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Visual literacy is the ability to see, to understand, and 
ultimately to think, create, and communicate graphically.  
 
Generally speaking, the visually literate viewer looks at an image carefully, critically, 
and with an eye for the intentions of the image’s creator. Those skills can be applied 
equally to any type of image: photographs, paintings and drawings, graphic art 
(including everything from political cartoons to comic books to illustrations in 
children’s books), films, maps, and various kinds of charts and graphs. All convey 
information and ideas, and visual literacy allows the viewer to gather the 
information and ideas contained in an image, place them in context, and determine 
whether they are valid. 





“Of course it’s true – I saw it on TV.” 



“Advertising doesn’t make me buy anything!” 



“I can find all the answers on the web.” 



“I want to be just like her – the girl in the magazine.” 



Do your students BELIEVE everything they 
SEE, read, and hear in the media? 
 
                Do you? 
 
 
 
 
 
Isn’t it time they learned how to navigate the 
sea of media messages? 



http://youtu.be/S_vVUIYOmJM 
 

http://youtu.be/S_vVUIYOmJM


Students remember… 
___% of what they read 
___% of what they hear 
___% of what they see 
___% of what they see and hear 
___% of what we see, hear, and discuss 
___% of what we see, hear, discuss, and practice 



Students remember… 
20% of what they read 
20% of what they hear 
30% of what they see 
50% of what they see and hear 
70% of what we see, hear, and discuss 
90% of what we see, hear, discuss, and practice 































1.Palm pilot 
2.Light beer 
3.Dandelion - Dandy lion 
4.Egg plant 
5.Dr. Pepper 
6.Whole milk – Hole milk 
7.iPod  





Why does context matter? 

We will do an experiment.  ½ of you look at the next screen.  
 
What is between the two blue boxes? 















Picture Books …  
 
 
 
 
What is the purpose of them? 



Wordless or practically wordless examples: 

David Weisner 

Chris Raschka 
Barbara Lehman 



Writing ~  



http://www.childrens-books-and-reading.com/wordless-picture-books.html 
 

Wonderful list of books at: 

http://www.childrens-books-and-reading.com/wordless-picture-books.html
http://www.childrens-books-and-reading.com/wordless-picture-books.html
http://www.childrens-books-and-reading.com/wordless-picture-books.html
http://www.childrens-books-and-reading.com/wordless-picture-books.html
http://www.childrens-books-and-reading.com/wordless-picture-books.html
http://www.childrens-books-and-reading.com/wordless-picture-books.html
http://www.childrens-books-and-reading.com/wordless-picture-books.html
http://www.childrens-books-and-reading.com/wordless-picture-books.html
http://www.childrens-books-and-reading.com/wordless-picture-books.html
http://www.childrens-books-and-reading.com/wordless-picture-books.html
http://www.childrens-books-and-reading.com/wordless-picture-books.html


Sequencing – key comprehension skill for understanding story and for 
                         writing 
 
Simple to complex 
          
                   First 
 
                   Next 
 
                   Then 
 
                   Last 
 
 
 
 



Sparklebox 

www.sparklebox.co.uk 
 

http://www.sparklebox.co.uk






Telling the story through pictures 

Illustrators often say there is no point in illustrating what has already been told in words.   



Questions for a “Picture Walk” 
 
What catches your eye first? 
 
Where is the text located on the page? 
 
Where is the viewer positioned? 
 
Do the images in the book change from beginning to end? 
 
What is in the foreground? The background? 
 
What are the dominant colors? 
 
How is white space used? 
 
Are there recurring image patterns? 
 
Are there elements that seem odd? 
 
What is large? Why are certain elements larger than others? 









Color 





Line 





Shape and Size 









Space 





Steve Jenkins 

Movement 



The Stray Dog – you are closer to the dog, farther from 
the dog catcher 

Lon Po Po – kids looking out of branches down 



Color, shape, and pattern 



Texture 



Use photographs that require 
CRITICAL thinking 













Use artwork: 
 
Great examples at Picturing America 
 

http://picturingamerica.neh.gov/ 



Infographics 



















Lesson starters: 

MIND ILLUSIONS 
 
 From the PBS series The Secret Life of the Brain comes the question “Can you believe 

your eyes?” How does the brain process visual input…and how much potential is there 
for “misreading” what we see? Try the demonstrations on this website to see how 
movement, color, angles and form are processed by our visual nervous system. You will 
be amazed at these optical illusions! (Macromedia Flash plugin required.) 

http://www.pbs.org/wnet/brain/illusions/index.html
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Looking at photographs critically 

FAKE OR REAL? 

Can you guess which photos are real and which are fake? This site from PBS 
brings attention to the fact that computerized photo manipulation can make 
anything seem real. Students are challenged to identify the photos which 
have been altered. This helps them find faked images in the future. 

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/sciencenow/0301/03-fakeorreal.html








Step 1: Start with a basic book about design such as Molly Bang’s Picture This: How 
Pictures Work (Bang uses “Little Red Riding Hood” to illustrate basic design concepts 
and their effects on the emotions and context that the illustrations communicate.) 
  
Little Red Riding Hood and the Wolf as depicted by basic shapes in Molly Bang's 
Picture This.  

Discuss design with students 



Step 2: In each session, choose just one or two main concepts that you will discuss, for 
instance color and contrast, balance, or movement. Point out instances of these 
concepts in the illustrations you use, and ask students what kind of effect the design 
has on the viewer. 
 
 

Step 3: Select your book. Choose books that are engaging and colorful, that contain 
action and will hold children’s interest.  
 
Here are some book suggestions:  The Man Who Walked Between the Towers by 
Mordicai Gerstein  Black Cat by Christopher Myers  Freedom Summer by Deborah 
Wiles  No David! By David Shannon  An Angel for Solomon Singer by Cynthia Rylant 
 The Wretched Stone by Chris Van Allsburg  Sidewalk Circus by Paul Fleischman 
 The Magic Boots by Scott Emerson 



Step 4: 

Cover up any text, and use the see, think, wonder 
question throughout the book, going page by page and 
allowing plenty of time for many children to express 
their ideas. There are no right answers, and all 
comments should be considered, as long as there is a 
basis within the illustration. You will be amazed out how 
insightful the children can be! 
 



Step 5: 

Once you have carefully gone through each page, 
discuss what the children think happened in the 
book and why.  
 
Then go back and read the text to the children.  
 
See how closely the written story is to what they 
came up with, and discuss why it may have been 
different or the same. 
 



What could this look like in 6th grade? 
 
This could be done as guided practice or 
in teams using laptops or library 
computers.  
 
http://docsteach.org/activities/13380 
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Visual Literacy Resource List 

Center for Excellence in Teaching and Learning  
http://cetl.ucdavis.edu/vis-lit-resource-list/ 

The Visual Literacy Toolbox 
http://www.humanities.umd.edu/vislit/ 

ISTE 
http://www.humanities.umd.edu/vislit/ 

Cagle Post (Cartoons & Commentary) 
http://www.cagle.com/ 

Infographics 
http://www.informationisbeautiful.net/ 

Slideshare – Presentation on Visual Literacy 
http://www.slideshare.net/3192002/visual-literacy-4876684 

Visual Literacy K-8 
http://k-8visual.info/ 

Bright Hub in Education 
http://www.brighthubeducation.com/teaching-methods-tips/127753-the-need-for-
visual-literacy-instruction-in-k-12-education/ 


