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1. Approach to teaching and learning 
Teaching brings me joy and excitement. I am always looking forward to each teaching episode, 
wondering what knowledge and experience my students will bring to the classroom. I respond to 
their individual interests by choosing case studies and topics. For example, in autumn 2022 in the 
course Visual Cultures and Technologies, we discussed issues related to gender representations in 
visual cultures, using examples of print advertisements and cartoons — as this was the topic, which 
I noticed was of high interest to that particular group of students. 

I believe that teaching is about learning from each other through active and respectful exchange of 
ideas. Following the principles of dialogic pedagogy and a student-centered approach, I ask 
students to choose the topic and focus of assigned projects (so giving them a free hand in learning 
about what they are the most interested in). I also believe that learning occurs most efficiently 
through practice. In the Visual Research Methods course, 
following Kolb’s experiential learning theory, students 
learn the principles of a particular research method 
through hands-on activities (see Fig. 1) — they conduct 
auto-driven visual elicitation interviews in pairs; they 
learn visual rhetorical interpretation by identifying visual 
rhetorical figures in print advertisements and press 
photographs.  1

I aim to create learning atmosphere that enables students to freely express their thoughts, ask 
questions, and put forward new ideas. Learning is about who we are as individuals and what drives 
our thinking, and so, I encourage students to use their experience and cultural background as 
learning resources. In the course Visual Cultures and Technologies, students in small groups work on 
visual case studies of their choice, i.e., anything that is of interest to them from a broad topic of 
visual cultures. I guide them by encouraging them to think boldly and creatively while looking for 
their topic. After the presentation, the group receives short written feedback from each classmate 
and from me; each student in the group also writes a reflection on learning while completing the 
assignment. 

The visual case study assignment illustrates what I believe education is about — learning together 
and from each other, finding your interest and exploring the topic under teacher’s facilitation, 
finding your own way to present your learning, giving and receiving feedback, and reflecting on 
learning. My approach met with students’ acceptance: 

I enjoyed the classroom activities. It was nice that we were able to pick our own topic for the case study 
and that Joanna was ready to discuss and give feedback about the topic any time.  2

 More about my approach to teaching visual research methods in the chapter: Kędra, J., & Žakevičiūtė, R. (2022). As visual as 1

possible: The pedagogy of visual research methods in a Finnish university. In J. Kędra (Ed.), Visual Pedagogies in Higher Education: 
Between Theory and Practice, pp. 27-43. Brill.

 This and other student’s statements included in this portfolio are direct quotations from the course feedback forms, which I always 2

collect in the last class of each course (in order to improve it for the next time).
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Figure 1. Model of the VRM course, influenced by 
Kolb’s Cycle of Experiential Learning.



I believe that higher education should aim at creating open-minded and curious lifelong learners. 
For that reason, my courses are designed as a point of departure that would inspire students toward 
further learning discoveries. 

I appreciate how lectures weren’t only listing facts and research but invited us to think and question 
ourselves. I like the picture examples, they were good and challenging enough. I also enjoyed the variety 
in tasks. 

The course was very interactive. The examples used were always relevant and current. I also liked that 
the teacher pressed us to be really critical in thought. 

I liked the atmosphere created in the class, the free floor to think about things together, the discussions 
we had. 

University should equip students with tools to help them explore what they are curious about and 
serve as inspiration for learning. In teaching, I am always very enthusiastic about the material, 
methods, activities, innovative assignments. Students appreciate this in the course evaluations: 

2. Teaching experience 
I have been teaching researched informed, cross-disciplinary courses for Bachelor, Master and 
doctoral-level students in different fields across humanities and social sciences. In addition, my 
colleagues often invite me to give thematic expert lectures in their courses, for example, on 
photography, visual communication, or visual literacy. 

I usually teach international groups of students. Hence, my teaching language is English with an 
occasional mix of other languages, e.g., Finnish, if that helps the students. I have years-long 
experience in collaborative teaching, including co-planning the course content and assignments, 
and dialogical co-teaching in the classroom (with me and the other teacher always present in each 
class). The format of co-teaching, which we have developed over the years is very beneficial to 
students’ learning — in collaboration we are more creative in planning the course and activities, 
and students see how each topic can be approached from different perspectives, regarding the 
academic background of their teachers. 

