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Visual Arts Gallery Project 
 

“That really bugged me. I know why Dr. King wrote what he did.”  
- A student reacting to pictures from the 1960s civil rights movement prior to reading ‘‘A Letter 
from Birmingham Jail’’ by Martin Luther King Jr.  
 
A visualization of a textual world provides students with the opportunity to experience and 
think about a text. 
 
Using visual arts as a pre-reading strategy does the following: 
• Provides opportunities for introverted students to visualize an imaginative text world 
• Helps reluctant readers enter texts and respond 
• Allows students to visualize the events that are reflected in the text being studied 
• Addresses the needs of visual learners 
 
Visual art, as in the case of drama, helps reluctant readers enter texts and respond to them.  
Teachers are able to open their notions of reading, as well as strategies for reading. Art and 
drama both reinforce the necessity of drawing on the reader’s prior experience to create 
meaning. Art also encourages students to explore and create new understanding and is a 
means through which to imagine and enter into text worlds (see Wilhelm, 1997). During the 
Clinton administration and the 1998 U.S. military strike against Iraq, Katie was working on an 
assignment for a class in graduate school and observed a peer’s (Jill’s) English class for two 
weeks. Jill was a veteran English teacher, who often taught the lower-level students who were 
tracked into the ‘‘support’’ classes. She was passionate about developing the students’ literacy 
skills so they could become ‘‘citizens of our community.’’ During this two-week period, Jill 
prepared the students to read Martin Luther King Jr.’s ‘‘A Letter from Birmingham Jail,’’ which 
was required reading in the ninth-grade English curriculum. 
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This discussion typified the progression of this pre-reading activity. While Jill directed the 

students through the art gallery, she allowed them to freely ask questions about the pictures 

and the civil rights movement.  
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Katie asked Jill about her decision to engage her students in this pre-reading activity. ‘‘The art 

gallery is a tool for the students to visualize the events that Martin Luther King Jr. discusses in 

his letter,’’ Jill shared with Katie. ‘‘Many of them need to ‘see’ what they’ll read. It seems to 

help them understand the material more.’’  

After going through the art gallery, Jill had the students return to their seats and read the letter 

together. During the reading, Jill and the students frequently referred to the pictures and 

events discussed in the art-gallery tour. Among these concepts was the power of nonviolence 

and its consequent personal sacrifices. Two students expressed their amazement at the 

sacrifices that Dr. King had made during the movement. It seemed that the powerful images 

that Jill presented to her students affected their responses to King’s letter. The following day, 

Jill opened a classroom discussion about the work of the day before. 

 

The din of student chatter broke out in the classroom, as half the students spontaneously 

turned to classmates, reacting to this information. As the discussion ensued, Jill directed the 

discussion to the role of individual conscience. 
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In addition, she asked the students to compare the discrimination of the 1990s 
to the 1960s. As they were about to conclude this discussion and pre-reading 
activity, a student posed one final question for Jill. 

 

A hush fell over the class, as the students contemplated the correlation she had made between 
the events unfolding in their current history and those of the text they were studying. 
Through the use of the visual arts gallery, reflective classroom discussion, and the relation to 
current historical events, Jill had promoted the idea that an apparently simple text, such as 
King’s letter, held many historical, contemporary, and personal layers. During this two-day pre-
reading activity, Jill had helped her students to uncover these layers, introducing possible 
themes and conflicts to prepare them for a more thorough reading of the text. Jill’s photo 
gallery is just one example of how the use of visual arts and discussion can trigger students’ 
abilities to imagine and envision a text. 
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