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Reading 
pictures

Often missed and frequently misunderstood, dyslexia has been the ruin of 
many children’s school ambitions. So can mental imaging make a difference? 
Olive Hickmott thinks so.
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Reading 
pictures

D
yslexia has had an interesting history and major 

disagreements still rage around the subject. Ever since 

it was first identified at the end of the 19th century, 

diagnosis and discovery has been met with scepticism. 

Dyslexia was defined as a Special Educational Need by the 1993 

Education Act, having been first recognised by Parliament in 

the Chronically Sick and Disabled Persons Act 1970. In 1994, the 

Department for Education and Employment published its first code 

of practice on the subject. This document, however, appeared 

reluctant to define dyslexia as a learning difficulty.

The term, coming from the Greek ‘dys’ meaning absence and 

‘lexia’ meaning language, has a stronger basis in scientific evidence 

now, yet there are still questions about its causal origins and 

whether it has become blurred with a more general difficulty some 

children have with reading. This is also at the heart of a debate 

about dyslexia as a diagnosable cognitive deficit, psychological 

condition or a more general learning difficulty – while others feel 

that this discussion can obscure the need for practical help to 

support children in overcoming their dyslexia. Emerging from this 

debate is an understanding that dyslexia may be a difference in the 

way that people understand the world, rather than a deficit.

The technique of Empowering Learning™ has emerged from 

this more recent perspective. It’s based on a basic principle that if 

you can learn how someone who is good at something does it, you 

can teach it to those who are not so good.

If I were a child today, I would have been diagnosed as dyslexic. 

However, I managed to avoid being given that label and thereby 

avoided the feeling of being limited. From this experience, I felt 

there needed to be a movement to shift the understanding of 

dyslexia away from seeing dyslexia as a learning difficulty where 

the main task is to support the individual with a perceived deficit, 

to instead offering our teachers and parents the best skills to enable 

our exceptionally talented, creative and imaginative children to 

learn in a way that works best for them. 

Mental imagery

Mental imagery has been used for decades in sport to achieve 

excellence yet has almost completely been ignored by the 

education system. Teachers are taught to show children pictures 

– this is visual teaching. The important thing for children is the 

quality of the mental images they create in their mind to assist their 

learning. However, unless you ask the child, you have no idea how 

they are storing information. The process by which children do this 

known as visual learning. Visual teaching and learning are now 

fundamental parts of the multi-sensory teaching and learning 

that is a cornerstone of National Curriculum.

Once you have become consciously aware of your own 

experience with mental images, you can use them for all aspects of 

learning – spelling, reading, handwriting, numeracy, concentration, 

comprehension, revision and so on. Teaching these skills only 

takes minutes at primary age, and gives children an invaluable skill 

for lifelong learning. How can we overlook this in school by not 

ensuring teachers understand mental imagery?  

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130401151715/https://www.education.gov.uk/publications/eOrderingDownload/0201-2006pdf-EN-01.pdf
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130401151715/https://www.education.gov.uk/publications/eOrderingDownload/0201-2006pdf-EN-01.pdf
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The impact of dyslexia

According to the British Dyslexia Association1, ten percent of the British population are 

dyslexic – four per cent severely so. Dyslexia is identified as a disability as defined in the 

Equality Act 2010. Many of the dyslexic people across the UK, whether adults or children, 

are unable to fulfil their potential as a large percentage of the population still do not 

understand what dyslexia is, the difficulties which the condition presents, or the best 

means to support those struggling. Dyslexia is not an obvious difficulty, it is hidden. As a 

result, dyslexic people have to overcome numerous barriers to make a full contribution to 

society.

Professor Julian Elliot’s new book, The Dyslexia Debate, examines how we use the term 

‘dyslexia’ and questions its efficacy as a diagnosis. Professor Elliott argues that “what you 

do for youngsters struggling to read is the same whether or not they have been assessed 

as dyslexic. The diagnosis does not add any information to the intervention”.

