


INTRODUCTION 



WHAT IS VISUAL LITERACY? 

• Multiple definitions exist. 

• First coined by John Debes, co-founder of the 
International Visual Literacy Association (IVLA), in 
1969.  

 

 “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.” 



WHAT IS VISUAL LITERACY? 

• Definition provided by the  Association of 
College and Research Libraries is most 
applicable to teaching the one-shot session. 

• ACRL Visual Literacy Competency Standards for 
Higher Education published in 2011. 

o Similar concept to the Information Literacy 
Competency Standards. 

o Outlines the skills an individual must possess 
in order to be visually literate at the college 
level. 



WHAT IS VISUAL LITERACY? 

ACRL definition 
 Visual literacy is a set of abilities that enables an 
 individual to effectively find, interpret, evaluate, 
 use, and create images and visual media. Visual 
 literacy skills equip a learner to understand and 
 analyze the contextual, cultural, ethical, 
 aesthetic, intellectual, and technical components 
 involved in the production and use of visual 
 materials. A visually literate individual is both a 
 critical consumer of visual media and a competent 
 contributor to a body of shared knowledge and 
 culture. 



WHAT IS VISUAL LITERACY? 

ACRL’s seven standards for visual literacy: 
• Determine the nature and extent of the visual materials 

needed 

• Find and access needed images and visual media effectively 
and efficiently 

• Interpret and analyze the meanings of images and visual 
media 

• Evaluate images and their sources 

• Use images and visual media effectively 

• Design and create meaningful images and visual media 

• Understand many of the ethical, legal, social, and economic 
issues surrounding the creation and use of images and visual 
media, and access and use visual materials ethically 



WHY TEACH VISUAL LITERACY? 

• Easier than ever to create images 

• Easier than ever to manipulate images 

• Easier than ever to misuse images 

• Web becomes more visual every year 

• Assignments are increasingly multi-media 

• Visual Literacy is a cross-disciplinary facet of 
critical thinking 

 



THE ONE-SHOT SESSION 

• Typically, a 20-60 minute instructional session 

• Introduces college students to basic research 
techniques  

• Informs of them of available resources 

• Presented by a librarian 

• Can take place in a classroom or computer lab 

• Usually occurs within one class period 



TEACHING METHODOLOGIES 



IMAGE QUALITY 

• Students are prone to doing quick and easy 
searches through commercial sites. 

• Show them why this problematic through 
demonstrations and solid examples. 

• The following slides come from a presentation 
I gave to a History of Art course in fall 2014. 



 

 

WHAT’S OUT THERE? 

Searching Flickr for Romaine Brooks – which are images of  the artist’s actual paintings? 

How have they been altered? Which are copies or works done after her paintings? 



Was the image taken professionally? Is it high enough 

resolution to see clear detail? Has the image been 

cropped? Is the color balanced? Has the image been 

“enhanced” with Photoshop or other tools? 

QUALITY? 



IMAGE QUALITY 

Which of  these images are acceptable? Depending on the website, the date for this 

painting is either 1891, 1892, or 1893 – which is correct? 



IMAGE QUALITY 

Copies of  paintings are easy to come across, but can be difficult to recognize out of  

context. Also note the flipped image. For rarer artworks with fewer images available, it 

can be hard to tell what’s accurate and what’s not. 



IMAGE QUALITY 

A Google Image search for “Music I” by Gustav Klimt. Which are “real”? Which are copies? Is 

the quality good enough for any of  these? 

 

 





IMAGE QUALITY 

Answer: check the website! 

• Be skeptical of  anything found on a personal 

blog, Pinterest, Deviant Art page, etc. Even if  

the author of  the page intended to post an 

accurate representation of  an artwork, it 

could still be a false or altered copy that they 

failed to notice. 

• Be especially leery of  anything from a website 

trying to sell you anything—such as Ebay, 

Allposters, Café Press, etc. These are almost 

certainly reproductions. 

• Wiki sites can be somewhat trustworthy, but 

remember that anyone can alter the 

information and pictures. Not everything you 

see will be accurate. 

• Websites you can trust are official sites of  

museums, libraries, universities, etc. 

 

 



IMAGE QUALITY: CONTENT 

• Concern over image quality goes beyond fine 
arts. 

