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Workshop agenda 

We will explore: 
• What is Visual Literacy and why is it a key competency for learners? 
• How can looking at art help children to develop language and oracy?
• How The Superpower of Looking is helping to transform the literacy skills of children.

Takeaways:
• How to access and use The Superpower of Looking practically in the classroom.
• Ideas for using artworks to initiate a discursive environment in the art classroom.
• Inspiration for practical activities based on critical thinking and observation.

1. Context
2. Superpower Lesson example
3. Drawing activities



What is Art UK? 

Art UK gives everyone free digital access to the UK’s 
national collection of art. We are the online home 
for public art collections across the UK.

We are an education charity which democratises 
access to art for enjoyment, learning and research.

Our website brings together over 600,000 artworks 
by over 60,000 artists from 3,400 collections.

We provide hundreds of learning resources which 
connect to all 4 nations’ curricula. They are all FREE. 

Visit Art UK's website

https://artuk.org/


Art UK's Learning offer

• The Superpower of Looking 

• Resources for EYFS to post-16
✓ Lesson plans
✓ Exam resources
✓ Video and audio
✓ Making activities
✓ Thematic round ups

• Programmes for 14-19-year-olds

Explore Art UK learning resources

Visit our exam support resources

https://artuk.org/learn/learning-resources
https://artuk.org/learn/learning-resources/art-and-design-gcse-exam-support-2025-themes


Search function 

Topic, artist, artwork, type, style, art terms and location.

Search for artworks near youDiscover Art Terms

https://artuk.org/discover/artworks
https://artuk.org/discover/art-terms


Zoom function 

Search for artworks near you

https://artuk.org/discover/artworks


The Superpower of Looking.

What is the Superpower of Looking?

• Developing children’s visual 
literacy skills using artworks

• Essential need for young people 
to be able to analyse, interpret 
and question visual culture

• Classroom discussion around 
an artwork

• For none art specialists

• Free resources and CPD sessions

The Superpower of Looking

https://artuk.org/learn/the-superpower-of-looking
https://artuk.org/learn/the-superpower-of-looking


Curriculum-based – Art & Design 
• Opportunities for cross-curricular learning
• Discussion based learning
• Student led enquiry

Supporting children to:
•  Critically observe, analyse, question, 
       interpret, and  empathise
• Develop visual literacy and oracy skills
• Increase confidence in subject specific language
• Develop interest in art and visiting galleries

Teaching approach



30 lesson plans
• 16th – 21st century artworks
• Themes: Identity, Portrait, Landscape,  
     History, Still life, Everyday
• Hi-res artworks with zoom feature
• Audio descriptions
• Teacher support notes
• The Superpower of Looking Kit
• Presenter-led films 
• Everyone learning activities

Resources



Engage, Share and Connect
• Sign up via newsletter
• Bespoke support from Schools Officers
• Limited edition print
• Art in Superpower Schools

Photo credit: Dave Madden Photography

Teacher Champions

Teacher Champion webpage
newsletter sign-up form

https://artuk.org/learn/teacher-champions
https://mailchi.mp/artuk/stsc4qo6eh


Key role of oracy and visual literacy in the art classroom

ORACY DEFINITION

• Meriam Webster: proficiency in oral expression and comprehension
• Cambridge: the ability to speak clearly and grammatically correctly

• Oracy is about communication – passing information, thoughts, ideas 
from one person to another in a purposeful way.

• Oracy is learning to talk and learning through talk. Students use 
collective thinking to create and revise their understanding, to 
negotiate complex ideas and solve problems. 

   

    (Doherty, 2023)





PHYSICAL SKILLS includes an appreciation of how the voice and body language impacts on interpretation. 
It asks, ‘are the speakers audible?’, and ‘are they making eye contact?’

LINGUISTIC SKILLS the way in which information is presented is as important as the intended messages?
It asks, ‘have the speakers used sophisticated language?’ and ‘have they used rhetorical devices?’

