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The evidence found 

in photographs “is of 

great use if  

you know how to  

cross-examine them.”

—John Ruskin

“[I]mages allow us 
to ‘imagine’ the past 
more vividly.”
—Peter Burke

Nine featured activities
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Activity Purpose Image selection criteriaAssess the explanation
Judge whether a proposed explanation 
of the contents of an image is believable

Bridging activity: 
learn to read pictures by responding to 
relatively simple explanations

images that invite drawing multiple 
inferences about the 5W questions
images that provide relevant and 
diverse information about a historical 
or contemporary event

•

•

Explain the image
Use visual clues to develop informative 
explanations of images

Broad information:
Gather general information about a 
historical or contemporary situation or 
place

images that create some mystery 
about the event depicted 
images that allow students to draw 
multiple inferences about the 5W 
questions

•

•

Explore daily life
Draw conclusions about the lifestyle, 
practices and conditions of a person or 
group

Insight into life and times: 
Learn to use images as information 
sources about people’s quality of life, 
routines and values

documentary images containing rel-
evant and diverse information about 
life and customs in the designated 
historical or contemporary setting

•

Focus on the senses
Identify the sensory experiences 
represented in an image

Experiential feeling: 
Imagine the range of sensations of smell, 
taste, sound, and touch evoked by an 
image

documentary images containing 
details upon which to draw inferences 
about different sensorial experiences

•

Describe inner thoughts
Infer the beliefs, fears, and values of a 
group or individual featured in an image

Empathic portrayal: 
Get inside the thoughts and perspective 
of a contemporary or historical person 
or group

images that offer an expressive, close-
up view of an individual or group
images that include contextual clues 
about the inner thoughts of a focal 
person or group

•

•

Uncover the themes
Identify words that capture the 
underlying feeling or message of an 
image

Underlying theme: 
Recognize the feelings or broader ideas 
represented in an image

impressionistic images that can be 
seen to represent various themes or 
evoke strong feelings or reactions.

•

Decipher the artist’s views 
Interpret the artist’s impressions of 
people, events or objects as revealed in 
an image

Artist’s perspective: 
Recognize the views and attitudes that 
artists communicate through the choices 
made in presenting the people, events or 
objects

impressionistic images containing 
clues that assist in exploring the 
artist’s views on the subject

•

Reflect on the image
Develop thoughtful reflections to extend 
or speculate on ideas raised by an image

Think beyond the known: 
Go beyond the observed details 
to formulate questions about the 
circumstances depicted in an image

images that offer incomplete or mys-
terious glimpses of a contemporary or 
historical place or event

•

Look for distortions
Learn to anticipate and detect potential 
inaccuracies or misleading features in 
an image

Question the image: 
Recognize how images may offer 
misleading, unrepresentative or 
inaccurate accounts of a time and placece

images that offer misleading, unrep-
resentative, or factually inaccurate 
glimpses of a contemporary or histori-
cal place or event

•
In

te
rp

re
tin

g 
th

e 
ex

pl
ic

it 
co

nt
en

t
R

ea
di

ng
 b

eh
in

d 
an

 im
ag

e
C

ha
lle

ng
in

g 
an

 im
ag

e

Investigating  
Images

This resource contains teaching instructions, 

reproducible data charts, and assessment ru-

brics to support students in learning to:

use drawings, photographs, and paintings  as vivid and 

evocative sources of information about historical or 

contemporary times and places;

recognize the limits and pitfalls of using images as 

sources  of information.

•

•

Overview of activities

INVESTIGATING

IM
AGES

INVESTIGATING

IM
AGES

INVESTIGATING
IMAGES

Use visual clues to develop informative 

explanations of images

Explain the image

Published by 

Afghan military men with a large weapon — Image available at www.tc2.ca/ii

Purpose Introductory analysis: To help students understand the basic contents of an 

image in anticipation of involving them in other activities requiring deeper analysis 

of the image.Broad information: To help students gather general information about 

a historical or contemporary situation or place — either to extend what they have already 

studied or to provide a starting point for an inquiry into a new topic.

Image se lect ion
If this activity is intended simply to provide a preliminary introduction to images before 

students undertake further analysis, select images that best satisfy the requirements 

of the additional investigative activities you intend to use. 

If this activity is the sole form of investigation you intend for students to carry out, select 

one or more images, without captions or explanations, that meet the following criteria:

create some mystery about the event depicted;

allow students to draw several inferences about each of the 5W questions;

provide relevant and diverse information about a designated historical 

or contemporary event.

•

•

•

•
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of the image.

Broad information: To help students gather general information about 
a historical or contemporary situation or place — either to extend what they have already 
studied or to provide a starting point for an inquiry into a new topic.

