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Abstract
This study examined the piloting of a literacy, arts and wellbeing (LAB) project in a rural 
school in Queensland, Australia. The research involved a Year 1 class (n = 24) participat-
ing in co-designed lessons with their classroom teacher and two visiting researchers from 
a regional university. These lessons were developed with literacy learning outcomes, arts-
based approaches and positive education components in mind. Lesson observations and 
artefacts were collected to understand the children’s participation and development of the 
learning objectives. In addition, teacher interviews and researcher reflections provided 
feedback about the approach’s effectiveness. Data were analysed using an arts-based social 
engagement model to improve health. Evidence from this case study showed that language 
and literacy learning outcomes and wellbeing were strongly developed through the LAB 
approaches. More research is needed to know if a whole school LAB approach would ben-
efit children across other settings.

Keywords  Literacy · The arts · Wellbeing · Early years · Positive education · Socio-
ecological model of mental health

1  Introduction

Literacy remains an all-time priority in schools across the globe due to declining results 
in reading and writing (De Jong, 2023). While traditional print-based literacies are impor-
tant, students also require the ability to comprehend and compose a range of texts, includ-
ing those that might feature images, sound and gestures (Barton, 2019). Further, many 
researchers have offered ways to improve children’s broader literacy outcomes, acknowl-
edging the need to improve children’s wellbeing due to high levels of stress and anxi-
ety, particularly post-pandemic (Barton, 2023; Barton & Burke, 2024; Shin, 2023). For 
this paper, we define literacy as a social practice (Kress & Rowsell, 2018) that needs to 
be taught through socio-cultural lenses.  In today’s world, the ability to communicate 
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effectively through a range of modes and in diverse contexts is increasingly necessary. This 
emphasises the work done by Cope and Kalantzis (2023) in the field of multiliteracies who 
acknowledge the diversity of both texts and people.

Despite the ongoing differences between traditional and contemporary views of liter-
ate practices (see the Science of Reading vs enjoyment of reading for e.g.), we value both 
perspectives and believe it is important that students in Australian schools learn to read 
and write in Standard Australian English language but also learn how to communicate in 
diverse ways as this encourages an inclusive approach to communication and learning, 
which is much needed in children’s lives (Scholes, 2024; Stocker et  al., 2023). We also 
noted teachers are expected to align their classroom work with curriculum requirements 
(Ryan & Barton, 2014). Therefore, we refer to content included in the Australian Cur-
riculum, including English, History and the Arts, as guided by the teachers in this study 
(ACARA, n.d.). For this study, the Arts referred to the forms represented in the Australian 
Curriculum—dance, drama, media arts, music and visual arts. We also consider literature, 
as featured in the English curriculum, as an artform.

To meet the expectations of the curriculum as well as children’s learning needs includ-
ing wellbeing, we worked alongside an early year’s classroom teacher and 24 children to 
(1) plan rich literacy learning cycles with arts-based activities at the core and (2) imple-
ment positive education approaches in the classroom when teaching these learning cycles. 
To guide the research, we referred to Rodriguez et  al.’s (2024) model of arts engage-
ment and health behaviour to address reported mental health inequities of children living 
in rural areas (Blackstock et al., 2018; Morales et al., 2020). As such, the LAB study is 
aimed at answering the questions: How can co-designed, arts-based and positive-informed 
approaches to lesson design support literacy learning in the classroom? And can such an 
approach impact the children’s and teacher’s wellbeing? In finding answers to these ques-
tions, we explored scholarly literature exploring literacy, the arts and wellbeing in schools.

2 � Literature review

In this brief overview of the literature, we explore the everchanging nature of literacy, 
arts-based pedagogy, positive education and early years learning. We bring these concepts 
together to offer a way of implementing the LAB school project in schools.

2.1 � The everchanging nature of literacy

Much research in literacy education acknowledges the fluidity of learning to read and write 
in a contemporary world. Increasingly, people communicate through diverse means includ-
ing gesture, language, image, sound and space; and with technological advancements, this 
is predicted to expand greatly (Barton, 2019). The United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organisation [UNESCO] (2023) states that ‘literacy is now understood as a 
means of identification, understanding, interpretation, creation, and communication in an 
increasingly digital, text-mediated, information-rich and fast-changing world’ (p. 1), and 
all educators should ‘ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong 
learning opportunities for all’ (p. 1). This aligns with Sustainable Development Goal num-
ber 4 on equitable education, recognising that vulnerable groups, including those that live 
in rural or remote areas, need more support at the same time as taking advantage of digital 
technologies (UNESCO, 2019).
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Indeed, the forms of communication used by people around the world have and continue 
to increase daily with new platforms such as Instagram, Threads and TikTok gaining popu-
larity amongst young people. It is therefore necessary for schools to not only be aware of 
these forms of communication but also draw on the knowledge that children have gained 
in diverse communicative modes in their learning (Barton, 2019). Understanding literacy 
in this way is important for all children especially those that may need special assistance 
or have different ways of knowing. In a similar way, art educators have proven the value 
of using the arts as a way of activating learning as well as self-expression (Dunn & Jones, 
2022).

