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As I write this, I am isolating with my family due to one 
member having tested positive to COVID-19. My family 
has become one of the statistics reported by state health 
authorities. Most Australians have become used to seeing the 
percentage of people immunised, the number of people who 
tested positive, and the number hospitalised. It is likely that 
these ever-increasing numbers have lost their ability to shock 
us. At the same time, large parts of the Australian coast are 
affected by severe weather and flooding. News reports are 
updated hourly with the figures related to rainfall, flood levels, 
the number of people evacuated, and the financial impact on 
communities and states. However, it is the images that are 
used in tandem with this numerical information that convey 
the intensity and emotional devastation of these events, that 
make statistics personal and individual, and help the viewer to 
empathise. The use of visual images to convey information, tell 
stories and persuade the viewer in complex and sophisticated 
ways is prevalent in many modes of communication in our 
society. It means that to be literate is about more than gaining 
the skills and knowledge related to print-based texts. It means a literate person also needs to 
closely view, deeply understand, meaningfully engage with and critically respond to visual texts.

This book aims to equip teachers with the knowledge needed to assist their students to 
become literate in a visually rich world. This book will examine some theories that underpin 
literacy education and show their relevance to teaching the visual aspect of literacy. It will put 
forward a pedagogical framework for teaching literacy with visual and multimodal texts in the 
primary classroom. It also demonstrates the implementation of the framework and theories 
through exemplar lessons for a range of viewing lessons suitable for primary classes. Rich, 
complex multimodal texts are shown to be authentic resources for teaching the sophisticated 
skills, knowledge and practices needed by the literate person.

Teacher professional knowledge 
for teaching literacy
Before considering what teachers need to know in order to teach their students to be active, aware 
and critical viewers, it is necessary to reflect on what teachers need to know to teach literacy more 
generally. The complex sets of teacher knowledge necessary for our profession can be described 
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Figure 1.1 Literacy teacher knowledge sets
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as including content knowledge, pedagogical content knowledge and curricular knowledge 
(Shulman, 1986). 

Content knowledge relates to specific knowledge of the subject. In the context of literacy 
education, this includes the skills, knowledge, strategies and practices that students need to learn 
in order to be confident, competent communicators. Pedagogical content knowledge is described 
by Shulman as knowledge of the best ways to convey content knowledge to students. Curriculum 
knowledge involves knowledge of the policy documents related to the subject and year level being 
taught. It also includes understanding of the other subjects students are exposed to (i.e. subjects 
other than English), so that teachers are able to make cross-curriculum connections. Teachers 
also need to understand where students have come from and where they are going in relation to 
their learning, so curriculum knowledge incorporates the full spectrum of curriculum year level 
expectations for the focus subject.

Teachers also use situational knowledge as they consider how they access the curriculum 
for their students. The content, pedagogical and curriculum sets of teacher knowledge should 
be applied by teachers in the context of the setting in which they teach. Knowledge of the 
community in which the school is situated and of the individual students and their families 
is important when considering how to teach literacy. What counts as literacy in a student’s 
community and family, and the social capital that can be drawn from in order to build on the rich 
foundation of students’ sociocultural backgrounds should be carefully considered by teachers. 
Additionally, the way a student sees themselves as a literacy learner – their disposition towards 
literature and literacy events – has an impact on their ability to develop as literate individuals 
(Ellis & Rowe, 2020), so should also be carefully considered.

Child development knowledge – an understanding of the developmental appropriateness of 
pedagogies and content – is another key consideration for literacy teaching. Teachers will draw 
on research-based knowledge of child development, specifically oral language development and 
literacy development (Hill, 2021), as they determine student readiness for learning particular 
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content and choose age-appropriate pedagogies.
This conceptualisation of teacher knowledge and professional practice is the foundation of 

noticing, engaging, responding and critiquing (see page 7). The particular endeavour of this book is 
to add to the readers’ content knowledge and pedagogical knowledge for teaching viewing, while 
acknowledging that these sets of knowledge are nestled within child development knowledge and 
situational knowledge. As such, the examples of content to teach, the year level to teach it to and 
with, and the teaching strategies suggested in Part 2 of this book should be adapted by teachers to 
meet the particular needs and interests of their students.

Readers wishing to further expand their curriculum knowledge should investigate the 
policy documents relevant to their teaching setting. There are many scholars and researchers 
working to inform our profession about the important areas of situational knowledge and child 
developmental knowledge for literacy. There are suggested references at the end of this book for 
those wishing to explore these important aspects of teacher knowledge further.

Set-up of this book
Part 1 consists of three chapters outlining the theoretical knowledge that teachers need to teach 
viewing. To begin the exploration of pedagogical and content knowledge for teaching viewing, 
Chapter 2 will ponder the definition of literacy and viewing in modern-day Australian classrooms. 
The chapter explores the notion that the literate person closely views, deeply understands, 
meaningfully engages with and critically responds to visual texts. 

Australian teachers find themselves in a visual culture, in which images are used in wide-
ranging communication and representation. It is within this context that this book strives to add 
to teacher knowledge of what to teach (Chapter 3) and how to teach it (Chapter 4). 

Part 2 aims to demonstrate how teachers can put their content knowledge and pedagogical 
knowledge for viewing into practice. Part 2 includes chapters of exemplar literature-based 
lessons for teachers to adapt to their own classroom settings. Chapter 6 is aimed at Foundation 
classrooms and includes lessons exploring the characteristics of imaginative and informative 
images. Chapters 7 to 9 group pairs of year levels together (Years 1 and 2, Years 3 and 4, and Years 
5 and 6) and have sample lessons investigating imaginative, informative and persuasive images.

Questions to get you thinking
Before moving on to Chapter 2, take a moment to reflect on your existing content knowledge, 
pedagogical knowledge and curriculum knowledge for teaching viewing, and consider the 
situational knowledge you have or need to add to for your students or class.

You could ask these questions:

•  What do I know about the purposes and composition of visual texts?

•  How do I use visual texts to teach literacy? What do I teach students about viewing?

•  How do my current literacy programs support teaching viewing?

•  What types of texts do my students read and view at school versus outside of school?

•  In what settings do they view texts outside of school? Who do they view these with? How do 
they access visual texts?

•  For what purposes do my students view texts at school versus outside of school?

•  What motivates my students to view texts at school versus outside of school?

•  What skills and knowledge related to viewing and visual texts do my students have?
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