
Bringing Literacy Alive through 
the Power of the Arts BY PATRICIA LINDBERG 

ngagement is the stuff of magic. When you are fortunate to be in a school or a classroom where engage
ment is present, it is almost palpable. You can feel it. The excitement that children exhibit when fully 
engaged is a beautiful living thing. Time passes without notice. Brains remain focused. Skills and 

intelligence that sometimes lie dormant are employed. Emotional energy seeps into the mix and, 
before you know it, a deep, contextual learning spreads like wildfire throughout the classroom. 

Engagement can sometimes be an elusive thing, however. In an era of testing and scripted lessons, 
the creativity of the teacher and the complex dialogue one has with students are often stilted and 
compromised. Less time is left for open-ended exploring and discovery, which are so essential in 

education. Building literacy skills in young people is such an important and essential goal in educa
tion. How can we, as educators, create an engaged literacy environment, one where children's own 
power of engagement drives the instruction? What is needed in order not only to teach the skills but 
also embed them in the soul? 

The Power of the Arts 
The arts connect and make meaning. Words can jump off the page through danre and movement, 

context and content can be unraveled and understood in a deeply moving way through visual arts 
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and drama, and music can create stories and imaginative flight 
in a classroom. The arts appeal to our emotions and inner life, 
giving children something to reach inside themselves to retrieve. 
These personal connections help children remember, and the 
deeper the emotional context, the more firmly embedded the ideas 
and the knowledge will be. The arts allow children to access all 
parts of themselves in the learning process. 

In order to be a literate person, one must be able to embrace 
words, move them, shape them, and use them in multiple ways, 
in multiple contexts. The arts allow this to happen naturally. 
They give meaning where meaning is needed and provide deep 
contextual learning with a strong and firm emotional foundation. 
The arts are essentially a way for human beings to communicate 
using a myriad of symbols to express feelings, stories, and emo
tion. Without the arts, words would be limited. With the arts, 
literacy is a rich palette of ideas, worlds to be explored, and 
journeys to be travelled. 

An Arts-Rich Literacy Environment 

What does a classroom where literacy and the arts are intertwined 
look like? What might one see and experience? Even more 
important, what would one "feel" when immersed in this type of 
educational environment? Arts-rich literacy environments are 
filled with color, movement, and opportunity for adventure and 
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exploration. Children are excited and engaged emotionally in 
their learning. This emotional component is an essential element 
in the classroom, for it is emotions that embed the learning in a 
deep and profound way. When children are moved by something 
emotionally, they will remember what is being taught. 

Arts-rich literacy environments have art supplies readily avail
able for stories to be illustrated, words to be turned into plays 
with costumes and sets or to be collaged or painted, and for 
puppets to speak. Different textures of fabric, all colors and 

Arts-rich literacy environments 
have art supplies readily available 

for stories to be illustrated, 
words to be turned into plays 

with costumes and sets or to be 
collaged or painted, and for 

puppets to speak. 

sizes of paper, buttons and bows, and feathers and foil can be 
turned into whatever young imaginations freely invent. Boxes of 
miscellaneous junk waiting to be transformed into treasure, as 
well as paints and pastels and crayons and markers and colored 
pencils galore, should await young minds when words appear and 
need to be expressed. In the classroom, examples of art should 
don the walls-not only classical paintings and contemporary 
art but also the students' artwork. They should feel an ownership 
to their environment, and the best way to ensure this is to have 
their creativity displayed prominently. 

Tables, desks, and chairs need to move easily within the arts-rich 
literacy environment. Space must be spontaneously created for 
young bodies to express their words through movement. Children 
are naturally kinesthetic, and one way to capture these early 
learners is through expressive movement. Making connections 
between words, meaning, and movement can help children to 
retain vocabulary and understand context. Add music and rhythm 
to this mix and you have a powerful potion. 

In addition to movement, the classroom is a great place to use 
drama to bring words alive. Children use their imaginations in 
very powerful ways when given the opportunity. Bringing stories, 
poems, and plays to life within the classroom can motivate young 
writers and stimulate young actors, giving their artistic expression 
a chance to blossom. These simple classroom productions can 



also be shared with other classes, promoting the engagement 

and self-esteem of the performers and igniting the interest of 

children in the audience. 

Simple drama ac tivities and theatre games can also bring 

enhanced engagement to the literacy environment within the 

classroom. There are many ways to integrate literacy skills into 

drama, including the use of tableau, or frozen pictures, using 

small groups of children to depict words, sequences, and sto

ries. Improvising with vocabulary words, creating scenes that 

include words beginning with a certain letter, having students 

act out certain emotions, adjectives, verbs, adverbs, or nouns 

can all help children gain confidence in their ability to move 

and shape meaning. 

Puppetry is also an excellent way to create engagement and 

improve literacy skills. Puppets can range from simple household 

or junk puppets to finger puppets or paper-plate puppets to more 

involved hand-and-rod puppets. Seldom-used shadow puppets 

can mesmerize a classroom with the magic oflight and shadow. 

Children are engaged kinesthetically and artistically, and words 

breathe life_into characters, bringing stories to life. 

Integrating singing and instrumental music can be used to 

promote literacy development. Music adds a strong emotional 

context to words. This emotional engagement helps children 

connect to words in ways that help them make meaning and gain 

understanding and comprehension. Children can create their 

own sound effects and music to accompany their stories and 

plays, or they can write music and lyrics to express something 

that words alone could not capture. Listening to diverse genres 

of music ignites the imaginations of children, creating stories, 

poems, and ideas that would not have appeared without musical 

inspiration. 

Conclusion 

An arts-rich literacy environment is a classroom that is filled with 

possibilities. Words do not stay on a page but jump and dance and 

twirl in creative expression. Stories do not stay in books but live 

in a song or a puppet play or in a classroom production complete 

with student-made props, sets, and costumes. Watery colors 

swirl across paper, inspiring poems and stories of far-off places. 

Music fills the air and the souls of aspiring poets , painters, and 

playwrights. Words become much more than words. They come 

alive to engage the imagination, soul, and spirit of the children. 

Literacy becomes entwined in the magic, mystery, and power of 

the arts, enhancing its importance and enabling its entry into 

the hearts and minds of children everywhere. 
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