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Read and Move
A new approach to 

read-aloud time in primary grades

Literacy is the foundation of education, and so 
modern education devotes significant school 

time to promoting and developing literacy. Yet 
we also need to ensure that young bodies and 
minds are ready to absorb their literacy lessons. 

Integrating physical exercise with reading 
activities in unique ways can be a great 

benefit to young learners.
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“Sit on the floor. Don’t move. Please stop 
fidgeting. Pay attention.” These are all-too-
common directives elementary teachers give 
their students during read-aloud time. Imagine 
instead hearing: “It’s time to read and move! 
Find a space to move around! Keep it up!” 
Three Washington State elementary teachers 
recently took this approach with their students 
(kindergarten, 1st grade, and 2nd grade). These 
teachers volunteered to pilot a program that 
replaced sitting with movement during whole-
class read-aloud time.  

As a mother of two young boys and a 
university professor of physical education 
with a strong passion for literacy, I had been 
wondering why we shouldn’t combine reading 
with movement. I’ve seen many programs 
successfully do this by bringing literacy into 
the physical education class, and I wanted 
to try bringing fitness into the elementary 
classroom. Many teachers are using fitness 
movements in their classrooms, but it is rare to 
see it done during reading time.  

For several years, I have been teaching pre-
service elementary teachers how to integrate 
movement into literacy. I wanted to see it in 
action with primary grade levels, where sitting 
during whole-class read-aloud time is often the 
norm. I started by giving the program a name, 
the Read and Move Project (RAMP). Teachers 
select books they would typically read aloud 
to their kindergarten to 2nd-grade students 
as a whole group. Rather than sitting on the 
floor while the teacher reads the book aloud, 
students perform corresponding movements 
to be more engaged, energized, and better able 
to retain more of the information from the 
reading.  

To pilot the Read and Move Project, I first 
demonstrated a RAMP reading with each class 
and then asked the teachers try reading various 
books with their classes while I observed. 
Afterward, I interviewed the three teachers 
regarding their perceptions about how RAMP 
affected their students’ engagement, focus, 
and interest in reading time. The teachers also 
offered tips for successfully conducting Read 
and Move in their classrooms. Future research 
in this area could explore students selecting 
their own books and movements to practice 
their reading skills to each other, particularly in 
the intermediate grades.

The mission of RAMP is to increase students’ 
abilities and interest in both literacy and 
movement. Significant research from the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC) indicates that movement enhances 
brain development and improves reading 
skills. Research also shows that elementary 
students are less active today than ever before. 
Therefore, elementary classroom teachers are 
encouraged to integrate movement into the 
classroom time to enhance brain development, 
as well as provide students opportunities for 
more physical activity.  

Instead of sitting still while listening to a book 
being read, students can participate in directed 
movement that correlates to what is being 
read in the book. For example, if students are 
learning about “action verbs,” they perform 
the relevant action every time they hear an 
action verb in the book. In the story Going on 
a Lion Hunt, students act out the action verbs 
of “over” or “under” by hopping or ducking. 
In another example, kindergartners or 1st-
graders learning to skip count by tens perform 
a movement, such as jumping jacks, while skip 
counting to a number read in the book. The 
movement does not always have to represent 
the action in the book, so jumping jacks might 
simply relate to a number mentioned in the 
book and not necessarily to jumping. If the 
teacher reads, “Suzy found eight flowers the 
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first day, then two the next day,” students 
would do 10 jumping jacks to represent 8 + 2 
= 10.

The first time I read to the kindergartners, 
I stood in the far corner of the room with 
the book in hand. Immediately, one of the 
students said, “You’re in the wrong spot. You 
need to sit on that chair right there while 
you read so we can sit in front of you on the 
floor.” I told her, “Today we’re going to try 
something new. I’ll stand over here and you 
get to stand up, too! We’re going to move our 
bodies while I read.” They quickly caught on. 
As we read a book called Starfish, whenever 
a body part was named, the students would 
wiggle that body part two times. The book 
explained that starfish have “rays,” which 
are arms, not legs. To see how well students 
retained the information, three weeks after that 
first RAMP reading the kindergarten teacher 
asked the class, “Do starfish have arms or legs? 
And what are they called?” The students all 
called out, “Arms. Rays!” while wiggling their 
arms as we had done during the book reading. 
The teacher informed me that the RAMP 
reading of Starfish was the only time they had 

covered this fact about starfish. We were both 
impressed with the students’ recollection of this 
information.  

