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56: The Molly Message  
Developing reading skills and creative 
responses by stimulating inference and 
imagination. 
Mick Connell’s scheme of work shows how a 
photographic image and a brief ephemeral text can 
be used to help develop close, inferential reading 
skills and creative written responses. It is intended 
for use in Key Stage 4. 
A version of this article was published in Issue 18 
of Teaching English, and is available online to 
members of NATE, along with the entire archive of 
NATE magazines. 

 

What’s the point?  

Objectives: 

- to explore the differences between 
denotation and connotation 

- to infer meaning from close reading of still 
images and short texts 

- to explore some aspects of the social, 
cultural and historical contexts of 
ephemeral texts 

- to use the artefact to develop a number of creative written text options 
 

In the classroom 
Preparation 

• Scan the two images included in this Illuminate. They show a photograph of a solitary 
seated woman and the message she wrote on the back of the original photograph.  

• Produce the scanned images as Power Point slides or photocopies 

Orientation 

• Explain to your class that you are going to show them a very old photograph. It was 
taken in a professional photography studio at a time when cameras were too expensive 
to be owned by the general public. 

• Present a scanned version of the photograph of Molly on a Power Point slide or on 
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photocopies.  

• Ask your students individually and silently to jot down three things they notice about the 
photograph and the subject of the photograph. They should also think of one question 
they would like to ask about the photograph or the subject. 

Building the character of Molly 

• Collect the students’ ideas about the woman in the photograph. Use Role on the Wall. 
Outside the woman’s profile record all the things the students can be sure about e.g., 
‘She is alone in the photograph’, ‘She holds a book’, ‘She is wearing a dark full-length 
dress’ etc 

• Inside the woman’s outline record the students’ ideas about and impressions of the 
woman herself; her mood, character and thoughts e.g., ‘She looks worried’, ‘She is 
unhappy,’ etc. 

• Retain all these responses so that the students can use them for the later writing tasks. 

• Now turn to the students’ questions about the photograph or the subject. Spilt the class 
into two groups. From the collection of questions they devised ask each group to select 
three questions that they consider to be most important in gaining an insight into and an 
understanding of the nature of this person in the photograph. Each group asks their 
questions of the other half class group. After this the whole class discusses whether or 
not to accept those ‘answers’ or accounts offered of the woman in the photograph. The 
final, agreed ‘facts’ about the subject should be collected and retained alongside the 
ideas from the Role on the Wall exercise. 

• At this point you might want the students to use the ‘information’ generated to draft 
pieces of writing such as: diary entries, character descriptions or perhaps an obituary of 
this woman Molly. 

 

Extension: The Molly Message (i) 

• After the work described above, explain to the class that this picture was given or sent 
by Molly to a close relative or friend. On the reverse of the photograph she wrote a 
short request. It asks for a favour; for that friend or relative to undertake something for 
her. The request is expressed in just 13 words. What could that request be? In 
pairs/small groups ask the students to use their thoughts and impressions of Molly to 
compose a credible version of the mystery message she might have written on the 
reverse of this photograph. 

• When the messages are composed ask the students to ‘place’ their messages (Post-its 
work well here) alongside a copy or projection of the photograph. As they are placed 
the students should read them allowed as if Molly is speaking the words. Students will 
then be free to discuss the range of messages, their meanings, how they came about 
and what they variously tell us about Molly, her life and her state of mind. 

Extension: The Molly Message (ii) 

• Now reveal the actual message on Power Point or photocopy. Ask the students to 
discuss the message. Does it surprise them? What does it say, if anything, about her 
relationship with her father. 
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Writing Tasks 

• You are Molly’s father. You receive the photograph and message but, even after months 
of waiting the promised letter has never arrived. Write a letter to your daughter. Your 
letter should reveal the nature of your relationship with and your feelings towards Molly. 

• You are Molly’s friend/relative. You gave the photograph and message to her father as 
requested. Write to Molly and describe your encounter with her father. Think about what 
conversation passed and how the encounter ended. 

• You are Molly; the woman in the photograph. Write the letter you have promised to your 
father. Perhaps you will explain the letter is delayed or been difficult to write. Perhaps 
you write a letter that is never sent. 

 

 
 

 

‘give this to my Father 

from Molly 

Tell him I am writing later’ 

 

 


