aperture On Sight



Introduction



The camerais an instrument that
teaches people how to see without
a camera.

—Dorothea Lange

Introduction

We live in a world full of photographs, from family snapshots to social media
posts, from billboard ads to news photographs. This curriculum aims to help
students develop the skills to both critically approach images and creatively
make them. The lessons will help educators guide students through the
creation of a body of their own photographic work. Educators will lead
students as together they look carefully at a range of inspiring and influential
photographs in preparation for making their own series and then sharing
their work in the form of a photobook.

The curriculum for this course is divided into two sets of lessons. Part 1
engages with photographs by focusing on key concepts, including form,
content, context, and meaning. Form refers to the style and format of the
image. Content points to the subject matter, and context includes both
the circumstance in which the image was made and is read. Meaning is
what viewers (including the artist) take away from the image. In short, the
curriculum relays that

form + content + context = meaning



We have selected one concept from this overarching formula to highlight
within each lesson of this first part. We imagine these concepts as a
framework to approach a photographic practice that is multifaceted and
layered. Each of these early lessons goes through aspects of these concepts
and invites students to engage with them through discussion and digital
photography exercises. Part 2 invites students to apply the concepts they
have learned in part 1 to personal photography projects. We have outlined
the steps for making original photobooks, but alternatives, such as a group
exhibition, would be possible with this set of lessons.

Profound, incisive conversations about art happen in all settings, across

all ages and experience levels of photography. While the curriculum was
written with the high school classroom in mind, it is intended to be flexible
and adaptable to various ages and settings. The twenty lessons can be
combined or completed individually, and additional time for production can
be inserted by the educator as needed. Because resources and circumstances
vary widely across various classrooms and settings, technical specifications
and timing guidelines are limited. All the works referenced in the lessons
are drawn from Aperture publications, which are generally intended for
adults. While we have made this selection with high school students in
mind, please review the work to determine whether it’s appropriate for your
class before beginning. We have included quotations from the artists in each
lesson, and we hope that their words can bring valuable context.

This course encourages the student-artists to be the leaders of their own
artistic processes. Though the course centers images from Aperture
publications, the final project of the course will be an opportunity for
students to present their own perspectives outside the reference works. We
suggest educators use the Visual Thinking Strategies method throughout
the lessons, a short summary of which can be found here. This pedagogic
approach makes room for many different perspectives. It invites students to
share what they see and then provide visual evidence for their observations.
It can be used to facilitate conversations as students consider the visual
approaches they’ll employ in the following activities.
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The fundamentals of the curriculum:

® Combine visual literacy, digital photography skills, and photobook-
making.

® Place published work and student work together in conversation.
® Encourage educators to lead hands-on activities.

® Apply an open-inquiry process in which students talk about photographs,
welcoming subjectivity and dialogue.

® Introduce students to a range of contemporary and historical
photographic practices.


https://vtshome.org/
https://vimeo.com/215729188

K
Part 1 (Lessons 1-11) Part 2 (Lessons 12-20)

Programmatic goals: Programmatic goals:
® Students will consider photographic form and related vocabulary to ® Students will expand their visual literacy by learning more about the
support their analyses of photographs and articulate the process of process involved in creating a long-form photographic narrative.

creating meaning through form, content, and context. ] ' o o .
® They will consider the role of photographic images within various

® They will expand their visual literacy through careful observation and by contexts.

decoding and encoding images.
® They will select and sequence their own images to understand how

® They will learn photography skills by practicing digital photography. context influences meaning and will create cohesive photo projects
(photobooks or exhibitions) that communicate a theme of their
Essential questions: choosing.
How do images create and communicate meaning? ® They will become familiar with book-design terminology.
How can one understand images?
. . . 9 . o
How can one make photographs with intention? Essential questions:

At the close of part 1, students will: How do images speak to one another?
How do they communicate their meaning as a group?

—» Know: Form, content, and context shape the meaning of photographic How does context influence meaning?

images. What is a photobook?

—-» Understand: Photography is a form of communication with method and
purpose, as well as a medium of artistic expression.

