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My educational philosophy is underpinned by the belief that great teaching comes from creating wonder—what I think of as the “wow” factor.  Australian Rodney Martin (2001), writing in Using Nonfiction in an Integrated Literacy Program, seems to agree, stating, “Do you find yourself saying 'Wow! I didn't know that!' as you read the book (p. 3)?"  Martin argues in favor of incorporating expository text in primary grades when reading is being taught as a natural process of creating thematic or integrated units.  

Martin makes an excellent point explaining how children are taught to read using fiction, which follows the path begun in infancy when parents recite nursery rhymes and tell folktales and fairytales to their children.  However, beginning in later elementary grades and into the adult world, reading is predominantly nonfiction.  Exposing the myths that have undermined the use of expository works in primary grades, Martin offers explicit guidelines for using nonfiction in the early grades, beginning with entrenching the reading and writing lessons within interdisciplinary units.  In this way, research becomes a natural process and children learn the structure of expository texts, thereby internalizing the knowledge.  Martin goes on to suggest, based on cited research (Comber, B. & Badger, L. 1987), that building skills in deciphering text structure, such as compare and contrast and use of visual devices like charts and maps, will eventually lead to an overall improvement in reading comprehension.  By reading excellent nonfiction children will "learn that books can be exciting sources of information," as well as "develop competencies in the areas of researching and reporting," states Martin.  One key point made by the author is that the interests of learners should be taken seriously and that children should be allowed to research questions of particular interest.  

Noted American author/teacher Stephanie Harvey, in Nonfiction Matters, seems to agree with Martin, writing, “Questions are the door to human wonder” (1998 p.23)."  Harvey links the drive to ask questions to the inquiry learning process.  She argues in favor of student choice in the selection of topics to research, maintaining that the inquiry process is hard work.  She offers the rationale that students who have an interest in a specific topic, along with the desire to learn more about said topic, will have a greater commitment to doing the research involved in getting questions answered.  Harvey feels this student-selection helps learners become engaged and personally invested in the project-- in other words, they will feel ownership!

Writing in her article Science and Literacy, with a target audience of science teachers, Ellen Stone (2001) of the National Energy Foundation says, "Asking questions is at the heart of nonfiction inquiry and often leads to further research."  Stone acknowledges that, in the current American educational climate, teachers are under pressure to reduce time for science and push instead for more time in reading and writing skills in preparation for standardized tests.  Stone advocates "thematic units" as a way of including reading instruction in the science curriculum.  She echoes Martin and Harvey in calling for planned teaching of the structure and features of nonfiction as "expository text is often schematically unfamiliar to young readers."  Stone, however, goes further by suggesting that students be taught to visualize images from the texts stating, "Sensory imaging makes reading pleasurable."  This is a sentiment I have instinctively felt to be true and most all of my instruction is built with this belief in mind.  

Calling for the inclusion of reading instruction within multidisciplinary units, which include science, Stone proposes that science teachers initiate and work with other teachers in creating thematic units.  In one model integrated unit on the environment, Stone shows how students were able to have hands-on experience in science along with math, art, and library skills, as well as reading and writing.  She writes, "Supporting students' enthusiasm for both science and reading is an opportunity hard to resist."  

Oliva (2005, p. 324), on the topic of linking instructional goals and objectives, writes, "Three current emphases in instruction should also guide teachers in the specification of behavioral objectives.  These emphases are: (1) the development of thinking skills (2) the integration of the curriculum through thematic interdisciplinary units, and (3) recognition of intelligence as multiple, rather than global."   

Martin certainly agrees with emphases 1 and 2, but offers a warning against losing academic rigor when integrated units are created artificially to embed literacy instruction.  He says, "...the topic should serve as a meaningful focus (preferably generated by the children's interests and experiences) which leads children into experiences with aspects of literacy learning."  This advice I will follow in the planning the curriculum for first grade next year.  

In an article decrying the reliance on scripted reading instruction entitled Putting Reading First or Putting Basal Reading First? author Molly Ness (February 2005)  puts forward the idea that students from lower-socioeconomic backgrounds may be shortchanged because they have "weaker lexicons" and that in such a scripted "fast-paced curriculum, there is little room for differentiation."  Instead of centering on the learners' interests, Ness says "…students parrot packaged answers to preselected questions."   Ness quotes educator Jeanne Chall (1996, p.  257), who says, "Many teachers have developed methods of their own that are far superior to any that have been investigated and commercially published.  In their quiet unassuming way, these teachers are getting results that would be the envy of any of the authors of 'scientifically' developed and tested methods."  I like to think that this is the case with the curriculum I have designed and instructed with this year—most of the students I teach are well above grade level in their reading, and more importantly, they are developing critical thinking skills and a love of books, both real and fictional.  

Moreover, reflecting on such statements and looking at the achievements of the students I have taught for the last school year, I can say from experience that working with integrated, thematic units is an effective way to teach reading.  My students have traveled around the globe through virtual reality, expanding their vocabularies and making exciting real-world connections.  They've learned what marsupials are, role-playing as koalas in a simple readers' theatre production for the other primary grades.  We've explored Australian author Mem Fox while also studying the culture of Australia's Aboriginal peoples.  The excitement of learning brings the children rushing into the classroom--and when they want to more, I change the lesson plans and we go exploring for answers to the learners' questions.  We've cooked with apples and devoured kiwis.  We’ve cracked open and munched on coconuts.  We've enjoyed eating mathematics, cutting fruit and sandwiches in thirds, fourths and halves.  We’ve learned songs and visited other schools and other kindergarteners around the world…I have always let their curiosity guide my plans.  

For the curriculum I'm designing for this course, I plan on building on this year's success and creating an integrated unit with science, mathematics and social studies intertwined and literacy instruction--reading and writing using expository works--embedded within the content areas.  I plan to expand on geography concepts as well as history and anthropology, introducing timelines and different kinds of maps.  Specifically I want to teach students the skills and strategies that will lay a solid foundation for researching, gathering data, organizing information and presenting the material in a variety of formats.  By planning a curriculum that encourages appreciation of diversity of people and biomes, I hope to create wonder and excitement, to provide for learners' differences, and also teach useful strategies in building reading comprehension skills--all tied to the New Mexico standards and benchmarks.  
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