
Summer Delights
• Keep ’em Reading •

The Shape of Summer

Invite students to create shape poems based on the 
theme of summer. A shape poem is a poem written 
in a specific shape that describes that object. This 
exercise allows students to practice writing about a 
particular subject. For your summer shape poem, 
you might use a simple sun—a large circle with 
six or seven lines radiating from it, for instance. 
Encourage students to write about summer around 
the circle and along the lines. They might use 
words from your “Summer Is…” word web (see 
previous activity) as a reference for writing.

For younger students, allow them to select a 
favorite Summersaults poem, and invite them to cre-
ate an illustration or summer scene on paper that 
matches the poem.

by | Jennifer Ward                  

A  h, summertime. Through a child’s 
eyes, it is a season of endless skies, 
sunshine, and lazy days with limitless 

possibilities. Dive into summer fun with the 
following books and activities that are cer-
tain to keep children thinking and reading 
all season long.

Summing Up Summer

Begin by asking students to complete the 
thought, “Summer Is . . .” Solicit responses, 
which you can organize into a web on a large 
piece of chart paper, an overhead transpar-
ency, or directly onto the chalkboard.

Following the web’s completion, share the book 
Summersaults by Douglas Florian (Greenwillow 
Books, 2002). This engaging book is chock-full 
of short, whimsical poems, each and every one 
related to summer. Children will certainly identify 
with each theme Florian depicts through poetry.
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Refreshing Picture Books

Wave by Suzy Lee (Chronicle, 2008) is a picture 
book that ties in smashingly with summer. Share 
Wave with students, and allow your audience to 
interpret the book’s meaning, the main character’s 
emotions, and her actions. Their interpretations 
will be based on illustrations only, as this is a 
wordless picture book. Each illustration focuses on 
one young girl and the behavior of a wave.  
Ask students:
• How do we know the girl in the story is 

happy to be at the beach?

• Do you think the girl and the wave are 
friends? Why or why not? What do the illus-
trations show that make you think this way?

After reading and discussing Wave, share a book 
similar in theme, titled What If, by Laura Vaccaro 
Seeger (Roaring Brook Press, 2010). This par-
ticular book is also wordless and takes place at 
a beach. The premise is what could happen to 
a beach ball after a young boy kicks it into the 
ocean. Spend time showing each page, and allow 
children to interpret what they’re seeing.

After sharing both books with students, create a 
Venn Diagram so readers can compare the similari-
ties and differences between them. For younger 
students, solicits responses through dictation. 
Older students may complete the Venn Diagram 
independently, individually or with a partner. 
Encourage students to not just focus on the plot of 
each book, but to also compare format, illustration 
and design. 

Hot! Hot! Hot!

Summer weather can be scorching, not unlike 
many desert areas. Use summer as a theme for a 
unit on deserts. Familiarize your students with the 
weather patterns in deserts, as well as the geogra-
phy, plants and animals that call this unique biome 
home. Here are some hot facts to get started:
• There are four major deserts in North 

America: The Sonoran, the Chihuahuan, the 
Mohave, and the Great Basin. Locate them on 
a map of North America. 

• Deserts occur when an area receives less than 
ten inches of rain annually.

• Not all deserts are hot. Deserts can also be 
cold and arid. It’s the amount of annual rain-
fall that determines a desert.

Compare annual rainfall in deserts to rainfall in 
your area. Create a bar graph so children can visu-
ally see the difference in rainfall among regions.

There are a variety of children’s books about the 
Sonoran Desert of the southwest you can share 
with students. To get started, read:
• Cactus Hotel by Brenda Z. Guiberson, illus-

trated by Megan Lloyd (Henry Holt, 1993) 
and

• Desert Giant, The World of the Saguaro Cactus 
by Barbara Bash (Sierra Club books for 
Children, 2002), to learn about the amazing 
protected plant, the saguaro (sah-WAH-roh) 
cactus.

Prior to Reading: 
Predict. Allow students to look at the book covers 
and predict what the stories might be about. 

After Reading:
Recall details. Ask students, “What animals need 
the saguaro to help them survive?” (Desert birds, 
insects and mammals rely on the saguaro for food 
and shelter.) “What plants and animals does the 
saguaro need in order to survive?” (The saguaro 
depends upon shrubs and trees in its early stages 
for shelter and protection; the mature saguaro 
depends upon pollinators, such as bees and bats, 
to ensure future generations.)

