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Using Newspaper Photographs 
To Teach Writing

As shared through the Prairie Lands Writing Project, MWSU, St. Joseph, MO
Adapted for use of newspaper photos, by Diane Goold,
                              Newspaper in Education Director, St. Joseph News-Press, St. Joseph, MO
“Words and pictures can work together to communicate more powerfully than either alone. “

William Albert Allard, American photographer

1. Create displays of newspaper photos.  Have students choose three photos that evoke strong opinions and emotions.  Have them respond to the photos in a journal. 

Minerva Herrera, Sunnyside High School, Fresno, CA 

2. Select newspaper photos of two individuals. Write a description of 1. The detail they see in each photo 2. How each person is dressed    3.The environment of each photo 4. The physical attributes of each person 5. How the two individuals are alike and how they are different. 
Martin Brandt, Independence High School, San Jose, CA

3. Select newspaper photos of a variety of items, including nature, roads, bridges, buildings, etc. Have students select one that is a metaphor or representation of who they are, what they are. Have them write a description of the photo details and an explanation of how this is a metaphor of them.  



                                                                                           Diane Sekeres, University of Alabama

4. Use photos of people in the obituaries to generate writings about history and heritage.  

Patricia West, Coastal Georgia Writing Project Director

5. Use newspaper photos of individuals connected with good and bad choices.  Create a “who done it” for mock trials or debate topics.                                         Allison Movitz, Un. of Miss. Writing project 

6. Select a newspaper photo of a celebrity or well-known person.  Have students, as a class or group; write a general description of the person based on the photo, such as shy or sophisticated.  

Then, have each one individually write a more detailed description of the person, without using the descriptive words already used by the group.  The goal is to have the reader, who hasn’t looked at the photo, come to the same conclusion about the person as the group did, by reading the various descriptions of the person.                                                                                 Peter Golden, S. Boston High School 
7. Have students respond to newspaper photos in terms of the five senses by having them write short poems in which each line reveals one of the senses.  Have students bring pictures of their favorite places and have them write about these images, again in response to their five senses.  Hopefully their pictures will have more meaning for them, as they reflect on places that are personal and hold memories for them. 

 Kristy M Weidner-Gonzales, Lehigh Valley Writing Project 
8. Have students look at a newspaper photo, and then put the photo away.  Have them respond to details in the photo by describing: who is in the photo; what their expression or stance is; and what are the important details of the setting.  Then have them look at the photo again and write about any discrepancies between the photo as it is and their memory of it. 
James Davis, Iowa Writing Project Director 

Extension activity:  Discuss why discrepancies exist and how people can interpret and relay the events of a news story in different ways - such as at accident scenes, neighborhood disputes, personal assaults, etc. Discuss why it is important for newspaper reporters to give an accurate account as to the details of an event, rather than through the emotions they experience observing the event. 

9.  Show the students newspaper photos of different towns and ask them to pick one they would like to write about.  Have them imagine what the town they chose is like.  Have them include descriptions of ethnicities, social class, jobs, relationships between neighbors, the education system, the town’s history, and anything else they can surmise from the photograph.  Then have the students write about their own town and compare and contrast it to the town in their photo. 
Joann Garbarini, Irvine High School, Irvine California

10. When teaching reading and comprehension strategies such as inference, activating prior knowledge, determining importance, visualization, and synthesis, etc, I start first with photographs and have students apply these same strategies to photographs as we begin a unit. The parallels between reading photographs and text are obvious. Photographs challenge kids at first just to notice what the photographer captured, the expression on faces, why the kids are turned away from the camera, the clothing, etc.
Kathy Miller, West Platte High School, Weston,  MO 

11.  Have students look at the picture only.  Cover up the caption so they only see the picture.  Then have them identify or use "investigative reporting" techniques to determine the best Who, What, When, Where and Why they can come up with to describe the news story contained within the picture.  It's a great way to teach them that  Who can be more than a specific person, the What can take on many meanings according to each interpretation, When can be day or night time,  seasons, etc., Where can have a variety of answers including inside, outside, on top of, behind, etc. and Why is again open to interpretation.  Encourage students to look outside the photo, to determine if anything else might be going on that isn't captured in the photo alone.

After they come to a consensus of the story, read the caption to see how close they came to the actual events.  It's a great lesson on not jumping to conclusions or coming to the correct conclusions.  
Last week we had a picture of two girls hosting a yard sale, and they were selling sodas to the customers. One of the girls was in a wheel chair.  Of course, the comments focused on not only the girls and the sale, but the disability as well   When I read the caption, it stated that the girl was not handicapped, but was just sitting in a wheel chair that happened to be for sale.  What a treat to see the kid's reactions when they found they had jumped to the wrong conclusion.  I reinforced how our reporters have an obligation to provide us with correct information, not just what seems to be obvious.

Annonymous