2.2 � The importance of the arts

Many scholars have argued the importance of the arts in children’s lives, specifically in 
relation to literacy learning (Barton, 2023), and health and wellbeing (Malchiodi, 2020). 
Teaching the arts in schools is important as they develop many skills such as creative 
and critical thinking, care and compassion, and they also assist children in being able to 
communicate effectively in an ever-changing world. In this sense, the arts are ‘not just an 
expression of emotion but also a medium for communicating ideas’ (Kobra, 2022, p. 1). 
The arts also embody social and cultural values and can act as a way of expressing socio-
political views in times of adversity.

These include the development of personal attributes such as self-confidence, self-
expression and self-worth (Sookpiboon & Bovornkitti, 2019); and social benefits including 
teamwork, problem-solving and decision making (Harris, 2017). Others also believe that 
the arts improve social cohesion (Cancellieri et  al., 2018), wellbeing (Mastandrea et  al., 
2019) and empathetic understanding (Kou et al., 2020). The arts have also been used to 
support children’ engagement in learning. For example, Chapman’s (2015) study explored 
the concept of arts immersion, an approach that uses the arts as core to all learning.

In relation to education and health, there is strong evidence that the arts can have a pro-
found effect on transforming an individual’s and group’s mental health outcomes (Zarobe 
& Bungay, 2017). For example, in education, the arts can enhance learning and cognitive 
skills including creative and critical thinking, artistic reasoning and problem-solving (Bar-
ton, 2019). Further, improved academic results have resulted from students’ participation 
in the arts (Jindal-Snape et al., 2018) including literacy and mathematics (Chapman et al., 
2021).

The holistic development of children is also reported to improve due to arts participa-
tion (Willem, 2020) as well as engagement and motivation to learn (Pavlou, 2006). These, 
in turn, impact health outcomes through the reduction of stress (Martin et al., 2018), physi-
cal health benefits (Fong Yan et al., 2018) and by building community (Anderson & Bigby, 
2021). By integrating the arts in educational curricula as well as healthcare practices, 
learning environments can benefit greatly.

2.3 � Early years learning

The focus of this study was on an early years classroom. While the LAB project has been 
established across both primary and secondary years of schooling, teachers from this rural 
school were invited to opt into the project. As such, only early years teachers wanted to be 
involved at the time. We are now working with teachers across the entire school. Even though 
arts-based and positive education are beneficial for students of all age ranges, they have been 
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noted to be particularly relevant in the early years due to children’s cognitive, physical and 
social development (Barton, 2019). The notion of play in the early years can also fit within 
an arts-based approach given imagination and creativity are critical to both (Ewing, 2006). 
Capacities such as critical and creative thinking, problem-solving and decision-making can 
all be supported through hands-on experiences and exploration (Pascoe, 2015). Children also 
learn how to socialise with each other through socio-emotional development. Through arts-
based pedagogy, they can learn to navigate social interactions and regulate emotions. Further, 
language and communication are enhanced through play, storytelling, role-play and imagi-
native conversations (Cremin et al., 2017). These all help build vocabulary, oral language, 
narrative skills and comprehension (Hill, 2011). This was important for our study as the goal 
was to support children’s literacy learning outcomes. In the Early Years Learning Framework 
(2018), it is noted that play and arts-based learning is crucial for young children’s wellbeing 
and development.

2.4 � Literacy, the arts and wellbeing

In the fields of literacy and specifically multimodality, researchers have explored the notion 
of literacy in the arts (Barton, 2014, 2019). These unique literacies are taught from Foun-
dation right through to the senior years of schooling and feature in all art forms such as 
Dance, Drama, Media Arts, Fashion, Film, Literature, Music and Visual Arts. Arts litera-
cies support children’s development in thinking and being like an actor/artist/dancer/musi-
cian. In this sense, literacy in the arts can be defined as expressive and creative fluency 
through the use of all of the modes when communicating through various texts, cultural 
artefacts and/or performances (Barton, 2019).

While teachers are required to improve children’s literacy results, this can create a lot 
of pressure to teach to the test (Macqueen et al., 2019). But it has been proven that crea-
tive and innovative approaches to pedagogy can improve not only literacy results but also 
wellbeing and engagement (Cremin & Chappell, 2021; Hannigan et al., 2019). Therefore, 
the intersection between literacy, the arts and wellbeing (Ewing, 2019) is what we were 
interested in, specifically in terms of student engagement, wellbeing as well as improved 
academic results.

