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Introduction 

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 for many years (as long as you keep teaching the same grade level).   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 
what you are doing. 

Integrating instruction is easiest when it 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 booklet will explain the steps used by many thematic teachers who are planning an integrated curriculum.   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: 

 Locate a list of objectives or standards for all subjects at your grade level.  
 Identify science and social studies themes to be taught during the year. 
 Identify major language arts skills. 
 Identify major math skills. 
 Identify the major art, music, and PE skills. 
 Set up an organizational plan. 
 Outline the units for the year. 
 Develop the individual unit plans. 

The following pages will explain in greater detail.  The samples included are from a class I taught a number of years ago.  It was a 
fourth and fifth grade combination class located in southern California.  I wanted to include two grade levels so that you could 
see the great advantage that integrating your instruction has on teaching multi-grade groups of kids.  There is really very little 
difference in skill instruction from one grade to the next; it’s more a matter of degree.  Having a clear understanding of what you 
are to teach brings a great deal of freedom as you begin to see ways of grouping your students based on specific instructional 
needs or even on interests, rather than on grade level designations.  At the end of this booklet you will find the planning pages 
discussed in here.  Print them out and write with a pen, or use them on your computer—whatever works best for you. 
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Choosing Themes 

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 a list of standards, usually available online, and often called frameworks, standards, continua, 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 can find national and state standards at Education World (www.educationworld.com/standards/).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 major categories in each area.  Here's a sample from a class of fourth and fifth graders in California. (Remember, you are only 
looking at a single grade level, unless you are teaching a combination class.  

Figure 1:  List out all 

the science and 

social studies themes 

you will teach during 

the year.  Usually you 

will find these in the 

district, state, or 

national standards. 

 

http://www.educationworld.com/standards/
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Organizing Themes 

Now that you can see all the themes you'll be working 
with you can organize them in a way that is supportive 
and cumulative.  This example shows seven themes for 
the year (themes are underlined and in bold type).  
Starting off with the basic elements, including gold, 
which make up rocks, the rock cycle, and the land, 
leads to the development of landforms created by 
forces of nature such as volcanoes and earthquakes 
which are later eroded by weather and the water cycle 
forming soil.  Combining these five themes will 
significantly strengthen student understanding as they 
see how one theme leads to the next to create a more 
coherent whole. 

 
The second unit, plants and animals, will focus on 
items used by the native people of the United States 
and California.  The ecosystems studied will be those 
common to English and Spanish colonization.  Human 
systems are included in this unit because they are 
related to animal systems which can be studied 
together and compared.  If, during the writing of the 
units, the flow between human and animal systems 
doesn’t work, human systems can become a separate 
unit. 

 

 

  Figure 2:  Organize the science and social studies themes so that they will 

compliment and build upon each other. 
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The ground work has been established to explore how the native people of the United States and California interacted within the 
ecosystems previously studied.  The solar system is included in this unit because of the abundance of native American myths 
about the universe, an opportunity to compare myth with fact.  Because of the efficiency of integrating curricular areas there 
should not be a problem in studying social studies and science themes together. 

Although exploration and colonialism were originally grouped together, it is apparent that they need to be separated into two 
separate units (see Figure 3).   

The unit, "Becoming," will focus on the issues 
involved with becoming a state and a nation, 
while “Westward Expansion” will include the 
gold rush, the development of different 
regions, and will trace some of the change from 
agriculture to industry.  “Magnets and 
Electricity” is a fun unit for the end of the 
school year and grows out of the 
industrialization of the country and state. 

 
The science and social studies themes have 
been organized in a way that allows them to 
build upon each other.  For eight themes there 
will be about 4-5 weeks for each theme, giving 
sufficient time for the students to explore each 
unit in depth.  Throughout the year the 
students will work on a large wall mural, 
changing it to reflect the changes studied 
during each theme. It will be a background for 
mini museums created as the class travels 
through time and it will help to make the 
changes that happen over time more concrete. 

