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Agenda 

INTRODUCTION (+ a sneak peek!) 

STRATEGIES FOR USING NONFICTION FOR COMMON CORE
- The problem: Limited time for science         lack of knowledge/context
- The good news: Kids love nonfiction! But how to use it effectively?
- Target new nonfiction trade books with related curriculum 

CASE STUDY: OUT OF THE BLUE

INTERACTIVE ACTIVITY
- Dive into books! 
- Evaluate + create curriculum that links NGSS with Common Core
- Share & discuss

RAFFLE! 
www.elizabethshreeve.com



The Problem
• The 2018 National Survey of Science and Mathematics Education found that students in 

grades K–3 were taught science for an average of just 18 minutes a day. 
• According to the NAEP, only ⅓ of students are considered proficient or advanced in 

science.
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Consider this 3rd grade reading passage 
(from an assessment in 2015)

In one of the most remote places in the world, the Canadian Arctic, 
a people have survived over a thousand years. They are the Inuit. For the 
Inuit, the Arctic is a place teeming with life. Depending on how far north 
they live, the Inuit find everything from caribou herds and polar bears to 
beluga whales. The Inuit have adapted themselves to the various regions 
they inhabit. At one time they were considered to be among the 
healthiest people in the world. This is no longer the case; the Inuit 
lifestyle has changed dramatically over the past decades. The arrival of 
southerners and modern technology resulted in big changes to the Inuit 
diet and way of life.

Resource: Inuit by Carol White



Without any prior knowledge to apply… 

this is what students see.
In one of the most remote places in the world, the Canadian Arctic, a people 
have survived over a thousand years. They are the Inuit. For the Inquit, The 
Arctic is a place teeming with life. Depending on how far north they live, the 
Inuit find everything from caribou herds and polar bears to beluga whales. 
The Inuit have adapted themselves to the various regions they inhabit. At one 
time they were considered to be among the healthiest people in the world. 
This is no longer the case; the Inuit lifestyle has changed dramatically over 
the past decades. The arrival of southerners and modern technology resulted 
in big changes to the Inuit diet and way of life.

"Readers begin to find a text difficult to understand when a mere 2% of the 
vocabulary is unfamiliar.” The Knowledge Gap by Natalie Wexler
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The Reality
“The bottom line is that the test-score gap is, at its heart, a knowledge 
gap. The theory behind skills-focused instruction is that if students 
read enough, diligently practiced their skills, they will gradually 
advance from one level to the next, and their test scores will improve.”

“Teachers sometimes overestimate what children already know. At the 
same time, teachers can underestimate students’ capabilities.”

The Knowledge Gap by Natalie Wexler
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KIDS LOVE NONFICTION
and don’t forget picture books!

LEVERAGE THE POWER OF NONFICTION BOOKS

CRITERIA for BIBLIOGRAPHY:
1. Trade books published within 

last 5 years 
2. Emphasis on books with 

curriculum connecting NGSS to 
Common Core/ELA

3. Nonfiction, not “informational 
fiction”; prepare students for 
assessments

4. Multiple topics and learning 
styles
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New NGSS-aligned trade books 
Especially ones with curriculum!

GRADE 3
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New NGSS-aligned trade books 
Especially ones with curriculum!

GRADE 3

www.elizabethshreeve.com



New NGSS-aligned trade books 
Especially ones with curriculum!

GRADE 4-5
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New NGSS-aligned trade books 
Especially ones with curriculum!

GRADE 4-5
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GRADES 4-5





Bibliography is available at 
https://elizabethshreeve.com/educational-resources/
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More sources include…
The bibliography is a starting point, NOT a complete list!
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CASE STUDY: OUT OF THE BLUE
Book and Curriculum (Videos + Activities) plus Common Core Connections!
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GRADE 1: Structure and Function; Inheritance and 
Variation of Traits

GRADE 2: History of Planet Earth; Ecosystems

GRADE 3: Biological Evolution, Unity and Diversity; 
Fossil Record; Common Ancestry and Diversity; 
Natural Selection; Adaptation; Biodiversity

GRADE 4: Earth’s Place in the Universe; Information 
Processing/Animal Senses

GRADE 5: Interdependent Relationships in 
Ecosystems

Curriculum Alignment: NGSS
“Performance expectations in elementary school grades develop 
ideas and skills that will allow students to explain more complex 
phenomena…as they progress to middle school and high school.”

MS + HS: build on these topics with modeling, 
statistics, simulations, technologies, molecular 
evidence, and more
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Connections from NGSS to Common Core 
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YouTube
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NGSS Focus: Fossil record, prehistoric environments
PE 3-LS4-1. Analyze and interpret data from fossils to provide 
evidence of the organisms and the environments in which they lived 
long ago
DCI LS4.A: Evidence of Common Ancestry and Diversity 
Some kinds of plants and animals that once lived on Earth are no 
longer found anywhere.
Fossils provide evidence about the types of organisms that lived 
long ago and also about the nature of their environments.

Lesson 1: EARLY LIFE

ACTIVITY: How Old is Earth? 
This activity helps students to envision Earth’s age by using their 
bodies (arm spans) to estimate the timing of major milestones 
described in the book. This activity supports understanding of 
mathematical concepts for proportion and scale.