Many scholars have explored the role that arts-rich pedagogy can play in supporting 
literacy learning. Early work by McMaster (1998) explored the use of literature and drama 
techniques to build literacy. McMaster argued that appropriate and affective language can 
be developed through drama and specifically playwriting. A focus on print and receptive 
written language can enable students’ abilities to express knowledge and understanding, 
vocabulary development and fluency. Others in the early 2000s, including Aprill (2005), 
Ewing (2006), also explored drama techniques in developing literacy. Aprill (2005), for 
example, advocated for the arts in schools as they support literacy and social development. 
Aprill (2005) argued that as schools create the social fabric, inclusive of all learners, the 
primary function of the arts is to support bringing people together to learn from each other. 
Further, a work by McDonald et al. (2017) shows that participation in the arts strongly sup-
ports student wellbeing. Ewing’s foundational work in drama, arts and literacy has shown 
positive results for not only students but also teachers (2014, 2019). Working alongside 
Saunders (2021), Ewing developed a program with the Sydney Theatre Company aimed 
at improving literacy outcomes for vulnerable children through the Sydney Story Factory.
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In a similar way, a study conducted by   Vaughan and Caldwell (2014), for example, 
reported on the impact of a program called The Song Room, implemented in schools in 
Australia. The study involved 10 schools in extremely disadvantaged areas in Western Syd-
ney, Australia. A quasi-experimental model was implemented with three groups of schools. 
These included schools that participated in TSR for 12–18 months, some that participated 
for only 6 months and non-participating schools as a control group. Data were collected 
from eight schools via a social-emotional wellbeing or SEW survey that was developed by 
the Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER). The study found that children 
in the TSR program outperformed children who did not participate. This was evidenced 
through in-school achievement tests as well as external high-stakes tests such as NAPLAN. 
In addition, TSR children experience higher levels of SEW and resilience than the non-
TSR participants. The longer that children were involved in TSR the greater the differ-
ence in results. While the program only ran for 1 h a week, the researchers found that chil-
dren’s participation in the arts greatly improved school attendance and hence raised literacy 
standards generally.

The LAB school project aimed to similarly improve children’s literacy levels and well-
being through a co-designed and positive approach to learning and teaching. We now turn 
to the theoretical framing of the project.

3 � Theoretical framing

To inform this project, we drew on a Social Ecological Model of Health (SEMoH) devel-
oped by Rodriguez et al. (2024) involving several levels relevant to education and health or 
well-being in rural settings. These levels are individual, interpersonal, community, policy 
and cultural (Fig. 1).

The individual level, according to Rodriguez et al. (2024), ‘is characterised by an indi-
vidual’s beliefs, attitudes, knowledge, self-concepts, behaviours, and skills’ (p. 1). For 
an individual, the arts can be used in rehabilitative ways such as in reducing stress. Arts 
engagement has been reported to promote self-motivational beliefs and improve self-effi-
cacy such as in literacy learning, especially where children might be struggling (Barton, 
2019; Ganzermiller, 2018). In areas that are geographically isolated, such as regional, rural 
and/or remote locations, access to mental health services is limited. As such, Rodriguez 
et al. (2024) note that arts participation can ‘present an opportunity to reduce burdens on 
the healthcare system through more easily affordable, preventative measures’ (p. 2). The 
LAB project noted the importance of the arts in children’s lives and had support from the 
principal at the school to implement innovative and creative approaches with the teachers 
and their classes.

The interpersonal level involves all the types of relationships one has with fam-
ily, friends, neighbours and the wider community, including workplace colleagues. It 
includes anyone who may be a source of influence in the ways we behave, interact and 
for our health. This means aspects such as social networks and support systems need to be 
developed and indeed strengthened. Poor mental health often means a person is lonely or 
socially isolated leading to anxiety and depression (Almeida et al., 2021). Again, the arts 
have been reported to improve social connection and interaction between people (Barton 
et al., 2022; Coholic et al., 2020).

The community level relates to structures of power and the relationships within for-
mal organisations. It deals with how these structures and relationships are mediated within 
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certain contexts. According to the US Institute of Medicine, low health literacy is the core 
impeding factor to community-level health (McCormack et  al., 2017; Rodriguez et  al., 
2024). Vulnerable communities, for example, often include older adults, people with disa-
bilities, people from lower socio-economic circumstances and/or people with limited Eng-
lish proficiency. According to the Victorian Health Service, vulnerable children experience 
threatened safety and well-being due to either individual, parental, family or social condi-
tions (Victorian Government, n.d.). Such vulnerability may be short-term or last a lifetime 
and ‘[w]hat is clear is that vulnerability is multifaceted and may not be readily apparent on 
an initial presentation at a health service’ (Victorian Government, n.d., p. 1). It is therefore 
important for teachers and leaders in schools to consider different ways to support children 
who may be facing adversity.

Interestingly, in education, policy has been reported to be both enabling and constrain-
ing (Lord, 2023). Rodriguez et al. (2024) stated that policy can ‘affect health through the 
restriction or promotion of behaviours while guiding change across social-ecological lev-
els’ (p. 2). Indeed, many educators comment on how curriculum can be restrictive, but it 
is the enactment that is the issue (Kennedy, 2022). Accountability, for example, has heav-
ily influenced the ways in which schools implement policy, and despite the rhetoric that 
‘all children’ needs should be met,’ the reality is that the gap is widening between affluent 
and less affluent areas (Darmody et al., 2021; Reardon, 2013). This is a particular concern 
in regional, rural and remote locations where access to quality resources can be limited 
(Hillier, 2020; Mathis, 2003).

