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ABSTRACT

This chapter describes the influence of an innovative type of activities called “aesthetic flow activities”
in enhancing the holistic functionality of first graders in the five domains of language—phonology,
morphology, syntax, semantics, pragmatics—as well as in attention processes along with enhancing
motivational responses. The sample consisted of 98 children aged 6-7 years with learning difficulties
and disabilities. Participants were divided into experimental groups taking part in 30 experiential
“aesthetic psychological flow activities” and control groups who received a traditional approach. Data
were obtained from a pre-test/post-test design, participant observation, and interviews with children and
their teachers. Pre- and post-intervention measures suggest that the children of the experimental groups
demonstrated higher scores in language post-tests and greater engagement in the learning process. The
chapter highlights ways for educators to support language and literacy skills development of all children,
whether they belong to a vulnerable group or not.

INTRODUCTION

The chapter focuses on a research study and looks at the influence of an innovative type of activities
called “aesthetic flow activities” in enhancing the holistic functionality of first-graders, in the five do-
mains of language; phonology, morphology, syntax, semantics, pragmatics, as well as in attention pro-
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cesses along with enhancing motivational responses, and communication climate in the classroom. The
sample consisted of 98 children aged 6-7 years, with learning difficulties and disabilities and of various
etiologies. Participants were divided into experimental groups, taking part in 30 experiential “aesthetic
psychological flow activities” and control groups who received a traditional approach. Activities were
designed based on fundamental theories of development and, in particular, motivation theories, positive
psychology, and theoretical framework for arts integration. The ultimate goal of this interventional pro-
gram was to help children develop holistically -on a cognitive, social, emotional, and physical level. Data
were obtained from a pre-test/post-test design, participant observation, and interviews with children and
their teachers. Pre and post-intervention measures suggest that the children of the experimental groups
demonstrated higher scores in language post-tests. Data also revealed enhanced attention, increased in-
ternal motivational responses, greater engagement in the learning process, a more positive atmosphere
in communication between students and student-teachers compared to children of the control groups.

BACKGROUND

Learning difficulties are conditions that can cause students to struggle in traditional classroom-learning
contexts. The term “learning difficulties” is broad and includes challenges arising from learning disabili-
ties, whether from attention deficit or other psychological disorders, medical illnesses, environmental
conditions, family difficulties, or combinations of these factors (Kontantinou & Kosmidou, 2011). Stu-
dents with LD are far more likely to be excluded on a fixed-term basis or permanently (Timpson, 2019).
Moreover, students with language-based LD have been identified as being at high risk for school failure
due to difficulties acquiring language and literacy (Bridgeland, Dilulio & Morison, 2006; Scott, 2004;
Westby, 1994). In the field of language, they have been reported to struggle with narrative competence
(i.e., storytelling) and exhibit less cohesive discourse elements than the typical peers (e.g., Paul & Smith,
1993). Low academic achievement may reinforce lower levels of emotional well-being as it increases
negative perceived self-competence and self-efficacy, further reducing engagement in learning.

In this study, emphasis is given in students’ engagement. “Student engagement” is defined as the level
of attention, curiosity, enthusiasm, optimism, and passion that students display when learning or being
taught, as well as their motivation to learn and succeed in their education. It isn’t just about students,
though. “Student engagement” can also refer to the ways in which school leaders, instructors, and other
professionals “engage” students more completely in decision-making processes. When individuals with
LD encounter challenges in learning and are less engaged, task-irrelevant thinking increases, and con-
centration decreases. This interferes with information processing and subsequent use of metacognitive
skills, further exacerbating difficulties in learning (Alesi, Rappo & Pepi, 2014; Hampton & Mason, 2003;
Sainio, Eklund, Ahonen & Kiuru, 2019). Language disorders make it difficult for students to express
themselves and understand what others are saying. This has nothing to do with hearing impairments.
Furthermore, there does seem to be a relationship between anxiety and learning for those with learning
difficulties (Alesi et al., 2014; Sainio et al., 2019). Lavis, Burke & Hastings (2019) state that students
with learning difficulties are four times more likely to develop a mental health condition than those
without as a by-product of experiencing difficulties in school and learning). Their families also often
experience feelings of helplessness or high levels of anxiety. In addition, research shows lower self-
esteem in children with language difficulties compared to children without. It also seems that language
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