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K E V I N  S T E I N  

The more invested I become in reflective
practices, the more I realize that successful
activities are almost always co-developed
with the learners. It is the students’ 
feedback which allows what was originally 
a one-size-fits-all procedure to meet the
needs of any particular class. This paper is
about how a group of 16 lower-intermediate
level International Course high school 
students and one teacher in a small private
school in Osaka, Japan, spent 90 minutes 
a week for five weeks developing an activity
called ‘pictogloss’. It is the story of 
students taking on the role of material
developer, and how their feedback and 
personal experience shaped and improved 
a new teaching methodology. 

Inspiration for pictogloss
Pictogloss is an image-based variation on
the dictogloss activity developed by Ruth
Wajnryb (1990) and laid out point-by-point 
in her Grammar Dictation. In dictogloss, 
the teacher initially reads a text to the 
class while students listen. The text is 
then read through again twice at regular
speed with five-second pauses added
between sentences. Students write down 
as many key words as they can from the
text. Next, in groups, students pool their 
linguistic resources and try to reconstruct
the text. Finally, students compare their
reconstructed text with the original. The
point of the activity is to capture as much 
of the information from the text as 
possible in as an appropriate form as 
possible and then, when comparing the
reconstructed text with the original, to 
help students become aware of how their
English usage differs from the target 
language (Wajnryb, 1990, pp. 7-10). 

While I have used dictogloss a number of
times in my classes, most students’ idea 
of reconstructing a text is like handing a
pack of instant soup mix and a cup of
steaming water to someone, only to have
them wash their hands with the water and
munch the soup mix dry. They habitually 
fail to inflect verbs and regularly leave out
function words. Students’ portfolio work,
which includes journal entries, book
reviews, and emails, shows a much 
better grasp of verb patterns and function
words than they utilize during dictogloss 
activities. Pictogloss was initially 
developed as an intermediary step to 
help students more accurately utilize their
grammatical and lexical knowledge during 
a dictogloss activity.

Back to the basics
The first year basic oral communication
classes in our school include a large 
number of substitution table exercises. 
To ensure that even the lowest level 
students can participate at the beginning 

of the school year, the tables are initially 
composed of pictures in place of words, 
an activity adapted from John Fanselow’s
Nveer epxailn gaammr relus or aks yuor 
stutends to (n.d.). Fanselow believes that
when students “change a picture into 
language or language into sketches our
brains make more connections than if the
mediums remain the same” (n.d., p. 8) 
- an idea further supported by Craik and
Tulving’s (1975) depth of processing theory.

As when using a traditional substitution
table, the teacher chooses students to orally
produce sentences from tabled components.
The remaining students do not merely 
listen, but must transcribe each spoken
sentence in picture form themselves. 

[‘be’ tabled
in simple
present
tense]

[‘be’ tabled
in simple
past tense]

Paul Nation (2009, pp. 47-49) points out
that these types of transformation 
exercises provide good opportunities to
learn “grammatical items contained in the
spoken or written text”, an idea which is
repeatedly born out in students’ work. Even
at the elementary level, learners find novel
ways to translate function words such as
the possessive adjective ‘my’ into pictures
and represent grammar structures such as
tense through the use of small arrows 
pointing backwards or forwards. Even 
without explicit direction, students become
extremely focused on the accurate 
expression of grammatical forms within 
their images during tabling activities. In 
light of this, it seemed both sensible and
theoretically sound to marry the information
transformation techniques from the 
substitution table work with the dictogloss
activity to increase students’ attention 
to form.

First try at a pictogloss
The first pictogloss was based on a 55-word
passage from the French fairytale version of
Beauty and the Beast. Fairytales are filled
with grammatical structures students 
routinely avoid in both their writing and
speaking, such as ‘there is’ to express 
existence. Similarly, the opening of most
fairytales is rich in direct and indirect 
articles, a distinction even some advanced
students fail to make. Before engaging in
the pictogloss proper, students participated
in a short contextualizing discussion 
around their favorite Beauty and the Beast
characters. The students were shocked to
learn that in this version of the story, 
unlike the Disney film, there were no 
villains or dancing clocks. Still, differences
such as these seemed to generate interest
in the contextualization activity and the
story itself.

Students were then
given a worksheet
and directed to draw
pictures of important
content words as
they listened to the
text being read out
loud. Unfortunately,
once the activity
began, students

spent more energy and class time counting
boxes than drawing pictures. One of the 
students said in frustration, “If you are
going to pause for such a long time
between sentences, why don’t you just
make a blank space for a period?”, a
suggestion to which I could only agree.   

Pictogloss II:
The worksheet was
revised for the next
class period, a square
being left out at the
end of each sentence.
As Vandergrift (2004)
notes (and my student
implicitly understood),
such visual cues
about text structure
can help learners
overcome the limitations on working 
memory and free up the capacity necessary
to focus on textual details which emerge
through bottom-up processing. 

