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An Inquiry-based, arts integrated, cross-curricular unit of
study, April 2015, Kari Ratka’s kindergarten classroom




“Please, please,
please can we
read it again?!”

===z chaorus of K voices

Step /:

Finding an authentic spark

Ona
randerm
Tuesday
in April
we read a book ealled Crab Moon, by Ruth
Horawilz that we had checked oul an a whim
from our very own school media center. We
were spending lots of time reading dilferem
types of texis with the goal of understandineg
the diffsrences beatwean liction and non-fetion
genres as readeys. Thizs particular stery would
be classified as “Realistie Fiction," with a main
charaster, a staryline, painterly illusirations,
but chock full of facial infermation abowt the
ancient gea creatures known as Horseshoe
Crabs. From the first page, there was
somelhing magical about this book; our
noremally “lively” kindergarten carpet was

efforilessly quiet, eyes were fixed, bodies

were still, minds were clearly engaged. A1
sevenlesn of them. That dassn't happen every
day! We lollowed the character of Daniel on
his summer journey 1o the beaches of Rhodea
lzland and throogh his owrn magical encounier
with a species as old as the dinosaurs, that is
classilied as a mamber of the spider family,
bat swims in our modern day oceans. How
wanderfully confusing! When the last page
concluded, the bubble burst- in the best
posgible way... “Wail, they lived with the

dinosgurs?™_ .

... Perget about raising hands, they simply
couldn't contain thelr fazeination in the most

amazing, authentic way. We had stumbled



Slep 2.

The nexi parn of the process fall io me as the
teacher. Anowing how captivated my students
wera by these crabs, | needed 1o 2it down and
takee a glabal lock at my standards across all
subpect areas. Uur polnt of entry had been a
greal te- in with lteracy and our Reader's
Warkshop Unit about Non-fiction, so [ marked
& few Feading standards that | knew we wonld
continue (o explore in conversation about
Crab Moon and as we did more ressarch in
non-liclion sources. On 1o the abvious link:
Science! | knew that [ had already hit my
Living Organisms standards tharooghly at the
beginning of the year with another Indquiry
Bazead unit on birds. | wanted is find a
connechon desp enough that we conld spend
some tirme here in this clearly magical place
and sull know we would be well rounded lirtle
seientisie, mastering all of our big ideas by
June, When my eyes lall to “Earth & Sky™ and
18 general concepls abont the sun and modan
and eyclical changes an the Earth 1 knew we
had & mateh! Crab Moon was all about the high
tde, and the sindenis were already azking
questions about what that meant. I knew that
writing would alss be heavily embedded
throughout the inguiry process, which
provides such onigque apporfunities o each
mte skills in addition to those taught in
Writer's Workshop. Finally, 1 ook a quick loak
at ariz slandards, already having a vaguoe ides
that | might want (o inlesgrate down the road
with both wisual art and moshe s we had
gathered mowledge that we needed o
ransferm and make our own. [ had a plan naw,

and the reassuranse that this alresdy rich lople

and all we would do with it would be heawily
suppored by our standards. Hawvindg this loose
map in place anchoared my thinking abont what
lay ahaad. We would sesl answers, and we
would ereate. .. With a strang ramework

guiding us.

By the end of our onit of stody, the list of
standarde we louched upon with this ene was

e stadaering!
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Once the spark is lit it is tempting to jump

headfirst into seeking answers to the questions
fueling stodents initial fascination with a topic, but
we sat on this one for awhile. We fanned the flame
by continuing to weave horseshoe crabs into our
daily life. At morning meeting we discussed how
they might greet each other, which spawned a
conversation about their social habite and family
structure... more guestions! We discussed what
sources we might turn to to find the answers to
these questions, and continued great
conversations about fiction versus non-fiction
texts. In morning work, students continued to
record ideas, thoughts, and questions about the
crabs in their journals and on sticky notes. We
played our faverite word work game, making

many amaller words with the letters in the word
horseshoe. We started exploring the Earth & Space
science standards that would scaffold our learning,
resting for awhile on the idea of "cycles.” We
brainstormed about cycles in the world all around
us, and even learned "the Byrds " classic " Turn,
Turn, Turn” with lyTics adapted to our learning as
our shared reading. And nearly every day [
resolved minor arguments over who got to read our
beloved copy of Crab Moon during Independent
and Boddy Reading time. Our list of questions grew
and grew, along with our desire to answer them,
and my own ideas of what we might do with that
information once we had it. The anticipation was
palpahble; horeeshoe crabs had burrowed

themselves deep into our classroom culiure.



Step 4.