Policy, however, can be empowering, particularly if different jurisdictions work together. 
For example, according to Rodriguez et  al. (2024), ‘the arts, health care and social ser-
vice policies can be designed to provide the public, and especially the underserved, with 

cultural level

policy level

community level

interpersonal 
level

individual 
level 

Fig. 1   Applied Social Ecological Model of Health (SEMoH) (Rodriguez et al., 2024)
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additional access to arts-based experiences that support personal health and wellbeing’ (p. 
2). They argue that this is important given the many benefits that the arts have on wellbe-
ing. A practice known as ‘social prescribing’ acknowledged the need to address poor men-
tal health through social and arts-based involvement. It could mean that pressure is taken 
off health systems, shifting care to community groups, etc.

Social and cultural norms influence how we live and operate within different contexts. 
Notions of stigma, whether through cultural differences, disability or social standing, can 
greatly impact equity and hence health issues specifically related to access to adequate 
healthcare (Rodriguez et  al., 2024). Stigma, according to the US Department of Health 
and Human Services, refers to ‘the most formidable obstacle to future progress in the area 
of mental illness and health’ (p.29). To shift thinking and practice, Abawi et  al. (2019) 
advocate for cultural diversity and inclusion to empower people. Therefore, mental health 
services need to be open to all cultural and social practices and easily accessible to all. 
Rodgriguez et al. (2024) stated that:

In communities, arts engagement can make health information clearer and more 
memorable by improving awareness of health issues and available resources as well 
as by increasing the sharing of knowledge. Such improvements and increases may 
be associated with individual and collective perceptions of thriving, an assets-based 
concept similar to wellbeing (p. 3).

For the LAB project, we were interested in seeing if an arts-based and positive approach 
to learning literacy could also improve the teacher’s and children’s health and wellbeing.

4 � Methods

This qualitative research shares one case study involving a teacher and their year one pri-
mary school class. Working alongside the teacher, we co-designed a sequence of three les-
sons to support the literacy curriculum in the classroom. The lessons were informed by 
arts-based and positive education. For this study, arts-based approaches to learning cover 
a range of activities that use the arts as a stimulus for ‘creative, cognitive, and practical 
processes, including conceptualisation, creating, performing, observing, using, integrating, 
and reflecting on art to understand other areas of knowledge and experience’ (Hunter & 
Frawley, 2023, p.14). As such, the arts are used to support students’ literacy learning. For 
example, students might sing rhymes, move to illustrate literary form and/or respond to 
art through poetry. Using the arts as a core of learning has been proven to engage stu-
dents positively. Positive education considers teachers and students as learners and facilita-
tors of learning and allows for both skill and happiness acquisition (Seligman et al., 2009). 
Informed by positive psychology, positive education seeks to ‘promote optimal develop-
ment and flourishing in the school setting’ (Norrish et  al., 2013, p.147). Consequently, 
teachers consider language and resources used in classroom settings to ensure inclusion 
and compassion (Barton & Le, 2023).

Before commencing the research, we obtained ethical approval from the university 
human research ethics committee (#ETH2021-0099) and support from the school princi-
pal. We also contacted the publisher of the book we wished to base our lessons around 
and received permission to use the images. The teacher and students were provided with 
information about the project, and consent forms were signed by teaching staff to conduct 
interviews about the project, as well as by parents/carers to permit children to be observed 
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and photographed. Children were asked to assent to being involved in the study including 
photos and artefacts. Children without permission to participate in the study still partici-
pated in all the activities, but we did not keep observation records or photographs of the 
non-participants in the research.

4.1 � Setting and participants

This case study was conducted in a year one classroom in a regional town in Central 
Queensland affectionately known as the Possums. We had previously worked in the school, 
and the principal was excited about us coming to co-design learning experiences. The prin-
cipal invited class teachers to nominate to be involved in the project, and three teachers 
participated. This paper shares the experience of one of the teachers and their class as we 
report on planning, implementing and reflecting on the lessons. We are two researching 
academics from a regional university and are registered teachers. As we co-taught the les-
sons with the teacher in the classroom, we were participant observers in the study.

4.2 � The co‑designed lessons

The study is aimed at identifying how language and literature, considered an artform 
itself, could be integrated into a History and Social Science (HASS) unit. Children were 
undertaking a unit in HASS on sequencing changes in their lives over time in a Storyboard 
(AC9HS1S06). The teacher looked at ways to embed language and literature into the unit, 
specifically how images could be used to create characters.

We wanted to use quality children’s literature to support language learning in the class-
room. The picture book Not Now Bernard by David McKee was selected as it effectively 
included simple images. For example, the book allowed the researchers to explain different 
types of camera angles, colours and layouts on different pages. The book was appropriate 
as the images told parts of the story that could not be told through language alone.

