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The questions pictures can answer 
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John Ruskin, the famous art and social thinker, noted that the evidence found in photographs “is of great 
use if you know how to cross examine them.” His point is that images are sources of many different 
kinds of information depending on the questions we ask of them and on our ability to probe their 
contents. If we want to use images in classrooms to their educational potential we need to learn to ask 
more and different questions of images and to teach students how to “read” visual sources so they can 
answer the various questions. With support from CIDA, The Critical Thinking Consortium has recently 
published a set of lesson plans, Investigating Images, that attempts to do just this. In this resource, we 
explore nine kinds of questions (or lines of questioning, to continue the legal metaphor) that can be 
posed of historical and contemporary drawings, paintings and photographs, and we unpack the “tools” 
that students need to cross-examine images in response to these different questions. 
 
It will be useful to refer to an actual image to illustrate several of these lines of inquiry, the purposes 
each might serve, and the tools students require to pursue these inquiries. The following photograph of 
Mr. and Mrs. John Chubb and family appeared in the 1877 Canada Year Book (available digitally from 
Statistics Canada as part of the Canada Year Book Historical Collection: 
http://www65.statcan.gc.ca/acyb_r000-eng.htm) 
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Sample lines of inquiry 
 

• Explain an image: The most widely used line of inquiry is undoubtedly the approach popularly 
attributed to news reporters to explain the action in an image by asking the 5W’s questions 
(Who? What? Where? When? and Why?). This inquiry may not advance beyond the obvious if 
students are not trained how to look deeper and to probe for greater specificity. For example, it is 
obvious this scene is of a husband, wife and four young children in a sitting room. However, 
there is more to be gleaned from this image inquiry. For example, when asking “Who?,” can 
students find clues about the family’s status—whether it is a working, middle or upper class 
family, and how long the couple has been married? When thinking about “When?” can students 
locate clues as to the approximate time of day, day of the week, season of the year, or even what 
decade it might be? 
 
• Explore daily life: A highly useful line of inquiry for social studies purposes to examine an 
image (or, better yet, access several images) for clues about the life style, practices and 
conditions of historical and contemporary people and places. See the next page for an activity 
sheet that supports students in making accurate and relevant observations and drawing plausible 
and imaginative inferences about various aspects of daily life. For example, does the family in 
the photograph have electricity? central heating? servants? What might various family members 
do for entertainment? 
 
• Unpack the sensorial experience: Another line of inquiry invites students to explore an image 
from the sensory perspective of someone in the time and place. What smells, touches, tastes and 
sounds would those in the image encounter? For example, would the gas lights in the centre of 
the room emit a hissing sound or give off an unpleasant odour? 
 
• Investigate inner thoughts. We can invite students to enter inside the perspective of a 
contemporary or historical person or group by looking for clues about their values, fears and 
beliefs. For example, can we tell anything about the wife’s values from the way she is dressed 
and from her behaviour? 
 
• Look for distortion: A somewhat paradoxical line of inquiry is to interrogate an image for the 
misleading, unrepresentative or inaccurate accounts it may offer of a time and place. One of the 
immediate questions to ask in this regard is whether a photograph was posed for or taken 
spontaneously. If the later, it is less likely that people dressed up for it and that they attempted to 
create a desired impression. For example, the fact that the husband and a child are not looking at 
the camera suggests that the photograph may not have been staged. Perhaps this is typical of how 
they might have dressed on a daily basis, or might this scene have occurred on a Sunday or 
special occasion? 
 

These five lines of inquiry are only some of the avenues that may be pursued. And it should be obvious 
that various kinds of questions can be used in tandem. For example, explaining the action depicted in a 
photograph is an accessible way to get students into an image; students might then unpack the subjects’ 
sensory experiences and eventually explore their inner thoughts. But, perhaps the most important factor 
in tapping into the potential answers that images can provide is to ensure that students have the various 
tools they need to probe images for different kinds of information. 
 
Consult our website http://www.tc2.ca for more information about The Critical Thinking Consortium 
and the publication Investigating Images. 
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