Wave 
by Suzy Lee

What If 
by Laura 

Vaccaro Seeger

Similarities
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Mathematical Picnics

Summertime is picnic time, and the picture book, 
100 Hungry Ants by Elinor J. Pinczes, illustrated by 
Bonnie Mackain (Houghton Mifflin, 1993) is the 
perfect picnic-themed read-aloud to help demon-
strate the math process of repeated addition, divi-
sion, etc. These 100 very hungry ants march their 
way to a picnic. Along the way, one little ant wor-
ries that there may not be any food left and advises 
the long line of 100 ants to divide into two rows of 
fifty to help them speed up their pace. Then, they 
divide into four rows of twenty-five, then five rows 
of twenty, then ten rows of ten.

Problem Solve. After reading 100 Hungry Ants, 
provide your students with an opportunity to 
problem solve and demonstrate the concept of 
repeated addition using arrays and unifix cubes. 
This practice will help facilitate a fundamental 
understanding of repeated addition, multiplication 
and division. You will need unifix cubes in sticks 
of twelve blocks each, one set of twelve for each 
student.

After reading the story, discuss the concept of 
repeated addition. One set of identical numbers is 
added repeatedly to make a sum, such as 1+1+1 = 
3 or 2 + 2 + 2 = 6. 

In the story, the ants were in a group of 100. 
They grouped into two sets of fifty (50 + 50) 
to equal 100. They regrouped into four sets of 
twenty-five (25+25+25+25) = 100, and so on.

The story demonstrates that an even sum can be 
divided into smaller, equal groups. Although the 
group size may change, the sum remains the same.

Demonstrate by showing the students a set of 
unifix cubes in a connected set of twelve, and 
explain to students that they will get to practice 
dividing and splitting the twelve unifix cubes into 
smaller sets, or groups, that will still equal twelve. 
Remind them that each group they make from the 
set of twelve must be equal in number. Split the 
unifix cube set into one group of seven and one 
group of five, and ask the students if these two 
groups are equal. Hold each stick up to each other, 
demonstrating that the group with seven is longer 
than the group with five. They are not equal sets.

Explain that today you will be working with 
equal (even) sets only, dividing the sticks the same 
way the ants divided themselves.

Now that students are aware of the desert cli-
mate and the saguaro, you might also share The 
Seed and the Giant Saguaro by Jennifer Ward, illus-
trated by Mike Rangner (Rising Moon, 2003). This 
book teaches about a food chain among desert ani-
mals, as well as fascinating facts about the saguaro 
cactus and how desert animals are instrumental in 
helping a saguaro grow. 

Prior to Reading:
Predict. What will this story be about based on 
the cover illustration and the title?

Engage. Halfway through the story, a welcome 
monsoon storm brings much needed rain to the 
desert. On the wordless, double-page spread 
depicting the rainstorm, invite students to emulate 
a rainfall by patting their palms on their thighs, 
slowly at first as modeled by you, then faster and 
faster, then slowly again, until the rain stops on 
your cue.

Estimate. After the story is finished, have students 
guess the height of a saguaro cactus that has been 
growing in the desert for ten years. Invite students 
to show you the estimated height using a ruler, 
by giving a verbal guess or by showing the actual 
height from the floor up, using their hands as a 
guide. (The actual average height of a ten-year-old 
saguaro cactus is only about four inches tall.)

Glossary. Visit the glossary in the back of The Seed 
and the Giant Saguaro, which shows a timeline of 
a saguaro’s growth. Invite students to guess how 
long it takes for a saguaro cactus to begin sprout-
ing arms. (On average, a saguaro will begin grow-
ing arms at around sixty years of age.) Again, use 
the glossary in the back of the book and encour-
age students to locate the answer to this question, 
using the facts provided by the text.

Text-to-Text/Book-to-Book Connections. The 
Seed and the Giant Saguaro is a circular, cumulative 
story. Ask students if the organization of this story 
reminds them of other stories they might be famil-
iar with, such as the cumulative, traditional classic, 
The House that Jack Built, and the circular story, 
If You Give a Mouse a Cookie by Laura Numeroff, 
illustrated by Felicia Bond (Harper Collins, 1985).
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Place the unifix cube sets of seven and five back 
together to make one set of twelve. Then, dem-
onstrate splitting it into two groups of six. Ask 
students if they are equal. Hold them side-by-side, 
so students can see they are the same length. Write 
the number sentence on the board, 6 + 6 = 12. 
Yes, they are equal, and both sets equal twelve.