Why Move?
Improve Academics and Behavior
Research shows a positive correlation 
between classroom-based physical activity 
and indicators of academic performance and 
behavior. Studies have found that adding time 
to be active in the classroom does not decrease 
academic performance; in fact, movement 
actually increases academic performance. There 
is a link between memory and movement, or 
what is often termed “gesture to remember.” 

Increase Fitness and Reduce obesity
Youth obesity rates have tripled since the 
1970s; currently, one in five school-age 
children is classified as obese. Obesity can place 
children at risk physically, emotionally, and 
socially. Obese children are at higher risk for 
many chronic health conditions or diseases, 
both in childhood and adulthood. Research 
also has found that obese children are more 
likely to be teased and bullied and more likely 
to suffer from lower self-esteem and depression.
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While it is recommended that youth be 
active at least 60 minutes a day, only 30% of 
elementary schools require or recommend 
just 30 or more minutes a day of recess. As 
extended periods of inactivity during the day 
is detrimental for children, it is recommended 
that movement be incorporated into academic 
lessons when possible. The CDC’s report 
Tips for Teachers recommends incorporating 
movement into academic lessons or adding 
short bursts of activity.

If Kids need to Move, Let them
Recent data from the CDC estimates that 
up to 11% of U.S. children 4-17 years of age 
have been diagnosed with attention deficit/
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). Children 
affected by ADHD can display the following 
characteristics: does not appear to listen, gets 
distracted, fidgets, has difficulty sustaining 
attention, and/or has difficulty remaining seated. 
Allowing students to move during academic 
activities may alleviate these difficulties.

Benefits of Read and Move
At the completion of the Read and Move Program pilot, I interviewed the three 
teachers about their experiences implementing RAMP with their classes. Their 
responses, provided below, covered engagement and focus, retention of knowledge, 
and increased interest in reading. 

Kindergarten 
Teacher

First-Grade 
Teacher

Second-Grade 
Teacher

engagement and Focus

My kindergartners were way more interested in getting to 
move! They were more focused on the words, because they were 
listening for what movements to do. My students who would 
typically zone off during regular read-aloud time are much more 
engaged. They might not follow all of the directions perfectly, 
but they aren’t as distracted as when they are seated.

I could see how focused they were when they were choosing the 
movement for punctuation. I enjoy focusing on one skill, either 
ELA or math, and having them pick that out in the reading to 
move to. I like to do Read and Move at the end of the day when 
students are typically restless. It helps them to focus more on 
the reading.  

They were very engaged during the readings and during 
the questioning after the reading, more so than with sitting 
readings. When they call out answers during the reading or 
what may be coming up, that’s one way we, as teachers, measure 
engagement. They did this a lot during RAMP.  
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Kindergarten 
Teacher

First-Grade 
Teacher

Second-Grade 
Teacher

Increased Interest in Reading

Now whenever I tell them it’s time for a read-aloud, they ask what 
movements we get to do. Even as the teacher, I felt more energized and 
excited to read the book when using movements. One kindergartner 
was going to read a book to the class about waves. She asked me if she 
could have them move their bodies like waves when she read it aloud.   

Students were excited when they knew we were going to do a RAMP 
book. With a couple of the students who are not usually very engaged 
in reading, they seemed to be more engaged. Overall, this year’s class 
loves reading, both sitting and moving. But in previous years’ classes, 
the movement would have been even more beneficial.  

At first, I wasn’t sure how I’d do this. But after trying it, I see that it’s 
quick and easy to find on-topic books, align them with standards, 
and add movement to them. I’m already thinking about what books I 
want to use next year for RAMP. In our morning meetings when I told 
them the plan for the day, when I mentioned Read and Move, they all 
cheered!  

Retention of Knowledge

The kindergartners’ comprehension and understanding 
was better with RAMP. There definitely appears to be a 
movement and memory connection. Their comprehension 
and understanding was better and deeper. When I asked them 
what movements we did two weeks ago for the insects, they 
remembered all of them.

For one book, students performed movements for punctuation, 
like jumping and reaching up for an exclamation point. The 
next week, when students were writing, I was helping a student 
determine the appropriate punctuation for a statement. He 
said, “Exclamation point!” and raised his arms straight above his 
head just like we did during RAMP.

