Visual Argument Analysis
(Using “What is America” by Jesse Gordon and “Follow the Flock” by Adbusters)
For two days or a two-hour class.

Preparation: Students come to class with a newspaper or magazine image related to the Fourth of July. It can be from any year, but needs to address Independence Day in some way. If the image has a caption, the caption needs to be present, and the student needs to record any contextual information (newspaper name, title of the article, print or online source, etc.) she can. (Bring a few extras for students who forget.)

Lesson Plan:

(10) Have students turn to page 482 in Acts of Inquiry. First, they should describe everything they notice about the visual text by Jesse Gordon, using their own vocabulary. Put their answers on the board. 

When discussion winds down, give students some more vocabulary for talking about visual arguments (for instance, using the questions from Everything’s an Argument pages 418-422), and try to make what’s on the board more specific and technical.

(10) Then, they should work in groups of 3 or 4 to identify the audience, argument, and stakes of this text. They should focus on reading with the grain of the argument (critique happens in the next half). Discuss their answers, and put answers on the board. 

(15) Next, students get back into their groups and analyze the texts their group has brought in, focusing on 1) how the visual and textual attributes construct the argument and 2) what differences in argument exist among the various texts.
(15) Have each group show at least two images and summarize what their group talked about. 

After a break, or in the next class: 

(10) Go back to the Jesse Gordon text and try to think about what possibilities exist for reading against the grain of the argument. (For instance, finding what problems exist with the claims the text is making, and looking for places in the text itself that might support this counter-claim). 

(10) Students get back into groups, choose one ad from their group, and read it against the grain.

(10) Students share with the class

(20) Do an analysis of the Adbusters “Follow the Flock” ad on page 339 of Acts of Inquiry. How does this ad use the conventions of advertising to critique advertising?

