Integrated Learning
I had the privilege of teaching in an Episcopal School for 22 years.  During that time I saw the school go through many positive changes.  The change that affected my teaching and the student’s learning the most was switching to what I will call a “Central Theme” teaching approach.

Each grade level studied a “Central Theme” for the year.  First grade studied our city, Corpus Christi.  The 6-7 year old student is just learning the concept of time in relationship to his/her environment, so the study for the year was about their city in modern time and what makes it unique. We sang songs about the Port, shipping, animals of the area, hurricanes, fog and anything else that the class was studying.  We even did a play based on the “Three Bears” called “Goldie and the Three Octopi.”  It tells the story of little girl from Corpus Christi who falls asleep on the beach and dreams about three octopi.  Instead of porridge she tries their gumbo. Oh, she dreams that she is a mermaid, I am sure you can visualize the rest! 

Second grade-Fifth grade began a historical study of a specific period in history.  Second grade studied the Pilgrims during the fall semester and Native Americans during the spring semester.  Third grade researched Jamestown then Colonial Williamsburg in the fall and pioneers and going west in the spring.  Fourth grade studied early civilizations in the fall and Egypt in the spring.  Fifth grade learned about the Middle Ages in the fall and Renaissance in the spring. Every subject related their activities to the time period when it was practical. 

During the Pilgrim unit, each student became a historical figure from the time.  They had to research their character and come to school dressed like this character on designated days.  The children had to research items that they would have taken on board the Mayflower.  They were given a 3 foot by 3 foot box, which is about the size of a real sea chest, and they were asked to fill it with items that their character would have needed.  They had to know enough about their character so that they would know what to take to the new world. Pictures of these items were then placed on the outside of the sea chest.  In costume, the Pilgrims loaded the Mayflower.  (We have replicas of the Columbus Ships in Corpus Christi, so the classes went into the hold of the ship and stowed their boxes.  They were able to hear the sound of the ship and see for themselves how small the Mayflower would have been).  We sang psalms and ate hard tak (a hard biscuit), cheese and water.  We talked to the children about how the food on the Mayflower had weevils, the cheese was molding and the water was stale.  Through time lines the class learned how long the ship traveled, which characters died and the hardships which the Pilgrims encountered. 

 I was able to go to Plymouth Plantation and study the music of the era.  The students learned canons and Psalms from the time period.  We were able to partner with Plymouth Plantation and hire one of their actors/historical authorities to come to our school and create an authentic Pilgrim Thanksgiving including swizzle (a drink made from molasses and vinegar) and bread pudding made from bread from the Plymouth Plantation ovens.  During our Thanksgiving festivities, the children sang Psalms and Canons of the period.  We also created a rondo form about the pilgrims and performed it with Orff accompaniment.  The Rondo contained information about the Pilgrims and one year the children decided that they would end the Rondo by saying, “These Pilgrims died, the very first year”. The children who were the characters that died the first winter fell to the ground.  They learned so much about history, because they were able to think about it in a more intimate way.

Each grade level studied historical periods and they also came away learning so much because of their hands-on learning experiences. It was a great way to teach!  Knowing more about the time period and places where the people lived made making music and singing songs from the period make more sense.  I never heard, “Why are we learning this!”
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