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Introduction
Art Club is at the Museum of 

Northwest Art. We are attending for the 
fifth time in two years. The group is a 
mix of students who have attended before 
and newcomers to the museum setting. 
The volunteer docent is leading a group 
of mostly fourth grade boys in an activity 
called Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS) 
where the students will look at the art work, 
in this instance a painting, and describe 
what they see. The boys are before a large 
60” x 120” painting on a white field. There 
are seven anamorphic shapes on the field, 
gestural and stark.

“I see aliens! They have sort of heads 
and see! Some arms or legs or whatever.”

“Yes! They are aliens but also are people 
or dancers, they are moving and are like 
this,” the student drops into a crouch.

“So you are saying that these shapes,” 
the docent gestures in front of the canvas, 
“resemble human or alien forms, and they 
could be dancing. What do you see that 
makes you say that?”

Art club is comprised largely of His-
panic students. Many of the boys before 
the painting are speaking in their second 
language (L2), in an environment they have 
been in for the first time. There is a particu-
lar atmosphere in a museum, one of history 
and a sort of reverence, and the art clubbers 
have intuited how to behave and engage 
appropriately. But they are also excited to 
talk and discuss the art work. Much of the 
success of the program is the use of VTS, 
which elicits response from the viewer with 

a simple sentence, What is going on in this 
picture?, inviting open ended response. As I 
listen, I am struck by the boys’ engagement 
in the VTS experience and the amount of 
content-related language they are produc-
ing. It makes me aware of the power of oral 
language as a form of language acquisition 
while discussing art. 

The Importance of Oral Language 
Development for English Language 
Learners

Nearly everyone begins learning 
language orally. As young children, our 
linguistic world is built primarily through 
speaking and listening. However, in 
school systems, the opposite is true. The 
opportunity to acquire a language through 
spoken interaction is greatly reduced. 
Especially at the higher grades, students 
are expected to produce language, often 
in written form, that is content specific 
and is rooted in abstract concepts. “In 
one study, Arreaga-Mayer and Perdomo-
Rivera (1996) found that ELLs spent only 
4 percent of the school day engaged in 
school talk and 2 percent of the school 
day discussing focal content of the lesson” 
(Zwiers, 2011, p. 8). What’s more, academic 
language is abstract, and may not relate to 
any immediate surroundings. For English 
Language Learners there are great challenges 
in succeeding academically in such an 
environment. 

To help them meet the challenges of 
academic output, students, particularly 
ELLs, should have far greater opportuni-

ties for oral discussion. Studies of middle-
school-aged students noted a significant cor-
relation between strong oral language skills 
and English literacy (Genessee & Riches, 
2006; Geva, 2008). The recent trend in 
education places English Language Learners 
into content coursework, and in that setting 
they are expected to simultaneously learn 
content along with language. Additionally, 
Common Core standards require students 
engage in analysis of subject areas, including 
abstracted and content-specific vocabulary. 
For ELLs to learn in school under these 
conditions, they must have the opportunity 
to connect the language and content to their 
own background knowledge, and process it 
through student-generated activities and dis-
cussions (Schleppegrell, Achugar, & Oteíza, 
2004). Oral language is contextual, immedi-
ate and relevant. Providing opportunities 
for ELLs to process their thoughts through 
listening and speaking provides another 
layer of language acquisition when students 
need to produce academic work.

Processing thoughts in a new language 
can be terrifying. Lowering the affective 
filter allows students to be comfortable, 
and ELLs should be supported in the 
classroom by providing safe oral language 
opportunities to develop language 
proficiency (Purdy, 2008). Indeed, 
“ELLs need opportunities for extended 
conversations with knowledgeable language 
users in order to develop the high level of 
academic language necessary for school 
success” (Levine & McCloskey, 2011, p 
101). To alleviate the stress of producing 
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language, talking about concrete objects, 
such as images, is less anxiety-provoking for 
students, as the topics being discussed are 
visually referenced. Taking a page from art 
education, using visuals provides a concrete 
place to start discussion in any content. It 
elicits the students’ own wonderings, and 
naturally scaffolds by building language 
opportunities through discussion.

How VTS Can Support Oral 
Language Development

A simple, yet effective way to begin 
discussing visuals is using Visual Think-
ing Strategies (VTS). The protocol asks 
two questions of the viewer, What’s going 
on in this picture? and What do you see that 
makes you say that? Both of these questions 
are comprehensible to nearly all levels of 
language learner. After the viewer shares 
their observations, the instructor facilitates 
by paraphrasing the viewer’s thoughts, 
interweaving key vocabulary. For example, 
students might be asked to take a moment 
to look at a painting of a landscape, which 
depicts a field with sheep grazing. After 
a quiet moment, the instructor asks for 
volunteers to share what they see. Students 
will have a variety of responses, such as “I 
see green hills.” The instructor will then ask, 
“What do you see that makes you say that?”

The student may go on to describe that 
the green reminds them of grass, and the 
way the green is painted in a curve looks 
like a hill. Here is where the instructor has 
an opportunity to interweave vocabulary. 
They may paraphrase by saying, “So our 
student sees a field, and the color of the 
field looks like grass.” At this moment, the 
instructor indicates the area of the painting 
that is being discussed so all students may 
see the connection. “The color reminds our 
student of a field, which was described as 
a hill, perhaps because of the curved shape 
of the green field.” Here the instructor is 
presenting vocabulary in the context of the 
visual, using and extending the student’s 
own words.