Movement is a great way to see where they are at with 
understanding the content. It’s a great formative assessment. I’m 
constantly looking for new ways like this to assess students. This 
worked great with the money books we read.

Kindergarten 
Teacher

First-Grade 
Teacher

Second-Grade 
Teacher
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Here are some teacher-to-teacher tips to make 
your Read and Move Program successful.  

Introduce early and often
Since this program was introduced in the 
spring, all three teachers agreed it would be 
best to start it right at the beginning of the 
school year. That way, it will be considered part 
of the regular routine for the class. Students 
will learn that while they may be asked to 
sit during reading time, they also will have 
many opportunities to stand and move. The 
kindergarten teacher plans to do RAMP at 
least once a day, since they do read-alouds two 
to three times each day. The other teachers plan 
to do it at least once or twice per week.  

start simple
Select short books you already use during read-
aloud time. It is easiest to start with books 
that include movement concepts within the 
narrative. For example, Eric Carle’s From Head 
to Toe explains how animals move and students 
can follow along with the animal movements. 
Work your way up to adding movement to 
books that emphasize a specific word. For 
example, when reading a book about feelings, 
students can do a certain movement each time 
a feeling is mentioned in the book. You can 
also use the same movements for multiple 
books. Teach students to jump up and reach 
high on an exclamation and to jump and curve 
on a question. Then select books that have 
a variety of punctuation in them that give 
students practice listening for the different 
types of punctuation. This would be an 
example of aligning movements with outcomes 
from the English Language Arts Standards. 
When you read an exclamation from the book, 
the students can “show” you their knowledge 
by jumping up like an exclamation point. This 
becomes an easy-to-administer and time-saving 
formative assessment. 

selecting Movements
One commonly acknowledged barrier to 
adding movement into the classroom setting 
is not knowing what fitness movements are 
appropriate for each grade level. The Society 
of Health and Physical Educators of America 
(SHAPE America) has developed an easy-
to-read chart called “Grade-Level Outcomes 
for K-12 Physical Education,” which lists the 
research-based, age-appropriate movements 
that students should be learning in physical 
education by grade level. Classroom teachers 
refer to Standard 1, which lists the motor skills 
and movement patterns that should be taught 
at each grade. For example, the grade-level 
outcomes for locomotor movements show 
that kindergartners should be able to hop 
while just maintaining balance. By the end of 
1st grade, they should be able to hop with a 
mature pattern. Teachers can select movements 
aligned with their grade levels or pick 
movements that have been previously learned 
by that grade level. The physical education 
standards list a variety of movements from 
locomotor, in which students “travel through 
space,” to non-locomotor, in which students 
“stay on a spot.”  

Management 
Just like it takes time to teach students how 
to sit appropriately during reading time, it 
will take time to teach them how to move 
appropriately. Set the expectations and practice 
them often. Use positive reinforcement 
when they behave correctly. Facilitate group 
movement by asking students to, “Find your 
personal bubble space to safely move.” Even if 
students start with a good amount of spacing 
between them, they sometimes move closer 
to each other or the teacher as they move. 
They may need friendly reminders throughout 
the book in order to stay in their safe space. 
To make it easier, consider putting spots on 

teacher tips
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the floor that are spread out over the entire 
classroom. Just like having sitting spots for 
the students, these can be their movement 
spots where they go when it’s time to read and 
move.  

Planning 
Plan the best time of the day for Read and 
Move. For kindergartners, it might be in 
the middle of the class day. For 1st- or 2nd-
graders, it may be toward the end of the day 
when they are losing energy or getting restless. 
Prepare books ahead of time, and pick books 
you would read to the class as a whole group. 
Write yourself simple directions on a sticky 
note about when and what the movements will 
be during the book and attach that note to 
the inside of the book. Use drawings or a key 
to help the students follow the movements. 
For example, the kindergarten teacher drew 
stick drawings of how to “dive” into a forward 
bend.  

enthusiasm
Just like any other academic content, the 
more enthusiasm the teacher shows, the more 
enthusiasm the kids will have. The teacher 
should participate in all of the movements 
when possible. Use phrases like “We get to 
move!” Another phrase that works well to 
include all students is “Pick your movement 
level.” When first introducing movement 
into the classroom, explain to students that 
they get to pick the level at which they do 
various movements, as long as it is safe and 
challenging for their bodies. For example, 
when balancing on one foot, students may 
choose to lightly touch a desk for assistance 
or raise their arms above their heads to add 
difficulty. If a student is unable to do any 
variation of a certain movement, just ask 
them perform a substitute movement, like 
sit-ups instead of push-ups. Any safe fitness 
movement is healthy for their bodies!

