

· “The proliferation of images in our culture . . . makes visual literacy, the ability to ‘read’ images, a vital skill.”

· “Visual literacy is the ability to see, to understand, and ultimately to think, create, and communicate graphically.”

· “Visual literacy encompasses more than one level of skill.  The first level of visual literacy . . . is simple knowledge: basic identification of the subject or elements in a photograph, work of art, or graphic.  But while accurate observation is important, understanding what we see and comprehending visual relationships are at least as important.  These higher-level visual skills require critical thinking.”
	
FORM:

· What colors do you see?  Are there multiple manifestations of any particular color?  Try to distinguish colors by their hues (e.g. pink, red, brick) as well as by their degrees of saturation and value contrast.

· How do you think the use of color impacts the way in which you experience the image?  On a scale of 1 to 10, note how important the use of color is in your interaction with the image and explain why.

· What shapes are present in the image?  What shapes are most frequently used or repeated?

· How and when are lines or shapes used to suggest movement?  How and when are they used in static ways that do not imply active motion?

· How do line and shape combine to create patterns?  What patterns are created?

· On a scale of 1 to 10, how important is the use of line and shape?  Explain why.

· Do you see visual textures within the image? 

· Is the visual weight on one side of the image the same as the other?  How about top to bottom?

· What design elements are most dominant?  Less dominant?  

· Is there any evidence that this image has been manipulated or changed from its original form?

· Imagine how you might change the image by changing one of the elements.  What would you change and why?

· What emotions do the design elements create for you?  What memories or associations come to mind?  Do you think another viewer would interpret the design elements differently?

· What is the significance of the medium (oil, cartoon, photograph, map, etc.) in the image?  How would color, line, shape, or texture be different if the image were to be reproduced in another medium (like an oil painting reproduced as a photograph)?

CONTEXT:

· Have you ever seen this image before? 

· Are there any written sources that give you background information on this image?

· What stories do you know or have you heard about this image?

· Does this image remind you of other images? 

· Does this image remind you of anything you’ve read or experienced?

· Was this image created by an individual? A group? A machine?

· Was the image created by an artist? An advertising firm? A child? A corporation?

· Did the creator have formal artistic training? Were they self-taught?

· Was there an intended audience for this image? Has the image had an unintended audience?

· Has the image circulated since it was first made? If so, how did it circulate? Was the image intended for circulation? 

· How did audiences respond to the image?  Was there a response by the general public?

· Can this image be located within any social institutions? Does it belong to a family?  Was it produced by a government?  Is it owned by the media?

· Does this image express any politics?  If so, what are those politics?

· Are there any politics surrounding the image? Any groups that have protested the image? Any groups that have fought for the image?

· Does this image have any cultural meaning? Does the meaning of the image vary for members of different cultures? Does the image explain any aspect of society?  Does it teach you something about society?


	PHOTOGRAPHS:

Identify:

· What is happening in the photograph?

· Where was this photograph taken?

· When was this photograph taken?

· Who was the photographer?

· Is there a caption?  Anything written with the image?

· Where did the image come from?

· Who or what do you see?

· What is/are the subject(s) of the photo?

· What don’t you see in the photo?  

Reasons:

· Why was it taken? For whom?

· Is there a theme represented?  

· What do you think interested the photographer about this subject?

· Why did the photographer take the picture at this moment?  What happened before or after this picture was taken?

· What is the photographer trying to convey to the viewer?

Components:

· Examine the subjects, colors, and sections of the image.  Is there significance to these elements?

· What’s in focus and out of focus?  Why?

· Why did the photographer take the picture from this angle?  What might the scene have looked like from another vantage point – from left, right, behind, above, or below?

· What has the photographer left out of the photo?

· Is the photograph organized into parts? Do the background and foreground have different meanings?

· What part of the photo draws your attention most?

Effectiveness:

· Is there a clear message?

· Does the photograph tell a story? Pose new questions?

· Is it useful in making inferences, deductions, or generalizations about the subject(s)?
	LANDSCAPES:

· What are the natural features?

· Are there flora and fauna? What does it suggest about the season of the year, the climate, and the sources of water?

· Is a sky visible? Does it indicate the time of the day, the season, the climate?

· What does the terrain suggest?  Is it natural or landscaped?

· Are there buildings or other engineered artifacts like bridges, roads, or dams?

· What are the materials of construction?

· What is the relationship between the land, animals, humans, and buildings?

	
	PEOPLE:

· How many people are featured in the image?

· Can you tell their ages?  Their races?  Their gender?

· Are they indoors or outdoors?

· Does the image appear to be candid or posed?

· Is it a formal or informal portrait?

· How are the figures depicted?  In profile?  From the front?  From behind?  Is there a backdrop?  Props?

· Is it an action shot?  What is happening in the image?  Where did the action begin?  How are others responding to the action(s)?

· Are there natural objects in the image?

· How are the people dressed? Why type of clothing and shoes are they wearing?  Accessories?

· What does their dress suggest about the period, the place, the climate, the temperature, the season, the setting? 

· Are the people engaged in individual or collective activities?

· What is the purpose of their activity? 

· Is there any evidence of a relationship to technology?

· Is there any evidence of a relationship to nature?

	MAPS:

· How is the legend organized?

· What is the scale?

· How is the map oriented?

· Is there a color scheme?

· What are the natural features?

· How is the topography marked?

· Are there bodies of water?

· What type of water is it?  How deep is it?

· What are the human-made features of the environment?

· Are there roads, paved or unpaved surfaces?
	BUILDING PLAN:

· How do people move or circulate through the spaces?

· Where do people enter and exit?

· Do some spaces appear to be more important than others?  How can you tell?

· What are the other features of the building?

· Are there openings for windows?

· Are there private spaces?  Public spaces?


Sources:

www.learnnc.org (Reading images: an introduction to visual literacy, Reading photographs)

www.museumca.org/picturethis (Visual Literacy Activities)


Example activity on using visual clues to choose a caption:


www.museumca.org/picturethis/caption.html

www.arhu.umd.edu/vislit

www.medialit.org

