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From the 
Director

By Tracey Kaplan
I had decided that this year I would 

play it down and just spend the year 
settling in to our new 
space. I wanted to be 
like a dog climbing 
into his basket and 
circling the cushion 
many times before 
plopping down in a 
comfortable heap. 

Relative to the 
last few years, it has 
been like that. Yes, we 
had our first Tree Sale 

at the new location, and it was great. 
Now we’ve had the Yard Sale and the 
first-ever Art Show is coming—all to 
raise money for the scholarship fund. 
But no other extra fundraising events! 
What a relief!

To spend each day just running 
the school, supervising staff and par-
ents, checking on kids, fine tuning the 
building, it feels like I have my old job 
back. Of course, I’m still trying to catch 
up….

Our big workday to creatively 
add to our yard and playspace will 
be timely. I love these regular work-
days, when everyone gets together 
and builds something or cleans up so 
that the place looks even better, and all 
shiny, on Monday morning. The par-
ents bond and come in feeling that they 
contributed something special (which 
they certainly did), and they can feel a 
bit more connected to and invested in 
the school. 

That’s the thing: you all are giv-
ing to the school in permanent ways 
that you probably aren’t even aware 
of. Not only for your kids but for fu-
ture Agassiz kids. For that I’m grateful! 
Thank you for all your hard work.

 

Settling in Nicely

Mama Bear Picks a Kindergarten
By Bethany Ericson 
Mom to Lyra (OG), who will attend Cambridgeport K

I did not grow up in the city, or with resources for private school. I went to a 
top public school in the suburbs on the school bus. We walked through the woods 
and over a stream to recess by the fields. One day a week I missed science and 
got bussed to “Gifted and Talented” class so the other kids could get a word in 
edgewise, and the future programmers would have a token extrovert.

Now, in my forties, married to a programmer and raising my extroverted kid 
in Cambridge, it was time to find a grade school for her, in a time of standardized 
tests and years of poor educational funding. But I’m in Cambridge, land of many 
educated people, so how bad could it be, right?

My first impression would come from the formal presentation of the “con-
trolled choice” lottery. Three Agassiz parents sitting together watched in disbelief 
at the manner in which information on this system was shared. “The schools are 
all equal. You should find the hidden gems,” was the kind of logic we were of-
fered. I asked a “Why?” question about the lottery, and the answer was “I don’t 
know, the Computer does that.” When I asked “How?” I was told coyly, “Hmm. 
No one’s ever asked that before.”

It appeared to me I was entering a bureaucratic snarl of a dozen seemingly 
unremarkable schools with no open space or resources for advanced learners. I 
could feel the Mama Bear in me awaken when I was given lame answers about 
my child’s education. This is how the crazy parent who tours a dozen schools 

Continued on Page 2
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The Middle Group Matures

By Ann Holloway

The youngest group 
is in 
The midst, 
Of a forest. 
Vines are hanging 
From the ceiling,
Butterflies and 
branches too.
Snakes are hissing around the room, 
Made of clay
And other sorts
Of stuff.
Omnivore and carnivore
Plant and meat 
Eaters too
Surround us 
Every day
In the Youngest Group!

Friendships are blooming
Laughing is heard
Hugs are given
Sharing is preferred
Stories are told
Songs are sung
Laps are filled
With the Youngest Group!

The Youngest Group in Poem

By Richard Barton
The mighty Middle Group continues maturing. The social 

progress is solid and noticeable. They are more knowledgeable 
about parameters; they initiate positive interactions regularly. 
They are settling in to their ‘real’ personalities, which shows 
they are relaxed (as opposed to ‘being intimidated’ by teachers, 
being at school, etc.). This is a positive development. 

We want the children to show the way they feel, and then 
work on having them learn ways to act appropriately, or learn 
that the emotion (s)he feels might not be a necessary or appro-

priate one! It is sometimes the case that this makes teaching more challenging, 
for example to keep things smooth at free play, inside or out. But to us teachers, 
‘more difficult’ or ‘more challenging’ is good! Through it all, they know to share, 
they know each other Middle Group child is their friend, and they know that be-
ing respectful is a positive value. I am proud of them.

Alexander, our very great student teacher from Lesley College, has finished 
up here. Alexander was one of the best student teachers Agassiz has had in 30 
years. He liked your children, he spoke kindly, he read to them daily. He found 
out he likes to work with children; he had never done this sort of thing before. 