In summary, kids need movement during the 
day more than ever before. There are multiple 

reasons to move in the classroom, from fitness 
to academic benefits. Why not give it a try? 
As the 2nd-grade teacher concluded in her 
interview, “I really enjoy Read and Move. 
Teachers can do this in their classrooms, 
immediately. It’s not something extra on their 
plate. We’re already reading. This makes it 
more fun!”
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Book Title: 
I Love Snow!

Author: 
Hans Wilhelm

Grade Level: 
Kindergarten

Academic Content: 
skip Count (Math) 

Movement: the dog in the book does many fun activities in the snow. At the end of each page, students will 
perform the movement while counting to 100 by 10s. For example, after “I can make snow angels!” students 
do 10 jumping jacks while counting aloud by 10s.  

Book Title: 
Bugs A to Z

Author: 
Caroline Lawton

Grade Level:
PreK-1

Academic Content:
Insects (science) and Adding (Math*)

Movement: the book lists one letter of the alphabet per page, showing insects with names beginning with 
that letter. After reading about each insect, the teacher will select one and ask the students, “Does this insect 
mainly walk, wiggle, hop, or fly?” The students perform the relevant movement five times. On the letter “L,” 
students would mimic a ladybug by flapping their arms five times as if they are flying. *An option for learning 
single-digit addition using two dice: After deciding which movement the insect would do, pick a student to 
roll the dice. students add the two numbers together and do the insect movement that number of times.

Book Title: 
Butterfly Garden

Author: 
Margaret Mcnamara

Grade Level:
K-1

Academic Content:
Insects (science) and Punctuation (eLA)

Movement: students perform the movement based on the punctuation used in the sentence, unless it is a 
period. If there is a question mark, students jump up and curve their arms to the side. For an exclamation 
point, they jump straight up and reach high. When they hear the word “butterfly,” they flap their arms twice. 
on the word “caterpillar,” they wiggle their bodies twice.  

Book Title: 
In the Big Blue Sea

Author: 
Chyng Feng sun

Grade Level:
Pre-K-1

Academic Content:
oceans (science)

Movement: When students hear a question, they tilt their heads to one side. on “dive,” they perform a 
standing forward bend. For “swim,” they perform any swimming motion three times. on “splish, splash, splish,” 
they hop side to side as they repeat the phrase.

Book Title: 
Starfish

Author: 
edith thacher Hurd

Grade Level:
Pre-K-1

Academic Content:
oceans (science) and Body Parts (Health)

Movement: On the word “starfish,” students perform one jumping jack. When a body part is named, students 
wiggle that body part two times. Between movements, students are to stand very still like a starfish hiding on a 
reef.

Book Title: 
Duck on a Bike

Author: 
David shannon

Grade Level:
1

Academic Content:
Irregular Verbs (eLA)

Movement: In the book, Duck rides a bike around the farm to greet animals. the story uses the irregular verb 
“ride” in all tenses. throughout the story, students lay on their backs and perform four bicycle crunches every 
time they hear the verb in any tense, such as, “Duck rode past cow.”

Book Title: 
Making Cents

Author: 
elizabeth K. Robinson

Grade Level:
2

Academic Content:
Counting coins (Math)

Movement: this book teaches students how different coins add up to the amount of other coins or bills. select 
a movement for each type of coin per page. For example, when learning that four quarters equals one dollar, 
students do four big squat jumps and one push-up. Five dimes equals two quarters, which can be five jumping 
jacks followed by two squat jumps.  

Book Title:
One Hundred 
Hungry Ants

Author: 
elinor J. Pinczes

Grade Level:
2

Academic Content:
Bundle numbers (Math)

students learn how to bundle numbers to make 100. For “4 lines of 25 ants,” students do four jumping jacks, 
then jog in place for 25 seconds. on the repeated phrase “A hey and a hi dee ho!,” do one push-up (on 
knees or toes).  

“Read and Move” Book suggestions