VTS has been used to anchor many 
museum education programs with great 
success (Adler, 2006, p.34). The protocol 
has been used in classrooms as well, and 
even adopted as school wide programs. An 
urban arts infusion program in Michigan 
decided to implement a school wide integra-
tion of VTS as a model for student-centered 
inquiry (Charland, 2011). One peer coach 
noted about the program implementation, 
“[VTS] really has had [an impact], because 

it’s making the kids look closely at things… 
they are using those higher level thinking 
skills automatically” (Charland, 2011,p.11).

VTS Promotes Higher Level Thinking
The VTS model asks the teacher 

to paraphrase, and the students’ own 
observations and ideas center the discussion. 
As stated by Philip Yenawine (1998), talking 
about art objects “pull[s] you in with visual 
appeal but perplex[es] you once engaged” 
(p.318). Yenawine (1998) goes on to state 
that repeated viewings don’t necessarily 
recreate the same experience for the viewer. 
In this way, the model provides meaningful 
learning, where the student is bringing 
self to the visual. Asking open-ended 
questions around visuals promotes higher 
order thinking and provides opportunities 
for problem solving.  Additionally, such 
questioning is beneficial to ELLs as 
vocabulary is enhanced since student can 
bring perspectives from home culture into 
the analysis (Richards & Anderson, 2003, 
p. 443).

VTS Builds Deeper Comprehension 
Beyond engaging students in offering 

an opportunity to practice oral language, 
VTS scaffolds language acquisition by giving 
the viewer a concrete object to talk about. 
The viewer shares their observations, and 
during prolonged viewing more is observed. 
At this moment, the viewer is participating 
in making his or her own meaning and 
interpretation of what is viewed. The 
VTS protocol acts as a guide through this 
visual process, particularly for students 
using a new language, which has proven 
successful in guiding the viewer into deeper 
critical thinking. According to Curva et al. 
(2004), and Longhenry (2005), engaging 
in VTS has shown that students “learn 
more quickly, have greater comprehension 
skills, and are more capable of expressing 
whole concepts and completing whole 
thoughts in a sentence” (Landorf, 2006, 
p. 30). Considering that much of today’s 
information is garnered through images, 
particularly for youth, education about what 
is seen becomes vitally important.

When learning a language, the mind 
begins by labeling the world around it, and 
then builds comprehension of thoughts, 
feelings and concepts. Discussing and 
describing a visual allows for the same tra-
jectory; it has the ability to be both concrete 
and abstract. Visuals also have the ability to 
generate an immediate sensory, emotional 

response (Adler, 2006; Richards & Ander-
son, 2003). Rather than only reporting on 
what is seen, exploring the greater meaning 
and context of what is seen connects mere 
immediate response to an in depth explora-
tion of meaning and emotional response to 
the visual world.

VTS Applies to Visuals Beyond Art
The VTS protocol has the ability to be 

generalized to other visual forms beyond 
art work. Guided Language Acquisition 
Design (GLAD), a popular instructional 
approach for ELL teachers developed by 
the Orange County Department of Educa-

tion, has been gaining popularity and has 
an emphasis on making learning visual 
(Larson-Everson et al., 2012). With the goal 
of high quality instruction for all students, 
the Project GLAD overview (2012) states 
that “the model enhances teachers’ design 
and delivery of standards-based instruction 
through an integrated approach” (What is 
Project GLAD). GLAD lessons often use 
pictorial representations of concepts for scaf-
folding to make learning more comprehen-
sible. VTS provides an additional strategy 
for viewing any visual for content areas. 
Photographs, illustrations, even charts and 
graphs could employ the same approach as 
an initial analysis and entrance into topics. 
For example, when looking at illustrations 
in a science textbook, the illustrations have 
been chosen or created mindfully to accom-
pany the text. Asking the students before 
they read the text, “share with a partner, 
What is going on in this picture?” gives the 
students a chance to examine and study the 
illustration, make observations, and speak 
to each other. Following up with “What do 
you see that makes you say that?” requires the 
students to provide evidence for what they 
see. Revisiting the pictures with the same 
questions after reading the text allows for 
greater insight into the illustration as well 
as the text. Also, if the visuals do not appear 
to connect to the text, that is in itself an in-
teresting conversation. Much can be gained 
from giving the illustrations more than a 
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cursory glance. As a comprehension strategy, 
reading pictures is an insightful tool for 
students struggling with text.

Conclusion
Young children acquire language 

naturally and orally through interactive 
experience. For newcomers learning English, 
schools should embrace how first language is 
acquired and replicate that in the classroom. 
As schools develop greater rigor and demand 
for academic achievement, language learners 
in particular are at risk of falling behind 
their peers. Providing opportunities to prac-
tice and build oral language is imperative 
as our academic expectations deepen. By 
using the VTS protocol, students have the 
opportunity to develop oral language which 
in turn increases vocabulary and lowers the 
affective filter. Educators do well to look 
to child language development, where “the 
language environment of the young child is 
one where language is not separated from 
learning about the way the world operates” 
(Levine & McCloskey, 2013, p.23).

Back at the museum, the art club 
students are asked to write a reflection about 
one of the art works they viewed today. 
Three fourth grade boys are back in front 
of the canvas that compelled them to speak 
earlier, and are discussing what they saw. 
One of the boys sums up the experience by 
observing,

“I like this painting. I have a lot to say 
about it.”
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