Courses taught (see also Appendix 1) 
Visual Research Methods and Methodologies (20h, Sept. 2023, Univ. of Jyväskylä, doctoral-level). 
The course introduces selected visual methodologies, relevant for qualitative studies in humanities, 
social and educational sciences. The key objective is to promote innovative, experimental, and 
ambitious research ideas that utilize images and visual imagery of various kinds and nature. 

Visual Cultures and Technologies (25h, 2022 & 2023, hybrid, Tampere University), a new Master-
level course for students in the program Sustainable Digital Life. The course introduces histories of 
visual cultures and technologies, with the aim of providing students a better understanding of the 
variety of today’s visual media. It is based on related literature in visual studies and visual cultures, 
as well as close examinations of selected empirical cases. The course covers: introduction to visual 
culture studies (politics of representation, gender and visual cultures); photography and 
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What do you think are the greatest strength of your instructor? 
• Creating a safe space for discussion. 
• Enthusiasm and the way she encouraged us to voice our thoughts. 
• She is enthusiastic and very engaging, knows how to work the audience. 
• The simplicity, in which she managed to explain complicated materials; positive and helpful attitude.



photographic seeing; introduction to visual interpretation; advertising, consumer culture and visual 
rhetorics; visual ethics. Students work on visual case studies in pairs/groups and reflect on the 
learning process, both in writing and through video reflection (see Appendix 2 for course syllabus). 

Visual Communication as a Way to Improve Working Life Skills (24h/5 days, 2021-online, 2022 
& 2023- in-person, co-teaching, University of Jyväskylä Summer School), intensive international 
course, Bachelor-level. Students develop skills, which will help them to become strong visual 
communicators and powerful and intelligent visual consumers. The course includes visual activities 
and collaborative group work (course project), complemented by the introduction to visual culture 
studies, visual literacy, image interpretation, presentation of visuals, and elements of visual ethics. 

Visual Research Methods (24h, 2016, 2018, 2019, 
University of Jyväskylä), Master-level; developed as an 
intensive summer school course (24h/5 days) and as a 
semester-long one; co-teaching with a colleague from 
sociology; providing a cross-disciplinary perspectives. The 
course covers introduction to visual culture studies, 
participatory visual research methods, visual interpretation 
(e.g., visual rhetorics, visual discourse analysis), and visual 
ethics. Students conduct a small-scale visual research 
projects and participate in visual activities. 

Press Photography: Theory, Practice and Interpretation (24h/5 days, 2016-2018, University of 
Jyväskylä Summer School), a one-week intensive course. The course covers history, theory and 
practice of (press) photography and photojournalism. Students work on three creative 
photographic assignments for their learning portfolio. Photographs are shared and used in the 
classroom activities. Students improve their photographic skills and critical visual thinking. 

Successful Online Presentations (3h online workshop, 2021, Language Campus Doctoral Spring 
School, University of Jyväskylä), doctoral-level intensive training on how to succeed in scientific 
virtual conference presentations; with special emphasis on visual communication strategies. 

Teachers’ training development 
In the University Pedagogical Studies, I gave a guest lecture: “Visual Pedagogies in the University 
Classroom: Teaching with and about Visuals” (25 Apr. 2018, Univ. of Jyväskylä). 

Experience in supervision 
For one year (Oct. 2018-Nov. 2019), I acted as a mentor to six doctoral students in the mentoring 
program at the Department of Language and Communication Studies, University of Jyväskylä. I am 
also providing informal individual supervision sessions for Master and doctoral students, who 
search for guidelines in using visual research methods in their projects. 

3. Curriculum development and educational leadership 
Development of teaching materials 
With an aim to popularize visually informed teaching in the university, I co-edited a double special 
issue of the Journal of Visual Literacy (38/1-2) — Visual Literacy Practices in Higher Education: 
What, Why and How? (2019) In addition to traditional research articles, the issue includes shorter 
texts with innovative visual teaching ideas. The special issue’s editorial is the second most-read 
article in the journal (with 14.450 views to date). 

