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With the present emphasis on standards and test-
ing, early childhood teachers are challenged to teach 
more and more information in the same amount of time. 
Integrating the curriculum re�ects our knowledge of how 
the brain functions in the early years (Shonkoff & Phillips 
2000). It also supports learning in all developmental 
domains and content areas. According to Hinde (2005), 
while �there are times when teaching the subjects sepa-
rately may be more appropriate than integrating them, it 
is also true that when teachers are knowledgeable about 
content areas and integrate them effectively, students� 
achievement increases� (p. 108).

What is an integrated curriculum?

  Integrated curriculum has a long history in education 
movements: �The idea that curriculum should be taught 
from a holistic perspective with a child-centered approach 
had been proposed by some of the pioneers in early child-
hood education. The original advocate in the United States 
was John Dewey� (Wortham 1996, 328). Dewey encouraged 
active learning and meaningful, authentic activities and 
articulated the many bene�ts of considering activities and 
subject matter equally (Wolfe 2000). This approach made 
sense then and continues to be relevant today.

  Typically, the term integrated curriculum refers to an 
approach to teaching that ties multiple subject areas (for 
example, math, literacy, the arts) to a central theme. The 
teacher implements the approach with careful planning, 
including the outcomes toward which the children work. 
The approach usually starts with teacher direction but 
offers many opportunities for children to follow their own 
interests. Teachers offer authentic, meaningful learning 
experiences for all children. The children can work at their 
own levels and pursue individual interests in depth.
  In the section that follows, �rst grade teacher Susan 
Gittings describes her use of an integrated approach to 
teaching in her classroom.
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Continuing themes are often based on calendar events (winter 
holiday traditions around the world, presidents, seasons). In 
choosing themes, I also look at the school district�s � rst grade 
curriculum topics (Water Creatures and Their Environment, 
Animal Families, Care of the Earth, and more). Learning 
through themes responds to children�s interests and provides 
opportunities to integrate multiple content areas.

Meaningful learning experiences

 What are the key components for the successful use of 
an integrated curriculum? The most important component 
is creating meaningful, authentic learning experiences for 
the children. According to current brain research (Shonkoff 
& Phillips 2000), children need to connect new information 
to existing knowledge in order for it to have meaning and 
be stored for later retrieval. Connecting the new to existing 
knowledge builds complex connections in the brain. When 
the � rst-graders read about a fox or a hawk in class, they 
recall the real one they�ve seen on their walks to the nature 
preserve. The children have a common, concrete experi-
ence to which they can connect new information. 
 The brain and the connections within it are built through 
individual experiences. Many children have had plenty of 
interesting experiences to which they can add new knowl-
edge, but others may lack these kinds of experiences. 
Because learning is most effective when building on chil-
dren�s existing knowledge, I make sure that all the children 
have relevant experiences by planning activities that give 
them a common background, like participation in a cooking 
project, conversations with a visiting expert, or listening to 
a story. All the children can reference these shared experi-
ences as they continue to make sense of their world.

Active learning

 The � rst grade classroom is always full of activity. I intro-
duce many of the themes through books, science experi-
ments, riddles, or cooking activities. For example, for the 
theme on change, we conducted a Nervous Colors science 
experiment (Maynard 2001): I carefully added drops of food 
coloring to room-temperature milk in a glass pie pan, then 
touched the dots of color with a toothpick dipped in liquid 
dishwashing detergent. The detergent broke the surface 

Implementing an
integrated curriculum

 Today the � rst-graders and I (Susan) are off on a walk to 
the nature preserve. This frequent event lets the children 
observe and document changes in their neighborhood. As 
usual, several parents join us. Sometimes, Bonnie Hurless 
(one of the article�s authors) and her early childhood edu-
cation students join us as well. I remind the children to 
note the changes in the plants, animals, pond, and weather. 
 In our � rst grade, I use an integrated approach to teach 
reading, writing, math, science, and social studies skills and 
to instill beliefs about care for the environment, animals, 
ourselves, and one another. Everything Changes is an over-
arching theme we explore all year long (see web below), 
including observing nature changes on our walks.

Writing is integrated into every activity, 
whether it is a walk in the nature preserve 
or a science experiment. It is not just for 
recall, but to encourage children to think.

Books
• How things are made
• Versions of The Three 

Little Pigs

People
• Presidents

• Martin Luther King
• Inventors

• First-graders

Experiments
• Make butter 
• Cook eggs

• Cabbage juice
• Nervous colors

• Amaryllis
• Finger Jello

Seasons and
Weather

• Nature preserve
• Trees • Plants

• Clothing

Times
• Events

• Olden days

EVERYTHING 
CHANGES!

 On our return to the classroom, the children record their 
observations about change through drawings and writing, 
each working at his or her own level. When they � nish, I 
meet with individuals to confer about their written observa-
tions. Writing is integrated into every activity, whether it is a 
walk in the nature preserve or a science experiment. It is not 
just for recall, but to encourage children to think. Following 
children�s writing development throughout the year is an 
excellent way to document their growth and learning. 

