
 

This project explored the use of emojis in two areas for Entry level 3 ESOL learners – 

 Widening and developing learners’ English vocabulary.  
 Helping them distinguish between words with similar (but different) 

meanings. 

Linking meaning to an emoji 

In successive progress reviews learners have highlihghted that their ability to decode 
text and communicate orally and in writing is restricted by their limited vocabulary. 
This is an issue that is not new or restricted to this particular class. All learners of 
other languages are faced with this challenge as well as mastering new grammatical 
patterns, pronunciation issues, spelling, etc.  

Something I had never used before this year was an emoji to teach vocabulary. 
Under Tina Alderson’s guidance my colleague, Chris Fonth and I set out to see what 
mileage there was in this approach and found that there was plenty. Over successive 
lessons we have sought to link meaning to a particualr emoji and explore the subtle 
nuances of that meaning.  

  

001NS was chosen to follow and track their learning journey.  

Learner 001NS is a 19 plus ESOL learner in their first year of an Entry 3 English Skills 
course with Cumbria Community Learning and Skills. They moved to the UK from an 
EU country 6 + years ago and has attended 2 previous lower level entry level ESOL 
courses run by Community Learning and Skills (CLAS). They did not do any Further 
Education or Higher Education in their home country. 001NS has consented to taking 
part in the ‘Emojis in English’ project and is keen to try new approaches to learning it 
brings. They have a teenage daughter at secondary school. Initially 001NS was 
attending ESOL courses to develop their language skills so that they could be in a 
position to help their daughter at school. Their approach has now changed, and they 
acknowledges that they are now trying to keep up with their daughter’s proficiency in 
English. 

001NS shows a fair level of understanding in their listening and reading but is 
hampered by a limited vocabulary. Their native language shares very few similarities 
with English in terms of vocabulary and they need to develop theirs to allow them to 
communicate at more than a concrete, everyday level. Their spoken English 
sometimes rendered difficult to understand by a very strong accent and this is 
something that we have been working on actively.  



001NS is a conscientious learner who always attends and participates in lessons 
with enthusiasm. They respond well to constructive advice, both in relation to written 
homework and classwork.   

Initial assessment   

At the start of the project, 12 common emojis were chosen as the starting point to 
test any prior vocabualry knowledege. 

Two case study learners were selected and 001NS (first page only) are shown below. 

 



In this lesson I sought to develop the learners’ vocabulary related to the first emoji on 
the initial assessement, very commonly used to indicate a positive emotion and one 
which the learners had been able to link with 4 words each. 

Acivities included reading an extract from a romantic novel (Rules for dating a 
romantic hero, Harriet Evans), a speaking and listening activity based on ‘Let’s talk 
about love’ conversation cards, below, and the grammatical differences beetween 
admire, admiration, admirable and adore, adoration and adorable, below. 

‘Let’s talk about love’  - speaking & listening prompts 

Have you ever been in 
love? 
How did you feel? 

Think of a modern love 
story. 
Tell it to the class. 

What is love? Give your 
own definition. 
Discuss in group. 

In which fairy tales is 
love important?
Tell one in your own 

Describe your ideal partner. 
Say what they should look 
like (e.g. tall, handsome, fit) or be 
like (e.g. friendly, romantic, rich). 

At what age do people 
get married in your 
country? 

How long have your 
parents been married? 

(or: How long were they 

Have you ever been on a 
blind date? Would you 
like to? Why or why 

Have you ever attended 
a wedding ceremony? 
What happens? 

Have you ever had a 
broken heart? What 
happened? 

 
Do you agree? 
Discuss. 

Is it possible to find a 
partner online? Is it 
safe? 

How many marriages 
end in divorce 
nowadays? 

There is no difference 
between a wise man and a fool 
when they fall in love. Explain 
this saying. 

Are same-sex 
relationships accepted 
in your country? 

Do you believe in love at 
first sight? 
Discuss. 

Love is blind. 
Can you explain this 
proverb? Do you agree? 

‘Until death do us  
Where are these words 
spoken? When? Why?



001NS 

 

Word Meaning Part of 
speech

Example of usage

Tenderness 

 

 

The quality being of kind, 
gentle, loving. 

noun My mother always treat us 
with tenderness.  

 

yearning 

 

A strong felling of 
wishing for something, 
especially something, 
that you cannot have or 
to get easily. 

noun He had a yearning to return to 
his home town. 

