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Close your eyes. Imagine 
yourself in the place. Notice the 
sounds, smells, tastes and tactile 
sensations associated with each 
sight you visualize. Describe 
the sensory details to a partner. 
Share your sensory experience 
with the class.

Student activity

Opportunities for differentiation
•	 Narrate the visualization (e.g., “Close your eyes. Imagine yourself in the place. Take a 

deep breath. What do you see as you look around? What noises do you hear? What smells 
tickle your nose? What sensations or textures are you feeling? What things might you 
taste?)

•	 Provide cue cards to prompt and enhance students’ visualizations and descriptions (e.g., 
colours, shapes, sizes, textures, temperature, range of tastes, movement, quality of 
sounds, distances, foreground, background.)

 ➤ Explain the value of considering sensory details when trying to imagine contemporary or 
historical conditions and circumstances. Suggest that focusing on sensory details helps 
us imagine what it might be like to be in the picture we are viewing. Select one or more 
documentary images containing rich sensory details. Provide pairs of students with a 
sample image or display the image on a screen (such as the image on Activity Sheet A). 
Allow a few minutes for students to discuss what they see.

•	 the	sounds	of	music,	screaming,	beeping,	
grinding	from	the	midway

•	 the	aroma	of	onions	from	the	concession	stand
•	 the	feel	of	the	wind	rushing	against	their	faces
•	 the	roar	of	the	crowd
•	 the	feel	of	the	bass	of	the	loudspeakers

Possible responses

Focus on the senses
identifying the sensory experiences represented in an image

TEACHER RESOURCE

Learning outcomes
•	 imagine	the	range	of	sensations	of	smell,	taste,	sound,	and	touch	invoked	by	an	image;
•	 use	images	to	better	understand	the	historical	or	contemporary	conditions;
•	 corroborate	sensory	experiences	with	additional	details	from	the	image	or	with	outside	

sources.
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Senior
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adaptable

4

4
4

Learn about the strategy

 ➤ Invite students to imagine they are attending a ‘sensory rich’ event such as a theme park, 
sporting event or concert. Direct students to close their eyes and visualize the event. 

Describe  
sensory details

Examine
an image

Look closely at the image (click on the 
image to link to the image on the web or 
examine Activity Sheet A). Imagine what 
you would hear, smell, taste and touch if 
you were in the scene. Discuss your sen-
sory details with a partner.  Notice what 
details were similar and different. Share 
your sensory details with the class.

Student activity

Fo
cu

s 
o

n
 t

h
e
 s

e
n

se
s  

5
4



Focus on the senses 2 ©   The Critical Thinking Consortium 

Opportunities for differentiation
•	 Select an image that students can relate to as the “anchor” image.
•	 Highlight details from the image that are particularly helpful in identifying sensory 

experiences.
•	 Provide	some	students	with	more	easily	interpreted	images;	introduce	additional,	more	

ambiguous images to challenge other students.
•	 Help students focus on the details in the image by revealing only a portion of the image at 

a time.

 ➤ Refer to the sensory details generated in the previous activity. Suggest that some details are 
more powerful than others. 

Categorize the sensory details into “powerful” and “non-powerful” descriptions. Consider 
what makes one description more powerful than another.

Student activity

Opportunities for differentiation
•	 Copy the class list of descriptions from the previous lesson onto strips of paper for students 

to manually sort.

Powerful descriptions Non-powerful descriptions
•	 smell	the	dusty,	musky,	earthy	scent	 •	 smell	of	horse
	 of	the	horse
•	 taste a	warm,	juicy,	sweet,	ripe	peach	 •	 taste	a	juicy	peach
•	 hear	the	dull	plodding	of	the	horse’s	hooves	 •	 hear	something
	 on	the	hard	dirt	path
•	 feel	the	bumpy	motion	of	the	wagon	as	you	 •	 feel	the	bench
	 sit	on	the	hard,	wooden	bench

Possible responses

Opportunities for differentiation
•	 Provide students with criteria.

Assessment	for	learning
•	 Introduce the rating scale on How	powerful	are	my	
descriptions? (Activity Sheet B) and work with students 
to develop descriptors for “excellent.” If necessary 
provide examples and invite students to practise rating 
the descriptions. 

TEACHER RESOURCE

Categorize 
sensory details

 ➤ Encourage students to suggest qualities that a powerful sensory description would include. 
Draw out the criteria from the discussion using the stem: Powerful sensory descriptions are…. 

Develop criteria

Suggest qualities that a powerful,  
sensory description would include.

