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1

Move 
Literacy 
Outdoors

Haile’s first graders bundle into their snowsuits and boots, ready for the grand opening of 
their ABC StoryWalk®. Each student has written a page based on what was growing in 

the school garden in the fall, prompted by a photograph. Ivy looks for her contribution, T Is 
for Trowel, and Ray for his: D Is for Dirt. The class walks from post to post, chanting the words 
aloud, and during the course of this literacy-based walk they practice alphabetic order, revisit 
garden curriculum content, and enjoy being outside. Haile has created an outdoor literacy 
experience that invites her students to consider purpose, audience, and discovery. And she 
is confident that they will also begin to see that they can take their emerging literacy skills 
wherever they go. 

If you’re wondering what literacy might look like outside the classroom, it’s everywhere. 
The first word a young child may learn to read is STOP, a useful directive encountered at cross-
walks and streets everywhere. Supermarkets use signage to direct us to items on our shopping 
lists, and once we find them other signs identify the product and price. At the local museum, 
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a docent engages a gathered group 
with snippets of history stories bul-
leted on her clipboard. We may en-
counter poetry chalked on sidewalks 
or stapled among advertisements on 
the bulletin board of a local conve-
nience store. Pages of a gorgeous pic-
ture book are posted to entice hikers 
on a story walk up a hill through the 
woods, alerting them along the path 
to the way that different birds build 
their nests. Literacy can be every-
where; like Haile’s students, reading 
and writing outside the classroom 
enables us to appreciate and con-
nect to our broader community and 
world. These experiences also offer 
young writers power and agency in 
considering audience for literacy in 
authentic settings. 

Why Move Literacy Outdoors?
If there has been a silver lining of any kind to the pandemic, it’s that social distancing com-
pelled many teachers to think nimbly, and this meant that when they could, they moved 
their classes outdoors. A tough challenge at first, but once new routines were established 

and curricular adaptations made—think sensory paths, nature jour-
nals, and phonics treasure hunts—teachers discovered unanticipated 
benefits. During a recent focus group discussion, anecdotes poured 
in. Third-grade teacher Abbie noticed that everyone is calm and more 
settled back in the classroom after being outside for a lesson. Special 
educator Kristin observed that her students are better able to fo-
cus on learning when she balances outdoor and indoor experiences. 
And Caitlin, an upper-elementary science teacher, described how 
twice-weekly nature journal writing has been transformative for her 
students; their ability to make specific observations is transferring 
into all of their writing. 

Outdoors is the new classroom
My thinking about literacy outdoors pays homage to powerful think-
ing about outdoor learning, learning about nature, and ways of be-
ing outside with children. Recent leaders in the field, like Richard 

Figure 1–1

Figure 1–2  All you need 
for outdoor journaling is 
a notebook and pencil.

Literacy Moves Outdoors2
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Louv, David Sobel, Juliet Rob-
ertson, Herb Broda, and oth-
ers, have provided compelling 
arguments about the value of 
getting children outside. Louv 
(2008, 7) writes that nature 
demands “. . . the full use of the 
senses.” Being outdoors invites 
us to notice in new ways, to be 
affected by sound, smell, and 
tactile experiences that are part 
of our world yet are different 
from those available indoors. 
Juliet Robertson (2014, 2) ob-
serves that “outdoor learning is 
an umbrella term which covers 
every type of learning experi-
ence which happens outdoors,” 
including playground games, 
environmental education, and 
“adventurous activities.” She 
notes that being outdoors is a 
key part of physical develop-
ment, requiring navigation of 
territory and problem-solving. 
Much of the current focus is 
on nature-based education, 
and the proliferation of For-
est Kindergartens, outdoor 
classrooms, nature centers, 
and nature-oriented summer 
programs reflects this. In his 
accessible and thorough book, 
Schoolyard-Enhanced Learning: 
Using the Outdoors as an Instruc-
tional Tool, K–8, Broda (2007, 
20) notes that “language arts
concepts seem more immediate 
and compelling when you are
trying to share what you have
experienced in the environ-
ment.” You will find that many
of the ideas in this book lean