3

Samples of students’ 
collages, created as a group 
activity to sum up the Visual 
Research Methods course.



In my research, I aim to popularize the concept of visual literacy in university 
education. Thus, when reviewing visual literacy theory, I identified these 
visual literacy skills, which can be developed in university teaching (see: 
What does it mean to be visually literate?  — my most read and quoted 3

research). My interest in visual education developed further through 
international collaboration with other visual scholars and enthusiastic 
teachers. In Oct. 2022, I published an edited volume — Visual Pedagogies in 
Higher Education: Between Theory and Practice in Brill series “Advances in 
Teaching and Teacher Education”. The book brings together various 
perspectives in an emerging field of visual pedagogies, including photomedia 

literacy, object-based learning, drawing and video pedagogies. In an extended Introduction, I 
compiled the principles of visual pedagogies, with an intention to help other educators to 
implement these in their teaching. 

In addition, my other work on visual literacy was recently accepted for publication in a four-volume 
Teaching Communication Series, primarily intended for instructors in the North American higher 
education. For the volume Pedagogical Resources, I submitted an activity in visual interpretation of 
journalistic photographs  (see Appendix 3) and for Teaching Journalism and Media, I introduced the 4

concept of visual literacy as an important education in communication studies.  5

Development of learning environments 
In 2019, I co-created the Teachers’ Chat Room (TCR; see Appendix 4), informal recurrent 
meetings for the faculty to share teaching experience and to provide peer-support in teaching-
related issues. In addition, the TCR has its online space in social media. The online forum is actively 
engaging the university faculty in the discussions on teaching and learning, especially in the 
context of online education. 

In the academic year 2019/2020, I was engaged in the activities of the First-Year Experience 
working group in the Department of Language and Communication Studies, Univ. of Jyväskylä. 
Among other tasks, I was leading the sub-group responsible for developing informative website and 
online materials for the first-year students. 

Multidisciplinary cooperation, internationality and leadership 
• Nov. 2019-Dec. 2022, serving as Chair of the International Presence Committee, International 

Visual Literacy Association (IVLA); organizing international conference — IVLA 2022 to discuss 
pedagogical research in the field of visual (literacy) education; 

• since Sept. 2021, serving as Chair of Visual Cultures Section, European Communication Research 
and Education Association (ECREA); — among the members of the section, we often discuss 
issues related to visual teaching, we share good practices and collaboratively look for solutions in 
challenging pedagogical cases; 

• Cross-disciplinary co-teaching; publishing multidisciplinary pedagogical research (Journal of 
Visual Literacy special issue, Visual Pedagogies edited book); 

 Kędra, J. (2018). What does it mean to be visually literate? Examination of visual literacy definitions in a context of higher 3

education. Journal of Visual Literacy, 37(2), 67-84. https://doi.org/10.1080/1051144X.2018.1492234

 Kędra, J. (forhcoming). Teaching visual literacy: Activity in visual interpretation of journalistic photographs. In B. N. Frisby & R. 4

Kaufmann (Eds.), Teaching Communication Series: Pedagogical Resources. Cognella Publishing.

 Kędra, J. (forthcoming). Teaching visual literacy. In S. Keith (Ed.), Teaching Communication Series: Teaching Journalism and Media. 5

Cognella Publishing.
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4. Development as a teacher 
Pedagogical research 
To develop my teaching, I conducted several small-scale pedagogical research projects. In 2019, I 
co-taught two experimentally designed courses on visual research methods. They served as 
teaching and research labs situated within the framework of visual pedagogy that follows a 
dedicated and holistic visual approach to teaching, with an aim to make each class as visual as 
possible. The courses were designed on the basis of experiential learning, dialogic pedagogy, and 
collaborative learning. The results of this educational experiment is published in the chapter: As 
visual as possible: The pedagogy of visual research methods in a Finnish university.  With the same co-6

teacher, we also collected data (students’ assignments, feedback and the course learning portfolio 
in a multimedia format; teachers’ diaries) in the course: Visual Communication as a Way to Improve 
Working Life Skills. The data is currently under analysis. We are especially interested in students’ 
learning process and the development of visual literacy skills. 

