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Introduction
Critical thinking has become an essential skill in the modern classroom. This essay offers a critique of a visual resource - a split-screen image of a dirty beach and a clean beach - as a critical thinking tool in a Year 2 Science lesson. The overarching topic is sustainability and environmental responsibility, which emphasises the effects of human activities on the environment. Through the use of talk-based pedagogy, this resource seeks to advance learning from a passive to an active form of inquiry, focusing on cause and effect, and ethical considerations. This critical analysis will look at the rationale behind using this image, the theoretical basis for visual and talk-based pedagogies, and the opportunities for early critical thinking in young children.
Rationale and Curriculum Links
The use of a "before and after" or "polluted vs. clean" beach image is carefully targeted at the Key Stage 1 (Year 2) Science curriculum in England. The Department for Education (DfE, 2015) states that children should be taught to recognise that most living things live in habitats to which they are adapted and explain how habitats provide for the basic needs of different kinds of animals and plants. The image presents a challenge to pupils to think about what happens when these needs are interfered with by humans.
The reason for choosing this particular image is its "juxtaposition". The contrast between two realities - presented side-by-side - creates what Kress (2010) calls a multimodal tension. It does not merely convey information, but invites comparison. The juxtaposition of a "plastic" beach with a "clean" beach is accessible to a seven-year-old child, but also intellectually challenging. It's a starting point for conversation about the topic of sustainability, which can often be abstract, but is made tangible by the image. The poster is designed to evoke an emotional response, or what Boler (1999) calls a "pedagogy of discomfort," as the children see the harm being done to places they inherently care about.
Visual Pedagogy and Critical Thinking
Visual literacy is being able to "read" an image, interpreting the signs and meanings (Hall, 1997). Images are used as text illustrations in early years education. But the image needs to be read as a text in order to encourage critical thinking. Freedman (2003) claims that "visual culture" defines our identities and ideologies; thus, images such as these can "shake" people's ideologies about the environment.
Year 2 students are not simply looking at litter on the beach, but being encouraged to read a story of negligence. At this age, critical thinking means questioning "what" to "why" and "how". The contrasting images involve basic cognitive activities:
Observation: Recognising the types of rubbish (plastic bottles, fishing nets).
Comparison: Recognising differences in colour, safety and habitability.
Inference: Indicating potential sources of the rubbish and its possible destinations.
Talk-Based Pedagogy: From seeing to understanding
"Talk" helps the transition between viewing an image and critically thinking about it. Mercer (2000) suggests the importance of "exploratory talk" between partners in which they are critical but constructive of each other's thinking. In this lesson the image is the "third party" in a trialogue between the teacher, the student and the resource.
The Role of Socratic Questioning
In order to promote a conversation beyond "it looks messy," the teacher must ask Socratic questions. This teaching strategy is critical to scaffolding. Questions might include:
•	“Who left this here and why?” (Questioning agency)
•	"How do you think a sea turtle would feel in the left picture and the right picture?" (Feeling with and for)
•	“Can you transform the left picture into the right? How?” (Problem-solving and agency)
Alexander (2008) notes that "dialogic teaching" uses dialogue to encourage and extend thinking. The teacher uses the image as a starting point to give students a safe environment in which to share ideas. This is especially important with sustainability as it enables children to develop a "collective intelligence" of the environment (Vygotsky, 1978).
Developing Criticality and Social Responsibility
Giroux (2004) defines critical pedagogy as linking education to social justice. Year 2 students are young but can understand fair or unfair practices. The picture of the polluted beach brings to light a social and environmental injustice, human comfort over the health of the planet Earth.
Zembylas (2013) explains the "affective" (emotional) component is an important aspect of critical engagement. The emotions of sadness and anger that children feel when looking at the polluted beach are examples of "troubling knowledge" (Kumashiro, 2009). This unease prompts critical reflection. It prompts them to reflect on their own behaviours, such as using single-use plastics, thus connecting the discussion to action.
Moreover, this teaching strategy is an example of "critical literacy." Comber (2001) proposes that even early primary school children can discuss the impact of environmental problems on different groups of people. When children talk about who is responsible for the beach being in poor condition, they begin to learn about power relationships - in particular, the power of humans over nature and the responsibility that entails.
Findings and Implications for Practice
The use of a visual stimulus of this kind is likely to have a number of positive educational consequences:
•	Refinement of Language: Children progress from naming to scientific and ethical vocabulary such as pollution, sustainability, responsibility, habitat.
•	Perspective Taking: Pupils consider themselves as part of, rather than removed from, the environment.
•	Dialogical Reasoning: Via the talk-based approach, children learn to build on others' ideas, an important aspect of critical thinking.
But there are risks to be aware of. As Heybach (2012) notes, "difficult knowledge" can create a defensive reaction or feelings of hopelessness. If they believe that there is nothing that can be done about ocean plastic, they may lose interest. So the teaching opportunity of the future must be "hopeful pedagogy". The teacher needs to follow the critical discussion with an "action-taking" lesson, such as planning a recycling campaign or community clean-up. This guarantees that critical thinking provoked by the image results in "agency" (Freire, 1970).
Conclusion and Future Directions
The analysis of the above image shows that visual resources are more than decorative aids to learning; they are powerful semiotic spaces that can promote critical thinking. Through the representation of the complex notion of sustainability with a visual contrast, the resource offers an entry point for Year 2 students. This contrast provides the vital "scaffold" needed to progress young students from simple recognition towards higher thinking skills such as reasoning, inference and evaluation.
The combination of this visual analysis with a talk-oriented approach creates a classroom of "exploratory talk". The Socratic questioning of the image ensures a critical focus for the conversation, rather than merely a viewing session. This type of pedagogy enables children to verbalise their thinking, and develop a shared understanding of environmental stewardship. It moves between the "affective" dimension, or feeling response (discomfort at seeing the polluted beach) and the "critical" dimension, or thinking response (realising human impact).
For future practice, the success of the given image provides evidence that talk-based and visual pedagogies should be intertwined throughout the curriculum to meet professional standards for democracy and social justice. But teachers should be aware of the "pedagogy of discomfort" (Boler, 1999). Although discovering "troubling knowledge" is needed for critical development, it needs to be complemented by opportunities for action. Futures of education inspired by the above image could include:
•	Democratic Participation: Building on the critical discussion to encourage pupils to write letters to their local council to improve waste management.
•	Multimodal Literacy: Pupils producing new visual resources that use similar "encoding" methods to change behaviour.
•	Interdisciplinary Connections: Connecting scientific knowledge of ecosystems to social studies themes and global citizenship.
In the end, using the given image to practice critical pedagogy allows young students not only to see the world as it is, but to develop critical thinking skills that allow them to contribute to change.
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