• Example: Reuters photo controversy 

o In 2006, freelance photographer Adnan Hajj 
digitally manipulated photographs of an attack 
on Beirut. 

o These altered images added smoke and missile 
flares, exaggerating the intensity of the attacks. 

oThe photos were picked up and circulated by 
Reuters to news sources worldwide. 



IMAGE QUALITY: PROPERTIES 

• The technical qualities of images are highly 
important, whether a student is using the 
visuals for their own research or planning on 
publishing or remixing them (with permission, 
of course!) 

• Using pixelated, low-resolution images reflect 
poorly on a student’s work. 



IMAGE QUALITY: PROPERTIES 

• Students should be aware of: 

o  Different file formats (lossy vs. non-lossy) 

o  Minimum recommended PPI and  
dimension requirements for using images in 
print, projections, and online 

o  Where to find this information on their 
saved image files. 
o  Mac: right click  Get Info 

o  PC: right click  Properties 
 



IMAGE QUALITY 

Samples taken from digital 

“copies” of  the photograph 

D14 by Man Ray 

 

Source: hint.fm 



IMAGE QUALITY 

Details taken from various digital images of  

Botticelli’s The Birth of  Venus 

 

 

Source: hint.fm 



• High quality imagery with 

details well-lit 

• Verifiable description that 

coincides with what you know 

and other art sources confirm 

• Established publisher with a 

reputation for accuracy 

• Permalinks or some 

establishment of  long-standing 

URLs 

• Images cited in other research 

WHAT IS QUALITY? 



Internet community sites like Flickr, Wikipedia and 

Google Images are not vetted. Concern lies within: 

 

• Descriptive information 

• Copyright issues 

• Image quality 

 

YOU DESERVE BETTER 



IMAGE QUALITY: METADATA 

• Accurate, thorough metadata is essential to 
images. 

o  Provides reliable descriptions / details of an 
image’s content. 

o  The only way of preserving an image’s 
accessibility. 

• Students should know where to look for text 
accompanying an image—both in text fields 
and embedded in the image file itself—and 
how to determine the trustworthiness of the 
data. 



RELIABLE DATA? 

Found on Flickr: 

How would you find the title? Or the museum that owns it? How can you trust that the creation 

date (1910) is correct and not a typo? 



FINDING IMAGES 

• Provide students with a list of reputable image 
sources relevant to their course topic. 
o Your university’s digital collections 

o Online collections of museums 

o Library-subscribed databases 

o Open access collections such as the Digital Public  
Library of America or the Google Art Project 

• Demonstrate how to access and search image 
databases such as Artstor or Bridgeman 
Education. 

• Explain how to do advanced searches and how 
to use Boolean operators.  



FINDING IMAGES 

• Students will keep using Google Images. Show 
them how to use it better. 
o Starting with Google Art Project instead. 

o Verifying images / information found on Google 
against a more reputable source. 

o Refining searches with site:.edu or site:.org search 
operators to only search websites ending with .edu or 
.org 

• Still need to be careful of Wikipedia images with 
this. 

o Filtering Image Results to show only images that have 
a Creative Commons license that matches their needs. 



Know how to use site operators! 

• When using Google, add site:.edu or site:.org to retrieve results from 
more trustworthy sources with .edu or .org domains. 

 

Know how to use Boolean operators. 

Many search engines and databases allow for Boolean operators. These greatly 
enhance the flexibility of  your search. Examples: 

• Color OR Colour 

• Venus OR Aphrodite 

• Venus NOT planet 

• Sculpt* (retrieves results for sculpture, sculptor, sculpted, etc.) 

• Print* (retrieves results for printmaking, printing, printed, printmaker, etc). 

BETTER IMAGE SEARCHING 



University provided sites exist because a Master’s degreed 
information professional evaluated it for scholarly value. 

 

 

 

YOU DESERVE BETTER 

Take advantage of  the resources available 

to you! 

 

• Try the library’s subject guides 

(LibGuides) for History of  Art and 

Images. 

 

History of  Art: 
         http://guides.lib.umich.edu/finearts 

 

Images: 

        http://guides.lib.umich.edu/images 

 

http://guides.lib.umich.edu/finearts
http://guides.lib.umich.edu/finearts
http://guides.lib.umich.edu/images
http://guides.lib.umich.edu/images


Consider the who, what, when, where, why, 

and how of  the artworks for which 

you’re searching. 