Figure 2:   

Figure 3:  Revised plan for organizing science and social studies themes. 
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Language Arts Skills 

Now that the science and social studies themes for the year have been organized in a way that allows the content to build, the 
next step is to tackle language arts.  If you are using language arts to teach science and social studies, you’ll want to make sure 
everything is included so plan to spend a chunk of time working on this part of your program. 

Using your district's, state's, or textbook's list of standards and objectives, identify the key language arts skills you'll be teaching 

next year.   

Figure 3:  Final overview for sequencing and integrating science and social 

studies throughout the year for a class of fourth and fifth graders. 

 

Figure 4:  List out all 

the major language 

arts skills taught 

throughout the year.  

Again, you are looking 

at themes rather than 

specific objectives.  

 

Remember, you will 

only be looking at a 
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(Take a good look at that folks!  This is one of the reasons why going through this process is so liberating--there is very little 

difference between the skills taught at fourth grade and at fifth grade!  Teaching a multigraded 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.) 

Choosing Genre Studies 
Now that you see all the skills clearly, neatly, and simply, make a list of genre studies that will help students learn and apply 
these skills.  Start with a brainstorm list so you don’t limit yourself to old styles of thinking.  You want to make new and fresh 
connections.  Your list may include: 
 

 historical fiction   

 poetry   

 myths      

 legends     

 mysteries      

 thrillers      

 science fiction      

 fantasy      

 contemporary fiction      

 adventure      

 picture books     

 biographies      

 autobiographies      

 tall tales     

 fables      

 animal stories     

 folk tales     

 fairy tales      

 travel books          

 speeches      

 magazines     

 newspapers 

 encyclopedia 

 nonfiction
 
Now go back to your list of themes and plug a literary genre into each of them.  Think about what genre is best suited to the 
theme or follow a new and fresh connection that you see. 

 
Now think about some fun writing and speaking products for your students to create that will fit with the genre studies you 
plugged in above.  Again, make a brainstorm list of your ideas, then plug some into your plan.  (This is where your class can really 
give you some good suggestions.  Have them make the brainstorm list.  They will think of things you never would!) 
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 poetry anthology      

 autobiography     

 historical fiction narrative      

 play      

 movie      

 website      

 blog      

 encyclopedia  

 magazine     

 dictionary      

 myth      

 pop up books      

 radio or TV broadcast      

 cook book 

 skits 

 visual display 

 graphic novel or short story 

 advertisement 

 e book 

 brochure 

 short video    

 photo essay   

 

 

  

Figure 5:  Begin adding a literary genre into each theme and then list a few writing products that 

support study of the literary genre. 
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Subject Area Skills Alignment 

You are going to continue to do the same thing for each of the remaining subject areas:  start 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 a kind of brainstorm chart.  Things will 

naturally change as you make more plans.  Don’t be afraid to include the same genres in multiple themes.  You will continue to 

make changes as you begin to develop the units.  You may also want to present a variety of product possibilities to the students 

at the time of the unit in order to facilitate student choice, or let them suggest products they want to make.  Be assured:  taking 

the time to lay it all out will help ensure that all the skills are sufficiently covered.  The next two pages show the preliminary draft 

plan for integrating all subject areas throughout the year. 
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Figure 6a:  An initial draft of curricular area themes integrated across subject areas. 
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 Figure 6b:  An initial draft of curricular area themes integrated across subject areas. 
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Language Arts Support Materials 

Language arts are the foundation for this style of integrated instruction, so you’ll need to do a little more work in that area.  You 
are going to inventory everything you already have and plug it into the unit themes as much as possible.  Start with any core 

literature that your district or state 
requires you to use.  This includes 
novel sets and trade books provided 
for you by the school, district, or 
textbook series.   
 
