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Overview

What Is Environmental Print?
Environmental print is the print we see all around us. It is the print on everyday products we use, on street 
signs, and on logos. It is the print we recognize because of its shape, pictures, and colors. Honey Nut 
Cheerios® and Lucky Charms® cereal boxes/logos, stop signs and railroad crossing signs, and McDonald’s® 
and Burger King® logos are all examples of environmental print.

Although valuable, labels on shelves in the classroom, word cards identifying the door, window, or CD 
player, and children’s names written on crayon boxes, cubbies, or pictures, do not constitute environmental 
print. Rather, these are examples of words found in a print-rich environment. Most early childhood teachers 
display print at each center in their rooms and label supplies and objects. Teachers may often neglect to 
capitalize on what children already know and experience in their world every day. They fail to incorporate 
environmental print in the curriculum and the classroom.

Why Use Environmental Print?
Environmental print surrounds children. This print is “embedded” in their world. Children begin their literacy 
learning as they observe environmental print and construct an understanding of its meaning in context 
(Harste, Burke, and Woodward, 1982). When children go to fast food restaurants, they get much more than 
a burger and fries. “They are increasingly able to construct meaning from their expanding world as they 
encounter symbols, signs, labels, and logos” (West and Egley, 1998). 

“Informal, everyday experiences with print in their lives appear to be a crucial part of children’s literacy 
learning process” (Morrow, Strickland, and Woo, 1998). Using environmental print with children is a good 
choice because it is the first type of print children recognize and understand as their literacy skills begin 
to emerge. Children begin to recognize environmental print at a young age. By the age of three, children 
recognize the logos of fast food chains. By age four, children can identify products, logos, labels, and signs. 
Four- and five-year-olds begin copying words found on media, signs, and logos. 

Environmental print offers children opportunities to understand their world and the ways in which adults 
use literacy in meaningful contexts. Environmental print surrounds children and provides meaningful 
literacy experiences with reading material that is familiar to them. As a result, children feel successful 
reading environmental print. Success is motivating. Children begin to see themselves as readers and writers 
and want to read and write more.

Environmental print can be integrated into any curriculum area. The use of environmental print throughout 
the curriculum helps make learning meaningful. Classification and graphing activities using environmental 
print support mathematical thinking. Sorting foods into healthy and unhealthy choices or into food groups 
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provides science content. A unit on the community can incorporate learning about traffic signs and safety, 
identifying local business and recreation sites, learning the names of streets, and constructing maps of  
the area.

Environmental print is readily available and inexpensive. Teachers and parents can collect environmental 
print easily and regularly. Having a supply of environmental print allows teachers to provide numerous and 
varied experiences for children.

Environmental print is, therefore, a logical place to begin when planning literacy experiences. Teachers 
of young children can prepare an assortment of activities with environmental print and incorporate 
these activities into various centers and with a variety of themes to expand children’s emerging literacy. 
Environmental print can be used as a building block for developing young children’s literacy skills. Incidental 
experiences, however, are insufficient. Planned, sequential experiences with environmental print that build 
children’s understanding of reading and writing are critical. 

The Environmental Print Learning Continuum
Teachers need a framework from which they can plan sequential experiences to facilitate children’s 
understanding of reading and writing. The Environmental Print Learning Continuum (see page 6) offers 
teachers such a framework. This 10-step hierarchy identifies increasingly complex literacy skills that teachers 
of preschool children can develop through planned, sequential experiences with environmental print. By 
providing experiences with environmental print at each step of the continuum, teachers enhance and 
expand young children’s understanding of reading and writing. 

The Environmental Print Learning Continuum also provides a way for teachers to assess and evaluate young 
children’s literacy skills using appropriate activities. It is important to view assessment and evaluation as an 
integral component of the instructional process. Monitoring children’s developing literacy skills provides 
teachers with valuable information to plan future experiences. An easy way for teachers to monitor 
children’s growth and progress with environmental print is to use a checklist. A checklist is a collection of 
learning objectives that match the developmental sequence of a hierarchy of skills. As children engage in 
various activities designed to promote development of skills on the continuum, teachers can observe and 
record children’s progress on a checklist. Checklists completed for individual children can be placed in a 
child’s portfolio and shared with parents during conferences (page 94). Checklists can also be completed for 
the entire class (page 95). This information can be used to help teachers form flexible groups for instruction. 
For example, children whose skills are more advanced might be paired to participate in an activity with 
children who are just beginning to develop a skill. 

