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The shared world of children and ants
The kindergarten classrooms at the Escuela 
Normal Superior de Acacías, in the department 
of Meta, Colombia, open each day to a living, 
diverse, and vibrant environment. The children 
who attend are immersed in a landscape where the 
boundaries between the human and nonhuman 
are porous: Cicadas, monkeys, iguanas, snakes, 
bees, and especially ants are part of their everyday 
school life. The fauna and the great biodiversity 
of the country (Arbeláez-Cortés, 2013) circulate 
freely through the hallways, gardens, play areas, 
and classrooms, provoking a range of emotions 
such as curiosity, fear, joy, and wonder, as well as 
questions that do not fit within traditional lesson 
plans.

It was in the midst of this shared world that a child, 
staring at his lunchbox invaded by ants, asked the 

This Ideas from Practice article presents an educational 
experience with kindergarten children in a rural school 
in Colombia. Sparked by the question “Who bit my 
cookie?”, an inquiry project with ants emerged that inte-
grated key activities such as play, art, exploration, and 
literature. Through an action research methodology, 
the project fostered scientific skills and critical thinking 
in the children, as well as attitudes of care toward the 
natural environment. Ants, observed in their everyday 
lives, became teachers and learning companions. This 
experience shows how wonder, curiosity, and active 
listening can open pathways to a situated, ethical, and 
relational pedagogy in early childhood.

Key words: early childhood education, inquiry-based 
learning, ethics of care, transdisciplinary pedagogy, environ-
mental awareness

mailto:aidalili@ensaacacias.edu.co
mailto:ismelda@ensaacacias.edu.co
mailto:proalix@gmail.com
mailto:mpadilla602@unab.edu.co


JULY 2026 51 Vol. 51 No. 4

JOURNAL OF CHILDHOOD STUDIES IDEAS FROM PRACTICE

question that sparked the project: Who bit my cookie? That simple curiosity became the starting point for a peda-
gogical experience that integrated scientific inquiry, play, literature, art, and ethical reflection on the lives of these 
small insects. Emerging from the children’s sense of wonder was a different way of inhabiting the school, one 
where knowledge is not imposed from the outside but constructed through attentive eyes, curious hands, and 
shared words.

While this experience was initially framed within an action research approach (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1988) 
and supported by national curricular orientations that emphasize environmental exploration in early childhood 
education (Ministerio de Educación Nacional [MEN], 2014b), the encounters that unfolded with ants exceeded 
the boundaries of a planned pedagogical project. Rather than positioning ants as objects of inquiry through which 
children could develop predefined skills, their persistent presence in the classroom invited a reconfiguration of 
pedagogical relations.

Early encounters with other living beings are often framed within developmental and cognitive agendas (Facione, 
2015; Kim, 2023). However, as this paper argues, the work with ants did more than support cognitive or scientific 
development. Attending to these encounters reveals how learning shifted from knowing about ants toward learning 
with ants, opening ethical, affective, and relational questions that could not be fully anticipated or controlled.

Drawing on common worlds and multispecies scholarship (Nxumalo, 2017; Pacini-Ketchabaw et al., 2021; Taylor 
& Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2015), this paper stories how children, teachers, and ants became entangled in ways that 
interrupted taken-for-granted humanist assumptions about agency, care, and learning in early childhood educa-
tion. Through storytelling rather than linear reporting, the paper focuses on the how of these everyday encounters, 
foregrounding the subtle yet meaningful reconfigurations that emerged when ants were approached as co-inhabi-
tants of the classroom rather than as curricular resources.

Weaving a question with many legs
One morning, while opening his lunchbox, a child noticed ants moving across his cookie and asked, Who bit 
my cookie? The question did not seek a correct answer. Instead, it lingered in the classroom, gathering attention, 
bodies, and voices. Children leaned closer to the lunchbox, pointing, crouching, and tracing the ants’ movements 
with their fingers. The ants, indifferent to the pedagogical significance attributed to them, continued their work: 
walking, carrying, disappearing into cracks in the floor.

In this moment, ants were not introduced as an object of study, nor was the situation immediately framed as a 
lesson about insects. Rather, the ants’ unexpected presence disrupted familiar classroom routines and invited a 
pause. Questions followed: Do they live here? Are they hungry? Should we move them? Do they feel pain? These ques-
tions did not move neatly toward explanation or mastery. Instead, they opened ethical and relational tensions 
about cohabiting shared spaces.