At the close of part 2, students will:

—» Know: How a presentation of images influences the meaning of single

- Do: Create photographs with intention—knowing they have the visual images and groups of images.
and photographic vocabulary to decipher the meaning of other images
and articulate it with visual evidence. —-» Understand: Photographs influence each other through proximity,
j sequence, and layout. Image selection matters, and grouping a selection

of photographs is a form of communication with method and purpose.

—» Do: Create an original body of photographic work and develop a
photobook or exhibition with intention. Use photography and design
vocabulary (edit, sequence, layout, design, narvative, etc.) to articulate
meaning and explain editorial decisions.
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What’s included:

® Free downloadable PDFs for each lesson (x 20) that include reference

images from Aperture publications, discussion topics, photography
exercises, and worksheets for students.

Note: The lessons are designed to take 1-1.5 hours each, but they are
malleable and can be adjusted depending on your timeline and priorities.
Extra time for taking photographs can be added at any point in the
lesson sequence and may be useful in part 2. The Going Further sections
provide extra activities and resources.

If you would like to order any of Aperture’s publications to use in your
classroom, please email education@aperture.org or visit this link.

® Note: If your institution charges tuition for students, we hope you
will consider supporting Aperture’s work as a nonprofit publisher by
purchasing books with a 30% educator discount. If your institution
is publicly funded, and you would like to join our subsidized book
program, please email education@aperture.org for instructions.
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What you need to provide:

digital cameras: a smartphone or a digital point-and-shoot for each
student (or for groups to share). For a more advanced option, an SLR
(single-lens reflex) camera will allow for more control over the variables
discussed in the course.

computer

printer (ideally with colored ink)
paper

projector

photography books (see left for support)


mailto:education%40aperture.org?subject=
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSfNRSF-8aA627VIqfz-gxUWVMPqJtnJf6Tytmr98YCO_yes0A/viewform&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1724179836023286&usg=AOvVaw1Q4aeR7LfoMT3epL4Ci5q3
mailto:education%40aperture.org?subject=

Vocabulary:

Technical Terms

Line: Marks the distance between two points.

Shape: A flat area that has clear edges.

Form: Three-dimensional shapes created by depth of shadow and light.

Color: What your eye sees when light bounces off a surface.

Texture: The surface quality of an object in a photograph, or the way
something would physically feel.

Pattern: Repeating shapes, colors, lines, or textures.

Contrast: The difference between light and dark in a photograph.
Content: The main idea and visuals of a photograph.

Sitter: A person who poses for a portrait.

Background: The part of a photograph that’s farthest from the viewer.

Foreground: The part of a photograph that’s closest to the viewer.

Middle Ground: The part of a photograph between the background and the

foreground.

Composition: The arrangement of visual elements in a photograph.

Conceptual Terms

Symbol: An image, object, or person that stands in for a larger idea, by reason
of relation, association, or resemblance.

“The Decisive Moment™: The exact instant a photographer makes a
photograph, in which all the elements of a scene come together to create an
image that is full of meaning.

Consent: Permission to make a photograph, requested by a photographer
and granted by a sitter.

Theme: An idea, feeling, or topic that unites the components in an image or
a body of work.

Narrative: A story represented in a photograph.

The Gaze: Considering the position of who is looking at who and through
what lens.

Context: The circumstances in which a photograph is created, which can
include time period, geographic location, relationship of photographer to the
content or sitter, and other factors.

Sequence: The arranged order of photographs to create a deeper meaning
within a body of work.

Edit: A selection of photographs from a body of work presented for critique
or final presentation.

Point of View: The location of the camera relative to the focal point when
the photograph was made, such as a bird’s-eye view (made from above) or
worm’s-eye view (made from below).

Layout: The arranged position of photographs and other printed elements in
a final presentation of a body of work.

Focus: The clarity of a photograph (sharpness or blurriness) created by the
lens of the camera.

Design: The construction and material choices made when creating a
photobook, including size, pages, binding, cover, and other features.

Introduction



Lesson 1:
Hello, Photography!



