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How can smartphone zoom photography disrupt approaches to visual literacy in 
photography based education to enhance critical thinking during a time of social 
media driven image production? 



Context and Rationale 


Smartphones have become the default mode of image creation for students.The 
zoom function is often dismissed as low quality to amateurish and is deeply 
entangled with social media aesthetics, digital interpolation and algorithmic 
image shaping. Traditional photography rarely engages with zoom as a valid 

tool.


This project investigates how smartphone zoom photography can distrupt 
conventional norms and enhance critical thinking and the politics of looking.
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• My role in this project is to create a dialogue with the students around rethinking their 
approach to visual literacy, accessibility, critical visual consciousness and what an 
image can mean if its made without the constraints of the pressures of expectation of 
education and industry.


•  Spending time outside to the classroom in spaces such as the darkroom to communal 
areas I undertake what we term as “soft teaching”. It is here that much of the exciting 
work is made where there is a no hierarchy between educator and student. 


• Providing students with the technical aspects and differences of Smartphone 
photography , the visual language they interpret and learn. 


• Setting up an intervention to test the project’s possibilities  and a workshop to allow 
students to break the constraints of system of expectation and success. 


• Collection of Data in simple and direct ways accessible to students without disruption 
of their education and day to day lives and its interpretation. 


• Trying to find participants who could represent the different pathway ( non siloing ) and 
are actually interested in participating in a project that could be challenging for 
themselves and them giving their consent for the project
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Consent Forms BERA Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (2024),
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Undertaking an Intervention Cycle


• As a way of creating both an accessible and interesting way for the participants to engage with 
the project. I developed an intervention brief . I already use the possibilities of interventionist 
practice in my teaching. It relates mostly to a physical intervention on the photograph for 
example stitching thread through a print or polaroid lifts.


•Setting a clear caveat that the participants must use images already made on their phones and 
must not have used the zoom function and reflected what they believed was their style or what 
they felt was industry standard.


•They were provided with an information sheet detailing the differences between optical and 
digital zoom to understand what happens in the smartphone 


• This was a remote workshop in terms of logistics and allowing the students to be able to make 
choices on pre shot images they would choose to intervene using the crop function and 
postproduction on both their smartphone or laptops using software such as Photoshop. They 
would deliver these to me via email/ direct messaging. 
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Results of Intervention Cycle - Participants using archive images 
from their camera roll and using crop and zoom in PhotoShop
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The Workshop as a Research Tool
 This project employs action research as its main methodology 

  Its a Reflective teaching practice  
 Allows me Investigate,Intervene and Evaluate Pedagogy Strategies within my 

Teaching Practice 

the method respects the messiness of learning and enables meaningful insights 
into how students negotiate visual literacy in contemporary image culture. 

active participants in questioning dominant photographic norms, rather than 
passive recipients of technical instruction.
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Using John Berger's Way of Seeing, Freire's Pedagogy of the oppressed and  Fontcuberta's Pandora’s camera as 
research material that triangulate , the classic, the future and social justice to lay the foundation of possibilities for 
the workshop in my own mind. In the simplest terms, it allowed me to translate and talk to the students without 
them deep divng into the texts.



9
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Data !! The Results of the ARP Remote 
Workshop from the four participants 
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25/01/2026, 13:01Post-Workshop Feedback Form: Smartphone Zoom & Visual Analysis

Page 1 of 2https://forms.cloud.microsoft/Pages/DesignPageV2.aspx?origin=Ne…view=SurveyResults&qid=rf331c40d5ffd41089c0e7ec2d8a3218d&ridx=1

View results

Anonymous 02:30
Time to complete
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Respondent

Has your perception of smartphone zoom photography changed as a 
result of this workshop? * 

1.

My perception of it has not changed, but it is a great way to experiment with composing an
image especially in comparison to using a more ‘professional’ camera such as DSLRs. It is
immediate, low risk and inexpensive if you already own a smart phone.

What did you notice about image construction that you hadn’t before? *2.

I can appreciate when objects are not so much in focus, interesting and unique abstract
images can be created. However, as we look at our phones everyday and use the phone
camera function so often, it can feel quite difficult to use it to create images that feel fresh to
the eye.

Did this exercise help you think more critically about images on social 
media? * 

3.

No, because images on social media in terms of personal usage is usually composed of
photographs taken in non-artistic contexts, the purpose is to document and share to friends
and family or the internet. Although, this exercise has shown how versatile phone
photography is, as it can be used for different numerous purposes.



