
Organizing for Integrating Instruction Thematically 

Spring is a great time to start thinking about the upcoming school year:  you are still in the 

middle of things, all your materials are right there, and a little pick-me-up is in order.  If you are 

interested in integrating instruction across all curricular areas there is a lot of planning and prep 

work needed initially.  The bad news is it can take a considerable amount of time.  The good 

news is it's fun, clarifying, and once you've done it you have a great base to start from hereafter 

(unless you are like me, teaching a different grade level each year).   And if you're working on it 

while you still have students with you, you can get their feedback, ideas, and recommendations; 

they are, after all, the reason for the work. 

 

The type of thematic instruction I'm talking about is focused around themes created by science 

and social studies content.  These themes are broken out and then reorganized according to how 

the content builds upon itself and relates to other areas of the curriculum.  This month I'll share 

some of  the steps I use in building unit plans for the entire school year.   Of course, you don't 

have to completely integrate everything.  You may want to develop a single unit, or purchase a 

unit that you are interested in trying out.  Whether you are developing a thematic unit that lasts 

for one day, or working to develop units to run throughout a year, the process is the same.  Here 

are the steps in a nutshell (and open to revision at a later time!): 

 Locate a list of objectives to be taught at your grade level.   

 Identify science and social studies themes to be taught during the year. 

 Identify language arts themes. 

 Identify math themes. 

 Identify art, music, and PE themes. 

 Set up an organizational plan. 

 Outline the units for the year. 

 Develop the individual unit plans. 

 

http://blog.thematicteacher.com/2010/03/12/national-standards-for-elementary-school.aspx


Selecting and Organizing Themes for Integrating Instruction 

The first step in organizing your curriculum for integrating instruction is to know what it is you 

are to teach.  If you have been relying on your textbooks to provide this structure for you, you 

can still do so, but a little more knowledge will be helpful to you in the long run.  Some school 

districts have their own "Continuum of Objectives", a list of items that you are expected to cover 

each year.  All states have these, usually available online and often called frameworks, standards, 

continuum, or sequence of objectives.  All textbook series come with their own list.  Find the 

type most relevant to you.  You'll need one for each subject area. 

 

You will start by looking at the science and social studies themes listed for your grade level(s).  

What you are looking for initially are the subcategories in each area.  Here's what I found when I 

began working on my plan for teaching a class of fourth and fifth graders in California. (You 

would only look at one grade level if that's what you are teaching.  I want to show how 

integrating instruction thematically makes it much easier to teach combination classes as well.)  

You may use these planning pages to help you if you wish. 

 

 

 

                                               

 

http://blog.thematicteacher.com/2010/03/12/national-standards-for-elementary-school.aspx
http://thematicteacher.com/Teacher_Resources.html


Now that you can see all the themes you'll be working on you can organize them in a way that is 

supportive and cumulative.  Here's what I came up with for my class of fourth and fifth graders: 

  

                                                 

 

I came up with seven themes to work with over the course of a year.  I started off with the basic 

elements, including gold,  which make up rocks, the rock cycle, and the land. Landforms are 

created by forces of nature such as volcanoes and earthquakes and are later eroded by weather 

and the water cycle.   

 

The second unit focuses on plants and animals that live on the land and soil caused by erosion. 

The plants and animals we will focus on will be the ones most used by the native people of the 

United States and California.  Human systems are included in this unit because they are related 

to animal systems which can be studied together and compared. 

 

The third unit is about native people of the United States and California.  How they interact with 

the ecosystems and the plants and animals previously studied will be the focus.  The solar 

system is included in this unit because of the super abundance of native myths about the 

universe, an opportunity to compare myth with fact. 

 

Although I grouped exploration and colonialism together, already I can see that I need to 

separate them into two separate units.  Easy to do.  In Exploration fifth graders will focus on the 



east coast and fourth graders will focus on the west coat.  In Colonialism the fifth graders will 

focus on English and other European colonists while the fourth graders will focus on the 

Spanish.  Yes, I definitely will separate them into separate units.  Good thing I have extra 

spaces. 

 

The next unit is called "Becoming" because it will focus on the issues involved with becoming a 

state and a nation.  This will put the time line a little out of sync for one of the grades, but I will 

remedy that with a wall time line built by the students to clarify the sequence of events. 

 

The westward expansion will include the gold rush, the development of different regions and 

trace a little of the change from agriculture to industry.   

 

The last unit is the leftovers:  physical science activities that I can't fit in very well, but which 

are fun units for the end of the school year. 

 

 

There you have it.  I have organized the themes in a way that makes sense to me.  To help 

emphasize the integration I will have the class paint a huge mural on the wall, changing it 

throughout the year.  We'll begin with flat ground, paint hills,  mountains, rivers and lakes as we 

learn how they are made, add plants and animals, a native village, colonial towns, farms and 

factories.  It will be a background for mini museums we create as we travel through time and will 

help to make the changes seen in the land over time more concrete and comprehensible to the 

students.  Didn't I tell you this is Fun! 
 

 



Organizing Themes for Integrating Instruction 

Yesterday we listed out the science and social studies themes for the year and organized them in 

a way that allows the content to build upon itself.  The next step is to tackle language arts.   

 

Using your district's, state's, or textbook's list of standards and objectives,identify the key skills 

you'll be teaching next year.  You can find planning pages here.  Here's some of mine for the 

same 4/5 grade class: 

 

   

http://blog.thematicteacher.com/2010/03/12/national-standards-for-elementary-school.aspx
http://thematicteacher.com/Teacher_Resources.html


(Take a good look at that folks!  This is one of the reasons why going through this process is so 

liberating—there is hardly any difference between what you have to teach at fourth grade and at 

fifth grade!  Teaching a combination class doesn't mean you have to present two different 

lessons, the students are learning the same things!  If you use novels and trade books you can 

group the students according to their reading levels, or better yet, interests,rather than by grade.) 

