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There are many ways to bring art into science in the 
elementary classroom. It can be as simple as sketching 
a diagram of something a student notices in an outdoor 
space to designing and building models that show how 
a science topic works. As you look through the Next 
Generation Science Standards (NGSS), there are exam-
ples of this across the K-5 grade levels. Scientists, across 
all disciplines, create models and representations daily 
in their work. The NGSS were designed for students to 
engage in the role of being a scientist by creating their 
own representations. 

Model building and design also live outside the 
Engineering Design standards, so when looking for 
opportunities to bring in some options for art to your 
classroom, be sure to look at other areas as well. For 
example, standard 4-PS4-2 asks students to model light 
reflecting, you could provide students with opportuni-
ties to explore with flashlights and mirrors. Exploring 
with these items first allows students to give input 
on how the final model could look. Standard 3-LS1-1 
would be an opportunity to give students a variety of 
materials to build models of organism lifecycles and 
compare them with their peers. Here are a few exam-
ples listed with their grade or grade bands and indica-
tors:

2-ESS2-2 Earth’s Systems
Develop a model to represent the shapes and kinds of land and 
bodies of water in an area. Grade: K-2, 2

K-2-ETS1-2 Engineering Design
Develop a simple sketch, drawing, or physical model to illustrate 
how the shape of an object helps it function as needed to solve a 
given problem. Grade: K-2, K, 1, 2

3-LS1-1 From molecules to Organisms: Structures and 
Processes

Develop models to describe that organisms have unique and 
diverse life cycles, but all have in common birth, growth, repro-
duction, and death. Grade: 3-5, 3

4-PS4-1 Waves and Their Applications in Technologies for 
Information Transfer

Develop a model of waves to describe patterns in terms of ampli-
tude and wavelength and that waves can cause objects to move. 
Grade: 3-5, 4

4-PS4-2 Waves and Their Applications in Technologies for 
Information Transfer

Develop a model to describe that light reflecting from objects and 
entering the eye allows objects to be seen. Grade: 3-5, 4

4-LS1-2 From Molecules to Organisms: Structures and 
Processes

Use a model to describe that animals receive different types of 
information through their senses, process the information in their 
brain, and respond to the information in different ways. Grade: 
3-5, 4

5-PS1-1 Matter and Its Interactions
Develop a model to describe that matter is made of particles too 
small to be seen. Grade: 3-5, 5

5-PS3-1 Energy
Use models to describe that energy in animals’ food (used for 
body repair, growth, motion, and to maintain body warmth) was 
once energy from the sun. Grade: 3-5, 5
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Abstract
There are so many ways to bring art into science in the elementary classroom. That can be as simple as sketching 
a diagram of something a student notices in an outdoor space to designing and building models that show how 
a science topic works. As you look through the NGSS, there are many examples of this across the K-5 spectrum. 
Included are examples of NGSS standards that show where opportunities for art can be included along with several 
classroom examples.
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https://www.nextgenscience.org/pe/2-ess2-2-earths-systems
https://www.nextgenscience.org/pe/k-2-ets1-2-engineering-design
https://www.nextgenscience.org/pe/3-ls1-1-molecules-organisms-structures-and-processes
https://www.nextgenscience.org/pe/3-ls1-1-molecules-organisms-structures-and-processes
https://www.nextgenscience.org/pe/4-ps4-1-waves-and-their-applications-technologies-information-transfer
https://www.nextgenscience.org/pe/4-ps4-1-waves-and-their-applications-technologies-information-transfer
https://www.nextgenscience.org/pe/4-ps4-2-waves-and-their-applications-technologies-information-transfer
https://www.nextgenscience.org/pe/4-ps4-2-waves-and-their-applications-technologies-information-transfer
https://www.nextgenscience.org/pe/4-ls1-2-molecules-organisms-structures-and-processes
https://www.nextgenscience.org/pe/4-ls1-2-molecules-organisms-structures-and-processes
https://www.nextgenscience.org/pe/5-ps1-1-matter-and-its-interactions
https://www.nextgenscience.org/pe/5-ps3-1-energy
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In my classroom, when students studied weather, 
one student noticed that there usually seemed to be a 
hexagon in the middle of each snowflake we studied. 
Students asked if they could use materials from around 
the classroom to create their own snowflakes! In this 
case, students used materials from our Loose Parts 
baskets and mimicked the symmetry they noticed in 
snowflakes. Even though they noticed the hexagon in 
the middle of the snowflakes we studied, most stu-
dents focused on the symmetry and included 7 or more 
branches in the first models they made of snowflakes. 
This activity helped us transition into discussing 
K-ESS3-2, Ask questions to obtain information about 
the purpose of weather forecasting to prepare for, and 
respond to severe weather. 

When hovering over the first part of the linked 
standard (asking questions to obtain information) more 
information about how this might look or sound pops 
up (Figure 1). These pop-up areas are some of the most 
helpful, as they break down what a student might do 
or how the teacher can respond with an activity that 
would help students understand.

As I observe students create their own snowflakes, 
I take observational notes of the design on each snow-
flake, including the number of branches it has and if it 
is symmetrical. I am also noting the students’ ability to 
ask questions about the snowflakes; anything that

might clue me into what they would like to know more 
about and what information they already know. This 
snowflake building opportunity was a way that stu-
dents could explore the art side of science while still 
learning about the factual weather content (Figure 2).

In spring, when we studied flowers, seeds, and 
pollinators, students created representations of flowers 
that included ways that flowers could disperse seeds 
or attract pollinators. Several students also included 
details that showed what needs plants have (sun, water, 
soil). Most examples included the basic parts of a plant 
as well. In addition to demonstrating their knowledge, 
they were also able to engage in creating art using 
found and recycled objects. The standards listed below, 
K-ESS3-1 and 2-LS1-2 both allow for art and science to 
be combined. Students can use art materials to create 
models of the relationships between plants and animals 
or use materials to create a model that shows one way 
seeds are dispersed by animals or how plants are polli-
nated. Each activity would allow students to be creative 
in their model making and demonstrate their under-
standing of how ecosystems work at a developmentally 
appropriate level. (Figures 

K-ESS3-1 Earth and Human Activity
Use a model to represent the relationship between the needs of 
different plants and animals (including humans) and the places 
they live. Grade: K-2, K

2-LS2-2 Ecosystems: Interactions, Energy, and Dynamics
Develop a simple model that mimics the function of an animal in 
dispersing seeds or pollinating plants.*Grade: K-2, 2
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https://www.nextgenscience.org/pe/k-ess3-1-earth-and-human-activity
https://www.nextgenscience.org/pe/2-ls2-2-ecosystems-interactions-energy-and-dynamics
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In the older elementary grades, it may prove to be 
more difficult to make time for extended art projects, 
however, it is so important that students have the time, 
when possible, to create models and diagrams so they 
can further demonstrate their understanding of topics. 
We have all had students who may not readily volun-
teer answers in a large or even small group setting, 
but they shine when given the opportunity to create 
art or detailed entries in a science notebook. Includ-
ing sketches and drawings in science notebooks helps 
students increase their understanding of topics and it 
gives them a resource to refer to as needed. 

Next time you review the science standards, be 
sure to look for words that invite art in; model, design, 
build, create, show. We have been given a gift in these 
standards, the gift to allow our students to replicate the 
work practicing scientists are doing in their own work. 
Don’t forget to pass on this gift to your students and 
allow them the time to create art during science!
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