 

adulation 

 

praise and admiration for 
someone that is more 
than they really deserve. 

noun Lewis has gained the 
adulation of fans around the 
country.  

 

soft spot 

Have a soft spot for 
somebody. 

noun Jessy always had a soft spot 
for Richard. 

 

warmth 

 

When you feel warm 
from someone e.g nice 
smile. 

noun She is always warmth for her 
children. 

 

venerate 

 

to honour or respect 
someone or something 
because they are old, 
holy, or connected with 
the past. 

verb Robert Burns is Scotland's 
most venerated poet.  

 

think highly 
of 

 

to have a very high 
opinion of someone or 
something. 

adverb The teacher thinks highly of 
his student. 

 

applaud 

 

to hit your open hands 
together, to show that 
you have enjoyed a play. 
concert, speaker  

verb People applauded loudly at 
the concert. 

Comments: 001NS is widening their vocabulary to include phrasal verbs eg to think 
highly of somebody. Some of their parts of speech are incorrect and a few example 
sentences need work but it is a good first effort.  



In this lesson learners used online dictionaries to explore words related to this emoji 
and then explore the differences between words that they found. For example, how is 
jokey different to cheeky and when would the words be appropriate to use? 

Learner 001NS word grid is shown below: 

Vocabulary related to a winking face emoji, 001NS 

 

Word Meaning Part of 
speech 

Example of usage 

  

Jokey 

 

lacking in seriousness; 
frivolous  

adjective Dave was a sweet man, very 
jokey about everything. 

 

Cheeky 

 

rude or disrespectful, 
sometimes in a way that 
is amusing. 

adjective Kate is a cheeky girl, but even the 
cook admits that Kate is not a 
patch upon me. 

 

 

Flirt 

to behave towards 
someone in a way that 
shows that you are 
sexually attracted to 
them, although you do 
not really want a 
relationship with them 

verb She accused him of flirting with 
other women. 

 

 

Playful 

very active, happy and 
wanting to have fun 

adjective Babies are playful and alert when 
they first wake up. 

 

 

Lighthearted 

Cheerful and not worried 
about anything 

adjective I found her in a light-hearted 
mood. 

 

Mischievous someone who is 
mischievous likes to have 
fun, especially by playing 
tricks on people or doing 
things to annoy or 
embarrass them 

adjective Their sons are noisy and 
mischievous. 

 



Suggestive

 

a remark, behaviour etc 
that is suggestive makes 
you think of sex. 

adjective He kept giving me suggestive 
looks. 

This lesson included an activity where learners were asked to respond to a BBC 
news report about the death of Captain Tom Moore. Before responding, the learners’ 
vocabulary relating to the sad face emoji was explored. 

These word grids were completed for homework and 001NS marked work is shown 
below. 

Words associated with sad face emoji – marked homework 001NS 

Word Meaning Part of 
speech 

Example of usage 

  

Lonely 

 

Someone who is lonely is 
unhappy because they are 
alone or do not have anyone 
they can talk to. 

adjective lonely old people whose 
families do not care for them  

 

Heartbroken 

 

Someone who is 
heartbroken is very sad and 
emotionally upset. 

adjective he was heartbroken at the 
thought of leaving the house  

 

Gloomy 

 

If people are gloomy, they 
are unhappy and have no 
hope.  

adjective He is a gloomy sort of person 
who never smiles.  

 

Disappointed 

 

If you are disappointed, you 
are rather sad because 
something has not 
happened or because 
something is not as good as 
you had hoped.  

adjective She seemed in no way 
disappointed.  

Unhappy 
If you are unhappy, you are 
sad and depressed.  

adjective Her marriage is in trouble and 
she is desperately unhappy  

 

Troubled 

Someone who is troubled is 
worried because they have 
problems.  

adjective He was conscious of a 
troubled expression on Ann's 
face  



 
 

 

Resigned 

 

If you are resigned to an 
unpleasant situation or fact, 
you accept it without 
complaining because you 
realize that you cannot 
change it.  

adjective Pauline was already resigned 
to losing her home  

 

Hopeless 

 

If you feel hopeless, you feel 
very unhappy because there 
seems to be no possibility of 
a better situation or 
success.  

adjective He had not heard her cry 
before in this uncontrolled, 
hopeless way  

Great new words. They all work well with the sad face 
emoji. 

A few spellings to look at in yellow.  

The big question is ‘Will you still be able to use these words 
in 4/6/12 weeks’ time?’   The secret is to make yourself use 
them! 