The ants did pedagogical work. Their movements across the cookie unsettled assumptions about ownership, clean-
liness, and control, prompting children and teachers to negotiate how to respond. Some children wanted to remove 
or crush them; others insisted they should not be harmed. Learning, in this scene, did not unfold as the acquisition 
of information about ants but as an embodied negotiation of how to live with them. As the ants crossed lunchboxes 
and classroom floors, they began to reconfigure who mattered, who decided, and how care could be practiced in 
everyday school life. 

This initial phase of the process is known as formulating the question within the methodological path of the Ondas 
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program, a Colombian initiative that supports teachers and children in developing inquiry and research skills 
(Colciencias, 2018). During this phase, an outdoor observation activity was carried out using magnifying glasses, 
as shown in Figure 1. There, the children discovered ants carrying bread crumbs, moving in long lines across the 
roots of the trees.

In dialogue with peers and teachers, the children shared their encounters with these tiny insects: Ants walk around 
the patio; they travel with food; they line up without bumping into each other; they have tails, legs, heads. With these 
voices, a community of inquiry was woven (Lipman, 1991) where each observation and question opened the way 
to look more closely, to touch, compare, imagine, and learn. As Kim (2023) notes, these experiences not only allow 
children to become familiar with the natural world, but also activate key cognitive skills such as attention, descrip-
tion, classification, and the formulation of questions.

Figure 1. Children exploring the school environment with magnifying glasses and looking for ants.

Play and literature accompanied this scientific awakening. Through the story “La hormiga investigadora” (The 
Investigating Ant), created by final-year high school interns preparing for a teaching career, a connection was 
fostered between the imagined world and the observed world. These students, with their pedagogical knowledge 
and ongoing support of the preschool teachers, developed the story in response to the children’s interests and the 
needs of the project. The reading sparked new questions: Do all ants work? Do they have a mother? Where do they take 
the food? Why do they walk in a line? Children’s literature, as a symbolic language, opened a space to project and rein-
terpret what they observed. As stated by the Colombian Ministry of Education (Ministerio de Educación Nacional 
de Colombia [MEN], 2014a), stories, songs, and tales in early childhood education allow children to interpret the 
world they inhabit, make sense of it, and construct their own representations.

The initial question evolved and was enriched by others: Why do ants come to our lunchboxes? What food do they like 
best? Where do they live? How do they communicate? These questions did not arise from a preplanned teaching agenda 
but from a living conversation among children, teachers, and ants—where knowledge emerged in spirals, like 
the paths of an anthill. Children’s curiosity, accompanied by a teaching disposition open to listening and co-con-
structing with children (Malaguzzi, 1994; Rinaldi, 2021), gave way to a transdisciplinary, situated, and deeply 
ethical pedagogical experience (Dahlberg & Moss, 2013). This moment is shown in Figure 2. 



JULY 2026 53 Vol. 51 No. 4

JOURNAL OF CHILDHOOD STUDIES IDEAS FROM PRACTICE

Figure 2. Children sharing concerns, doubts, and questions about the previous observation of ants.

Shared paths: Living with ants
With the question now collectively formulated, the group began a series of activities that allowed them to approach 
the world of ants through multiple languages and dimensions. Through walks, role playing, plasticine modelling, 
and small experiments using transparent containers filled with sand, the children explored how ants live, what 
they eat, how they communicate, and how they build their tunnels. These core activities, understood as pedagog-
ical pillars in early childhood education (MEN, 2014b), activated scientific and critical thinking skills through 
concrete experience and symbolic play.

As a teacher provocation, the children were invited to create sugar trails on flat surfaces, drawing paths and 
observing how ants followed them without straying. Why don’t they bump into each other? Why do they follow the 
path? they asked. The teacher responded to children’s questions, remaining with their uncertainties and explaining 
that ants communicate through pheromones and rub their antennae to share information (Jaffe, 2004). Fascinated, 
the children began to imitate the ants—placing their hands on their heads as antennae and moving together in 
a line—exploring through their own bodies the sensory world of the species they were observing. This moment 
echoes Pollitt et al. (2021), who show how embodied experiences, such as dance improvisation, can attune children 
to more-than-human phenomena and challenge disembodied ways of learning about the natural world. 

In another activity, ants were placed in containers with sand, which allowed the children to observe how they dug 
tunnels and organized themselves to transport food. Discussions arose about the different roles within the colony: 
workers, soldiers, queen. The children associated these roles with human dynamics: The queen is like the mom or The 
workers are the ones who take care of the eggs. As Camacho et al. (2008) note, this tendency to draw analogies with 
familiar human experiences is one way children make sense of new phenomena. Yet, these moments also resonate 
with Taylor and Pacini-Ketchabaw’s (2015) insights into multispecies learning, where encounters with ants and 
worms invite children to consider their shared vulnerabilities and rethink human-nonhuman relationships in 
more entangled, ethical ways. 