Pass out a set of twelve unfix cube sticks to each 
student. Ask students to divide, or split, the stick 
into equal groups. Explain that there are a combi-
nation of ways this can be done. How many differ-
ent ways can they make the sum of twelve?

6+6=12 
4+4+4=12 
3+3+3+3=12
2+2+2+2+2+2=12
1+1+1+1+1+1+1+1+1+1+1+1=12

Invite older students to practice creating number 
sentences based on the repeated addition sets they 
create with their cubes. Students with the concept 
of multiplication may even take this process a step 
further, and turn a repeated addition number sen-
tence into a multiplication sentence (4+4+4 = 12; 
4 x 3 = 12)

Bibliography and Further 
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Additional Summer-themed Reading That’s  
Too Hot to Miss
• Come On, Rain! by Karen Hesse, illustrated by 

Jon J. Muth. Scholastic, 1999. 
 A sweltering summer day is relieved by a 

highly anticipated rainstorm.
• Daddies are for Catching Fireflies by Harriet 

Ziefert, illustrated by Cynthia Jabar. Puffin, 
1999. 

 This book is perfect for Father’s Day, as it 
chronicles all the wonderful things that dads 
can do. At sixteen pages, it’s also ideal for the 
preschool set.

• Fireflies by Julie Brinckloe. Aladdin, 1986. 
 This is an older book, but its poignant mes-

sage is timeless. A young boy has fun catching 
fireflies in a jar, but at night, while sleeping 
and admiring the fireflies in his jar, he notices 
the light becomes more and more dim. He 
realizes they cannot survive, and must set 
them free. 

• Frog Hunt by Sandra Jordan. Roaring Book 
Press, 2002. 

 Children spend a hot, summer day wading 
through a pond searching for frogs, only to 
discover nature has many other gifts to offer.

• It’s Summer! by Linda Glazer, illustrated by 
Susan Swan. Millbrook Press, 2003. 

 This books shows a variety of animals in 
action during a summer day. It also includes 
ideas for simple, summer activities to do out-
doors. 

• Lucille Camps In by Kathryn Lasky, illustrated 
by Marylin Hafner. Knopf Books for Young 
Readers, 2003. 

 Lucille, the youngest pig in her family, must 
stay home with her mom while her dad takes 
her brothers camping. However, she and her 
mom discover that a campout in the living 
room can be just as much fun as a campout in 
the wilderness. 

• One Hot Summer Day by Nina Crews. 
Greenwillow Books, 1995. 

 Does summer feel too hot? Hot enough to fry 
eggs on the sidewalk hot? Too hot to play on 
the playground? The experiences of an urban 
summer come to life in a manner that many 
children will identify with in this book.
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• Ten Flashing Fireflies by Philemon Sturges, illus-
trated by Anna Vojtech. NorthSouth, 1997.

 Written in rhyme, this counting book chroni-
cles a brother and sister catching fireflies one 
by one until there are ten in their jar, before 
they let the fireflies go. Counts from one to ten 
and back again, and is ideal for reading aloud.

• The Longest Day: Celebrating the Summer  
Solstice by Wendy Pfeffer. Dutton, 2010. 

 A great source for learning about the summer 
solstice and how it is celebrated around the 
world.

• The Sun is my Favorite Star by Frank Asch. 
Sandpiper, 2008. 

 A simple story that tells about the many 
things the sun provides for us, both in terms 
of science and playtime. This book provides 
a perfect springboard for student writing. 
Brainstorm with your students and create a 
web that lists all of the things the sun pro-
vides.

• The Twelve Days of Summer by Jan Andrews, 
illustrated by Susan Rennick Jolliffe. Orca 
Book Publishers, 2005. 

 A new translation of the classic “Twelve Days 
of Christmas,” this summer theme offers a 
sampling of what delightful things summer 
can provide.

• Thundercake by Patricia Polacco. Putnam, 
1997.  

 A grandmother lovingly helps her grandchild 
overcome a fear of thunderstorms through the 
use of a special cake recipe. 

❖ ❖ ❖

Jennifer Ward is the author of numerous acclaimed 
children’s books and parenting books, including the 
beloved Because You Are My Baby, illustrated by 
Sylvia Long, and I Love Dirt! A former elementary 
educator, she loves visiting schools and instilling her 
passion for books, reading and writing. Visit her on 
the Web at jenniferwardbooks.com.
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