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Series overview 
The International Baccalaureate® Primary Years Programme (PYP) undoubtedly provides a fantastic 
education. It encourages students to think creatively and rigorously about very important issues, 
which can become a lifelong habit. It develops important personality traits, such as being caring and 
principled. It develops essential concepts, skills and knowledge across disciplines, and the ability to 
apply them to practical situations. However, it is not an off the peg, ready to teach approach. Teachers 
have to think thoroughly about all the important elements of the PYP. They have to gather many 
resources. They have to consider their overall programme of inquiry and the needs of their students. 
Teachers have to be ‘inquirers and thinkers’ themselves.

This series sets out to support this process. It provides a manual, which is not designed to be a blueprint 
but a guide to help teachers develop their own units. In this series you will not find ‘the right central 
idea’ for a unit, or ‘the ideal’ lines of inquiry. These are not fixed items that can be imported wholesale 
into every school, just as the PYP is not a fixed body of information to be poured into empty vessels. 
However, you will find many suggestions to get you started on a new unit and to help you reflect on 
and develop existing units.

In addition there is a collection of books in each inquiry box. This is not meant to be a complete 
resourcing for the unit, but should complement existing books in schools and be added to according to 
students’ needs and how the unit is developed. The books in each box have been pitched at the general 
age band for the box but also include titles that would be suitable for ages above and below. The 
aim is that the boxes can be used easily across the age bands without restraint of level or age and will 
accommodate a variety of reading abilities within a class and beyond. Thus I hope that schools will find 
it easier to prepare for the exciting and continual challenge of developing better units so that students 
become well-educated global citizens with all the attributes of the learner profile.

Simon Davidson
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What is our purpose?
This PYP unit seeks to offer hands-on learning opportunities about The Solar System. This has been 
done in response to the observation that the Solar System has historically been a difficult subject for 
younger students to ’touch’. The important science of astronomy continues to be one of the most 
neglected subjects in schools, and this may be in part be due to the challenge of teaching it in a 
student-centred manner. 

All the books and activities listed in this unit can be used to encourage an appreciation, awe and 
wonder for the beauty of the Solar System and cosmos. ‘Awe’ and ‘wonder’ are important words in 
the inquiry-based school – we feel genuine awe when we are amazed by something in the phenomenal 
world, and we thereby begin genuinely to wonder how it could be so or how it came to be. This 
genuine wondering could lead us to our next personal inquiry, so astronomy need not feel distant 
or abstract. The PYP seeks to help students move beyond their wondering towards learning how to 
develop their understandings. 

Links to the transdisciplinary themes

Where we are in place and time

‘An inquiry into orientation in place and time; personal histories; homes and journeys; the 
discoveries, explorations and migrations of humankind; the relationships between and the 
interconnectedness of individuals and civilizations, from local and global perspectives.’ 

© International Baccalaureate Organization®

This unit focuses on:

• the Sun and its role in the Solar System
• what the Solar System is like
• how humans know about the Solar System and their location in it.
The unit encourages students to create their own models, while sharing related facts and expressing 
original ideas. 

The unit could be adapted to fit other transdisciplinary themes including How the world works (the law 
of gravity) and Sharing the planet(s). The notion of finite resources in infinite demand could certainly be 
brought out in discussions about the Earth and other planets. 

This unit offers tremendous potential for adaptation for older students. After learning about the Solar 
System in the 6–9 age band, older students can begin to investigate the universe beyond the Solar 
System. Most of them will already be familiar with the vastness of space outside our own Solar System, 
due in part to over two decades of public Hubble Space Telescope images. Make sure that students 
realise that well-known images such as the famous Horsehead Nebula or the Hubble Deep Field do not 
occur within our own Solar System, but in the vastness of space beyond. Older students enjoy using 
telescopes to observe interstellar sites such as the Pleiades constellation, Globular cluster M13 or the 
Andromeda galaxy. Their lessons may begin to focus on important concepts such as ‘light years’.

This unit may offer lesser opportunities for adaptation for younger students, but students could do a 
unit focused only on the Sun, which could bring in elements of mythology, storytelling, needs of life on 
Earth, heat versus absence of heat, and more. 
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Main ideas of the unit
The Solar System unit sits naturally within the transdisciplinary theme Where we are in place and 
time. The 6–9 age band can begin to understand ideas like ‘third planet from the Sun’ via modelling 
and artwork. The teacher will have to stretch his or her expertise to help young students begin to 
understand the mind-boggling aspects of time in regard to the 4.568-billion-year-old Solar System. 
Modelling and graphic representations can help. 

Our central ideas derive from what educators want students to understand and be able to use many 
years from now, long after they have forgotten the small details. Teachers might begin to articulate 
central ideas by listing reasons (main ideas) that the study of something is important; for example, the 
following reasons for studying the Solar System could be given:

• Studying the Solar System allows us to appreciate our own 
relative smallness, granting us a more accurate understanding of 
Where we are in place and time.

• Much of humankind’s development of the scientific method, 
appreciation of mythology, distinguishing between the two, and 
hunger for exploration flows from curiosity about the planets 
and other elements of space.

• The planets behave in regular, predictable ways that can teach 
us about forces and energy. 

• Studying the Solar System allows us to engage in and appreciate 
the concept of modelling and of using a model to represent a 
larger reality.

If the intended transdisciplinary theme is How the world works, studying the Solar System can offer 
a bridge to learning about certain concepts of physics. If the intended theme is Sharing the planet, 
students can investigate Earth-based examples of the notion of ‘finite resources in infinite demand’ (oil, 
water, etc.). In this unit, I have chosen the transdisciplinary theme Where we are in place and time. We 
want students to appreciate the age of the Solar System, and its location in the vastness of the Milky 
Way and the universe. This includes how different civilisations have looked at space through history, and 
how people have thought very differently in the past. 
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