25/01/2026, 13:01Post-Workshop Feedback Form: Smartphone Zoom & Visual Analysis

Page 2 of 2https://forms.cloud.microsoft/Pages/DesignPageV2.aspx?origin=Ne…view=SurveyResults&qid=rf331c40d5ffd41089c0e7ec2d8a3218d&ridx=1

How might you use zoom intentionally in future work? * 4.

I can incorporate this within darkroom printing, I can crop in on film negatives and work with
archival material to find interesting compositions as a way of exploring within existing
images.

Rate your confidence in critical visual analysis after the workshop from a 
scale of 1-10 ( 10 being very confident) * 

5.

9.5
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Reflection 

This project emerged from a desire to intervene in how smartphone photography specifically zoom is positioned within BA Photography 
education. Through this workshop, I wanted to test whether repositioning zoom as a deliberate, critical tool could open up more inclusive 
ways for students to think about distance, abstraction, and visual ethics.

Close-cropped images of hoses, cables, textured floors, plastic containers, chemical markings, and institutional signage resist narrative clarity 
and instead foreground materiality, repetition, and ambiguity. The images that sit between abstraction and documentation, prompting questions 
about labour, maintenance, and whose spaces are considered worthy of representation. This shift aligns with my broader commitment to socially 
engaged photographic practice that foregrounds what is often unseen or undervalued.

Crucially, zoom also functioned as an accessible entry point. Because all participants already owned smartphones, the exercise removed 
financial and technical barriers often embedded in photography education. This mattered not only practically, but politically: it challenged 
the idea that critical or conceptually rigorous work requires specialist equipment. By legitimising the smartphone as a site of serious inquiry, 
the workshop disrupted hierarchies that often marginalise students from lower-income backgrounds or those who do not identify with 
dominant, technology-driven notions of photographic “professionalism.

The written feedback reflects a range of engagement. One participant articulated a clear conceptual shift, recognising how zoom constructs 
intimacy and authority within social media imagery, and questioning the ethics of that manufactured proximity. Others were more hesitant, 
framing zoom as practical rather than political. However, even these responses contained moments of transfer, such as reimagining zoom 
logic through darkroom cropping or archival material. This suggests that while not all students adopted a critical language immediately, the 
workshop planted seeds for longer-term reflection.
I think extending the workshop over a longer period could deepen engagement with social justice and ethical looking. However, within a 
short intervention, the project successfully reframed zoom as a site of accessibility, critical awareness, and conceptual agency.
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Reflection on the ARP 

• Had the capacity to bridge theory and practice 

•  concepts such as digital mediation, interpolation to be tested and experienced through hands-on photographic 
exercises.  

• The experiential dimension proved valuable in encouraging students to articulate insights that might not have 
emerged through discussion alone 

• As both the Researcher and Educator - there is risk of subjectivity and bias in interpreting the data 

• Students may have shaped their responses to what they believed the Educator’s expectations are - these are 
students who I don’t teach but have regular interactions with soft teaching  

• I have tried to mitigate this by having multiple forms of evidence from images , written reflections to a series of 
questions. 

• A Group Discussion would have proved valuable as would a in person workshop - the dialogue may have helped 
form a different set of data 

• I have concerns of whether this can be scaled up due to the size of the group and the very nature of photographic 
practice  

• The strength lies in the transferability that educators could individual adapt to their personal setting and adapt 
accordingly. For Example I have been setting “homework” to my students to take photo a day  for 30 days on the 
zoom function and we will evaluate the work after that period and disseminate the work. 



Summary of My Project Findings 
• Reframing smartphone zoom as a conceptual tool supported critical engagement and challenged assumptions about its value 

beyond technical limitation
• Some students demonstrated a clear shift in perception, using zoom to think about distance, compression, and abstraction rather 

than proximity
• Participant images showed strong alignment with my intentions, foregrounding fragmentation, ambiguity, and attention to 

overlooked institutional spaces
• Other participants remained tentative or resistant, indicating that conceptual shifts require more time and scaffolding to be fully 

integrated
• The workshop effectively surfaced hierarchies of value around technology and professionalism within photography education
• Uneven engagement highlighted the need for extended duration and more dialogue to be able to reflect and to support inclusive 

and sustained critical learning
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Smartphone Zoom Functionality vs Optical Zoom worksheet 
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