The text for this class was based on The
Little Mermaid, and was composed of 64
words. Upon seeing the worksheet, a 
student suggested I break the task up into
sections, explaining that once he fell too far
behind, it was impossible for him to focus
on what I was reading. I said that perhaps 
it would make the activity too easy. Another
student replied that the activity would never
be “easy” as he hated drawing pictures.
Most of the rest of the students laughed.
And so I broke the text into three sections,
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composed of two sentences of approximately
10 words each. During the initial readings,
students worked individually, drawing as
many images for key words as possible.
They were then given five minutes to form
pairs, compare images, and reconstruct the
two-line section as completely as possible. 

During pairwork, students were extremely
cognizant of form as they compared their
images. Perhaps this was due to the strong
visual impact of the pictures. Arrows arcing
over an image are much more noticeable
than ‘-ed’ added to the end of a word.
Similarly, function words are relatively 
nondescript and can be omitted from 
sentences out of carelessness. Even 
native speakers often fail to notice these
omissions. On the other hand, the 
pictogloss activity resulted in highly 
idiosyncratic function word images. In the
students’ image-based dictations, both ‘the’
and ‘with’, words not particularly known for
their visual impact, were noticeable in a 
way which belies their tendency to be left
out of beginning language learners writing. 

[played]             [with]               [the] 

As the pairs of students checked images
against each other, they engaged in a 
multistage information transformation 
exercise. If the square on their own 
pictogloss worksheet was blank, they looked
at their partner’s image and attempted to
decode it. Once they had decoded it, they
would then encode it again onto their 
own sheet in an image easily understood 
by themselves. If, as Schmidt (1993) 
contends, noticing plays a crucial role 
in second language acquisition, then 
pictogloss, with its combination of 
numerous moments of noticing, and the
deep cognitive processing it engenders,
would seem to be the ideal mechanism for
the acceleration of language acquisition. 

After all three sections of text were 
reconstructed, pairs of students were 
directed to join together into a group of 
four, compare their full texts, and make any
changes necessary. No specific instructions
as to how students should go about 
comparing their pictogloss worksheets 
were given. In a majority of groups, 
students exchanged pictogloss sheets 
and tried to decode the pictogloss they
received by reading it out loud to the rest 
of the members of the group.  

With approximately 15 minutes left in class,
one student in each group was directed to
read their pictogloss out loud while the
other members engaged in a standard 
dictation exercise. This dictation exercise
provided groups with the final version of

their reconstructed text. Students compared
this final text with the original and circled
any deviations. The final dictation had an
average error rate of three words out of 
62, or 4%. Spelling errors were the most
prevalent form of error and grammar errors
accounted for an average of only 1.3 errors
or 2% per text. Perhaps more importantly
was the way students related their feeling of
success to the teacher. One of the students
called me over to his desk, handed me his
paper with a big “0” written and circled in
red, smiled, and said, “Perfect!” 

Picture keys and other student tweeks
The text for the next lesson was based on
the opening section of Snow White. In light
of student success in the previous lesson,
the overall word count of the text was
increased from 62 to 86, resulting in 
three-sentence sections composed of 
approximately 30 words each. 

[blank pictogloss worksheet II]

Students spent a few moments complaining
about the increase, shouting out things like,
“Hey, there’s a lot of boxes here!” But the
increase in task difficulty also resulted in
higher levels of student concentration as
well as more students initiating a number 
of procedural changes which included:

•During the contextualization activity, some 
students composed a key of images, 
similar to a key on a map, for potential 
vocabulary and function words they felt 
would appear in the text, a strategy which 
helped reduce students’ processing load 
during the main task. 

[key of images]

•After comparing the first section of the 
text, one pair of higher level students 
completed drawing all the images and 
began to practice ‘reading’ their 
pictoglosses to each other. They were

encouraged to practice in a 4/3/2 format, 
reading their pictogloss in progressively 
shorter spans of time (Nation, 2007). 
Thanks to the students’ initiative, fluency 
practice for early finishers was added to 
the pictogloss procedure. 

•During the final dictation activity, two of 
the groups tried to recite the complete 
90-word text from memory. Memorization 
had never been one of the goals of the 
activity, but was identified and adopted as 
one by the learners themselves.

A final dance with Pinocchio
With each class, students expanded the
number of predetermined symbols they had
ready to use during the pictogloss activity.
The amount of time students spent drawing
any one image also decreased dramatically.
In light of this, for the final full text used in
class, one based on the Pinocchio story, the
number of words was increased to 109 with
an average length of 13 words. Even with
the increased word count, students 
completed all steps of the procedure well
within the allotted 90-minute lesson and
with the same rate of accuracy as in the
previous lesson.  

