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 Developing Observation Skills with Tanka 

 by Mélina Mangal 

Biologist Ernest Everett Just enjoyed reading 

and writing poetry.  In fact, his first published 

work was a poem.  His scientific writings are 

also infused with poetic language that bring 

his observations from the laboratory to life. 

That’s another facet of his life that first piqued 

my interest and made me want to find out 

more.  

Combining scientific or nature observations with poetry heightens students awareness 

of the world around them, and strengthens their powers of observation.   

Because Ernest Everett Just studied echinoderms like sea stars, sea urchins, and sand 

dollars, writing Tanka, which is a form of poetry with 5 lines, keeps the focus on the 

unique properties of these animals. 

Looking at other elements of nature could work as well, especially those with five parts, 

such as trees with five pointed leaves or lobes, like sweetgum, maple, or oak.      



Though Ernest Everett Just focused on the sea life he first encountered in his ‘own 

backyard,’ students can start by examining what local wildlife is in their area, whether 

it’s a tree, insect, or other small animal.   

Preparation 

Begin with my book The Vast Wonder of the World:  Biologist Ernest Everett Just, 

which was illustrated by Luisa Uribe and published by Millbrook Press.  Use the Glos-

sary at the end of the book to define the words students will be learning in the book. 

Read the book for background information, including the Timeline, Author’s Note, and In 

His Own Words, and More About Just’s Science.  

 



Part 1 Reading 

Read the book to students, asking them to pay particular attention to Ernest Everett 

Just’s work both in the laboratory, and in nature.    

Ask students the following questions: 

1. How did Ernest Everett Just protect the animals he caught? 

2. How did he combine his love of literature with his love of science? 

3. How did his careful observations help his work? 

Part 2  Observation 

Students will observe an echinoderm (such as a sand dollar, sea urchin, or sea star) or 

some other 5-lobed animal or plant. They will examine it closely with a magnifying glass, 

or a microscope if available.  This is a great activity to do in pairs, with one student view-

ing and describing and the other writing, and then switching to get as many descriptive 

words as possible. 

 Asking them to imagine that they have to describe their subject to someone who isn’t 

there will help them use richer, more detailed 

language.   

1.What colors, textures, and shapes do you 

observe?   

2.How does it move? 

3.What does it remind you of? 

Have them write down any other thoughts, questions, or musings as they observe.  



Part 3 Writing TANKA 

Using the observations from Part 1, write Tanka poetry.  Encourage students to focus on 

the descriptions to help them understand and highlight unique features.   

Like Haiku, Tanka is a traditional Japanese form of poetry with five lines consisting of 5, 

7, 5, 7, and 5 syllables. Typically, the first 3 lines make a complete statement, and the 

last 2 lines comment about it.   

Below are some examples of Tanka.   

Moon, somnolent, white,  

Mirrored in a waveless sea,  

What fickle mood of night  

Urged thee from heaven to flee  

And live in the dawnlit sea?  

by Sadakichi Hartmann* 

Suddenly Something 

Tells me to run up a hill 

And look at the sea. 

A ship almost out of sight 

About to fall of the edge. 

by So-Wol Kim,** translated by Miller Williams 



 

Through the microscope 

A landscape of tiny orbs 

Glowing like glass beads. 

Purple sea urchin marvels! 

A new world for me. 

Mélina  Mangal 

The sea urchin glides 

regally underwater 

Its tube feet feeding. 

Encased in purple toothpicks 

A living jewel. 

Mélina  Mangal 

By examining an element in nature more closely, whether it be a leaf or a sand dollar, 

and crafting tanka, students will hone their skills of observation and increase their ap-

preciation of the natural world. They will also better appreciate the work of Ernest 

Everett Just, who found beauty in science, despite the many challenges he faced.   
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*Excerpted from Poets.org, https://poets.org/poem/tanka.  In the public domain.   

**From Patterns of Poetry: An Encyclopedia of Forms by Miller Williams (Louisiana State University Press, Baton 

Rouge: 1986). 

This activity was first published on Patricia Newman’s LitLinks Blog on March 18, 2020: https://www.patriciamnew-

man.com/litlinks-tanka-poetry-brings-scientific-observations-to-life/ 
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