Pedagogical training 
I believe that every good teacher needs to constantly develop their teaching skills. Thus, I am 
regularly participating in various pedagogical courses. Among these, I completed the following: 

Some of the key learning from my pedagogical studies I published in a form of the blog posts on 
my personal professional website (see Appendix 5). 

5. Feedback 
Using feedback from students 
I consider teaching as a process of my own 
learning. The tool that helps me to evaluate and 
improve my teaching is a teacher’s diary, a form 
of a written reflection, which I keep during 
courses. In the last class of each course, I also 
collect feedback from students asking them what 
are the three things they liked during the course, 
what are the things they would like to hear/know 
more about, and what suggestions they would 
have to further improve the course. Although 
each time the group of students is different, and 
so their educational needs, the course feedback 

 Kędra, J., & Žakevičiūtė, R. (2022). As visual as possible: The pedagogy of visual research methods in a Finnish university. In J. 6

Kędra (Ed.), Visual Pedagogies in Higher Education: Between Theory and Practice, pp. 27-43. Brill.
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helps me to revise the course content, activities and assignments. I also observe the learning 
dynamics during the course — if possible, I make immediate revisions and adjustments to respond 
to students’ interest and educational needs. 

More examples of the peer-feedback to my teaching practice conducted in the Program is included 
in the Appendix 6. The feedback is based on the video-recorded 3h-class of the intensive summer 
school course on visual research methods and was provided by two fellow teacher-students and the 
instructor in the Program. The session included careful planning of the content, materials, methods 
and timing. 

Awards received for good teaching 
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Peer feedback to my teaching practice in the Professional Teacher Education Program: 

I think Joanna does a good job in facilitating learning — she asks students’ opinions about the content; even 
when a student responds, Joanna seeks for other opinions as well. She gives students an opportunity to think 

and explore their previous knowledge (and her teaching material does a great job in that). This creates a level of 
engagement in the classroom. 

I do find Joanna’s explanations and illustrations very easy to follow. The visual aspect of Joanna’s pedagogy is 
also a very good way to enhance understanding and I think that the visuals are very illustrative and good. I have 

never taken a visual rhetoric or method class. Joanna’s class is basically my introduction to it, and I am really 
enjoying it. I feel like I am in the class.

2021 International Visual Literacy 
Association Research Award in recognition 
of active involvement in outstanding research 
that furthers the cause of visual literacy and 
for achievement in advancing knowledge 
within the field.

Education Development Award for 2019 
for collaborative and diverse development 
of teaching and learning at the department; 
awarded by the Vice-Rector of the 
University of Jyväskylä.



Appendix 1: Overview of courses taught 
TABLE 1. Teaching experience: overview of selected courses and guest lectures. 

Year(s) Name of the 
course

University/
organization

No of 
enrolled 
students

My role in 
the course

Status of 
the course / 
no of credits

Contact 
teaching 
hours

Bachelor’s level courses

2023 
2022 (Forthem) 
2021 (online)

Visual 
Communication as 
a Way to Improve 
Working Life Skills

Univ. of Jyväskylä / 
Summer School in 
Human Sciences

15 
25 
15

responsible 
co-teacher

optional 
(summer 
school course) 
2-3 ECTS

24 / 5days

2018 
2017 
2016

Press Photography: 
Theory, Practice 
and Interpretation

Univ. of Jyväskylä / 
Summer School in 
Human Sciences

18 
19 
10

responsible 
teacher

3 ECTS 24 / 5days

2018 
2019

Introduction to 
Visual Research 
Methods

Univ. of Jyväskylä / 
Summer School in 
Human Sciences

18 
13

responsible 
co-teacher

optional 
3-4 ECTS

24 / 5days

2012 Visual Literacy: 
Press Photography 
as a Medium

Univ. of Jyväskylä / 
Department of 
Communication

20 responsible 
teacher

optional 
4 ECTS

18

2011 Press Photography 
as a Medium for 
Intercultural Com.

Univ. of Jyväskylä / 
Department of 
Communication

15 responsible 
teacher

optional 
3 ECTS

12

Master’s level courses

2023 
2022

Visual Cultures and 
Technologies

Tampere 
University

31 
18

responsible 
teacher

optional 
hybrid 
5ECTS

25

2022 
2021 (online)

