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UNIT:  RESEARCHING AND PAINTING OUR ENVIRONMENT 
Elementary School Visual Arts, Painting 

Susan Bricker and Katherine Huala 

UNIT TOPIC AND LENGTH 
 
Grade Level: 5th grade 

 
Frequency of 
Sessions: Once a week for 45 minutes 

 
Length of Unit: 12 sessions 

 
Learning Context:  
 

Learner/Teacher 
Context:   Students work as researchers, readers, writers, painters, 

and evaluators. 
 

Prior to this unit of study, students will have completed a 
drawing unit involving drawing from observation to 
practice their skills and understanding of how artists use 
observational sketches to complete a final work of art.  
From painting units in previous years, students should 
have a basic understanding of the use of an assortment 
of paintbrushes to create various strokes, mixing primary 
and secondary colors with tempera paint, and painting to 
compose a setting.   

 
School/Community 
Context:   The art-making focus is for students to create a painting 

inspired by their environment.  They will learn how artists 
are inspired by their environment and how they use 
different techniques to represent different elements of the 
environment.  Primary sources will include paintings by 
Claude Monet, Vincent van Gogh, John Sloan, William 
Glackens, the sketchbooks of Edward Hopper, nonfiction 
articles, an art historical video, and a contemporary 
artist's statement about artistic intentions.  Students will 
reflect on their observations and process through various 
expository, descriptive, and persuasive writing activities.  
Art making performance indicators will include 
observation of detail, mixing secondary colors and tints 
and shades, and creating a balanced composition, all to 
evoke a sense of place.   
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BIG IDEAS / ENDURING UNDERSTANDINGS 

 Artists are inspired by their environment. 
 Artists use a variety of tools and techniques to create their artworks. 
 Artists conduct research to prepare for their work that can include observational 

drawing, looking at other artists' work and writings, and reading historical 
documents. 

 Paintings can serve as primary documents that provide socio-historical 
information. 

 

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS 

 
What are some tools and techniques painters use to depict their environment?  
 

This would include using compositional strategies, mixing a color palette using 
  brushstrokes to create visual texture, making an underpainting, and  creating 

depth through light and shadow. Students will consider how weather, natural and 
manufactured elements, time of day, and the figure can be described with 
various techniques.  (For example, how do painters use color or texture to create 
a sense of place, mood, temperature, or time of day?) 

  
How do artists prepare before creating a work?   
 

How do practices such as observing  and analyzing  their environment, studying 
the artwork of others, drawing from observation, keeping records of ideas in 
sketchbooks, planning and revising, help artists achieve their intentions? 
 

How do different artists interpret their environment? 
 
How can artists’ depictions help to create a specific point of view of a place in a 

particular time in history? 

 

GOALS OF THIS UNIT 

 Students will observe and represent their own neighborhoods/communities in 
their artwork. 

 Students will understand that preliminary work and research are essential to 
developing technical skills and a conceptual framework for a work of art. 

 Students will read about, discuss, and write about works of art to demonstrate an 
understanding of artists' responses to, and participation in, their culture. 
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 Students will use different strategies (e.g., a Venn diagram, drawing from 
observation) to clarify and organize their ideas about what they want to paint and 
how they will do it. 

 

 
COMMON CORE AND NYC ARTS BLUEPRINTS STANDARDS 
 
NYS:  CCLS:ELA & Literacy in History/Social Studies, Science, & Technical 
Subjects PreK–5, NYS, Grade 5:  Capacities of the Literate Individual 
Students who are college and career ready in reading, writing, speaking, listening, 
and language: 

 Demonstrate independence 
 Build strong content knowledge 
 Comprehend as well as critique 
 Value evidence 
 Use technology and digital media strategically and capably. 

 
NYS:  CCLS:ELA & Literacy in History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical 
Subjects PreK–5, NYS:  Grade 5:  Reading:  Literature 
 
Key Ideas and Details 
1.  Read closely to determine what the text says explicitly and to make logical 
inferences from it; cite specific textual evidence when writing or speaking to 
support conclusions drawn from the text. 
 
Integration of Knowledge and Ideas 
7.  Integrate and evaluate content presented in diverse media and formats, including 
visually and quantitatively, as well as in words. 
 

7.  Analyze how visual and multimedia elements contribute to the meaning, tone, 
or beauty of a text [artifact / painting]. 
 

9.  Analyze how two or more texts address similar themes or topics in order to build 
knowledge or to compare the approaches the authors take. 

9.  Compare and contrast stories in the genre (e.g., mysteries and adventure stories) 
on their approaches to similar themes and topics. 

 
NYS:  CCLS:ELA & Literacy in History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical 
Subjects PreK–5, NYS:  Grade 5:  College and Career Readiness Anchor 
Standards for Writing 
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Text Types and Purposes 
 
2.  Write informative/explanatory texts to examine and convey complex ideas and 
information clearly and accurately through the effective selection, organization, and 
analysis of content. 
 

