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• Recognize the underlying sensory-cognitive functions that allow students to read and 
comprehend

• Understand how Symbol Imagery can be developed and applied to improve student’s 
phonemic awareness, phonics, sight words, spelling and decoding fluency 

• Understand how Concept Imagery can be developed and applied to impact language 
comprehension, critical thinking, vocabulary, writing and math 

• Learn to discern between students that have a weakness in either Symbol Imagery or 
Concept Imagery 

Learning Objectives



We believe, passionately, that all students
can be taught to read and comprehend 

to their potential.

Our research verifies that sensory-cognitive functions
are the critical factor for successful school achievement.   

~ Nanci Bell
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• Phoneme Awareness (PA) is the ability to perceive the identity, number, and sequence 
of sounds within words.

• Symbol Imagery (SI) is the ability to create mental imagery for sounds and letters within 
words.

• Concept Imagery (CI) is the ability to create an imaged gestalt (whole) for oral and 
written language.

3 Sensory-Cognitive Functions
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The Reading Circles
Sensory-cognitive functions underlie these necessary component parts of reading.

Language

Auditory Visual

Contextual Reading

Phonological Processing

Word RecognitionWord Attack

Vocabulary

Orthographic Processing

Comprehension

Bell, Nanci.  Visualizing and Verbalizing for Language Comprehension and Thinking, Gander Publishing, 1986, rev. 1991, 2007.
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Process-Based Education

Weak language and literacy skills are the primary cause of failure to make one year of gain 
for one year of instruction.

Process-based education focuses on the 
underlying cause of the weakness in 
language and literacy skills—and teaches 
differentiated instruction to develop and 
apply sensory processing to all learning.

PA
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SI
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Dual Coding Theory
 The Imagery-Language Connection

Allan Paivio, a cognitive psychologist, researched and developed Dual Coding Theory (DCT) 
as a theoretical model for cognition:

“Performance is mediated by the joint activity of verbal and nonverbal 
systems…cognition is always an interplay between the verbal and nonverbal 
systems.”
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Dual Coding Theory
 The Imagery-Language Connection

Paivio suggested that linguistic competence and performance are based on a substrate of 
imagery:

“Imagery includes not only static representations but also dynamic representations 
of action sequences and relationships between objects and events.”

“Individuals differ in the extent, manner, and efficiency of employment of each of 
the systems according to their verbal and nonverbal habits and skills.”



Imagery is a primary sensory-cognitive function, and 
critical to the imagery-language foundation, 

but there isn’t just one type of imagery.
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Two Types of Imagery
Parts and Wholes

Symbol Imagery is imagery for 
sounds and letters within words.

Concept Imagery is an imaged 
whole for oral/written language.
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Imagery and the 
Language Processing Spectrum

Two types of imagery are needed for language processing:
Symbol Imagery and Concept Imagery.

Language

Auditory Visual

Comprehension

Decoding Comprehension

Dyslexia Hyperlexia/Autism
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Symbol Imagery 
A Phonological and Orthographic Image for decoding.

Symbol imagery is the ability to image sounds/letters in words. 
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f l i s p
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What did you picture for the second letter? 
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Symptoms of Weakness
Phonemic Awareness & Symbol Imagery

• Weak word attack skills

• Weak word recognition skills

• Difficulty learning and retaining sight words

• Weak phonological spelling skills (optnrty for opportunity)

• Weak orthographic spelling skills (opertunity for opportunity)

• Difficulty reading fluently in context

• Difficulty monitoring, self-correcting reading & spelling errors

• Slow and laborious decoding skills

• May be labeled Dyslexic
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Imagery and the 
Language Processing Spectrum

Two types of imagery are needed for language processing:
Symbol Imagery and Concept Imagery.

Language

Auditory Visual

Comprehension

Decoding Comprehension

Dyslexia Hyperlexia/Autism
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Concept Imagery 
Imaged Gestalt for Comprehension and Thinking

Concept imagery is the ability to create an imaged whole for oral 
and written language. 



19

In One Ear and Out the Other

Primarily grasps 
parts, random 
details, and facts.