 

Now that you see what you have to cover all laid out for you clearly, neatly,and simply, make a 

list of genre studies that would help students learn these skills.  Start with a brainstorm list so 

you aren't limiting yourself to the themes you've created.  You want to make new and fresh 

connections.   

 

poetry      

historical fiction     

limericks    

myths      

legends    

mysteries     

thrillers      

science fiction    

fantasy 

contemporary fiction    

nonfiction   

magazines 

newspapers    

skits      

role playing      

figures of speech     

picture books    

biographies     

autobiographies    

tall tales     

fables    

animal stories      

folk tales      

fairy tales     

travel books      

debates  

speeches 

dance 

 

 

Now go back to your list of themes and plug a literary genre (or two) into eachof your themes.  

You can use this planning page if you want to. 

 

Now think about some fun products to create that will fit with the genre studies you plugged in 

above.  Again, make a brainstorm list of your ideas, then plug them into your plan. 

 

photo essay      

poetry book     

autobiography     

historical fiction  

narrative      

play     

movie      

website      

blog     

encyclopedia     

dictionary     

myth      

pop up books     

craft booklets      

radio broadcast     

cook book      

lots of the above, too!

http://thematicteacher.com/Teacher_Resources.html


 

 

   

You are going to continue to do the same thing for each of the remaining subject areas, starting 

with your district's, state's, or textbook's objective matrix,and then plug the skills in where they 

best seem to fit.  This is your idea chart.  Things will naturally change as you make more 

plans. You'll see I've included the same genres in different themes because they would work 

equally well there.  I will make changes as I go.  I will also present alternatives to the class at the 

time of the unit and let them make some choices, too.  Laying it all out will help ensure that you 

cover everything at one time or another. 
 

 



Putting it All Together 

After you have laid out the language arts curriculum with your themes you are ready to do the same thing with the 
rest of the subject areas.  Starting with your district's, state's, or textbook's standards matrix, plug in the skills where 

they best seem to fit.  This is not cast in stone.  You can make changes and adjustments at any time.  I have found, 

though, that what I work out here generally seems to last.  You are in a kind of overview state-of-mind and it works 

well at this point.  I do find that I always have to make some changes once I start developing the individual units.  

Bear in mind that you may also have to move things around due to school schedules or special events.  I like to 

provide several product ideas to facilitate student choice and about half the time I allow the students to invent their 

own language arts and theme products. Genre studies are often finalized during the unit development.  That's why 

you see a genre in more than one spot.  Planning pages can be found here.   
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You are well on your way to integrating instruction across all subject areas!  Tomorrow we'll look more closely at 
language arts materials. 
 

 



Planning Individual Thematic Units 

Planning an individual thematic unit is not much different than regular lesson planning, and 
because of the work you’ve already completed in selecting and organizing the themes, and 
listing the resources you have available, you can just start filling in your plan book.  Decide 
on the main topic for each day and then select corresponding materials in each subject area 
that support that main topic. Here is an example for a unit I am writing on the origins of the 
American colonies. 

  
1.     Brainstorm the primary topics you want to cover.  This will be influenced by the state 

frameworks and your own desires. Here's what I want to include: 
 

        why they wanted to leave Europe 
        what their lives were like in Europe 
        how they came to America 
        what they found when they arrived 
        how did they transition to life in the wilderness 
        what interactions did they have with native people 
        how did they provide for basic needs 
        food 
        clothing 
        shelter 
        what native plants did they use and how did they use them 
        what did they do for fun 
        who were some of the important people 
        what was each colony known for 
        what was the founding purpose for each colony 

This is a three week unit; it doesn’t include the Revolutionary War period, which will be a 
separate unit dealing with many other issues. (Of course, you can set things up anyway you 
choose.  This is a unit students really enjoy and I want to be sure there is enough time for 
them to recreate period artifacts thoughtfully, creatively, and realistically.) 

  
2.     Organize the topics and list them as headings on a planning sheet that looks just like 

your lesson plan book.  Then start putting in the resources you have (trade books, 
textbooks, library books, internet sites, maps, art prints, etc.) according to the topic 
with which they best fit.  You can use the skill instruction and practice exercises in 
the reading text that supports the research work the students will do during the unit, 
or you can teach the research skills directly in the context of the project, which is 
what I prefer to do.  That way the skills are learned in context and transfer becomes 
a non-issue.  Here is an example: 



 



 



 

              This shows the first five days of the unit.  I will continue to do the same thing for the 
rest of the daily topics which are:  

 

        Setting up a Town 

        Housing 

        Clothing 

        Furniture 

        Household Items and Tools 

        Leather Work 

        Crafts 

        Food 

        Put it all Together 

        Museum Day 

 
It is fine to leave some items blank if you don’t have specific ideas for those subjects.  You can 
always come back and fill those in when you finalize the lesson plans. 

You may not be able to plug in math units in their entireties.  You may only be able to 
supplement the main math program with activities as they fit in your themes.  You could start 
the day with a separate math period, and then integrate everything else for the rest of the day.  
Some themes lend themselves to much greater math integration, you just have to evaluate 
each theme and decide how to handle the math.  These lesson plans do not show the primary 
math lessons for the day, only the supplemental items that fit with the unit.  It is best, though, 
to include math in all the planning stages, because some units strongly support certain math 
areas.  This unit requires a lot of measurement when the students are making their period 
artifacts (sewing, building furniture, constructing a classroom cabin, etc.) so measurement 
would definitely be a good math choice during this thematic unit. 

 


