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Abstract 

 

The rapid development of technology and its impact on the creation of images have made it essential to 
provide students with digital visual literacy (DVL) practices to help them explore and understand the 
images. More importantly, images have valuable connections to language learning and hold the potential 
for teaching English effectively. Accordingly, the present study investigated the impact of the DVL-
integrated instructions in an English-speaking course on EFL learners' speaking proficiency. The Digital 
Image Guide (DIG) method was conducted for the DVL instructions. A total of 18 female Iranian EFL 
learners aged 18-27 from a national university participated in the study, undergoing ten instructional 
sessions. Various components, such as visual elements in several images, flyers, brochures, memes, and 
book covers, were introduced to the learners throughout the treatment phase. Using mixed-methods 
research, quantitative and qualitative data were collected. The quantitative phase employed a pretest-
posttest one-group design, and data was collected through the speaking section of the Cambridge English 
Qualification Test. The qualitative phase collected data on the learners' attitudes toward the course. The 
data were analyzed using SPSS and content analysis. The findings of a paired-sample t-test examining oral 
proficiency test data revealed the effectiveness of the course on the speaking proficiency of the learners. 
The analysis of the interview data revealed that the students held positive attitudes toward the course and 
the instructions. The findings of this study demonstrated that teaching digital visual literacy through the 
Digital Visual Literacy (DVL) approach and Digital Image Guide (DIG) Method could help learners with 
their speaking proficiency. 
Keywords: Digital Visual Literacy, Digital Image Guide Method, Speaking Proficiency, 
EFL Learners 
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Learning a second/foreign language has been increasingly popular in various nations, 
and how a language is learned has been one of the most contentious issues for many 
researchers. Among the four primary English language skills, speaking plays an essential 
role in language learning (Shadiev & Liu, 2023). According to Fulcher (2003), "speaking 
is the verbal use of language to communicate with others" (p. 23). Although the ability to 
communicate in the English language with others is the ultimate goal for many learners 
in English classes (Albogami & Algethami, 2022; Bárkányi, 2021; Renandya & Nguyen, 
2022; Sari & Iswahyuni, 2019), its difficulty poses serious challenges in accomplishing 
this goal (Azizi et al., 2022; Bora, 2012; Hsu et al., 2021; Huang, 2018; Sari & Iswahyuni, 
2019; Soodmand et al., 2016). Additionally, regardless of their knowledge of English, 
English as a foreign language (EFL) learners usually face many speaking difficulties 
(Bora, 2012; Renandya & Nguyen, 2022; Hsu et al., 2021; Tai, 2022). Accordingly, 
teachers can benefit from pedagogical innovations to improve the quality of classroom 
interactions to help learners improve their speaking skills (Chappell, 2018). 

As Victoria (2018) stated, visual elements are suitable materials for motivating 
learners. These materials could help learners to develop their interactions and speaking 
skills (Ekoç, 2021). Therefore, many teachers try to use images as authentic materials in 
English classes to enhance language learning (Baker, 2015; Rao, 2019). However, it is 
believed that this pedagogical potential cannot be fully utilized unless teachers help their 
pupils build visual literacy (Hecke, 2014), especially digital visual literacy (DVL) in the 
recent technological era. According to Spalter and Van Dam (2008), "Like other literacies 
(textual literacy, numeracy), digital visual literacy (DVL) is the ability both to create and 
to understand certain types of information, in this case, visual materials created with a 
computer" (p. 93). As stated by Thompson (2019), digital visual literacy competency 
cannot be acquired by being exposed to various images regularly, and teachers are 
responsible for teaching learners to read images critically. The digital image guide (DIG) 
method, for instance, is an innovative teaching approach that addresses the urgent need 
for the development of DVL in university courses (Thompson, 2019). It provides learners 
with a four-step method (Analysis, Interpretation, Evaluation, and Comprehension) to 
critically examine images. Having differentiated between two types of images, deep and 
shallow, the DIG can be used to examine, analyze, and comprehend photographs available 
on social media and the Internet.  