Student activity

•	 Powerful	sensory	descriptions	are	accurate,	
convincing,	specific	and	fully	developed.

•	 Non-powerful	sensory	descriptions	are	vague	
and	missing	key	sensations.

Possible responses

Focus on the senses 
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ACTIVITY SHEET B

RATING SCALE
My evidence is convincing.

Excellent

Not yet

“Look fors” (describe excellent):
Evidence for rating:

My evidence is accurate.

Excellent

Not yet

“Look fors” (describe excellent):
Evidence for rating:

My description is specifi c.

Excellent

Not yet

“Look fors” (describe excellent):
Evidence for rating:

My description is fully 
developed.

Excellent

Not yet

“Look fors” (describe excellent):
Evidence for rating:

How powerful are my descriptions?
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Examine the image carefully (click on the image to link to 
the image on the web or distribute copies of Activity Sheet 
C). Imagine you were there. What objects/people do you 
notice?
Speculate on the smells, tastes, sounds and touch 
associated with each object – what might you 
smell, taste, sound or touch?
Notice the obvious and less obvious details in the 
image including those in the foreground, middle 
ground and background.
Record these sensory details on the data	chart.
Think about why the objects would smell, taste, 
and feel the way you have described them. 
Record this supporting evidence beside each 
sensory description.

Student activity

TEACHER RESOURCE

Find details 
and evidence

Practice the strategy

 ➤ Provide students with a copy of Identifying	sensory	details	
data	chart	(Activity Sheet D). Explain that this chart helps 
them notice sensory details. Guide students through the 
steps using image #2 or another suitable image. 

Focus on the senses 
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ACTIVITY SHEET D
Identifying sensory details data chart Name  ________________________________________________________________________________________

 Image  ________________________________________________________________________________________
Objects/people I see

 Sense Sensory description 
Supporting evidence

 Smell

 Taste

 Sound

 Touch
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Assessment	for	learning
•	 Refer to the rating	scale and the descriptor previously developed. Encourage students to self 

and peer-assess their descriptions and make revisions based on the feedback.

 ➤ Consider	inviting	students	to	report	their	descriptions	orally	in	the	form	of	a	vivid	first-person	
report on the sensations experienced within the image. Provide an example, if necessary.

Extension

Put yourself in the image and report your descriptions as if you were experiencing the 
sensations	first-hand	(i.e.,	I	hear	…	I	smell	…	I	feel	…	I	taste	…).	Make	your	descriptions	
vivid	so	the	listener	can	picture	what	you	are	experiencing.	Share	your	first-hand	account	
with another person or the class.

Student activity

 ➤ Encourage	students	to	confirm	the	plausibility	of	their	descriptions	by	referring	to:

•	 additional	details	in	the	image.	If	possible,	show	students	the	published	caption	of	the	image.

•	 additional	or	outside	sources	(e.g.	further	images,	an	atlas,	textbook,	or	the	Internet).

Confirm 
plausibility
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Use your completed activity charts to summarize what you learned.
Ask yourself, “What do the sensory descriptions tell me about the topic and time shown in 
the image?”

Student activity

Take a second look at the image. What details have you overlooked?
Read the published caption or consult another resource on the topic.
Confirm	the	accuracy	and	completeness	of	your	sensory	descriptions	based	on	the	additional	
information. Revise your descriptions as needed.

Caption for image 2
“Removing	fish	from	dragger	at	the	Job	Brothers	and	Co	Ltd.	Fish	Plant.	1949”

Additional images
http://imagescn.technomuses.ca/marine/index_choice.cfm?id=98&photoid=2055957618
http://imagescn.technomuses.ca/marine/index_view.cfm?photoid=758001109&id=98
http://www.heritage.nf.ca/society/crosbie.html
http://imagescn.technomuses.ca/marine/index_choice.cfm?id=98&photoid=30401037

Additional information
http://www.mun.ca/mha/holdings/findingaids/job.php
http://www.heritage.nf.ca/society/fishery.html

Student activity

TEACHER RESOURCE

Share results

Summarize 
information

 ➤ Drawing on all images, as a class, summarize what has been learned about the historical or 
contemporary conditions or circumstances. Provide additional information about the topic or 
the image(s) to challenge any dubious conclusions that may have been proposed.

Opportunities for differentiation
•	 Encourage some students to work with a partner when summarizing the conditions.
•	 Allow students to complete their summaries orally, in writ-

ing or in pictures.

Use the strategy on your own

 ➤ Provide students with a copy of the Student	resource. 
Explain to students that focusing on the senses is a strategy 
that can be useful in understanding images both in and out 
of school.