 • Culture / Country 

 • Era / time period 

 • Materials used 

 • Reason for creation 

 • Style 

 

Use these to brainstorm a list of  

keywords. 

SEARCH TIPS 



Culture 

Consider both societal and religious groups 

• European 

 • Italian 

       - Venetian 

       - Florentine 

  • German 

  • French 

• Christian 

 - Roman Catholic 

 - Anglican 

• Jewish 

 

Country / Region 

• Great Britain, Flanders, Poland, Bulgaria… 

CULTURE / COUNTRY 



• Asia: search by dynasty / empire. 

 - Northern Song 

 - Khmer Empire 

• Africa: search by kingdom or period. 

 - Ptolemaic Kingdom 

 - Mamluk Sultanate 

• Europe / America: search by time period. 

 - Medieval  

 - Renaissance 

 - Victorian 

• Search by style: 

 - Baroque 

 - Modern 

 - Contemporary 

• Search by century 
 

 

ERA / TIME PERIOD 



Search by materials or technique: 

• Marble 

• Bronze 

• Tempera 

• Woodblock  

• Drawing 

• Etching 

• Engraving 

• Sculpture 

• Architecture 

• Fresco 

 

MATERIALS AND TECHNIQUES 



• Subjects typically describe what an 

artwork is of and what it is about. 

 -- Female portraits 

 -- Religious scenes 

 -- Mythology 

 -- Pegasus 

 -- Saint Cecilia 

 -- Music 

 -- Mask 

• Keywords can be used when you have 

a specific name, title, or concept in 

mind. 

 -- Sistine Chapel 

SUBJECTS AND KEYWORDS 



Continue to brainstorm 
throughout the search process. 
Note what works, and what 
doesn’t. 

 

Use a basic search at first. If  
you get too many results, use 
the advanced search function. 

 

Try alternate terms if  you don’t 
get any results initially. 
(Example: try searching for 
“Cupid and Psyche” if  “Amore 
e Psiche” yields no results.) 

SEARCH TIPS 



FINDING IMAGES 

• Google’s Reverse Image Search has many 
powerful applications in visual literacy. 

•   Students can reverse image search their own 
original files to see if they have been reposted 
or manipulated without their permission. 

•   Reverse Image Search can also be used to try 
to identify missing data about a work. 



You came across this political 

cartoon on a website, but there is no 

information about it. 

 

How would you find the title, artist, 

or year it was created? 

Example  

GOOGLE IMAGES 



SEARCH BY IMAGE 

GOOGLE IMAGES 

Upload an image 

 

OR 

 

Search by URL 



Google guesses that this 

image is “Physically Fit” by 

Henry Glintenkamp. 

 

Links show that it was 

published in 1917 in a 

magazine called The Masses. 

 

Search scholarly resources 

to verify these results. 

RESULTS 

GOOGLE IMAGES 



IMAGE MANAGEMENT 

• Having a file organization system in place is important 
to maintain the context for which the images were 
captured as well as tracking down their original 
sources. 

• Original file formats should be preserved wherever 
possible. Converting TIFFs to JPEGs will save on 
memory space but compromise the image’s quality 
and details. 

• Descriptive filenames should be given when creating 
images, but not overwritten when downloading from 
outside sources. 

• Keeping a running list of citations and URLs in 
EndNote or even just a text document prevents future 
headaches. 



IMAGE MANAGEMENT 

• Students who intend on sharing their work 
outside of the University should have some 
understanding of copyright. 

• Where applicable, brief overviews of fair use 
and Creative Commons are especially helpful. 



STRATEGIES FOR LIBRARIANS 

One-shot sessions 

•Customize presentations around each class 

•Use live web demonstrations whenever possible 

•Ask students for search terms 

•Provide a list of major image resources available 
both through the University and publicly 



STRATEGIES FOR LIBRARIANS 

Collaborate with other departments: 

•Visual resource centers 

•Art libraries 

•Copyright office 

 

Provide self-guided assistance: 

•Screencasts 

•LibGuides 

•Flyers 



STRATEGIES FOR LIBRARIANS 

Other ideas? 



QUESTIONS / COMMENTS? 



THANK YOU! 
 
Schoenm@umich.edu 
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