












G27Science Notebooks in Grades 3–5

If using a notebook sheet, simply put the sheet on the clipboard before 
going outdoors, and have students glue the sheet into their notebooks 
when you are back in the classroom.  If you are using three-ring 
binders, do not bring them outdoors.  Take the paper out, put it on 
a clipboard, and return it to the binder when back in the classroom.  
Don’t take the risk of the rings opening and everything blowing away.

Elastic bands around the bottom of the clipboard, or around a stiffer 
composition notebook, will help keep the paper from flapping around 
and becoming too weathered. 

Bring Writing Tools Outdoors
You can bring chart paper outdoors.  Roll up a blank piece of chart 
paper, grab some blue painter’s tape, and stick the piece of paper to 
the school wall.  You’ll need to tape all four corners.  Or set up a chart 
inside, and clip it to a chain-link fence with binder clips or clothespins 
when you go outdoors.  

Take along extra pencils, as pencil points will break.  Some teachers 
find it helpful to tie pencils onto clipboards.  Pencils should be tucked 
between the clip and the notebook sheet so that students don’t poke 
themselves or, more likely, accidentally break the pencil points. 

Decide When to Write Outdoors
In general, notebook entries will be more detailed and more insightful 
if students can stay outdoors where the scientific exploration occurred.  
Sometimes, you will want to complete notebook entries indoors.  If 
you are teaching the module early in the year when 
students are building up the routines for using the 
schoolyard, or if the weather is not ideal (a little chilly, 
raining, too hot, too windy), then you may want students 
to make notebook entries after returning to the classroom.  
If students are totally focused and in the moment, they 
can stay outdoors while they answer the focus question.  If 
other students are outdoors playing, you may need to bring 
the class indoors to complete the written work.  Only you 
will be able to determine what is best at the time.  

Writing Outdoors
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G28 Full Option Science System

Science Notebooks in Grades 3–5

CLOSING THOUGHTS
Engaging students in active science with notebooks provides a rich 
experience.  Doing this successfully requires thoughtful interactions 
among students, materials, and natural phenomena.  Initially, adding 
notebooks to your science teaching will require you to focus students’ 
attention on how to set up the notebook, what types of entries students 
should make, and when students should be using their notebooks.  You 
will establish conventions about where to record the date and title, 
where to keep notebooks, how to glue notebook sheets into notebooks, 
and when to record observations and thinking.  

Once you are past these perfunctory issues, you can shift your focus 
to the amount of scaffolding to provide to students or to encouraging 
students to create their own notebook entries.  During this time, 
you and your students are developing skills to improve the quality of 
notebook entries.  These skills may include asking better questions 
to focus students’ attention on a specific part of an organism or using 
color to enhance a drawing.  Students begin to make entries with less 
prompting.  They give more thought to supporting their responses to 
the focus question.  When asked to make a derivative product, students 
thumb through their notebooks to find the needed information.  The 
notebook becomes a tool for students to help recall their learning.

As students begin to document their thinking about focus questions 
and other queries, you may begin to wonder, “Should I be doing 
something with their notebooks?”  This is when your focus shifts from 
the notebook as just something students use during science learning 
to the notebook as an assessment tool.  Once everyone is comfortable 
recording the focus question and collecting data, you can take the 
next step of collecting notebooks and reading students’ responses as a 
measure of not just how individual students are learning, but what the 
pervasive needs of students are.  You choose next-step strategies that 
address students’ needs before proceeding to the next investigation.  The 
notebooks act as an assessment tool that lets you modify your science 
instruction.

This process will take time, discussions with colleagues, revisiting 
different sections of this chapter, and critical scrutiny of students’  
work before both you and your students are using notebooks to their  
full potential.  

 NOTE
For more on derivative products, 
see the Science-Centered 
Language Development chapter.
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