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A First Grade Teacher Integrates

Teaching and Learning

ith 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.

Bonnie R. Hurless, PhD, is an instructor at the University of
Montana Western. Bonnie and Susan Gittings have collaborated
for the past 10 years, while Bonnie was on the faculty at Domini-
can University and Concordia University in River Forest, lllinois.
bonniehurless@yahoo.com

Susan B. Gittings, MA, CAS, is a retired yrst grade teacher
(some 18 years) from the River Forest Public Schools in River
Forest, lllinois. Susan tutors and does workshops and consulting
for educators. sbgfp@comcast.net

This is an expanded version of the article appearing in the
March 2008 issue of Young Children.
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Bonnie Hurless and Susan B. Gittings

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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Implementing an
integrated curriculum

Today the rst-graders and | (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. | remind the children to
note the changes in the plants, animals, pond, and weather.

Inour rstgrade, | 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.

Books

« How things are made
« Versions of The Three
Little Pigs

People Seasons and

Weather
+ Nature preserve

 Trees ¢ Plants
« Clothing

* Presidents

« Martin Luther King
« Inventors

« First-graders

EVERYTHING
CHANGES!

Experiments

Times

« Make butter
» Cook eggs
» Cabbage juice
« Nervous colors
* Amaryllis
* Finger Jello

* Events
« Olden days

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, |
meet with individuals to confer about their written observa-
tions. Writing is integrated into every activity, whether itis 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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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.

Continuing themes are often based on calendar events (winter
holiday traditions around the world, presidents, seasons). In
choosing themes, | also look at the school districts 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, | 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. | 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): | 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



The learning environment <. : -

g N

Child ren gradually become T ,%N”'The classroom setup and schedule encourage childrens
- . . autonomy and a sense of community. Because this work
_— el mdependent’ takmg style is especially hard for children to undertake at the
more responsibility for their beginning of the year, | start by introducing structure, rou-
| - d behavior tines, and expectations. For example, children learn where
= own learning an . to nd classroom materials (crayons, scissors, dice, game

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 | 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 ¢ 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.)

Events,
trends, and
movements

Place
themselves
in time

Social
Science

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;, |
stress kindness, considering differences as opportunities
to learn, and not to compare individuals. | 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. | 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 | have
added books to t with themes. By the end of the school

Number sense

Measurement

Goods
produced

LEARNING STANDARDS

\ Applied Learning Skills

Problem solving
Communication
Connections

Collect, organize,
and analyze data

Reading and
Language Arts

Acquire
and access
information

Listen and
speak
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Patterns of weather
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Change

How living things
function, adapt,
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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. | send home a weekly
newsletter to share what the children are doing in class
(see The Gittings Group News , p. 7).

| 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. | share the binders with
families at conferences in November and March, so they
can see what their children have learned.
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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 yrst-graders researched their favorite
water animals. Each child chose a critter to study. | gave the
children speciyc 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 yrst-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 ynd answers
to the research questions or interviewing their child on vid-
eotape about the animal or aiding in the creation of a papier-
maché model.

As | observed the children’s presentations, | 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!
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Bibliography for the Theme “Everything Changes”

These are the books | use during the Everything Changes theme. Some are read to gather informa-
tion and others are read for enjoyment. They are available for children to look at throughout the study.

Allen, M., & S. Rotner, Changes (1995,
Demco Media)

Amery, H., What's the Difference? Then
and Now (1986, Edc Publishers)

Bartone, E., Peppe the Lamplighter (1993,
HarperCollins)

Benchley, N., Sam the Minuteman (1987,
HarperCollins)

Berger, G., Grandfather Twilight (1984,
Philomel Books)

Brown, R., If at First You Do Not See (1983,
Henry Holt)

Browne, A., Changes (1993, Walker)

Coerr, E., The Joseyna Story Quilt (1989,
HarperCollins)

dePaola, T., Charlie Needs a Cloak (1982,
Simon & Schuster)

Donnelly, J., Titanic: Lost and Found (1987,
Random House)

Dubowski, M., Titanic: The Disaster That
Shocked the World (1998, DK Publishers)

Eastman, P., Sometimes Things Change
(1983, Childrens Press)

Elliott, J., Grandfather’s Ghost (1989, Rigby
Education)

Gilman, P., Something from Nothing (1993,
Scholastic)

Hall, D., Ox-Cart Man (1983, Penguin USA)

Houston, G., My Great-Aunt Arizona
(1992, HarperCollins)

Humphrey, P., In Dadis Day (1995, Steck
Vaughn)

Humphrey, P., In Grandmais Day (1995,
Steck Vaughn)

Jackson, E., Turn of the Century (1998,
Charlesbridge)

Jonas, A., Round Trip (1983, HarperCollins)

Joyce, W., George Shrinks (1991, Harper-
Collins)

Levitin, S., Nine for California (2000,
Scholastic)

Mathieu, J., The Olden Days (1981, Ran-
dom House Children’s Books)

Millard, A., A Street Through Time (2006,
Dorling Kindersley)

Philipson, M., Everything Changes (1972,
Pantheon Books)

