
 

NSA Curriculum 2019-2020 

Literacy 

Natural Science Academy uses EL Education’s curriculum for English Language Arts.  This 

approach to teaching literacy is standards-based, immersive, and meaningfully tied to science 

and social studies content.  The curriculum is in a second edition after 25 years of use.   

In grades K-5, the curriculum consists of 4 modules per year.  The modules are content-based 

immersive literacy experiences and are each divided into three units.  In these modules, 

students engage as a full group and in small groups with shared, complex, high-interest texts.  

They practice the skills to be better readers, writers, speakers, and listeners.  In grades 4/5, 

extra practice with these skills happens in small groups for an additional hour per day in the ALL 

(Additional Language and Literacy) Block.  In grades K-3, students engage with the content for 

an extra hour as well, but they make meaning the way they know best, through inquiry and 

play.  This time of exploration, building, art, play, and research is call “Labs.”  K-3 students get a 

3rd hour of literacy each day in Skills Block—a structured phonics program in which students 

practice the foundational skills in reading and writing that will help make sure they never have 

a ceiling on what they can learn through reading.  

Math 

Natural Science Academy teaches mathematics using a “Problem-based” approach. In order to 

learn mathematics, students should spend time in math class doing mathematics. They must 

engage in rich learning. This involves students learning mathematics as a result of solving 

problems. Mathematical ideas are the outcomes of the problem-solving experience rather than 

the elements that must be taught before problem solving.  

Students take an active role, both individually and in groups, to see what they can figure out 

before having things explained to them or being told what to do. Teachers play a critical role in 

mediating student learning, but that role looks different than simply showing, telling, and 

correcting. The teaching of math at NSA is guided by the belief that teachers are the key to 

students’ success. NSA teachers utilize professional development by math education expert 

Marilyn Burns and Math Solutions. Math Solutions professional development and resources help 

teachers to increase their understanding of the math they teach, deepen their insights into how 

children best learn math, implement effective instructional strategies, and integrate assessment 

with instruction.  

  



The math that is taught at NSA is driven by the high math standards of the state of Minnesota, 

research backed best practices and math curriculum focal points set forth by the National Council 

of the Teachers of Mathematics. Although NSA also makes use of a basal math curriculum, Math 

Expressions, NSA’s standards-based approach is one where the math standards drive the 

instruction rather than conventional pre-packaged curriculum where the contents of the 

curriculum determine what is taught.  

Standards-based curriculum treats the conventional curricular materials as a tool that may or 

may not be used in whole or part depending on student needs or appropriateness of what is 

being taught. In addition to computation, number sense, algebraic thinking and geometry, NSA 

students are exposed to frequent real-world, hands-on, relevant problem-solving that allows 

children to engage with and use the math they are learning. Children learn flexibility in how to 

use mathematics to solve problems and check for reasonableness of answers. Research has 

shown that students who only learned one way to solve a problem lacked the skills and deep 

knowledge that leads to proficiency in math and science.    

Science 

Natural Science Academy uses the Next Generation Science Standards (NGSS) developed by 

scientists and teachers across the country and supported by the National Science Teacher’s 

Association.  These standards include content as well as science practices and cross-cutting 

concepts, (such as patterning and cause and effect), that span curricular areas.  These three areas 

of science learning are integrated into inquiry-based lessons, so students use all concepts and 

skills together which is how they work in the real world.    

The goal of the NGSS is to teach a few important science concepts deeply rather than skim a vast 

multitude of content information not learning much about any of it.  The deeper learning 

prepares children to think for themselves, to solve problems, to investigate and draw conclusions 

using evidence from their investigations. It is a well-rounded set of standards that builds upon 

itself as students move to higher grade levels.  We believe that using these standards not only 

exceeds the content of the Minnesota State Standards, but it prepares our learners for higher 

level thinking, deeper scientific understanding, and gives them better problem-solving ability.  

Environment as an Integrating Context (EIC) 

EIC programs employ the environment as a comprehensive focus and framework for learning in 

all curriculum areas, thinking and problem-solving and life skills such as cooperation and 

interpersonal communication and last but not least, an understanding of and an appreciation for 

the environment. EIC programs attempt to provide students with the opportunity to connect and 

integrate what they are learning to their surroundings. 

  

  



Artists/Scientists in Residence 

As part of our curriculum, we use local artists and scientists to develop experiences for NSA 

students. Artists work with students to develop their artistic intelligence and creativity within 

natural settings. In the past, we have had a Movement Specialist, a Chemist, a Herpetologist, 

Sculptors, a Book Maker, and an instrument builder visit and work with our students. 

Outdoor Education 

NSA students spend a portion of each day outdoors.  Students go outside for play and for learning.  

While our physical education does not include organized sports, it does include running and 

strategy games, endurance, strength, and team building. We do not have traditional playground 

equipment, but rather have provided a natural play space for students.  They enjoy climbing logs, 

building with sticks, chasing around our outdoor space, imaginary play, and cooperative games. 

Fresh air and open-ended play are the order of the day during recess at NSA. 

Work as well as play takes place out-of-doors at NSA. Our environmental focus is interdisciplinary, 

meaning that it spans all curricular areas including math, literacy, social studies, the arts, and of 

course science. Students write, read, measure, investigate, and explore outside. The natural 

world compliments and informs our learning indoors. 

With so much time spent outdoors in all seasons, NSA students can naturally get a little dirtier 

than their counterparts at traditional schools. We encourage students to dress equipped for the 

weather and encourage parents to understand that it is only dirt and that the benefits of active, 

outdoor play out-weigh the extra laundry. 

Place-Based Education 

Place-based education is the process of using the local community and environment as a starting 

point for teaching. Place-based education emphasizes real-world, hands-on learning experiences. 

It has been shown to increase student academic achievement and develops stronger ties to the 

community and natural world. Place-based education connects individuals with nature and 

culture in their place. 

Project-Based Learning 

Project-based learning is a systematic teaching method that engages students in learning skills 

and knowledge through an extended inquiry process structured around authentic questions and 

carefully designed student products and tasks.  Our literacy curriculum leverages project-based 

learning, and teachers use projects in math and science as well. 


