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Lesson 3:
Framing and Point of View

Form + Content + Context = Meaning




Materials needed:
Computer

Digital projector

Cameras or smartphones
Reference works by:

Dorothea Lange
Tommy Kha

Students will

Know: Photographers make choices when framing pictures by including
and excluding information.

Understand: How a picture is framed contributes to the meaning of the
picture.

Do: Frame a picture in a variety of ways. Look at a picture and
understand/verbalize the framing choice.
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Artist bios and project info

Dorothea Lange (born in Hoboken, New Jersey, 1895; died in San
Francisco, 1965) was a photographer who is known for the images she

took during the Great Depression in the 1930s for the Farm Security
Administration in the US. Migrant Mother (1936), referenced in this lesson,
is her most famous photograph, which was framed to express a particular
narrative about hunger and insecurity, even though the sitter later claimed
the image did not accurately represent her story. Lange’s photographs act
as a window into the lives of real people who lived through these events,
and they bring up the question of how framing and context can affect the
meaning and reception of an image.

“Dorothea Lange lived instinctively, but she always found herselfin the

right place at the right time. . . . Lange photographed spontaneously and

often under difficult conditions. She helped us learn a great deal about

ourselves in those inspired split seconds of photographing, as she put it,

‘things as they are,” because she possessed the gift of inquiry.”

— Christopher Cox for Aperture Masters of Photography, Number Five
(2014), 5

Tommy Kha (born in Memphis, 1988) lives and works between Brooklyn
and Memphis. Kha is a photographer and educator whose work is influenced
by his mother’s journey as she fled from Vietnam in the early 1980s, moving
through Canada, and eventually settling in Memphis. His work brings
together self-portraits, found imagery, landscapes, and portraits of his
family to tell the story of his life and his culture as found in the Southern
US. Kha’s images May (Madonna and Child in Four Acts, I1I) (2021) and May
(and Tourist) (2021) demonstrate his practice of photographing himself with
his mother. Note the deliberate difference in framing—what is revealed by
altering the angle—and the new meaning that Kha creates in the second
image.

“The act of picture-making to me is a choreography. It’s a dance between
me and the camera and the space itself. I think for some people it’s about
them trying to figure themselves out in relation to a space—where they
belong, where they should be standing. Photography is a compass for me.
It’s very grounding: a validation or confirmation that I was there.”
—Tommy Kha, Half, Full, Quarter (2023), 148
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Lesson plan

® Discussion: Guide the students in a group discussion about the two
images made by Dorothea Lange. Before sharing much about her work
or any historical context, you could ask: What do you see? What do you
see that makes you say that? What story are these photographs telling?
How can you tell? Focus on the amount of information in each picture
and how the framing of the pictures affects the students’ knowledge and
understanding of the story being told.

® Historical context and example on framing: These images were made
during the Great Depression in the US (see artist biography). Explore
how the different ways of framing the image tell different parts of the
story, and why. You could ask: What is left in the frame and what is
left out? Would one of these photographs tell the whole story by itself?
Which photograph tells us the most about whom we’re seeing? Does one
of them make you feel something more than the others do, and why?

® Consider a second example that focuses on point of view: First, how do
students define point of view? To consider the concept, Tommy Kha’s
work looks at his family’s immigration journey through the lens of his
own camera in Memphis and through the lenses of others who took
snapshots of his mom as she arrived in Canada from Vietnam. Looking
at the series of photos from his book, how are different points of view
expressed visually? Describe what is unique about each of the selected
images. What in the frame links these images? Can you understand
where the gaps are between the images?

® Photo exercise: Ask students to photograph a scene in the classroom.
They should decide on a topic, then frame it three ways (or as many ways
as they can). For example: close-up; midrange; from a distance; from
the left and/or the right, center, or unobstructed; from behind another
object; from above or below; and so on. The goal is for students to
photograph a single subject from three different points of view.
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Going further

Read: “Piecing Together Dorothea Lange’s Migrant Mother,” Sarah Meister

Read: “How Tommy Kha's Mischievous Portraits Challenge the Idea of
Belonging,” Hua Hsu. This essay originally appeared in Tommy Kha: Half,
Full, Quarter (Aperture, 2023).

Watch: Aperture Conversations: “Tommy Kha's Kaleidoscopic Approach to
Photography” (Note: Watch and consider before sharing with students—an
especially good time stamp is 26:23.)
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https://www.moma.org/magazine/articles/233
https://www.moma.org/magazine/articles/233
https://aperture.org/editorial/how-tommy-khas-mischievous-portraits-challenge-the-idea-of-belonging/
https://aperture.org/editorial/how-tommy-khas-mischievous-portraits-challenge-the-idea-of-belonging/
https://aperture.org/books/tommy-kha-half-full-quarter/
https://aperture.org/books/tommy-kha-half-full-quarter/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aQXPUY1fUVg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aQXPUY1fUVg

Dorothea Lange, Migrant Mother, Nipomo, California,
March 1935; from Dorothea Lange: Masters of Photography
Lesson 3: Framing and Point of View (Aperture, 2014)



Dorothea Lange, Nipomo, California, March 1936; from
Lesson 3: Framing and Point of View Dorothea Lange: Masters of Photography (Aperture, 2014)



Tommy Kha, May (Madonna and Child in Four Acts, Ill),
East Memphis, 2021; from Tommy Kha: Half, Full, Quarter
Lesson 3: Framing and Point of View (Aperture, 2023)



Tommy Kha, May (Sitting Pose Ill), East Memphis, 2021;
Lesson 3: Framing and Point of View from Tommy Kha: Half, Full, Quarter (Aperture, 2023)



Tommy Kha, May (and Tourist), East Memphis, 2021; from
Lesson 3: Framing and Point of View Tommy Kha: Half, Full, Quarter (Aperture, 2023)
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