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Abstract 

This article describes how arts stimulate reading promotion and creative storytelling. Students 

focus on predictive reading by drawing an announcement to locate a lost thing. The creative 

process in small groups invites students to exchange ideas about the problem and give 

impulses for solutions. In addition, it creates opportunities to open a conversation about social 

issues such as friendship, vulnerability, inclusion and giving opportunities to people nobody 

seems to notice anymore. Karen Reekmans exemplifies the strategies elaborated in the 

research projects ArtiCULan, taalCULTuur and Liever lezen using the story "The Lost Thing" 

written by Shaun Tan.  

 

 

Arts can play a role in changing a reading culture 

The results of PIRLS (2016) demonstrate negative developments in reading literacy in Belgium 

and The Netherlands. If reading comprehension skills are poor, this also affects language 

fluency in general and comprehension of instructions and texts for other subjects. Our 

education systems strive to improve reading skills telling the students they have to work 

harder, read more books, apply the strategies taught in class even better. Perhaps it is 

 
1 Karen Reekmans is a teacher trainer and researcher of multilingualism in primary schools at the PXL University of Applied Sciences and Arts 
in Hasselt, Belgium. 
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important to consider the question of what exactly education aims at in every step of the 

learning process. In “The Beautiful Risk of Education” Gert Biesta (2020) argues that systems 

of control that try to reduce risks by challenging students reproducing the same reading 

activities over and over again, see qualifications defined as the over-riding purpose of 

education. All activities tend to be monitored by strict – mostly cognitive - standards and 

scores predefined for the average learner. However, changing a reading culture requires 

multiple creative interventions to encourage teachers and students to read, read aloud to 

apply the reading strategies and to talk about reading (Dewulf, Claesen, & Reekmans, 2022). 

That’s why teachers should take time to discuss both successful and less successful 

experiences for reading, so the school team can adapt the reading policy and related actions 

for reading performance and motivation in a strategic way (Vanbuel., Vandommele & Van den 

Branden, 2020). 

 

Research shows that in education systems that reduce children to test scores, the arts have 

an important role to fulfill (Biesta, 2020), primarily for children's personal and socio-emotional 

development and by extension for all key competences in the primary school curriculum. In 

addition, validating linguistic and cultural identity is a basic right that ensures social cohesion 

(UNESCO, 2010). This requires teachers who embrace linguistic and cultural diversity and who 

act as culturally responsive teachers (Villegas & Lucas, 2002; Özüdoğru, 2018) recognizing that 

there are multiple ways of perceiving reality influenced by one’s background and social order.  

 

The approach discussed in this article explains the benefits of education through the arts for 

reading skills firstly as a means to develop creative and flexible modes of thinking, secondly as 

a means to trust your senses and intuition to construct meaning, thirdly as a motor for creating 

an attitude of curiosity and self-awareness and fourthly as a way to give the student the 

possibility to express his or her own unique identity in a safe learning environment. An 

academic study on the relation between reading motivation and reading achievement in 

primary schools in Texas (Toste, Didion, Peng, Filderman & McClelland, 2020) showed that 

both direct skills instruction and motivation interventions for reading optimize gains in reading 

performance. In addition, Katrice Horsley (2007) referred in her narrative for learning to 

research by J. Zachs of Lousiana University monitoring brain activity for story comprehension. 

This study showed that specific parts of the brain lit up as the students fully lived the story, 
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because their minds were free to roam and imagine how characters were navigating their 

world. Motor neurons flashed when characters were grasping objects and the story was given 

the strong emotional authenticity through the power of storytelling. This could also be a nice 

opportunity for culturally response teachers to open up a dialogue about why people behave 

the way they do and for students to express their thinking about the behaviour of the 

characters within the safety of the story, accepting different interpretations to exist side by 

side. 

 

Arts fuel creative storytelling  

In ”The lost thing” Shaun Tan tells a story about a creature in a universe where there is no 

imagination. The thing is a very big, red object, very noticeable, but nobody seems to notice 

it. A boy who passes by feels sorry for the thing and wants to find out where it belongs. The 

story includes a lot of clues that might come to something or nothing. They refer to issues we 

experience in our lives, but that we stopped paying attention to, for example the absurdity of 

some bureaucratic processes. In the story, Shaun Tan tries to seek a balance between realistic 

and fictional elements. Several judgements or beliefs of people are expressed beneath the 

surface of the story.   

 

The teacher or storyteller brings the story of “The lost thing” fully to life using his hands and 

body, powerful movements, appropriate sounds, intonation and facial, expression., tone of 

voice and facial expression. Repeating clear patterns and a sequence of events in them, 

interacting with the audience while telling the story, helps students to easily connect to the 

characters. Thanks to thought-provoking questions, the storyteller invites students to 

exchange ideas about the storyline and engage in the interactive reading activity. In the book 

“The lost thing”, an important announcement in the newspaper shows up in the middle of the 

story. The teacher does not show the announcement and stops reading. He asks students to 

come up with hypotheses about the announcement. In small groups the students have to 

represent their ideas in a drawing. Both the storyline and the well-elaborated rich illustrations 

of the book help students to elaborate the announcement in the newspaper. 