COGNITIVE SKILLS understanding what information is and how a response can be formulated to provide 
understanding. It asks, ‘does the speech convey meaning?’ and ‘are the ideas critically examined?’

SOCIAL & EMOTIONAL SKILLS embedding these skills allow for a more attentive and well-rounded
communicator. It asks, ‘are the speakers confident?’ and ‘is there an awareness of the audience?

Voice 21/University of Cambridge (2019) The Oracy Skills Framework and Glossary. University of Cambridge. Available at https://voice21.org/
wp-content/uploads/2020/12/The-Oracy-Framework-Voice-21-2020.pdf

Oracy skills framework



What is Visual Literacy?

   the group of vision competencies a human being can develop 
  by seeing and at the same time having and integrating other 
   sensory experiences’ 

  (Debes, 1969:27) 

‘an interconnected set of practices, habits, and values for 
participating in visual culture that can be developed through 
critical, ethical, reflective, and creative engagement with visual 
media’ 

(International Visual Literacy Association, 2023). 



Why should it be taught? 

Simply defined as being able to ‘interpret and construct meaning from visual 

images’ (Eckhoff, 2010), visual literacy helps children to develop powerful critical 

thinking skills that will enable them to actively question what they see, rather than 

assume the position of passive recipients of visual information 

(VanderlipTaylor and Buchman, 2022).



Artful thinking: Project Zero 

Tishman, S., (2006), Stronger thinking 
and learning through the power of art.

Thinking Dispositions;

Thinking Routines; 

Thinking Moves;

Habits of Mind 



Misconceptions around the ‘knowledge rich’ curriculum



Why use art to teach Visual Literacy? 



Tapping into 
the power of 

pictures



Amy Herman:  The Four A’s of visual intelligence

1.Assess your situation.  Ask: What do I have in front of me? What 
information is here?

2.Analyse the information. Break it down and decide what’s 
important.

3.Articulate your observations. Put them into words.
4.Adapt to the situation. Take the information from the first three 

A’s, make a decision, and act on it.



How can we teach critical thinking through art? 

Curiosity helps lay the foundation for critical thinking. 
• Critical thinking requires us to take in information, analyse it 

and make judgements about it
• Requires imagination and inquisitiveness. 
• Children have to think about how new information fits in with 

what they already know, or if it changes any information that 
they already hold to be true.

Ellen Galinsky : Mind in the making (2010)



"Critical thinking is a desire to think, patience to 
doubt, fondness to meditate, slowness to 
assert, readiness to consider, carefulness to 
dispose and set in order, and hatred for every 
king of impostor.” 

Francis Bacon 









Researching Superpower: Teacher-researcher project

To the assess and record the progress of children’s visual literacy skills by engaging 
them with Superpower of Looking, and to critically evaluate the implementation 
of the programme. 

To develop an action-research project in school/setting which investigates the 
following questions:  

• How might visual literacy improve pupils’ metacognition and oracy by using 
the Superpower of Looking?

• How can the Superpower of Looking be implemented as a pedagogical 
approach within the curriculum? 



Exploring Identity 





Research questions

• Helen:  What is the impact of using Superpower of Looking to develop visual literacy and oracy skills in 
children aged 6-8 years old attending an after-school art club in a South-East London primary school?

• Gemma:  How will teaching 'Superpower of Looking' impact the evaluative skills and language development of 
Year 6 children in a primary school in Northwest England?

• Liz: How can embedding a new art and design curriculum, which incorporates Superpower of Looking 
programme,  impact on children's learning in ( and enjoyment of ??) art and design lessons in a Stoke-on-Trent 
primary school?.

• Gill:  What is the impact of using the Superpower of Looking toolkit in developing non-specialist teachers’ 
confidence in talking about artwork with KS1 children in two Norfolk primary schools?

• Mandy: How has implementing The Superpower of Looking throughout a range of year groups, had a positive 
impact on children’s creativity and ability to be an individual artist?