Outdoors Is for Every Learner
Just as you do in creating any part of your curriculum, you’ll be 
thinking about your individual learners and their needs, past 
experiences, and ways of moving through the world as you 
plan for outdoor learning. You’ll want to anticipate how you can 
help each student find their way into what you have planned for 
outdoors. Some students need clear and direct boundaries and 
directions; others might need help physically navigating outdoor 
spaces. Anticipating and planning will set up all your students 
for success. Invite school support teams, families, and the stu-
dents themselves to offer advice. Among other considerations, 
you will want to think about:

• Surfaces for students using crutches, wheelchairs, or
walkers: gravel, dirt, wood, grass, concrete, and asphalt
bring their own strengths and challenges.

• Choices for how to participate: How many different
movements could a spiral symbol inspire? Could it be
spinning on one’s feet? Twirling oneself or being spun
in a wheelchair? Brainstorming possibilities with your
class will broaden their interpretations.

• Approaches to safety: Will students need partners?
What are the boundaries? How will students express
their needs?

• Multimodal directions: What will your students need to
understand what to do on the trail? Using a combina-
tion of symbols, words, and a combination of audio and
visual directions will support your learners.

• Clear routines and boundaries: these are explored ex-
plicitly in Chapter 2.

And, just like teaching in any 
area, observing how things go 
and checking in with your stu-
dents will allow for subsequent 
thoughtful revision of your strat-
egies and approaches that will 
help you and your students have 
increasingly successful experi-
ences outdoors.

Enter

Figure 1–3  Words and symbols 
together create a complete 
message.

Move Literacy Outdoors 3
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heavily on nature-oriented outdoor learning, but this is not my focus. This book invites you 
specifically and enthusiastically to move literacy outdoors wherever you are.

Finding ways into outdoor literacy learning
For many students, literacy means the reading and writing they do in the classroom, yet 
reading and writing happen everywhere we go. Purpose, audience, and place are compelling 
reasons to shape writing and reading when literacy moves out of the classroom and into real 
world settings, both natural and engineered. Your school setting will shape the ways that you 
might implement the approaches in this book, and I have made suggestions along the way for 
rural, suburban, and urban schools. You will also find some beginning guidelines related to 
universal design. These include efforts to make learning experiences accessible to all students, 
enabling them to be independent and participate in a variety of ways. You’ll want to consider 
space, safety, and strategies to support a wide range of literacy and language skills. Specific 
and expanded guidelines, plus 7 principles may be found on the website for the Centre for 
Excellence in Universal Design.

Ways in for varied settings
There are multiple ways to create experiences outside the classroom that invite students to 
make discoveries about literacy, particularly about purpose and audience. I’ve provided a 
continuum for different levels of investment in terms of your time and materials. You might 

Figure 1–4  Find your starting place for moving literacy outside the classroom.

Ways In
Starting places for moving literacy outside the classroom

Woods/
Natural Area

• Entryway
• Trails
• Outdoor

classrooms

School  
Garden

• Garden beds
• Garden fences
• Entryway

Playground/
Schoolyard

• Playground
• Blacktop
• Building wall
• Entryway
• Parking lots

School 
Common 
Spaces

• Hallways
• Cafeteria
• Gymnasium
• Library
• Art/music rooms
• Nurse/health
• Main office

Broader 
Community

• Parks
• Libraries
• Businesses
• Municipal

buildings

Literacy Moves Outdoors4
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be ready to dip your toe into literacy outdoors on a beautiful day with the “literacy to go” 
backpacks. If you’re ready to reshape a whole curricular unit on writing to inform, the chapter 
on signage might work for you as your starting point. A StoryWalk® might be the perfect way 
to have a celebration of your poetry unit. Find your way in and move on from there!

Essential terms for moving literacy outdoors
For the purposes of this book, literacy means being able to draw, read, or write for one’s own 
purposes and a specific audience. Haile’s first graders drew their alphabet pages to display 
their understanding of the alphabet and to inform the school community about the garden. 
Additionally, to be literate in a particular setting means that you have the knowledge you need 
to serve your purpose. For example, being garden literate might mean that you recognize when 
plants need water or more sunlight. Being school literate might mean that you know to go to 
the nurse if you scrape your knee or to the library when you need a book. Being literate about 
the outdoors in your setting might include knowing about safety, the weather, and boundaries.