However, despite the importance of DVL instructions and the positive impact of 
images on learning a new language (Hecke, 2014; Hekmati et al., 2018; Liando et al., 
2022), digital visual literacy has been overlooked in higher education (Kędra, 2018) and 
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academic institutions (Romero & Bobkina, 2021). Consequently, due to the importance 
of digital visual literacy and speaking skills and the lack of research and practice in this 
regard, the current study using a pretest-posttest one group design tried to investigate the 
impact of the DVL approach on the oral proficiency of the Iranian university EFL learners 
in a DVL-integrated speaking course. The DIG method was implemented to teach learners 
to critically analyze digital images and express their ideas through classroom discussions. 
Moreover, according to most research findings, a positive attitude increases learners' 
enthusiasm for studying a second language (Chen et al., 2022; Orphan, 2020; Pham, 
2021). Additionally, students' acquisition of skills for lifetime learning will be ensured by 
positive attitudes (Kara, 2009). Consequently, in this study, the learners' attitudes toward 
the DVL course and the impact of the course on their speaking ability were investigated 
through semi-structured interviews. The following two research questions guided the 
present study. 

RQ 1: Is there any significant difference in EFL learners' speaking ability before 
and after a DVL-integrated speaking course?   

RQ 2: What is learners' attitude toward learning speaking skills through the DIG 
method in a DVL-integrated speaking course? 

Hypothesis 1: There is no significant difference in EFL learners' speaking ability 
before and after a DVL-integrated speaking course. 

 
Literature Review 

Images have proved to play a crucial role in language enhancement (Hekmati et al., 
2018), and they can help learners improve their oral proficiency (Faridha et al., 2023; 
Hecke, 2014). According to research on the relationship between verbal and visual 
language, the mental corpus, which serves as the limit of speech, also "serves as the 
boundary of visual processing" (Hecke, 2014, p. 176). Additionally, the importance of 
integrating digital visual literacy into teaching in general (Hattwig et al., 2013; Spalter & 
van Dam, 2008) and into teaching English in particular has been emphasized by many 
researchers (Abas, 2019; Faridha et al., 2023; Hecke, 2014; Parsaiyan et al., 2022; 
Takaya, 2016; Zakime, 2017). 

The advancement of technology brought about many changes in our daily lives, one 
of which is related to the creators and publishers of visual elements. Previously, designing 
visual elements was done by proficient figures in this field; however, nowadays, whoever 
has access to computers can create visual elements and disseminate them quickly (Spalter 
& Van Dam, 2008). This phenomenon has positive and negative impacts. It can make it 
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easier to find visual elements online and, at the same time, can lead to our exposure to 
fake photos (Spalter & Van Dam, 2008). Therefore, Spalter and Van Dam (2008) 
proposed an approach that emphasizes teaching digital visual literacy to higher education 
students. According to Spalter and Van Dam (2008), digital visual literacy (DVL) skill is 
defined as the ability to read and write through visual materials. 

As stated by Thompson (2019), DVL competency cannot be acquired by merely 
being exposed to various images regularly, and teachers are responsible for teaching 
learners to read images critically. As a result, she proposed a method for teaching digital 
visual literacy to higher education students. She collected relevant information by 
studying visual literacy and critical thinking. The proposed method was called the digital 
image guide (DIG). This method of teaching digital visual literacy is based on four steps. 
It enables learners to distinguish between two types of photos that may seem similar in 
online environments. Thompson calls these two types of photos shallow images and 
profound images. She highlights that her proposed method enables higher education 
students to differentiate these images, go beyond the deep versions, and discover their 
intended messages. As defined by Thompson (2019), deep images are those types of 
photos created and shared online for different reasons, such as to inform the users, mislead 
them, or persuade them. As a result, since students are experiencing these visuals (Crider, 
2015), they should learn to analyze these images for their intended meaning. However, 
this learning cannot occur by being exposed to the technology (Spalter & Van Dam, 2008; 
Metros, 2008; Brumberger, 2011; Matusiak et al., 2019; Thompson, 2019). The DIG 
method contains four steps, 1) Analysis, 2) Interpretation, 3) Evaluation, and 4) 
Comprehension. Firstly, students should attempt to verbalize their reactions to the image 
after seeing it and explain the information included in it. Secondly, they are asked to 
search for the image to learn more about it and its message. The third phase requires them 
to research data about the image's accuracy and dependability and describe how they 
comprehended it. In the last step, students must assemble the data they acquired via the 
previous three phases and assess whether prejudice influences their choices. 