Since the last Middle Group Update, we have been:
Dinosaur Kids: Plant eaters (usually 4 legs, with all types of protection), and 

meat eaters (usually 2 legs, fast, some small, some big). We pretended to be tric-
eratops with bony plates, made small dinosaurs with clay and plates and spikes. 
Learned that  none are alive: millions of years ago there were so many clouds the 
sun could not shine, plants could not grow, and the temperature was too cold.

Shape Kids: Learned about symmetrical and asymmetrical, made 4-sided pyr-
amids, created lines of various types. 

Planting kids: Planted our dried beans from last fall, and rye grass, learned 
about roots and shoots.

And coming up: Particularly at free play, art possibilities using our new ma-
terials, paints, scissors, oil pastels, watercolors, various methods. Lego table with 
specific themes. Reptiles. Amphibians.

and studies all possible statistics and 
lottery angles gets her start: with the 
primal urge to rip off the head of the 
Salmonintendent of Schools and feed it 
to her child.

In a matter of months I had whet-
ted my bear appetite with an influx of 
new knowledge of educational, litera-
cy, and math programs. We own our 
house and have one kid, which means 
urban private school vs. moving to the 
suburbs was a consideration. We were 
hoping to avoid moving, so we looked 
at private schools. I sent for informa-
tion, joined mailing lists, assigned my 
data-loving husband to statistical anal-
ysis. I tested my commuting tolerances. 
I logged multiple public school tours 
and private school open houses. We 

gamut, including some that felt elitist; 
some with appealingly strict moral 
codes; some that would require us to 
drive an extra hour a day; and some 
that looked liked what I thought public 
school should, but somehow cost more 
than all my years of college. Some of 
these private schools go through a 
huge admissions circus every year and 
later turn out to have only one seat 
available.

I wrote essays for my kid and 
references for other kids. I collected 
forms from the preschool and pediatri-
cian. I applied to two private schools. 
I’d heard tales of last-minute mayhem 
with public applications, so I arrived 

Mama Bear, from page 1
growled our bear growls and wished 
we’d started earlier.

The public lottery program is run 
by a separate entity from Cambridge 
Public Schools. There are 12 schools, 
but there are only a few your kid has a 
chance of getting into. There are extra-
popular schools, whether it’s because 
of the school’s test scores or because 
Ben Affleck’s mom used to teach there. 
Even if you live across the street from 
a popular school, the extra points you 
get for proximity can be worthless 
if you get a bad lottery number. The 
schools have different hours, differ-
ent after-school opportunities. One 
has uniforms. Some have variations on 
looping and multi-grade classrooms.

The private schools we saw ran the Continued on Page 6
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All Invited to Admire Agassiz Artwork: Saturday, June 9
By Cristina Sullivan, Mom to Ana (YG)

When I walk 
into Agassiz to 
pick up Ana, there 
is almost always 
an art project wait-
ing in her cubbie, 
and each day I 
am astounded by 
the creativity and 
imagination that 

has been put into that art. 
While I always compliment Ana on a job well done, I 

know where the real credit lies. Ann and the other teachers 
at Agassiz do an amazing job bringing art into the lives of 
our children. 

Yes, there are crayons, markers, paste, and paint (most 
of it does come out of her clothes). There are also amazing 
collages, recently including a beautiful 3D poster of the sky 
with a sun, stars, lightning, and different clouds (Ana now 
knows the difference between a cirrus and nimbus cloud!), 
and beautiful sea-glass tiles. I’m constantly impressed by 
how well art is used at Agassiz to teach everything from the 
seasons to favorite colors. 

So when Tracey asked me to help organize the first-ever 
Spring Art Show, I knew it would be an amazing event. Our 
first Art Show committee meeting represented a wide array 

of creativity amongst Agassiz parents—professional pho-
tographers, a puppeteer, a bookbinder! 

Please join us the evening of Saturday, June 9th from 
4:00-7:00 for Agassiz’s Spring Art Show. The event will 
showcase multi-media art done by the kiddos, both collab-
orative and individual pieces, including self-portraits! You 
will have the opportunity to purchase a professional photo-
graph of your child, taken by one of our photographer par-
ents, Amber Tourlentes (mom to Eli, OG). 

We are also soliciting other grown-up art: professional 
or hobby, in all media. Please let me know if you or someone 
you know might be interested in donating a piece. Donations 
so far include a handmade quilt, paintings, a puppet, and a 
sculpture.