We additionally wanted to design this qualitative study to be a positive experience, 
using collaborative enquiry, working alongside teachers in classroom context to examine 
children’s responses to instruction. As such, we employed co-design, a professional learn-
ing process that can be used by teachers to develop and implement lessons through discus-
sion, action and reflection with others (Barton & Le, 2023). Using this approach meant 
that we researched with the teachers rather than on them. Oates and Bignell (2022) found 
that co-design can be a valuable way of bringing universities from macro and meso levels 
of interaction with schools into the micro levels of classroom practice. As such, using the 
socio-ecological model of health promotion as a framework, we hoped as researchers, we 
would interact on an interpersonal level with the children and teacher to build connections 
and improve wellbeing.

4.3 � Measurement tools

To gather data to examine how co-designed, arts-based and positive-informed approaches 
to lesson design supported literacy learning in the classroom, we used a variety of meas-
urement tools to support our qualitative approach. Lesson observations were recorded for 
each lesson. While one of us was teaching, the other took notes about the flow of the les-
son, interactions with the students and any key phrases used between the teachers and the 
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students and comments on engagement and enjoyment in the class activities. Student work 
samples were collected as artefacts, and pictures were taken of the students during the 
lesson.

To measure student wellbeing, we used a simple wellbeing measure as proposed by 
Thompson and Aked (2009). The measure had smiley faces where two sad faces were not 
very happy, one sad face, not happy, a meh face for neither happy or sad. One smiley face 
represented happy and two smiley faces for very happy which the students completed after 
each lesson. We also gave students some smiley faces which they could informally colour 
in during the lesson if they wished. While using indicators to measure the wellbeing of stu-
dents can be seen as subjective, Thompson and Aked (2009) proposed that subjective indi-
cators are still useful, as they enable students to self-report how they think and feel about 
an activity. These experiences and how the students feel during learning are important for 
wellbeing. To similarly understand the impact on wellbeing, the teacher was interviewed 
by the lead author on the final day and asked questions about the planning, literacy learn-
ing, engagement and enjoyment, teacher pedagogy and ideas they may use in their class 
going forward.

We additionally used the 4Rs model of reflective practice (Ryan, 2011) to guide our 
own reflections at the end of each lesson. The 4Rs model involves four levels of reflec-
tion that are not necessarily linear. These include reporting, relating, reasoning and recon-
structing. Aligning with many reflection frameworks, the 4Rs model invites practitioners 
to report on what they saw. This is usually a factual recount. Then relating these experi-
ences to prior experiences or readings can assist in making sense of the event. Reasoning 
requires a deeper unpacking of an experience by asking questions such as why do you think 
this happened? What theories could relate to this experience? What have others said about 
similar situations? And finally, reconstructing asks how you might do something differ-
ently next time. Working through each level in no particular order can assist in reflecting 
more deeply on an issue.

In using these tools, we gathered data to explore the impact of these lessons on literacy, 
the arts and wellbeing for these students and teacher, as presented below.

5 � Findings

5.1 � Lesson observations and artefacts

In the first lesson, the children were introduced to how images can be used to create dif-
ferent characters and settings. This included how images in a text can be used to represent 
meaning, engage audiences or readers and be manipulated to create these meanings. Given 
we were working with young children, simple language was used to explain these mean-
ings. As such, characters and settings, how a text makes you feel and layout were used to 
share how to ‘read a multimodal text’ through visual literacy skills.

Our selected book Not Now, Bernard by David McKee contained images of the char-
acters, from different angles and perspectives. To illustrate the effectiveness of the book 
in portraying the character, the researchers first read the children the book without seeing 
the images. We asked the Possums what they thought of the story. One child said it was 
‘repeats the same thing a lot’ and another ‘it is kinda boring without the pictures’. Next, 
we read the book showing the images. With permission from the Publisher, we created 
a PowerPoint images of the characters and how they were depicted in scenes withing the 
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story. For example, Bernard and the monster usually always were face-on (demand) to the 
viewer, whereas both his mother and father were side-on (offer). We had the children par-
ticipate in an activity where they drew a monster (a) face-on and (b) side-on to think about 
different perspectives of the character when creating stories (see Fig. 2).

As the children were drawing the monsters, some started experimenting with addi-
tional angles and perspectives such as looking from the back and top (see Fig. 3 left) as 
well as placing the monsters on mountains of different heights (see Fig. 3 right). Given 
the students had identified back-view and top-down (birds-eye view), we showed images 
of these and added them into the rest of the lesson.

To continue to develop an understanding of the character, we then participated in a 
drama activity called ‘freeze frame’. The Possums were placed into mixed ability groups 
and acted out poses similar to Bernard and the Monster in varying scenes. On the word 
‘freeze frame’ children paused in their representation of the character, while a photo 
was taken by the teaching team (Fig. 4). We airdropped these to the large screen so all 
children could access the images. All children were able to identify whether the photo-
graph was face-on, side-on and back and top down. Some of the children remembered 
the technical terms of demand, offer and birds’ eye.