Materials needed:

Computer
Digital projector
Cameras or smartphones

Reference works by:

Christopher Williams
Inaki Bonillas

Robert C. Bishop
Minor White

Barbara Morgan
Kwame Braithwaite

Students will

—» Know: Camera care and basic functions (shutter release, zoom, flash
control, picture review).

- Understand: It helps to think about what picture you want to make and
why you want to make it before you get started, but discoveries can
happen in the process.

—» Do: Use a digital camera or smartphone. Share cameras, if necessary, and

work in small teams.

Lesson 1: Hello, Photography!

Lesson plan

® Check in on photography skills: Since each student arrives with their
own level of visual literacy or photography skill sets, it’s useful to begin
this lesson by surveying the students’ experiences using the following
questions: Where do you see photographs? How often do you see them?
Do you make any? If so, do you share them, and where? How did you
learn how to make a photograph? How comfortable are you with using a
camera or a smartphone? Do you use filters, or manually adjust settings?
Is there anything that you want to learn about photography?

® Course introduction: Brief students on what they can expect to
learn from the course (how they will develop their visual literacy and
photography skills to ultimately make a photobook or exhibition),
and outline the goals for the first day (i.e., learning camera functions,
thinking about intention, and making some photographs).

® Share a brief history of photography and Aperture: The invention
of photography was officially presented to the public in 1839 at the
French Academy of Sciences in Paris by Louis Daguerre. These earliest
photographs were created through the daguerreotype method, in
which light-sensitive copper plates were exposed in an early form of a
pinhole camera and developed with mercury. This process was initially
understood as a scientific technology, and photography as we know it
would not be considered art for many years, even decades. Beginning in
the 1930s, photography was increasingly institutionally recognized, as
museums began to create photography departments and showcase the
medium as an art form.

Aperture entered the history of photography with the first issue of its
quarterly magazine in 1952. Its founders declared: “Aperture has been
originated to communicate with serious photographers and creative
people everywhere, whether professional, amateur, or student.” The
founders who signed this message, including photographers Ansel
Adams, Dorothea Lange, Barbara Morgan, and Minor White, believed
their magazine answered a “vital need” in the field, responding to the
power of photography and a desire to create community around it.

From the daguerreotype to the introduction of the handheld film
camera in the 1880s, then to the innovation of the digital camera



https://archive.aperture.org/article/1952/01/01/about-aperture

in the mid-1970s, photographs—and ways of making them—have
changed drastically throughout history. When Aperture was founded
in the 1950s, photos of the day were mostly black and white. Images
like the landscapes of Minor White and Martha Graham’s dancers by
Barbara Morgan were created during this time. Kwame Brathwaite and
succeeding generations of artists continued to work in black and white,
even as color materials became available.

The formats and uses of photography continue to evolve; the medium is
both widely accessible and regarded as a significant artistic pursuit. The
photographs published throughout Aperture’s history fulfill a range of
purposes, but many of their makers share a goal of expressing ideas about
life and society through their art.

Today, Aperture remains a nonprofit publisher that leads conversations
around photography worldwide. From its base in New York, Aperture
connects global audiences and supports artists through its acclaimed
quarterly magazine, books, exhibitions, digital platforms, public
programs, limited-edition prints, and awards.

® Warm-up: Ask students to work in pairs or small groups to come up with
one word that describes their school and its community. Focus their
ideas on what could describe this school and the community in visual
terms. Make a list of these ideas as prompts for a photo scavenger hunt.

® Camera care: Ask students what they know about using a digital camera
or smartphone. This could be a moment when students make sure they
all know how to turn a flash on and off, how to set a self-timer, and how
to zoom or adjust lighting on their phones or cameras. You could ask:
How do you take care of the equipment?

® For younger participants, ask an interested student to model careful
camera use, and have other students make observations about what
they notice. Make a list of student ideas.

® Tip: Take note of each student’s memory card number or camera
number if they are using shared cameras so that they can use the
same one through the lessons.

