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APPLICATION OF PHOTOGRAPHY IN VISUAL LITERACY
EDUCATION IN THE PROFESSIONAL FIELD “PUBLIC
COMMUNICATIONS AND INFORMATION SCIENCES”

Kamelia Planska-Simeonova
University of Library Studies and Information Technologies (BULGARIA)

Abstract

Knowledge related to visual communication is essential not only for the mass media and public
communication educators, but also for humanitarian researchers. Photography is applicable in a
variety of fields, making it an essential tool in visual communication. At present time, anyone can be
an author of photographic images that could be shared on the web. This report aims to summarize the
use of photography in visual literacy training in the professional field of “Public Communications and
Information Sciences", maintaining the hypothesis that it is precisely through photography that the
ability to create visual messages can be demonstrated and learned in practice. Creating such
competences means that students learning media-related studies, journalism, management, book
publishing, archival work, in a real work environment, can apply the learned and create and share
conceptually and effectively quality electronic content in the form of photographic images. In the
course of the study, the specific features of photography are distinguished as a method of reproducing
reality or the use as a method for reproducing specific objects. The genres applicable to visual literacy
training are differentiated according to the professional competence of the students. The advantages
and disadvantages of applying photography to visual literacy are outlined.

Keywords: photography, visual communication, competences.

1 INTRODUCTION

Technological advances in the 21st century have an impact on how students spend their time and how
they perceive the significant amount of information they have access to on a daily basis through the
World Wide Web. The current learning process is aimed at creating a strategy for processing and
analyzing the huge digital flow of information, on the one hand, and on the other, it is important to pay
attention to the skills, needed to use digital resources effectively.

Each teacher has a different model and tools through which to educate his students, depending on the
discipline he/she teaches. Often, a curriculum in a discipline involves theoretical preparation, which
consists of teaching lecture material presented in the form of presentations. The presentations
themselves may contain text but also illustrative material to serve as a visual example. One of the
appropriate ways to engage students in the learning process is through the creation of author texts or
graphic images related to the learning content, conducting collective discussions, and the useful
method of learning by doing.

Each student perceives the educational content in a different way. The main role of the teacher is not
only to impart knowledge but also to prepare the trainees for their future professional realization.
Therefore, it is necessary to create specific skills that can be applied outside the university
environment.

Photography is one of the tools through which education can be extended beyond the university.
Photography is a pedagogical tool for developing reading and writing skills of students enrolled in high
school [1] but also of students in various professional fields, such as Public Communications and
Information Sciences. In the last decade, studies have also been done in the field of digital visual
literacy (DVL), which is applicable in the fields of Cultural Context, Communication, Computer
Graphics and Commerce. Digital visual literacy can be defined as the ability to access, analyze,
evaluate, and communicate information in a digital format that engages the cognitive processing of a
visual image. It is the ability to create and interpret computer-based visual materials effectively and
has become a key aspect of virtually every field, from the sciences to commerce to communication
and entertainment. Digital Visual Literacy and Computer Literacy intersect with each other. Digital
visual literacy is required in a wide range of workplace tasks, from interacting with today's computer
applications to using a digital camera, sharing images, making a website, creating presentations,
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understanding medical scans, and visualizing data in a wide range of fields. DVL is also essential in
visually oriented fields such as architecture, industrial design, film and video, and photography. [2]

Why exactly photography? Everyone can take photos; no professional photography education is
required to take pictures. Anyone who likes to take pictures can become an amateur (non-
professional) photographer. Digital photography, on the other hand, implies that the person who took
the photo to undergo further processing, which involves the use of specialized software or technology
and the skills to work with them. Passing specialized photography education that introduces students
to compositional principles, perspective, use of lighting (natural or artificial), choice of perspective,
etc., contributes to the development of visual literacy and visual thinking.

