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EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from Bring Science Alive! Grade 5, Unit 4, Lesson 4, 
How Do Shadows Change During the Day and Year? Full support, including a 
ready to teach slideshow, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

First Day of Spring

Using a Sundial

Lesson Overview

Build a sundial, observe the sun at different times of day, then 
construct an argument for why sundials are an effective method 
for telling time.

Teacher Prep

1. Gather the materials each pair will need: a paper bowl, a pencil, 
tape, chalk, and a marker. 

2. Plan a consistent time you can have students make observations three times a day (morning, mid-day, 
and afternoon) for a few days.

Procedures

1. As a class, discuss what students may already know about shadows. 
2. Ask if any students know what a sundial is. Explain if needed that they are going to build a device that 

uses shadows to tell time. 
3. Instruct students to build their sundials:

a. Turn your bowl upside down.
b. Push the pencil through the bottom of the bowl so it stands up straight in the middle.
c. If necessary, use tape to secure the pencil to the bowl.

4. Use your sundials:
a. Place your sundial on a hard surface, such as a sidewalk. Use chalk to trace around the edge of your 

bowl.
b. Use a marker to draw a star near the edge of the bowl on one side. Use chalk to draw a star on the 

ground next to the star on your bowl. (This will help you place your bowl in the exact same position 
next time.)

c. Use a marker to trace the shadow of the pencil on the bowl. Record the time next to the tracing.
5. Repeat! Go outside at the same three times (morning, mid-day, and afternoon) for three days.

a. Place your bowl in the exact same position each time by lining up the star on your bowl with the 
star on the ground.

b. Trace the new shadow location and record the time on the bowl.
6. Using your observations as evidence, construct an argument for why sundials are an effective method 

for telling time. Use the motion of the sun in your explanation.
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