Then look at the contents of your 
reading book.  Write the name and 
page number of each selection that 
relates to a unit theme on your 
language arts matrix.  This will take a 
little time, but it is well worth the 
effort to have everything laid out as 
you begin to develop the separate 
units.  Remember—you won’t have 
to do this again until you get a new 
reading series!  Add to the matrix 
the chapters and page numbers of 
applicable science and social studies 
passages as well as any support 
books provided by the text book 
series.  Finally, include any of your 
favorite trade books on the subject 
that you already have available in 
your classroom library.   

Figure 7a:  An initial draft of language arts support materials for projected themes. 
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Figure 7b:  An initial draft of language arts support materials for projected themes. 
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Planning Individual Thematic Units 

Planning an individual thematic unit is not much different than completing regular lesson plans, and because of the work you’ve 
already done 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 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.  

 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 

 use of native plants 

 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 the colony 
 

2. Organize the topics and list them as headings on a planning sheet similar to your lesson plan book.  Then start placing 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 much more efficient.  That way the skills are learned in context and transfer becomes a non-issue. 
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3. Allow for student input at the time of the unit.  At the very least the students should develop questions each day that 
they will attempt to answer during the course of their investigation.  It is also wise to offer some level of choice regarding 
the literature and writing products featured; this can be done on a daily level or at the unit level by presenting them with 
different ideas and letting the students decide which one(s) they will complete.  Interest groups, skill groups, and product 
groups are all ways of allowing students to make decisions regarding their classroom work. 

4. When it comes time to teach the unit you have developed, plan to make daily changes as you work with your students.  
Listen to them as they do the work of learning, and adjust your plans for the next day according to what you learn about 
what they know, and where they need to go next.  You will use your thematic plans much the same way you would use a 
teacher’s guide.  It’s a guide, not the law.  Students should always be the driving force behind what we do and how we 
present it. 
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 Figure 8:  Sample planning pages for an integrated unit on the origins of the American colonies. 
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Continue to do the same thing for the rest of the daily topics, in this case 

 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 always be able to completely integrate math units, but you can almost always supplement your math curriculum 
through each unit to some degree.  Some teachers handle this situation by beginning their day with a separate math period, and 
then integrating the rest of the day after that period is over. 

 

Support Materials for Integrating Instruction 

The more materials you have available to you the easier it is to integrate your curriculum.  Student based research projects are a 
rich source of skill instruction in the context of real life and make differentiation a foundation of the teaching style.  Students are 
able to research topics no matter what their skill levels may be so it is easy to have a group of students working together to find 
information on a topic who are grade levels apart in their achievement levels.  I have seen gifted fifth graders work with learning 
disabled fourth graders to produce a common product where everyone contributed significantly. 

 



17 

 

Start with What You Have 
One of the most valuable resources for thematic teaching for me has always been the library, public as well as school.  When you 
begin planning the individual units remember to use these important resources, as well as the wonderful librarians that go with 
them.  There are also some wonderful blogs and websites maintained by librarians that will keep you up to date on new books 
and how they might fit into your curriculum.  One of my favorite sites is A Year of Reading  (http://readingyear.blogspot.com/).  
Two school librarians feature a different book every day.  Their succinct descriptions of the book along with their suggested uses 
make it a site I check daily.  I also keep a book list on my computer where I add their selections according to thematic ideas I am 
most interested in.  There are many similar sites available.   
 
Another great web source are the many book lists maintained by book lovers.  Whenever you are looking for books for a specific 
purpose you can run a list search.  I recently found a great list of autobiographies for children, looked them up on my public 
library’s web site, placed a hold on each one, and they were ready for pick up the next day.  I did everything but the pick up on 
my computer!  Ain’t the information age wonderful?  

 
Add to What You Have 
As you become more involved in integrating your curriculum through thematic topics you will find yourself joyfully adding more 
and more items to your cache of supplemental teaching materials.  Finding ways to do this without substantially emptying your 
pocket book can be a challenge, but where there is a will there are a lot of ways! 
 

  

http://readingyear.blogspot.com/
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Literature Book Boxes 
Having lots of print materials, fiction and nonfiction, at lots of different reading levels on specific thematic topics is one of the 
most useful tools for integrating instruction you will ever find.  My colleague, Marilyn H., introduced the whole school to 
Literature Book Boxes.  Here’s how she did it. 

