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 Today we are exploring…

Strategies, resources and ideas to incorporate: 

✤ play 

✤ place-based learning 

✤ exploration & curiosity 

✤ student voice & choice 

into meaningful & connected K-3 literacy experiences 

Using a balance of: theory 
practice 
active engagement



Play is an avenue to these vibrant 
engagements that is the basis of all 
learning. As children engage with the 

world they delve into inquiries, generate 
new ideas, solve problems, and build 

theories of people, places, and materials. 
Providing time, space, and materials rich 

with possibilities for experimenting, 
imagining, and transforming allows 

children to create and explore in diverse 
ways based on their interests.

BC Early Learning Framework



 Purposeful Play & Inquiry

The process of inquiry is a perspective on          
learning that begins with an intense curiosity,            
a curiosity that generates close observation, 
noticings, wonderings, and questions that lead to 
new and interesting ideas. 

Inquiry injects a PLAY MINDSET into all learning 
because it is a process that occurs when playing. 

Setting off to answer big questions through 
observation and experimentation is a more formal 
description of an inherently natural process.

From - Purposeful Play - Mraz, Porcelli & Tyler



 5 Approaches to Play-Based Learning

The Free Play  
is initiated and directed by children; they make decisions about what 
happens next and who does what. 

nurtures co-operation, self-confidence & independence 

Inquiry Play  

starts with children’s explorations of things that interest                
& puzzle them; children see connections between                  
objects, ideas, meanings & imaginings. 

nurtures scientific thinking, problem solving & planning 

Collaborative Play 
happens when children are directing their own play                         
and adults see an opportunity to enter and extend a learning 
opportunity with instructions, information, or resources. 

supports children’s understanding of themselves as learners and 
problem solvers 

Continued…BC Ministry of Education’s Play Today: A Guide for Families

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/education/early-learning/teach/earlylearning/play_today_family_guide.pdf


 5 Approaches to Play-Based Learning  

…continued 

Playful Learning 
includes play experiences that are planned by                     
adults with specific learning experiences in mind,                      
like baking together. 

invites discovery, conversation & new vocabulary 

Learning Games 

are adult-directed types of play that include                        
instructions or rules that guide how a game is played.            
Examples are doing a puzzle together or some yoga poses. 

encourage children’s attention and focus on               
challenging things, while practicing social and                 
physical skills 

BC Ministry of Education’s Play Today: A Guide for Families

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/education/early-learning/teach/earlylearning/play_today_family_guide.pdf


 A Continuum of Play for Educators 

Reflect on the types of play you plan for, and what kinds of 
opportunities your students have to engage in each kind of play.

BC Ministry of Education’s Play Today: A Guide for Families

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/education/early-learning/teach/earlylearning/play_today_family_guide.pdf


 Place-Based Learning - Opportunities for Connection 

images from the BC Early Learning Framework 

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/education-training/early-learning/teach/early-learning-framework


 I Notice, I Wonder, It Reminds Me Of…

An exploration routine that: 

supports students as they develop a mindset of curiosity 
and use language to actively and directly engage with the 
natural world 

supports social and emotional learning by offering skills for 
reflection and by setting a tone of learning, collaborating, 
and listening 

helps educators to create an inclusive and culturally relevant 
learning environment, by scaffolding cognitive thinking skills 

encourages students to reflect on, value, and share relevant 
connections from their lived experiences and perspectives 

Beetles Project - Resources for Outdoor Science Programs

http://beetlesproject.org/cms/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/I-Notice-I-Wonder-It-Reminds-Me-Of.pdf


 I Notice, I Wonder, It Reminds Me Of… 

Beetles Project - Resources for Outdoor Science Programs

http://beetlesproject.org/cms/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/I-Notice-I-Wonder-It-Reminds-Me-Of.pdf


 I Notice, I Wonder, It Reminds Me Of…

Students will... 

★Increase curiosity about and directly engage with aspects 
of the natural world. 

★Make observations, ask questions, and relate findings to past 
experiences. 