Another battle that rages on is exclusively teaching phonics to our children, even to 

those who are already skilled readers. This was highlighted recently by Andrew Davis from 

Durham University in his paper, To read or not to read. Davis described phonics lessons 

as “almost abuse”. He argued that it was an “affront” to pupils because it could prevent 

children reading at the level they had reached. He said that synthetic phonics could give 

the illusion that “proper” reading is mere “decoding and blending”. 

Blending approaches

The approach developed in Empowering Learning lands somewhere between all these 

views, avoiding the debate and simply teaching a missing skill to the student. This skill 

can be taught easily to a young learner alongside any other reading strategy, especially 

phonics. Children need an auditory strategy for new words, but once they have seen them 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/store/10.1111/2048-416X.2013.12000.x/asset/imp12000.pdf;jsessionid=E41930B4F0B37B822635B924D0EEB986.f04t01?v=1&t=htbc8vyw&s=2e20c8713c6f6344cf8235bb6b91888ff7903c01
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a couple of times they use word recognition that is a visual strategy2. Nobody suggests we 

should continue reading phonetically all our lives, especially when the English language is 

not perfectly phonetic and less than half of English words are spelt as they sound.

However, Empowering Learning is not just another spelling, reading or maths tool, 

it is about the fundamental skill of using the mental imagery we all have to enhance and 

accelerate our learning.

Some children will pick up mental imagery naturally, whilst others flounder around 

in a sea of confusion, entering a downward spiral of more and more learning difficulties. 

When children become extremely stressed and exhausted, their behaviour deteriorates 

and their self-esteem evaporates – all of which puts them at risk of being bullied. Some 

overcome these problems but hundreds of thousands are not so lucky and can suffer ever-

increasing misery. 

The impact of failing to deal with dyslexia, then, goes beyond the problems caused by 

falling behind in school – it can result in a child feeling excluded from social situations and 

affect their wellbeing. These are the kind of outcomes that the use of mental imagery in 

learning can avoid. This is a skill that those good at literacy have developed naturally, why 

shouldn’t we teach it to others?

What is mental imagery

Mental images are the pictures 

you create in your mind’s eye – the 

pictures you show yourself every 

minute of the day consciously or 

out of your conscious awareness. 

How do you know what clothes 

to find in the wardrobe, or which 

house/flat you live in? How do 

you recognise your own kids? 

How do you become an excellent 

athlete? Much of our everyday 

conscious awareness is processed 

through mental imagery. Some 

people have glorious colour images, others just respond to questions intuitively. People 

with good mental pictures will look up when they are accessing their images. Teachers are 

normally taught how to teach visually but not to understand the way that children learn 

visually or the contribution the qualities of their mental images make to visual thinking 

and learning.

The principle behind Empowering Learning is to help teachers understand how 

children use mental imagery. We naturally develop the occipital lobe of the brain to hold 

mental images of things we have seen before and to create new pictures – this is a key 

skill of creativity. At six weeks old, one of the developmental checks for children is a doctor 

asking: “does your child smile when you look at them”. How do children do that? It is 

because they have a mental image of your face. If you were to put on a pink curly wig, the 

child would be likely to cry, because the image of you no longer matches the image they 

have in their occipital lobe. Over time, this region of the brain develops lots of visual skills, 

including the ability to recognise faces, objects and buildings3.

As children develop further, some develop pictures of words and numbers. Roughly 

50 per cent of the population does not naturally make this jump. This is what happened 

to me. I started visualising numbers (I was good at mental arithmetic from an early age), 

yet did not visualise words. It wasn’t that I couldn’t do it, I had just never thought of it. By 

an image, I don’t mean the shape of a word, I mean a proper image of the exact word, like 

a sign on a shop or a street name. Indeed, one of the ironies of dyslexia is that some our 

most creative and imaginative children are often most affected and become so excited 

about the pictures in their heads they never think to use them for words and numbers. 
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What are the key pathways in your brain for mental imagery?

Figure 1 shows a simple view of the neural pathways used for reading and spelling. The 

graphic was developed by Drs. Sally and Bennett Shaywitz4, from the Yale University. 