Rahimi et al. (2021) and Nushi et al. (2022) conducted studies to examine the 
effectiveness of the DIG method. Rahimi et al. (2021) investigated the effects of DIG on 
visual literacy skills in a study conducted in a university setting. This study involved 22 
students and was conducted throughout nine sessions. The outcome demonstrated the 
course's significant influence on participants' visual literacy. The study conducted by 
Nushi et al. (2022) also revealed the positive impact of the DIG method on enhancing 
learners' intercultural competence enhancement.  
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Considering the importance of EFL learners' digital visual literacy and speaking 
skills, Faridha et al. (2023) proposed English language teaching materials based on the 
concept of digital visual literacy. It was determined that the given educational materials 
are valuable resources for enhancing the speaking ability of ESP learners. Furthermore, 
Parsaiyan et al. (2022) did a qualitative study to investigate the effects of teaching visual 
literacy on general English courses. One hundred female students, aged 18 to 28, were 
divided into three groups and enrolled in the DVL-integrated General English course for 
this study. The outcomes indicated that the program could significantly assist students in 
learning English.  

Ekoç (2021) looked into the effects of artworks on students' oral and visual literacy 
skills in a qualitative study. According to the data analysis, 70% of the participants taking 
part in the interview had a favorable opinion of the course's capacity to improve their 
verbal and visual literacy skills. The researcher concluded that the course improved 
students' speaking, thinking, and visual literacy skills. Moreover, Hekmati et al. (2018) 
explored how watching movies affected English language learners' writing abilities 
through action research. The training course on this topic was broken up into numerous 
sections so that the students would gradually get familiar with essential keywords and be 
able to write more significant pieces. The performance of these learners, based on the 
results of the study, revealed that visual literacy could quickly become used as a source 
for material development and activity design and motivate those facing problems 
regarding writing skills. 

Despite the flourishing era of visual literacy-based studies in EFL contexts, most of 
the available studies are related to checking the beneficial impacts of visual literacy in 
terms of visual literacy enhancement (e.g., Romero & Bobkina, 2021; Parsaiyan et al., 
2022; Rahimi et al., 2021), or working on factors such as intercultural competence in 
English courses (Nushi et al., 2021). Moreover, regarding the enhancement of skills and 
sub-skills of language learning, most of the conducted studies have focused on the impact 
of this skill on listening skills (Karimi & Biaria, 2014) or writing skills (Hekmati et al., 
2018). Additionally, two previous studies focusing on the impact of visual literacy on 
speaking skills were implicated either by utilizing pieces of art (e.g., Ekoç, 2021) or 
evaluating DVL-based books in ESP courses (e.g., Faridha & Tuminah, 2022; Faridha et 
al., 2023); thus, making it essential to work on this skill through other visual elements 
(Ekoç, 2021) such as digital images and using other methods. As a result, the present 
study was conducted utilizing the DIG method, which, according to Thompson (2019) is 
an innovative method for teaching DVL (Thompson, 2019) to investigate the impact of 
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DVL-integrated speaking courses on Iranian EFL learners' oral proficiency. Moreover, 
the learners' attitude toward the course was evaluated in a semi-structured interview. 

 
Method 

The method used to investigate the research questions of the present study was mixed-
methods research. In mixed-methods research, the researcher coordinates the ideas of 
both quantitative paradigm and qualitative in a single investigation. The quantitative 
phase of the study was conducted through a pretest-posttest one-group design due to the 
lack of access to the required number of students to design an experimental study. The 
qualitative phase took place through basic qualitative research using content analysis (Ary 
et al., 2010). 
Participants 

The present study was conducted in the English department at Alzahra University, 
Tehran, Iran. Using convenience sampling, 18 adult females aged 18-27, EFL 
undergraduate freshman students in the English-speaking course participated in the study. 
It is worth mentioning that to decrease the potential impact of other courses, students were 
not taking part in any other speaking courses during the treatment phase of the study. The 
treatment was proposed in ten sessions; one session in each session lasted for 90 minutes, 
and the whole treatment took place in about four and half a month. All the participants 
signed an informed consent form at the beginning of the course, and their anonymity was 
ensured.    
 
