representational. Many took photos of the 
finished products. Some drew pictures of their stone 
drawings to take home. Several took home the 
stones they had selected.”

Observations

“The writers sat around a table, so each person’s 
work was visible to the whole class. Mostly, the 
writers paid attention to their own work and to 
that of their immediate neighbours; an industrious 
atmosphere best describes this part of the project. 
During Part B, when the written paragraphs were 
read, all the writers were intensely interested in the 
individual stories the stones had inspired. In fact, 
several participants said they enjoyed Part B (hearing 
the stories read) even more than Part A (creating 
the stone drawings). They particularly liked the oral 
presentations that were accompanied by pictures or 
actual reproductions of the original stone drawings.  
A few of the writers took stones home. I returned 
all others to Horton’s Beach, where I had collected 
them. When we completed Part A, the participants 
returned the stones to the middle of the table. A few 
chose a stone as a souvenir of the project.”

Outcomes

“I had envisioned the project as a creative - and 
fun - way to reinforce the idea that events in our 
lives are experienced through all our senses. I had 
often used a walk on the beach as an example: we 
see whitecaps on the water; we hear the rush of the 
water as it washes the beach; we smell the brine of 
the sea; we feel the sand between our toes and the 
stones underfoot; we can even sometimes taste the 
salt in the air. Including these sensory details in our 
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The Boys and Girls Club of Fitchburg 
and Leominster, MA, USA  

Donna Silberstein, Community Volunteer and 
Board member organized the Storytelling event and 
documented with photography, gathered stones. 
Diana Suskind, facilitated the session.

“On September 12th 2012, a group of ten children- 
4 boys and 6 girls, ages 8-11, participated in a 
stonework inspired story telling workshop. This event 
took place at the boys and girls club of Fitchburg 
and Leominster, MA, as part of their visiting artists 
series.”

Session

“The workshop lasted one hour.  The group of 
children, who volunteered, gathered to participate 
in what was called a special art project using stones. 
They were introduced to the concept by presenter 
Diana Suskind.

After this brief introduction, the children eagerly went 
outdoors and were instructed to pick out their stones 
from a large pile of purchased and collected rocks. 
The children were asked to create an image of their 
own choosing with their stones. They were told that 
later they would be asked to write a story about their 
creation and put their thoughts down on paper. 

After an initial buzz surrounding the selection of 
rocks, the children were asked to complete the task 
in silence. Most accomplished this easily, with a little 
prodding.”

Feedback

“All of the children became fully engaged, very 
quickly. As a group, the girls were very deliberate 
and selective, as to which stones they chose. The 
boys chose theirs more randomly. 

When their stonework task was completed, the 
children were asked to draw a representational 
picture of their project. Many carefully traced their 
stones, one by one. Most girls were comfortable 
writing stories, while boys were more descriptive of 
their work.”

Observations

“Of note to me in this experience, are a few of the 
children’s thoughts, relative to their work:

“The unusual sun - Once upon a time there was a 
sun. The sun had a bunch of unusual colours. All 
the mean clouds said the sun was unusual. The sun 
did not care. It just liked to be its own way.”

“Happy sun, happy girls - One day a girl was sad 
because she had no one to play with. Then another 
girl saw her sitting outside. She went outside to see 
what happened to her...
“Are you ok?” she said, “ the girl said “no”, sadly. 
“Want to play tag? “ she said.
“Yes”. And they played.”

“The wonderful, colourful butterfly - There was a 
butterfly and she was so colourful, like different 
kinds of rocks.

One day she went to the store to get a flower 
smoothie. Every other butterfly gave her a weird 
look. She went home and cried, because she knew 
no one liked her. Then she gave a speech, how not 
to judge, and she lived happily ever after.”

Outcomes

 “All the children had the opportunity to share 
their stories, and view each others’ work. At the 
conclusion, over half of the children wanted to 
take their rocks home, to re-create their project, or 
share it with family.  The children’s words speak for 
themselves.”

Reflect

Sometimes children or colleagues might be resistant 
to “something new.”  

Think about finding creative ways to introduce and 
share.

Some children need to observe others before being 
ready to try something new.
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Emerging Findings from this  ‘Stonework Inspires 
Storytelling’ Project:

• Participants reflected on the story of their stones 
and many were able to describe this to others.  
Such sharing promoted respectful listening and 
a supportive learning environment. 

• Practitioners working with children recorded 
a significant increase in language and 
communication as they constructed their stories 
and shared with each other.

• Identified as an effective approach for children 
with additional needs and those with English as 
an Additional Language

• The sensory experience of working with natural 
materials emerges as an essential ingredient in 
engagement and the willingness to participate.

