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About the Magazine 

Teaching Uniformed Personnel is a specialised magazine for teachers who teach military, police and border 

guards. It is published 4 times a year: in January, May, September, and November. 

It is designed to be of interest and use to teachers like you who are preparing students for their demanding 

careers in the field such as on multinational peace support operations, protecting the borders of your country, 

patrolling the streets of your cities, and making international co-operation work in the fight against transnational 

crime. 

Each issue will focus on an aspect of teaching and the language required by military personnel, police officers and 

border guards. 

We hope you will find each issue useful in your very important work. 

How to join the Newsletter 

To sign up to the mailing list for the Magazine please go to https://forms.gle/jo9Nx1Wq8R1NWf769 and complete 

the form. We will then email you the next issue of the Magazine. 

DATA Protection and Privacy Notice 

Your personal details will be kept securely.  

Your information will not be shared with, or sold to, a third party. 

You will only be emailed a .pdf copy of the Newsletter on publication. 

 

The Editors 

The Magazine is produced by Robert Buckmaster and Hamish McIlwraith. 

 

About McIlwraith Education 

McIlwraith Education is an international education consultancy that specialises in all aspects of English language 

teaching. It works with a range of partners such as Ministries of Education, Ministries of Defence, international aid 

organisations and educational institutions advising them on language policy and enabling its implementation.  

Established in 2004, to date McIlwraith Education has worked in 57 countries across Africa, Asia, the Middle East, 

Central Asia, Central and South America, Europe and the UK. For more information visit www.mcilwraith.org. 

 

About The English Ideas Project 

This project is about creating a better pedagogical grammar of the English language, creating better 

teaching/learning materials and fostering better language teaching. For more information visit www.englishideas.org  

 

Cover Photo Credits 

Top Row: Left: Robert Buckmaster 2014; Centre: US Dept. of Defense 2014; Right: Robert Buckmaster 2014 

Second Row: Left: US Dept. of Defense 2014; Right: US Dept. of Defense 2015 

Third Row: Left: US Dept. of Defense 2009; Centre: US Dept. of Defense 2012; Right: US Dept. of Defense 2016 
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In this issue: 

1. Main Article: Using Photographs and Other Images 

2. Odds and Ends 

 

Main Article 

Using Photographs and Other Images 

Photographs and other images are useful in three main ways. These are:  

• as input, for example for vocabulary teaching 
• as a prompt, for example for a story 
• as part of a test, for example describe a picture. 

There is a saying ‘A picture is worth a thousand words’, but if we want to apply this idea to apply this to language teaching, we 

should change it to ‘A pictures is worth a thousand words if it provokes a thousand words.’ We should bear this in mind as we 

want to use images as a source of language, either directly illustrating a concept or indirectly as the instigation of some language 

production. 

In this article we will discuss how to use photographs in these ways, but first we will look at how to describe photographs. 

Describing Photographs  

Learners need the language necessary to describe photographs, especially during examinations when the task might be to 

explicitly describe a photo or compare and contrast two or more photographs. 

Learners need to understand the concept of foreground, middle ground and background, best illustrated in a photograph. 

 

 

Note: all the photographs in this issue are from the electronic resources available for users of Military English Tactical and 

Peacekeeping Operations, or from the author’s personal collection. 
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Learners also need to be able to describe photographs in more detail. There are two main ways to do this. The first is to describe 

what is in the photograph in relation to the photograph as a frame. To do this they need to know in the background, foreground 

and middle ground and the phrases below. 

 

 

Such a grid can be superimposed on photographs to help the learners to practise the description as shown in the example below, 

and later omitted from practice tasks. 
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The second way to describe what can be seen in a photograph is to choose a focal point from the viewer’s, that is the speaker’s, 

perspective and talk about it and the other elements in relationship to the focal point, and then move from focal point to focal 

point. This requires different language, as shown below. 