Cod	fishing	in	Newfoundland	in	the	first	half	of	the	20th	century:
•	 was	physically	challenging;
•	 had	smelly,	slippery,	dirty	and	wet	working	conditions;
•	 needed	a	team	of	‘fishers’	to	catch,	unload	and	process	the	fish;
•	 was	a	successful	industry	because	the	fish	were	so	plentiful;
•	 required	fishers	to	find	ways	to	preserve	their	catches	while	fishing.

Possible responses

Focus on the senses 
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Instructions

For a sample use of the 
strategy, see the next page

STUDENT RESOURCEFocus on the sensesidentifying the sensory experiences represented in an image

Purpose
� is strategy helps me imagine a range of sensations of smell, taste, sound and touch seen in an image so I can better understand the historical or contemporary conditions.

• Examine the image carefully. Put yourself in the image. Imagine you were there. What objects/people do you notice?• Speculate on the smells, tastes, sounds and touch associated with each object 
– what might you smell, taste, sound or touch?• Notice the obvious and less obvious details in the image including those in 
the foreground, middle ground and background.• Record these sensory details on the chart.• Think about why the objects would smell, taste, smell and feel the way you 

have described them. Record this supporting evidence beside each sensory 
description.

• Take a second look at the image. What details have you overlooked?• Read the published caption or consult another resource on the topic to confi rm the plausibility, accuracy and completeness of your sensory descriptions given this additional information.• Revise your sensory descriptions as needed in light of this new information.• Review your sensory descriptions. Summarize the conditions or circumstances surrounding the image. Ask yourself, “What do the sensory descriptions tell me about the topic and time shown in the image?”
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TEACHER RESOURCE

Explain the purpose of focusing on the senses to a partner.
Discuss possible ways to use the Focus	on	the	senses strat-
egy both in and out of school.
Review the steps in applying the strategy.

Student activity

•	 better	understand	the	historical	or	contemporary	
conditions	in	images

•	 engage	all	my	senses	so	I	become	a	better	observer	
of	people,	places,	events	or	phenomena

•	 increase	my	attention	to	detail
•	 ‘read’	images	in	other	subject	areas,	the	newspa-
pers,	Internet,	magazine,	textbooks.

Possible responses

Focus on the senses 
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SAMPLE 
use of the strategy

STUDENT RESOURCE

ropes   net   boat   ice   baskets   men

• the smell of musty, damp ropes and nets• the smell of salt air
• strong smells of rotting fi sh, smoke, wet wood and oil

• sweat, blood, fi sh, salt and smoke on the men’s clothes
• taste of fresh fi sh and salt air

• squeaking of ropes being pulled and the boat rubbing against the dock• the talking and shouting of men unloading the fi sh• background noises of the dock (e.g., water slapping against the side of the boat; wooden boats groaning as they rub against the dock, people talking)

• the feel of cold, slippery, scaly fi sh feeling of cold salt air on the faces and hands of the men• the weight of the basket fi lled with fi sh• the feel of the slippery, wet wooden deck

• there are ropes tied to the dock and hanging from the mast; in the middle ground nets are suspended or hung from ropes; the deck appears wet• can see the ocean in the background• there is a basket of fi sh; wooden crates on a wooden boat; wet-looking deck with a black hose or pipe; men are smoking cigarettes
• the men are smoking cigarettes; they are handling fi sh; their clothes and aprons are stained; it looks as if the men are working hard to unload the catch (they need to use pulleys and the basket is full of fresh fi sh); there is a pile of salt on the deck and a white residue on the sides of the boat and dock• there is a basket of fi sh; the ocean is in the background

• the nets are large and the basket full which means strain is being placed on the ropes; there is a gap between the dock and the deck of the boat; the rope is tied loosely to allow for movement of the boat fl oating on the water• there are numerous men in the image; two seem to be interacting as they pass the basket of fi sh from the deck to the dock
• there are men, another boat and the ocean in the background; the ocean appears calm which means it would be gently hitting the side of the boat

• there is a basket of fi sh; they need to be kept cool and damp to prevent them from rotting and drying out
• the ocean in the background; the men are wearing caps, jackets, gloves and rubber boots• the basket, full of fi sh, needs a pulley to be lifted from the hold to the deck• the deck is shiny, there is a black hose or pipe

Identifying sensory details data chart Name  ________________________________________________________________________________________
 Image  ________________________________________________________________________________________

Objects/people I see

 Sense Sensory description 
Supporting evidence

 Smell

 Taste

 Sound

 Touch
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 ➤ Review the sample use of the strategy. Invite students to 
assess the sample using the rating scale and the description 
they developed or using the rubric.