Marilyn went to the PTO with a list of themes.  Since she wanted to build a set of literature boxes that the whole school could 
use, her themes included common topics from kindergarten through sixth grade.  Her idea was to create collections of trade 
books and magazines on common themes with a wide range of reading levels including fiction and nonfictional books that could 
be checked out by classroom teachers for a month at a time.  The PTO loved the idea and funded it fully not only for that year 
but for years to come.  Each year they eagerly asked for more themes to expand the range of the boxes while continuing to build 
and improve the boxes already in use.  Each box came with a list of the books included and each teacher was responsible for 
keeping track of the books during the time she had them.  If a book was lost a two dollar charge or a replacement book was 
required (the replacement book didn’t have to be on the same theme; any appropriate book was accepted).  At the end of the 
month the teacher, or a student, would go through the box to make sure it was complete.  The teacher in charge of the Book Box 
program had a parent volunteer who came in each month to pick up, inventory, and repair the boxes.  The next day they were 
ready to be delivered to their new classes for the next month.  Teachers were quick to turn in any money owed (they couldn’t 
get the new box until the old one was complete) and there were few, if any, any negative reactions surrounding the program.  
The boxes were hugely popular and valued by staff and students alike. 

Eventually you may want to create your own boxes for your classroom library or for your school.  It is an easy, effective way to 
keep a fresh supply of books moving through your work place as well as to provide materials for students researching science or 
social studies themes.  Here are a few suggestions if you are interested in starting a similar program at your school: 

 Start with themes you and your colleagues are already teaching. 

 Present a list of the themes to the PTO/PTA along with a plan for book acquisition, monitoring, and repair.  If you are 
thinking of a school wide program, bring a couple of interested colleagues and parents with you when you make your 
presentation. 

 Be prepared to suggest a yearly amount you would like to see allocated to the program.  Remember you will be buying 
new books, repairing books, purchasing boxes and copy paper.  Ask your principal to give you copy clicks for duplicating 
the book lists.  You could also establish a separate account with each of the book clubs so that you can take advantage of 
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the lower prices and free books provided by these companies.  You can purchase a LOT of books at thrift stores and 
periodically send home flyers asking parents to donate books they want to get rid of.  You can have a wonderful set of 
boxes within a couple of months of presenting your idea to the PTO/PTA. 

 Find an interested parent who is willing to donate an entire day once a month to checking, repairing, and delivering the 
boxes.  

 Develop a plan to identify the books in each box in a characteristic 
way so you will be able to find them easily.  Putting a different 
pattern of stripes across the top of each book will make it easily 
identifiable on a classroom book shelf.  You could also place a sticker 
on the spine which will show what box it belongs in.  Anything you 
can do to make these books stand out from the other books in the 
classroom or school library will make the program easier to 
administer. 

Book boxes may become a foundational part of integrating subject areas for you, no matter what grade you teach.  They are 
more than worth the effort they take. 

Sets of Trade Books 
Another core component of teaching science and social studies through language arts is sets of trade books.  Genre studies 
can be completed with each student reading a different book borrowed from the library, but there is no substitute for the 
lively discussions and high level thinking that come when groups of students read and discuss the same book.  Ten copies of a 
book are usually the most you’ll need; you can make do with five to six copies.  Try to have at least three different books 
within the genre to choose from, and consider allowing your students to choose which book they wish to read.  You may be 
amazed at how readers considered to be “low” can read difficult books when given group support and a personal drive to do 
so.  Here again, the PTO/PTA may be able to help you, particularly if you are willing to share the book sets with your 
colleagues as part of a school wide collection.  Many times parents are willing to purchase the book their child wants to read, 
and often times they will donate it to you for future classes.  Include information about the use of literature and your need to 
build sets of novels during your Back to School Night presentation.  Include reminders in your classroom newsletters.  You 
may find you have a great collection of trade book sets in just one year!   

