
Fostering a Love of Learning
Through Literacy and the Arts:
Exploring the Research Behind the
Artful Reading Model

In today's educational landscape, fostering a love for reading and equipping students with

strong literacy skills remain paramount. The Collaborative for Teaching and Learning's (CTL)

Artful Reading Model emerges as a compelling approach, specifically designed for students in

preschool through grade 8. This program takes a unique approach, integrating the arts into

literacy instruction, aiming to deepen understanding and spark curiosity.

However, effective educational practices must be grounded in research. A strong foundation in

structured literacy allows educators to develop instructional strategies that truly benefit students.

This white paper delves into the research background that informs the Artful Reading Model. By

examining the existing scholarship on effective literacy instruction and the power of arts

integration, we aim to illuminate the theoretical underpinnings of this innovative program.

Building Blocks of Comprehension: High-Quality
Literature and Active Engagement
Effective reading comprehension doesn't occur in isolation. It flourishes within a rich

environment nurtured by engaging, high-quality literature and active reading strategies.

The foundation of comprehension begins with the selection of appropriate reading materials.

Striking a balance between challenge and accessibility is key. Research by Stephanie Harvey

and Anne Goudvis (2007) in "Strategies That Work: Teaching Comprehension for

Understanding and Engagement" emphasizes that while complex texts are necessary for

growth, frustration can impede comprehension. Matching text complexity to the reader's ability

ensures a successful and enriching learning experience. Artful Reading builds on rich picture

books with a variety of informational and literary texts that build on grade level reading

experience. To support students who need additional support or additional challenge, each

module identifies text sets that cover a range of reading levels.
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Genre variety further strengthens the foundation. Exposure to a diverse range of genres,

including fiction, non-fiction, and poetry, broadens students' understanding of language and the

world around them. As highlighted by Allie Heiman (2018) in "Increasing Reading

Comprehension and Student Engagement in Hybrid Learning Environments," encountering a

variety of writing styles equips students with the tools to navigate different types of text

effectively.

High-quality literature not only entertains, but also expands vocabulary and exposes readers to

figurative language, both of which are crucial for comprehension. Well-written texts naturally

introduce new words and concepts, while employing figurative language like metaphors and

similes. As noted by Sousa (2022) in How the Brain Learns, metaphors are excellent learning

tools that deepen understanding and make connections between background schema.

Encouraging active engagement with the text further strengthens comprehension. Artful

Reading lessons are designed using research-based strategies to build both student

engagement and background knowledge. Discussions, graphic organizers, read-aloud/think

alouds, and reader response activities all provide valuable platforms for students to interact with

the material. These strategies, as highlighted in the IES Practice Guide, Foundational Skills to

Support Reading for Understanding in Kindergarten Through 3rd Grade (Foorman et.al., 2016),

transform passive reading into an active exploration, solidifying understanding and fostering

critical thinking skills. Building upon a foundation of prior knowledge is another powerful tool for

educators. Connecting what students already know to new information creates a bridge for

comprehension. Techniques like concept mapping and KWL charts (Harvey and Goudvis,

2007), can be employed before, during, and after reading to activate background knowledge

and ensure students have a framework upon which to build new understanding. Activating

background knowledge also allows students to make contextual connections with new

vocabulary helping build an academic foundation upon which to build reading comprehension

(Wexler, 2019).

By strategically selecting high-quality literature and promoting active engagement, Artful

Reading provides educators a dynamic learning environment that fosters not only

comprehension but also the building blocks for effective learning of content and a lifelong love of

reading. The literacy structures embedded in every Artful Reading module empower students to

become active participants in the reading process, unlocking the potential for deeper

understanding, critical thinking.

© The Collaborative for Teaching and Learning, Inc. 2



Research Supporting Arts Integration in Literacy Learning

Incorporating arts integration into the curriculum can be a powerful tool for enhancing student

engagement and promoting deeper comprehension of literacy concepts. By engaging multiple

senses and learning styles, the arts provide students with alternative pathways to connect with

text, fostering a richer and more meaningful understanding of the material (See, & Kokotsaki,

2016). Here's a closer look at some specific art forms and the research supporting their use:

● Drama: Drama activities, such as role-playing scenes or creating reader's theater

productions, can bring characters and stories to life for students. These activities not

only enhance comprehension but also address critical social-emotional learning (SEL)

objectives. A study by Douglas Fisher and Nancy Frey in 2009 ("Improving Adolescent

Literacy: Strategies that Work") found that drama activities led to increased student

motivation, participation, and comprehension of complex texts. The study also

highlighted the development of empathy, collaboration skills, and critical thinking as

students grapple with characters' perspectives and motivations.