 

The activity is run at a pace that gives enough time to all groups and respects the flow of the 

process. Some students will join in very fast while others need more time to feel comfortable. 
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At the ETEN conference one group made quick decisions about the slogan of the 

announcement in the newspaper and only then started drawing an appropriate illustration to 

go with it. Others started drawing immediately as a kind of brainstorming technique. Still 

others took extra time for consultations and exchanges in order to make clear agreements 

about a possible drawing before putting their first mark on paper. The teacher should actively 

facilitate idea exchange and interaction (source ArtiCULan assessment tool, 2020) asking open 

questions to paraphrase or recycle ideas of the students and to request for new information 

without giving a personal opinion on the approach or the progress. Several opportunities are 

provided to reinterpret the situation and give meaning to the process. 

 

  

  
Figure 1: workshop “Lost in imagination” TIG Creative storytelling Vienna 2022 

 

Emotional wellbeing and a safe environment for creative expression are very important 

ingredients for this kind of workshop. As each participant makes personal associations with 

the story, they share something of themselves and, in a way, make themselves very 

vulnerable. The activity in itself can also cause anxiety, as some feel insecure if they have to 

make a drawing. Therefore, it is important to give participants in each group the freedom to 

decide what role they will choose to take. It also requires a teacher who truly believes in the 
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potential and talents of each child and gives impulses on personal growth. The teacher dares 

to partially release control of the process and teaches in a culturally responsive way. He does 

not provide clues for the flow of the story but does create a clear framework within which the 

students can explore, experiment, create (ArtiCULan, 2021). He is genuinely interested in the 

children’s ideas, interest, and background. In addition, the teacher validates different ways of 

thinking, communicating, and acting. 

 

The different drawings make students curious about how the story really ends. As “The lost 

thing” has a rather ambiguous ending, it opens discussions about serious social issues, such as 

loneliness, friendship, feelings, concerns, and beliefs about life in general. Showing interest 

and respecting other people’s ideas and identity develops comprehensive attitudes. Giving 

meaning to a story by exploring a variety of creative or cultural expressions helps students to 

grow for social and intercultural skills. It also requires a teacher who truly believes in the 

potential and talents of each child and gives impulses on personal growth. The teacher dares 

to partially release control of the process and teaches in a culturally responsive way. He is 

genuinely interested in the children’s ideas, interest, and background. In addition, the teacher 

validates different ways of thinking, communicating, and acting. It is an opportunity for 

teachers to make students aware of the fact that everyone has its own perspective on diversity 

and social order, but that it is important to always stay loyal to our own values in a respectful 

way. Culturally responsive teachers do not direct a conversation but facilitate it. They teach 

children to observe with curiosity from different perspectives. They also model how children 

could listen to each other's input with empathy and consciously develop their senses to 

postpone judgements. 

 

Education through the arts for powerfullpowerful interactions 

In the research projects ArtiCULan and taalCULTuur, we always chose activities that allow for 

differentiation, imagination, and collaborative learning. Students make choices for a common 

goal by reciprocal interactions using varying strategies (Reekmans & Swerts, 2021). Several 

impulses from arts education provide visual and oral support and encourage students to 

interact. Children who master the school language to a lesser extent can express their ideas 

by drawing or representing them with drama. It is important for the teacher to correctly 

interpret and clearly describe and translate non-verbal language into the school language 
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when observing pupils' actions and expressions. The teacher can describe these actions in 

collaboration with the children and, at a later time, ask them to articulate their choices 

themselves. In this way, teacher and pupils together give meaning to language and identity. 

By asking open-ended questions out of curiosity, the teacher shows interest in the children's 

work and helps them reflect about their choices (Willemsen, 2020). A rich input that invites 

students to explore multiple skills in depth is challenging, but also ensures a high level of 

ownership both for the artistic and metacognitive as well as the linguistic process (Meyer, 

Coyle, Halbach, Schuck, & Ting, 2015). Giving learners autonomy and confidence to 

experiment together in a safe learning environment and listening to each other, helps them 

to take more risks and solve more complex problems over time. Children gain confidence to 

construct meaning in interaction with their peers (Capitaine, Chantraine & Bosmans, 2018). In 

this way, students achieve deeper learning. 

 

For the workshops designed for the projects ArtiCULan and taalCULTuur, children had a 

clearer idea of the meaning of a word or the purpose of an activity, if a variety of impulses 

were given to stimulate multiple senses. Differentiation in questioning facilitated learning 

opportunities for all children. Schools that had developed a language or reading policy plan 

saw many opportunities to apply the strategies in a powerful learning environment and focus 

more on transversal learning. The key vocabulary of the story was further practised at other 

moments, e.g. for technical reading, spelling and creative writing. In addition, this approach 

created opportunities to show genuine interest in the identity of the students. The findings 

from ArtiCULan and taalCULTuur are consistent with a review study written by N. Spada in 

