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Feeling a sense of uncertainty about belonging is most pronounced for
students during times of transition, like when they enter university. This
can be all the harder for students who are the first generation in their

1/5

https://tll.mit.edu/sense-of-belonging-matters
https://doi.org/10.1177/0894845319827650


 

families to attend university—and students who face socio-economic
barriers to post-secondary education.

When a student's sense of belonging improves, they not only become
more academically competent but also experience protective benefits for
their mental health. More critically, a sense of belonging might have a
long-lasting effect on post-secondary students' persistence and
engagement in their studies.

As such, it is important that post-secondary institutions undertake
concerted, sustained and targeted efforts to create a sense of belonging.
One way that institutions can achieve this is to make campuses more
welcoming for children within communities, a place that is familiar. This
approach may encourage children to envision university as a place where
they belong—and a future path for them.

At MacEwan University in Edmonton, we established a StoryWalk for
children and families where they follow pages of a storybook posted
sequentially along a path on campus. The activity is designed to invite
families for a fun and cost-free extra-curricular activity to plant the
seeds of belonging on a campus from a young age while supporting
children's early literacy.

University's community engagement

StoryWalk was developed in 2007 in Vermont in the United States, in
partnership with the Kellogg-Hubbard Library. Similar activities are now
taking place around the world. Bringing StoryWalk to a downtown
university campus allows the university to engage students, families and
children in an innovative way.

Books on the StoryWalk at MacEwan focus mainly on community
building and being stronger together. Initial books—including Walking
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Together by Elder Albert D. Marshall and Louise Zimanyi and Be a
Good Ancestor by Leona Prince and Gabrielle Prince—highlight
Indigenous ways of knowing and building a community.

We have also programmed Every Child a Song: A Celebration of
Children's Rights by Nicola Davies. Our intention is to rotate book
selections while striving to reflect aspects of social, cultural and
economic diversity relevant to Edmonton in book choices.

StoryWalk at MacEwan collaborates with organizations and schools that
intentionally support families to build their capacity to be successful
parents raising healthy children. The project has partnered with local not-
for-profit organizations like Terra Center and Bent Arrow Traditional
Healing Society that empowers families and young children. We plan to
expand our circle of collaborators gradually.

While at the university, families can also participate in other free
activities. StoryWalk at MacEwan collaborated with Heather
Fitzsimmons Frey, who researches the arts and cultural sector and young
people, and her work with Elm Tree Theater. As part of this
collaboration, we offered a free 60-minute theater experience for
children and families.

Families are also invited for ongoing supplementary activities in the 
kihêw waciston Indigenous Center.

Importance of early learning

Following a StoryWalk pathway with adults allows children to learn new
words, describe things and events and tell stories as they walk together.

The physical movement while engaging with a story helps children
understand story sequences—how stories have distinct narrative

3/5

https://www.annickpress.com/Books/W/Walking-Together
https://www.orcabook.com/Be-a-Good-Ancestor
https://www.orcabook.com/Be-a-Good-Ancestor
https://www.simonandschuster.com/books/Every-Child-a-Song/Nicola-Davies/9781623718725
https://www.simonandschuster.com/books/Every-Child-a-Song/Nicola-Davies/9781623718725
https://terracentre.ca
https://bentarrow.ca
https://bentarrow.ca
https://phys.org/tags/young+children/
https://www.macewan.ca/academics/academic-departments/arts-cultural-management/our-people/profile/?profileid=fitzsimmons-freyh
https://www.macewan.ca/academics/academic-departments/arts-cultural-management/our-people/profile/?profileid=fitzsimmons-freyh
https://www.elmtreetheatre.com/
https://www.macewan.ca/campus-life/kihew-waciston-indigenous-centre/
https://www.macewan.ca/campus-life/kihew-waciston-indigenous-centre/
https://www.macewan.ca/campus-life/kihew-waciston-indigenous-centre/
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Emily-Bremer/publication/337276817_Evaluation_of_the_Move_2_Learn_program_a_community-based_movement_and_pre-literacy_intervention_for_young_children/links/6227914684ce8e5b4d10a631/Evaluation-of-the-Move-2-Learn-program-a-community-based-movement-and-pre-literacy-intervention-for-young-children.pdf
https://www.readingrockets.org/classroom/classroom-strategies/story-sequence#


 

components. Hearing and playing with sounds and letters can enhance
children's abilities to notice and work with the specific sounds
(phonemes) in spoken words. In addition, strengthening children's self-
regulation and attention can positively impact academic outcomes.

The accompanying activities, including reading aloud, are a playful
means for children to develop positive attitudes towards reading, and
develop early literacy skills. These include building their vocabulary and
gaining expressive language.

Family engagement is another critical component of the StoryWalk.
Doing things together as a family builds values, traditions and rituals that
keep children connected to important people and places in their lives.

These are some of the ways the walk provides an opportunity for
parents, educators and other significant adults to be with children,
reinforcing the importance of a person's positive connections as they
navigate an educational journey.

Extending a welcome

Yet, inviting early and elementary learners for a few visits to a post-
secondary institution is not enough in itself for concretely fostering
belonging for any students, particularly for first-generation or
marginalized students.

Formal and informal mentorship opportunities between current and
prospective students can also help extend the welcoming environment
beyond initial interactions, offering sustained support and guidance.

We hope StoryWalk at MacEwan can be one meaningful way to enhance
the educational landscape for young children—while also fostering a
sense of belonging and possibility within higher education.
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This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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