We have a neural pathway that is activated in the occipital temporal region after 

seeing a word on the page. This journey takes less than 150msecs to complete for fluent 

readers. When seeing a new word, the Broca area at the front of the brain is activated, 

followed by the Parieto-temporal region (for word analysis) and on to the occipito-

temporal region where your “dictionary” is held. Once you have seen a word a couple of 

times it transfers to the Word Form Area.5 

Non-fluent readers get “stuck” in the Broca area, trying to understand the letters, 

phonemes etc, without access to the vital “dictionary” of words seen before that facilitates 

word recognition. Being stuck here leads to confusion, exhaustion and major stress. 

These are the symptoms that many dyslexics exhibit. They may even try so hard to sort 

Figure 1: Non-impaired brain vs. 
Dyslexic brain. (Source: Drs Sally 
Shaywitz and Bennett Shaywitz, 
Overcoming dyslexia. New York times)



www.teachingtimes.com n Vol 4.3

Conditions Every Child Journal

83

the letters out on the page that they start to move around – this is known as Visual Stress. 

These people are simply using the wrong part of their brain and it hurts! 

Repetition used by auditory techniques only have a 50 per cent chance of achieving 

the activation of the Word Form area of the Occipital Temporal Lobe. Teaching mental 

imagery skills will increase this to 100 per cent very quickly. 

For spelling, you again need access to your own dictionary in the occipital temporal 

region, to flash up the word in your mind’s eye. For those who can read better than spell, 

they have probably migrated to the top picture for reading but are stuck in the one below 

for spelling.

Just consider changing the labels on this picture to see a new perspective, as in Figure 

2, so you are not so stuck. The top picture is clearly those who are good at literacy, not 

impaired by dyslexia. The bottom picture was measured for dyslexics who all struggle with 

literacy and I believe many of those undiagnosed dyslexics and poor spellers described by 

Professor Elliott. All you have to do it to teach the brain at the bottom the skills of the brain 

above - this is so simple, it takes just a few minutes and then repeated practice for a few 

days. 

Figure 2
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What does stress do to thinking and learning?

The simple answer is that stress reduces our ability to think and learn. It may even create 

headaches, migraines, a sort of grey mist that when in extreme panic, turns into “red fog”. 

Recently, a young girl asked to picture a cat, clung to the chair with white knuckles and 

said: “I can see 50 cats and they are all fighting.” Who is going to be able to concentrate 

better in class – the child who sees one quiet cat or the child who sees 50, all fighting? 

The child who sees 50 may be terrified of cats and/or highly creative. Without asking the 

questions, you will have no idea how a student is using their visual memory. All you need 

to do is to ask a child to share their pictures with you and help them adjust their pictures 

so they are not running their life, and out of control. 

Thinking and learning is a multi-sensory activity. Your child may have been taught 

phonics extensively, which is an auditory skill and they may be struggling with this 

approach for many reasons, including poor hearing, different accents or simply just not 

thinking of visualising words as well. However, they need phonics for new words plus the 

kinaesthetic feeling that you get when you have spelt a word correctly and access the 

meaning of the word. 

The National Curriculum calls for multisensory teaching and learning and this is 

exactly what Empowering Learning supports by helping students make sense of their 

own experiences and to develop the skills they need. If you put too much focus on one 

sense, you will achieve a very unbalanced result, losing the richness of all your senses 

working together. It is also context specific. For instance, if you are going to be a talented 

musician, then auditory and kinaesthetic skills are essential, with a bit of visual for sight 

reading music. When doing mental maths, everything is visual and there are almost no 

phonological alternatives, except for those who learn tables by rote. Even the times tables 

are often better learnt visually.

The importance of quality 

A vital part of learning is developing the quality images. And this is where parents can 

really help. Talking to your children about their images will help them to develop their 

occipital region. To do this properly, your children need to create mental images in a 

convenient place, maybe about two metres from their head and slightly up and certainly 

not behind them. You don’t want to look down when trying to create pictures.

