
nited Way’s national engagement campaign, Born Learning, helps parents, caregivers and communities use 
everyday moments outdoors to boost school readiness of children in their preschool years. Born Learning’s public 
service advertising, resource-rich web site and educational material (in English and Spanish) offer fun, concrete 

ideas to help young children learn. The quality of children’s early learning experiences is critical to success in school.  

Perhaps the most visible component of the Born Learning campaign is the Born Learning Trail. The trail features 
age-appropriate, simple-to-construct activities that can be set up outdoors or inside. Ten games on engaging signs that 
are placed along the trail help parents and caregivers create learning opportunities for a young child. The Born Learning 
Trail toolkit contains most materials and instructions to create a trail. The toolkits and sales tools are available for 
purchase from the United Way Store at www.unitedwaystore.com. Additional information about Born Learning Trails and 
the campaign is available at www.bornlearning.org. 

Whether it is in a local park, at a child care center or 
school, in a library or next to a children’s museum, the trail 
can be a valuable community resource for early learning 
because it promotes learning in a fun and interactive 
way – important components of early childhood learning. 
The trails help young children boost language, reading, 
problem solving and critical thinking skills. They offer 
families a place to be active, elevate awareness of early 
childhood education, and are a visible symbol of the 
community’s commitment to young children.  

Born Learning Trails also can provide new opportunities to increase the visibility of United Way, connect volunteers more 
closely with community change work, build new partnerships and sponsorships, and support year-round campaign 
strategies. The trail offers a long-term ‘value add’ for donors and volunteers, both in visibility and in community impact. The 
installation of Born Learning Trails has also helped galvanize Women’s Leadership Councils and Young Leaders Societies, 
who have used existing funds or raised money to put up a trail as part of a recruitment campaign. 

 VOLUNTEER PROJECT IDEA:
BORN LEARNING TRAIL

U



                             United Ways have installed a trail as part of a Day of 
Action and as part of a year-round campaign strategy 
with local businesses. A business can underwrite a trail, 
and United Ways can help mobilize corporate employees 
to erect a trail. Even after the trail is built, a variety of 
local institutions can be involved: 

■   �The county health department could hold its 
children’s health fair at the trail; 

■   �The library could conduct story times during good 
weather; 

■   �A local university early childhood club or department 
might “adopt” the trail, combining volunteering with 
mentoring activities by providing upkeep as well as 
mentoring of younger children; 

■   �The Junior League or PTA could stage its back-to-
school backpack drive at the trail’s head, combining 
physical activity with language and literacy skill-
building; or  

■   �Parent educators may hold class outdoors during 
spring or summer, bringing parents and children 
together on an outdoor learning opportunity.

   GETTING STARTED 

United Ways can tailor the experience of building Born 
Learning Trails to fit the interests and needs of the 
volunteers. A few key steps include: 

■   ��Brand the effort as a United Way experience.  
Building a Born Learning Trail should be branded 
as a United Way experience as much as possible  
from the first promotion of the activity to the ribbon 
cutting ceremony that will open the trail. Make sure 
that volunteers understand the project is being led by 
United Way and how it ties to our community impact 
goals. The Born Learning Trail signs can be branded 
with the United Way logo as well as your partner’s. 

■   ��Find a partner. Strengthen or build partnerships 
with people in your community who want to help 
young children. Cast a wide net to include childcare 
providers, health agencies, local businesses, 
universities and others. Be sure to educate potential 
partners on the challenges facing children locally, 
and how the trail could be part of a solution. 

■   ��Generate support. Local businesses and volunteers 
can support this project that directly benefits young 
kids and their families by donating money, materials 
and time. United Way and its partners also may need 
support in securing an appropriate site for the trail. 

■   ��Build and promote the trail. With advance prep, 
building the trail takes 10 or 12 volunteers about a 
half-day. After it’s done, make sure it gets used by 
toddlers in your community by:

      »   �Hosting a ribbon-cutting or other special event 

      »   �Encouraging groups who work with young 
children to visit the trail and promote to parents 

      »   �Staging other children’s events near the trail, such 
as health fairs or backpack drives 

      »   �Encouraging the media to do stories about the trail 

      »   �Sharing updates on Facebook and other 
             social media 



                             

■   ��Select a site. Consider safety, accessibility and 
maintenance in choosing the location. Born Learning 
Trails have been constructed at parks, on museum 
grounds, in malls, on corporate campuses, and many 
other places. 