Materials and Instruments 
Cambridge English Qualification Tests (B2 First) 

In order to answer the first research question, two different speaking samples of the 
speaking section of the Cambridge English Qualification Tests (B2 First) were utilized. 
Cambridge English Qualification tests are available for learners with different English 
proficiency levels. The results of the tests are acceptable for many required courses in 
English-speaking nations and undergraduate English courses in non-English-speaking 
nations. The B2 First is a Cambridge speaking qualification test that evaluates the test-
taker's effective performance in face-to-face interactions. According to the Cambridge 
English scale explanation, there are 60 marks available for the speaking test section of B2 
first, and the lowest mark reported in the test was 14.   This test is divided into four 
sections, and the speaking section measures candidates' ability to speak independently 
and communicate with the examiner and the other candidate in 14 minutes (Cambridge, 
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https://www.cambridgeenglish.org). The data obtained through the two sample tests in 
this study (pre and post) were collected individually. Students' ability to interact with the 
examiner and create more extended units of discourse while communicating with their 
partners was tested through the 7th speaking test sample (Kenny & Loque-Mortimer, 
2014). Then, the participants' oral proficiency was once more measured in the posttest 
using another sample (the 8th sample) of the speaking part of the Cambridge English 
Qualification test (Kenny & Loque-Mortimer). This test was conducted immediately after 
the treatment phase of the study. The researchers recorded all the test procedures and then 
transcribed them to be scored based on the Cambridge English Qualifications rubric. 
Inter-rater reliability was conducted to check the reliability of the speaking pretest and 
posttest scores. A colleague who is an expert in speaking test scoring also scored the 
collected data. Cronbach's alpha was used to examine the scores, and the findings 
indicated acceptable measures of reliability for both the pretest (0.89) and the posttest 
(0.97).  
DVL materials  

The concept of DVL was introduced to the participants through various components, 
such as visual elements in several images, flyers, brochures, memes, book covers, etc. 
The researchers developed some of the images, and some were taken from the Internet 
(samples are presented in Appendices A, B, and C). The participants were familiarized 
with the critical analysis of digital images through the DIG method (Four phases of 
analysis, interpretation, evaluation, and comprehension). During the analysis phase, the 
students were required to thoroughly describe the images, considering all the available 
visual and textual information. To gain more knowledge, their initial responses to these 
visuals were also questioned in order to help them in the last step of the DIG method 
procedures, evaluate their understanding before and after the steps taken, and avoid 
biases. They were instructed to search images on the Internet by responding to questions 
during the interpretation phase. These inquiries centered on details about the images' 
context, message, and source. Then, they were asked to go through the next phase, where 
they could evaluate the visuals. Images' validity and covert objectives, such as 
misrepresentations or deceptions, were also examined at this phase. The students were 
given instructions to evaluate and comprehend the images using both their personal views 
and the information available on the Internet. Additionally, they were tasked with 
examining any biases in their evaluations and, in the end, expressing a conclusion about 
the motives driving the development or dissemination of those images.  
 



  Teaching English as a Second Language Quarterly (TESLQ) 
(Formerly Journal of Teaching Language Skills) 94 

43(2), Spring 2024, pp. 87-110 Somayeh Fathali 

DVL-INTEGRATED INSTRUCTIONS TO ENHANCE EFL 
 

Semi-structured interviews  
The qualitative phase of the current study was conducted to provide insight into the 

students' attitudes regarding the DVL-integrated course and its relationship with oral 
proficiency. Similar to structured interviews, semi-structured interviews follow a pre-
prepared framework (Dörnyei, 2007). Accordingly, six interview questions were 
developed by the researchers, and all the students were interviewed immediately after the 
treatment phase. The questionnaire was divided into two sections. The purpose of the first 
four questions was to get insight into how students felt about the course. The interviewee's 
judgment regarding the relationship between the independent variable (A) and the 
dependent variable (B), as well as the long-term usefulness of the course, were the subject 
of the remaining questions. Concerning the same issues raised by the studies—namely, 
students' attitudes towards the course and whether or not they discovered independent and 
dependent variables—the questionnaire was developed based on the attitude 
questionnaire developed by Fathali and Sotoudehnama (2015). Consequently, the items 
were modified following the current study's factors. 

Moreover, to add more details about the learners' attitudes towards the course, an item 
related to the efficacy of the course in the long term was added using one of the items in 
Tajabadi's (2014) attitude questionnaire. The interviews were conducted in English 
(where necessary L1 was used) and lasted about 30 minutes with each participant. These 
interviews were recorded for the qualitative analysis.  