Learning around themes

 We begin the year with a theme designed to grab the 
children�s interest and one in which all can experience 
success in an early reading activity. An engaging and enjoy-
able theme makes for a successful transition to � rst grade. 
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tension of the milk, causing the colors to swirl dramatically 
and create new colors. The children�s oohs and aahs led to 
predictions, discussions, and explanations about what they 
had observed. The children were thrilled when I gave them 
the �recipe� to try at home with their families.
 Experiments such as Nervous Colors and one using 
cabbage juice, baking soda, and vinegar to show chemical 
change are part of the large unit on changes. Study and 
activities around this theme meet standards from many 
subject areas, as the children use the scienti� c process, 
make predictions, collect and analyze data, measure and 
document their observations with drawings and writing, 
read books, wonder, and ask many questions. (The web 
below lists the applied learning skills as well as the Illinois 
learning standards met through the changes theme.)

Social
Science

LEARNING STANDARDS

Applied Learning Skills
Problem solving
Communication

Connections

Events, 
trends, and 
movements

Acquire 
and access 
information

Patterns of weather
and seasons

Change

Collect, organize,
and analyze data

Reading and
Language Arts

EVERYTHING 
CHANGES!

Mathematics

Science

Place
themselves

in time

Goods 
produced

Read

Write

Listen and 
speak

Concepts, principles,
and process of
scientiý c inquiry

How living things
function, adapt,

and change

Number sense

Measurement

The learning environment

 The classroom setup and schedule encourage children�s 
autonomy and a sense of community. Because this work 
style is especially hard for children to undertake at the 
beginning of the year, I start by introducing structure, rou-
tines, and expectations. For example, children learn where 
to � nd classroom materials (crayons, scissors, dice, game 
markers, resource books, and so on), how to use them care-
fully, and the importance of putting them away when done. 
From the beginning of the school year until the last day, I 
stress kindness, considering differences as opportunities 
to learn, and not to compare individuals. I model learning 
from mistakes and taking risks. Children gradually become 
more independent, taking more responsibility for their own 
learning and behavior. After all, autonomy is one goal of 
education.

Books and more books

 Fiction and non� ction books are essential components of 
an integrated curriculum. I read aloud two or three books 
a day, sometimes more, always encouraging children to 
reread them themselves. Some we read for information, oth-
ers we read for pure enjoyment. Through the years I have 
added books to � t with themes. By the end of the school 

Children gradually become 
more independent, taking 
more responsibility for their 
own learning and behavior.
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Children’s Individual Research

 In the spring, when the children were comfortable work-
ing more independently, during the theme Water Habitats 
and Their Critters, the ý rst-graders researched their favorite 
water animals. Each child chose a critter to study. I gave the 
children speciý c information to research, in the form of ques-
tions: Where does it live? How does it move? How does it 
breathe? Are its babies born alive or hatched from eggs? To 
what animal family does it belong? What does it eat? Who 
are its enemies, and how does it protect itself?
 Besides the many books in our classroom, the children 
used child-related online resources, encyclopedias, and other 
resource books from the library. They got input from family 
and friends. Bonnie’s students, studying to become teach-
ers, came to help the ý rst-graders do their research. It was a 
learning experience for both groups!
 There were options on ways to document their learning: 
the children could create games, dioramas, videos, models, 
or books or use other documentation methods they came up 
with. Families contributed, perhaps helping to ý nd answers 
to the research questions or interviewing their child on vid-
eotape about the animal or aiding in the creation of a papier-
mâché model.
 As I observed the children’s presentations, I was impressed 
by the knowledge they demonstrated. This approach is 
appropriate when the teacher provides structure and support 
for each child. Children truly enjoy one another’s projects, 
and they remember their animal for years!

year, the children have listened to and discussed more 
than 600 books. For each theme, the children write 
about their favorite book, including the reasons they 
liked it. (For a sample bibliography, see �Bibliography 
for the Theme �Everything Changes�,� p. 5.)

Including families

 Another component is weekly communication with 
and involvement of families. I send home a weekly 
newsletter to share what the children are doing in class 
(see �The Gittings Group News�, p. 7).
 I encourage parents to be part of the classroom 
and their child�s learning by offering a range of family 
involvement options. Families can provide informa-
tion about their home culture and traditions, share 
resources and stories, or come to the classroom to help 
with a cooking project, science experiment, or art activ-
ity. Involvement is � exible so that families can help in 
the ways in which they are most comfortable.

Documenting children’s learning

 Each child has a binder that holds his or her drawings 
and written work. The children write about � eld trips, 
nature walks, assemblies, and weekend news. These col-
lections document their growth. I share the binders with 
families at conferences in November and March, so they 
can see what their children have learned.
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Bibliography for the Theme “Everything Changes”
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