 

Extract from lesson planning for lesson on response to text using emojis  

 

        

 

 

SMART 
target:  

By the end of 
the lesson, all/ 
most/ some 
learners will 

 

All: Be able to 
form 10 comp 
& sup adjs 
with single syl 
words 

 

All: Be able to 
form 8/10 
comp & sup 
adjs with multi 
syl words 

 

Most: Know 
3+ common 
irregular adjs 

Lesson activities /components: 

1, Hw rev – 6 sentences about changes 1920/2020 

2. Common mistakes in writing? What can we learn? Practise sentence writing. 

3. Review comparative and superlative adjectives 

https://esol.britishcouncil.org/content/learners/grammar-and-vocabulary/english-grammar/comparative-and-superlative-adjectives 

4. Comp & Sup Adjs doc 

https://learnenglish.britishcouncil.org/english-grammar-reference/comparative-and-superlative-adjectives 

5.  Sad face emoji vocabulary – which words do we think of when we see this image? 

6. Emoji reaction to reading BBC report of Tom Moore’s death 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-beds-bucks-herts-55917475 

 
 
Differentiation: 

2. By outcome 

3. By questions 

4, By support.  NS with LA 

Homework: 

Complete Capt Tom response to text using emojis 

 



 

Response to text using emojis – Capt Tom’s death  

 

Capt Sir Tom won the nation's hearts with his fundraising walk which took in 
100 laps of his garden in Marston Moretaine near Bedford 



The 100-year-old, who raised almost £33m for NHS charities by walking laps of his 

garden, died with coronavirus in Bedford Hospital on Tuesday.  

Mr Johnson said the clap would also be for "all those health workers for whom he 
raised money". 

Capt Sir Tom's family said they were "incredibly touched". 

In a statement on Twitter, they said they would be "taking part with huge love in their 

hearts  for their father, grandfather and father-in-law". 

Dozens of tributes have been left outside his home in Marston Moretaine, 
Bedfordshire. 

Meanwhile at least 10 petitions calling for a state funeral for the late Army veteran, 
have been started on the website Change.org. 

The only non-Royal to be paid such an accolade in recent times was former Prime 
Minister Sir Winston Churchill in 1965, though ceremonial funerals, which observe 
many of the same traditions were held for Diana, Princess of Wales and Margaret 
Thatcher. 

Other petitions have called for a statue, a minute's silence, a burial in Westminster 
Abbey and a 21 gun salute or flypast. 

People view a mural of late record-breaking centenarian Capt Sir Tom Moore, in Two 
Gates, Tamworth, Staffordshire 

A man leaves flowers outside the residence of the late Capt Sir Tom Moore, in 

Marston Moretaine, Bedfordshire

People look at flowers left near Capt Sir Tom Moore's home, following his death  

A union jack flies at half mast from the top of Victoria Tower at the Palace of 
Westminster  



The Army veteran won the nation's hearts by walking 100 laps of his garden last 
spring during the first coronavirus lockdown, raising money for NHS Charities 

Together. 

Capt Sir Tom tested positive for Covid-19 last week. His family said due to other 

medication he was receiving for pneumonia; he was unable to be vaccinated.  

 

He had initially set out to raise £1,000, but he eventually raised £32,794,701 from 
more than 1.5 million supporters and was knighted by the Queen in July. 

The charity said the total would rise to £39m when Gift Aid was taken into account. 

 

A weekly applause for front-line NHS staff and other key workers ran for 10 weeks 
during the UK's first lockdown. 

 

Before Prime Minister's Questions earlier, the House of Commons held a one-minute 
silence in memory of Capt Sir Tom and those who have lost their lives as a result of 

the pandemic.  

In the government's afternoon press conference, Mr Johnson said: "Tonight let's clap
together for Captain Tom at 18:00 and let's clap for the spirit of optimism that he 
stood for. 

"But let's also clap for all those he campaigned for - our brilliant NHS staff and care 
workers - and let's do everything we can to carry on supporting them. "Because if we 
stay at home, protect our NHS and save lives then, in the words of Captain Tom, 

tomorrow will be a good day."  

House of Commons held a one-minute silence on Wednesday in memory of Capt Sir 
Tom and those who have died during the pandemic 

Labour leader Sir Keir Starmer added Capt Sir Tom "embodied the spirit of Britain" 
and welcomed the announcement. 