Fig. 2   Children’s drawings of monsters’ face-on (demand) and side-on (offer)

Fig. 3   Children’s drawings experimenting with additional angles and perspective
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Prior to the next lesson, we removed the background images from one photo for each 
child using inbuilt technology in Apple photos (Fig. 5). With the publisher’s permission, 
we inserted photos of the scenes of the book onto PowerPoint slides and inserted each 
child’s image into the relevant scene (Fig. 6). This activity proved to be very engaging as 
the Possums loved seeing themselves in a ‘real’ picture book.

The second lesson focused on children learning to create their own representation of 
characters by considering camera angle (demand/offer and low/high) and camera fram-
ing (close-up, mid-shot and long-shot). We had organised toys such as dinosaurs and other 
small objects of interest to the children, along with a class set of iPads available within the 
school. At the beginning of the lesson, we discussed how camera angles and framing can 
impact our thoughts and feelings about the characters. To do this, we used the PowerPoint 
presentation we had created with the images of all of the children superimposed into the 
scene of the book. Specifically, we examined:

•	 Camera angle (demand/offer/back/birds-eye and low/high)
•	 Camera distance and framing (close up/mid-shot/long-shot)
•	 Emotions: Happy, sad, scary and angry (Martin & White, 2003)

We demonstrated ways to use the iPad to take photos of a dinosaur, including the use 
of angles and framing. We provided student choice and agency as the Possums chose their 
own groups, selected a range of different toys and were given an iPad. They were invited 
to move outside or stay in the classroom to take photos of their toys from different angles 
(e.g. front-on, side-on, birds eye view and from behind). We also invited them to think 
about how they were ‘representing’ their characters through emotions (Martin & White, 
2003). For example, what might they do to make their character look happy, sad, angry, 
etc. The children had around 20  min to experiment with the toys and iPads in different 
ways (Fig. 7).

At the completion of the lesson, we shared some of the children’s photos. By experi-
menting with different ways of using camera angles and framing, we aimed to scaffold 
children with knowledge to portray different characters. The following images indicated an 
understanding of camera angle and framing to show emotion. For example, children posi-
tioned a toy tiger high in the playground and took a photo from low to high to look ‘scary’ 
(Fig. 8).

Fig. 4   Children freezing in their positions, face-on (demand), side-on (offer) and back and top (birds-eye 
view)
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Fig. 5   Photo of a child with background removed
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Another group of Possums placed the toy in a low position and took the photo from 
up high and explained they wanted to make their toy look ‘scared’ (Fig. 9).

These findings indicate the children were able to use camera angles and framing to 
show emotion for the character, which aligned with the Australian Curriculum content 
descriptions.

Fig. 6   Images of children superimposed into the book Not Now, Bernard 

Fig. 7   A child holding a tablet over the toy to take a birds’ eye view and a dinosaur positioned in the garden
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In the third lesson, children created their own photo storyboard. We began the focus 
lesson by providing children with story sequences from well-known story rhymes, e.g. 
Humpty Dumpty, Jack and Jill in six scenes. Then in pairs, children had time to come 
up with a story that they wanted to tell. Although we did not give constraints about 

Fig. 8   A child positioning the toy tiger to look scary using close-up, low to high framing

Fig. 9   Image taken from high to 
low to make the toy look scared

Fig. 10   Examples of storyboards with six scenes
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the topic of the story, most children used the characters that they had created in the 
previous lesson. Children used the storyboard (Fig. 10) to create a plan of their story, 
with a beginning, complication and resolution which were used as summative assess-
ment for HASS. Most Possums were able to do create six scenes independently, and 
some required support to plan consecutive scenes. We were pleased to see creativity 
with angle and perspective in the children’s drawings.

Finally, the children then used the iPads to take photos of themselves or toys to repre-
sent the storyline. This proved a joyous experience watching how engaged the children 
were in using the iPad to take images for their storyboard. During this final activity, 
we were able to identify students using camera angles (demand/offer/back/birds-eye and 

Fig. 11   Children experimenting with face-on low to high (left) and side on (right)

Fig. 12   A group using the iPad to take mid-shot and close-up
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low/high) (Fig. 11) and framing (close up/mid-shot/long-shot) (Fig. 12) to build char-
acters’ emotion (Fig.  13). The lesson observations indicated all of the Possums were 
able to use iPads to take photos and use camera angles and framing to build character 
emotion.

Interestingly, children began to adjust their images, changing colours, contrasts and 
applying other settings, to personalise their image for the storyboards (Fig. 14). As we 
did not have constraints for how the images were produced, children could make their 
own choices and have agency in their learning, to encourage positive behaviours for 
learning.

