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Leaders in education were wondering if the COVID-19 pandemic would nudge educators 

to explore the benefits of outdoor education. This research took up that challenge and 

explored the aspects of literacy learning that are fostered by participation within an 

outdoor educational context – Forest School. Skills in oral language build the foundation 

for emergent literacy and supports the development of reading and writing. In dramatic 

play, students adopt imaginary roles and build on each other’s oral story-telling abilities 

during story co-construction; teachers can then extend this knowledge to teach narrative 

writing. This study provided important information into facilitating literacy development 

within the context of Forest School and offers examples of the teacher’s role in 

supporting students’ narrative competence and emergent literacy skills.  

BACKGROUND & 
PURPOSE



How can teachers improve emergent 
literacy skills during primary students’ 
dramatic play in an outdoor play-based 
educational context (Forest School)?



ORAL LANGUAGE & 
STORY-TELLING

Oral communication sets the foundation for 

early reading and writing. In conversation, 

young children develop the language skills 

needed to make sense of print. “Children who 

have good narrative skills have better emergent 

literacy skills and better reading abilities than 

those who do not” (Curenton & Lucas, 2007, p. 

377). Additionally, within Indigenous cultures 

skill in telling stories is valued. Storytelling 

forms the foundation for much traditional 

Indigenous teaching and learning.

(Image credit: Laura Budgell)

Oral language                       

(listening and talking)               

is the foundation for literacy



PLAY
Play facilitates language development in that it 

provides numerous opportunities to 

hear/practice/learn language, it encourages 

children to use more advanced language, and 

allows children to be in control and engaged in 

the interaction (student-led experience). Dramatic 

play facilitates narrative construction, and thus 

play is a natural context for emergent literacy 

development. The outdoor context provides many 

opportunities for early literacy development. Rich, 

reciprocal dialogue occurs in the storied 

environment of the outdoor classroom as the 

teacher and students explore the world together. 

The play-worlds created by children during socio-

dramatic/imaginative play are worlds of stories, 

experimentation, conflict and negotiation; “And 

because many of the physical materials or ‘props’ 

are natural items whose function in play is not 

pre-determined, children are required to work 

together to attribute meaning to these different 

items and integrate them into the story” (Wright, 

2016, para. 8). As students seek language that 

reflects their experiences new vocabulary

is introduced contextually.  



PLACE BASED 
LEARNING

“Nature-based education is, by definition, 

place-based education. And no matter where we 

are, when we enter into a classroom, we bring our 

place, and the history of that place, with us.” 

(Harrington, 2017, para. 2)

Recognizing the importance of place is 

important to providing knowledge-rich 

education: “learning is embedded in 

relationships, culture, family, Elders, 

Knowledge Keepers, community, land, 

connections, memory and history” 

(Government of Alberta, 2017, p. 5). 

“Nature-based education is, by definition, 

place-based education. And no matter where 

we are, when we enter into a classroom, we 

bring our place, and the history of that place, 

with us” (Harrington, 2017, para. 2). The strong 

Indigenous connection between land and 

knowledge/learning has been widely 

documented.  



QUALITATIVE ACTION RESEARCH

This study used qualitative action research methodology and was 

funded by a grant from the McDowell Foundation. From October to 

November 2021, we gathered our data via anecdotal notes, video, 

photographs, and our reflective journals as teacher-researchers. We 

met weekly for cycles of planning and reflection. Our data analysis 

was deductive and focused on Cooper’s 6 essential tasks of 

emergent literacy. As Cooper noted, “What does academic learning 

look like when play is peeled away?” 



SIX essential tasks  for the development of emergent literacy:

1. Oral language: expression, home language, syntax, vocabulary, and 

sentence patterns

2. Narrative form: knowledge of how stories work, where stories come 

from, what stories are composed of, sequencing, plot development, 

characterization, writing process, authorial intention, and use of 

imagination 

3. Conventions of print: knowledge of how print functions, including 

directionality, spaces between words, letters, words, and punctuation

4. Code: encoding and decoding 

5. Word study: sight words, phonics, spelling, and decoding 

6. Reading for meaning

(Cooper, 2005, p. 238)

Emergent 

Literacy: 

refers to the 

gradual 

process from 

birth until a 

child can read 

and write in a 

conventional 

sense. 