In defining outdoors, I have tried to include many settings, from blacktop play yards to 
neighborhoods and schools lucky enough to have a small patch of woods. Because there 
may be school situations where it is not possible for students to go outdoors, I have made 
suggestions about adapting some of the approaches in this book to indoor hallways and 
communal spaces like libraries, gyms, and cafeterias. 
It is my hope that as a society we will find ways to 
get all children outdoors. Outdoors in your setting 
beyond your school might include neighborhood 
sidewalks, playgrounds and fields, parks, gardens, 
green spaces, and downtowns.

Forming partnerships in  
the broader school 
community and beyond
Moving literacy outside the classroom opens up 
collaborations with teacher specialists in areas 
such as art, music, and physical education, as well 
as librarians, administrators, and other staff. For 
example, StoryWalks® invite students to consider 
which pieces they write—or books they read—
might contribute to the purpose of a nurse’s office, 
the cafeteria, or library. One music teacher cre-
ated a “song walk” using stanzas of a favorite song 
placed throughout the playground. An art teacher 
developed a unit on shape; posting pages of a Lois 
Ehlert book could help the school community see 

Bringing the Outside In
One clear lesson learned from the recent 
pandemic is flexibility. Hopefully, our un-
predictable moments will be caused by 
more mundane and seasonal events such 
as weather as we move forward, but there 
may be times when switching up to digital or 
virtual experiences makes the most sense. 
Firsthand and hands-on experiences allow 
students to experience and learn in the most 
immediate way, but resources such as videos 
and apps may be tapped to help bring the 
outside in. While “virtual outdoors” may 
seem like a contrast in ideas, teachers are 
finding ways to connect the two. Podcasts, 
QR codes, and videos offer possible modes 
for sharing the outdoors with both in-person 
and virtual audiences. After studying these 
digital modes of sharing and publishing, 
students could create their own. 

Move Literacy Outdoors 5
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how Ehlert uses the elements of shape and color to convey animals and flowers. Community 
partnerships might be formed around a civic effort such as transportation or urban green 
spaces. Last Stop on Market Street could be posted at bus stops; books from the One Small 
Square nature series (Silver and Wynne 1995) or Nature in the Neighborhood (Morrison 2004) 
could invite sidewalk observations.

What Will You Find in This Book?
You will find five broad approaches to literacy that you can move outdoors: Literacy to Go, 
Word Gardens,  StoryWalks®, Interpretive Signage, and Literacy Trails. Each has its own chapter, 
and I have offered first steps, varied entry points, logistics, literacy connections, and ways 
that you can level up once you’re ready. All these approaches incorporate excellent children’s 
books—relevant beginning lists of both fiction and nonfiction titles are offered, and I am sure 
you’ll add some of your favorites as you try things out.

The various approaches offer a chance to experience different aspects of literacy, but you 
will find some common elements. All of them use visual literacy to communicate meaning, 
and encourage student writers to consider audience needs and the relationship of the text 
to the setting. And each approach invites you to discover platforms for literacy learning that 
are authentic to specific settings, and offers resources for launching projects.

Chapter 2: Literacy to Go
When the opportunity arises, seize the moment to move literacy outside. Here you’ll find 
suggestions for developing literacy backpacks and kits full of books, guides, and writing 
implements based on themes like trees, architecture, and birds. This chapter provides a first 
step for teachers who are new to literacy outdoors, short on time, or need a quick start for any 
reason. Suggestions are offered for a range of outdoor literacy experiences from read-alouds 
to phonics. Guidelines for gathering materials, determining routines, and setting the foun-
dation for behavior outdoors are offered. Models will be provided for teachers and students 
eager to create their own grab-and-go opportunities.