Common Core/ELA: Determine main idea of text; describe events using language that pertains to time, sequence, 
cause/effect; recall information. 
Common Core/Math: Reason abstractly and quantitatively; model with mathematics; use appropriate tools; draw a scale 
picture graph and scaled bar graph; generate measurement data www.elizabethshreeve.com



NGSS Focus: Natural Selection
PE (grades 3-5): When environments change some organisms 
survive and reproduce, some move to new locations, some 
move into the transformed environment, and some die. 
PE 3-LS4-3. Construct an argument with evidence that in a 
particular habitat some organisms can survive well, some 
survive less well, and some cannot survive at all.
DCI LS4.B: Natural Selection - Sometimes the differences in 
characteristics between individuals of the same species provide 
advantages in surviving, finding mates, and reproducing.

Lesson 2: CAMBRIAN EXPLOSION

ACTIVITY: Design Your Own Predator & Prey!
This art-focused activity encourages students to conceive and draw 
animal traits that enable predators to be effective hunters or help 
prey animals with defense. The activity encourages imagination 
and supports visual thinking while reinforcing basic ideas about 
natural selection, adaptation, and "survival of the fittest."

Common Core/ELA: Ask and answer questions to demonstrate understanding of a text; determine main idea of 
text; describe events using language that pertains to time, sequence, cause/effect; write opinion pieces on topics or 
texts; recall information. 

www.elizabethshreeve.com



NGSS Focus: Adaptation
PE: (Grade 3-5): Environment can affect the traits that an 
organism develops
PE 3-LS4-1. Analyze and interpret data from fossils to provide 
evidence of the organisms and the environments in which they 
lived long ago.
DCI LS4.C: Adaptation. For any particular environment, some 
kinds of organisms survive well, some survive less well, and 
some cannot survive at all.
DCI LS3.A: Inheritance of Traits.  Characteristics result from 
individuals’ interactions with the environment.

Lesson 3: THE BIG MOVE ONTO LAND

ACTIVITY: Ocean-Land Cousins
Students use flashcards to match ocean animals with examples of land-living 
relatives from the same major animal group (phylum). Students can invent and 
draw animals for groups that never colonized land, too.

Learning Styles: Kinesthetic, Mathematical/logical (auditory/visual videos)

Common Core/ELA: Ask and answer questions to demonstrate understanding of a text; determine main idea of text; 
describe events using language that pertains to time, sequence, cause/effect; recall information; report on a topic or text. 
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NGSS Focus: Variation and Diversity; Ecosystems
PE (grades 3-5): variations in characteristics among individuals of the 
same species may provide advantages in surviving, finding mates, and 
reproducing
PE 3-LS3-2. Use evidence to support the explanation that traits can be 
influenced by the environment.
DCI LS3.B: Variation of Traits. Different organisms vary in how they look 
and function because they have different inherited information. The 
environment also affects the traits that an organism develops.

Lesson 4: INVASION OF THE FISHAPODS!

ACTIVITY: “Fins to Feet” - Make Your Own Mini-Book
This STEM/Lit activity encourages students to consider how animals 
adapted to new conditions on land. It uses a creative story structure as a 
framework for making original short books.

Common Core/ELA: Ask and answer questions to demonstrate understanding of a text; determine main idea of text; 
describe events using language that pertains to time, sequence, cause/effect; write opinion pieces on topics or texts; recall
information; report on a topic or text with descriptive details, speaking clearly. www.elizabethshreeve.com



NGSS Focus: Inheritance, common ancestry; extinction; 
geologic time scale 
PE (grades 3-5): organisms have different inherited traits
PE 3-LS3-1. Analyze and interpret data to provide evidence that plants and 
animals have traits inherited from parents and that variation of these 
traits exists in a group of similar organisms
DCI LS3.A: Inheritance of Traits. Many characteristics of organisms are 
inherited from their parents. Other characteristics result from individuals’ 
interactions with the environment, which can range from diet to learning. 
Many characteristics involve both inheritance and environment.

Lesson 5: BACK TO THE BLUE

CLASSROOM ACTIVITY: How to Climb a Family Tree
This activity uses a simple tree diagram to show how scientists 
organize relationships of living things. Students create a family 
tree with one living animal and two descendants a million years in 
the future. Evolution never stops!

Common Core/ELA: Ask and answer questions to demonstrate understanding of a text; determine main idea of text; 
describe events using language that pertains to time, sequence, cause/effect; write opinion pieces on topics or texts; recall
information; report on a topic or text with descriptive details, speaking clearly.
Common Core/Math: Reason abstractly and quantitatively; represent data. www.elizabethshreeve.com



ACTIVITY: DIVE INTO BOOKS!

- Split into groups (grade 3, 4, or 5)
- Review the two grade-level books 

and teacher resources
- Explore how the books and 

curricula can be used to teach 
NGSS and Common Core 

- Jot down notes

SHARE with other groups

Grade 3

Grade 4

Grade 5

Curriculum provided Ideas?
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Ready for a 
RAFFLE?
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Thank you!
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