 
Results and Discussion 

The first research question of the present study was designed to check the impact of 
DVL-based practices on EFL learners' speaking ability. In order to answer this question, 
SPSS was used to analyze the quantitative data obtained. The descriptive statistics of the 
pretest and posttest are illustrated in Table 1. 
 
Table 1. 
Descriptive Statistics of Oral Proficiency Tests (Pretest /Posttest) 
Speaking 
 test ime1                                               

N Mean SD Std. Error          of Mean 

18 45.78 5.29 1.25 

Speaking 
 test ime2                                                

18 48.56 5.51 1.30 
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As illustrated in Table 1, the mean score of the pretest phase (M= 45.78) differs from 
that of the posttest (M=48.56), and in order to check the significance of this difference, a 
paired sample t-test was utilized. Repeated measures, commonly known as paired sample 
t-tests, compare data obtained from a group of individuals at two different times (Pallant, 
2016). The normal distribution of the data is one of the fundamental presumptions for 
applying the paired-sample t-test (Hinton et al., 2004; Pallant, 2016). The results of the 
one-sample K-S statistical analysis approved the normal distribution of the data. The 
significant value of oral proficiency scores of the pretest (0.66) and the posttest (0.20), at 
<0.05, indicated that the data distribution of both phases was normal (Pallant, 2016). 

The results of the paired sample t-test comparing the mean scores of the pretest and 
posttest are provided in Table 2. According to the results shown in Table 2, students' 
scores on the oral proficiency test had a statistically significant increase from the pretest 
(M=45.78, SD= 5.29) to the posttest (M=48.56, SD= 5.51), df (17) = -2.234, p = .039 
˂.05 (two-tailed). The Eta Squared statistics was 0 .23, which, according to Pallant 
(2016), indicates a large effect size (r >.14). 

 
Table 2.  
Paired sample t-test 

                    Paired Differences  
 
     t 

 
 
Df 

 
 
Sig.  
(2-tailed) 

 
Mean  
 

 
SD 

 
Std. 
Error of 
Mean 

95% Confidence 
Interval of the 
Difference 
Lower Upper    

Pair 1        
Speaking test 1–2 

 
-2.78 

 
5.28 

 
1.24 

 
-5.40 

 
-0.15 

 
-2.234 

 
17 

  
0.039 

 
Drawing upon the study results, one might reasonably assert that the students' 

speaking skills had significantly improved due to the DVL-integrated speaking practices 
using the DIG method, and the hypothesis of the study was rejected. As an example of 
the factors that contributed to the outcomes of the present study, we can point to the 
potential of images for boosting meaningful discussions. Because of the inextricable 
connection between language and images (Victoria, 2018), images could be utilized as a 
primary teaching tool (Villamizar, 2018). Studies have shown that the mental corpus 
supervises the stages of the development of visual language, just as it does with verbal 
language (Hecke, 2014). For this reason, it is argued that visual language parallels verbal 
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language; therefore, the language learning context could be the best learning context for 
integrating visual literacy (Baker, 2015). 

RQ 2: What is learners' attitude toward learning speaking skills through the DIG 
method in a DVL-integrated speaking course? 

In order to answer the second research question, semi-structured interviews were 
conducted with the students immediately after the treatment phase. The first four 
questions focused on the course and its content, and the last two questions asked about 
the impact of the course on the students' speaking skills. Approximately 540 minutes of 
interview data from the audio file were transcribed. The interview transcriptions were 
then analyzed through qualitative content analysis. In this study, priority coding was used 
to analyze the data. As stated by Ary et al. (2010), "the researcher may begin with a 
framework for analysis, a set of a priori concepts derived from the literature that are used 
as codes" (p. 484). The questions and answers are provided below. We didn't mention the 
students' names to keep them confidential, and we used the word "student." 

