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"VISUAL literacy ... oh yes, that 
is the program in which kids learn how to 
take pictures" ... or ... "We thought about 
putting visual literacy in our curriculum, but 
we didn't have funds enough for 16mm 
cameras and film."

These are just two fairly typical com 
ments educators have made concerning visual 
literacy. It is apparent that many educators, 
both in the public schools and in institutions 
of higher learning, have either hazy ideas or 
just plain misconceptions regarding this new 
and emerging concept.

What then is visual literacy 9 Certain 
educators desire to implement visually 
oriented programs to foster the development 
of visually literate individuals. Visual literacy 
is currently fulfilling a variety of roles in 
the curriculum, having lasting impact on 
children.

Visual literacy as a concept began in 
1966 with the thinking of John L. Debes. 
Perhaps more than any other single indi 
vidual, he has given direction and encourage 
ment to this multidisciplinary concept. In 
1968 Debes discussed some of the psycho 
logical, educational, and societal foundations 
supporting the visual literacy concept.' In 
describing the role of visual literacy, he has 
expressed four general types of learning ex 
periences which contribute to the develop 
ment of visually literate individuals:

  The nature of the learning experience

1 J. L. Debes. "Some Foundations for Visual 
Literacy." A udiovisual Instruction 1 3: 961-64; 1968.

should provide practice for the learner in select 
ing from his environment particular visual phe 
nomena of importance to him.

  The nature of the learning experience 
should permit the learner, once he has seen a 
thing, to do something in such a way that there 
transpires a meaningful interaction between 
him and whatever he sees.

  The nature of the learning experience 
should be contrived in order that opportunities 
exist for the learner to create meaningful visual 
statements.

  The nature of the learning experience 
should necessitate a reason for the learner to 
have practice in arranging his ideas visually.

Although these learning experiences de 
fine in a sense visual literacy, a somewhat 
more direct definition might be the one devel 
oped by the 1969 National Conference on 
Visual Literacy:

Visual literacy refers to a group of vision- 
competencies a human being can develop by 
seeing and, at the same time, having and inte 
grating other sensory experiences. The develop 
ment of these competencies is fundamental to 
normal human learning. When developed, they 
enable a visually literate person to discriminate 
and interpret visible actions, objects, and/or 
symbols, natural or man-made, that he en 
counters in the environment. Through creative 
use of these competencies, he is able to compre 
hend and enjoy the master works of visual 
communication.

* /. R . Puniis, Assistant Professor of Education, 
Oklahoma State University, Stillwater
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A less sophisticated and somewhat more 
school-oriented definition might be:

Visual literacy programs consist of those 
multidisciplinary activities which provide the 
learner with direct opportunities to develop skills 
in becoming an interpretive, creative sender and 
intelligent receiver of his visual and verbal 
environment.

Using Visual Experience

Why, some may ask, should we be con 
cerned with implementing visual literacy 
programs? Are there not enough TV, film, 
and other visual media in our schools? The 
answer lies not in the quantity of visual ma 
terials available, but with the emphasis and 
place they occupy in the curriculum. Young 
children come to the school experience with 
a background of some 4,000 to 6,000 hours of 
TV, an experience in almost total passive- 
ness. They are children of a visual world, 
yet they are being shaped by their environ 
ment without having any control other than 
the volume level. Young children who come 
from our society with electronically equipped 
homes tend to have limited visual-motor 
experiences.

The child leaves a home where he has 
grown accustomed to a highly visual and 
electronic environment. He is able to change 
the visual stimulation to which he passively 
responds at the flip of a switch. Learning, 
as he comes to know it, is not a result of 
interacting with his environment, but be 
comes an absorption process. The child 
comes to school, then, with an awareness and 
acceptance of his visual environment and is 
perhaps ready for direct visual learning ex 
periences of the nature which Debes has 
described. Instead, he enters a school envi 
ronment filled with ditto sheets, crayons, 
scissors, paper, glue, and reading, reading, 
reading, reading. Reward comes in the form 
of an opportunity to see reruns of The 
Electric Company and Sesame Street.

A cursory examination of almost any 
school curriculum will lead one to the realiza 
tion that learning experiences directed at 
providing opportunities for the child to be 
come an interpretive, creative sender and

intelligent receiver of his subjective and ob 
jective environment are lacking. There is, 
then, a need at the preservice and in-service 
levels to help teachers develop an ability to 
contrive direct visual learning experiences.

Concomitantly, there exists a need for 
programs and materials which can assist 
teachers in contriving direct visual learning 
experiences. These programs and materials 
should be of such nature that the learning 
experiences are associated with concrete ob 
jects and personal and emotional involve 
ment which result in an interactive process 
with other individuals.

