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construct meaning from texts, appreciate the artistry of
texts
2.3 Understand Forms, Elements and Techniques
2.4 Create original texts
General Outcome 3:
Manage ideas and information
3.1 Plan and Focus

OVERVIEW
Viewing and representing are integral parts of
contemporary life. These skills allow students to
understand the ways in which images and language may
be used to convey ideas, values and beliefs; it enables
students to acquire information and to appreciate the
ideas and experiences of others.
Viewing is an active process of attending to and
comprehending visual media such as television, advertising
images, films, diagrams, symbols, photographs, videos,
drama, drawings, sculpture and paintings. Comprehension
processes involved in reading, such as previewing,
predicting and making inferences, may also be used in
viewing.
Visualizing is defined as the act of recalling or forming a
mental image of something concrete, invisible or abstract;
to render visible; to conceive of; or perceive.
Representing enables students to communicate information
and ideas through a variety of media, such as video
presentations, posters, diagrams, charts, symbols, visual
art, drama, mime and models.
Sources: English Language Arts Program of Studies, K-9,
Alberta Education and thefreedictionary.com

RELEVANCE TO PROGRAM
OF STUDIES
Outcomes that ask students to view, create, appreciate
or analyze media texts (English Language Arts Program of
Studies, K-9, Alberta Education):
General Outcome 1:
Explore thoughts, ideas, feelings and experiences.
1.1 Discover and Explore:
1.2 Clarify and Extend
General Outcome 2:
Comprehend and respond personally and critically to oral,
print and other media texts.
2.1 Use strategies and cues:
2.2. Respond to texts: experience various texts,
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3.2 Select and Process
3.4 Share and Review
General Outcome 4:
Enhance the clarity and artistry of communication.
4.1 Enhance and Improve
4.3 Present and Share
General Outcome 5:
Respect, support and collaborate with others.

SNAPSHOT
Visual Literacy is a constantly evolving field and it has
become a dominant form of communication. Students’
exposure to visuals is no longer limited to viewing
educational films, cartoons, environmental print, books
and pictures. Students are growing up in a highly visual
world, bombarded with logos and advertisements, with
24/7 access to Netflix movies, TV episodes and videos;
they are taking selfies at young ages, participating
in social media, creating digital slideshows, blending
media formats, teaching themselves new skills from
tutorial videos, hosting their own YouTube Channels and
producing their own narrated videos.
As teachers, we have a key role in guiding students to be
critical viewers and participants, learning to look beyond
the literal to the deeper messages, how to recognize
audience, validity and ownership of visuals, as well as
how to create effective visuals and thoughtfully represent
what they see, feel and understand.
Visuals come in a variety of formats:
Advertisements - Cartoons - Charts - Collages - Comic
books - Concept Maps - Diagrams - Digital books Dioramas - DVDs - Graphic Novels - Graphs - Icons Infographics - Magazines - Maps - Memes - Multimodal
Texts - Photos - Pictograms - Political cartoons - Selfies
- Signs - Slideshows - Storyboards - Symbols - Tables
- Timelines - Videos - Visual Notetaking - Websites Wordless picture books
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The First Steps Literacy - Viewing Resource Book (2013), p.
4, provides a detailed overview of multimodal texts that
are designed to entertain, describe, persuade, instruct, etc.
http://det.wa.edu.au/stepsresources/detcms/navigation/firststeps-literacy/
What is Representing?
Every time a story is told, an event described, or an
image created in words or pictures, it is “re-presented”.
Representing encourages students to expand and extend
their repertoire of skills and strategies for communication,
not at the expense of verbal language but as an important
complement to it. (Messaris, 1997, p. 3)
Representing enables students to communicate their ideas
using a variety of media and formats, including diagrams,
sounds, charts, movement or gestures, illustrations,
photographs, images or symbols, posters, three-dimensional
objects or models, video presentations, music, and
dramatizations. In many cases, representing allows students
to make sense of their learning and to demonstrate their
understanding.
Source:https://www.edonline.sk.ca/bbcswebdav/library/
Curriculum%20Website/English%20Language%20Arts/
Resources/Core/viewing_representing_10-20-30.pdf

Role of teacher:
•

Teach the language, conventions and vocabulary of
visual literacy

•

Teach students to be aware of and think critically about
visual texts

•

Provide examples and model how to interpret a variety
of visual texts (use think alouds)