★Learn that descriptive observations are distinct from 
statements of opinion or identification.

Beetles Project - Resources for Outdoor Science Programs

“I see no more than you, but I have trained myself 
to notice what I see.”   - Sherlock Holmes

http://beetlesproject.org/cms/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/I-Notice-I-Wonder-It-Reminds-Me-Of.pdf


 Time in Nature Increases…

★happiness 

★healthy risk-taking 

★stress reduction 

★self confidence  

★resilience  

★well being 

★freedom  

★Oh, and it’s free

Beetles Project - Resources for Outdoor Science Programs

“No one will protect what they don’t care about; and 
no one will care about what they’ve never 
experienced”  -Sir David Attenborough

http://beetlesproject.org/cms/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/I-Notice-I-Wonder-It-Reminds-Me-Of.pdf


 Climbing a Tree

What does a child need to consider when planning to 
climb a tree and what might they experience when 
climbing a tree? 

working out how to start 

testing for strength 

perseverance 

seeing the world from a different perspective 

deciding how high to climb 

Learning with Nature - Robb, Mew & Packham



 Leading a Walk or a Hike

Students can engage with the natural world by…

Means of 
Engagement

Living Things to 
Notice, Identify 

& Describe

Descriptive 
Language & 

Communication

Noticing 

Identifying 

Sketching 

Labelling 

Birds 

Mammals 

Amphibians 

Invertebrates 

Fish 

Trees & Shrubs 

Wildflowers

Qualities 

Attributes 

Describing Words 

Questions

The Big Book of Nature Activities: A Year-Round Guide to Outdoor Learning by Monkman & Rodenburg



Exploring the Seasons with our Senses

WinterMy Season: 

white snow 
blue skies 
snowmen 
sparkling lights 
long, dark nights 

Looks like… Sounds like…

kids playing outside 
families gathering 
snow crunching 
under our feet 
the swish of my 
skis

Tastes like… Smells like… Feels like…

snow on my tongue 
hot chocolate 
candy canes 
gingerbread 
family dinners 

fresh air 
snow 
fir trees 
cookies 
apple cider

peaceful & quiet 
relaxing 
chilly 
family time 
being bundled up 

The Big Book of Nature Activities: A Year-Round Guide to Outdoor Learning by Monkman & Rodenburg



Your Turn! Choose a season…

Looks like… Sounds like…

Tastes like… Smells like… Feels like…

Fall - Winter - Spring - Summer

The Big Book of Nature Activities: A Year-Round Guide to Outdoor Learning by Monkman & Rodenburg



Brain-Friendly Classrooms and Schools

✓safe and secure environments
• predictable routines & conditions 
• emotional respect

✓collaboration
• safe social collaboration 
• daily opportunities to use dialogue 
• listening attentively & respecting ideas

✓firsthand & multi-sensory experiences
• doing the “real thing” 
• promote brain growth and neural connections

✓choice and self-directedness
• empowering & engaging 
• take responsibility for learning 
• releases dopamine

 Adapted from - The Motivated Brain - Gregory & Kaufeldt



Activities to Support Differentiation, Play & Choice

‣ read to stuffed 
animals 

‣ act out the story 
‣ read a story using 
character voices 

‣ partner reading 
‣ be a detective 
‣ retell a story - 
favourite parts 

‣ book review  
(video, podcast, 
writing…) 

‣ group discussions 
(literacy circles, 
literacy centres, 
book clubs….)

‣ silly sentences 
‣ write an ABC book 
‣ write a “how-to” 
book 

‣ show your story 
‣ you're the expert 
‣ re-writing a 
story-act it out 

‣ write a screenplay 
‣ be a writing thief! 
(using books as 
inspiration…) 

‣ tech writing 
(using tech/apps 
to create…)

‣ letter sort 
‣ letter dance 
‣ make letters 
‣ tactile letters 
‣ guess the letter 
‣ alphabet art 
‣ alphabet hopscotch 
‣ name detective 
‣ making words 
‣ sorting words 
‣ word hunts/games 
‣ illustrating words 
‣ be a mind reader