N\
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® Photo exercise: Distribute cameras, or ask students to use their phones,
and send students on a photo scavenger hunt that illustrates the ideas on
the list they created in the warm-up exercise. For example, a photograph
of a mural could illustrate that the school is welcoming or creative. A
broken pencil could represent stress, or a picture of a trophy case could
represent high standards. You might prompt students by asking: If
you had to describe your classroom to someone in your family who has
never been to your school before, pick three objects that you think best
represents this classroom to you. They can represent characteristics or
values of your classroom and peers, and do not have to be literal.

® Follow-up discussion: Regroup and consider the following questions
together: Who got everything on the list? How did you represent your
ideas with photographs? Which words were hardest to photograph,
and why? What pictures did you take that describe the school? Did you
learn anything new about the school through this assignment? How can
photography describe invisible things like ideas?

~

Lesson 1: Hello, Photography!

Going further
Read: Preface to Aperture Conversations (2018), pages 7-9



https://aperture.org/books/aperture-conversations-1985-to-the-present-paperback/

aperture
210

Christopher Williams, Photograph of an Exakta camera

(detail), part of a series made in 2012, from Aperture 210,

2013. Courtesy Galerie Gisela Capitain, Cologne, and
Lesson 1: Hello, Photography! David Zwirner Gallery, New York/London



Inaki Bonillas, Adios fotografia (Bye bye photography),
Lesson 1: Hello, Photography! Mexico City, 2018




Inaki Bonillas, Adios fotografia (Bye bye photography),
Lesson 1: Hello, Photography! Mexico City, 2018
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Robert C. Bishop, Aspen Conference, Jerome Hotel,

Lesson 1: Hello, Photography! Aspen, 1951



Minor White, Matchstick Cove, San Mateo County,
Lesson 1: Hello, Photography! California, 1947



Barbara Morgan, Martha Graham, Letter to the World
Lesson 1: Hello, Photography! (Kick), 1940



Kwame Braithwaite, Self-portrait, African Jazz-Art Society
& Studios (AJASS), Harlem, ca. 1964; from Kwame
Lesson 1: Hello, Photography! Brathwaite: Black Is Beautiful (Aperture, 2019)



Aperture On Sight was conceived by Sarah Anne McNear, former deputy
director for external affairs and public programs. The 2023-24 edition

has been written and led by Alice Proujansky, teaching artist; Frances
Dorenbaum, content editor and curatorial advisor; Alex Schlechter,
education and public programs manager; Virginia Cannella, education and
public programs work scholar; and Sarah Meister, executive director, with
contributions from work scholars Seth Fields and Sofia Turner. Graphic
design: Karina Eckmeier. [llustration assistance: Lu Gan. Copyeditors:
Susan Ciccotti, Freddy Martinez, and Claire Voon. The first edition, in
2015, was written by Sarah Anne McNear and Alice Proujansky, with
contributions by Zalika Azim, Frances Dorenbaum, Schuyler Duffy, Adair
Ewin, Becca Imrich, Alexis Lambrou, Christopher Lopez, Pete Pin, Nancy
Schneider, José Soto, Emily Stewart, and Ashley Strazzinski.

Aperture On Sight (2023-24) is made possible with support from the
National Endowment for the Arts. Thank you to all the artists for sharing
their images.

Aperture On Sight (2015) was made possible with support from The

Bay and Paul Foundations, The Charina Endowment Fund, The Milton
and Sally Avery Arts Foundation, The Pinkerton Foundation, The Reba
Judith Sandler Foundation, The Tinker Foundation, The William Talbott
Hillman Foundation, and a gift from Agnes Gund. Additional public
support was provided by the National Endowment for the Arts, New York
State Council on the Arts and the New York State Legislature, New York
City Department of Cultural Affairs in partnership with City Council,
Manhattan Borough President’s Office, and Grand Street Settlement.

Compilation copyright © 2025 Aperture; all photographs copyright and
courtesy the artists or estates except where noted otherwise.

aperture

380 Columbus Avenue
New York, NY 10024
aperture.org

Aperture is a nonprofit publisher dedicated to creating insight, community,
and understanding through photography.