Figure 9:  Label the books for the literature 

boxes so they will be easy to locate on a 

classroom shelf. 
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Many science and social studies series also come with 

optional trade books that support instruction.  The 

PTO/PTA may be willing to purchase multiple copies of 

these sets if the district opts not to.  Again, many parent 

organizations are just looking for projects like this.  

 
You can use Book Fairs and Wish Lists to build book sets 
for your own classroom.  Whether you are teaching 
preschool, eighth graders or anything in between, having 
access to sets of thematic trade books will save you lots of 
time and add substantially to the quality of your 
instruction. 

 

A Unifying Theme 

Once you have your science and social studies themes laid 
out it’s time to look to look for a central idea that unifies 
all the thematic units for the year.  Some ideas might 
include "Explore Your World", "Reading can take you 
anywhere", "Time Travelers", "Long, Long Ago", "Now and 
Then", "California Kids", and "Go West, Young Man!"  This 
will become your unifying theme for the year  which you 
will use to further integrate your curriculum.  Use it to 
develop your classroom environment, design a 
professional letterhead and student newsletter, and make 
name tags and rules charts.  The setup of your classroom has a significant impact on what goes on in your room.  A yearly theme 
will help you develop centers, learning materials, and experiences that will keep your students focused on what you are 
expecting them to learn. 
 
If you like to use homemade images for your bulletin boards, you can start looking for line drawings to enlarge and color or paint 
for your classroom walls that will support your unifying theme.  Public domain images are free to use and don't require any 

Katy (not her real name) was a fourth grade student at the university 

lab school where I was working on my Master’s Degree. She was 

reading at primer level according to standardized tests, but was lost in 

all class assignments.  She was one of my grad student projects and I 

found her highly motivated—this little girl wanted to read!  And the 

book she wanted to read was The Blind Colt by Glen Rounds.  We went 

to the library and I encouraged her to select another book about 

horses.  “No thanks,” she said politely.  “This is the book I want to learn 

to read.” 

“No way,” said her teacher when I broached the subject with her.  

“Absolutely not.” 

Katy wouldn’t budge.  That was the book for her.  Her teacher did 

budge:  “We’ll give it a try.”  Katy and I got to work.  For an hour a day 

we read that book together, each paragraph over and over until she 

could read it independently and fluently, then on to the next paragraph.  

We did all the same activities and assignments the other kids did; they 

finished the book in two weeks, it took us six.  But by the time we 

finished our study of The Blind Colt, Katy could read.  She tested out at 

grade level on a standardized reading test, and kept up with or 

exceeded her class from then on.  Her classroom teacher was as 

amazed as I was, but we were glad we had listened to Katy. 
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permissions.  clker.com is a great source of public domain clip art that can be made into wonderful classroom wall decor.  (You 
also have permission to enlarge any of the images included in thematic units purchased from Integreat! Thematic Units but only 
for use on your own walls, please.) You can project the images up on the wall, adjust them to the size you want, usually one or 
two sheets of poster board will do, trace them with a permanent ink pen and paint them over the summer (or you can use them 
as an art lesson and let this year's students paint them).  Then laminate them and cut them out.  You will have beautiful, unique 
wall decor that will last for your whole career (as long as they are not subjected to a flood, hurricane, tornado, or fire), will be 
unique to your classroom, exactly relate to your unifying theme, and cost you just a little bit of time.  If you enjoy arts and crafts, 
and/or want to save some money, this is a good way to go.  And it's fun, too! 
 

Using a Mural 
One of the best ways to unify diverse themes studied over the course of a year is to use a large classroom mural.  As each theme 
is studied sections can be added, removed, or changed on the mural to help the students see how things change over time and 
how one unit relates to and affects the next.  Murals help create a living museum space in your classroom, help make difficult 
subjects more concrete, and provide an area where students can play what they are learning.  Here is one way to make that 
happen: 
 
Set aside a corner of the classroom for a mural that is taller than your students, 
about six feet is a good height.  The mural area should extend all the way down 
to the floor.  If you can, allow it to wrap it around the corner with at least six 
feet on each side of the bend, making the mural about 12-16 feet x 6 feet high.   
 
