
19.3 SkillBuilder: Describing photographs
19.3.1 Tell me
What is meant by ‘describing a photograph’?
A description is a brief comment (up to a paragraph) on a photograph, identifying and communicating
features from a geographic point of view. Sometimes it is necessary to infer information from a photograph;
for example, a cloud of dust in an image may tell us that the climate is dry, or that the place is experiencing
drought, or that some movement has disturbed the soil at the time the photograph was taken.

Why is describing photographs useful?
Photographs record the details of a place at a particular moment in time. As geographers, we use our
understanding of the world to interpret the image and tell others about the main features or information the
photograph reveals.

Photographs are also useful for:• comparing features before and after a disaster• showing land features when planning town expansions• explaining about a place and the way people use space• revealing the living conditions of people on the other side of the world.

Model

FIGURE 1 A modern city environment
Where is the city shown in FIGURE 1? This ground-level
photograph of a city shows a mix of traditional buildings
of about 10 storeys in height and modern sky scrapers of at
least double that height. You can see an inner-urban area
with traffic lights, street vendors and one-way streets. A
lone tree is struggling to grow in the shade of the buildings.
Some of the people may be tourists, as the man in the light-
coloured shirt seems to be looking around as he walks. It
appears to be a warm summer or autumn day, as people
are wearing short-sleeved shirts and sunglasses, and some
buildings are casting shadows onto others. You can tell that
people are at work in these offices, as the lights are on in
many levels of the buildings. The street name (W 56 St)
tells the viewer that this is a street in New York. It is likely
that the photograph was taken within the last 15 years,
because the man in the foreground wears earphones and is
listening to music while he walks.

A good description of a photograph:• includes an overview of the main features• has considered the angle of photography — aerial,
oblique or ground• has tried to identify the place in the photograph• notes other relevant information from the photograph• acknowledges the anomalies in the image — those
things that seem out of place• includes any written information that came with the photograph• has considered the time of the day and the date when the photograph was taken• has looked for visual clues of scale — comparisons with people or building heights• clearly communicates what you want the viewer to notice or see in the photograph• has considered whether there is evidence of bias from the photographer, especially with the size of the
image.
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19.3.2 Show me
How to interpret photographs

Video eLesson Describing photographs (eles-1660)

You will need:• a photograph of a built or natural environment.

Procedure
To interpret a photograph, you must have a geographic photograph of a place. Begin by using the ‘See,
Think, Wonder’ technique.

Step 1
See
What can you see? Look for all the main details. What takes up most of the space? Look for all the small
details. What are you wanting or needing to point out in this image? Do not try to explain anything. Make
a list of the things that you can see. In FIGURE 1, this list would include high-rise buildings, traffic on the
roads, pedestrians, street signs and more.

Step 2
Think
What do you think is happening? What do you think about it? Make a list of what you think. In FIGURE 1,
you might think it is early morning and workers and tourists are in the street, going about their daily
activities. Perhaps you think that the high-rise buildings contain offices within which people are beginning
their work for the day.

Step 3
Wonder
What is the mystery? What do you wonder about this image? For example, in FIGURE 1, why are all the
streets one way? Make a list of what you wonder about.

Step 4
Is there any information with the photograph? For example, information might be given about the
photographer or when the image was taken. Does the photograph appear with an article?

Step 5
Have you determined where the place is? Can you suggest in which region of the world the photograph
is taken, even if the exact country or place is difficult to decide? As you develop your geographic
understanding, you will gain impressions from images. In FIGURE 1, the street name (using numbering) on
the sign indicates that this is a city in the United States, probably New York.

Step 6
What does the light in the image indicate about the time of day when the photograph was taken? Are there
any shadows? Are there any indications as to whether the sun is high in the sky, rising in the early morning,
or setting in the evening? This might tell you about the activities of people at a particular time of day. In
FIGURE 1, the light comes from an angle and so appears to be the light of early morning.

Step 7
Is this a recent or an old photograph? Clothes, cars and other items in the image, such as appliances, can
help to date the photograph. Sometimes photographs have dates embedded in the corner of the image.
FIGURE 1 shows a man walking with earphones in, listening to a personal media player. This technology has
only been widely available for around 15 years.
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Step 8
At what angle is the photograph taken — aerial, oblique or ground? Think about why the photographer may
have used this angle. Does the background information add to your understanding of the photograph? Think
about the things that you cannot see. For example, what types of office work might happen in the buildings
in FIGURE 1?

Step 9
Do you need to make a statement about the height of any objects in the photograph? Is there an item from
which you can reference height? In FIGURE 1, each floor of a building represents about four metres.

Step 10
Ask yourself whether you think the photographer may be using bias in the photograph; that is, has the
photographer unfairly influenced the image? Is it likely that left and right or top and bottom of this image
show the same scene, or has the photographer selected these elements to tell a particular story? In FIGURE 1,
bias does not seem to be apparent. The photographer has included what his eye can see. Look at FIGURE 2 —
is the story the same in both images?

FIGURE 2a appears to be a scene of a peaceful rural or parkland environment. When the full image
including the city skyline is shown in FIGURE 2b, it becomes apparent that this place is part of a very urban
space, in the centre of a large city.

FIGURE 2 (a) A peaceful rural environment? (b) Central Park, New York City
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Checklist
I have:• included an overview of the main features• considered the angle of photography — aerial, oblique or ground• tried to identify the place in the photograph• noted other relevant information from the photograph• acknowledged the anomalies in the image — those things that seem out of place• included any written information that came with the photograph• considered the time of the day and the date when the photograph was taken• looked for visual clues of scale — comparisons with people or building heights• clearly communicated what I want the viewer to notice or see in the photograph• considered whether there is evidence of bias from the photographer, especially with the size of the

image.

Interactivity Describing photographs (int-3156)

Weblink Kibera slum

19.3.3 Let me do it
Complete the following activities to practise this skill.

Use the Kibera slum weblink in the Resources tab to look at the photograph of the Kibera slum in Nairobi,
Kenya. Using the online tool, explore the details of the photograph. Interpret the image by answering the
following questions.

19.3 ACTIVITIES
1. What activities are being carried out in the slums?
2. Describe the buildings in the slum, including size, construction techniques, building materials and density of

buildings.
3. Describe the possible movement of people through the slums.
4. In the left foreground is a water tank. This seems unusual in this environment. Can you suggest what might

be happening in this community?
5. What additional information would you like to have about this place, especially considering the presence of

the multistorey buildings in the background?
6. Write a paragraph of text, following the steps outlined above, describing the Kibera slum.
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