 

 

Of course, these two ways of describing photographs can be combined. And to help the learners produce coherent descriptions 

of photographs it is a good idea to prepare practice materials which support them in this, such as the photograph below. 
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In this system the F-numbers show the order of the description and what should be described; F = Focus. F1 is the whole scene: 

The photograph shows the interior of a Serbian café; there are five people in the café. Then the description continues to F2: In 

the foreground (or bottom right-hand corner) there is a table with a beige tablecloth and a red square cloth with a glass and 

ashtray on it. Then the description moves on to F3 which encompasses F4 and F5: There are two men sitting at a table in front 

of the bar. The man on the left (the viewer’s left; F4) is wearing a black jacket, blue jeans and white trainers. The second man 

is sitting opposite him, and he is wearing a hooped top. They are both looking out of the window. Then the description moves 

on to the two men behind these two (F6) (Behind these two men……) and a description of them individually, F7 and F8, and 

finally to the last person in the room, at F9. Other things may be mentioned in the description: the fireplace/stove and the TV, 

for instance. There is, of course, no right sequence but the sequence shown by the F-numbers is one logical and coherent 

sequence which moves around the photograph after a general description. The relative positions of the people and things being 

described is clear. The most important thing about a description is its coherence. 

Photographs as Input 

Now, let’s look at some examples of using photos for input.  

Almost anything which has a visual element can be presented using photos. More than one thing can be presented in most pho-
tos and each item can appear in multiple photos, as this helps with revision. 

  

Photos can be annotated with labels but also lines and circles and so on can be added to show concepts, as, for example, in the 
image above where ridge and u-shaped valley (not a V-shaped valley) are explained using lines. 

Complex sets of lexis can be shown, as in the photo of a survival kit. 
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Photos can be used for lead-in tests of lexis, and keys provided, as in these examples for a unit of travel: 

 

 

 

It is very easy to annotate photos like these with labels and arrows using PowerPoint or a drawing programme like Open Office 
Draw. The key thing to remember is that the annotated photo is a set of layers with the image as the base layer. 

The procedure is thus. First import the photo and then prepare the labels. 
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Label the photo with the letters and then export this image as a png or jpg file. Save the file as the ‘test’ file. Crop the photo to 
remove the unused labels. Note the use of circles and lines. 

 

Save the file as a ‘key’ file and remove the letters and add the labels. Then export this image as a png or jpg file. Save the file 
as the ‘test’ file. Crop the photo to remove the unused labels. 

 

These photos can be projected as a lead-in task or shared with the learners to view on their mobile phones etc. 
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Photographs as a Prompt  

Photos can obviously be used as lead-ins to topics with simple picture description tasks, which are useful in terms of activating 
lexis but also in practicing prepositions, which are a relatively neglected but very important area of English grammar. 

Beyond this, photos of a person can be used as the basis for several tasks. This female soldier could be described physically, or 
her biography could be written, or she could be introduced as your 'best friend'. These kinds of tasks are infinitely repeatable 
with different photos.  

 

Photos can be used as part of presentation visuals. This example below is for a task to present the factors which you should con-
sider when buying a waterproof jacket. The presenter prepares using the visual on the left but presents using the visual on the 
right. 
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The key things to remember about learner presentations or briefings are: 

• you should control the slides – this is to avoid ‘bad’ slides full of text which the learner and the audience just read. 
• and if you control the data, this standardises the raw content of the briefing and the focus becomes one of how well 

they present the data. 

 
• Consider just using photos as in the example above of the female soldier, so the learners have to listen to the speaker. 
• Use ‘One Slide Presentations’ and demand that the learner says a lot about that one slide rather than a little about lots 

of slides.  
• Work on transitions and so on. can come later, or, if the slides are part of a sequence, each learner says something like 

‘Now let’s look at X’ at the start of their one slide presentation. 