Chapter 3: StoryWalks®
StoryWalks® describes a popular practice that invites readers to combine a reading experi-
ence with a walk, often providing the opportunity for connecting text with place. You’ll find 
guidelines on how to choose books, set up the walk, and involve your students in writing their 
own texts for a story experience. Publishing their own writing for a walk experience provides 
an authentic reason for students to consider audience, topic, and editing.

Chapter 4: Word Gardens
Word Gardens are a lot like magnetic poetry, only bigger so that they are accessible to a whole 
class and invite movement and wordplay. This chapter shares different ways that schools have 

Literacy Moves Outdoors6
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created words by etching or painting stones or pieces of wood. Explore the ways that you 
can incorporate word gardens into areas of your curriculum; examples include word study, 
poetry, social studies, science, and guidance.

Chapter 5: Show Us a Sign! Students Use Signs to 
Solve Problems and Interpret Their World
Signs solve problems. Effective signs, whether for a grocery store, library, or nature trail, 
require knowing the purpose, audience, type of language, and options for images to convey 
the message to a viewer. This chapter provides teachers with a model, criteria for different 
types of signage, and strategies for supporting students in solving the challenges of informing 
and directing readers in many contexts. Examples include school signage and garden signage, 
as well as creating signage for curricular celebrations or installations of outdoor learning.

Chapter 6: Literacy Trails
You’ll learn about ways to create trails that help your students practice and apply skills 
and concepts, as well as develop other trails that help them explore natural settings. 
Building on the interpretive signage explored in Chapter 5, trails may be a perfect way for 
your students to share what they are learning in history or social studies. Many cities are 
developing urban trails or walks. Developing your own can be an authentic way to create 
curriculum relating to visual text, such as symbols, maps, photographs, and interpretive 
signage to explore community highlights. What might this look like in your urban, subur-
ban, or rural community?

Chapter 7: Make It Happen: Strategies and 
Resources to Help You Move Literacy Outdoors
Looking for clear and direct tips for administrative support, finding funding, and potential 
community partners? Here’s where you’ll find them, along with suggestions for creating 
space and finding like-minded colleagues to move literacy outdoors. Favorite resources are 
provided for those who want to dig deeper into nature-oriented learning.

Try One Thing
By the end of the book, you’ll be ready to set up poetry walks, paint stones with word families, 
and create interpretive signage for the school-wide open house. Sitting in on a second-grade 
professional learning community team meeting recently, I heard one teacher gently encour-
age colleagues to just try one thing. She was acknowledging the exhaustion that many of her 
peers were feeling and wanted them to take one small step to get their students outdoors. She 
urged, “We don’t need to worry about a budget—the reality is that kids are content sitting on 
simple towels, yoga mats, stumps—a clipboard is all you need!” Like Haile and the first-grade 

Move Literacy Outdoors 7
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ABC walk, this teacher knew that literacy outdoors is motivating and can provide authentic 
purposes for student readers and writers.

We can use literacy to weave learning together and to build strong school communities. 
While classrooms are separate and discrete spaces, the outdoors belongs to everyone—a 
shared space for everyone in the whole school to explore and gather. Outdoor learning ini-
tiatives can lead to shared inquiries, problem-solving, and celebration, supporting literacy 
learning all the while. Pick a chapter and try one thing.

Literacy Moves Outdoors8
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7

Make It 
Happen

Strategies and Resources to Help 
You Move Literacy Outdoors

Inspired and Ready  
to Get Started?
Remember, there are lots of ways to move literacy 
outdoors depending on your setting, opportunities, 
and energy. One third-grade teacher observed: “At 
its best, moving literacy outside can involve mean-
ingful integration with nature and place, but at the 

very least, just bringing a book outside—that’s amazing! You can’t go wrong.” Whatever you 
are ready for, here is a quick-start list of possible strategies and resources to help you launch 
your efforts.

Figure 7–1
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Administrative support
Administrators who understand your goals 
can be your biggest allies. Before meeting 
with your principal, consider which curricu-
lar and social goals moving outside will help 
your students achieve. These might include:

▶ Literacy goals such as practicing
skills (word gardens, paths)

▶ Writing for an audience (Story-
Walks®, signage)

▶ Exploring genres (poetry based
on senses, signage, StoryWalks®)

▶ Independent reading and read- 
alouds to develop stamina and
support enjoyment (themed backpacks)

▶ Social goals of partnerships in designing and completing tasks

▶ Applying concepts of literacy beyond the classroom.

