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The first graders stand in front of “jungle” decorations and wear hats 
they designed showing the animal or person they played in “Rumpus in 
the Rainforest.”  Don’t trust those boa constrictors!

Lower School Teachers create end-of-year 
activities to tie together student lessons 

Rick Petrini,
Head of Lower School

 Outdoor Learning Lower School Activities

K 
Children’s natural curiosity of the world 

around them now extends to the heavens 
in Kindergarten. This past year, our Lower 
School staff checked our K-5 science curricu-
lum’s content and progression against the 
national norms in NGSS, or Next Genera-
tion Science Standards. While our findings 
pointed to a currently strong and inspira-
tional curriculum, we noticed a few gaps that 
we are working to fill. 

One need we found is to incorporate 
more earth and space science into the Lower 
School. Our kindergarten teacher, Shantel, 
immediately developed a unit that she imple-
mented this spring. Our Littlest Dragons 
now learn about things such as the planets, 
stars, rotation, gravity, our solar system, and 
predictable patterns in the sky. Reliance 
upon predictable patterns is a key scientific 
concept. 

Another important part of scientific un-
derstanding is how, and why, things change. 
Students tracked their shadows over time by 
tracing themselves on the sidewalk, and they 
noted the difference in the shadow’s location 
and its size over time. Throughout their space 
unit, Shantel engaged the kindergarteners 
with exercises, dances, and songs to help the 
learning “stick” as they began to understand 
foundational concepts. 

1st
Our iconic and enduring first-grade musi-

cal, Rumpus in the Rainforest, brings joy and 
community-building into an integrated study 
of rainforests. Set to songs, students learn 
about the layers of the rainforest, the medici-
nal value of its plants, the multiple creatures 
which make up its ecosystem, and the loca-
tions around the world of various rainforests. 
Bridging art, music, reading, writing, and 
research, the annual “rumpus” enlivens the 
first-grade experience at our school. 

Student engagement never wanes as 
there is always something more to learn or 
do in preparation for the musical. When it is 
performed every spring for the Lower School 
students, Julianne, long-time first grade 
teacher, asks students in the audience if they 
remember which character they played dur-
ing their first grade year. Without fail, every 
student remembers their part, and we all join 
in with a reprise of the play’s theme song, 
“There’s a Rumpus in the Rainforest Today.” 

Deep 
      Student Engagement

AAlthough we are a private school, our 
teachers live and work by Washington State 
teacher standards. There are 36 criteria of ex-
cellence on the state rubric, grouped into six 
domains. One of the domains is Student En-
gagement—a hallmark of the Saint George’s 
experience for every student, K-12. Below are 
just six examples of the deep student engage-
ment we foster in the Lower School.   

Deep 
      Student Engagement

Kindergarteners trace shadows 
on the sidewalk to measure  
how they change over time.

2nd
If we could harness the enthusiasm of 

our second graders for science, we could pow-
er the school. Instead, we will have to settle 
for second graders trying to harness the wind. 
This science unit is a full hands-on investiga-
tion of how wind power can be captured 
and be useful for energy. It is a wonderful 
example of integrated learning through the 
NGSS standard of STEM, (science, technol-
ogy, engineering, and mathematics), which 
threads through every level of the national 
standards. 

Imagine yourself back as a second grader, 
and the excitement you would feel of build-
ing something that can lift 62 pennies on 
a pulley by just using air! Students are fully 
engaged in questioning which materials, 
designs, and construction techniques will 
be strong enough to withstand the force of 
wind from a powerful floor fan while keeping 
a pulley operational. Squeals of delight and 
disappointment emanate as students build, 
test, and redesign their wind contraptions in 
preparation for the big day of “penny lifting.”
Continued on Page 6

Once these second graders finished adjustments, it was time to test the 
design of their milk carton windmill.  The fan blades worked so well 
on one design that it raised up a cup holding 62 pennies!
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3rd
What do a natatorium, a goat, neoclassi-

cal style, and fur trapping have in common? 
They are just a few of the many things that 
engage third graders as they discover Spo-
kane’s rich history. Each spring, their social 
studies curriculum shifts from cartography 
and country investigations to an in-depth 
study of our city and surrounding areas. This 
unit integrates reading, research, writing 
skills, and field trips to help students gain a 
well-rounded sense of Spokane. 