Positive behaviours were also elicited by injecting fun throughout the learning. We 
used role plays, drama, singing and banter between the teaching team to ensure the les-
sons were highly engaging for the children. Additionally, our behaviour management 
used positive language to motivate desired behaviours. For example, ‘You are doing an 
excellent job with caring for the iPad’ and ‘You seem to understand all the different 
types of camera angles’. If we noticed students had their smileys put away, we suggested 
‘You look like you need a break, would you like to have some quiet time?’.

A caring approach to each other was highly encouraged. For instance, if we heard a 
Possum say a negative comment, we would reframe this so that they learnt to support 
their peers. We also always showed warmth towards every child so that they felt safe 
and secure. By creating lessons based on positive pedagogy, we observed children who 
were highly engaged in learning (O’Brien & Blue, 2018).

Fig. 13   Children applying angles and framing to build character emotion

Fig. 14   Children personalising their own images
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5.2 � Teacher interview

The classroom teacher was engaged in the planning and instruction of the lessons and ‘liked 
that I was involved right from the beginning’. When asked about what she enjoyed most about 
the classroom lessons, she shared that she enjoyed the introductions to the lessons which 
included the small drama interaction between the researchers. She responded, ‘I liked how you 
acted it all out – the role play – that gives the children more opportunities. It was also great 
you didn’t have any props and you can just roleplay’. The teacher said that she noticed a lot of 
learning throughout the activities:

You can see the light bulbs. There are so many different types of learning in those 
lessons. There’s the movement, you can create, you can write, you can draw. The 
children were talking and I also noticed a lot of sharing that was going on. Some-
times when one child takes another’s idea they get cranky, but this was so different, 
they were learning from each other.

When asked about our teaching pedagogy and incorporating literacy, arts and wellbe-
ing, the teacher responded,

I want to add more arts like you did and also singing…. I have also realised I need 
to inject more fun into my teaching. I am also learning alongside the children. These 
activities are something that I would want to do. So, if I feel like I want to do it then 
all the children should be engaged as well.

The classroom teacher reported that all students met the targeted literacy Australian 
Curriculum content without support. When asked if there were any ideas she would take 
forward into future lessons. She replied,

so many things; to have fun, but I think the big thing was to not give so many 
rules. I can’t believe what the children have produced. I was really worried that 
they wouldn’t know what to do without giving explicit instructions, but what 
I will take forward is being a bit more open to giving children the choice and 
agency to make decisions.

In conclusion, the classroom teacher reported that so many children were engaged in the 
activities, and the outputs were much higher than expected and invited us back anytime to 
work with them again.

5.3 � Researcher reflections

Using the 4Rs model (Bain et al., 1999), we wrote reflections after each lesson to consider 
ways that we could improve literacy, the arts and wellbeing for the Possums and our own 
future practice.

Literacy: Our reflections both identified the picture book Not Now, Bernard as a useful 
tool for discussing how camera angles and framing developed the character. The sequencing 
of the lessons was also identified as positives for developing the language and literacy con-
tent descriptions. Georgina reflected, ‘the lessons scaffolded understanding of the children 
by beginning with angles and framing, moving to emotion and then having students create 
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characters’. Melissa additionally identified, ‘the children seem to have really understood 
the importance of the camera and how it influences the emotions. I wasn’t quite sure year 
one children would be able to complete the storyboards with multimedia but they were so 
engaged’. As a result, children met the lesson objectives and language and literacy compli-
mented the HASS learning area.

The Arts: In the first lesson, a highlight for us both was the role play. Melissa wrote.

when we went into the classroom, I pretended to trip over, and Georgina then roused on 
me. The children at first were worried for me, however soon worked out it was a joke 
and were laughing really hard. I believe this endeared us to them and they enjoyed the 
lesson from the beginning.

Similarly, Georgina commented that the skit was a great segue into discussing character 
emotion.

We asked the children if they had ever been in trouble. What did it feel like? Who was 
angry at you? What did they look like? The children then did faces and body language 
for different emotions - scared, surprised, happy, angry, annoyed, sad, happy. This artis-
tic approach to learning led into the literacy outcomes too.

This introduction to emotions in the form of drama, helped the children to develop lan-
guage to portray characters’ emotions in later lessons.

Wellbeing: as wellbeing was a primary focus of our planning when developing the lessons, 
both researchers identified positive education that enabled wellbeing. Georgina wrote, there 
were a few children with special needs in this class. For our lessons all seemed really engaged 
and they did each activity well. She suggested this was because the lessons were designed to 
be inclusive by giving all children voice and agency to choose what they would like to use, to 
meet the lesson goals. We acknowledged that some children might need learning breaks from 
time to time and as such, we gave the children the chance to make this decision. Even though 
they were young, it taught them self-regulation and awareness and gave them the responsibil-
ity to make choices. Melissa also identified the participation of the students and suggested 
that the technology really engaged the children and they really used the different angles and 
positioning. I think they absolutely loved that we shared their work on the big screens each 
day, particularly when they were all characters in the book. It made them feel as though they 
controlled the learning in some ways.

Strategies that we had designed to measure wellbeing were positive.