‣ use puppets or 
props to retell a 
book 

‣ adapt a book - 
make a movie 

‣ reading a 
reader's theatre 
script 

‣ performing 
reader's theatre 

‣ write a play & 
perform it 

‣ ‘would you 
rather’ questions 

‣ studying pictures 
and discussing 

‣ free play

POPEY K-3 Literacy Centres

https://www.popey.ca/sites/default/files/resource_downloads/Literacy%20Centres.pdf


 Brain-Friendly Activities

Engaging all four of the learning modalities

Providing multiple means of engagement

brainstorming, 
discussions 

humour 

figurative 
language 
metaphors, similes… 

cooperative 
groups 

‘you’re the 
expert’ 
kids teaching each 
other 

storytelling

Auditory

drawing, artwork 
field trips 
games 
graphic organizers 
word webs 
manipulatives 
hands-on 
activities 
experiments, building… 

project/inquiry 
based learning 

Tactile

graphic organizers 

word webs 
word clouds 
figurative language 
metaphors, similes… 

project/inquiry 
based learning 
visualization 
visuals

Visual

movement 
body breaks, yoga, brain 
gym… 

role-play 
dramatic play 
word work play 
drawing, artwork 
field trips 
games

Kinesthetic

Adapted from - Formative Assessment in a Brain-Compatible Classroom - Tate



 Planning Considerations for Diverse Abilities

• vary teaching resources to respond to student need, such as technology, 
including multimedia, videos, audio/ebooks in different reading levels 

• offer a wide range of student materials, such as manipulatives, large 
print, audio, video, print visuals, charts, computers, tablets, devices, 
whiteboards/markers, etc.

Resources & Materials

Assignments & Assessments
• allow students to choose how they demonstrate their knowledge -          

oral presentation, drawing/poster, comic strip, puppet show, song/poetry, video, 
display, model, etc.  

• the final product can vary in difficulty and format to allow students 
flexible choice 

• it’s important to differentiate the type and format of tasks, not just 
the quantity

Differentiated Instruction - Learn Alberta & POPEY’s Planning Strategies to Consider

http://www.learnalberta.ca/content/kes/pdf/or_ws_tea_elem_02_diffinst.pdf
https://popey.ca/sites/default/files/resource_downloads/Planning%20Strategies%20to%20Consider.pdf


Fostering Engagement & Success

1.Tell us about a time when you learned something you were 
interested in learning. What did you do to help yourself? 

2.What’s an idea, topic, or project that really interests you? 

ASCD Article: Why Do Students Disengage?

https://www.ascd.org/el/articles/show-and-tell-a-video-column-why-do-students-disengage


Comprehensive & Connected Literacy Experiences 

Thinking

What do you notice? -  

pre-reading 
engagement 
& theory-building 

Writing

Thought Bubbles -  

noticing character  
development over 
time

Talking

Hello

Hi

What do you notice? -

hearing other people’s  
perspectives & voicing  
your own opinion

Reading

What do you think the 
character is thinking? -
  
inferring thoughts 
based on knowledge 
of the character



What do you notice?



Activity Time

In the next two minutes, write or draw the three parts 
of the story that you reflected upon. Use your writing in 
the thought bubbles to guide your story.

Reflect on what you thought Gerald was thinking 
throughout the story

Turn on your camera and share your work with 
all of us!

 An extension when you are reading your next story: 
‣ Add in thinking bubbles at different parts  

of your story to focus on how your character is feeling



 Thought Bubbles



Fountas & Pinnell’s Systems of Strategic Actions

The Fountas & Pinnell Literacy Continuum - Fountas & Pinnell Literacy

Supporting students’ thinking: 

• WITHIN the text 

• BEYOND the text 

• ABOUT the text



Modes of Thinking: Divergent and Convergent

Sylvia Duckworth

https://sylviaduckworth.com/


 Supporting a Classroom Culture of Writing

Writers need… 

★Practice and time 

★Topics and audiences that matter to them 

★A storytelling and listening culture 

★Varied genres, forms, purposes 

★Clear goals and frequent feedback  

★The time and space to approximate good writing

Columbia University Teachers’ College - Units of Study for Teaching Writing - Calkins

QUESTION:  
Does what I’m doing support one of these six things?