•

Cue students to consider the story behind the images,
implications and impact of what they are creating and
viewing

•

Access background knowledge in order to make
inferences

•

Teach students how to represent concepts and visualize
in order to deepen comprehension and enhance
retention of information
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Role of students:
•

Bring lived experience and background knowledge

•

Learn to use, understand, write about, analyze, and
discuss various mediums

•

Appreciate how visuals communicate

•

Choose appropriate techniques or tools to represent
ideas

•

Visualize information when reading or listening

•

Use tools/technology in a socially responsible way (digital
citizenship)

PLANNING TIPS
•

Visual Literacy should be integrated across the
curriculum.

•

Viewing strategies are similar to reading strategies.
Students should be exposed to a range of strategies
and then as they become more independent, select
appropriate strategies as needed to support their
viewing.

•

Teachers should use a gradual release of responsibility
model that involves modelled, shared, guided and
applied (independent) viewing and incorporate
strategies such as Viewer’s Circles where students
work in small groups to make sense of visual texts.
Teachers can also focus on strategies PRE, DURING
and POST viewing. Students can be invited to respond
in writing after they view.

•

Capitalize on visual literacy skills early and frequently
(look at pictures in picture books and on book covers
and infer meaning; examine subtle messages and
emotions conveyed by a picture). Idea: Create visual
dictionaries.

•

Information from mixed media (e.g. verbal, visual
and audio messages) must often be processed and
synthesized in order to achieve understanding.

•

Visual cues might include words, diagrams, pictures,
symbols, shapes, special typographic features (bold,
italic, fonts, size of text, colours), etc.
Idea: Look at food packaging. What is real? What is
manipulated? How are visual symbols or key words
used for effect?

•

Recognize universal images/symbols and ways we
communicate ideas visually. What are different ways
of representing “Happy”?
Idea: Videotape students
demonstrating emotions.

•

pulling

faces

and

Teach students to visualize. Creating mental pictures
helps improve comprehension of written and oral
text, transform words into higher-level concepts as

help students remember and apply their learning in new and creative situati
The Visual Literacy White Paper (2003), p. 4, provides
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dam/Adobe/en/education/pdfs/visual-literacy-wp.pdf

Source: https://www.qcaa.qld.edu.au/downloads/p_10/engl_teach_read_view_comprehension
Tips for helping students develop mental images

well as improves students’ focus, attention to detail and
independent reading skills. Visualization can also help
students remember and apply their learning
in new and
RESOURCES
creative situations.

http://www.readingrockets.org/strategies/visual_imagery
Article: Opening the Door: Teaching Students to Use
Visualization to Improve Comprehension http://www.
educationworld.com/a_curr/profdev/profdev094.shtml

Guided Comprehension: Visualizing using the Sketch-toIdea: Practice guided visualizationshttp://det.wa.edu.au/stepsresources/detcms/navigation/first-steps-literacy/
where the whole
 - First S
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Power by Adrienne Gear (2006)
Source: https://www.qcaa.qld.edu.au/downloads/p_10/
three case studies.
http://www.readingpowergear.com/
engl_teach_read_view_comprehension.pdf
picture what is described to them.

This site highlights 40 viewing strategies - strategies are
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www.teachthought.com/learning/viewing-comprehension-strategies-watching-video
grouped as per image below. http://www.teachthought.com/
-book - This site highlights
40 viewing strategies - strategies are grouped as per imag
learning/viewing-comprehension-strategies-watching-videos-

First Steps Literacy - Viewing Resource Book (2013)
This is a 200 page PDF that addresses everything you
would want to know about teaching viewing skills. It
includes analytical questions to ask when interpreting
and/or creating visual texts. It breaks down 12 key
viewing strategies such as connecting, skimming and
inferring and aspects of viewing to keep in mind: visuals,
audio, gestures, as well as spatial and linguistic choices.
The process of viewing, (Planning, Managing Viewing,
Reflecting & Goal Setting), is broken down in detail and
sample learning activities are shared for each step in the
process as well as three case studies. http://det.wa.edu.au/
stepsresources/detcms/navigation/first-steps-literacy/