Visual Literacy Univ. of Jyväskylä guest 
lecturer

compulsory 
1-2 lectures

4 
2

2019 Visual Research 
Methods for 
Humanities and 
Social Sciences

Univ. of Jyväskylä / 
Faculty of 
Humanities and 
Social Sciences

12 responsible 
co-teacher

optional 
3-5 ECTS

24

2016 
2015

Visual Methods in 
Analysing Imagery

Univ. of Jyväskylä / 
Department of 
Communication

15 
11

guest 
lecturer

optional in a 
compulsory 
methods 
course

4

Doctoral level courses

2023 Visual Research 
Methods and 
Methodologies

Univ. of Jyväskylä / 
Methods Center

10 responsible 
teacher

optional 
3 ECTS

20

2021 (online) Successful Online 
Presentations

Univ. of Jyväskylä / 
Spring School for 
doctoral students

18 responsible 
teacher

optional 
no credits

3

7



Appendix 2: Sample course syllabus 
This syllabus was presented to students upon the introduction class to the course Visual Cultures 
and Technologies, Sept-Dec. 2022 at Tampere University. 

What is this course about? 
The course introduces histories of visual cultures and technologies, with the aim of providing 
students a better understanding of the variety of today’s visual media. It is based on related 
literature in visual studies and visual cultures, and close examinations of selected empirical cases.

Topics that will be covered in the course: 
• introduction to visual culture studies 
• ways of seeing, look as a medium, spectatorship, panopticon; 
• politics of representation; gender and visual cultures; male/female gaze;
• invention of photography; photographic seeing; remembering visual 

technologies and image reproduction; 
• consumer (visual) culture; advertising and visual rhetorics; visual analysis and interpretation; 
• visual literacy 
• ethics and visual culture 
Learning outcomes 
Upon completion of the course, the student
• knows important key moments in the development of visual media, 
• understands reasons why visual cultures and visual media inform each other, 
• recognizes the relations between embodied seeing and visual media, can identify key approaches 

to studying visual media, 
• has the insight on how to analyze visual cultures and technologies. 
Mode of study 
• lectures and seminars (25 hours contact teaching) — at least 80% attendance; online classes only 

in exceptional cases; 
• active participation in contact teaching! 
• homework, readings, preparing for the class discussion; preparing a case study to be presented 

during the course; 
• individual (final) course assignment —> a reflective video; 
Completion mode
• active participation 
• homework/readings 
• preparing a visual case study for the class
• completing a video reflection (final assignment)
Evaluation 
This is a 5 ECTS course (5x 27h studying) of which 4x27h is for individual and group work. 
Numerical grade: 0-5 (0-fail / 5-excellent), calculated as follows: 

attendance + homework/readings + 
active participation (discussions, activities)

a visual case study (pair/group 
project)

a reflective video (final 
assignment)

20% 40% 40%

8



Preparing a visual case study for the course: 
• a pair/group work/project; 
• the more specific the topic — the better! (recommended: 

choose a topic on visuality that is related to your culture/sub-culture); 
• prepare a case study related to visual cultures and technologies (preferably outside of the Anglo-

American context); you can choose a medium or a particular event, an object, or an ongoing 
discussion related to visual cultures — anything that is of interest to you and can be interesting 
to discuss in the class (and is related to the course content!); 

• look at your topic from critical visual culture perspective; 
• feel free to discuss your topic with the teacher (before you decide to work on it!) 
• when to present: 28.10-18.11 (four classes, two case studies per class) 
• choose your pair and decide on the time slot when you want to present your case study (sign up 

on 2.9 or 9.9); 
• there will be 40 min for each case study; you may divide it, e.g.: 

‣ 10-15 min presenting the case 
‣ 25-30 min discussing it with your classmates 

But it is up to you what you will do during your 40 min — the only rule is that you cannot talk 
yourself for too long! 
• feel free to prepare activities, discussion points, texts to read or something to watch beforehand 

(send your material in advance to the teacher so that your fellow classmates have at least a week 
to prepare); 

• feedback: by your fellow students in the class (a form with questions provided) and by your 
teacher; each presenting student will need to fill in a reflective report (about 1 page) within a 
few days from the presentation; 