By using active, appropriate activities at each step of the continuum, assessment and evaluation can be 
an integral, ongoing process which provides guidance for teachers to plan increasingly more complex 
experiences for each child.
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The next skill on the Environmental Print Learning Continuum is dictating stories. Young children enjoy 
relating personal events and sharing them with others. Writing what children dictate and having them 
read their dictation contributes to children’s ability to read. Children can be encouraged to select logos, 
labels, or other environmental print that they know and make up stories about them. When the dictation 
is transcribed, the environmental print logo or label should be included in the written product. A trip to 
Arby’s® could be the focus of a story that a child dictates. The Arby’s® logo would be included every time the 
word Arby’s® is in the child’s story. Then, the child and teacher read the written story together.

Experiences that provide children with opportunities to classify environmental print by initial sound will 
depend on the ages and abilities of the children. Children may be able to identify environmental print that 
starts with the same sounds as their names. Additional experiences will provide children with opportunities 
to expand their abilities to identify letter sounds. 

Playing with sounds should be an extensive part of any literacy program. Chanting, rhyming, and clapping 
the number of sounds in words should be an integral part of children’s literacy experiences in the classroom. 
Being able to classify environmental print by syllables requires children to have a variety of opportunities 
to play with the sounds in words. Using environmental print allows teachers to provide children with visual 
and auditory experiences in recognizing the number of syllables in words and classifying words  
by syllables. 

The Environmental Print Learning Continuum provides a framework for teachers to plan increasingly 
complex literacy experiences for young children using environmental print. The goal of these experiences 
is to expand young children’s literacy skills. The experiences teachers offer at each skill level of the 
Environmental Print Learning Continuum will depend on the ages and abilities of the children. Numerous 
and varied activities should be provided at each level of the Continuum. Assessment of children’s abilities 
should be an integral, ongoing process as children progress in their experiences with environmental print 
using the Continuum.

This book provides numerous ways for teachers to use environmental print with young children. The 
organization of the ideas is based on the Environmental Print Learning Continuum. Teachers can begin 
using the activities that match their students’ abilities and continue to develop students’ literacy skills as 
they move through the continuum. To monitor children’s literacy growth with environmental print, two 
checklists are provided on pages 94–95. Use the first checklist to record individual children’s skills. Use the 
second checklist to track the entire class. 
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Level 1

Level 1
Point to Environmental Print

Main Objective:
Children will be able to point to environmental print identified by  
the teacher.

Rationale:
Children develop an awareness of written language as a form of 
communication. They recognize that print has meaning. They begin to 
understand that specific print has specific meaning. For example, they 
understand that cereal boxes with Kix® on the fronts all contain the same 
type of cereal and that a McDonald’s® sign indicates a specific type of fast-
food restaurant. Knowledge that print has meaning is crucial to literacy 
development.

The activities in this section provide children with a variety of ways to respond 
to requests to point to environmental print identified by the teacher. The child 
may not be able to read the environmental print independently, but with the 
teacher’s prompting will be able to point to the named print. 

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 101
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Puzzles

Objective:
Children will be able to point to the name of 
the cereal.

Materials and Construction:
• Two identical front panels from 

empty cereal boxes
• Scissors
• One 2-quart (1.89 L) resealable,

plastic bag
• Clear contact paper or 

laminating f ilm

Cut the front panels from two identical 
empty cereal boxes. Cut one front 
panel into puzzle pieces. The number 
of puzzle pieces will depend on the 
age of the children. Keep the second 
front panel intact to use as the model for the puzzle. Use clear contact paper or laminating f ilm to cover 
the puzzle pieces and the model for the puzzle. Store the puzzle and model in a resealable, plastic bag.

Procedures:
Have a child take the puzzle pieces and the model of the puzzle out of the bag. Once the child has 
completed the puzzle, ask her to point to the words in the cereal’s name.

Adaptations:
•  Use the front panels of cracker or cookie boxes to make puzzles.
•  Glue the labels from canned fruits or vegetables on card stock to make puzzles.

Children will be able to point to the name of 
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Cookies 

and Crackers 

Logo Chart 

Objective:
Children will be able to point to the cookie or cracker identified by the teacher.