Focus on the senses 
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Assessing sensory descriptions
Outstanding Very good Competent Basic Not yet able

Accurate and convincing evidence
Identifi es accurate 
details from 
the image to 
convincingly 
support each of the 
sensory experiences 
mentioned.

Identifi es accurate 
details from the 
image to support 
each of the sensory 
experiences 
mentioned.

Identifi es accurate 
details from the 
image to support 
most of the 
sensory experiences 
mentioned

Identifi es general 
details from the 
image to support 
some of the 
sensory experiences 
mentioned.

Evidence

Specifi c and fully developed descriptions
Describes in precise 
terms three or four 
examples of sensory 
experiences for each 
of the four senses.

Describes in fairly 
precise terms two or 
three examples of 
sensory experiences 
for most of the four 
senses.

Describes two 
examples of sensory 
experiences for most 
of the four senses, 
but not always in 
precise terms.

Describes in general 
terms at least one 
sensory experience 
for each of the four 
senses.

Evidence

STUDENT RESOURCE

Fo
cu

s o
n

 th
e
 se

n
se

s 
5
4

Assess 
the sample

Fo
cu

s 
o

n
 t

h
e
 s

e
n

se
s  

5
4



Focus on the senses 6 ©   The Critical Thinking Consortium 

Sample image #1

ACTIVITY SHEET A

Image source: Hauling baskets of peaches, Niagara Peninsula, Ontario, Canada, ca. 1930
Photographer: unknown
Subject: Peach -- Handling / Peach -- Harvesting
Image No.: CN000074, CSTMC/CN Collection
http://imagescn.technomuses.ca/agriculture/index_choice.cfm?id=12&photoid=15948681
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ACTIVITY SHEET B

RATING SCALE

My evidence is convincing.
Excellent Not yet

“Look fors” (describe excellent): Evidence for rating:

My evidence is accurate.

Excellent Not yet

“Look fors” (describe excellent): Evidence for rating:

My description is specific.
Excellent Not yet

“Look fors” (describe excellent): Evidence for rating:

My description is fully 
developed. Excellent Not yet

“Look fors” (describe excellent): Evidence for rating:

How powerful are my descriptions?
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ACTIVITY SHEET C

Sample image #2

Image source: Removing fish from dragger at the Job Brothers and Co. Ltd. Fish Plant, St. 
John’s, Newfoundland and Labrador, Canada, 1949
Photographer: unknown
Subject: Job Brothers and Co. Fish Plant / Fish / Fishing boats / St. John’s (Nfld.)
Image No.: CN007075, CSTMC/CN Collection
http://imagescn.technomuses.ca/marine/index_choice.cfm?id=98&photoid=-1841208049
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ACTIVITY SHEET D

Identifying sensory details data chart
 Name  ________________________________________________________________________________________

 Image  ________________________________________________________________________________________

Objects/people I see

 Sense Sensory description Supporting evidence

 Smell

 Taste

 Sound

 Touch
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Instructions

For a sample use of the 
strategy, see the next page.

STUDENT RESOURCE

Focus on the senses
identifying the sensory experiences represented in an image

Purpose

This strategy helps 
me imagine a range of 
sensations of smell, taste, 
sound and touch seen 
in an image so I can 
better understand the 
historical or contemporary 
conditions.

•	 Examine	the	image	carefully.	Put	yourself	in	the	image.	Imagine	you	were	
there. What objects/people do you notice?

•	 Speculate	on	the	smells,	tastes,	sounds	and	touch	associated	with	each	object	
– what might you smell, taste, sound or touch?

•	 Notice	the	obvious	and	less	obvious	details	in	the	image	including	those	in	
the foreground, middle ground and background.

•	 Record	these	sensory	details	on	the	chart.

•	 Think	about	why	the	objects	would	smell,	taste,	smell	and	feel	the	way	you	
have described them. Record this supporting evidence beside each sensory 
description.

•	 Take	a	second	look	at	the	image.	What	details	have	you	overlooked?

•	 Read	the	published	caption	or	consult	another	resource	on	the	topic	to	
confirm	the	plausibility,	accuracy	and	completeness	of	your	sensory	
descriptions given this additional information.

•	 Revise	your	sensory	descriptions	as	needed	in	light	of	this	new	information.