Final assignment: A video reflection
• an individual course project; 
• aim: the video reflection should demonstrate your learning about various topics related to 

visual cultures and technologies; 
• this is not about your skills in video recording or editing, but ONLY the slides/pictures with the 

voice over are not allowed either; 
• use your creativity; show visual cultures around you and comment on that by using knowledge 

you gained and ideas you developed during the course; 
• length: ~10 min 
A video reflection - What to include?
• You can start from introducing yourself, mentioning your background and possible previous 

knowledge in visual cultures and technologies (max 30s). 
• You can make short videos after each class by reflecting on what have you learned and how 

differently you may perceive visuality around you. Use examples of relevant visuality. 
• Alternatively: make the reflection notes after each class (in writing, drawing, doodling), so that 

you don’t forget what you want to include in the final video; —> learning diary 
• Ideally, your video includes reflections from all or most of the classes (including the ones with the 

visual case studies). 
• Do not include the lecture materials, e.g., lecture slides, but your reflection on what you learned. 
• Be creative! 

9

Learning is not a spectator sport. 
(Chickering &Gamson, 1987, p. 4)



Appendix 3: Sample classroom activity 
An activity in visual interpretation of journalistic photographs, which I frequently use in my 
courses. It is a revised and simplified (for teaching purposes) version of the model I developed for 
research to analyze press photographs. The version presented here is the full manuscript approved 
for publication as follows: 

Kędra, J. (forthcoming). Teaching visual literacy: Activity in visual interpretation of journalistic 
photographs. In B. N. Frisby & R. Kaufmann (Eds.), Pedagogical Resources, Vol. 4 of Teaching 
Communication (D. D. Sellnow & M. G. Strawser, Eds.). Cognella Publishing. 

Teaching Visual Literacy: 
Activity in Visual Interpretation of Journalistic Photographs 
For this activity in visual interpretation, I suggest using journalistic photographs, particularly the 
award-winning images (see Resources), which are often visually rich, and thus, provide excellent 
material to practice visual reading skills. Journalistic photographs (also: press photographs) are 
easily accessible images of a polysemic character that can be approached on two levels of 
interpretation: (i) the basic one that focuses on what the image depicts and how, by using which 
photographic techniques and (ii) the advanced that aims to explore intertextual connections, 
symbol(s), or visual rhetorical figures. The proposed activity can be implemented with any group of 
students, even without any prior experience in visual interpretation and visual learning. It can be 
used in the classroom as a group/pair exercise or as a homework assignment.

Goal 
The activity aims to develop students’ visual literacy, and specifically, their skills in visual 
perception, interpretation of the visual, ability to translate an image into a text or narration, and 
gaining knowledge of basic visual vocabulary. These are the skills in visual reading (see the three 
categories of visual literacy skills as outlined in the chapter “Teaching Visual Literacy”, Vol. III).

Rational 
Guided by the series of questions in Table 1, students learn to interpret a journalistic photograph. 
They train visual perception by looking carefully at all elements in the photograph (describing 
image content) and by identifying technical aspects of an image (composition, usage of colors, 
light, etc.). With the instructor’s help, students can learn basic visual vocabulary about composition, 
perspective, framing (long-shot, close-up, detail, etc.), and more advanced: denotation and 
connotation, intertextuality, symbol. By verbalizing the interpretation process, either orally or in 
writing, students develop their skills in translating images into text(s).

Outcomes 
Using the guidelines for teaching visual literacy in media and communication courses as outlined in 
Vol. III, the following learning objectives can be formulated for this activity:

• students comprehend visual information in journalistic photographs;

• students can conduct basic interpretation of the visual (here: a journalistic photograph);

• students demonstrate a critical understanding of visual communication through the medium of 

press photography;

To achieve these learning objectives, students may need to conduct the interpretation process 
several times of various photographs or a series of photographs (a photo reportage). Learning can 

10



be enhanced by first conducting the interpretation process in pairs or groups and later individually 
with another photograph, for example, as a homework assignment.

Procedure 
The model for interpretation (see Table 1) can be used as it stands, that is, without any 
introductory lecture on visual interpretation. Tough, if the course design allows, the instructor can 
familiarize students with some basic concepts used in the model and illustrate these with relevant 
visual examples.