 Nurturing the Spark of Authorship

Our brains loop in information and experiences from 
different parts of our body. 

Three loops that support thinking and writing are: 

movement 
gestures 
sketching

Columbia University Teachers’ College - Units of Study for Teaching Writing - Calkins

Draw every day.  
Talk about it.

Students can strengthen those loops by: 

being in conversation with others 
teaching others 
asking questions



 Quick Jots

When we offload information from our brains, we open up 
room for more thinking. 

Columbia University Teachers’ College - Units of Study for Teaching Writing - Calkins

This is a physical tool that helps with engagement and 
organization, and helps students manage what they know. 

Images from:  
Paper N Stitch Blog

https://www.papernstitchblog.com
https://www.papernstitchblog.com


 Quick Jots

Columbia University Teachers’ College - Units of Study for Teaching Writing - Calkins

Quickly jot down all the words that you know about TREES.



 Breakout Rooms

In small groups, you’re going to do a round robin share:

Share the categories you sorted your TREE words into 

Share one fact that you find really interesting 

ADD someone else’s fact to your list

How did this process help 
support you, and set you up for 
a successful writing experience? 

✓ individual brainstorming  
✓ jotting 
✓ sorting 
✓ small group oral sharing

*5 minutes 



 How-To Writing

Mentor texts and discussions to support young writers



 You’re the Expert - Plan Your Own How-to Book

Columbia University Teachers’ College - Units of Study for Teaching Writing - Calkins

Choose an activity you are an expert at! 

Write down the first few steps for your how-to book 

Before the timer runs out, type your activity and  

the first 3 steps into the chat box 

Press ENTER when the music stops

Think of something you know a lot about, like… 

collecting shells 
taking your dog for a walk 
making a smoothie 
doing a yoga pose



 Strategies to Develop a Strong Writing Identity

Adapted from - A Quick Guide to Reaching Struggling Writers - Cruz

★create a community of writers who struggle &  
succeed together 

★share stories of author struggles & successes 

★create opportunities for students to feel both  
challenged & supported 

✦ Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development

★vary the volume of writing students create 
✦ more for some, less for others 

★connect to areas of student passion 

★partner students with writing buddies

★use student writing as exemplars



 Sources

more info links are available on our website
Info Links

BC Ministry of Education’s Play Today: A Guide for Families

BC Early Learning Framework 

Beetles Project - Resources for Outdoor Science Programs

Sylvia Duckworth - Infographic: Modes of Thinking

Differentiated Instruction - Learn Alberta

Harvard Graduate School of Education article: Summertime, Playtime

ASCD Article: Why Do Students Disengage?

Books

Units of Study in Writing - Calkins & The Reading and Writing Project

Purposeful Play - Mraz, Porcelli & Tyler

The Motivated Brain - Gregory & Kaufeldt

Formative Assessment in a Brain-Compatible Classroom - Tate

Learning with Nature - Robb, Mew & Packham

The Big Book of Nature Activities - Monkman & Rodenburg

A Quick Guide to Reaching Struggling Writers - Cruz

more videos are available on our website
Videos

Adults Returning to Work 

Miles the Music Kid

https://www.popey.ca//
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/education/early-learning/teach/earlylearning/play_today_family_guide.pdf
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/education-training/early-learning/teach/early-learning-framework
http://beetlesproject.org/cms/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/I-Notice-I-Wonder-It-Reminds-Me-Of.pdf
https://sylviaduckworth.com
http://www.learnalberta.ca/content/kes/pdf/or_ws_tea_elem_02_diffinst.pdf
https://www.gse.harvard.edu/news/uk/18/06/summertime-playtime
https://www.ascd.org/el/articles/show-and-tell-a-video-column-why-do-students-disengage
https://www.popey.ca//
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3-gCRX23slw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ggSWaQj7RDY
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