A silence was also held in the House of Lords. Leading the tribute, the Lord Speaker 
Lord Fowler said: "His quiet resolve and selfless spirit of public service will never be 

forgotten. 

"As we pause to remember him and his enduring legacy, we also remember all those 
who have died since the start of the pandemic."  

The family of Capt Sir Tom, originally from Keighley in West Yorkshire, said the last 
year of his life was "nothing short of remarkable". 

They added that he had "experienced things he'd only ever dreamed of".  

Learner 001NS has thrown themself enthusiastically into developing their English 
vocabulary by using emojis. They have undertaken a number of activities that involve 
their researching words that are linked with a particular emoji. One of these (Sad 
face) is attached and shows their thinking about meaning, word function and 
examples of usage. I have been listening out for them using some of these new 
words and have been encouraging them to share their new words with others in the 
class.  

001NS had struggled with technology on occasions. Last week responding to a text 
about the death of Captain Sir Tom Moore. They attempted to use emojis to 
annotate a BBC news website article but only managed to annotate and then send 
me photos (above) of the annotated text. In class they were able to explain and 
justify their choices of emojis. 

In a recent lesson, learners were reflecting on areas of language that they feel 
constrained by and they agreed that a very common problem was a lack of 
vocabulary. At Entry 3 they are able to make themselves understood, especially on 
subjects of a concrete nature, but feel limited when trying to talk about more 
abstract ideas or emotions. 

We have watched a video from the ‘real meaning of your favourite emojis’ series   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f5iPEsyLakU  and focused on the smiley face 
with a halo emoji.   

Working in small groups, learners 001NS and 002NS brainstormed words associated 
with this emoji and came up with innocence, blessing, angelic, good deeds, prayers, 
heavenly, faultless, and kind. They went on to a discussion about decency and even 



used the word integrity. How was this different to probity, they then asked me!  The 
debate showed how they were engaging with the whole idea of synonyms and 
closely related vocabulary, prompted by one single emoji. 

We are going to use the Windows emoji keyboard next lesson to annotate a text and 
generate more vocabulary for 001NS and 002NS to record in their emoji word grids. 

 

Email from 001NS to NS explaining that she has a new job 21.4.21 

Hello Neil 

I got a job as a care assistant, I'm sorry I didn't send my homework, but I currently 
started my training and job so I won't be able to attend the lessons for now. 

I would like to thank you very much because I am very grateful to you, thanks to you, 
your lessons I have improved my English. Sometimes I didn't believe in myself 
enough, but thanks to you I gained confidence because I got a lot out of your 
lessons. It is amazing how interesting your lessons always are, it makes me want to 
learn.  

During the phone call, interview, preparation I used and use the materials from your 
lessons all the time. I can honestly say that you are the best teacher I have ever had 
and known. Thank you so much. I wish you and your family all the best. 

Best regards 

######## 

 

NS conducted a Zoom poll to elicit responses to emoji project 29.4.21 

Comment: The learners’ responses to questions 4 and 5 were of particular interest. 

 

Q4 asked them if they felt our work with emojis had helped in the development of 
their English vocabulary.    

Of the 8 learners in class 7 answered ‘Yes’, 1 answered ‘Not sure’, O answered ‘No’ 

Q5 asked them to say why they felt it had helped them. They could choose more than 
one reason. 

1. It has widened my vocabulary (i.e. I now know more words).      1 

2. It has helped me understand the differences between words with similar meanings         3 

3. It has motivated me to learn                3 

4. It has helped me understand the function of words (e.g. is it a verb, an adjective, a noun, 
etc).  3 

5. It has made me realise the how important words are and how they carry meaning            3 

6. Other benefit (please explain).                  1 

 



 
Learner feedback  

With such a small sample size, care needs to be taken not to over emphasise one 
reason over others. Indeed, the perceived benefits were fairly equally spread, 
although the learners seem to have valued the more subtle benefits of understanding 
how broadly synonymous words actually do differ and the job they do in a sentence, 
over simply increasing their vocabulary size. 

 

NF Reflection 

The discussions generated by the emojis and the words associated with them was 
an incredibly rich source of learning.  As well as learners developing synonyms, they 
have seen how some of the words researched would be used in different contexts. 
They were encouraged to experiment with the effect of substituting one word for 
another with a similar meaning and asked if it carries exactly the same meaning or 
whether it results in a subtle change. 

I would urge you to explore the use and benefits of emojis in your own teaching. I 
was surprised by them – and you may be too. 

 