Oral Language

Written Language
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In One Ear and Out the Other

Imaged whole

Higher Order Thinking
Main Idea

Conclusion

Inference

Predict and Extend

Evaluate
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Symptoms of Weak Concept Imagery

Weakness in:

•  Written language comprehension
•  Oral language comprehension
•  Critical and logical thinking, and problem solving
•  Following directions
•  Expressing language orally
•  Expressing language in writing
•  Grasping humor
•  Interpreting social situations
•  Understanding cause and effect
•  Mental mapping
•  Responding to a communicating world
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Our Programs

• Seeing Stars® (SI™) program

• Lindamood Phoneme Sequencing® (LiPS®) program

• Visualizing and Verbalizing® (V/V®) program

• Talkies® program

• On Cloud Nine® (OCN™) Math program
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The Seeing Stars Program

• Symbol Imagery

• Phonics and Phonemic Awareness

• Sight Words

• Spelling

• Decoding Fluency
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Symbol Imagery

• It is the sensory-cognitive ability to create mental imagery for sounds and letters within 
words.

• It is a form of sensory input that underlies both the phonological and orthographic 
processing needed for reading and spelling.

• The quality of symbol imagery available to an individual and the speed with which it can 
be accessed are primary factors in acquiring decoding and spelling skills.

• Bringing symbol imagery to consciousness with direct, explicit instruction can 
profoundly improve literacy skills.
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Symbol Imagery

It’s a silent partner in reading and spelling 
words. Yet, this powerful source of sensory 

input is not easily accessed by 
everyone—there are individual differences in 

symbol imagery ability.
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Symbol Imagery

Some individuals rapidly create visual mental imagery for letters.

• They experience nearly unconscious imagery for letters in words, and they can also 
bring this imagery to consciousness, for more challenging phonological and 
orthographic processing.  

Others experience a representational neglect, an inability to visualize letters in words.

• Their memory for phoneme-grapheme relationships, sight words, and spelling 
patterns is weakened
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A Guide to Seeing Stars

Language to Drive the Sensory Bus

• Your language will bring imagery to consciousness.

• The language, “What are you picturing for…?” directly stimulates the sensory input 
of imagery. 

• “What is the last letter you see…?” is better than, “What is the last letter?”

• “What letters do you picture for the word…?” is better than, “Spell the word…”
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Language to Drive the Sensory Bus

• Use language to directly stimulate the sensory input of imagery—the nonverbal code.

• Language of, “What are you picturing…” directly stimulates imagery. The language of, 
“What sound do you hear…” does not.

• “What is the last letter you see…” is better than, “What is the last letter?”

• “What letters do you picture for the word…” is better than, “Spell the word…”
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Drive the Sensory Bus
Symbol Imagery Activated During Error Handling

Student reads the word incorrectly.

sit
“sip”
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Drive the Sensory Bus
Symbol Imagery Activated During Error Handling

Your language activates sensory input for symbol imagery. 

“When you say sip, 
what is the last letter 

you picture?”

“sip”

p
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Steps of Seeing Stars

1. The Climate

2. Image and Say Sounds and Letters

3. Image and Read Syllable Cards

4. Image and Read the Syllable Board

5. Image and Read Air-Writing

6. Decode, Decode, Decode

7. Image and Read Star Words

8. Image and Spell

9. Image, Read, and Spell Two Syllables

10. Image, Read, and Spell Three and Four Syllables

11. Integration for Contextual Reading Fluency/Comprehension
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Socratic Method

• The Socratic method is a form of inquiry based on asking and answering questions 
to stimulate thinking and learning.

• Use the Socratic method to explicitly bring the sensory input of imagery to 
consciousness.

• A Socratic learning environment questions and interacts with a student.

• Ask questions to help students compare their response to the stimulus.
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Independence

• Independent global reading and spelling is the goal.

• Independent reading begins with sensory-input for monitoring. Monitoring enables 
self-correction, and self-correction enables independence.

• Symbol Imagery enables an individual to integrate the phonological and orthographic 
information needed for self-correcting, independent behaviors in literacy.
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Seeing Stars
The Goal

Sensory Input

Independence

Self-Correct

Monitor

Sensory-Co
gnitive 

Functions Comprehension

Word
Attack

Word
Rec.

