
Emojis: Learner-Led Assessment, A New   Pedagogical   Tool?   

This blog is based on funded research undertaken with learners during 2020-21 at 
Kendal College of Further Education,16 plus learners, and South Lakes Community 
Learning Centre, with adult learners. Funding was awarded by the Education and 
Training Foundation (ETF), (the charity and expert body for professional 
development and standards in Further Education (FE) and Training in England) 
which itself is funded by the Department for Education (DFE). 

Tina Alderson designed and was project leader for the ‘Emojis in English and ESOL’ 
research project, one of the EFT’s Outstanding Teaching Learning and Assessment 
Projects which evidenced successful progression igniting learner motivation, 
engagement and built resilience, by concentrating on persuasive, emotive writing 
skills. Feedback showed learners and tutors found the approach engaged learners 
and helped them to make progress in GCSE English language; Functional Skills 
English, and English for Speakers of Other Language (ESOL) courses.

Learners engaged with using emojis from the outset. Comments from them showed 
how much more confident they felt using a communication tool from their everyday 
lives.

Reluctant readers and writers - do you recognise this 
challenge?

 Do you, or a colleague, worry about the disengaged learner who is reluctant 
to engage with reading, writing, and or planning?

 Are you concerned that they are not reaching their full learning and skills 
potential?

 Do you hope for something new to add to your teaching toolkit?

These concerns led to this project.

Learner’s Lens

We all need to look through the learner’s lens to see what is familiar to them, what 
they have knowledge and understanding of, and then build upon that to build back 
better. Many learners come to Further Education without achieving a Grade 4 in their
GCSE English; or are still progressing through school, often they are reluctant to 
engage with reading, writing and or planning. Similarly, ESOL learners can struggle 
to learn enough language to communicate.

The ‘Emojis in English and ESOL’ strategy which forms the basis of this research 
was designed to reignite learners’ motivation and engagement using the universal 
language of emojis. The Team had autonomy to adapt the use of emojis and 
resources to meet their Schemes of Work and individual learner’s needs, creating a 
low floor, high ceiling inclusive approach to aid progression.
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Online teaching, due to Covid 19, benefitted the learners

As Covid 19 struck the world, and education moved to online learning, the project 
drove forward meeting the needs of learners as they were able to input their 
emotional response to texts, illustrating their engagement and understanding of the 
material. Emojis were a fast way to communicate those learners were actually 
present and attentive, especially if they were reluctant to show their face or speak 
online via ‘Teams’ and or ‘Zoom.’

Emoji Keyboard are now available to learners using these keyboard 
commands:

 Windows10 – Press Windows & Full Stop

 Mac – Command + Control + Spacebar

See figures 1 & 2 for examples of how learners annotated the text they were reading:
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Figure 1 handwritten annotation by GCSE 001JD learner

Figure 2a and 2b, below, also completed by GCSE learner 001JD, illustrate online
emoji annotations on a section of text in reference to an examination style task:
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Figure 2a illustrates emojis online annotation by GCSE learner 001JD

Figure 2b illustrates, GCSE learner 001JD, response to examination style 2a task

Figure  2b,  above,  illustrates  how  GCSE  learner  001JD,  transferred  their
interpretation of text, writing up a fuller answer after using emoji annotations.
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As the project progressed, the learners took ownership of their learning, they took 
control of the concept and freely used the idea in their lessons, and the teacher 
became the facilitator.

How did we work with learners?

The universal language of emojis inspired learners to progress with their learning: 

Starting point: initial assessment.

Tutors supported learners to create an emoji glossary for reference. Then the 
learners undertook Tasks 1 and 2. 

Task 1: Reading

1. Introduce the text – use Directed Activities Related to Texts (DARTs).

2. Introduce the lesson’s learning topic for example Engage with a text to 
analyse language.

3. Tutor models the process.

i. Read without annotation.

ii. Read and annotate the text with emojis where language impacts on reader 
response.

4. Learner then reads text using emojis to identify language that impacts on their
emotions – for example a smiley face if it is something they like.

5.  Feedback on their response to the text: discussion to develop their 
interpretation further.

6. Introduce an exam question linking emoji to a learning aim. For example, 
“Give two examples of where the writer has used emotive language. Give a different 
effect each one has on the reader.”   

7. Tutor models how to interpret the emoji in answering a question.

8. Learners then answers the question.

 

This approach can be utilised for the author’s point of view, the impact it has on the 
reader and a comparison of texts as illustrated in figure 3a.
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Figure 3a illustrates Functional Skills learner 001CC reading and comparison of text skills
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Task 2: Writing 

1. Demonstrate to learners how to plan a piece of writing with the use of emojis.

2. Learners develop their planned response to a written task (mind map or bullet 
points). 

3. Learners then add emojis to prompt them to develop additional or expanded 
sentences. 

4. Learners are encouraged to re-read their text, annotating with an emoji to 
identify emotive persuasive writing to assess their learning. This approach supports 
their reading skills as well.

See figures 4a & b for examples of how Functional Skills learner learners 002CC 
used emojis to plan and write a response to the exam style task:

Figure 4a illustrates, Functional Skills learner 001CC, planning and written response to an examination style task
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Figure 4b illustrates, Functional Skills learner 001CC, continued written response to the examination style task.

Task 3: Vocabulary 

The learners identify words that relate to a particular emoji.

1. Initial assessment: twelve common emojis were chosen as a starting point to 
test any prior vocabulary knowledge. Learners say or write words prompted by each 
emoji. 

2. Tutor, and or learner, then models the words in example sentences. Learners 
repeat. 

3. In the following sessions develop learners’ vocabulary related to emojis from 
the initial assessment, beginning with three words linking to each emoji. Activities 
include:

 Call and response to drill in pronunciation.
 Memory games in which the learners turned the emoji flash cards over and 

matched them with words.
 Speaking activities where learners were taught how to use words in full 

sentences.
 Facial and body language activities to develop cultural knowledge of 

nonverbal communication.

See figures 5a-e for examples of how learners were empowered to develop their 
vocabulary skills:
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Which words do you think of when you have seen the emojis?

Figure 5a illustrates Learner 002CF Initial Emoji Assessment (12.11.20)

.

Total number of words linked to the emojis: 19
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Figure 5b illustrates call & response and memory games.

Figure 5c illustrates tutor reflection, and success of learner 001CF having sat their first pre-entry level English exam, in
March 2021.
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Figure 5d illustrates Entry Level learner 001NS response to text using emojis
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Figure 5e illustrates learner 001NS written interpretation to task 5d

As the learners progressed, they took ownership of their learning, and were able to 
comment on text and they no longer needed the emoji steppingstone … they had 
done their job! 

Assessment For Learning: Key Findings

The findings were that the inclusive learner led approach, using the universal 
language of emojis, ignited learner motivation, engagement, promoted 
independence and built resilience. The approach: 

 Reignited reluctant readers to read. 

 Showcased how emojis provide a road map when planning a piece of writing. 

 Evidenced how emojis develop vocabulary skills, progressing to standard 
English

 Provided a tool to develop ESOL vocabulary, understanding and body 
language. 

 Aided refugee integration into the United Kingdom. 
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The full report and the national presentation provide further details about how the 
approach supported successful progression with Pre-Entry, Entry level, Levels 1 & 
2 Functional Skills English and GCSE English Language.

 Published Report: https://lnkd.in/grbYq8Rk                           

 National Presentation: https://youtu.be/wn7otztmKIE

You may also be interested in the Outstanding Teaching, Learning and Assessment 
(OTLA) Anthology of Practitioner Action Research Reports (2021-21): 

https://lnkd.in/dF86NtZG
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