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What this unit is about
Storytelling has been an integral part of Indian culture for thousands of years, with many
stories being passed on from one generation to another. Using such traditional tales told
as a story or poem, as well as those written by contemporary Indian authors, can provide
an enriching teaching tool in the elementary science classroom.
Listening to and reading stories can enable students to explore a range of concepts with
more enthusiasm. Stories and poems can be used to introduce new topics and
terminology, explain abstract ideas, and present scientific problems. Thus they provide an
excellent basis for meaningful scientific inquiry.
This unit explores the use of traditional and contemporary stories and poems to help teach
elementary science in an engaging way.

What you can learn in this unit

l Using stories to introduce topics and to create a stimulating classroom environment.
l Understanding the importance of engaging students in learning to raise their

achievement.
l How to encourage empathy and care for the environment in your students.

Why this approach is important
Learning science can be stimulating and exciting as it relates so much to everyday life.
Using local resources, such as people and places or things like plants, animals and
minerals, can make every lesson more real and stimulating. How you start or introduce
any new topic can make a difference as to how students participate or not in the lesson,
and how easy it is for you to maintain an interactive classroom.
This unit explores the creative use of stories and poems to introduce lessons about the
environment that could greatly enhance the learning experience. Bringing in innovations
that encourage curiosity and self-learning and foster awareness of the topic could lead to
a very positive lasting experience for each student. Not least, everyone likes to listen to a
story, and as a result, more students will be involved.
This unit focuses on stories and poems as one creative approach but much of what you
read and learn in this unit can be applied to other strategies too. Stories and poems,
whether traditional tales or new pieces specifically written for a lesson, can, as Cavendish
et al. (2006) say, provide real contexts for you to introduce science in ways that make
sense to the students.
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1 Finding stories to use
As you plan your lessons you may often think how you might introduce a new topic. If your
next topic is related to pollution in the local environment, you might want to look at the
state of the water in the river or investigate what litter can be found there. But a traditional
tale, or a specially written story or poem about a river, stream or ditch, could act as the
initial stimulus for investigative work into contamination of the local water supply.
Starting with your students’ own experiences is important – especially with younger
students, as they do not have as much experience of life in the wider world. Using
experiences or strategies that your students cannot relate to their immediate environment
will make it harder for them to make sense of the information. If, however, you use
something that is local and relevant to them, you will have better success. Resource 1,
‘Using local resources’, suggests ways that you can use local resources; it also explores
some issues you need to consider as you set up different experiences for students to
stimulate their interest in a science topic. Most students are ready to share their
experiences, which will not only give them confidence but will also tell you what they
already know so that you can plan to extend their ideas rather than teach material they
already know.
The skill of using a variety of stimuli in your lessons relates directly to your own
disposition, personality and enthusiasm, and is strongly linked to your responsibility to do
the best for your students to help them learn well. Your perception of your students plays a
vital role in helping them focus, sustain and direct their attention towards the desired
learning objectives. This makes teaching much more productive, efficient and interesting
for you as you take into account the different interests, abilities and ways of learning for
each student.
The following case study describes how one teacher uses poems in a dramatic and
creative way to involve her students and to gain their full attention at the start of her lesson
about trees.

Case Study 1: Introducing trees
Miss Singh, a new teacher to the school, is working in Mahdyar Pradesh with students in
Class III. She has asked all the children to bring a picture of a tree or to make a drawing of
a tree and bring it to class. She has made a model of a tree, using branches and leaves
she has collected, and set it in a pot as her contribution. She also wears a salwaar kameez
with a green tunic, and brown leggings to act as the trunk of the tree. Read how she
explains what she did next and how her students responded.

At the start of the lesson I carried my model tree into the room and placed it on the table
and stood by the table. The students were really interested and suggested it might be a
mango tree because of the leaves I had used and the fruits I attached.

As I entered the classroom some students also commented on my outfit, with such
statements as, ‘Oh you look good, Miss Singh’ and ‘You have tree colours on’. I was
pleased that they recognised what I was trying to do. They also liked the tree model a lot
and commented that it was like their pictures. I thanked them and then asked all those who
had pictures to bring them out and place them on the wall around the model. Next I called
them to sit and listen while I read them a poem about a tree. [See Resource 2 to see the
poem and picture.]
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After reading the poem, and having asked if they liked the poems, I began to question them
about trees as we looked at the ‘wood’ we had created around my model tree.

We discussed what you could get from a tree, and here is some of the script of our talk to
show how much the students wanted to be involved.

I asked: ‘What do you get from a tree?’

They replied: ‘Squash, mango, gerandel, fhal, kati ramro phul, chaya ho miss, kath deye
miss wood wood …’

I said: ‘That’s great, indeed, but do you think squash grows on a tall tree? [I used actions
as well for tall.] What is gerandel? Will you get it for me tomorrow?’

Some students responded together: ‘Yes, miss, mero gharma gerandel ko per ho?’

I asked: ‘Do you mean to say you have a gerandal tree at home?’

The student replied: ‘Yes, miss.’

I ask: ‘What does “kati ramrod phul” mean?’

A girl comes out and shows a flower on my dress saying how beautiful it is.

I repeat: ‘“Kati ramro phul”, “How beautiful are flowers”; “ramrod phul”, “beautiful flowers”,
is that right?’

Another student (keeps repeating): ‘Kath, gur …’

I ask her: ‘What is “kath” and what is “gur”?’

The child points at the desk and says: ‘This is made of wood, kith is wood. I will bring gur
tomorrow; it is very sweet to eat. At my grandfather’s house, there is a big, big bowl to
make “gur”. So many people come in morning with “ras”. It is like sweet water, miss, from
the khejur tree. They boil “ras” and make “gur”.’

I say: ‘So “gur” must be jaggery. Do bring some for us tomorrow.’

The child says she will.

After the lesson I reflected how delighted I was at their responses and I have learned as
much about trees from them and how they use them, as they did. I looked at their ideas on
the board and realised how difficult it was to stop them talking as they were so motivated
and enthusiastic and wanted to talk about their own experiences.

I was very pleased with the range of ideas they proffered and their genuine interest in the
topic. It was a fun lesson for them and for me, and they left the class busily talking about
their trees.

My next lesson will use the objects they bring in to start looking closely at the structure of
the different leaves and fruits so that we will be able to recognise them in the local area.
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