Image se lect ion
If this activity is intended simply to provide a preliminary introduction to images before 
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If this activity is the sole form of investigation you intend for students to carry out, select 
one or more images, without captions or explanations, that meet the following criteria:

create some mystery about the event depicted;
allow students to draw several inferences about each of the 5W questions;
provide relevant and diverse information about a designated historical 
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Using photographs, 
drawings, and  

paintings as inform
ation sources

Interpreting the  
explicit content

Assess the explanation

Explain the image

Explore daily life
Focus on the senses

Describe inner thoughts

•
•
•
•
•

Reading behind the image

Uncover the themes

Decipher the artist’s view
•
•

Challenging an image
Reflect on the image

Look for distortions
•
•



INVESTIGATING

IMAGES IN
VESTIG

ATIN
G

IM
AGES

IN
VE

ST
IG

AT
IN

G

IM
A

G
ES

IN
VESTIG

ATIN
G

IM
AGES

INVESTIGATING
IMAGES

INVESTIGATING

IMAGES

IN
VE

ST
IG

AT
IN

G
IM

A
G

ES

IN
VE

ST
IG

AT
IN

G
IM

A
G

ES

INVESTIGATING

IMAGES

INVESTIGATING

IM
AGES

IN
VE

ST
IG

AT
IN

G

IM
A

G
ES

INVESTIGATING

IMAGES

INVESTIGATING

IMAGES

Tips on invest igat ing images

Interpret the explicit message: Use any of the five “explicit content” activities to help students “read” images to 

learn what they can tell them about the time and place depicted in the image. Select activities that suit the kind of 

images available to you.

Interpret the implied message: Afterwards introduce students to the idea of reading “behind” an image to learn 

what it tells about the people who created the image. Use either of the two proposed activities to help students look 

for the creators’ opinions and values.

Emphasize hypotheses not truths: Encourage students to treat their conclusions as hypotheses—as tentative 

interpretations that may or may not match the actual or intended message. Emphasize assessing the plausibility of 

their interpretations based on details in the images and, where possible, on additional sources of information.

Use multiple images: Increase the likelihood that students will draw plausible and representative conclusions by 

using several related images.

Provide background information: Whenever appropriate, provide background information about the contents 

of the images (that is, the history, culture, and geography of the scene) and their context (for example, who created 

them, for what purpose or audience).

Question the reliability of images: Help students appreciate that images, including photographs, are not straight-

forward mirrors of reality, but constructed, often selective recreations of life. Use the two proposed “challenge” 

activities to help students assess the degree to which an image offers an accurate, representative, and complete 

portrayal.

•

•

•

•

•

•

Kinds of images
It is useful to distinguish two kinds of images. Documentary images are drawings, photographs, and paintings where 

the creator attempts to faithfully report on or document things as they really are. Impressionistic images “re-present” 

or portray the sense or meaning that someone has made of an event, person, or place. Impressionistic images are typi-

cally intended to accentuate features or persuade viewers.

Images as sources of informat ion
Sources of different kinds of information. Both documentary and impressionistic images are valuable information sources—but they serve different purposes. Documentary images are generally useful sources of information about the people and objects in the image; impressionistic images are more useful in providing information about the attitudes and opinions of the people behind the image (for example, whether the creator was sympathetic or disapproving, impressed or discouraged).

•

Matters of degree. Documentary artists may try to report things as they actually are, but it is a practical impossibility to achieve this goal. Inevitably, images consciously or uncon-sciously introduce creators’ beliefs and values. Similarly, even highly impressionistic images will likely capture some elements of life as it is.

Forms of documentary and impressionistic images. Not all photographs will be documentary images, and paintings and drawings may not be impressionistic images. A cut-away drawing of a car engine, for example, may reveal more about its actual workings than would a photograph of the engine. Similarly, realistic paintings of famous people may reveal every wart and wrinkle of the person’s face. Alternatively, as many magazine advertisements demonstrate, photographs can be manipulated to be highly impressionistic.

•

•

Documentary photographs “re-present” and 
do not simply “mirror” reality because of the 
choices the artist or photographer must make:

point of view (for example, from above, below, 
bird’s-eye)
composition (for example, what is front and cen-tre, or off to the side or in the background) 
framing (what is included and excluded)
lighting (for example, dimly lit or surrounded in light)
timing (for example, time of day, the moment 
captured such as when a person is smiling or not)

•

•

•
•

•

Criter ia for assessing images
Any image can be judged in light of three criteria:

accurate: Does it depict what was actually the case?representative: Does it provide a typical or highly unusual glimpse? complete: Are there omissions that alter the sense we might make of things?

•
•
•

As sources of information about the  people and objects in the image
As sources of information about the  people responsible for the imageDocumentary 

images
Provide generally accurate information because 
their intended purpose is to faithfully document 
reality. However, artists may intentionally 
introduce errors or portray inaccurate scenes. 
May or may not be representative or complete.

Often provide few obvious clues about the 
creator’s views and, as such, are generally 
incomplete and unrepresentative.

Impressionist 
images

Often provide inaccurate information that is 
unrepresentative and significantly incomplete 
because the images may be highly skewed to 
create the desired impression.

Tend to reveal largely accurate information 
about the creators’ views because they are 
deliberately created to communicate an 
impression. May or may not be representative 
or complete, depending on how revealing the 
image is of the creator’s views.
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random snapshots
scale drawings
accurate paintings

•
•
•

posed photographs
schematic or reconstructed 

drawings
“realistic” paintings

•
•

•

staged or doctored photographs

political cartoons
“impressionistic” paintings

propaganda and advertising

•
•
•
•

Documentary images

Impressionistic images

IMAGE CREDITS (left to right):  ©CIDA photo: David Barbour; McCord Museum; ©CIDA photo: Helene Tremblay; 
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