Cooper reviewed the research literature in the study of literacy learning and found six essential tasks which have 

shown to be important in the development of emergent literacy. We found evidence of each of these essential tasks 

within Forest School. We will briefly look at each and include a few examples from our research. 



▪ Expression

▪ Home language

▪ Syntax 

▪ Vocabulary

▪ Sentence patterns

Forest School provided opportunities for children to talk about what they want and for teachers to 

extend their talk. The teacher played an important role in helping children expand vocabulary, 

sentence length, and expression. Students used language to describe their world, to create and 

engage in stories, facilitate problem solving and in teamwork!  



▪ Knowledge of how stories work

▪ Where stories come from

▪ What stories are composed of

▪ Sequencing

▪ Plot development

▪ Characterization

▪ Writing process

▪ Authorial intention

▪ Use of imagination  

In Forest School while they 

dramatize their stories, 

students begin to grasp what 

makes a good plot, how to 

flesh out the characters, etc. 

These are fundamental aspects 

of creative writing that young 

children learn best through 

demonstration and action. 



▪ Knowledge of how print 
functions

▪ Including directionality 

▪ Spaces between words

▪ Letters

▪ Words

▪ Punctuation
The teacher facilitated knowledge of how 

print functions by following the students 

lead when they engaged in writing that 

enhanced their play (e.g., writing up a 

speeding ticket, looking for letter shapes 

in nature, creating signs like “no bats 

allowed”).   



▪ Encoding 

▪ Decoding 

Young children have a growing awareness of the 

conventions of print and the concept of the 

alphabetic code. It is usually assumed that this 

next step requires instruction in phonics (the 

relationship between letters and speech sounds). 

It does, but first they “must understand that what 

can be said can be written (encoded), that what 

can be written can be studied for its sub-parts 

(decoded), and that what can be decoded can be 

understood (comprehension)” (Cooper, 2005, p. 

243). The teacher facilitated this understanding by 

encouraging her students to, for example, write 

the recipes they were creating, make a sign 

stating the rules of Forest School, create a Project 

Manager plan for clearing out the cattails from the 

swamp. 



▪ Phonics 

▪ Spelling 

▪ Decoding

Students engaged in word play like similes – the wasp nest 

was as cushiony as a pillow - and took the time to study 

words, especially how to spell each other’s names!  



“The ability to search for meaning is greatly 

enhanced by the experience of creating it.” 

(Cooper, 2005, p. 245) 

Telling stories, and engaging in socio-dramatic play, 

involves so many different genres and different types of 

linguistic transactions that the young storytellers gained a 

variety of skills that supported the reading process; e.g., 

key vocabulary, characters, plot, setting, etc.



All of Cooper’s essential tasks for the development of emergent literacy were found in Forest School 

and can be facilitated in engaging ways within an outdoor learning context! 



“For the longest time it was thought that play was the 

realm of children and that adults should not interfere; 

we now know that adults can and should be a part of 

children’s play and that adults are just as important as 

other children when it comes to learning new skills and 

figuring things out. 

When educators are respectful and join in their 

students’ play, instead of imposing their understanding 

of play, the learning that happens can be powerful. 

Educators need to interact with their students by 

modelling possible ways to use the literacy materials 

they have introduced and through asking children 

questions that encourage the use of literacies.” 

(Wood, 2017, p. 2)





▪ Appreciates ongoing drama

▪ Nods, smiles, etc. 

ONLOOKER



▪ Gathers materials

▪ Makes props

▪ Constructs costumes

▪ Organizes ‘set’

▪ Makes ‘script’ suggestions 

STAGE MANAGER



▪ Assumes a role

▪ Mediates dialogue

▪ Defines roles and 
responsibilities of 
characters

CO-PLAYER



▪ Introduces conflict 

▪ Facilitates dialogue

▪ Solves problems

PLAY LEADER



Through our exploration of emergent literacy within Forest School we found that each of Cooper’s essential tasks were nurtured in student-

centred ways. This research has relevance for curricular discourses in the areas of outdoor/placed-based education, early childhood literacy, 

and culturally responsive pedagogy. Being aware of these essential tasks and how they can be nurtured outside within play-based learning 

allows teachers to become more intentional in facilitating the development of these skills within this learning context! 
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