Cost 

United Ways budget from $1,500 to $5,000 for the 
trail, but some of these costs could be defrayed with 
sponsors. Localizing the trail with your sponsors’ logos 
serves as a permanent, visible thank you. 

The cost of a Born Learning Trail toolkit is $1,250 to 
$1,450, depending on your choice for sign material. 
Additional supplies like posts, backerboards and paint 
will cost about $200. You can minimize costs with 
in-kind contributions from your local hardware store, or 
equipment rental donated by a local rental company. 

The Born Learning Trail toolkit includes: 

■   ��10 different exterior signs (12” x 24”), lasting 2–4 years 

      »   �Plastic or metal  

      »   �Laminated with anti-graffiti solution 

      »   �Optional localization  

      »   �60 sign screws 

■   ��Installation instructions & spec. sheet with material list  

■   ��1 user guide to maximize media & volunteer 
opportunities  

■   ��1 reusable hopscotch stencil (12’ x 3’) 

      »   �1 reusable circle stencil (3’ x 3’) 

      »   �1 reusable rectangle/square stencil (3’ x 3’) 

      »   �1 reusable ABC stencil (3’ x 3’) 

      »   �1 Born Learning Trail poster (14” x 18”) 

      »   �1 Born Learning water bottle  

      »   �1 Born Learning Trail kit T-shirt  

Kits may be purchased from the United Way  
Store at www.unitedwaystore.com.

 PROJECT EXAMPLES
United Way of Central Arkansas
United Way of Central Arkansas built its first two 
Born Learning Trails during United Way of Central 
Arkansas’s Week of Action in June 2011. Employees 
from Conway Corporation, the local utility company, 
completed one build on their own and then lent 
concrete and post hole digging skills to the second 
build with Big Brothers Big Sisters of North Central 
Arkansas and JJ’s, a local restaurant.  

Several months prior to installing the trails, United Way 
of Central Arkansas Executive Director Amy Blaylock 
presented the idea of a Born Learning Trail to the United 
Way of Central Arkansas board as being in synch with 
their emphasis on education, as well as with the local 
Chamber of Commerce’s vision for promoting education 
and health. Another selling point was that installing trails 
was a good way for United Way of Central Arkansas to 
“own” a project instead of facilitating one. 

The board enthusiastically approved the expenditure, 
and the organizations involved greatly helped facilitate 
the implementation. For example, Conway Corporation 
took the lead by providing manpower and heavy 
machinery to dig holes and set signs at the trails. Board 
members who worked for the city and the mayor’s 



office were involved in getting permits and securing 
appropriate places for trails. The Program Director from 
BBBS served on the Week of Action Committee and 
helped facilitate the organization’s involvement for the 
build and for the future use of the trail. 

United Way of Central Arkansas purchased the Born 
Learning Trail kits and adapted the resources. The 
partnering organizations provided the manpower and 
purchased additional supplies including wooden trail 
signposts, concrete and painting supplies. Everyone 
involved agreed that installing a Born Learning Trail is a 
great project for the right partner. For example, Conway 
Corporation had the skill set and equipment to pour 
concrete and dig post holes. Volunteer recruitment 
for the trail projects wasn’t particularly challenging, as 
representatives from Conway Corporation, BBBS & JJ’s 
all expressed interest as soon as the projects became 
available and each secured their own volunteers.  

Participants from Conway Corporation and JJ’s said 
installing the Born Learning Trail was a great way 
for their local business to give back to the Conway 

community. In addition, the benefit for BBBS was 
two-fold as the organization got to use the project as 
a teaching moment for those they serve. By working 
side-by-side with “Bigs” (mentors), the “Littles” (youth 
participants) learned the importance of giving back 
to others, as well as the importance of choosing to 
do something productive rather than engaging in 
risky behaviors, as many children choose to do during 
the summer. Installing the trail also presented the 
opportunity for Bigs to talk to Littles about getting out 
of the house and being active, instead of watching 
television or playing video games. 

For more information on this and other Volunteer Project 
Ideas contact:

Mei Cobb
Director, Volunteerism
United Way Worldwide
Mei.Cobb@UnitedWay.org
703.836.7100 ext. #573
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