 
2.  Write informative/explanatory texts to examine a topic and convey ideas and 
information clearly.  
a. Introduce a topic clearly, provide a general observation and focus, and group 
related information logically; include formatting (e.g., headings), illustrations, and 
multimedia when useful to aiding comprehension.  
b. Develop the topic with facts, definitions, concrete details, quotations, or other 
information and examples related to the topic.  
c. Link ideas within and across categories of information using words, phrases, 
and clauses (e.g., in contrast, especially).  
d. Use precise language and domain-specific vocabulary to inform about or 
explain the topic.  
e. Provide a concluding statement or section related to the information or 
explanation presented.  
 

 
Research to Build and Present Knowledge 
 
9.  Draw evidence from literary or informational texts to support analysis, reflection, and 
research. 
 
9a. Compare and contrast two or more characters, settings, or events in a story or a 

drama, drawing on specific details in the text. 
 

 
 
NYS:  CCLS:ELA & Literacy in History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical 
Subjects PreK–5, NYS:  Grade 5:  College and Career Readiness Anchor 
Standards for Reading 
 
Responding to Literature 
 
11.  Respond to literature by employing knowledge of literary language, textual features, 
and forms to read and comprehend, reflect upon, and interpret literary texts from a 
variety of genres and a wide spectrum of American and world cultures. 

11b. Use established criteria to categorize, select texts and assess to make 
informed judgments about the quality of the pieces.   
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Writing 
11.  Develop personal, cultural, textual, and thematic connections within and 
across genres as they respond to texts through written, digital, and oral 
presentations, employing a variety of media and genres. 

11.  Create and present an original poem, narrative, play, art work, or literary 
critique in response to a particular author or theme studied in class. 

11a. Recognize and illustrate social, historical, and cultural features in 
the presentation of literary texts 

 

NYC:  Arts Blueprints:  Visual Arts:  Grade 5  
 
Strand 1:  Art Making 
 
Painting 

Create a painting that demonstrates:  

 Observation of detail  
 Use of primary and secondary colors  
 Use of tints and shades  
 Balanced composition 

 
Strand 2:  Developing Art Literacy 
 
Looking at and Discussing Art 

   Participate in a class discussion about a narrative work of art. 
   Use the techniques of accountable talk, build on the observations of others. 
   Make inferences based on visual evidence. 

Reading and Writing about Art 
 
Using a work of art as text, write a personal response.  Include a description of the 
artist’s:   

• Treatment of subject  
• Tools and techniques  
• Composition  
• Use of color  
• Mood 

 
Problem Solving; Interpreting and Analyzing Art 
Recognize that viewers bring prior knowledge and experiences to their interpretations of 
a work of art. 
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Note the variety of classmates’ interpretations of a single work of art; discuss the diverse 
responses. 

 

 
Strand 3:  Making Connections 
 
Observing and Interpreting the World 

Compare and contrast works of art that focus on the theme of neighborhood, such as 
Francis Guy’s Winter Scene in Brooklyn and Romare Bearden’s The Block. 

Discuss what is revealed in the artist’s depiction, and what aesthetic decisions the artist made. 

Strand 4:  Community and Cultural Resources 
 
Cultural Institutions 

Visit a museum in the borough; learn about the mission of the museum and the 
collection; select a favorite work to investigate.   

Online Resources and Libraries 

Access a variety of resources in the library:  books, videocassettes, DVDs, slides, 
files, CD-ROMs and Internet; working in groups, use several different resources to 
learn about an artist or art movement.  Investigate such Websites as:     

o www.loc.gov   
o www.nyc.gov   
o www.archivesofamericanart.org   
o www.google.com  (Image search) 

 

CONTENT 

In this painting unit, students explore painting techniques and create paintings of their 
environment.  
 
The subject matter is the artist’s environment and how the artist uses a variety of 
techniques to present a point of view about that environment.  A diversity of artists’ 
depictions of their unique environments are used to demonstrate artist’s craft to students. 
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Students Will Understand That: 
 
Painters can communicate the character of a place not only by what they observe and 
the subjects they paint, but by the way they specifically use their materials (e.g., gritty, 
textured paint for a gritty street).   
 
Artists can use color to communicate a sense of place, time of day, and mood. 
 
Primary colors may be mixed together to create secondary colors. 
 
Tints are made by adding white to any color. Shades are made by adding black to any color.  
 
Tints and shades are used to create light and shadow in order to create three-
dimensional space in a painting. 
 
Artists use line, shape, and color to create visual balance in a composition. 
 
Drawing from observation is the first step in planning a painting that depicts a scene from life.   
 
When artists draw from observation they look closely for lines and shapes that describe 
the unique qualities of their subject. 
 
Artists often sketch many ideas before deciding on a final composition.   
 
 

SKILLS / STRATEGIES 
 
By the end of this unit students will be able to: 
 
Observe, compare and contrast, and discuss artworks based on personal experience as 
well as on their research.  
 