There will be food and drink and entertainment: a 
puppet show brought to you by the talented Faye Dupras 
(mom to Eiljah, MG). Mark your calendar, bring the whole 
family (grandpar-
ents, aunts, uncles, 
cousins and friends 
are welcome), and 
celebrate a year 
of amazing art at 
Agassiz. All pro-
ceeds will ben-
efit the Agassiz 
Scholarship Fund.

April Kierstead (OG Teacher)
with her new daughter:

Cora Leigh Stewart 
Born Sunday, February 19 at 7:55pm

Ana and Innana (YG) on Wacky Wednesday.
Photo by Ann Holloway
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A Chat with Richard Barton
By Monique Noelle, Parent to Gavin (MG)

Q: When and where was your first preschool job? 
I was living in Cambridge after graduating from col-

lege. I was a practicing and competing runner and volleyball 
player. I had several jobs, including working with an autistic 
man, and running a 3-family playgroup, held at the homes 
of the families. This ultimately led directly to working at the 
just-started Agassiz Parent-Cooperative Preschool. 

Being motivated to raise young children with great 
thought was sort of a move-
ment in the area, and the 
parents involved tried re-
ally hard to ‘do it right!’ So 
what at first was a straight-
forward job turned more 
meaningful. 

Q: Did you think you 
would still be doing it in 2012? 

Even in the first few 
years teaching, I would Never 
have predicted more than a 
few years. 

Q: What do you think kept 
you in the field, then?

Teaching three-year-olds 
is rewarding on a daily basis. 
Almost every day I look for-
ward to going to work. Preschool children are changing and 
learning at such a high pace. It is an optimal time to effect 
adaptive changes in behavior. It is motivating to help chil-
dren prepare well for their future lives (you know, the real 
world, like kindergarten!). 

Q: Which are the days you don’t look forward to? 
The days on which I am Really, Really tired. But once 

there, it is no longer difficult—just like for the children. 
Q: What do you find the most challenging thing about work-

ing with this age group? 
Young children allow for very little ‘down time’ dur-

ing the school day. Preparing the concrete parts of the day 
(curriculum, setting up spaces, getting projects ready, etc) is 
straightforward but sometimes wearying.

The most challenging part is working with each child to 
help with social interactions. 

Q: What do you think parents can do, then, to help set their 
kids up for positive social interactions at school?

Talk only positively about what happens at school. Tell 
them each of the Middle Group children has their own way 
of acting (‘just like you’). Some are quieter, some run around 
more, some like to wrestle more, some like to draw or read 
more. But you are all, always, each others’ friends. You can 
start conversation by asking who some of these specific 

children are. You can remind them that when they were the 
partner of any other specific child, it worked out well. It is 
reassuring to know the others are their friends, so keep re-
minding them! 

Q: What was the hardest thing to learn about working with 
preschoolers?

To know, to believe, that there are some universal 
traits of these young children, and to use these traits as a 
dependable base for teaching. They want to have friends. 

They want to and need to feel 
liked and loved by their fam-
ily and friends. They want to 
interact (even if when seems 
they might not). They are 
motivated by competence, 
so learning how to do art ac-
tivities, build things, and ac-
quire facts and understand-
ing is therefore inherently 
interesting.

Q: Have the parents changed 
over the years? Do you see more 
anxiety and “helicoptering”?

It is important to repeti-
tively reconsider, every few 
months throughout their 
growing-up life (through col-

lege, even!), whether the manner of your interaction should 
change. For example, a parent may need to be protective 
initially with their child with a high slide at a playground. 
Then not. It is brave to leave your child at another’s house 
for a playdate, but it must be done.

Q: What is something you would, if you could, teach all the 
Agassiz parents?

Oh, maybe they all know this: It is really complicated 
to raise your children. There is no down time! There is 
only positive payback in the future for the work you put 
in now. 

And always totally entirely trust, above all, and at all 
times, that you are the most important in their life. It will 
always be that way; you have no choice. Your child loves 
you, always and entirely, no matter what behavior they may 
enact. This message is valid, and I believe the most reassur-
ing, and at the same time intimidating and sobering.

Each others’ friends: Hayden (MG), Lola (OG), Sofia 
(MG). Photo by Ann Holloway

“ I love Richard and Jason and April so 
much that I bite April. Just kidding! She is too 
nice to bite.                                       ~ Zora (MG)
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My Grandmothers Knew the Best Bar
By Jane Wirch
Mom to Conrad (YG)

Three of my grandparents were 
born in the 1800s(!), and the significant 
number of years between generations 
in my family informs experiential dif-
ferences that are enormous. For exam-
ple, my grandmothers washed clothes 
with a bar of yellow soap and a wash 
board, and I have a washing machine 
and access to a plethora of products. 