Visual literacy has been learned since childhood, and literacy through photography (LTP) continues to
develop its application. This method was developed by Wendy Ewald. According to Duke University's
Center for Documentary Studies, “LTP is a teaching philosophy and methodology that encourages
children to explore their world as they photograph scenes from their own lives and to use their images
as catalysts for verbal and written expression.” [3] According to Bamford — The teaching implications
of visual literacy include the necessity to: - integrate visual literacy across all curriculum areas; -
develop critical thinking skills in connection to visual images; - be aware of visual literacy principles in
the design of teaching andlearning objects; encourage students to look at underlying assumptions that
are the way to inthe images surrounding young people '; - ensure there is a balance between visual
and textual literacies in the classroom. [4]

Examples of application of photography in the educational process but in secondary education can be
seen in the FotoFest training program (1987) [5]; eTwinning, part of ERASMUS + [6], and in the
Viewfinder project [7]. Examples of the practical application of photography programs among students
in various educational fields, such as architecture [8] and medicine, also testify to the practical
application of photography.

2 METHODOLOGY

Digital photography is available to anyone with photo technology. It is a means by which reality can be
interpreted from an individual's point of view. i.e. the same object can be interpreted differently
depending on the visual literacy of the photographer. The report presents the hypothesis that it is
precisely through photography that the ability to create visual messages can be demonstrated and
learned in practice. Creating such competencies means that students learn media-related studies,
journalism, management, book publishing, archival work, in a real work environment, can apply the
learned and create and share conceptually and effectively quality electronic content in the form of
photographic images.

The study found that photography is a multidisciplinary approach to teaching and learning that
combines theoretical literacy education and practical photography training. Photography is related to
visual literacy, which in turn has three components: (1) learning; (2) thinking; and (3) communicating.
A "literate" person is able to decipher the basic code and syntax, interpret the signs and symbols,
correctly apply terms from an academic discipline or field of study, understand how things fit together,
and do appropriate work. Visual "information” literature is the ability to understand, evaluate, and use
visual information. [9]

3 RESULTS

Some examples of visual literacy courses include those following in the steps of Professor Bob
McKim’s “Visual Thinking” course (McKim 1980); courses using Professor Edward Tufte’s widely read
series of books (Tufte 1997); interdisciplinary design and technology courses at schools such as
Brown University and MIT’'s Media Lab, and multimedia literacy programs such as that at USC’s
Institute for Multimedia Literacy [IML]. [2]

According to Elliot W. Eisner argues that the arts have an important — and dare | say it — ESSENTIAL
role in how we develop has humans and students by providing multiple ways of thinking critically and
creating as a part of cognitive development. [10]
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According to Marva Cappello, photographic workshops, part of the curricula encourage students’
activity, and serve as an alternative tool for expressing ideas and understandings. Using photography
leads to a meaningful learning experience. [11]

3.1 Specific features of photography

The specific features of photography are similar to the principles of painting and graphics. These are:
composition, projection, volume, spatial development, illumination, perspective, focus used in the
composition of individual objects. Photography is a momentary and analytical art, creating an image of
an object of reality. In photography, fragmentation is possible, i.e. to portray parts of the whole. Its
main distinguishing feature in terms of painting and graphics is its documentation — an objective
representation of reality, without gross interference with the processing of the image with other
software, and distortion and modification of the captured object. Another characteristic feature of
photography is the imagery that is obtained as a result of the photographer's pre-training regarding the
aesthetics of the subject / object.

The genres in photography are basic and mixed. The main genres are portrait, landscape, nude
photography, household photography, still life, and so-called Mixed genres are architectural
photography, business photography, sports photography, spectacle photography.

There is so-called "applied photography" and this applied photography is directly related to a specific
practical purpose in the field in which it is applicable. An example of applied photography is its use as
illustrative material in a print edition, such as books or periodicals — the photographs used are called
photo illustration, graphic cover, cover, photo poster, photo montage, photo cartoon, photographic,
photo advertising.

Specific features of photography as a method of recreating reality are composition, the semantic
centre, objects selection, lighting, perspective, movement. In addition, knowledge of the effects of
colours, shapes and space needs to be exercised.

With the photographic method, reproductions of rare and valuable objects can be made, such as old
printed books, archival documents, works of art and graphics, etc. To capture such objects efficiently
and accurately, it is necessary to have photographic literacy, i.e. the shooter to use specific methods
to create the reproduction. Table 1 summarizes the application aspects of photography and its
application results.

Table 1. Aspects of application of photography in education.

