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Analyzing Photographs: Developing Visual Literacy 
A Lesson Plan 

 
by Dr. Jenny Thompson, Director of Education, Evanston History Center 

 
Recommended for Grades 5-12 

 
Designed for use in conjunction with the exhibit and images from 

Through Darkness to Light: Photographs Along the Underground Railroad 
at the Evanston History Center and the Evanston Art Center 

 
This lesson plan can be divided into several class sections. The lesson is designed to help 
students develop their skills of close visual analysis. Educators will lead students through various 
steps of analysis. The purpose of these steps is to help students define the ways they “read” 
images and cultivate their skills of visual analysis. Educators should try to guide the students in 
the basic, structured steps of looking and interpreting, and they should also encourage creativity 
of expression as students learn to engage closely with an image(s). A visit to the exhibit and a 
paired reading assignment can enhance the discussion. 
 
Recommended reading: 
 
Douglass, Frederick. Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave (1846) 
 
Helena Zinkham, “Reading and Researching Photographs” (Library of Congress publication, 
available on EHC’s website: “Educational Resources for Through Darkness to Light: 
Photographs Along the Underground Railroad.” 
 
A definition: “Visual Literacy is defined as ‘the ability to decipher cultural and technological 
systems that express meaning using graphic images, icons, or symbols.’ In more general terms, 
visual literacy is ‘the ability to understand (read) and use (write) images and to think and learn in 
terms of images.” John A. Hortin, “Theoretical Foundations of Visual Learning,” in Visual 
Literacy, ed. David M. Moore and Francis M. Dwyer (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Educational 
Technology Publications, 1994), 25.  
 
 
1. A World of Images: Discussion 
 
Lead a discussion about the kinds of images students see each day. Where do they encounter 
them? What are the ways they interact with them? How do they view different kinds of images 
differently? How are images useful to them? In what ways do they “use” them?  
 
Discuss how different kinds of images operate. Try to encourage students to consider the ways in 
which their own “visual literacy” is active in their daily lives. How have they learned how to 
interact with images? Are there any particular images that they recall as playing a significant role 
in their lives? 
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2. Close Analysis 
 
Have students examine Jeanine Michna-Bales’ photograph, “Look for the Grey Barn Out Back.” 
It is best to project the image in a large format, but large format print-outs of the image (at least 
8.5x11) can also be used. 
 

 
 
 
 
3. Honing a Description 
 
Create an Inventory of Details: 
 
Take students through the act of describing the image without interpreting it. This can be done 
either as a group or individually, with students writing their descriptions or listing details out 
loud. Take time to look closely (and for an extended amount of time) at the image. At this point, 
educators may wish to pause at this step and give students time to examine the image silently for 
themselves without discussion. 
 
What do you see? What is contained within the frame? What details are apparent? What shapes 
and textures are apparent? How is the image framed? How do objects appear in relation to each 
other? What kind of light, shadow, color, and contrast are apparent? How would you describe the 
mood of the image? What is the image’s point of view or perspective (that is, where is the 
camera’s view-finder (as a stand-in for the viewer) located based on the image?)  
 

Jeanine Michna-Bales, Look for the Grey Barn Out Back 
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Create an Inventory of Emotions: 
 
Building on your description of the image, now ask students to discuss the emotions and feelings 
the image evokes. Educators should allow for differing, even contradictory, responses from 
students. No one will read the same image exactly the same way. What is the “feeling” of the 
image? What is the mood of the image? If you were inside of the image itself, how would you 
feel looking at what is pictured before you? In what ways are the feelings you feel looking at the 
image clear? In what ways are they complicated? What is the primary feeling you get looking at 
this image? What “sounds” are suggested in the image?  
 
Apply the Context 
 
Discuss the larger context of the image. What is the title of the image? What do you think that 
title means? Is that knowledge apparent from the image itself? Knowing that the image depicts a 
site(s) along the Underground Railroad, now what ideas come to mind in looking at it? What do 
you think the photographer is trying to show and/or say about the larger meaning of this image? 
How does she evoke that response through the image itself? How does the image itself create 
that meaning?  
 
Having discussed the details, mood, and emotion of the image now try to talk about the image in 
terms of the story it is telling. What is that story? What other ideas or stories does the image 
seem to suggest or hint at? What does it seem to leave out or conceal? What do you imagine is 
contained beyond the frame of the image? What happened before the image was taken? What 
happened afterward? How does the image compare/contrast with other stories you might have 
read? (Here educators can rely on a paired reading from, for example, Frederick Douglass or 
Harriet Tubman.)  
 
4. Interaction Among Images 
 
Introduce another image or set of images from the exhibit. (More images are below.) How does 
the single image now interact with another image from the exhibit? Do the meanings and 
emotions shift or change through proximity to each other? How are the images’ subjects similar? 
How are they different? What is absent in them? What seems to be emphasized? What larger 
story emerges through the set of images? What is that story? How is that story told differently 
when relying on a visual “narrative” versus a written narrative? 
 
Finally, what do you think the images are telling viewers about the Underground Railroad, its 
history and its understanding in the present day? Do you think the images connect in any way 
with current of recent events? If so, how?  
 
5. Analysis of an Image: Context and Meaning 
 
Ask students to write a brief description (one paragraph) of an image (or images), drawing from 
the areas of discussion: detail, emotion/mood, story, meaning, and context. Ask them to tell her 
or his reader the “story” of the image. Be clear, be brief, and be detailed. You may have students 
read their descriptions out loud and/or discuss the challenges of writing such a description.  
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Jeanine Michna-Bales, Decision to Leave (above) Within Reach (below) 