Materials and Construction:
 •  24" x 36" (61 cm x 91 cm) sheet of poster board
 •  Labels/front panels from various types of cookie and cracker packages
 •  Scissors
 •  Glue stick
 •  Clear contact paper or laminating film

Cut the labels/front panels from various types of cookie and cracker packages. Glue the environmental 
print on the 24" x 36" (61 cm x 91 cm) sheet of poster board. Use six labels/front panels for three- or four-
year-olds. Use more labels/front panels for older children. Cover the chart with clear contact paper or 
laminate for durability.

Procedures:
For this activity, you may work with an individual child, a small group, or the entire class. Have children sit 
facing the chart. After you name a cookie or cracker on the chart, have one child come to the chart and 
point to the product you identified.

Adaptations:
 •  Make duplicate labels/front panels of the cookie and cracker packages. Ask a child to select the 

duplicate label/front panel and match it to the same product on the chart.
 • Mount pictures of cookies and crackers on the chart with hook-and-loop tape. Change the 

products as children become familiar with print.
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Place Mats

Objective:
Children will be able to point to the environmental print on the place mats when prompted.

Materials and Construction:
 • 8.5" x 17" (21.6 cm x 43 cm) pieces of poster board (one for each child)
 • Variety of environmental print cut from products such as crackers, candy bars,  

and drinks
 • Glue sticks
 • Scissors
 • Clear contact paper or laminating film

Provide each child with a piece of 8.5" x 17" (21.6 cm x 43 cm) poster board. Make a variety of 
environmental print available for children to select. Have children glue different pieces of environmental 
print on the pieces of poster board to create their place mats. When the children are finished, cover the 
fronts and backs of the place mats with clear contact paper or laminating film.

Procedure:
Use the place mats at snack time and lunchtime. Ask children to find specific products on their place 
mats.

Adaptations:
 • Cut out fast-food and restaurant logos from bags, napkins, etc., to create the  

place mats. 
 • Make seasonal or thematic place mats such as leaf-shaped place mats for fall  

or place mats with only logos of crackers.
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“Hansel 

and Gretel” 

House 

Objective:
Children will be able to point to the  
environmental print named on  
the “house.”

Materials and Construction:
 • Large cardboard box from a washer, 

dryer, stove, or dishwasher
 • Environmental print from cookie, 

candy, snack, and cereal packages (enough 
to cover the cardboard box)

 • Scissors 
 • Glue sticks 
 • Craft knife

Using the craft knife, cut out windows and a door for the “Hansel and Gretel” house. 

Procedures:
Read and discuss the story of “Hansel and Gretel” with children. Show them the large box on which you 
have already cut out the door and windows. Explain to the class that they will be making the witch’s 
house from the story “Hansel and Gretel.” Tell children to glue the environmental print on the box, 
making sure that the print does not overlap. Provide the children with glue sticks and the environmental 
print to create the house. Once the house is complete, reread the story and have the children act out the 
story. Ask children to find specific environmental print on the house. Place the book near the house and 
allow the children to retell the story and identify environmental print during free choice time.

Adaptations:
 • Use shoe boxes to make individual “Hansel and Gretel” houses for each child.
 • Cut out paper in the shapes of houses. Have children glue environmental print that they can read 

on their houses. Use the houses to create a mural.

Large cardboard box from a washer, 

candy, snack, and cereal packages (enough 
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Environmental  

Print Walk Book

Objective:
Children will be able to find the 
environmental print in the Environmental 
Print Walk Book.

Materials and Construction:
 • Camera with film or a digital camera 
 • Small photo album that holds one 

picture per page
 • Unlined index card
 •  Marker

Take the children on an environmental print walk in the neighborhood around your school. Let them 
know that they need to look for environmental print (signs, logos, etc.). Take photos of street signs, 
traffic signs, neighborhood stores, etc. Place the photos in the small photo album. Make sure you have a 
title page for the album. 

Procedures:
Gather children together on the floor in front of you. Discuss the environmental print walk and ask 
children to recall the different environmental print they saw on their walk. Display the Environmental 
Print Walk Book and read the title with the children. Show them individual pictures in the book and read 
the print on each page. Next, invite one child to find a specific piece of environmental print in the book. 
Repeat with several children. Place the book in your classroom library. 

Adaptations:
 • Make duplicate copies of the photos. Have children find the identical photo in the Environmental 

Print Walk Book.
 • Use the duplicate prints to sequence the environmental print walk. Have children read the 

environmental print as they sequence the pictures.




