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BRINING ART INTO THE EFL CLASSROOM 
 

Knowledge of the English language and the ability to use the language in socially and culturally appropriate ways have become 

a compulsory skill, not an advantage, for many people. New approaches and materials are being created to satisfy the needs of 

different learners, but a lot of teachers still struggle to make their students speak the target language. There are numerous 

reasons why students avoid speaking a foreign language, namely their previous experience of grammar-based teaching, lack 

of confidence and other barriers. The article offers the English language teachers practical guidance on how to develop 

learners’ speaking skills using the works of art so that learners will be willing to speak English during the classes and to use 

opportunities to improve their language skills outside the classroom.  
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Problem statement 

I am a lecturer at European Humanities 

University, Vilnius, Lithuania, where I teach 

English for Academic Purposes to first year 

students. When they start the course, many of them 

are not able to express their ideas and thoughts 

freely in English as the majority of them come from 

Belarus where teaching foreign languages at school 

focuses mainly on rote learning and grammar drills. 

I realized that the syllabus must be supplemented 

with activities which aim to help students 

overcome the gap between knowledge gained at 

Belarusian schools and the practical skills they 

need to use the language as a tool.  

Nowadays teachers deal with young people who 

are completely different from the students they had 

in the not-so-distant past. Generation Z prefers 

visual images rather than written texts; they learn 

best doing rather than listening to the teacher and 

taking notes; they are multitaskers and do not 

tolerate boredom. Timothy Gangwer (2009) states 

that “It is hard to ignore that the generation of 

children now moving through our educational 

systems is by far the most visually stimulated 

generation that system has ever had to teach… this 

generation of children needs to be taught the way 

they learn best – with visual stimulation 

accompanied by active learning strategies.”   This 

challenge made me create lessons based on the 

usage of paintings. It might be a good option since 

works of art can be easily adapted to any topic, do 

not require specific knowledge, connect students 

emotionally with what they see, making it easier to 

share thoughts and communicate ideas, gradually 

increase self-confidence by gaining positive 

feedback and give students a real sense of 

community where they do not need to compete 

with each other, but work on language skills in a 

creative and congenial atmosphere.  

Implementing art into teaching the English 

language has great educational value for educators 

and students.  

 It develops four language skills during one lesson.  

 It helps avoid routine and boring lessons 

when every step is easily predicted. 

 It encourages students to take an active role 

in their learning.  

 It develops divergent thinking.  

 It fosters critical thinking, problem-solving 

and reflective skills.  

 It teaches students to cooperate and collaborate.  

 It stimulates curiosity and broadens outlook.  

The purpose of this article is to provide 

teachers with lesson plans that show the 

educational potential of using works of art in 

teaching the English language.   

LEVEL: Intermediate (B1) to Advanced (C1).  

TIME: Two lessons of 120 minutes each. The 

material can be adapted for one lesson of 120 minutes.   

PREPARATION: 

1. Read about Edward Hopper and his paintings on  

https://www.edwardhopper.net/nighthawks.jsp 

and https://www.britannica.com/biography/Edward-

Hopper    

If you want to know more about Hopper’s work, 

the book “Hopper” written by Mark Strand will be 

https://www.britannica.com/biography/
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helpful. In this book Mark Strand gives his 

commentaries on Edward Hopper’s masterpieces.   

2. Print the color copy of “Nighthawks” and cut 

it into three parts. You should have one part of the 

painting for each group of three-four students.  

3. Prepare a sheet of paper for each group and 

several glue sticks. Also you will need a set of colored 

pencils or fibre pens for each group of students.  

4. Think of how you will show the painting. It 

can be a printed color copy or if you have access to 

a computer and a projector, you can project it onto 

a screen or wall.  

5. Choose a song to create an atmosphere of 

1930s-1940s in the USA. I recommend 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=48PKQvQR1jc 

or https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bE9lAvmty_8  

PROCEDURE:  

Lesson 1 

1. Play the song you have chosen to create an 

atmosphere of 1930s-1940s in the USA. Ask 

students what images spring to mind while 

listening to the song.  