Polacco, P., The Keeping Quilt (2001,
Simon & Schuster)

Root, P., The Name Quilt (2003, Farrar,
Straus, Giroux)

Rylant, C., Birthday Presents (1991,
Scholastic)

Rylant, C., When | Was Young in the Moun-
tains (1993, Penguin Books Australia)

Shannon, G., Tomorrowis Alphabet (1996,
HarperCollins)

Shelby, A., Homeplace (2000, Tandem
Library Books)

Spedden, D.C.S., Polar, the Titanic Bear
(2001, Little Brown)

Taback, S., Joseph Had a Little Overcoat
(1999, Viking)

Weiss, N., An Egg Is an Egg (1996, Tan-
dem Library Books)

Wilder, L.I., Winter Days in the Big Woods
(1995, Sagebrush Education Resources)

Wilder, L.1., A Little House Birthday (1997,
HarperCollins)

Willis, J., What Did | Look Like When |
Was a Baby? (2000, G.P. Putnam)

Ziefert, H., A New Coat for Anna (1988,
Random House)

Start to Finish series

Hogner, F., From Blueprint to House (1986,
Carolrhoda)

Mitgutsch, A. (Carolrhoda Books): From
Beet to Sugar (1986), From Cacao
Bean to Chocolate (1981), From Sand
to Glass (1981), From Graphite to Pen-
cil (1985), From Sea to Salt (1985),
From Grass to Butter (1981)

Mitgutsch, A., From Grain to Bread (1981,
Lerner Publishing)

Books about how things are made

Aliki, How a Book Is Made (1986, Crowell)

Barabas, K. Letis Find Out About Money;
Letis Find Out About Toothpaste (1997,
Scholastic)

Charles, O., How Is a Crayon Made?
(1988, Simon & Schuster Books for
Young Readers)

Davis, W., From Tree to Paper (1995,
Sundance Publishers)

Ellis, G., From Sand to Glass (1995, Sun-
dance Publishers)

Jones, G., My First Book about How Things
Are Made (1995, Cartwheel Books)

Reid, M.E., Letis Find Out About Bicycles
(1997, Tandem Library Books)

Reid, M.E., Letis Find Out About Ice
Cream (1997, Scholastic)

Variations on the Three Little Pigs

Celsi, T., The Fourth Little Pig (1996,
Steck-Vaughn)

Kellogg, S., The Three Little Pigs (1997,
HarperCollins)

Laverde, A., Alaskais Three Pigs (2000,
Sasquatch Books)

Lowell, S., The Three Little Javelinas
(1992, Northland Publishers)

Marshall, J., The Three Little Pigs (1996,
Penguin Group USA)

Rounds, G., Three Little Pigs and the Big
Bad Wolf (1992, Holiday House)

Scieszka, J., The True Story of the Three
Little Pigs! by A. Wolf (1996, Penguin
Group USA)

Trivizas, E., The Three Little Wolves
and the Big Bad Pig (1997, Simon &
Schuster)

Walton, R., Pig, Pigger, Piggest (2003,
Sagebrush Education Resources)

Books about people

Adler, D. (Holiday House): A Picture Book
of Benjamin Franklin (1990), A Picture
Book of Martin Luther King, Jr. (1989)

Aliki, The Many Lives of Benjamin Frank-
lin (1977, Prentice Hall), A Weed Is a
Flower: The Life of George Washington
Carver (1988, Tandem Library Books)

Baker, C., Letis Read About Rosa Parks
(2004, Scholastic/Cartwheel)

Bridges, R., & G. Bridges, Let’s Read
About Ruby Bridges (2003, Scholastic)
Colbert, J., &A. Harms, eds., Dear Dr. King

(1998, Hyperion Books for Children)

Coles, R., The Story of Ruby Bridges
(1995, Scholastic)

Driscoll, L., George Washington Carver:
The Peanut Wizard (2003, Grosset &
Dunlap)

Greene, C., Martin Luther King, Jr.: A
Man Who Changed Things (1989, Scho-
lastic Library)

Hamanaka, S., All the Colors of the Earth
(1994, HarperCollins)

Intrater, R.G., Two Eyes, A Nose, and a
Mouth (2000, Tandem Library)

Katz, K., The Colors of Us (1999,
Macmillan)

Kissinger, K., All the Colors We Are (1994,
Redleaf Press)

Krensky, S., Benjamin Franklin and His
First Kite (2002, Simon & Schuster Chil-
dren’s Books)

Longfellow, H.W., Paul Revere’s Ride
(2003, HarperCollins)

Marzollo, J., Happy Birthday, Martin
Luther King (2000, Scholastic)

Murphy, F., Benjamin Franklin and the
Magic Squares (2001, Random House)

Patrick, D.L., A Lesson for Martin Luther
King, Jr. (2004, Simon & Schuster Chil-
dren’s Books)

Rappaport, D., Martin’s Big Words (2007,
Hyperion Books for Children)

Roop, C., & P. Rope, Go Fly a Kite, Ben
Franklin (2003, Scholastic)
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