Cover the mural area with two layers of white butcher paper (if your school 
buys the heavy paper you only need one layer.  You don’t want the paint to 
leach through onto the wall.)  Allow about a foot of paper to overlap onto the 
floor to help catch drips.  You’ll cut this off after the mural has been painted.  
About three inches in from each side draw a straight line using a red permanent 
ink pen and a yard stick.  This is the “Do not paint beyond this line” boundary.  
You can leave the corner just like this until you are ready to start work on the 
mural.  It creates a lot of student curiosity. 
 

Figure 9:  A classroom mural used as a backdrop 

for a student made video (grades 3/4). 

 

http://www.clker.com/
http://www.thematicteacher.com/Home_Page.html
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In the earlier example of how to select and organize science and social studies 
themes for integration, the first thematic unit is earth science.  The students will 
learn about land formation, erosion, rivers, and oceans.  As they study each sub 
theme, they will add it to the mural, beginning with landforms.  Mountains, 
foothills, and plains will be painted on the mural.  A few of the foothills will be 
shown as cliffs to demonstrate the layers of different types of rock and how they 
are folded by plate tectonics.  Veins of gold, silver, and coal will be painted onto 
the cliffs or within a mountain cut away.  Mountain ranges will be painted to show 
the gradual climb on one side and the sharp drop on the other created by plates 
moving over and under each other.  During  the  study  of  weather and erosion, 
rivers, lakes and oceans could be added.  Soil will be painted.  Cloud types will be 
displayed.   

 
 

 
By the end of the first theme, the basic land structures and weather features will be included on the mural.  By then the children 
will have learned how to use a paint palette, tempera paint, brushes, palette knives, and sponges to create a realistic painting on 

a large piece of paper.  It is much easier than it sounds.  
 
The next unit is life science.  As the students learn about different habitats 
and ecosystems and explore how the plants and animals interact in them 
they will recreate these plants and animals using construction paper and add 
them to the mural.  (They may also paint them on top of what is already 
there, but it is harder to do this.  It’s easier to paint the items on a separate 
piece of butcher paper, cut them out, and then staple them on.)  Fourth 
graders will choose to study one of their state’s primary habitats (sea coasts, 
mountains, foothills, or deserts) while fifth graders will choose one of the 
primary habitats of the US (mountains, plains, woodlands, deserts).  At the 
conclusion of this unit of study the mural will represent one or more 
geographic regions within which America’s first people lived.  It will show the 

Figure10:  A  classroom mural painted by 

preschoolers studying plants and weather. 

 

Figure 11:  A classroom museum display 

representing native peoples of California. 
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plants and animals commonly used by the native people.  During the next unit they will learn just how these resources were 
used. 
 
The next segment of the mural’s life will show the native people’s way of life.  Food, clothing, shelter, transportation, and culture 
can all be depicted on the mural and in the museum display in front of it.  Students can recreate replica baskets, lifting sticks, 
arrowheads, spears, necklaces, clothing, and all sorts of artifacts to add to the mural and their classroom museum display. 
 
As European explorers discovered the New World and built trading posts along the coasts, their influences can be added to the 
mural.  As colonists became more populous, the natives were moved further and further from their original lands.  This can be 
shown on the mural as the villages added during the native Americans unit are removed to make room for the colonial houses, 
towns, and cities.  This changing of the mural will continue during each of the science and social studies units studied.  By the 
end of the year the mural will show our life today: part urban, part suburban, part rural, and part wilderness—all as a natural 
result of products produced during each unit 
 of study.  It is a graphic organizer of how the world changes over time and reflects the learning of your students throughout the 
year! 
 