The arts celebrate multiple perspectives. One of their large 

lessons is that there are many ways to see and interpret the 

world.

Eisner, E (2002) The Arts and the Creation of Mind. In 

Chapter 4, What the Arts Teach and How It Shows 



Key impact from Teacher Researcher project

Children are thinking more about 
their creative choices when 
creating art which enables them 
to have more focussed
reflections 

Evaluation skills are 
beginning to improve, 

this appears to be 
linked to an 

improvement in 
creative decision 

making. 

Knowledge and understanding of 
vocabulary is beginning to 
improve when discussing work by 
other artists. This is emerging in 
their evaluations but needs to be 
more embedded and revisited at 
regular opportunities.



Using Superpower of Looking techniques has 

improved the children’s art ability by giving them 

the knowledge and vocabulary to critically analyse 

artwork. It has meant they better understand 

elements of art, which in turn has improve their 

own artwork. 

Learning related art knowledge 

and skills has helped children to 

be more able to express 

themselves in their own work 

and to become more conscious 

about what they were doing. 

They have become more 

thoughtful and reflective artists.

Superpower of Looking is having a direct impact on
children’s knowledge and understanding of a range
of artists. It is teaching them how to “look” at art, 
ask questions, have more purposeful discussions
and deepen thinking. 

Key impact from Teacher Researcher project



What does a Superpower of Looking lesson look like?

• Choose a theme and an artwork
• Download the Teachers Notes 
• Open the Zoom feature

• Look, Describe, Discuss
• Nudge Questions

• Watch a short video 
• Questions from The Superpower of Looking Kit
• Everyone Learning activities



What does a Superpower of Looking lesson look like?

https://artuk.org/learn/the-superpower-of-looking



Zoom feature





Looking

Describe the artwork

Look carefully

What can you see?

I see ...

I think …

I wonder ...



Nudge Questions

• Would you put anything breakable or 
valuable on this tabletop? Why or why not?

• Is this a realistic painting? Why or why not?
• Does a painting have to look realistic for it to 

be described as a good painting? 
• Is how a painting makes us feel more 

important than how it looks?
• If you were transported into the painting, 

what might you be able to smell?
• How would you describe the mood of this 

painting and why?
• Do you think people thought Matisse's 

painting was very good when he painted it?





The Superpower of Looking Kit 

• Composition

• Space

• Colour

• Line

• Light

• Scale

• Materials and techniques

• Figures



Composition

• Can you see any shapes in the picture, e.g. 
squares, circles, triangles, rectangles? Are any 
of these shapes used more than once? Do the 
repeated shapes create harmony?

• Has the subject matter been cropped or 
edited, in the same way that we can adjust an 
image on our camera/phones? What does this 
tell us about what the artist finds important?

• Is the painting symmetrical or asymmetrical? If 
it is not symmetrical, is it balanced?



Space

• What can you see in the foreground, middle-
ground and background?

• Does this feel like a real space you could walk 
into? Do you think this was important to the 
artist? If not, what do you think was more 
important to them?

• Has the artist used shading or modelling to 
create three-dimensional, solid-looking forms? 

• Are we made to look up or down at the object 
(we call this a high or low viewpoint) or are our 
eyes meeting the object at the same level? 

• How does the viewpoint make you feel about 
the object?



Colour

• Has the artist used saturated colour (bright 
and vivid) or is the colour pale and washed 
out?

• Take a look at the colour wheel in The 
Superpower of Looking Kit. 

• Has the artist used complementary colours 
(these are opposite colours such as red/green; 
yellow/purple; orange/blue)? These 
combinations provide a 'pop' effect. Why has 
the artist chosen to use colour in this way?

• Has the artist used warm colours (red, orange, 
yellow) or cool colours (blue, green turquoise), 
or both? How does the colour affect the way 
you feel about the painting?

https://artuk.org/learn/learning-resources/the-superpower-of-looking-kit
https://artuk.org/learn/learning-resources/the-superpower-of-looking-kit


Response  
activities 
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