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21st Century Learners: 

What’s new and what’s the same? 

 

24/7 presence of technology in their lives 

highly collaborative 

easy access to information 

boundless sources of information 

wide circle of contacts (in some cases across the world) 

construction of new knowledge and representations blurs 

issues of copyright and plagiarism  

visual learners but not visually literate 



Why does this matter? 



Central Goals of 21st Century 

Learning 

critical thinkers 

creative thinkers 

collaborative 

thinkers 

communicators (via 

multiple mediums)  

 

global thinkers 

digitally literate 

self-directed 

learners 

Schools need to provide the tools for 

students to become: 



Community of visually  

connected thinkers 
Invitations to engage in 

 critical, creative and 

 collaborative inquiry 

Transcendent  

Intellectual Tools 

Background  

Knowledge 

Criteria for  

Judgment Critical Thinking  

Vocabulary 

Thinking 

 Strategies 

Habits of 

 Mind 



Visual literacy, defined as "the ability to recognize and 

understand ideas conveyed through visible actions or 

images (as pictures)." Miriam-Webster Dictionary 

“Visual Literacy refers to a group of vision-competencies a 
human being can develop by seeing and at the same time 
having and integrating other sensory experiences. The 
development of these competencies is fundamental to normal 
human learning. When developed, they enable a visually 
literate person to discriminate and interpret the visible 
actions, objects, symbols, natural or man-made, that he 
encounters in his environment. Through the creative use of 
these competencies, he is able to communicate with others. 
Through the appreciative use of these competencies, he is 
able to comprehend and enjoy the masterworks of visual 
communication.”       John Debes, 1969 

So what is visual literacy? 



Who is “He?” 
Criteria for a plausible answer: 

* consistent with the sensory 

experiences created by the video 

(what is seen, felt, heard…) 

* consistent with evidence in the song 

* consistent with what is known about 

the content of the song (war, conflict, 

religion, etc) 
 
 

                                           



8 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FHNK5Sxshec 



The Spaghetti Crisis 
More convincing as a video than an article? 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tVo_wkxH9dU  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tVo_wkxH9dU


Can we enjoy S’Winter where we live? 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bELHxJoYPdM 



Why is visual literacy important 

in the 21st century? 

Visual images, like all representations, “are 
never innocent or neutral reflections of 
reality…they represent for us: that is, they 
offer not a mirror of the world but an 
interpretation of it.”  In this way, students 
must be made critically literate: they require 
knowledge and understanding of how visual 
texts are produced and composed and how 
viewers will “relate to and interrogate” such 
representations of the world around them.   

From, An introduction to the grammar of visual design 



TC2 Model of  

Critical Thinking 

Community of  

Thinkers 

Critical  

Challenges 

Teach and Assess the 

 Intellectual 

 Tools 

Background  

Knowledge 

Criteria for  

Judgment 

Critical Thinking 

Vocabulary 
Thinking Strategies Habits of Mind 

How do we empower our students with the ability to do this? 



Some strategies for nurturing  

visual literacy: 
 

1. Explaining the image 

 

2. Interrogating the Visual 

 

3. M.A.C.E. 

 

4. Look for distortions 

 

5. Decipher the artist’s views 

 



Explaining the image 



What season, day of week, time of 

day? 

 



Interrogating the Visual 

 

 







M.A.C.E. 

 

Memorable message - 

Appropriate to intended audience 

Clear message - not confusing or too subtle 

Emotional appeal 





oMemorable message  

oAppropriate to intended audience 

oClear message - not confusing or too subtle 

oEmotional appeal 



oMemorable message  

oAppropriate to intended audience 

oClear message - not confusing or too subtle 

oEmotional appeal 



Are there other criteria 

we might consider? 





Look for distortions 



Visual Literacy – A continuous 

journey 

According to development theory and research, children 

must master visual skills before they can even begin to 

develop verbal skills. A child looks at the world and is forced 

to identify objects and make sense of what he or she sees. 

Being able to identify and understand these kinds of 

symbols directly relates to later development of the ability to 

understand and interpret verbal symbols and cues. 

Teaching visual literacy helps kids better interpret art and 

visual media that they come in contact with. 



Visual Literacy – A continuous 

journey 

Visual literacy allows a deeper interaction with texts of all 

kinds and introduces the process of critical thinking about 

representation and meaning. There is evidence that, even 

for older children, examining and understanding how art 

and text interact may allow readers to "visualize" while they 

read - a key to proficiency in and enjoyment of reading. By 

teaching "educated perception" of artwork (for instance, 

how certain techniques elicit specific emotions or effects) 

you can teach children how to be more skeptical and 

informed viewers of all visual media, including advertising. 