In all, we spenl nearly two weeks
arawing a list of burndng questians
we had about these unigue
creaires. A1 the kindergarien level,
the research process iz oflen a group
experience. While we went nlo our
faet linding expedition with a
cammon mission, taking notes in
their awn journals really allowed
sudenis to hene in on pieces of
infarmation that resonated with them
an an individual level, We searched
websites, waiched videos of varous
aspecis of horseshos crab behavior,
and studied disgrams o betey
understand thely sirange and
camplex body strosture. We nsed
aur lat of questions 1o keap o
foeused, with the goal of answering
each and every one on a bright blue
post-it nate. It quickly became clear
though, that these questions were
just the beginning. Studenis were
encouraged lo wrile down thelr new
quesiions nexi to the skeiches,
words, and seniences in their noles
that made them wonder. Fresh from
our previous day's conversation
abaut Earth’s eyeles, a stoden raised
her hand and sabd, “Hey, i’z a
question cyele” Prafound thewsghis
frorm a tiny six year old mind! We
commiiied io fallow that eyele wntil
we feli like experis.
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Slep 4. Integrating the Arts

Painting Day & Night...

Visual art was mweked inte many corners
of this inguiry expedition, bul aften
focused on realiste abservatban
drawings, eo when it came time 1o
explare the Sun & Moon and eyele of day
& night, we had some fun with abstrast
color and desian. We reviewsd warm
and cool colors and determined that
warm should represent the sun and coal
the meon. Then we reviewsd organic and
geormetrie shapes and lines, Stodents
were given a large eirele and asked 1o
use all thres alements: color, shape, and
lme to ereate & radial design that
represenied the shift from day to night,
and the differenses in the sun and mooh.
We loaked at Monet's haystacks to stody
Heght and eolar at different times al day,

and bright Ahoriginal designs too.
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Musical Sound Stories...

Onoe we had hit all the main concepls
outlined in the sclence standards: The
eyecle of sun and moon and haw that
affects the tdes, which in turn affeet the
horseshos erabs as they lay their eggs, it
was lirme to synthesize that chain of
relationships inte something meaningtl.
We would create gound stories. Ryles

defined a sound story for us as v

We decided that in
arder to create one, we needed o
determine 1.) what we would make
sounds with, 2.) what kinds of seunds we
would make, and 3.) how we would put
them in an erder 1o tell the siory of day
eireling to night, high tde 1o low tide,
and the erabs riding ashare to lay their

aggs. | wanted siadenis o have the

experience of composing and
performing the sound stories in small
groups, so lo prepare, we practiced the
process az a whale group with the life
cyele af the butterfly as sur stery. We
inreduced key music vocabulary, like
tempo and dynamics, and we leamed
valuable lessans about how imporant
silence in the background is ater many
interrupted “takes”] Studente loved
deciding which instruments sounded
miast like which steps in the eyele. John
said,

We explored the idea of body
percussion too. When it came time for
horseshos erab sound staries, students
were sager and ready to create and
perlorm. Artist statermants, hath verbal
and written help jostily musical cholees

and azzess sclentific understandings.



The power of studio spaces...

At the visual art studio...

Heoah and Christapher brought their journals with their notes to thedr work space
and desided they would use paint 1o show what they knew about the body parts af
the horseshos crab. Christepher explained that they wanted 1o show the hard
ghell af the top of the crab, and then show whai was hiding undemeath--- 10 legs,
9 eyes, “book” gills and mare! They determined who would ereate each part,
then puat it all tegether. As they shared thelr final produet with me, we discussed
how adding labels, espeeially 1o the complicated underside would be a smart
revision lo make.

At the drama studio...

Ryles, Charlotie, and Autamn planned to ereate a landscape scene and amall
puppets that would travel on the tddes fram the ccean onto the sand to lay their
eqge (arcund 80,00 in & seazon per female crabl). They used a variety of materials
o ereate their props, then acted out the sequence of events. They wanted a bater
way to show the tracks left in the sand by the erabe, so [ suggested a flexble
material like yarn; they were thrilled with the satcome. i
i i Charlote declared. Afer a sacond run 1]1.mu.gh with
their pc.pg:cle stick crab characiers, Rylee requested posi-its so that she conld
make

{correctly asserting the direction of
the tdes we'd just learned aboot).

At the block studio...

Mareus and Keegan stroggled through a few failed plans, the Brat of which
invaolved a sea castle, which they quickly realized didn't teach moch aboot their
beloved crabs (a quick leszon in fiction ve. non-fietian). They setiled en ereating
one giant horseshoe erab. They explained that

When asked what the
gmall blocks inside the outline represented, they explained that this was the top of
the shell, so that was showing the texiure on lop [rom barnacles.,

KEeagan added. Then she realized she still needed maore information aboul those

Crans nawve SYeS, Dl oW In f are onlopr T and how

eyes_. “Wail, |
I sounds like another question fora pink post-it!

e dmaern




Step 6.
celebrating the
journey!

Sharing the outcomes. Reflecting on the process.