Paragraph
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A Guide to Seeing Stars
Steps for Error Handling

1. Cover the word to help the student access symbol imagery.

2. Errors are handled in a positive, specific manner.

3. Question to help the student analyze her response.

4. Uncover the word and help the student compare her response to the stimulus.
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Error Handling Example
Syllable Cards

Error: Student incorrectly reads the word from their imagery.

1. Student reads the word, trace, as “trape.”

2. Help the student access symbol imagery and give positive feedback.

3. Question to help her analyze her response: “If it said trape, what letter would 
you see after the A?”

4. Uncover the word and help her compare her response to the stimulus: “Let’s see 
if that matches.”



37

Error Handling Example
Decoding

Error: Student incorrectly decodes the word.

1. Student reads the word, slats, as “slast.”

2. Cover the word and give positive feedback: “Great job with the vowel sound!” 

3. Question to help her analyze her response: “If it said slast, what letter would 
you see last?”

4. Uncover the word and help the student compare her response to the stimulus: 
“Let’s see if that matches.”
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Error Handling Example
Decoding

Error: Student incorrectly decodes a multisyllable word.

1. Student reads the word, flative, as “flation.”
2. Cover the word and give positive feedback: “Great job making the A say its 

name!”
3. Question to help her analyze her response: “If it said flation, what letters do you 

see in the common ending tion?”
4. Uncover the word and help her compare her response to the stimulus: “Let’s see 

if that matches.”
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Cascade for Reading

Sensory-Cognitiv
e and Oral 
Vocabulary Word Attack

Word 
Recognition Contextual 

Accuracy and 
Fluency Reading 

Comprehension

SENSORY INPUT

Comprehension

WRWA

Para
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Imagery and the 
Language Processing Spectrum

Two types of imagery are needed for language processing:
Symbol Imagery and Concept Imagery.

Language

Auditory Visual

Comprehension

Decoding Comprehension

Dyslexia Hyperlexia/Autism



41

The Visualizing & Verbalizing Program

• Concept Imagery

• Oral and Written Language Comprehension

• Vocabulary

• Critical Thinking

• Writing

• Math
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Visualizing & Verbalizing

The development of concept imagery improves 
reading and listening comprehension, memory, 
oral vocabulary, critical thinking, writing and is 

foundational to all academic performance.
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Imagery is sensory information that is necessary to prevent
language from going in one ear and out the other.

Oral Language

Written Language

Imaged gestalt 
(whole)

Higher Order Thinking
Main Idea

Conclusion

Inference

Predict and Extend

Evaluate
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Steps of Visualizing and Verbalizing

1. The Climate

2. Picture to Picture

3. Word Imaging

4. Single Sentence Imaging

5. Sentence by Sentence Imaging

6. Sentence by Sentence Imaging with Higher Order Thinking

7. Multiple Sentence Imaging with Higher Order Thinking

8. Whole Paragraph Imaging with Higher Order Thinking

9. Paragraph by Paragraph Imaging with Higher Order Thinking

10. Page Imaging with Higher Order Thinking
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A Guide to Visualizing & Verbalizing 

Language to Drive the Sensory Bus

• Use language to directly stimulate the sensory input of imagery—the nonverbal 
code.

• Language of, “What are you picturing…?” directly stimulates imagery. The 
language of, “What are you thinking…?” does not.

• The language of, “What do you picture will happen if…?” is better than, “What do 
you think will happen if…?”

• “What do you picture for the word…?” is better than, “What is the meaning of the 
word…?”
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A Guide to Visualizing & Verbalizing 

Socratic Method

• Use the Socratic method to explicitly bring the sensory input of imagery to 
consciousness.

• A Socratic learning environment questions and interacts with a student.

• Ask questions to help students compare their response to the stimulus.
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Structure Words

The structure words are numbered by their relative ease and 
importance for imaging details and the gestalt.

1

what
2

size
3

color
4

number

5

shape
6

where

10

perspective

7

movement
8

mood

9

background
12

sound
11

when
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Concept Imagery Exercise

Grade 2: A Fishy Snack

Young men once held contests to see who could eat the most live goldfish. One 
by one they grabbed the wiggling fish from a tank. They dropped the fish from 
their mouths and swallowed. A crowd cringed as each man gulped as many fish as 
he could. Some men ate too many fish and got sick.









Thank you!

Dave Kiyvyra
Director of Development

Dave.Kiyvyra@lindamoodbell.com