In addition to your literacy goals, you may find that your administrator has some sugges-
tions as well as ways to connect with other school initiatives. One special educator shared 
that her principal pointed her to a dedicated state grant for special educators to use in 
their curriculum.

Funding and  
potential donors
We often face limited budgets for materi-
als. Teachers have reached out successfully 
to school- and community-based sources to 
support their outdoor literacy goals. You’ll 
want to be sure that possible donors are 
aware of the connections to literacy and 
outdoor learning. Here are some teacher 
tried-and-true suggestions; approaching 
several sources might get you closer to 
what you need or want. Be sure to include 
how many students will be included, and 
that some of the funding will go to the 
materials and hardware that will support 

Figure 7–2

Figure 7–3
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many years of literacy experiences. They might want your assurance that their donations 
will be acknowledged in some way, and of course, writing thank-you notes serves several 
literacy goals.

▶ Local hardware and lumber stores

▶ Chain hardware and lumber stores

▶ Programs like DonorsChoose, GoFundMe, or other school-approved fundraising
programs

▶ Parent-teacher organizations or associations

▶ Partner with a technical high school; one school built the structures for Story-
Walks®, another built a wooden shed to store supplies

▶ Search online for grants from organizations like KidsGardening, Green School-
yards America, and others supporting outdoor and nature learning. You may
also find that literacy organizations will be interested in supporting your
outdoor moves.

Partnerships

Many teachers have formed partnerships with local organizations and businesses:

▶ City and town departments of parks and recreation have experience with chil-
dren interacting with the outdoors and with creating and maintaining trails.
They are often interested in connecting with school populations.

Figure 7–4
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▶ Conservation groups and departments and nature centers often have a goal of
developing conservation awareness in young citizens. Together, you might create
a project that will serve both your goals and theirs.

• One conservation group in Traverse City, Michigan, partnered with students to
create signage to inform and help protect a watershed.

• A conservation group in rural Vermont partnered with a local library to spon-
sor seasonal story hikes.

• A conservation group in a small city worked with elementary students to de-
velop a tree nursery on the school grounds; the students wrote letters reaching
out to possible eventual recipients of the saplings.

▶ Museums and historical societies

• Many museums adapted their exhibits for outdoor display during the re-
cent pandemic. Whether indoors or out, museums offer strong models of
interpretive signage. A curator may be tapped as an expert for your signage
designers.

▶ Libraries

• Many libraries partner with schools already; librarians may visit classes to pro-
mote summer reading programs or notify students about ongoing story hours,
reading clubs, and new books. Librarians are all about developing literacy
stamina and habits in school populations and beyond.

• When a library was closed during the pandemic, a wall of windows offered
passersby a story experience; pages of a picture book were posted for a
walk-along read. Your class might create an illustrated story or work of nonfic-
tion for such a display at a partnering library.

• Many libraries are developing a bank of StoryWalk® titles for loan; explore
these to see whether any of them would appeal to your class and meet your
curricular needs.

▶ Stores and other businesses

• In addition to considering a request for donated
materials (think paper, cardstock, paint, and
other tools you’ll need for culminating work),
ask about how these partners use literacy in
their settings and what expert advice they
might share. What might they have to offer
your students in terms of signage design? How
do they attract attention? Convey information
to a busy reader?
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• Could this business be a site for a StoryWalk®? Fifth graders loved their own
idea about posting a Lois Ehlert book, Growing Vegetable Soup, on display in
the produce section of a local store. They also were eager to talk with airport
officials about books on the walls for those waiting for their flights to be called
at their gate.

• Brainstorm with your students about local settings they visit and what would
be authentic and entertaining reading. Depending on your students’ age,
you might either challenge them to write a proposal to a specific business or
tackle this communication yourself, with a suggestion for a partner-driven
story experience. Your students might suggest an appropriate book or write
one themselves.
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