But years ago, when I read nu-
merous scientific studies about the 
hazardous and toxic chemicals emit-
ted from laundry vents when common 
laundry soaps, fabric softeners or dryer 
sheets are used, I stopped using them 
(Google:  “laundry vents emit toxins”). 
My husband washes the dishes, but I 
do all of the laundry in the house, so I 
set out to find the mystical yellow bar 
of my grandmothers’ soap.

Vinegar, which is also a great 
house cleaner, is reportedly a great 
laundry aid, but I personally abhor the 
smell. So having tried most of the natu-
ral cleaning products for sale, which 
mostly smell nice enough,  I have 
found that they have a range of effec-
tiveness and all are more expensive 
than my favorite way to get stains out:  
Fels Naphtha soap, the yellow bar my 
grandmothers used. (I use a machine 
with it, not a wash board!)

Fels-Naphtha soap cuts grease. 
It was actually created in the 1800’s 
to wash away the oil from poison ivy, Lyra (OG) and Conrad (YG): sparkly clean?

 
Photo by Ann Holloway

Jesse’s Threads

A children’s vintage clothing company based in Venice, CA & Cambridge, 
MA. Best known for their impeccably edited collection of original American 
vintage kids’ clothes from the 60’s, 70’s, and 80’s, Jesse’s Threads has been 
outfitting the boys and girls of Southern California and beyond since 2008. 
Think faded Levi’s, flannel shirts, and one-of-kind vintage tees and sweat-
shirts for the 10-and-under set.   

 
Julie Carpineto (Mom to Luc, MG)

310-383-8223 
http://www.jessesthreads.com & 

http://www.facebook.com/pages/jessesthreadscom/142832897757

sumac etc. and is still very effective 
in this way. But it also breaks down 
the grease stains from dropped salad 
parts, runaway meatballs and the olive 
oil spots that plague my laundry loads. 

Here is what I do: locate the stain 
on the fabric and wet it, rub the area 
with the yellow bar, and then put the 
fabric in the wash. The grease marks 
will be gone when the wash is done. If 
I have pre-treated a lot of stains in this 
way, then I reduce the amount of laun-
dry detergent (Whole Foods 365 brand) 
that I am using. 

The closest place to Agassiz to buy 
Fels-Naphtha soap is Market Basket on 

Somerville Ave. It only costs $.99 a bar 
and lasts ages! But, don’t look in the 
laundry aisle; it’s located in the bath 
soap section.

Disclaimer: this is about my per-
sonal experience. I am neither a scien-
tist nor an environmentalist, but this is 
my non-toxic, nose-friendly, effective 
stain solution!

Ann Holloway recommends:
Karen Springer
Painting, trim and wall  
repairs, especially horsehair.
617 694-5559

“ Mama, my arm is getting 
dizzy.

~ Sylvia (MG), while quietly 
drawing spirals and 

cutting them out.



The Agassiz News  Spring 2012  6

Somerville’s Urban Wilderness
By Helen Brown 
Mom to Sylvia (MG, whose name means “from the forest”)

A few notes on something very valuable, something 
that I call urban wilderness. Before landing in Somerville, 
we lived in Nova Scotia in an old farmhouse set in the woods 
overlooking the Bay of Fundy.

Sylvia napped outside every day, all year round. On 
very cold days we’d bundle her up in the woodshed. The 
shock, if you will, of moving from a rural to a densely urban 
environment led me on a search for wilderness—urban wil-
derness. I share with you what I found.

At 22 Vinal Ave in the Union Square area is a garden 
sanctuary, The Community Growing Center. Sylvia and I 
went regularly to their Friday morning playgroup. The gar-
den is a quarter acre wilderness of sorts where the kids run 
free and climb trees and play. On Tuesday afternoons I vol-
unteer with The Yardkins gardening program for grades 1 
and 2. See www.thegrowingcenter.org.

Last winter, our first year here, Sylvia and I volunteered 
with Groundworks Somerville as sap collectors for their ma-
ple syrup project. We tapped sugar maples on Tufts campus 
and then with lots of other volunteers we collected gallons 
of sap. It wasn’t until I moved to Somerville that I tapped 
maple trees!! Groundworks Somerville is involved with 
school garden projects and nature-based children’s projects. 
See www.groundworksomerville.org.