30 page excerpt from 2012 ISTE Book, Media LIteracy
in the K-12 Classroom. This chapter provides teaching
ideas for questioning photographs, interpreting magazine
covers, looking at cartoons, etc. http://www.iste.org/docs/
excerpts/medlit-excerpt.pdf
This site features of range of practical teaching
strategies to develop visual literacy and links to other
online resources. The goal is to get students thinking
beyond the literal sense of the image and start to
consider the deeper meanings behind how and why the
images were constructed and what message or emotion
they are designed to convey. https://www.edutopia.org/
blog/ccia-10-visual-literacy-strategies-todd-finley
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Basic implementation would look like this…
•

Teaching vocabulary, language, conventions of
the medium

•

Utilizing visual materials from resources
currently in your school

•

Making use of non-fiction text features

•

Teaching visual literacy skills and taking
advantage of viewing opportunities across
the content areas. For example, video an
experiment and watch it to think critically and
then make changes to the experiment.

The visual image has taken over, in a sense,
for better or for worse. But the reality is that
if one wants to reach younger people at an
earlier age to shape their minds in a critical
way, you really need to know how ideas and
emotions are expressed visually. (Martin
Scorsese)

•

At opportune moments, teaching students to
visualize.

•

Developing critical thinking skills. Synthesizing
information from visuals.

Visual literacy requires the students be able to
both ‘read’ and ‘write’ visual language. (Theron
Lund and Rob Poole)

•

Linking viewing to other language strands such
as speaking, writing and representing.

•

Incorporating visualization on a regular basis.

We are a visually illiterate society. … Three
R’s are no longer enough. Our world is
changing fast—faster than we can keep up
with our historical modes of thinking and
communicating. Visual literacy—the ability
to both read and write visual information;
the ability to learn visually; to think and solve
problems in the visual domain—will, as the
information revolution evolves, become a
requirement for success in business and in
life. (Dave Gray, Founder of Visual Thinking
Company XPLANE)

Someone who has the basics mastered and
could go the extra mile – it might look like
this…

A FEW THOUGHTS FROM
EDUCATIONAL EXPERTS IN
THIS AREA:
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CONSULTANT TIPS

A more impactful implementation would look
like this…

•

Teaching students to manipulate images or
videos to create a different result.

•

Producing written analysis of a visual piece.

•

Producing their own visuals that showcase the
use of differing mediums.

•

Students are cognizant of the influence of their
message, audience and intended purpose.

•

Purposefully using or creating visuals to
communicate meaning.

•

Intentionally teaching students how to
visualize effectively.

VIEWING, VISUALIZING
AND REPRESENTING
GRADES K-6

INCLUSIVE LEARNING
Visual Literacy honours inclusive learning because it is
adaptable to students’ knowledge base, lived experience
and skill set.
Be cognizant of any students with visual or auditory
impairments who might need adaptations for viewing or
listening tasks.

PHOTOS/ VIDEOS – SEE IT IN
ACTION
Grade 1 Comprehension Read-Aloud for Visualizing:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jn5ZirDZTt4
A creative video showing students why we visualize
and how we can make books come to life: https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=n5yP_HavvLg
A teacher “how-to video” modeling visualization and
double-entry journal strategy - for Gr 4+ https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=h5p3oTmQc50&list=PLaVtM7hu-COJc
W9d3T2XkTcL14hfkPX0K&index=2

SUCCESS LOOKS LIKE...
a Students will spend more time noticing the visuals

around them and demonstrate an awareness of the
design choices behind the images.

a Students will approach visuals with a critical eye. Not be
willing to believe everything they see. They will be able
to discuss, write about ideas and consider perspectives.

a Students will be able to visualize and relay back what
they see in their mind.

a Students will be able to visually represent what they

have learned, experienced or read about in increasingly
complex ways from a literal representation to the use
of more abstract concepts and/or symbols.