You can use the data in two ways. In the briefing shown below, the presenter prepares the presentation using the data on the 
Key slide. The presenter then shows the slide with the picture of the Amazon on and presents the data. The other learners make 
notes on what they hear. Then the presenter shows the Key slide to the audience, who check their notes against this slide for 
instant feedback on how well they have done the task. 
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Photos of places can be the basis for many speaking and writing tasks. For example, give the learners a set of photos and then 
ask them to choose a place for a holiday. They then have to plan the holiday, and then present their plan, together with explana-
tions and justifications. The other learners listen, make notes, and then write up what they heard.  

  

Photographs as Part of a Test 

The most common way photographs are used in a test is when the candidates are asked to compare two or more photographs 
and say something about what they show.  

 

There are two main ways to do this kind of task: 

One: Describe the first picture in detail, then describe second picture in detail and then make comparisons with the first. 

Two: Say what the first and second pictures show in general and then compare and contrast particular features of each in turn. 
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Odds and Ends 

Useful links and ideas which do not call for a full article. 

About Us 

You can find out more about the work of McIlwraith Educa-

tion at www.mmcilwraith.org  

The English Ideas Project can be found at www.eng-

lishideas.org.  

On this site you can find resources for Police and Border 

Guards: http://www.englishideas.org/PoliceEnglish.html.  

Information about the Military English Tactical and Peace-

keeping Operations course can be found here: 

http://www.englishideas.org/MilitaryEnglish.html 

Resources 

You might find the following sources useful. 

Military Photos 

The US Department of Defense has a public domain photo  

library where you can search for and download images. 

https://www.defense.gov/observe/photo-gallery/ 

The British MOD has a similar site of Crown Copyright     

photos. http://www.defenceimagery.mod.uk/fotoweb/ 

Maps and Charts 

The US Geological Survey publishes public domain maps. 
https://viewer.nationalmap.gov/advanced-viewer/ 

Nautical charts can be sourced from the US Office of Coast 

Survey at https://www.nauticalcharts.noaa.gov. 

Air Charts are published by the US Federal Aviation          

Authority: https://www.faa.gov/air_traffic/flight_info/aero-

nav/productcatalog/vfrcharts/sectional/. 

Infographics 

Creating visually appealing Infographics is a great way to 

present data for writing and presentation tasks. Try: 

https://www.canva.com/create/infographics/ 

US Army Field Manuals 

The Army Publishing Directorate (APD) publishes Field     

Manuals: https://armypubs.army.mil/ProductMaps/Pub-

Form/FM.aspx 

FBI Publications 

The FBI publishes reports on various aspects of law enforce-

ment. https://www.fbi.gov/resources/library 

 

Criminal Justice System  

The UK government provides web-based information 

about the criminal justice system written for the public. 

https://www.gov.uk/browse/justice 

The UK government also provides access to official docu-

ments through this website: 

https://www.gov.uk/official-documents 

Commercially Published Materials 

Military English 

Campaign: English for the Military (Macmillan) 

Military English: Tactical and Peacekeeping Operations 

Career Paths: Command and Control (Express Publishing) 

Career Paths: Navy (Express Publishing) 

Career Paths: Air Force (Express Publishing) 

Police English 

Campaign: English for Law Enforcement (Macmillan) 

Painless Police Report Writing: An English Guide for Crim-

inal Justice Professionals (3rd Edition) (Pearson) 

Career Paths: Police (Express Publishing) 

English for Modern Policing (British Council Romania) 

Professional Magazines 

Modern English Teacher 

https://www.modernenglishteacher.com/  

English Teaching Professional 

https://www.etprofessional.com/  

Humanistic Language Teaching 

https://www.hltmag.co.uk/  

Professional Organisations 

International Association of Teachers of English as a 

Foreign Language: https://www.iatefl.org/  

International Federation of Language Teacher Asso-

ciations: https://fiplv.com/ 

 

Being Published in ‘Teaching 
Uniformed Personnel’ 

We welcome submissions from our readers on topics of in-

terest to military, police and border guard teachers. Un-

fortunately we cannot pay for articles but you will keep the 

full copyright to your work. If you have an idea for an ar-

ticle please contact ‘theeditortup@englishideas.org’ as the 

first step.
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