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Using Pictures for Language Experience Approach Stories
Teaching Context: Adult ESOL, K-12 ESOL, Beginning-level, Multilevel
The Language Experience Approach (LEA) was initially a technique in native
speaker reading instruction. It is based on the concept that learners with
limited literacy can read what they can say. In its original iteration, two
native speakers, a learner with low-literacy skills and a teacher (or tutor) sat
together. The learner dictated a personal story to the instructor, who wrote
exactly what was said. The learner could then read her own story. (Prior knowledge of the
story content plays a major role in helping the learner decode the text.) Our beginning
ESOL learners do not have the command of the oral language that low-literacy native
speakers have, so conducting an LEA activity with picture prompts supports the learners as
they create their stories. (Ringel 1989, Wurr, 2002)
Step 1: Prepare
a. Find a picture whose theme matches your lesson objective. For example, for the lesson
objective: Learners will be able to identify and complain about household problems to
a landlord, use the picture from Household Problems and Repairs, OPD pp 62-63.
b. Imagine the story your students might tell about this picture and generate a list of
questions to elicit a story. For example: Who lives in this house? What’s happening at
his house? Tell me about the problems with this house. Pointing to the plumber: Tell
me about this man? What’s he doing? etc..
Step 2: Preview
c. Project the picture, or have learners look at the picture in their books. Ask students to
call out all the things they see in the picture. Write the words and phrases on one side
of the board or on a tear sheet.
d. Tell the class there’s a story in the picture and they are going to tell it to you. Ask them
to think about names for the people in the picture. Then ask them to think about the
story they see. Give them a couple of minutes to study the picture.
Step 3: Do it!
e. Ask your eliciting questions and record learners’ words. Accept everyone’s ideas,
synthesizing responses with the help of the class. Learners may use grammatically
incorrect statements, but steel yourself and write what you hear them say. If learners
offer an edit, check with the original speaker to see if the edit matches what s/he
wanted to say. If necessary, you can clarify what you heard, but stay true to the
speaker’s words.
f. Encourage the class to read each part of the story as you write it down.
g. Once the story is finished, give the class an opportunity to make changes.
Step 4: Focus on Skill Building/Focus on Form
h. Have students read the story silently, then follow as you read it aloud.
i. Pair learners and have them take turns reading the story to each other.
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j. Provide phonics, word recognition and vocabulary-building tasks such as taking turns
circling words that begin with a particular sound or letter; highlighting words and
phrases you call out; sequencing sentences from the story, and/or completing a cloze
version of the story.
Multilevel Variation: Model the LEA procedure with your higher-level learners (while
your beginners observe the process.) Point out that you are writing exactly what they tell
you. Group beginning-level learners in pairs or trios and assign one or more intermediate
or advanced learners to each group. Higher-level learners take the role of facilitator/
recorder. Provide each facilitator/recorder with a starter list of questions that will help
elicit the picture’s story. As the groups begin telling the story, the facilitator/recorder will
ask additional questions. Later, while the beginners are reading their group stories, have
the higher level-learners work in pairs to edit and expand on one or more stories.
Demo:
T: We’re going to tell a story about this

From Classic Classroom Activities “Picture Differences: Welby Community
Clinic” p. 91. Renee Weiss, et. al. Oxford University Press. 2008

picture. Tell me what you see in this
picture.
Ss: people. clinic. waiting. doctor.
reception, etc.
T: What kind of place is this? Where
are these people?
Ss: clinic. hospital. doctor’s office.
T: What do we think? Is it a clinic? a
hospital? a doctor’s office? [You
could use answer cards here.]
Ss: hospital
T: Okay—hospital. Which hospital? What’s its name?
Ss: Queen of Angels.
T: Okay. What day is it… at Queen of Angels? and What time is it?
Ss: Saturday. night. midnight.
T: Okay—someone start the story. Tell us where the story begins.
S1: Saturday midnight at Queen hospital. {T writes what S1 says.]
S2: It’s Saturday. It’s midnight at Queen of the Angel’s hospital.
T: [changing what she wrote] Is everyone okay with this?
Ss: yes. okay. [Again, you could use answer cards to get consensus]
T: Okay, so what’s happening on Saturday night at the hospital? [etc.,….]

Your Turn: Look at the picture on the next page. What eliciting questions would you ask
about this picture to help learners tell the story they see.
Additional Picture Resources: The Oxford Classroom Presentation Tool allows you to
show the OPD2e pictures using an LCD projector or Interactive Whiteboards and there
are numerous “scenes” throughout the OPD workbooks and in Classic Classroom
Activities.
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From OPD2e High Beginning Workbook – “Another Look (Unit 4)” p. 245
Marjorie Fuchs. Oxford University Press. 2008