(2022) on task-based language teaching, a didactic approach in which language is the means 

of interacting about a non-linguistic goal, in this case the art project. Children reproduced their 

new vocabulary more fluently in a context similar to the one in which this vocabulary was 

taught. Because the new words were linked to ideas they shared or choices they made in 

conversations for the art project artistic workshop, children stored them more easily in their 

memory. If these new words were addressed repeatedly during the workshop, this increased 

the likelihood that students would use them themselves in another communicative situation. 
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Creative storytelling for culturally responsive teaching 

Learning to see in a storytelling activity goes far beyond perceiving with your eyes. While 

reflecting, participants discovered that everyone remembered different aspects of the story 

and made other associations linked to prior experiences. Some focused on certain elements 

of the story, others focused on specific aspects of the illustrations. It is a complex interplay 

between what we perceive, feel, remember. When designing this kind of activity, we did not 

only focus on predictive reading, but also on reading expectations and reading motivation. 

Cross-fertilisation and co-creation also reinforced connection and bonding. Students learned 

to respond respectfully and understandingly. They broadened their horizons. This opened up 

opportunities for open dialogue on diversity and identity. It helped students to respect each 

other’s values.  

 

I would like to conclude this article with a quote that Gert Biesta published in 2020 in his book 

“Wanting to be taught by art, art education after Joseph Beuys”: "Instead of asking what 

education produces, we should ask what education means. Instead of asking what education 

makes, we should ask what is made possible by education".  

 

Acknowledgements 

My sincere thanks go to the pupils, students, teachers (educators), researchers, arts educative 

partners and policy supporters who participated in taalCULTuur and Erasmus+ KA2 ArtiCULan. 

In addition, I would like to thank all participants of the TIG Creative Storytelling at the ETEN 

conference in Vienna in April 2022 for their inspiring ideas and empowering feedback. 

 

 

References 

ArtiCULan – Art, Time, Culture, Language – Education through the Arts in multilingual

 primary schools.  

ArtiCULan. (2021). Art, Time, Culture, Language – Education through the Arts in multilingual

 primary schools. Europe: Erasmus KA2.   

ArtiCULan. (2020). ArtiCULan Common assessment tool. Europe: Erasmus KA2.   

Biesta, G. (2020). Door kunst onderwezen willen worden. Kunsteducatie na Joseph Beuys.

 Arnhem: ArtEZ Press.  



Reekmans 25 

Capitaine, F., Chantraine, M., & Bosmans, C. (2018). Osez l’approche interactive.

 Wommelgem: De Boeck.  

Chambers, A. (2012). Leespraat: de leesomgeving & vertel eens. Leidschendam: NBD

 Bublion. 

Dewulf, M., Claesen, M., & Reekmans, K. (2022). Liever lezen! OnderWijsTijd April 2022 (jrg 2

 n°2), pp. 32-36.  

Horsley, K. (2007). Storytelling, conflict and diversity. Community Development Journal,

 42(2), 265–269.  

Hurwitz, D.R., Kambel, E.R. (2020). Redressing language-based exclusion and punishment in

 education and the Language Friendly School initiative. Global Campus Human Rights

 Journal, 5-24. 

Meyer, O., Coyle, D., Halbach, A., Schuck, K. & Ting, T. (2015). A pluriliteracies approach to

 content and language integrated learning – mapping learner progressions in

 knowlegde construction and meaning-making. Language, Culture and Curriculum, 41

 -57.  

Özüdoğru, F. (2018). The Readiness of Prospective Teachers for Culturally Responsive

 Teaching. Acta Didactica Napocensia.  

PIRLS International Study Center. (2016) What makes a good reader. Boston: Lynch School of

 Education.  

Reekmans, K., Swerts, C. (2021). HomeHeart, artistieke interacties in de meertalige klas.

 OnderWijsTijd september 2021 (jrg 1 n°3), pp. 10-16.  

Spada, N. (2022). Reflecting on task-based language teaching from an instructed SLA

 perspective. Language teaching 55, pp. 74-86. 

Tan, S. (2000). The lost thing. Adelaide: Lothian Books.  

Toste, J. R., Didion, L., Peng, P., Filderman, M. J., & McClelland, A. M. (2020). A meta-analytic

 review of the relations between motivation and reading achievement for K-12.  

UNESCO. (2010). Seoul Agenda: Goals for the Development of Arts Education. Paper

 presented at the Second World Conference on Arts Education, Seoul, the Republic of

 Korea, on 25-28 May 2010.  

Vanbuel, M., Vandommele, G., & Van den Branden, K. (2020). Implementing school-based

 policies for language. A qualitative study in primary schools in Flanders. Gent:

 Steunpunt Onderwijsonderzoek.  



Journal of the European Teacher Education Network 
 

26 

Villegas, A. M., & Lucas, T. (2002). Preparing Culturally Responsive Teachers: Rethinking the

 Curriculum. Journal of Teacher Education, 53(1), 20–32.   

Willemsen, A. (2020). De ‘open vraag’ als verzamelbegrip – Verschillende typen ‘open vragen’

 en hun gevolgen voor klassengesprekken. Tijdschrift taal, 11(17), 10-13.  

	