Mainly what I’ve found is that wilderness is still right 

Milo (MG) digging into in the Wilderness out back of 
Agassiz. Photo by Ann Holloway

outside our back door, even here. I can be “digging” in the 
two-inch strip of “land” that runs between the concrete and 
the chain link fence and Sylvia will come running with a 
worm or a snail that she has found. It is my enthusiasm for 
the “wild” things that matters while parenting at this age. I 
realize that we don’t need big wilderness in order to have 
the conversation about nature and wild things. I carry her 
out to the porch to see the full moon or the stars. Wilderness 
is right here in Somerville.

early to the Family Resource office with my top three choic-
es, 12 forms, one notarized, in order, labeled. As I pushed 
them across the counter, the woman said, “I hate people like 
you.” Then she asked if my daughter was small or medium. 
I stared at her hopelessly, wringing my paws, wondering 
just how bad the space issues were until I realized she want-
ed to give me a t-shirt.

In the end we got our second choice of public school 
and our second choice of private school. And what I really 
learned was that despite how hard I tried, I would not have 
enough information to choose between them. I was making 
a decision based mostly on anecdotal evidence, test scores, 
five-minute visits to classrooms, and how I, not my daugh-
ter (because I don’t have that information yet), might have 
enjoyed the school 40 years ago. 

I kept my Mama-Bear eye on the important details: class 
size, how engaged the kids were, if they were using tech-
nology usefully, how important the library and art rooms 
seemed to be to the school. But I’d been equally affected by 
the day’s weather, if the cafeteria smelled like honey, or if 
I imagined the director of a school as a cartoon in a tired 
moment. I panicked, realizing I was basing my kid’s future 
on such vagaries, but hey, at least I now had a lot of early 
education jargon I could use to justify any decision I made.

Mama Bear, from page 2
Where Will All the OG Go?

At printing, the Agassiz OG are going to a mix of 
private and public schools. From what we’ve been 
told, Agassiz kids were accepted to just two private 
schools: Cambridge Friends School, which accepted at 
least five Agassiz kids (at least one will attend); and 
the Tufts Educational Daycare, which only goes up 
to K. In Cambridge there are kids planning to attend 
Haggerty, Graham and Parks, Cambridgeport, and 
some looking for placement after not getting lottery 
choices. Somerville is still waiting to hear about public 
results in a different lottery system, which happens af-
ter deposits are due for private schools.

By Jason Behrens, OG Teacher
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Enhanced Books… Overly “Enhanced” Imagination?
By Rebecca Didier 
Mom to Augustin (YG)

I have always loved books, and 
not just reading them, but the way 
they look, the feel of the paper, the 
glint of the cover, the texture of each 
individual spine as you run your hand 
along a library shelf. While the words 
within transported me, the medium 
of delivery had just as much impact 
on my development as a person, as 
a reader, and now as a writer, editor, 
and designer.

And so it was with great enthu-
siasm that I bought my son his first 
books. I had shelves of books with-
in reach as soon as he could crawl 
to meet them. I encouraged him to 
pull them down, to open them, shut 
them, roll on them, chew on the cov-
ers. And it was with vast content-
ment I would settle back against 
the pillows each night with a pile of 
books to read to him. 

It wasn’t until he was two and a 
half and perfecting techniques of bed-
time manipulation that I began to cap 
the number of books I’d read. Until 
then, I thought, the more pages turned, 
the more pictures gazed upon, the 
more phrases mouthed and mumbled, 
the better. Reading with my son was, 
and is, joyful, tender, comical, heart-
rending, and utterly ridiculous by 
turns.

But the world of books is a rap-
idly changing one. My career now 
demands that I understand the vari-
ous digital formats available and the 
needs of e-readers. Even Amazon is 

in the publishing business now, and 
traditional publishers must compete 
to churn out more books, faster, with 
less attention to editorial quality and 
certainly less care for physical appear-

ance. After all, who cares what the pa-
per feels like in the print edition when it 
is the digital edition that is in demand? 

A society that reads via two-di-
mensional electronic device changes 
the very meaning of the word “book”—
it no longer encapsulates a physical 
specimen but is now, quite literally, 
just about the words inside.

Or maybe not. Because, of course, 
digitized words aren’t just an assem-
blage of letters anymore. With one 
point of an arrow, with one resounding 
“click,” they can yield another realm 

of information, an 
image (perhaps dif-
ferent from the one 
the reader conjured 
in his or her own 
head), correspond-
ing video, and even 
advertisements.