Some children have colour deficits. Colour deficits affect
1 in 12 boys and 1 in 200 girls. It is estimated that there is
one child per classroom with a colour deficit.
http://www.colourblindawareness.org/parents/early-symptoms/
http://www.colourblindawareness.org/teachers/pre-school-primary-school/

English language learners and students who have difficulty
reading will benefit from visual supports. However, viewing
tasks for these learners should be carefully thought out.
The information might be presented too quickly for them
to grasp or they may not have sufficient background.
Students may benefit from watching videos again, to be
able to rewind, slow down the speed, add subtitles, etc.
Literacy professor Claudia Cornett (2003) in her book
Creating Meaning Through Literature and the Arts states that,
“When we teach for visual literacy, we involve children in
thinking about and expressing in images what is often
beyond linguistic capabilities (p. 157).” The arts and
imagery can be the “great equalizers” since children of
many different backgrounds, abilities and attitudes can
participate in a learning activity embedded with multiple
forms of communication. Many times, Learning Disabled
and At Risk students have significant breakdowns in areas
of metacognition and strategic processing; causing a lack
of awareness or misunderstandings that can snowball
and escalate confusion about a story (Gersten, Fuchs,
Williams & Bates, 2001). Imagery can make language come
to life like a movie or be used to document story actions
and happenings more clearly. Even the use of color can
influence or evoke emotional response to a story and
imply calmness or excitement.
http://www.brighthubeducation.com/teaching-methodstips/127753-the-need-for-visual-literacy-instruction-in-k-12education/

Interesting fact! Approximately 1 in 40 people can’t visualize
https://www.rt.com/news/313610-mind-eye-aphantasia-scientists/
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ASSESSMENT TOOLS

LESSONS, IMAGE COLLECTIONS
AND VIEWING PROTOCOLS CONT.
•

Learn Alberta created support documents
for Gr 1- 5 Social Studies lessons related to
Investigating Pictures http://www.learnalberta.
ca/content/ssmt/html/investigatingpictures_mt_
documents.html

•

Every week, the New York Times posts an
interesting photo and invites class responses
about what they see. On Friday, they will share
actual details about the photo. Students can
compare their interpretations to the real story.
https://www.nytimes.com/column/learningwhats-going-on-in-this-picture

•

This film viewing protocol could be simplified
for younger students. https://www.facinghistory.
org/resource-library/teaching-strategies/closeviewing-protocol

•

Experiencing Film: Classroom Strategies for
Engaging Learners, Gr. 4-8 (2009), Island
Wood and National Geographic Education
Foundation - this resource guides teachers
to design a lesson/unit based on a film of
their choice. The process includes identifying
big ideas, creating essential questions, and
selecting from their bank of 27 generic
viewing/film lessons. It includes detailed step
by step procedures and graphic organizers.

Alberta Education Viewing Rubric - Division 1 and 2
http://www.learnalberta.ca/content/ieptLibrary/lib03.html
This resource includes assessment criteria, sample analytic
rubrics, as well as sample teacher checklists for viewing
and representing ideas. These tools can be adapted for
younger children.https://www.edonline.sk.ca/bbcswebdav/
library/Curriculum%20Website/English%20Language%20Arts/
Resources/Core/viewing_representing_10-20-30.pdf
Asking students to represent what they understand
could provide valuable formative information about their
comprehension.
Teacher can assess finished products such as writing
assignments (post viewing,) visual essays, photo stories,
film reviews, or digital presentations. Additional skills that
could be assessed:
•

interpreting symbolic elements,

•

recognizing link between text and images,

•

comparing versions of texts,

•

thinking critically about key messages,

•

author’s intention and impact,

•

incorporating or analysing techniques, and

•

tailoring texts to particular audiences.

LESSONS, IMAGE COLLECTIONS
AND VIEWING PROTOCOLS
•

www.learnalberta.ca - Learn Alberta has
provided access to 25+ videos for Grade 1-6
(mostly Science) and has created Digital Image
collections. For example:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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K - Being Together
Gr 1 Home, School & Community
Gr. 2 - Acadian communities
Gr. 3 - Tunisia
Gr. 4 - Histories of Alberta
Gr. 5 - Eastern Canada
Gr. 6 - Democracy

http://media.nationalgeographic.org/assets/file/
ExperiencingFilmCurriculumWeb.pdf
•

Learning Module about Composition and
Learning How Images Communicate for
Grades 4+, Nova Scotia http://nsli.ednet.ns.ca/
units/uopattach/uopnm/imcomm.pdf

•

This strategy guides students to create a
live “performance” of 4-6 photos - students
interpret how people in the photo were
feeling, what was going on around them and
they can add music to evoke an emotional
response. This works strategy works well with
historical photos. https://www.facinghistory.org/
resource-library/teaching-strategies/bringinghistory-life

