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Overview 
This exercise, adapted from a thinking routine from Harvard University’s Project Zero, where I once 
worked, can help students prepare to write their own nonfiction passages or encounter a given text.  
 
Connections to Education Standards 

Standard How/Why the Lesson Connects 

NGSS Science and Engineering Practices: 
Developing and Using Models 

Achieving this standard includes being able to consider 
and grasp the limits of any particular model to explain or 
represent a phenomenon. In this lesson, students consider 
the meaning of a nonfiction (science) image and its 
accompany text, and determine how well the text and 
visual information align (with each other and with 
students’ own interpretations). They will likely discover 
the limitations of the text and image as explanations. This 
can be expanded to more formal consideration of these 
limitations.  

NGSS Science and Engineering Practices: 
Obtaining, Evaluating, and 
Communicating Information 

By investigating the nature of communication of text and 
images (and text and images combined), this lesson 
readies students for and expands capacity in achieving this 
standard. The standard has several components that 
emphasize different facets of reading and understanding 
text (and diagrams, etc.). This lesson focuses on 
informational, explanatory text and images. (Note: This 
lesson does not relate strongly to aspects of the standard 
that relate to describing the nature of a specific scientific 
investigation or presenting data in tables.) 

Numerous CCSS/ELA standards in 
Reading: Informational Text Writing and 
Writing (Text Type and Purposes, and 
Informative Text) 

Within a given grade level, this lesson connects to ELA 
standards that emphasize examining a text for detail, 
identifying relationships between concepts, and 
interpreting/understanding a text.  
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Lesson Description 
 

1. Begin with a carefully selected illustration from a nonfiction text that you remove from its 
context: No text, no labels, and no book title.  

 
2. Ask students to examine the art and respond to the following prompts (not yet to each other): 

• What do I observe in the image? (Focus on just the facts.) 

• What do I think may be going on in this image? 

• What does this image make me wonder about? i 
 

3. After students respond to all three questions (without discussion), facilitate a discussion of their 
responses, comparing and contrasting their various answers, developing and modifying their 
ideas, and speculating on the illustrator/author intentions.  

 
4. Provide the illustration’s context, especially the associated passage.   

 
You might repeat the thinking routine questions about the passage, but you can skip this if time 
is short or if you think the exact repetition at this point will make students disengage.  
 

5. Identify main ideas from the passage/text. Compare these main ideas in the text to the meaning 
and ideas about the image that were generated in the discussion. Discuss the extent to which 
the image and text align. For example: Are there details from the passage that are not reflected 
in the image?  
 
Keep in mind that any differences between the writing and the students’ interpretations of 
the image are not indicators that students are wrong. They are merely differences—and they 
may point out (1) a disconnect between the author and the illustrator’s visions; (2) assumptions 
that the author has about the audience that do not hold true for your students and/or; (3) layers 
of meanings that students have discovered that may or may not have been intended by the 
author and illustrator. 

 

Keep Going (Extensions):  
• Read more of the original text, beyond the specific passage that has been illustrated. Once 

more, consider the question of the extent to which the content of the book and the 
illustration(s) align. Are there details from the overall content of the work, or from sources not in 
the work, that are not represented? (You can do this now or, if the text is extensive, after 
students have a chance to read content more thoroughly.) Further expand this conversation to 
include additional content sources.  

 

• Parallel the basic activity of the lesson with a consideration of metaphors (including similes, and 
analogies). Explore the details of the metaphor, and then extend student thinking to the overlap 
and limitations of phenomenon and metaphor:  

o What do I observe? (What is the item that is being compared to something else? What is 
this comparison object/phenomenon? What observations have I made of this 
comparison object/phenomenon? Example: DNA is like a blueprint. DNA is the object 
being compared to the comparison object, a blueprint. I have not made direct 



observations of blueprints, but I understand that they are sheets of paper, often blue, 
that fade in bright light, or computer files, with plans for buildings and other objects.) 

 
o What do I think may be going on in this metaphor? (What aspects of the 

object/phenomenon might be related to the comparison object/phenomenon? 
Example: Maybe DNA is blue. Or maybe DNA is like a plan.) 

 
o What does this metaphor make me wonder about? (Is DNA really blue? Is DNA sensitive 

to light? How could a molecule be like a plan? If it’s like a plan, then what would be the 
“building”?) 

 
o After learning more about the phenomenon: What are the overlaps or similarities 

between the item and the comparison object/phenomenon; the ways in which they 
align? What are the limitations of the metaphor? (For DNA and blueprints: DNA is like a 
blueprint in that they both provide instructions for the assembly of something. The 
metaphor is limited in that there is no physical similarity between the form of a 
blueprint and DNA. Also, blueprints communicate information to people through 
symbols, and DNA acts like a plan by making something physical happen.) 

 
 

• Ask students to illustrate each other’s passages of informational text without any discussion 
between author and illustrator. The author should list what s/he thinks the key ideas are in the 
text. The illustrator should do the same (privately, after reading the author’s work), then create 
an illustration for the text.  
 
When the illustration is complete, a third student (or a group of students) should complete the 
main lesson with the student-created illustration as the image and the student-created text as 
the context. Student author and illustrator should reflect on and share their best understandings 
of the content (author can reflect on the illustration); and the extent to which they think the 
text and image align. Ask students to share their insights from this exercise, and to use these 
insights to develop a list of things to remember when creating or reading text. Use these in 
future reading/writing assignments. 
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