Set procedure for pictogloss
Over the course of the five weeks during
which the pictogloss activity was used in
class, a number of changes were initiated
by students. In the following outline of the
final version of the pictogloss activity, I 
have tried to identify which aspects of the
activity were student-generated by the 
inclusion of a ‘(s.g.)’. 

1. Teacher preparation: choose or write a 
short text of approximately 90 words. 
The text should be broken into three 
sections of equal length (s.g.). The 
teacher also needs to produce a 
pictogloss worksheet clearly delineating 
the three sections and providing one 
small box to correspond to each word 
of text and a blank area to represent 
the end of a sentence (s.g.). 

2. Pre-discussion/contextualization: a 
10-minute discussion of text content to 
check students’ understanding of key 
vocabulary and prepare for the listening 
portion of the activity. During 
pre-discussion, students should develop 
a symbol key for both vocabulary and 
function words they believe will be 
encountered during the listening portion 
of the activity (s.g.)

3. Read the complete story through one 
time at normal speed while students 
listen. 

4. Read the first section of the story, 
pausing five seconds between 
sentences. Pause 10 seconds and read 
the first section once again. During the 
reading, students draw images in the 
appropriate boxes, focusing on 
important content words. 
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5. Students form pairs and compare the 
first section of their pictogloss with 
each other for five minutes (s.g.). 
Students are free to add or change 
images during this time. Students who 
complete the entire section of the 
pictogloss should be encouraged to 
engage in fluency activities to practice 
the section (s.g.). 

6. Steps four and five are repeated for 
the next two sections of the text.

7. Student pairs are combined into a group 
of four students. Students exchange 
dictogloss worksheets and check the 
meaning and accuracy of the worksheet 
by reading it to the entire group (s.g.). 

8. One student says the entire text from 
memory (s.g.) while the remaining three 
students engage in a traditional 
dictation activity. 

9. The final dictated texts serve as the 
final, group text. This final group text is 
compared with the original text. 
Deviations from the text are marked in 
red. The teacher assists students in 
deciding if these deviations constitute 
errors or are acceptable alternatives.

10. Students prepare notes regarding the 
grammar/language forms they noticed 
during the pictogloss activity.

Impact on language ability
Three weeks after the last pictogloss-based
lesson, students were given a dictation test
composed of six sentences from the texts
used in the pictogloss-based classes. Out
of 16 students, only three made errors in
article usage, all in combination with the
superlative adjective form, a grammatical
structure not highlighted during the actual
classroom pictogloss activity. Compared
with the students’ portfolio assignments,
the error rate was noticeably lower than
might be expected. Whether this is the
result of the pictogloss activity is difficult 
to judge. Students take 12 hours of English
classes per week. Isolating the impact of
any one class or any one activity on 
language skills would be nearly impossible.
Still, students’ attention to form and 
overall levels of language accuracy showed
notable improvement. 

Student survey
At the end of the semester, students took 
a short, open-ended survey regarding 
their attitudes towards the pictogloss 
activity. Below are the open-ended
statements as well as a sample of student
responses translated from the L1:

1. Doing pictogloss helped me…

• understand the meaning of each and 
every word in a sentence.

• improve my listening skills. The 
amount I could write at the beginning 
and now are totally different.

• see how much I understand when I’m 
listening even if I don’t hear every word.

2. I think the major differences between 
pictogloss and dictation activities are:

• pictogloss makes it easier to imagine 
the story while listening.

• I have to make a personal picture 
and so the grammar becomes 
very personal.

• dictation is good for studying 
words, but pictogloss is good for 
studying grammar.

Final word
It seemed to me as I was teaching the 
pictogloss classes, and even more so now
as I finish up this paper, that the way in
which we present methodologies in 
standard academic articles might be a 
disservice to our fellow teachers as well as
to the students who are oftentimes active
participants in the development process.
While theories informed and shaped the 
initial ideas for pictogloss, the activity itself
was to a large extent driven by the students
and their needs on any given day. The 
pictogloss activity, presented as a finished
product, divorced from the process of how 
it came to be, would be of much less use 
to teachers who will undoubtedly have to 
go through a similar process if they want to
implement the activity in a way best suited
to their own students. And finally, I hope
that by giving credit to the students’ role in
the creation of the activity, I will help other
teachers identify how and when students
can be encouraged to impact material 
development and classroom procedures
because, in the end, it is not the ‘I’ of the
teacher who determines what is learned in
the classroom but the students themselves,
who are free to choose when and where
they focus their attention. When they 
decide to use that attention to improve the
classroom experience for everyone involved,
it should be welcomed and honored for 
what it is, the animating force that is at 
the heart of learning. 
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Appendix: Completed pictogloss samples

[The Little Mermaid]

[Snow White]
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