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Visualising
The strategy of visualising refers to the mind’s capacity to imagine what is being suggested by words or 
symbols on the page or screen, or in a text that is heard.

As proficient readers read or hear a text, they can see what is happening, almost as if they are running a 
movie in their minds. They utilise all their senses to create mental pictures of what they read. This is what we 
should model and teach to our students.

Students should be encouraged to use all the senses of sight (“in the mind’s eye”), smell, hearing, touch 
and taste when visualising to enrich their mental pictures and improve their subsequent recall and 
comprehension of the text.

This resource places special emphasis on active learning and interaction by students with their teacher, their 
peers and the texts they read and hear. Visualising is very much part of active reading.

Visualising is strongly related to making connections and drawing inferences. Readers visualise by drawing 
from their world knowledge using visual clues on the page. Struggling readers often need additional support 
to build world knowledge so that they can improve their visualising.

Students who don’t know a word or concept will want to see a picture representing that word or concept or 
have the word or concept described to them in rich language so that they can visualise it for themselves.

“WHY THE OLD WOMAN LIMPS”
a poem by Lupenga Mphande, Malawi (Volume 2, p. 62)

SYNOPSIS: The poem opens with a question, “Do you know why the old woman sings?” It tells how she is 
sixty years old and has six grandchildren to look after, while the parents of the children have gone “south to 
dig gold”. The poem continues to describe the hard life of the grandmother. It provides vivid scenes for the 
students to visualise.

AUDIO: The poem is audio recorded.

Before readIng

•	 Explain the visualising comprehension strategy to the students.

•	 Pre-teach any vocabulary that may be difficult – for example, “seedling”, “maize”, 
“winnowed”, and “millet”.

•	 Have the students discuss, in pairs, their grandparents or grandparents that they know, 
and what those grandparents’ lives are like. Have them visualise one happy and one sad 
time with those grandparents and talk with the class about them.

•	 Read together the opening two lines, down to “… to look after”. Have students discuss, in 
pairs, why they think the old woman might sing, and then why the poem has the title that 
it has.

durIng readIng

•	 Set a purpose for reading by suggesting the students listen, think about, and visualise the 
events described in the poem that might cause the old woman to limp.

•	 Before listening to the audio, have the students look at the illustration. Illustrations are 
a form of visualisation. Tell them to think about what links they can make between the 
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illustration and the words as they listen to the audio. Then have students briefly skim and 
scan the text. Explain that both activities will help them make meaning as they closely 
read the text.

•	 Play the audio to the students and encourage them to read along.

•	 You may wish to play the audio all the way through and then replay it, stopping the 
reading part way through and having the students discuss their thoughts with regard to 
the purpose for reading. 

after readIng

•	 Have the students, in pairs or small groups, talk about their enjoyment of the poem and 
the parts of it that challenged them the most. 

•	 Ask: What visualisations do you have about the first stanza, which is positive in tone 
compared with the rest of the poem? Which stanza do they think is most important?

•	 Have students think-pair-share about how the tone of the poem changes through the 
second and third stanzas and have them describe to each other their most emotionally 
powerful visualisations of the old woman. Have some pairs report back.

•	 In some cultures, the roles of woman, men and children are created by economic 
circumstances. Have the students discuss how economic circumstances contribute to the 
old woman’s life. 

•	 Have them talk about the last two stanzas. Choose one strong visualisation and talk 
about it. How does it compare with the lives of their grandparents or of grandparents 
they know?

•	 Have students individually fill out the Visualising graphic organiser.

other texts you mIght lIke to dIscuss In relatIon to the 
VIsualIsIng strategy

“INVITATION”, a poem by Heather Archibald, St Kitts and Nevis (Volume 2, p. 12)

This poem, written in a woman’s voice speaking to another woman, urges her to rest in between roles/chores 
and expresses how hard motherhood can be. There are many opportunities for students to visualise as the 
poem unfolds.

“OUT OF THE WILDERNESS”, a poem by Barry Mitcalfe, New Zealand (Volume 2, p. 146)

A descriptive poem with beautiful illustrations. It describes how “the pylons stride” across the New Zealand 
landscape bringing electricity to the city. The poet’s use of personification provides opportunities for 
visualisation.

“SURPRISED”, a poem by Heather Archibald, St Kitts and Nevis (Volume 3, p. 88)

A poem about Mother who becomes childlike after doing the family laundry. The children “laugh and scream” 
with delight. Students will be able to visualise the events in the poem and relate them to their own lives. 