The commer-
cialization of what 
was once a private 
activity and a source 

of “escape” offends me to the core. But 
I am particularly concerned when it 
comes to what all this means for our 
children.

Children’s publishers are now 
competing to come up with more com-
plex and more engaging features in 
the books that they expect more young 
readers to experience via an e-reader or 
tablet than in print form. 

Granted, printed children’s books 
have long involved “enhancements” 
of varying types and with varying 
degrees of success: textures, sliders, 
and pop-ups; electronic songs, lights, 
squeals, giggles, and squeaks—trust 
me, my son has owned a few and there 
are a number I would tap as quite suc-
cessful in their role as learning tool 
and source of entertainment. So in re-
ality, “enhanced” e-books are simply 
a matter of replacing those features 
with things such as hyperlinks, interac-
tive video, quizzes, and “read aloud” 
settings.

Why can I embrace the old in this 
instance, and yet balk in horror at the 
“new”? I guess it is, to me, simply one 
step further away from what reading 
originally engendered—the impetus 
to set one’s imagination free, to paint 
a picture in one’s “mind’s eye,” to put 
one’s self in another’s shoes (which is 
more easily done when the image of 
the other isn’t provided for you).

In addition, the stimulation e-
books offer in all the glamour of an 
electronic device is not one that ap-
peals to the “mommy” in me, as I often 
turn to books for a quiet source of en-
tertainment in the car, a lead-in to quiet 
time in the middle of a full day, or of 
course, as the day’s final activity before 
my son drifts off to what I hope to be a 
long and restful sleep.

It took great imagination and cre-
ativity to conceive of the digital world 
in which our children will grow; but 
will that world, in turn, engender in-
quisitive and empathetic minds ca-
pable of similar evolutionary strides in 
the future?

Oscar (MG) mastering modern 
technology. Photo by Ann Holloway
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What’s In a Neighborhood?

Continued on Page 9

Winter Hill, Somerville: Notorious yet Neighborly
By Todd Zinn, Parent to Owen & Abraham (MG) 
With help from Thalia Tringo Real Estate promotional materials

Owen and Abraham live in Winter Hill, an eclec-
tic, vibrant, affordable, and convenient neighborhood in 
Somerville.

One of the seven most prominent and historic hills of 
the city, Winter Hill borders Magoun Square to the west, the 
town of Medford and Ten Hills/Assembly Square neighbor-
hood to the north, East Somerville to the east, and Central 
and Spring Hills to the south. Winter Hill has many types 
of residences including stately Victorians, traditional New 
England triple-deckers, modest worker’s cottages, and high-
rise apartment buildings.

Steeped in history, Winter Hill is a place of notoriety 
and fame. At the top of Winter Hill is the smallest national 
park in the United States! At the intersection of Broadway 
and Main is a marker commemorating Paul Revere’s ride 
from Boston to Lexington. 

Did you know that the inventor of the 1869 Stillson 
Wrench once lived in Adan’s (OG) house? Between 1988 
and 1991, President Barack Obama lived in the Langmaid 
Terrace Apartments at 365 Broadway while he was a student 
at the Harvard Law School.

And, despite what you may (or may not) have heard 
about the notorious Winter Hill Gang, which may (or may 
not have) had some connections to the neighborhood, the 
residential side-streets off of Broadway are safe and inclu-
sive with many families, both “old-Somerville” and young 
professionals, making their homes here.

Somerville is home to the most artists per capita of any 
US city other than New York, including Elijah’s (MG) mom, 
Faye Dupras, who calls the hill a “transforming landscape, a 

place of potential, wonderfully multicultural, a hop and skip 
to just about anywhere (including Cambridge and Boston), 
a magnet for interesting families and folks (artists, social 
activists, students, and new immigrants).” Also in this slice 
of Somerville is Vernon Street Studios, one of a handful of 
thriving artist studio buildings in town.

Winter Hill has plenty of green space. Fifteen-acre Foss 
Park, located at the base of Winter Hill at Broadway and 
McGrath, is Somerville’s largest park. It has a playground, 
several sports fields, and a swimming pool, and it is the 
home base of June’s SomerStreets Carnaval/Foss Fest, which 
celebrates the neighborhood with music, food, and crafts.