Aspects of application

of photography Results
One | Cultural Context Tracking the relationship between digital images, subsequent analysis in Cultural
Context
Two | Communication Based on art and design concepts through which learners can create effective

visual messaging using computer-based tools

Tree | Computer Graphics Knowledge of technologies, i.e. working with specialized software and practical
tasks in computer graphics

Four | Commerce Focuses on the impact of digital tools, services and content offered as
commercial products or used in the workplace

Source: Prepared by the author

3.2 Creation and development of educational and scientific facilities for
documentary and applied photography as part of the training of students in
the professional field 3.5 "Public communications and information sciences

In the professional field “Public Communications and Information Sciences” at ULSIT are trained
specialists in library sciences, library and information management, print communications, public
policies and practices, communications and informing, tourism information resources, archival studies
and documents, and more. The curricula of these specialties also include disciplines that are related to
the development of students' digital and information literacy, but there is no discipline that studies
visual literacy. This is a major drawback, because internationally speaking, visual literacy education at
universities is of paramount importance. i.e. it is also an education offering emotion and experience.
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In 2019, a project funded by the Bulgarian National Science Fund, entitled: Creation and development
of educational and scientific facilities for documentary and applied photography as part of the training
of students in the professional field 3.5 "Public communications and information sciences" started. The
main objective of the project is research and practical activities related to the Formation of Visual
Literacy of students who are trained in specialties in the professional field "Public Communications
and Information Sciences" at ULSIT in hours of documentary and applied photography. The project
will explore, analyse and summarize the sophisticated nature of visual literature and propose a
concept for further improvement. That is why the development of a new discipline tailored to the
students’ professional background and the creation of a learning base is a step in the right direction to
promote creativity, innovation and research. In addition to the creation of a scientific-educational base,
the project also prepares educational content in the discipline "Visual Literacy and Visual Thinking",
that aims to prepare theoretically and practically students learning in the professional field "Public
Communications and Information Sciences" at ULSIT.

The use of photography in higher education would lead to students being involved in seminars that
have an impact on their creativity, as well as changing the way they learn the educational material.
Turning students into authors of content contributes to developing their critical thinking, their ability to
analyse, argue, and their estate to present author's work and ideas. Literacy can therefore be not only
informative but also practical.

Table 2 provides an example diagram of the stages in visual literacy education through photography.
They are offered at three levels: basic knowledge, more knowledge and concrete skills, introduces
more advanced skills, additional knowledge areas, and continued.

Table 2 Stages of Visual Literacy education in educational and scientific facilities
for documentary and applied photography in ULSIT.

Level Level of Knowledge Expected Results

Level 1 BASIC KNOWLEDGE Knowledge of Visual aids in photography
(tone, tonal range, lighting, initial instruction
in working with photographic techniques),
principles of photocomposition, genres in

(particular the introductory course)

photography
Level 2 ADDITIONAL KNOWLEDGE AND Knowledge of contemporary trends in
CONCRETE SKILLS photography. Developed abilities in visual

thinking, interpretation, evaluation of

(Photographic image analysis aesthetic and artistic impact of individual

capabilities, the ability to read the

message of the photograph, the impact photography.
of the image on the emotions of the
recipient)
Level 3 INTRODUCES MORE ADVANCED Creating a self-contained photographic
SKILLS, ADDITIONAL KNOWLEDGE work

AREAS, AND CONTINUED
(Practical Skills)

Source: Prepared by the author

Table 3 shows schematically an exemplary model of practical exercises in educational and scientific
facilities for documentary and applied photography, consistent with the exemplary levels and
competencies presented in Table 2.
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Table 3. Model for practical exercises in educational and scientific facilities

for documentary and applied photography in ULSIT.