● Visual Arts: Visual representations can enhance understanding of written text. Students

can create illustrations, collages, or multimedia presentations to respond to a story. This

process encourages students to analyze key elements of the text, identify themes, and

synthesize information in a creative way. Research by Beth Olshansky (2008)

demonstrated that incorporating visual arts activities led to improvements in reading

comprehension, particularly for struggling readers. The study suggests that visual

representations can bridge the gap between text decoding and comprehension,

especially for students who benefit from a more visual learning approach.

● Music & Movement: Connecting music and movement to literature can create a

multi-sensory learning experience that strengthens comprehension and retention.

Clapping out rhythms that mimic the story's pacing, creating musical soundtracks that

capture the mood of different scenes, or acting out scenes through dance can all be

effective strategies. Multiple studies including Dodge & Colker (1991), and Dege &

Schwarzer (2011) found that movement designed to complement literacy instruction led

to significant improvement in phonemic awareness,a crucial foundational skill for reading

development. This research reinforces Artful Reading’s commitment to integrating
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kinesthetic learning through movement can benefit students in the early stages of

literacy acquisition.

The positive impacts of arts integration extend beyond these specific examples. Studies have

shown that incorporating arts-based activities into the curriculum can lead to a variety of

benefits, including:

● Increased student engagement and motivation: The novelty and creativity inherent in

the arts can spark a love of learning and make the reading process more enjoyable

(Feland & Larson, 2016).

● Improved critical thinking and problem-solving skills: Art forms often require

students to analyze, interpret, and synthesize information in new ways (Maneen, 2016).

● Enhanced communication and collaboration skills: Many arts-based activities

involve working together and expressing ideas creatively (Maneen, 2016; Russell, &

Zembylas, 2007).

● Deeper understanding of diverse cultures and perspectives: The arts offer a window

into different cultures and ways of thinking, fostering empathy and appreciation for others

(Russell, & Zembylas, 2007; Nielsen, Samuel, Wilson, & Vedel,2020).

By embracing arts integration as a valuable instructional tool, educators can create a dynamic

and engaging learning environment that empowers students to not only comprehend the written

word but also develop a lifelong love of literature and the arts.

Artful Reading: Where Creativity Fuels Comprehension
The Artful Reading model offers a vibrant approach to literacy instruction, weaving together

high-quality literature, artistic exploration, and differentiated learning to ignite a passion for

reading. This article delves into the core features of Artful Reading and explores the research

supporting its effectiveness in fostering engaged learners and deeper comprehension.

At the heart of Artful Reading lies a commitment to rich literary experiences. Just as research by

Harvey and Goudvis (2007) emphasizes, the model prioritizes selecting engaging and complex

texts that expose students to a wealth of vocabulary and figurative language. This ensures a

challenge that fosters growth, while aligning with Heiman's (2018) point regarding the

importance of genre variety in broadening students' understanding of the world and language.
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Artful Reading takes this foundation a step further by integrating artistic activities – drama,

visual arts, and music & movement – into the curriculum. This aligns beautifully with the

research on arts integration. For instance, drama activities, as supported by Fisher and Frey

(2009), are shown to enhance comprehension, motivation, and social-emotional learning. Visual

arts activities, according to Olshansky (2008), can improve comprehension, particularly for

struggling readers. Furthermore, Hamer et al. (2014) suggest that kinesthetic learning through

movement benefits students in the early stages of literacy acquisition. By incorporating these

artistic elements, Artful Reading creates a multi-sensory learning experience that caters to

diverse learning styles and strengthens comprehension.

Understanding that students have unique needs and preferences, Artful Reading embraces

differentiated instruction. This aligns with the concept of student choice, highlighted by Harvey

and Goudvis (2000) and Sarigianides, Petrone, & Lewis, 2017). When students have a say in

their learning journey, they become more invested. Differentiation allows educators to tailor

activities and assessments, ensuring all students can access the content and achieve success.

While research specifically focused on the Artful Reading model is still emerging, the studies

mentioned above provide compelling evidence for the effectiveness of its core components. A

growing body of research across various subjects, including literacy, supports the positive

impact of arts integration on student engagement, motivation, and comprehension.

Further research designed to evaluate the long-term effects of Artful Reading on student

outcomes would be valuable. Studies comparing student achievement in Artful Reading

classrooms to those using traditional methods, or longitudinal studies tracking student progress

over time, would provide deeper insights into the model's impact on reading development and

overall academic success.

The Artful Reading model presents a promising approach to literacy instruction, echoing best

practices highlighted by current educational research. While further study is needed to

definitively measure its impact, Artful Reading's focus on high-quality literature, arts integration,

and differentiated instruction holds immense potential. This vibrant approach has the power to

create a dynamic learning environment that fosters not only strong reading comprehension but

also a lifelong love of learning, where creativity becomes a springboard for deeper

understanding.
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