All along as you are building your mural your students can also be making artifacts to fill a museum display of the current theme 
being studied.  This learning corner of your classroom can become part museum and part play house.  The children can use the 
items to try things out (student made mortar and pestle used to grind acorns or corn), recreate an item of interest to them 
(bows, arrows, gold bag, necklace), find answers to questions they wondered about (experiment and explore).  It is an active 
center of the classroom, a stimulator of wonder and research, and a source of student learning, and an expression of classroom 
pride when others come to visit. 
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Classroom Centers to Support Integrated Instruction 

Planning your classroom design depends a great deal on the type of classroom you want to have.  Integrated thematic 
instruction lends itself particularly well to inquiry based, discovery styled learning.  Designing your classroom to include areas for 
quiet, introspective work as well as louder, collaborative work, large work areas for spreading out as well as individual space for 
you and each of your students, and an organizational and storage system that allows a place for everything will go a long way to 
creating a successful environment for you and your students.  Here are some 
center areas to consider: 
 
Reading 

 classroom library containing fiction and nonfiction books organized for 
easy use (consider allowing your students to use the Dewey decimal 
system to keep things ordered.  They can set it up, maintain it, and 
add any new books you get to it.  They will learn how to use a library 
by creating one!) 

 magazines 
 reference books:  don’t forget your students are still tested on their 

knowledge of encyclopedias, thesauruses, dictionaries, and atlases.  
Make sure you have those available and they continue to use them to answer real questions. 

 comfortable reading area for individuals and partners 
 games for skill practice  

 
Writing 

 prewriting materials:  graphic organizers, story board, idea board or files 
 writing process charts 
 6 traits charts 
 other visuals used to teach genres (hamburger paragraph, story grammar chart) 
 materials to use for rough drafts 
 reference books:  thesaurus, dictionary, print and online 
 computer with internet connection 
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 public domain websites with rules on use and copyright protection.  (Have your students copyright their own publications 
to learn more about fair use laws.  Here’s how to do it:  Copyright © date of the year by name of the owner.  Add “All 
rights reserved” and your material is protected.  You can add another layer of professional protection by registering it 
with the government, but that is not needed for official copyright protection.) 

 publishing materials:  pens, pencils, different types of paper, cover and binding materials 
 collaboration area 
 citation format 
 writing ethics 

 
Art 

 pens, pencils, brushes, paint 
 paper:  construction, drawing, draft, tissue, crepe 
 yarn, string, ribbon, roving 
 glue, paste, starch 
 newspapers, magazines 
 stencils 
 computer 
 public domain websites for clip art 
 large work area 
 junk box for creating stuff 
 scrap box 

 
Social Studies Theme  

 classroom museum 
 artifacts related to current theme 
 computer 
 videos, video games 
 student made materials 
 natural objects related to theme  
 print materials:  books, magazines, reference books 
 computer with internet 
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Science Theme 

 tools related to science investigations:  eye droppers, 
thermometer, measuring tools, magnifying glasses, trays, 
cups, bottles, etc. 

 tools related to themes or student interests:  place to 
keep animals during observations, soil, seeds, water, 
magnets, etc. 

 observation area:  students can observe live animals or 
animals on video 

 record keeping materials 
 experimentation area 
 natural items related to themes or interests 

 

Drama 

 fabric which can be used to create "costumes" 
 clothing related to themes 
 props 
 mirror 
 puppets:  purchased or student made, or materials for making them 
 books on drama and making videos, puppets, etc. 

 
Listening 

 student made or professional tapes, stories online 
 CDs of music or sounds related to theme 
 computer for sound mixing to create sound tracks for dramas or video 
 audio books 
 audio magazines 
 recording studio for student made listening materials 
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You and your students will think of a lot more ideas as you ponder the themes you want to integrate across all subject areas this 
year.  No matter how good your intentions are, how strong your enthusiasm is, or how vast your resources are, you will never 
accomplish all you can without knowing where you are and where you want to go, planning how you are going to get there, and 
then setting the stage to reach your goals.  I hope you and your students will have a wonderful year as you integrate instruction 
in a new, personal, and unique way. 
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