The concept of visual literacy is such 
that it enables program developers to opera- 
tionalize it in many forms. It is not a pro 
gram that is implemented at a specific grade 
level for a specific period of time. There is 
no closure to visual literacy. Visual literacy 
is that growing awareness on the part of 
teachers and pupils of greater alternative 
responses to a constantly changing visual 
world. It appears as if at every point in the 
curriculum where the teaching of verbal 
skills is justified, corresponding visual skills 
can also be justified.

A Second Phase

In many respects, implementation pro 
grams in visual literacy are entering a second 
phase. Research-oriented projects in the late 
sixties which involved limited numbers of 
children are now being followed by more 
tightly designed programs and implementa 
tion involving several hundred or even thou 
sands of students. The following is not meant 
to be an inclusive listing of current visual 
literacy programs, but only an indication as 
to the variety and growth of this new field.

Stimulating and fostering this growth 
is a clearinghouse and information source 
regarding current activities at the Center of 
Visual Literacy, University of Rochester. The 
center is responsible for creating interest in 
and expanding the conceptual horizons of 
this multidisciplinary field.

The Learning Resource Center at Red 
Oak, Iowa, is one of several centers which 
are developing materials. This center is cur-

May 1973 715



ASCD Audio Cassettes
Audio cassette recordings of renowned educators speak 
ing on some of the controversies in which schools and 
society are currently embroiled are now available from 
the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Develop 
ment

Addresses were recorded "live" at ASCD-sponsored con 
ferences. A recent addition to the cassette series is a 
discussion by Alexander Frazier and four doctoral stu 
dents of the merits of the open school concept.

The cassettes may be used with any cassette player. 
Each is packaged in a plastic case for convenient storage.

Williaa M. AhiMder, "Curriculum Planning as It Should 
Be," 1971. 62 min. $6.00,

JertM S. Brimr, 'The Process of Education Reconsid 
ered," 1971. 50 min. $5.00.

Price M. Cobbs. "Dare To Care / Dare To Act," 1971. 
46 min. $5.00.

Dm W. Dodson, "Action for the Seventies: What Is Our 
Unfinished Agenda?" 1972. 44 min. $6.00.

Rickard L Fitter, "Educational Supervision: Dead or 
Alive?" 1969. 38 min. $5.00.

MeiMder Frazier and Doctoral Students, "Questions 
About Open Schools," 1972. 60 min. $5.00.
Jack R. Frvmier, "A Curriculum Manifesto," 1972. 60 min. 
$6 JO.

Alvin 0. Loving, ST., "One America by the Year 2000," 
1972. 45 min. $8.00.

Chariot E. SHbtraM, "Crisis in the Classroom A Diag 
nosis with Suggestions for Remedy," 1971. 33 min. 
$8.00.

Neil V. Sullivan, "Crisis in Values," 1971. 37 min. $6.00.

All audio cassette orders must be accompanied by pay 
ment billed purchase orders cannot be accepted for 
audio cassettes. No discounts are given on quantity 
orders of cassettes.

Order fro*:
AssKJatiM for Supervision
and Cimcukui Dtwlmmt
ROOM 421,1201 SixtMMk SL, M.W. 
WashtaftM, O.C. ZOOM

rently piloting mass communications pack 
ages in 25 Midwestern high schools. The 
Buffalo, New York, project entitled "Early 
Push" is involving some 2,000 preschool chil 
dren. The goal of this program is to improve 
each child's self-concept and increase his 
environmental awareness. A visual literacy 
program in San Diego, California, is aimed 
at improving the speaking and reading abili 
ties of 1,800 primary bilingual children. The 
entire system of Milford, Ohio, K-12, has 
implemented a program to improve verbal 
and visual literacy as well as visual eloquence.

Institutions of higher learning, such as 
Haverford College, Haverford, Pennsylvania, 
and the Rochester Institute of Technology, 
Rochester, New York, have specific programs 
to improve total literacy. At the state educa 
tion level there is a growing recognition of 
visual literacy. The State Education Depart 
ments of New York, Vermont, Wyoming, 
Idaho, and others are now officially accept 
ing this new field as a valid means to con 
ventional educational goals or as a valued 
goal in itself.-

Various reasons or rationales are given 
to support visual literacy programs. Some 
educators are placing cameras in the hands 
of young children primarily to develop self- 
concept, whereas others see components of a 
visual literacy program as a means to further 
verbal skills. As our sophistication in design 
and development increases, more programs 
will exist which combine the goals of earlier 
work. These goals of increased verbal skills, 
self-confidence, self-awareness, and environ 
mental awareness will become processes in 
the development of a completely literate 
individual.

As children, teachers, media specialists, 
psychologists, linguists, researchers, and phi 
losophers continue to explore the realm of 
visual literacy, the artificial divisions between 
our visual and verbal worlds will continue to 
become less obvious. In this visual/verbal 
world there is no room for competition. Con 
tinued exploration of this concept will reveal 
the reality of the existing unification of these 
two means of expression. Q

2 Letter from J. L. Debes, Eastman Kodak 
Company, Rochester, New York, January 15, 1973.
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