Observation was complemented by plasticine modelling of ants. As the children shaped heads, thoraxes, abdomens, 
and antennae, they gave names to their creations and told stories: My ant is called Lupe and she ate my cookie. This 
exercise integrated biological knowledge, spatial thinking, artistic expression, and oral storytelling, demonstrating 
the transdisciplinary richness of the experiences. Some children compared parts of the ant’s body to geometric 
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figures: The head is like a ball. The abdomen is a sphere. It looks like a cone. These spontaneous connections between 
natural science and mathematics emerged, not from a fragmented curriculum, but from the active exploration of 
a living question.

At every stage, the inquiry was guided by curiosity and by an ethic of care that gradually took shape. It was no 
longer just about observing ants as objects of study but about relating to them as beings with whom we share space, 
similar to what happens in school garden experiences (Barreto & Granado, 2023). Tensions became visible: some 
children wanted to crush the ants, while others asked not to hurt them. The experience thus became an opportu-
nity to think together about how we live together, how we make decisions, and how we care for even the smallest 
beings.

Unexpected learnings and ethical relationships
Over the course of the activities, ants ceased to be merely objects of study and became subjects of relationship. The 
children not only observed how the ants organized themselves and fed, but also asked about their feelings, prefer-
ences, and well-being. The encounters gave rise to a kind of learning that had not been planned: the possibility of 
thinking about the world through an ethic of care, understood here as a relational and attentive approach to the 
needs and interdependencies of others—both human and nonhuman (Cockburn, 2005; Javidi Kalatehjafarabadi, 
2020). This perspective emphasizes children as active participants with a voice, rather than passive recipients of 
knowledge, and highlights the moral and practical significance of attending to particularities, fostering empathy, 
and nurturing reciprocal relationships.

During one activity, a child said with concern: Ants don’t like salty sweets. Another child said: The ants are hiding 
because they’re scared. These expressions reveal an emerging empathy built through prolonged observation and 
affective contact with other living beings (Montes, 2015). At first, the relationship with ants was mostly instru-
mental, as the children saw the ants as objects to observe and learn from. Over time, the relationship became 
interpretative, symbolic, and sensitive as the children began to relate to the ants as living beings with their own 
ways of existing. Disgust or initial rejection was replaced by fascination and a desire to protect.

However, the process was not linear. At times, tensions arose: While some children tried to care for the ants, others 
wanted to crush them or placed obstacles in their way. This ambivalence became an opportunity for dialogue: 
Why do you kill them? Do you think it hurts them? What would happen if they didn’t exist? The teachers did not provide 
immediate answers but opened space for conversation, allowing the questions to circulate, become entangled, and 
slowly transform into others. In this way, processes of reflection, self-regulation, and conscious decision making 
were strengthened, all essential components of critical thinking in childhood (Facione, 2015; Paul & Elder, 2002). 
At the same time, the children’s encounters with living beings also gave rise to ethical tensions—questions about 
life and death, care and harm, and the boundaries of human intervention—that invited both teachers and children 
to reflect on what it means to live well with others.

One of the most significant moments was the collective construction of an anthill inside the classroom. It emerged 
slowly through ongoing conversations rather than as a predetermined activity. Using a transparent container filled 
with sand and small food fragments, children and teachers placed ants inside and watched. What followed was not 
immediate understanding but waiting. Children sat around the container, faces close to the plastic walls, tracing 
with their eyes the ants’ movements as they dug tunnels, carried grains of sand, and disappeared underground. 
They shared what they saw and turned it into stories: I saw the queen ant under the tiles. The big ants eat salty food and 
the little ones eat sweet. 
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As days passed, the anthill became a site of careful attention and unease. Children asked: Are they trapped? Do they 
want to be here? What if they can’t get out? The visibility afforded by the container made the ants’ labour observable, 
but it also intensified ethical tensions about confinement, responsibility, and care. Some children worried about 
harming the ants; others were fascinated by their ability to reorganize the sand and create pathways. The anthill did 
not simply function as a learning model—it became a contested space where care, curiosity, and control coexisted.