The smileys worked well in the classroom to check in with the children and see how they 
were feeling. Initially Georgina gave the children some smiley faces – 1, 2, 3 and asked 
the children to colour in and then show how many they thought they would show at the 
moment. Children had varying numbers and the teacher reported they had had a hard 
day, but by the end of the lesson, there was not a single smiley that was not coloured 
(Melissa).

We also provided the teacher a simple wellbeing measure that the children completed 
(Thompson & Aked, 2009). The results from these indicated the children felt happy after 
participating in the activities as they enjoyed the content and the way they were conducted. 
Our three days in the school were additionally acknowledged with a social media post from 
the school administration, sharing the Possums’ work with the school community.
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6 � Discussion and conclusion

As demonstrated through the observations, artefacts, teacher interviews and researchers’ 
reflections, it was evident that the teachers and children benefitted from, and enjoyed, this 
approach to literacy learning. Importantly, the teacher noted improved literacy outcomes 
and the children’s high engagement through arts-based learning activities. Further, the pos-
itive education mindset ensured all children could access learning and achieve improved 
results. Using the Social Ecological Model of Health (SEMoH) (Rodriguez et al., 2024), 
we now describe how learning through the LAB lessons aligned with each of the model’s 
levels. We start by addressing the outer layer of cultural and move to the individual level.

As we were conscious of practicing inclusion and positive education to ensure wellbe-
ing, we made all children visible (Houmøller, 2018). The LAB approach encourages tol-
erance and acceptance through equitable educational practices. Providing opportunities 
for the children to express their own voice and also make informed choices created a safe 
culture within the classroom. We also had high expectations of each student within their 
capability levels.

In terms of policy, many have noted the rhetoric in curriculum around the benefits and 
importance of the arts despite it constantly being cut due to other deemed more important 
priorities. The LAB approach showed how the arts can be injected into learning to support 
literacy as well as wellbeing outcomes. A reported push for schools to teach early years lit-
eracy explicitly may not always benefit all children. Play- and arts-based learning has been 
proven time again that more inclusive practices are possible (Barton, 2019; Sofija et al., 
2023).

Similar to the cultural level, we found that privileging under-represented voices ensured 
all children participated positively in the learning. For example, we observed one child 
often sitting separately from the class with a box of Legos. By the end of lesson 1, this 
child was at the front of the class teaching the others about Lego. The LAB approach 
increased social cohesion through small group work, and the teacher shared their learn-
ings to others in the school community. We acknowledge the need for sustainable practices 
when it comes to implementing a LAB approach, so it would be important for teachers to 
receive comprehensive training over longer periods.

On the interpersonal level, as stated previously, an increase in social connection was 
possible between the children, the children and the teachers as well as the teacher and 
the researchers. We encourage all participants to feel comfortable to talk about feelings 
through the lesson activities. We also set up a learning space that was caring and safe, 
which was critical for building strong interpersonal relationships.

Finally, at the individual level, we observed an increase in the children’s engagement 
and motivation to learn (also confirmed by the teacher), self-regulation, agency and wellbe-
ing (as shown in the measure). There was also an increase in the teacher’s self-efficacy to 
try more creative and arts-based approaches to learning in literacy.

As such, we present the Social Ecological Model of Health (SEMoH) (Rodriguez et al., 
2024) adapted for early childhood education. Using a LAB approach enabled us to iden-
tify important concepts within each level. As can be seen in Fig. 15, at the cultural level, 
all cultures and differences must be acknowledged and accepted throughout learning. 
This requires both the teacher’s and children’s understanding and use of positive language 
within a safe learning environment. At the policy level, more is needed to be done towards 
the acknowledgement and necessity to inject arts-based learning in classrooms. Evidence 
has shown its positive impact on literacy and wellbeing outcomes.
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At the community level, all voices need to be heard, especially those under-represented. 
Further, social cohesion and connection are created by establishing a warm and safe space 
for self-expression and difference. Teaching students to talk about feelings through charac-
terisation and other means is critical for personal and social development. This leads to the 
final level of an individual, where self-regulation and motivation towards learning conse-
quently improve well-being and academic attainment (see Fig. 15).

When considering implementing this model, we recommend teachers always align 
learning to the Australian Curriculum content descriptions. Thinking about innovative 
and creative ways to teach these such as through multimedia and arts-based activities are 
advised. We also recommend teachers consider ‘taking more risks’ outside of the pres-
sures of reaching set literacy targets resulting from wider systemic policies. The LAB 
approach has proven that literacy outcomes are met in a more holistic way that emphasises 
enjoyment.

Further, embracing university researchers’ co-design of learning plans enables a greater 
community presence and impact at the individual level regarding wellbeing and support. 
Indeed, we were invited to present a professional development session to all teachers on 
student and teacher wellbeing. Finally, we acknowledge the limitation in trialling the LAB 

Fig. 15   Educational socio-ecological health model
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project in one rural school setting. We hope in the future to implement it in schools that are 
under-resourced so that both teachers and students can benefit from such an approach.
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