Ask them: 

Are the pictures still or moving? – they need to have choice

Do you see one screen of multiple screens? – one screen is needed for literacy and 

numeracy

Are the pictures distorted or clear?

Are they black and white, or coloured? Can you change the colour?

Are they in 2D or 3D? Proof-readers have wrong words jumping out the paper, people 

with poor literacy often have all the words jumping out the paper, because they don’t 

have any pattern match from their Word Form Area. Letters and words moving is a 

give away that people are not storing words or can’t access any they have.

Don’t forget, the pictures are theirs and they may not be the same as yours, especially if 

you have a very creative child. There is no right and wrong with mental imagery.

You won’t know about the mental images a child has unless you ask them. All you 

need to do is for example, ask them to describe what they see and you may be amazed 

to hear the qualities of their pictures. They need to be able make conscious choices, for 

example between still and moving pictures and not be “stuck in movies”. You can use very 

visual stories, without pictures, to help them create their own images, such as listening to 

Alice in Wonderland or Harry Potter. Start off listening while someone else or a CD reads 

the story.

n

n

n
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Uncontrollable mental images can contribute to many learning difficulties, for 

example:

not visualising still words – poor literacy, dyslexia, or as it used to be called, word 

blindness

not visualising still numbers – poor numeracy, dyscalculia

mental imagery moving too much – wobbly, dyspraxia

multiple, simultaneous video screens – ADHD

astounding visual recall and very confused visual construct (frightened by the future) 

– autism

3D mental imagery – great for creativity, inappropriate for literacy and numeracy

obsession with the way a word sounds, with no understanding of the meaning 

– hyperlexia

out of control mental imagery – any of the above

n

n
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New interest in mental imagery

The original research into mental imagery was done back in the 1960s and it seems to have fallen out of favour for any of 

the following reasons:

It is impossible to measure a child’s mental images. The only way you know what children are visualising is to ask them. 

In addition, they may not be able to draw images that accurately reflect the image in their imagination which can put 

them off of drawing.

It was taught badly, with some schools of thought suggesting that in the US, children were just encouraged to guess 

words, whilst others recommended just seeing the shapes of words. Neither of these are good strategies.

Children are not taught that a calm learning state is essential.

 In the past, dyslexia has been so often unidentified in children that many felt they were stupid and ended up having 

their potential at school cut off at a distressingly earlier age. We are now in a much better position to ‘diagnose’ dyslexia. 

Nevertheless, some of the techniques currently used to help children improve their reading and writing skills are limited 

in their scope and ambition, which in turn, limits children. It’s time that we routinely scrutinise new techniques in order to 

make sure that all children have the chance to fulfil their potential.

n

n

n
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Change is needed

We need to make changes in primary 

education by:

encouraging children to visualise and 

describe their pictures through stories

teaching nouns first to fire the 

occipital lobe, only moving on to 

non-nouns and high frequency words 

when children are secure in eight-

letter noun words

teaching children how to quickly 

and easily reduce their stress in the 

classroom

checking that every child in the class 

is developing the skill to visualise 

words from four years old 

teaching teachers and parents how 

children learn visually and the critical 

contribution the quality of their 

mental imagery makes. 

Empowering Learning™ uses a step-by-step process to teach students simple ways of developing mental images of words 

and numbers to improve literacy, numeracy, concentration, comprehension, handwriting, sequencing, summarising and 

other skills. Students learn how to create mental images of whatever they want and to be able to re-access the information. 

Students are coached to develop these skills and they need the teachers and parents to help them practise. 

More information, including a newsletter, is available from www.empoweringlearning.co.uk and www.visualkids.eu and do 

take a look at their free youtube videos (just type in Olive Hickmott)

Olive Hickmott is an author and practitioner and the creator of Empowering 

Learning. She has trained thousands of coaches worldwide in these and other simple 

techniques, and will continue to grow the network until every school, college, adult 

education service and prison has access to an expert in mental imagery. She can be 

contacted on olive@empoweringlearning.co.uk. 
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