The ants continued digging regardless of the children’s questions. Their persistent movements challenged the 
assumption that observation is a neutral act. This activity not only activated scientific skills such as observation, 
comparison, and prediction (Rodríguez-Salinas et al., 2023), but also revealed the ethical tensions inherent in 
observing and experimenting with other living beings. Watching the ants meant becoming implicated in their 
lives. Learning, in this moment, unfolded through hesitation, negotiation, and discomfort rather than certainty. 
The anthill did pedagogical work by unsettling human-centered ideas of mastery and inviting children and teachers 
to remain accountable to the consequences of bringing other beings into the classroom. 

Meaning making also took place through play. The children organized themselves into colonies, took on roles 
(workers, soldiers, queen) and dramatized the functioning of the anthill. Amid laughter and movement, deep 
learnings emerged: Ants don’t boss each other around, they all help. The queen doesn’t give orders, she just lays eggs. As 
the Ministry (MEN, 2014a) states, core activities are not aimed at utilitarian outcomes, but open up spaces for care, 
listening, and the collective construction of meaning.

This experience revealed that ethical and scientific thinking are not opposing paths but interwoven. To inquire 
is not only to observe, it is to ask how we live together. To care is not only to protect, it is to learn to see through 
other eyes, even those of an ant.

Embodied knowledge and multiple languages
As the experience progressed, the children’s knowledge manifested not only through words but through their 
bodies, their hands, their drawings, and their play. Knowledge did not circulate through worksheets or get assessed 
through tests; it was embodied in actions, gestures, modelling, and storytelling. Each activity with ants became an 
opportunity to represent, imagine, and reorganize what had been learned through multiple languages.

One vivid example of this embodiment of knowledge and multimodal expression was the children’s work with 
plasticine, when they modelled ants using the proportions and details observed in the field, connecting scien-
tific observation with artistic creation and emergent literacy. Through touch, movement, storytelling, and art, 
the children translated their understandings of ants into multiple languages (Rinaldi, 2021). In doing so, they 
connected biology, emergent writing, orality, and aesthetics in transdisciplinary ways, embodying knowledge 
through creative action rather than reproducing it mechanically. As Souto-Manning et al. (2019) note, transdis-
ciplinarity in early childhood makes it possible to approach complex problems from an integrated perspective, 
connecting areas of knowledge through situated experience.

By comparing the parts of the ant’s body to geometric figures, the children also engaged in mathematical thinking: 
The thorax looks like a rectangular prism. The abdomen is a sphere. The head looks like a cone. These observations 
emerged spontaneously and were welcomed as part of the process, allowing geometry to arise from environmental 
exploration—not as a curricular imposition, but as a tool to see the world differently. This aligns with the Ministry 
of Education’s (MEN, 2014b) proposal that learning in early childhood should be grounded in experience, curi-
osity, and action.
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Writing and orality also played a central role. The children recorded their findings through drawings, posters, and 
stories. Some wrote phrases: The ant goes fast. The ant is black and small. Others created complete stories about their 
imaginary ants. These productions demonstrate not only the development of written language but also the ability 
to represent observations, establish relationships, and construct meaning. As Malaguzzi (2001, cited in MEN, 
2014b) states, children make sense of the world they inhabit through their interactions with it and with others.

Figure 3. Children’s drawings and writing about their observations and learning with ants.

The learnings were also shared during a school fair where the children presented their anthills, posters, drawings, 
and dramatizations to their families. Each worktable became a small science and storytelling lab where knowledge 
flowed across generations. A mother commented: “My son explained to me that ants have roles just like we do 
at home.” This connection between the classroom and the family reaffirms the value of building knowledge from 
lived, shared, and meaningful experiences (Martín del Barrio & Pérez-Brunicardi, 2023).

Figure 4. Children socializing their learning using resources such as posters and models with the support of families.
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Through art, play, literature, and environmental exploration, core activities in early childhood education, the 
children not only learned about ants, but also developed their own way of naming and understanding the world. 
In their bodies, words, materials, and play, a form of situated, sensitive, and active intelligence became visible. An 
intelligence that walks, crawls, hides, and multiplies, just like the ants that inspired it.

Pedagogies of wonder: Caring, imagining, asking
In this experience, wonder was not an occasional teaching tool but a way of being in school. From the first time a 
girl bent down to look at an ant crawling across her lunchbox to the moment another child mimicked its antennae 
with his fingers and asked if ants feel fear, learning was mediated by a sustained, genuine, and deeply embodied 
curiosity. As Stokoe (2020) notes, curiosity is an energy that drives exploration, sparks joy in knowledge, and 
invites us to discover the world through play and emotion.

