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Today this meadow serves as a waystation for mon-
arch butterflies, provides students with various texts 
(e.g., insects, plants, soil, animals, etc.), demonstrates 
evidence of seasonal and weather changes, and supports 
interdisciplinary curricular applications across grade 
levels and content areas (Figure 5).

 
Literacy and PBE
Rather than looking at pictures or watching short 
videos featuring outdoor locations, WCSC students 
regularly go outside to study and capture natural phe-
nomena, including through writing (Figures 6 and 7).
 
For example, during an outdoor writing observation 
experience, a second grader noticed a bird. In his writ-
ing journal, he captured his observations in the form 
of words and lists. As he walked back inside he verbally 
shared some “noticings” with his peers and teacher, 
including the name of the bird he observed (i.e., a 
Downy Woodpecker). Using his initial observations as 
well as his knowledge of local living things, this student 
successfully formulated ideas and using the writing 
process developed a written response (Figure 8). 
 
This student’s writing describes what he saw and 
includes a prediction about the upcoming season. “I 
saw a Downy Woodpecker from branche to branche[,] 
from tree to tree. My favorite thing was seeing the 
Downy Woodpecker. In the spring I think there will be 

Figure 5. WWSCS meadow area and monarch 
waystation on their school grounds in summer 
(Photograph by Janet Staal)

Figure 6. “Sit Spot” report template for 2nd grade 
outdoor writing
(Created by Janet Staal and Ellen Koster)

Figure 7. WSCS students in an outdoor writing 
experience
(Photograph by Janet Staal)
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Figure 8. Second grader’s developed written re-
sponse and illustration
(Photograph by Janet Staal, used with permission 
of student and parent)

no ice.” Extending the classroom to include the out-
doors demonstrates how PBE extends students’ access 
to text and supports their curiosity, wonder, learning, 
vocabulary acquisition, and writing.

There are many ways WSCS teachers connect PBE with 
WSCS’s school grounds to support students’ interdisci-
plinary learning and literacy development (Table 1).

Now a part of their school’s culture, WCSC elementary 
teachers regularly take students outdoors throughout 
the school year to engage and extend students’ learn-
ing. When they do this, students can better understand 
their community and its needs, extend their curricular 
understanding, and engage in various literacy practices 
(i.e., scientific observations, reading field guides, creative 
and/or informational writing, mapping, physical and/or 
digital collections of data and/or phenomena, etc.).  

Table 1

WSCS PBE Curricular Connections, Explorations, Investigations
(Created by Erica Hamilton, Janet Staal, and Jessica Vander Ark) 
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PBE in Your Schoolyard 
and Community

For various reasons, it is often not feasible for teachers 
and students to travel beyond their school grounds 
or local community. However, what is happening at 
WSCS is possible in every school. As WSCS teachers’ 
and students’ experiences make clear, utilizing PBE and 

expanding learning spaces to include the outdoors sup-
ports students’ literacy development, learning, explora-
tion, and creativity. 

In fact, PBE is thriving in urban, suburban, and 
rural school settings, where teachers and students are 
engaged in literacy-based explorations and investiga-
tions across grade levels and content areas (Table 2).

Table 2 

Selected Groundswell-Supported PBE School Explorations and Investigations
(Created by Erica Hamilton, Janet Staal, and Jessica Vander Ark)
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Next Steps
For educators interested in PBE, including how to 
integrate it into existing curriculum and connecting 
students’ learning to their school grounds and local 
community, we suggest the following: 
1. Explore your school’s yard/grounds. What’s read-

ily available? Take an inventory of resources (e.g., 
trees, landscapes, habitats, animals and insects, 
plants, buildings, paths, parking lots, equipment, 
etc.). Connect resources to curriculum and/or 
learning outcomes. 

2. Collaborate with colleagues. How can I build a 
team? Connect with colleagues to build support 
for PBE. Partner with additional school personnel 
(e.g., administrators, groundskeepers, maintenance, 
etc.). Plan and facilitate PBE-based teaching and 
learning experiences. 

3. Connect with local organizations and nonprof-
its. Who has the knowledge we need? Reach out 
to environmental organizations, nature centers, 
zoos, cultural centers, local parks and recreation 
departments, as well as others. Ask them to identify 
specific community issues students can learn about 
and address.

4. Learn with students. Do I have to be an expert? 
PBE doesn’t mean the teacher has all the answers. 
The best place to start can be exploring and inves-
tigating a question about a local phenomenon 
or issue on your school’s property or in the local 
community.

Conclusion
In closing, PBE provides teachers and students oppor-
tunities to directly tie questions and learning to places 
they are most familiar with, namely their local school 
and community. PBE empowers teachers and students 
to study and read the world, integrate knowledge across 
disciplines, write for authentic purposes and audiences, 
create and share narratives connected to local places, 
and engage in and share research. As a result, students’ 
excitement for learning grows as they see their school 
grounds and community as an extension of their class-
rooms, with access to more texts, learning, and oppor-
tunities for positive impacts.
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