• Enjoyment and the desire to engage in further 
stonework are expressed in much of the 
feedback from the case studies.

• Many of  the participants engaged in stonework 
created a drawing or photographed their 
stonework, supporting development of a 
reflective approach to learning.

• A number of participants had a profound 
and emotional response to their experience 
of stonework.  It is essential that practitioners 
can anticipate this and plan an appropriate 
response.

• Some participants working with children 
found it beneficial to involve staff in their 
own stonework session first.  The impact on 
practitioners’ own personal and professional 
development emerges as a significant outcome.

Emerging Findings:

• Practitioners did not observe significant 
differences between male and female 
responses to stonework.  Many reported that 
boys’ storytelling and communication were 
enhanced by their participation. 

• The influence of the parent/carer on family 
stonework activity is key.  Emphasis is on careful 
set up by workshop facilitator and importance 
of semi-private spaces for families to work 
uninhibited.

• Responses are informed by the physical 
environment in which stonework is taking 
place; inside/outside, secluded, private, 
communal or clearly defined.

• ‘Stonework Inspires Storytelling’ is most 
effective if presented over a series of weeks to 
allow time for participants to become familiar 
with the resources, the process and their own 
individual response.

• Participation  in the project encouraged 
practitioners and educators to reflect on the 
resources they offer children in their schools 
and settings and how they might make greater 
use of natural resources. 

Thanks to everyone who got involved and 
shared their ‘Stonework Inspires Storytelling’ 
experiences.



4746

Appendix 1

ELIZABETH JARMAN®

T H E  C O M M U N I C A T I O N  F R I E N D LY  S P A C E S  A P P R O A C H

T H E  E L I Z A B E T H  J A R M A N  F O U N D A T I O N

R E S E A R C H I N G  O P T I M U M  C O N D I T I O N S  F O R  L E A R N I N G

STONEWORK INSPIRES STORYTELLING

Templates and supporting materials from this 
project are available for viewing at: 

www.elizabethjarmanfoundation.org.uk

http://www.elizabethjarmanfoundation.org.uk/index.php/stonework/documents
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CONTACT

About the ELIZABETH JARMAN® Foundation

Elizabeth Jarman set up the 
Foundation in 2009 as a not 
for profit organisation, keen 
to raise the profile of the 
need for a re-think about the 
learning environments offered 
to children, young people 

and families. The Foundation commissions, 
collates and disseminates research findings to 
help partners to create more effective learning 
environments. Aware of the excitement and 
commitment of practitioners and teachers to 
participate in action research projects, Elizabeth 
wanted to channel this enthusiasm and create 
an opportunity and conduit for colleagues 
to collaborate on projects of national and 
international interest.

The Foundation produces occasional papers, 
which focus on aspects of the learning 
environment. An annual membership gives you 
access to the site, which allows you to access 
a wealth of research papers, case studies, 
international links and the opportunity to be 
kept up to date on new thinking about learning 
environments. We hope that you find the site 
helpful and professionally stimulating.

www.elizabethjarmanfoundation.org.uk
info@elizabethjarmanfoundation.org.uk
+44 (0)1233 822193
Skype: Elizabeth.Jarman.Training

©2013 ELIZABETH JARMAN®

No part of this document (images or text) may be
reproduced in any form without the prior written
permission of ELIZABETH JARMAN®.

About Diana Suskind

Diana Suskind, Ed.D, is an 
educator and international 
consultant for early 
childhood development 
and elementary education. 
She has implemented her 
Stonework/Stonework Play 

Program in museums and schools around the 
world, teaching young students to release their 
creative energy through touch and storytelling.  
As an RIE (Resources for Infant Educarers) 
Associate, Dr. Suskind is now introducing her 
Stonework Project to professionals in the field 
of early childhood education, most recently 
at the annual RIE Infant/Toddler Conference 
in Los Angeles, where she presented two new 
videos on stonework, “One Family, Many 
Stories” and “Embracing Stonework” in a RIE/
Montessori Setting.” The Elizabeth Jarman 
Foundation, headquartered in Great Britain, 
has been collaborating with Dr. Suskind, using 
Stonework as a worldwide research project. 
Previously, Dr. Suskind was an associate 
professor of education at Fitchburg (Mass.) 
State University, where she focused on early 
childhood education and RIE parent-infant 
guidance classes. 

www.dsuskind.com
www.stoneworkplay.com
dsuskind@comcast.net
(001) 978 413 5949
Skype: diana.suskind1 