The classroom ceased to be a closed, controlled space and became a porous one where life happening outside in 
the gardens, trees, and corners of the grounds also became content, questions, and connection. This openness was 
possible because the teachers chose to listen, not only attentively but with a willingness to be transformed by the 
children’s questions. In doing so, they built a pedagogical space where not only insects were cared for but also the 
ways in which children ask, make mistakes, get excited, and create.

In this pedagogy of wonder, ants were more than a thematic unit; they became a threshold into other ways of 
knowing. Their observation gave rise to scientific questions but also to ethical dilemmas, hypotheses, role-playing 
games, poems, models, dramatizations, and conversations about death, work, family, fear, and cooperation. 
Inquiry, as understood by Pereira et al. (2019), was at once a scientific practice, a pedagogical strategy, and a form 
of relationship between children and teachers and their surroundings.

The experiences also supported a critical view of the role of the school. What other beings inhabit our learning 
spaces? What kinds of relationships do we foster with them? How do we make room for uncertainty, emotion, 
and desire? By choosing to accompany a question born of wonder, the teachers not only fostered scientific and 
cognitive skills but also cultivated a sensitivity to life, a disposition to question, and an ethic of care that is deeply 
needed in times of ecological crisis.

As Trevarthen and Delafield-Butt (2017) propose, interactions in early childhood should not be oriented toward 
utilitarian goals but should provoke experiences that invite wonder, connection, and thought. The encounter with 
ants was just that: a pedagogical practice that moved slowly, with many legs, weaving questions, care, and learning 
at every step.

Final reflections
The experience with ants in the kindergarten classroom of the Escuela Normal Superior de Acacías cannot be 
understood simply as a pedagogical project about insects or environmental education. Rather, it unfolded as a 
series of everyday encounters through which children, teachers, and ants became entangled in ways that unsettled 
familiar assumptions about learning, care, and human centrality. From the initial question “Who bit my cookie?” 
to the ongoing negotiations around observing, protecting, or disturbing ants, learning emerged as a relational and 
ethical practice rather than the achievement of predefined outcomes.

Throughout these encounters, children engaged in practices commonly associated with scientific and critical 
thinking—such as observation, questioning, hypothesis making, and collective reflection—but these practices did 
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not operate as isolated cognitive skills (Cakir, 2010; Facione, 2015; Paul & Elder, 2002). Instead, they were deeply 
embedded in children’s affective, embodied, and ethical relations with ants. In this sense, scientific inquiry was not 
only a way of knowing the world but also a way of becoming accountable to others who share it.

From a methodological perspective, the action research approach (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1988) supported an 
ongoing process of listening, adjustment, and responsiveness. However, what became most pedagogically signifi-
cant were not the planned strategies themselves but the moments when the presence of ants disrupted expectations 
and invited teachers to remain open to uncertainty. This disposition resonates with pedagogical approaches that 
emphasize listening, co-construction, and the recognition of children as active participants in meaning making 
(Rinaldi, 2021).

The transdisciplinary character of the experience—where biology, geometry, storytelling, play, and ethical reflec-
tion became inseparable—did not function as an instructional integration of content areas but as a way of staying 
close to children’s lived questions and interests (Furman, 2021; MEN, 2014b). Learning unfolded through shared 
attention to what ants did, how children responded, and how relationships shifted over time.

Importantly, the encounters with ants did not lead to a stable or harmonious ethic of care. Care and harm, curiosity 
and control, empathy and discomfort coexisted throughout the experience. As Montes (2015) suggests, fostering 
environmental awareness in early childhood is not about instilling correct attitudes but about creating spaces 
where children can observe, relate to, and question their ways of living with others. Drawing on multispecies and 
common worlds perspectives (Nxumalo, 2017; Pacini-Ketchabaw et al., 2021; Taylor & Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2015), 
these tensions can be understood, not as failures of the pedagogical experience, but as conditions through which 
ethical relations are formed.

Rather than offering a model to be replicated, this paper invites educators to attend to the pedagogical possibil-
ities that emerge when small, often overlooked beings—such as ants—are taken seriously as co-inhabitants of 
educational spaces. In times of ecological precarity, such everyday encounters matter, not because they provide 
solutions, but because they open fragile possibilities for interrupting humanist logics of control and usefulness. 
The story shared here remains intentionally unfinished, leaving open questions about how early childhood educa-
tion might continue to cultivate ways of learning and living with others that remain attentive, uncertain, and 
responsibly relational. 
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