2. Write the word “nighthawk” and explain that 

the word means a person who is usually active late 

at night. Say that “Nighthawks” is a painting by an 

American painter Edward Hopper which was 

painted in 1942. Ask students to answer the question 

“What do you think might be painted in it?”  

3. Assign students in groups of three or four. In 

groups students exchange the ideas. In groups of 

weaker students or different levels of proficiency 

you might want to remind students of there is/ are, 

Present Continuous, modal verbs of probability, 

and prepositions of place and other phrases used to 

talk about the location.  

4. After students have finished to discuss what 

they might see in the picture, give each group of 

students one third of the painting. Students glue it 

to the sheet of paper and draw the missing parts. 

After they have done it, they present it to another 

group or to the whole class.  

5. Show the painting. Individually students 

continue the sentences: When I look at the painting, I 

feel …. The painting reminds me of …. I associate the 

painting with …. Elicit the answers from some students. 

6. Have students write three questions about 

what they see in the picture without interpreting it. 

Pair students up to answer the questions.  

7. Tell students to imagine they are inside the 

painting and answer the questions: 

Who would you be?  

Where would you be?  

What would you be doing?  

Would you enjoy being here? Why? Why not? 

What would you be wearing?  

What would you smell? 

Students present their answers in the same pairs 

as in the previous task. You may also ask students 

to draw themselves in the picture.  

8. For homework students write a description 

of the painting following the plan: 

 What is in the picture? 

In the picture I can see ... 

There’s / There are ... 

There isn’t a ... / There aren’t any ... 

 Where in the picture? 

At the top/bottom of the picture ... 

In the middle of the picture ... 

On the left/right of the picture ... 

next to, in front of, behind, near, on top of, under 

 Say what is happening with the present 

continuous 

The man is ...ing 

The people are ...ing 

It’s raining 

 If something isn’t clear 

It looks like a ... 

It might be a ... 

He could be ...ing 

Maybe it’s a ... 

Lesson 2  

1. Start a lesson by asking students to exchange 

and read the painting descriptions they wrote at 

home. Then students discuss strong and weak 

points of their own descriptions.  

2. Put students in groups of three or four and 

ask to analyze and interpret the painting. 

Encourage them to discuss the following: 

 the objects in the foreground, middle ground 

and background and how they are placed. 

 salience – i.e., the part that your eyes are first 

drawn to. 

 objects they supposed to see in the picture, 

but they do not see. 

 colors and what response they evoke. 

 people, their facial expressions and postures. 

What attitude, feelings or personalities are conveyed? 

 their feelings and what makes them feel this way. 

 what the painting makes them wonder. 

Ask some groups to read their analyses.  

3. In the same groups students write what they 

would like to know about the painting, artist or the 

period of time when the painting was created. The 

questions might be written on the board or students 
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might add the questions to a google doc which you 

can create before the lesson.  

4. Working in the same groups students create 

a short story for the painting. They can write a 

poem, a dialogue, a short detective story, etc.  

5. After the stories are written, put all of them 

on the board or walls. Have students read all the 

stories and vote for the one they enjoy most of all. 

They must be ready to explain their choice. 

Students cannot vote for their stories.  

6. For homework, students find the answers for 

the questions they have written in step 3 and either 

present them in the subsequent lesson or add them 

to the google doc for everyone to read.  

OPTIONAL FOLLOW UP:  

On https://www.edwardhopper.net/nighthawks.jsp 

it is written that although there is no evidence, 

Edward Hopper might have been inspired by 

Ernest Hemingway’s short story “The Killers”[8]. 

Students of Upper-Intermediate and Advanced 

levels might read the short story and discuss it in 

the lesson.  

Conclusion  

In the 21st century when students are in constant 

contact with image-texts, foreign language teachers 

should use paintings as a tool to encourage 

students’ communicative competence and 

creativity. Artworks are powerful teaching aid to 

give confidence and motivate students, to stimulate 

them to discover new aspects of learning, e.g., 

trying out new techniques, to become more visually 

literate and to cooperate and work as a community.    
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