1. Did you enjoy digital visual literacy practices in your classes? Why/why not? 
Within the first question of the interview, learners' attitude towards DVL practices 

was examined. The findings revealed that most learners enjoyed practicing DVL in the 
class and found it helpful and exciting. These interviewees admitted that before 
participating in the course, they did not have visual literacy skills or had not allocated 
time to learn this skill. However, they found these practices helpful and exciting. One of 
the learners, for instance, asserted that "although I had a vague idea about DVL, I never 
took time to read about it, let talking to others and adding to my knowledge. So, I found 
it a pretty interesting topic". These findings align with Takaya's (2016) findings that 
although today learners are exposed to images, they do not have the skills to understand 
these digital elements. Moreover, the findings show that students must acquire the skills 
to interpret images (Ekoc, 2021; Ervine, 2016; Hattwig et al., 2013; Takaya, 2016). A few 
of the learners believed that the classroom exercises were helpful for them. In addition to 
improving their speaking skills, DVL practices helped them process the images they see 
online daily. However, they believed that exercises that required deep thinking were 
unnecessary. One of them stated, "I enjoyed our discussions, and I think they helped me 
speak better and analyze images I see every day. But, sometimes, we had to check many 
things about pictures, and I didn't like them." 

2. At which level do you think digital visual literacy practices should be taught? 
(early/late, lower/higher levels) 
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Regarding the second question, most learners believed in the necessity of teaching 
DVL from the lower levels of learning English. Many of these learners asserted that living 
in this digital era necessitates equipping learners with DVL skills. As stated by one of the 
learners, "DVL should be taught from the lower levels since we live in a digital world, 
and we need this ability." These results support numerous assertions about this issue (e.g., 
Thompson, 2019) and emphasize the significance of this skill. On the other hand, some 
of the learners maintained that in higher levels of language learning, students can express 
their ideas clearly and talk for a more extended time. As a result, the higher levels of 
English language proficiency are suitable sets for visual literacy exercises. A related 
quotation, for instance, is as follows: "Higher levels would be better because they have 
the basic knowledge and can think deeply about the things they learned, and they can say 
what they think about each issue. So, they have confidence." This look may arise from 
learners' anxiety over speaking tasks (Chen & Hwang, 2020; Ekoc, 2021) or from their 
desire to keep their academic shortcomings hidden (Riadil, 2020), making speaking 
exercises less of an opportunity to advance their language proficiency and more of a risk 
(Hanifa, 2018). 

3. How did you find digital visual literacy practices in your class? (helpful or a waste 
of time) 

Learners provided three distinct answers to this question. One group acknowledged 
that the course had improved their speaking ability while picking up on subtleties. For 
instance, it was claimed by one of them, "When we compare pictures together, we learn 
how to just look from the other side to the simple pictures. Actually, it helps us to speak 
better and to notice the things that we have not noticed before". The above finding 
emphasizes how important it is to incorporate DVL into courses on English as a foreign 
language (Parsaiyan et al., 2022). Another group of learners noted that detailed activities 
sometimes prevented them from engaging with the tasks. These difficulties could be 
encountered because they had never experienced these kinds of activities before or 
because they were used to covering materials at the surface level. Contrary to these 
difficulties, however, some of the activities, such as advertisement-based activities, were 
regarded as useful tasks by these learners. One of them, for instance, stated, "It was useful 
for me… For example, I loved the part about advertisement…, but sometimes, when it 
was so detailed, I just could not feel good about it." Among all the students one of them 
believed that the practices were not useful. 

4. Which of the activities did you enjoy more? 
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The insight gathered from the fourth question revealed that more than half of the 
learners referred to visual elements of flyers, brochures, and book covers as the most 
enjoyable part of the course. For example, one learner stated: "Flyers and brochures were 
the most enjoyable for me. Because I'm interested in them and through the course, I got 
familiar with creating and using them". These findings reveal that DVL-based practices 
are captivating enough in that they are related to the way of communication that emerged 
during this century. As a result, even without focusing on the positive impacts that these 
practices could have on learners' speaking ability, we can claim that they are motivating 
materials for EFL learners. These findings align with existing literature, supporting the 
usefulness of memes in inspiring and motivating EFL learners (e.g., Al Rashdi, 2020). 
The other group of learners found discussions on visual components of memes and digital 
images related to traveling because of their personal interests. Others acknowledged 
external influences as factors affecting their attraction to these subjects. One learner 
mentioned, "I enjoyed analyzing the photos of traveling and also memes because I'm 
interested in other cultures and traveling." The other one stated that "memes are what we 
are experimenting these days and use them a lot, so I got interested to those topics." These 
findings highlight that the modes of communication have evolved (Cheung & Jhaveri, 
2016), and communication nowadays goes beyond written or spoken modes (Avgerinou, 
2009; Cheung & Jhaveri, 2016).  