•	 Review	your	sensory	descriptions.	Summarize	the	conditions	or	
circumstances surrounding the image. Ask yourself, “What do the sensory 
descriptions tell me about the topic and time shown in the image?”
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SAMPLE 
use of the strategy

STUDENT RESOURCE

ropes   net   boat   ice   baskets   men

•	 the	smell	of	musty,	damp	ropes	and	nets
•	 the	smell	of	salt	air
•	 strong	smells	of	fish,	smoke,	wet	wood	 

and	oil

•	 sweat,	blood,	fish,	salt	and	smoke	on	the	men’s	
clothes

•	 taste	of	fresh	fish	and	salt	air

•	 squeaking	of	ropes	being	pulled	and	the	boat	
rubbing	against	the	dock

•	 the	talking	and	shouting	of	men	unloading	the	fish
•	 background	noises	of	the	dock	(e.g.,	water	slapping	

against	the	side	of	the	boat;	wooden	boats	
groaning	as	they	rub	against	the	dock,	people	
talking)

•	 the	feel	of	cold,	slippery,	scaly	fish	
•	 feeling	of	cold	salt	air	on	the	faces	and	hands	of	

the	men
•	 the	weight	of	the	basket	filled	with	fish
•	 the	feel	of	the	slippery,	wet	wooden	deck

•	 there	are	ropes	tied	to	the	dock	and	hanging	from	
the	mast;	in	the	middle	ground	nets	are	suspended	
or	hung	from	ropes;	the	deck	appears	wet

•	 can	see	the	ocean	in	the	background
•	 there	is	a	basket	of	fish;	wooden	crates	on	a	

wooden	boat;	wet-looking	deck	with	a	black	hose	or	
pipe;	men	are	smoking	cigarettes

•	 the	men	are	smoking	cigarettes;	they	are	handling	
fish;	their	clothes	and	aprons	are	stained;	it	looks	
as	if	the	men	are	working	hard	to	unload	the	catch	
(they	need	to	use	pulleys	and	the	basket	is	full	of	
fresh	fish);	there	is	a	pile	of	salt	on	the	deck	and	a	
white	residue	on	the	sides	of	the	boat	and	dock

•	 there	is	a	basket	of	fish;	the	ocean	is	in	the	
background

•	 the	nets	are	large	and	the	basket	full	which	means	
strain	is	being	placed	on	the	ropes;	there	is	a	gap	
between	the	dock	and	the	deck	of	the	boat;	the	
rope	is	tied	loosely	to	allow	for	movement	of	the	
boat	floating	on	the	water

•	 there	are	numerous	men	in	the	image;	two	seem	to	
be	interacting	as	they	pass	the	basket	of	fish	from	
the	deck	to	the	dock

•	 there	are	men,	another	boat	and	the	ocean	in	the	
background;	the	ocean	appears	calm	which	means	
it	would	be	gently	hitting	the	side	of	the	boat

•	 there	is	a	basket	of	fish;	they	need	to	be	kept	cool	
and	damp	to	prevent	them	from	rotting	and	drying	
out

•	 the	ocean	in	the	background;	the	men	are	wearing	
caps,	jackets,	gloves	and	rubber	boots

•	 the	basket,	full	of	fish,	needs	a	pulley	to	be	lifted	
from	the	hold	to	the	deck

•	 the	deck	is	shiny,	there	is	a	black	hose	or	pipe

Fo
cu

s 
o

n
 t

h
e
 s

e
n

se
s  

5
4

Identifying sensory details data chart
 Name  ________________________________________________________________________________________

 Image  ________________________________________________________________________________________

Objects/people I see

 Sense Sensory description Supporting evidence

 Smell

 Taste

 Sound

 Touch
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Assessing sensory descriptions

Outstanding Very good Competent Basic Not yet able

Accurate and convincing evidence

Identifies accurate 
details from 
the image to 
convincingly 
support each of the 
sensory experiences 
mentioned.

Identifies accurate 
details from the 
image to support 
each of the sensory 
experiences 
mentioned.

Identifies accurate 
details from the 
image to support 
most of the 
sensory experiences 
mentioned.

Identifies general 
details from the 
image to support 
some of the 
sensory experiences 
mentioned.

Evidence 

Specific and fully developed descriptions

Describes in precise 
terms three or four 
examples of sensory 
experiences for each 
of the four senses.

Describes in fairly 
precise terms two or 
three examples of 
sensory experiences 
for most of the four 
senses.

Describes two 
examples of sensory 
experiences for most 
of the four senses, 
but not always in 
precise terms.

Describes in general 
terms at least one 
sensory experience 
for each of the four 
senses.

Evidence 
 

STUDENT RESOURCE
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