The main business section of Winter Hill extends along 
Broadway from McGrath Highway to Magoun Square. It 

From Sandra Kenis
Mom to Kobi (OG)

After living in Munich for eight 
years, Ivo wanted to visit Harvard 
for his next sabbatical; I liked the 
idea. Amongst other reasons, my kids 
would finally have to speak English. 
Despite my speaking to them since 
birth, both kids tended to answer me 
in German, their everyday language. 
Ivo and I were both somewhat ner-
vous as to how Kobi would handle 
the transition, as he never transitioned 
easily, and he hardly spoke English. 

From my first contact with Tracey, 
I felt comfortable with Agassiz. I had 
just found a place to live in Somerville, 

Letter to the Community: Goodbye, and Thank You
and next on the to-do list was to find 
a preschool. Agassiz resembled the co-
op model we were used to. 

Then the apartment fell through, 
and we were back to finding accommo-
dation. I wanted Kobi to go to Agassiz. 
From the get-go Tracey was fantastic: 
supporting, warm, helpful and accom-
modating (shall I sing more praises?), 
but I had no idea where we would be 
living. Idealistically we wanted to live 
without a car, like at home. We ended 
up in Arlington and getting both kids 
to school would have been a logistical 
nightmare on the bus. So, I ended up with 
minivan. I felt like suburban soccer mom, 
a new feeling indeed!

Well, the transition to preschool 
could not have gone better. From the 
first day, Kobi had no problem going in 
(no clinging, etc). Sure, he was shy and 
quiet, I wouldn’t expect anything dif-
fernt. On the first day he met Nathan. 
Although they didn’t speak much, he 
later asked if Nathan would be there 
the next day. They became inseparable 
friends. Their friendship reminds me 
more of his seven-year-old sister’s BFF 
than of a four year old. Nathan and 
Kobi could play happily together for 
hours on end without fighting—some-
thing new to me. 

A big thank you to all of you who 

The notorious Backyard Gang: Abraham (MG), Leo A. 
(MG), Adan (OG), Kobi (OG), and Sylvia (MG).

Photo by Ann Holloway

Continued on Page 10
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Book Reviews

Not a Box  
by Antoinette Portis

Reveiwed by Shelley Barandes, Mom to Sadie (YG)
If a kraft-brown cover 

with “this side up” and “net 
wt.” printed on it reminds 
you of a large shipping box, it 
should. Not A Box is a simple 
book about a simple idea—a 
box is not a box but whatever 
you imagine it to be. 

A little rabbit drawn 
simply in black outline (as 
if with a sharpie) discovers 
a box. “Why are you sitting 
in a box?” asks the narrator. 

“It’s not a box,” replies the bunny, and we see what the 
narrator cannot—the box is in fact not a box but a race car. 
The original illustration is now overlaid with the bright red 
outline of a race car and racing goggles. 

And so the book continues, with the bland box-brown 
backgrounds of the narrator’s pages contrasting with the 
bright red and yellow of the bunny’s pages as he imagines 
his box a robot, a building, or a rocket ship.

The simplicity of the drawings and spare but perfect 
use of color mirror the simplicity yet limitless potential of a 
cardboard box. In the end, we need nothing more than our 
imagination to fill our pages, our boxes and our lives with 
possibility and adventure. It’s a simple and beautiful book, 
and lesson, to share with our children.

The Lima Bean Monster  
by Dan Yaccarino, Illustrated by Adam McCauley

Reviewed by Coral Frazer, Mom to Oren (MG)
 “Sammy hated lima beans. 
He hated them so much he 
hadn’t eaten a single one in his 
entire life.” 

Thus begins The Lima Bean 
Monster, the tale of poor tor-
mented Sammy, whose ever-
optimistic mother devises strat-
egy after strategy to try to get 
her son to eat his veggies. 

Finally, Sammy hits on a 
brilliant evasive maneuver—he 

sneaks the hot squishy beans out of the house in his socks. 
His best friend catches him burying them in a vacant lot and 
soon everyone is in on the trend. But when the pile of dis-
carded vegetables and other detritus (failed spelling tests, 
ugly birthday sweaters) is struck by lightning, not once but 
twice, the lima bean monster is born. And this monster has 
an appetite for large “human beans.” The only way the chil-
dren can save their parents and teachers is to… eat their 
vegetables! 

Try this on your Abiyoyo fan or other monster-crazed 
youngster, but don’t be surprised if you can’t find it at the 
Somerville Library—chances are, it’s at Oren’s house.

warmly welcomed us into your lives. We enjoyed meeting 
such a lovely, welcoming community who helped us in vari-
ous ventures: from navigating the health system, to buying a 
car, to having a beautiful photographic memory of our time 
there. You guys have been great!