5. Do you think that your speaking skills will improve if you continue this kind of 
practice? 

Many learners agreed that participating in DVL tasks allowed them to investigate 
various images and that speaking became more manageable due to having other students 
listen to and discuss their interpretations and analyses of digital images. The welcoming 
environment that offered them the necessary confidence to communicate, together with 
the requirement to know and apply new vocabularies and structure for each topic in order 
for the targeted activities to be practical, were two key reasons mentioned by these 
learners for finding the continuation of these types of activities helpful in terms of 
working on their skills. Some examples were like these: "I think the fact that we got the 
chance to communicate with each other and share our opinions on different stuff helped 
us out in our speaking and can be useful to continue these activities."; Another learner 
mentioned, "I think the fact that we got the chance to communicate with each other and 
share our opinions on different stuff helped us out in our speaking and can be useful to 
continue these activities." 
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 The other student believed that they "needed to know some new words to talk about 
topics in the class. So, I think it helped with vocabulary and using them. I enjoyed the 
group discussions, too. We had fun, and it helped my confidence. If you compare this 
interview with the beginning of the semester, I have more confidence right now."  

The outcome of this phase supports the study's quantitative findings and aligns with 
studies by Ekoç (2021) and Pimienta Giraldo (2013), among others. It also highlights the 
roles of images in pushing learners to boost their ability and use more complex features 
of language (Baker, 2015). 

On the other hand, a few learners could not find any relationship between these two 
skills; thus, they opted to answer the question negatively. For example, one of the learners 
maintained, "I think they are different things, and at no point they get together, so I don't 
think so." When asked for the reason behind her decision, she stated: "I don't know what 
to say about the reason for that; I just think they are two different skills." Besides these 
learners, there were other learners that, according to the perspective of the final group of 
learners, the perceived connection between digital visual literacy skills and speaking 
skills is contingent upon the topics and the exercises within the classroom. One of them, 
for example, maintained that "I think in digital visual literacy courses, students need to 
talk and share their ideas, and when activities let them express themselves, we can say 
that DVL is related to speaking, but if they can't share their ideas, no. For example, in 
many of our sessions, we discussed visual factors of different things. In those sessions, I 
experienced what I mentioned:" Upon this idea and the same ideas of others in this group, 
it might seem reasonable to state that from these learners' point of view in case of giving 
agency to learners and engaging them through tasks, DVL could positively impact their 
speaking skills. 

6. Do you see any relationship between digital visual literacy and oral proficiency? 
Why/why not? 

Most participants pointed out that DVL activities were good conversation starters 
since they allow for individual interpretations and analyses based on the investigated 
images. As a result, speaking skills and this skill could be connected. A student stated 
that "…DVL is something that could be different for any person like everyone could have 
their interpretation of it. And so, because of that, it's something that people can discuss 
about easily. It's a good topic for anyone to talk about. And every person has a thing to 
talk about it …". This finding highlights the importance of utilizing authentic materials 
in English courses (Baker, 2015; Thornbury, 2022) and the fact that they can be used to 
push students to extend their outputs (Victoria, 2018). 
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For a group of three participants, this relationship was mutual. They taught that the 
more you work on one of these skills in the course, the better you can participate in tasks 
related to the other one. This view may result from these learners' experiencing 
improvement in their speaking thanks to working on DVL practices or on the other hand, 
their DVL skills owing to trying to learn how to express themselves in English and 
become better at doing the DVL-based activities. A student, for instance, asserted, "They 
both improve with each other. Like, the more you educate yourself on this, the better you 
get at that". 

The last category of this question included the idea that there is no relation between 
digital visual literacy and oral proficiency skills, given that the ideas were the repletion 
of the ideas provided about the previous question by those who did not find any 
relationship between these two skills; they were not mentioned again. However, it is 
worth saying that the view that these two skills do not have any relation diverges from 
the prevailing opinions found in the literature and overlooks the potential of images in 
elicitation (Hecke, 2014), content enrichment (Baker, 2015), and output-provoking 
(Victoria, 2018). 

