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Discuss and Design: Evaluating the 
Effectiveness of Visual Representations 

Purpose
Teams of teachers can use this tool to discuss key concepts in using graphics to promote student learning, evaluate the graphics currently used in their instruction, and create new graphics or design lesson plans that make more effective use of graphics. 

Materials
Textbook or curriculum materials with graphics 

Media
Using Graphics to Support Learning. View this slideshow to see corresponding examples for each of the key discussion points in this tool.

                                       This tool and related media and materials are located in the Doing What Works Library (https://dwwlibrary.wested.org/). For assistance, contact dww@wested.org.
Topic
How to Organize Your Teaching

Practice
Abstract-Concrete Connections
Discuss and Design: Evaluating the Effectiveness of Visual Representations

	DISCUSS

The discussion leader should prepare for this activity ahead of time by identifying good examples of each type of graphic covered in this tool, and ask teachers to bring their own examples as well. View the slideshow, Using Graphics to Support Learning, to see corresponding examples for each of the key discussion points. After discussing each main idea presented, select a variety of graphics you already use from textbooks or curricular materials and evaluate their effectiveness by addressing the prompts provided below.  

	MAIN IDEA FROM SLIDESHOW
	DISCUSSION POINTS: IDENTIFY AND EVALUATE THE GRAPHICS YOU USE

	Image with Labeled Parts

Combining graphics with text can lead to better learning than text alone. Images with labels pointing out important features or processes can make concepts easier to understand. Labels or descriptive text should be located close to the images so students will know exactly what to focus on in the image.
	Select 2–3 examples of graphics for this discussion:
- What is the image you’re trying to convey?

- Are all parts of the image clearly labeled? Are labels close to the images?

- Is there introductory or descriptive text explaining the image?

- What verbal description do you give when presenting this image?

- How do you teach students to view the image and corresponding labels to extract the important ideas presented? 

	Illustrating Processes

When using visuals to represent chronological steps, procedures, or cycles, include a verbal description of the key steps to help students focus on different aspects of the picture. Use the graphic to help students focus on the key steps.
	Select 2–3 examples of illustrated processes for this discussion:
- What key process is being illustrated? 

- Are the key steps clearly identified?

- Does the visual represent the correct order or progression of the process?

- What verbal description do you give when presenting this image?

- How do you teach students to view the image and corresponding labels to extract the important ideas presented?

	Is “Realism” Always Effective?

Images need to be relevant to the concept; however, they do not need to be realistic to be effective.  Sometimes more abstract or schematic pictures will best illustrate the idea. Photorealistic images may distract the student, and in some cases, seeing an illustration may be more effective for explaining a specific point.

	Select 2–3 examples of photographs for this discussion:
- What is the photo trying to convey?

- What “extra” or distracting details are included in the photo?

- Does the realism of the photo make it difficult to identify the important concept (because of limitations of color, texture, relative size)?

- Would the photo be more effective as an illustration or animation? Why?


	MAIN IDEA FROM SLIDESHOW
	DISCUSSION POINTS: IDENTIFY AND EVALUATE THE GRAPHICS YOU USE

	Eliminating Distracting Examples

Images may distract from learning if they contain interesting features not relevant to the key concepts. While entertaining, this type may detract from learning.
	Look through your curricular materials to see if you have any example of graphics that are distracting:
- What is the key concept that should be conveyed by this graphic?

- What is distracting about this graphic?

- What might be a more effective graphic to use in its place?

	Data, Symbols, and Relationships

Using graphs to display data or teach abstract concepts can help students make connections between symbols or procedures and the quantities and relations they represent. For example, number lines, pie charts, and bar graphs can help students master a wide range of topics and ideas. It’s important to make repeated connections between the symbols, numbers, labels, and what they represent.
	Select 2–3 examples of graphs for this discussion:

- What information or idea is illustrated by the graph?

- Are all parts of the graph labeled?

- What verbal descriptive do you give when presenting this image?

- How do you teach students to view the image and corresponding labels to extract the important ideas presented?


	DESIGN

Choose one of the follow-up design activities to create or modify existing graphics that better utilize visual representations to help students understand an abstract concept.

	SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES

	Group the graphics you have identified and evaluated into three categories: (1) distracting or ineffective, (2) needs modification/revision, or (3) effective as is. Then design a new lesson plan or graphic by:
1. Replacing a distracting or ineffective image with a graphic that conveys the important concept that needs to be taught.
2. Modifying or revising an existing image to make it more effective. This may involve adding labels, including descriptions, making a more symbolic representation for a real photo, or writing an explanation that highlights the important aspects of the image.
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