An especially big thank you to all the wonderful teach-
ers! April and Paul were absolutely fantastic getting Kobi 
to warm up and speak up in the group. Kobi always spoke 
of Richard’s magic tricks, stories and songs. Jackie, I en-
joyed your stories of Helon. Ann, “I love you” in sign lan-
guage melts my heart! Jason, you were the first teacher Kobi 
met, and you so impressed him from the first time he built 
Lego with you to his goodbye party at the park. Not only is 
English not an issue anymore, but now Kobi loves projects. 
He just criticized my project for being too easy!

I know when we return to visit Agassiz, the kids faces 
will be different, but many (all?) the teachers will be same 
and the spirit will still be as welcoming. We are going to 
miss Agassiz, but I sincerely hope to cross paths with sev-
eral of you again someday. If you ever find yourself passing 
through Munich,  please look us up! We can be reached at 
sake44@hotmail.com.

Goodbye, from page 8

By Jason Behrens, OG Teacher
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Jason draws a crowd: Nico (MG), Dafna (OG), and 
others. Photo by Ann Holloway

“ Mom: Oren, be nice.
           Oren (MG): I can’t, I lost my nicer.
In case anyone knows where they are, he has 
reportedly also lost his tryer, listener, sleeper, 
eater, and pee-er.

includes banks, a post office, pharmacies, several bakeries, 
a butcher, and many other small businesses. 

Sylvia’s (MG) mom, Helen Brown, says, “We like 
to go to the Winter Hill Bakery on Broadway for crusty 
Portuguese rolls. We’ve gotten to know Dulsi who works 
there. She always gives Sylvia a bag of cookies. I like the 
friendly ladies who work at the Winter Hill Post Office. And 
they always give Sylvia stickers. We like to go to the Healey 
School, where there is a huge open space and views out to 
Mystic River and beyond. All that is missing is a groovy cof-
fee shop. We go to True Grounds in Ball Square.”

Owen and Abraham (MG) say, “We like to go to the treat 
store that is down the street. We like to go to the school with 
the four basketball courts (Winter Hill School Playground) 
and ride our bikes.”

So come on over and visit us, take a stroll, and see what 
Winter Hill has to offer.

Winter Hill, from page 8

Bethany Ericson
Handmade custom rings  
and art jewelry
617-304-6582
bethany@infinitesea.com

Master Puppeteer 
Faye Dupras
Available for Performances 
and Workshops

860 933 2795 
contact@foreignlandscapes.com

By Jason Behrens
Not long after April the Teacher morphed into April the 

Mother, the Oldest Group embarked on a journey into the 
natural world. We erected a winter forest and examined the 
parts of a tree, the seed-to-tree cycle, and how trees and hu-
mans breathe together. Exploring flora and fauna in our for-
est introduced food chains and webs. We focused specifically 
on the mountain lion, fox, rabbit, and mushroom/decomposer 
chain. While immersed in our forest, Paul and I noticed a few 
kids reaching for books about sea creatures and dinosaurs af-
ter project time. Following the emergent curriculum model, 
we decided to develop units around the ocean and dinosaurs. 

The OG turned the classroom into a massive boat and 
sailed down a river, leaving our forest in search of the sea-
shore. With a tarp, some sand, and shells, we recreated a 
shore line. We had a blast building our many ocean exhibits 
featuring star fish, sea gulls, deep sea phosphorescent critters, 
sharks, and our very own yellow submarine. In early May, 
the OG transformed into frenzied fossil finders. While search-
ing for fossilized shark teeth, we discovered a small dinosaur 
skull, launching us into a Mesozoic state-of-mind. 

One of my favorite parts about our emergent curriculum 
is how quickly it can change direction and the ways in which 
the kids twist and turn project ideas into an even more lay-
ered approach. While scrounging around our third floor stor-
age space in search of project materials, I came across a box 
of little clipboards. Score! The children collectively decided 
to use them to make little booklets filled with drawings and 
words inspired by the unit we were studying. We had discov-
ered a great way to encourage writing and drawing alongside 
our project units and at week’s end, in theory, each kid had a 
little booklet summing up our focus. 

The OG would like to give many thanks to all the parent 
helpers and to our wonderful teachers Ann, Jackie, Richard, 
Shay, and April. Bring on summer!

The Oldest Group: Our Collective Journey