Third graders study collectively about the 
Native Americans who lived here, the Spo-
kane House’s role in early fur trapping and 
trading, the founding of the city, the great 
fire of 1889, business leaders, and local archi-
tecture. Additionally, pairs of students choose 
a specific topic of Spokane history they 
would like to study and report upon. Topics 
have included the Looff Carousel, Ice Age 
floods, Riverfront Park, architect Kirtland 
Cutter, Expo ’74, Natatorium Park, local art-
ists, the Davenport Hotel, and more. Three 

key field trips tie together students’ studies of 
Spokane: a walking trip from our campus to 
the Spokane House, a trip to the Northwest 
Museum of Arts and Culture coupled with 
an architectural study of Browne’s Addition, 
and an historical field trip to Riverfront Park.

4th
Fourth grade’s annual Race Across 

Washington (RAW) engages students from 
the get-go in a friendly competition of discov-
ery about our state. Pairs of students form 
teams which are given a bicycle image to use 
for “travel” across the state, solving challenges 
and gaining miles along the way. Each leg of 
the journey entails research, map reading, 
mileage calculations, writing, and the infa-
mous fate cards! 

RAW Teams move their bicycles in 
stages along a gigantic wall map of Washing-
ton in the hallway as they pass one require-
ment after another. There are intermediary 
goals as well—students plan their journey 

The third graders catch the spray from the Spokane Falls 
during their historical field trip around Riverfront Park.   
The Monroe Street Bridge spans the river behind them.  

strategically to arrive at as many key cities as 
they can. Each key city has a test for them 
to take with rewards for passing, but those 
pesky fate cards can often derail travel plans. 
This unit of learning takes almost six weeks 
to complete, and student enthusiasm rarely 
wanes! 

5th
Fifth grade has several capstone experi-

ences which pull together learning from 
throughout their Lower School tenure. The 
annual fifth-grade musical production is 
one capstone experience, and their Artists’ 
Exhibition is another. Throughout their 
fifth-grade year, each student hones in on 
one artist, one technique, one medium, or a 
combination as they dig deeper to focus on 
what deeply resonates with them as an artist. 
As they research, test, dabble in, and produce 
artwork within that focus, the students are 
energetically engaged as, eventually, a plan 
emerges in their mind of what they would 
like to present at the end of the year in a 
public exhibition on campus. 

Conceived by Jennifer Davenport, their 
art teacher, this capstone exhibition was in-
tentionally devised to mimic an International 
Baccalaureate (IB) artists’ junior year or 
senior year in our Upper School. This year’s 
Exhibition took place on May 31, and the 
crowd was awed not only by the wide variety 
of art and concepts on display, but also by the 
fifth graders’ passion and investment in both 
the yearlong process and the products they 
displayed. Fourth graders were heard already 
musing about some of their plans for engag-
ing in next year’s Artists’ Exhibition!

— Rick Petrini, Head of Lower School

Fourth graders catch up on the daily diaries  
of different Race Across Washington teams  
in the Lower School hallway. 

The fifth grade 
Artists’ Exhibition 
featured everything 
from drawings and 
paintings to ceramics 
and cardboard 
creations.  Each 
student also  
displayed an artist’s 
statement and 
sketchbook of ideas.  

“The crowd 
was awed, not 
only by the 
wide variety 
of art and 
concepts on 
display, but 
also by the 
fifth graders’ 
passion and 
investment 
in both the 
yearlong 
process 
and the 
products they 
displayed.”