The model was created on the basis of selected visual research methodologies for the analysis of 
found images. It compiles elements of visual rhetoric (Barthes, 1964/1977), visual content analysis, 
compositional interpretation (Rose, 2012), and intertextuality. Although the model includes terms 
that may sound unfamiliar to students, the questions included in the model should facilitate the 
interpretation process without any need to define the terms.

First, students are provided with copies of the interpretation model (Table 1). The photograph, 
selected beforehand by the instructor, is displayed on the screen. Students can start by interpreting 
the image in pairs or small groups, collectively answering the questions included in the model. 
Following the given order of questions is recommended, because it increasingly engages learners in 
the interpretation process, starting from denotation toward connotation.

Next, students share their interpretations with the whole group while the instructor facilitates the 
process by taking a few answers for each step in the model. While hearing diverse responses to the 
same question(s), the instructor may focus students’ attention on the polysemic character of 
images, and on the fact that visual interpretation is just… interpretation, that is, the meaning of the 
image depends on who is looking at it. The instructor may further expand on this issue by 
discussing with students how the reception process of visuality depends on who is looking and at 
what, bringing here Berger’s words: “We never look just at one thing; we are always looking at the 
relation between things and ourselves” (Berger, 1972, p. 9). For the development of students’ skills 
in visual reading, the instructor must search for more elaborated responses from students, i.e., 
encouraging learners to justify their interpretations in connection to the image or its elements.


Table 1. Model for interpretation of journalistic photographs. 

1 basic denotation What does the image show? Describe. What kind of story does it present? What is 
known about the image content based on its caption?

2 compositional 
interpretation

Describe image composition, usage of colors and light(ing). What is their role in 
relation to the image content? What can you see in the foreground, and in the 
background, which elements are centered? What is the atmosphere of this image?

3 emotions, feelings
What kinds of emotions and feelings does the image raise in you? Try to connect 
them with concrete visual elements (e.g., colors, composition, image content, 
something else?)

4 symbol Are there any elements in the image which seem to symbolize something? Explain 
their meaning in connection to image content.

5 intertextuality To what other (visual) texts does the image refer? Does it remind you of some other 
cultural artifacts, photographs, art, film, etc.? Explain the connection.

6 visual communication An image is a form of communication. What is the message that this image carry? 
What argument is made through the image?
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Appraisal 
This activity should be regarded foremost as training in visual literacy rather than an assignment 
that would require grading. Therefore, it is important to assure students that any responses to the 
questions included in the model are welcome. Learners’ visual perception and their experience in 
visual interpretation may vary significantly. For that reason, this activity may at first require some 
facilitation by the instructor, especially with students with no prior experience in visual 
interpretation.

Variations of the activity 
The interpretation model in Table 1 can be used for other than journalist images, for example, print 
advertisements. In this case, I suggest adding questions about visual rhetorical figures: What kind of 
visual rhetorical figures can you identify in the image? What is their role in constructing an argument? 
The ‘argument’ refers to the rhetorical function of images. Examples of visual rhetorical figures can 
be introduced to students before the interpretation process.

Resources 
Photographs for this activity can be searched from the databases of the following international 
competitions in photojournalism:

• World Press Photo: https://www.worldpressphoto.org

• Pictures of the Year: https://www.poy.org/index.html

Students should be provided with the photograph and its caption.
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Appendix 4: Collaborative development of teaching 
Collaborative development of learning environments — The Teachers Chat Room organized at the 
University of Jyväskylä. 
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Appendix 5: Key learnings from pedagogical studies 
Examples of some key learnings from my pedagogical studies and teaching practice, published 
in a form of the blog posts on my personal professional website: http://joannakedra.com  
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Appendix 6: Peer feedback to teaching 
Peer feedback to my teaching practice in the Professional Teacher Education Program; intensive 
summer school course: Visual Research Methods; feedback based on video-recorded 3h of teaching. 
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Appendix 7: Assessment of teaching competence 
The assessment of teaching demonstration for the Title of Docent (Adjunct Prof.) in Visual Literacy.
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