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Why this topic? – some thoughts

• Today‘s learners (of English) 

… are reading, listening and learning differently

… are socialising differently (online)

and

• I am reading, working, connecting and socialising differently (online)

• In general, I feel, both our expectations and our needs have changed over 
the last decade or so. So, what to do with that?



Visuals and you

• What do pictures mean to you personally?

• (How) do you use them in your classroom 

or other ELT work?

• What do you hope to get out of today‘s 
workshop?

Caspar David Friedrich: Der Wanderer über 
dem Nebelmeer (1818).  Source: wikipedia



Overview 

In this workshop we are going to:

• Explore ways visual literacy (VL) can be used in ELT

• Discover and discuss key principles and the role of VL

• Examine sample materials and tasks

• Consider how tasks can be adapted

• Develop and share our own ideas



OVER TO YOU - 1

• Take a moment to think of an image with some significance to 

you. It can be a photo you‘ve seen in the press recently, an 

image from a film, a painting you like, an advert,…

• In your group, share with others why you think that image has 

stayed with you, and whether you would want to use it in 

classroom work with English.

• Be prepared to report back briefly in the plenary.



What does it mean to be visually literate?

• (having) a reading skill to construct meaning from any form of
visual communication through an active process of seeing, 
reflecting, analyzing and evaluating‘ 

(Zammit 2019, p.61)



• ‘At a basic level, visually literate people can read visually presented materials with 
comprehension, analyze their purpose and structure, and appreciate their 
meaning. They can identify and understand a wide variety of different visual 
documents, with both images and graphic forms. This involves understanding the 
constraints of each format or medium and understanding each one‘s benefits. In 
addition to these receptive skills, visual literacy also includes the ability to express 
one‘s ideas and feelings visually. This requires knowing a variety of visual formats 
and being able to present ideas and information in picture and graphic forms. 

• Being visually literate also involves the ability to think deeply about the source, 
purpose, and authenticity of visual documents. It means being able to analyze how 
the visual and graphic messages are constructed. It involves evaluating their 
meaning, knowing how to “fact-check“ and corroborate data. […] 

• Another important part of visual literacy is knowing how to connect information 
contained in visual documents with other messages and texts. Visually literate 
people can combine ideas from narrative, visual and graphic sources; they can 
integrate sources of information. Seldom is a visual display read in isolation. Most 
are part of larger texts and extended communications. Finally, being visually 
literate includes the ability to communicate one‘s ideas using a variety of visual 
and multimodal displays appropriately and effectively.‘ 

(Newman and Ogle 2019, pp.3-4) 



… that is, a learner who develops 
competence in visual literacy (VL) can:

- ‘read’ a picture, using skills allied with reading skills to glean 
information and make meaning from an image

- on a higher level: interpret, negotiate and evaluate ‘information’ 
presented in the form of an image

Visual literacy is related to ‘literacy’, which involves interpreting a 
written or printed text, and which draws on similar processes and 
resources.

Adapted from: https://visualliteracytoday.org/what-is-visual-literacy/



Some background

• A relatively ‘new‘ discipline: International Visual Literacy 

Association (IVLA) founded 1969, first dictionary definition 

1971 (Merriam Webster)

• The term visual literacy has made only ‘slow progress into 

mainstream debate‘ > ‘how many of us have ever taken a 

course on the methodologies of seeing?’ (Kennedy and Deetsch 2019, p.71) 



• ‘… It is assumed that as a population we can see, without us 

ever having been trained in how we see and how to see. We 

do not imagine it is possible to learn Spanish, for example, 

without studying its vocabulary, so why do we assume we can 

use visual language without being taught to do so?‘  

(Kennedy and Deetsch 2019, p.72) 



Practical task – Zammit (2019)

• “Imagine that you are the new museum guide.

Prepare a guided-tour concerning three selected artworks in relation 

to your selected theme e.g. ‚Relationships‘.

Prepare two questions to ask to the rest.“

• YOUR TASK: What‘s going on here? What is the purpose of this 

task? What does the educator want or expect from learners?



Visuals in the press

Source: www.bbc.co.uk/newsround, 2019, Photo credit: EPA



Visuals in the press - upper secondary level



Graphics

Source: https://informationisbeautiful.net/beautifulnews



Cartoons

Teacher aims:

- To help students distil the essence of a 
(political or current affairs) cartoon

- To help them develop tools for critical analysis

- To spark interest in topics for speaking and writing

Source: www.tomgauld.com



Art in the news

Source: www.museum-frieder-burda.de

• Discussion points:

(Why) Do you remember this news story?

What does this story mean, in your view? 

What is the artist‘s message?

How far do you agree? Why?



Art in the news - continued

How important are pictures to you? 
Which stay with you and why?

What role can art and visuals play in 
people‘s lives? What role do they play in 
yours?

How might art help people when they 
are experiencing difficulties? 

Source: www.theguardian.com



Visuals in assessment

• Exam task instruction:

Source: pdf downloaded from https://www.cambridgeenglish.org/exams-and-tests/first/exam-format/



Reading with visuals

• Illustrated simplified readers

• One panel cartoons e.g. by Tom Gauld

• Comic strips, e.g. Peanuts, Calvin and 
Hobbes, Breaking Cat News by Georgia 
Dunn

Source: Pinterest



Reading with visuals

• Short stories inspired by art, e.g. collection 

edited by Lawrence Block (see right-hand side of slide)

• Novels inspired by/connected with art, e.g. 

Tracy Chevalier‘s The Girl with the Pearl 

Earring, Dan Brown‘s The Da Vinci Code, 

see https://blog.ted.com/10-books-inspired-by-paintings



Further ideas

• Creative writing (using a photo, painting or sculpture as the jumping-off point, 
considering who the people are and where, what their relationship is, etc.)

• Adverts (comparison for similar products, examples from one company or an 
entire campaign)

• Maps (e.g. showing real cities/regions, or fictional maps of literary settings, such 
as Harper Lee‘s Maycomb, Alabama in To Kill a Mockingbird or Celeste Ng‘s 
Shaker Heights in Little Fires Everywhere)

• Signs and symbols (e.g. Mark Haddon‘s The Curious Incident of the Dog in the 
Night-time)



OVER TO YOU - 2

TASK

• In your breakout group, use ONE of the images you came up with 
at the beginning of the session as the basis of a classroom activity.

• Think about the following: 

… who your learners are 

… what you want them to learn

… teacher and learner roles

… resources and opportunities

As you work, bear in mind…



The museum of the future through 
the eyes of young people

Self-selected criteria:

• Focus on multisensorial experiences

• Experience over information-
gathering

• Importance of contextualisation

• Viewing first followed by guided 
reflection

(Van Even and Vermeersch 2019, pp.54-57)



Feedback, questions, discussion points 

• How did you find this design activity? 

(inspiring, overwhelming, frustrating, fun…?)

Why?

• What questions do you have, if any?

• What are your main takeaways?



Useful resources 

• University of Victoria, Melbourne, Australia Visual metalanguage for 

comprehending and composing visual meaning (education.vic.gov.au)

• Collection of images with no copyright for use in education: 
www.classroompictures.com

• Companion volume to the CEFR: Common European Framework of 

Reference for Languages: Learning, Teaching, Assessment (CEFR) (coe.int)

> VL > VC

https://www.education.vic.gov.au/school/teachers/teachingresources/discipline/english/literacy/multimodal/Pages/visualmetalanguage.aspx
http://www.classroompictures.com/
https://www.coe.int/en/web/common-european-framework-reference-languages


Thanks for joining us!
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