Main tasks during the

. End Result
exercises
One | Fine-expressions ¢ Tone and tonal range use of a digital camera, studio lighting and a set of
in photography « Lighting and shading applied photography;
e [nitial instruction in capture coloured objects;
working with capture objects of different shapes and textures;
pho?ograpthlc reproduction of: black and white and colour photo,
equipmen whole document, part of document;
capture an object (coin, statuette, plaque, etc.);
capture each subject in a normal, low, and visible
perspective;
selection of compositional solutions in accordance with
Rule of thirds, Golden ratio, The Rule of Odds, Rule of
Space
Two | Compositional e Line, figure, shape; Main types of lines — capacity of expression and
creativity « Rhythm: analysis of their graphic qualities;
e Focus: Analysis of the various imagery elements, considered
’ to be bearers of rhythm in artistic photography;
e Perspective and E larity and ambiquitv:
image angle (direction, ocus — clarity and ambiguity,
distance, image plans, Work with art plans and foreshortening;
Cieel \%‘t of point of Types of lighting according to the application;
« Build a light-shaded Light exposure.
image;
o Work with studio
lighting.
Three | Photocomposition | e Search and define the Compliance with the requirements and principles for
segment; the composition;
e Photo image Ratios, harmony and balance;
composition; "Golden ratio:
. Typeg of composite Balance:
solutions.
Counterpoint;
Composite features of movement.
Four | Genres of o Artistic landscape; Use of visual means for a particular genre;
photography

Photographic still life;

Architectural
photography;

Sports photos;
Stage photography;
Artistic portrait;
Photojournalism.

Knowledge of the rules for capturing a particular
subject

Principles for capturing a photo report, photo essay,
photo story, photo etude, photo book, photo montage,
advertising photography.
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e Content analysis in the
photo;

e Photography in the
visual arts from the
19th century to the
present day.

Five | Contemporary ¢ View, read and Analysis and discussions on the work of popular
trends in interpret photographic photographers and their works.
photography images;

Answers to the questions: What does this photo
reports; How the image complements the text; What
methods were used to make the image; What
happens in the photo; Is there a hidden message in
the photo; What is the message of the photographer;
What role does each object play in the photograph;
Why the photographer chose this particular
composition, point of view and lighting.

Show examples of the application of photography in
the present.

Six

Creating a self-
contained

Creates and manages
custom photo projects

prepares, implements, processes and shapes
photographs from idea to final visual product.

photographic work

Source: Prepared by the author

The proposed model for practical education in visual literacy through photography demonstrates the
multidimensional application of photographic genres in various fields that can be used by specialists
dealing with library sciences, archival studies, cultural heritage, tourism, journalism, print
communications, etc.

3.3 Advantages and disadvantages of applying photography to visual literacy
are outlined

Photography is the main tool for creating visual messages and conducting visual communication. The
ability to create quality artistic (aesthetically pleasing) photographic images in the present leads to the
effective use of visual messages and conceptual messages. Critical thinking skills such as analyzing,
comparing, predicting, interpreting, and reviewing, help to make connections between images,
thoughts, and words. As photography uses the techniques of the visual arts, it can be said that the
creation of a photographic project is a tool through which the theoretical knowledge of visual literacy is
exercised. This learning tool encourages students to increase their visual literacy through creativity.

During the practice activities with photographic techniques, each student can independently
experiment with lighting, arrangement of individual objects, compositional principles, etc., which in turn
motivates him to use his own knowledge and imagination to create a visual message that can be used
in his field. The acquisition of basic shooting skills for different subjects has a positive effect, as if
necessary, to prepare a visual message through a photograph, the principles for the construction and
application of the photographic image will be respected

The disadvantages of such education are that it requires many practical exercises rather than one-off
experiments. It is necessary to develop both theoretical knowledge of the concrete specifics in the
shooting process and the use of different photographic equipment. On the other hand, there are some
restrictions on access to photographic equipment where it is positioned in a specially adapted
restricted location (for example, in the workplace).

4 CONCLUSIONS

In the 21st century, the ability to analyse audio-visual, digital and multimedia products is a form of
literacy required for the writing and reading skills of the new visual generation. Although visually rich
media and social networks are constantly used, students are not visually literate. Missing knowledge
also affects non-verbal communication. Visual literacy helps in the learning process by creating a
more effective connection between the teacher and the learner. Student competencies for the 21st
century, such as visual perception, visual thinking, visual language and learning visual literacy are of
great importance.

The inclusion of photography in theoretical and practical pursuits, regardless of the field in which their
main interests are focused, leads to the development of analytical and critical skills of students in the
historical, philosophical, cultural, semiotic aspect.
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As photography directly engages the learner in the educational process, this makes such education
extremely useful for schooling students to create copyrighted products (designing visual content), and
therefore also directs students' interest in the intellectual aspects of photography. Creating new
potentialities for creative expression is a step forward in promoting visual literacy as an essential
element in education in the present and the enormous role and many-faced application of
photography.
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