 
Conclusion  

The findings of the present study demonstrated that DVL-integrated instructions in 
an English-speaking course have been efficient to enhance EFL learners' speaking 
proficiency. Additionally, the semi-structured interviews at the end of the course 
indicated that more than half of the learners (61%) appreciated visual literacy activities 
and regarded them as an outstanding approach to developing their speaking proficiency. 
Moreover, (11%) of the participants believed that in terms of preparing suitable activities, 
DVL practices can help them to improve their speaking skills. Consequently, the findings 
of the study can contribute to the field by informing teachers and instructors that the use 
of DVL practices especially through the DIG method with suitable numbers of speaking 
activities could significantly assist the learners in building efficient classroom interactions 
and improving their speaking skills.  

It should be noted that the present study was conducted with EFL female first-year 
learners in a national university. Accordingly, generalizability of the findings should be 
done cautiously and future research could explore the effectiveness of DVL practices on 
students from other EFL contexts or male students. Moreover, due to not having access 
to other students taking part in the same course in the mentioned semester, the one-group 
design was chosen for the present study, but other studies could be conducted where a 
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control group is also presented in the study. Another limitation of the study that can be 
addressed is related to the Hawthorn effect, which could possibly impact participants' 
points of view regarding the course and its relationship with speaking ability. 

The findings of the present study may help EFL teachers understand that although 
students may not have the literacy needed for analyzing digital images at the outset of the 
course, they gradually become aware of the messages behind these products and can apply 
their knowledge in both classroom contexts and real-life situations. Moreover, it may help 
teachers to understand that despite the novelty of discussing digital images for their 
messages, students' experiences with technology and social media make them curious 
enough to go through images more thoroughly and analyze them without thinking about 
speaking. The findings may also help teachers in preparing topics that are more suitable 
for EFL students, given that students asserted that they found topics such as travel, 
festivals, and special days that could familiarize them with other cultures interesting to 
encourage them to speak more. The findings of the qualitative part of the study provide 
the teachers with the information that when students find the topics related to their daily 
experiences and are asked to collaborate with their friends in pairs or groups, they can 
engage in the tasks with increased confidence and motivation. It was also revealed that 
the students can understand the benefits of digital images for their oral proficiency and 
communicative skills. Therefore, it would be easier for teachers to use digital images in 
EFL courses. Finally, it is hoped that teachers and researchers would implement the DIG 
method for the analysis of images. This way of using images ensures that their full 
potential is used, going beyond mere decorative elements or simple concepts in the 
instructional materials.   
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Appendix A 
Images 

 
Case name: Rogers vs. Koons  
(Right image: https://www.flickr.com ; Left image: https://en.wikipedia.org ) 
DVL practice: Copy right vs. Fair use 
Discussion Topic: inventions and innovations 

 
Case name: Travel agency images  
(Left image: https://www.Unsplash.com; Right image www.celebrity.co.uk/booking-
agent-advertising) 
DVL practice: Deep vs. shallow images  
Discussion Topic: Travel 
  

https://www.flickr.com/
https://en.wikipedia.org/
https://www.unsplash.com/
http://www.celebrity.co.uk/booking-agent-advertising
http://www.celebrity.co.uk/booking-agent-advertising
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Appendix B 
Flyers 

 
Case name: Bookstore flyers  
(Flyers created by the researchers using Canva: https://www.canva.com/ ) 
DVL practice: Visual elements of flyers 
Discussion Topic: Which book would you buy? 
  

https://www.canva.com/
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Case name: Language class flyers  
(Left image: Flyer created by the researchers using Canva: https://www.canva.com/ ; 
Right image: https://www.georgetownisd.org/Page/26006) 
DVL practice: Visual elements of flyers 
Discussion Topic: Advertisements 

  

https://www.canva.com/
https://www.georgetownisd.org/Page/26006
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Appendix C 
Book covers 

 
Case name: Robin Williams' book covers 
(Images taken from Non-designers' design book by Robin Williams) 
DVL practice: Visual elements of book cover design 
Discussion Topic: Reading books   
 

Appendix D 
  Interview Question 

 Did you enjoy digital visual literacy practices in your classes? Why/Why not?  
 At which level do you think digital visual literacy practices should be taught? (early/late, 

lower/higher levels) 
 How did you find digital visual literacy practices in your class (helpful or waste of time) 
 Which of the activities did you enjoy more? 
 Do you think that your speaking will improve if you continue this kind of practices? 
 Do you see any relationship between digital visual literacy and oral proficiency? Why/why 

not? 
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