Use various strategies (e.g., a Venn diagram, drawing from observation, researching 
historical information and the work of other artists, recording and revising different 
compositional possibilities) to clarify and organize their ideas regarding what they want 
to paint about a neighborhood and how they want to represent that neighborhood. 
 
Use color to represent a sense of place, and to express different moods, time of day, and weather.   
 
Mix primary colors to make secondary colors. 
 
Mix white and black into primary and secondary colors to make tints and shades. 
 
Read an artist's statement to inform the structure and content of their own statement. 
 
Write an artist statement that communicates their own ideas/vision as well as the steps 
taken to create their paintings. 
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ASSESSMENTS   
 
Venn Diagram and Discussion 
Formative:  DOK 2 Basic Application:  Oral:  Discussion 
Following a class discussion looking at Francis Guy’s Winter Scene in Brooklyn and 
Romare Bearden’s The Block, students work in pairs to visually assess and compare 
two neighborhood scene paintings, make Venn diagrams, and present to the class. 
 
Sketch:  Compositional Planning  
Formative:  DOK 4 Extended Thinking:  Project:  Visual Arts  
Students look at Edward Hopper sketches and discuss his compositional strategies.  
They then look at their own sketches and write the various strategies they have used 
(diagonal lines to show movement, central composition to show emphasis etc.).  Next, 
they create a final composition that demonstrates their understanding of at least one 
compositional strategy. 
 
 
Color Mixing 
Formative:  DOK 1 Recall:  Performance:  Skill Demonstration 
Through a color-mixing exercise, students demonstrate ability to create the three 
secondary colors from primary colors.  Students demonstrate the ability to mix two tints 
and two shades by adding respectively white and black to a color. 
 
Using an Informative Text to Develop Brush Techniques (Visual Texture) 
Formative:  DOK 2 Basic Application:  Performance:  Skill Demonstration 
After reading the chapter “Visual Texture” in the book Children and Painting, based on 
what they read, students make a visual texture brushstroke chart of different 
architectural and natural surfaces  
 
Tints and Shades Used to Show Value 
Summative:  DOK 3 Strategic Thinking:  Project:  Visual Arts  
Students demonstrate an understanding of how tints and shades show light and shadow.  
Students use tints and shades appropriately in their final painting to create three-
dimensional space. 
 
Brushstrokes:  Visual Texture and Details 
Summative:  DOK 3 Strategic Thinking:  Project:  Visual Arts  
Students demonstrate an understanding of how brushstrokes show visual texture by 
appropriately describing various surfaces in their neighborhood scenes.  Students use 
details to:   

 Differentiate parts of the painting to which they want to draw the viewer's attention, 
to show the unique character of a place.   
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Reading, Understanding, and Writing an Artist Statement 
Summative:  DOK 4 Extended Thinking:  Written:  Informative  
After reading and discussing Sheila Barbone's artist statement, students write their own 
artist statement that demonstrates: 

 Proof that they applied learned concepts by looking at their own work and 
describing the painting techniques they used. 

 Ability to reflect on their process and their final painting by describing their 
successes and challenges.   

 
 
Peer Assessment Checklist 
Summative:  DOK 2 Basic Application:  Other:  Peer Assessment 
Students examine and assess a partner's final painting using a questionnaire that 
includes the following: 

 What mood can you infer by looking at the colors the artist chose?  
 How does color create a sense of mood in this piece? 
 How does the artist use visual texture to add interest and detail to his/her 

painting? 
 How does the artist use light and shadow to indicate time of day in his/her 

painting?  
 

SEQUENCE OF TEACHING AND LEARNING EXPERIENCES 

This unit is comprised of 11 lessons and a culminating exhibition.  There is a description 
for each lesson, with Lessons 6 and 10 written out in great depth. 

LESSON 1:  LOOKING AT FRANCIS GUY’S WINTER SCENE IN BROOKLYN AND ROMARE 
BEARDEN’S THE BLOCK 
 
As a class, look at and discuss Winter Scene in Brooklyn and The Block*.  In small 
groups make a Venn Diagram comparing and contrasting the works.  
 
Winter Scene in Brooklyn  
http://www.brooklynmuseum.org/exhibitions/francis_guy/ 
 
The Block 
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/works-of-art/1978.61.1-6  
 
For homework, students research one of the above paintings and write an expository 
essay about their choice. 
 
*NOTE:  See A Guide for Talking about Works of Art under Resources at end of unit. 
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LESSON 2:  LEARNING ABOUT COMPOSITIONAL STRATEGIES BY LOOKING AT EDWARD  HOPPER'S 
SKETCHBOOK 
Have students in pairs, look at Edward Hopper's sketchbook to consider various compositional 
strategies (on the Whitney Museum website, 
http://whitney.org/Collection/EdwardHopper/96210ahhhh).  An alternative site for sketchbooks is 
http://www2.tate.org.uk/edwardhopper/  
 

 As a class, have them discuss their observations and introduce them to three 
Principles of Design:  

o Diagonal composition to show movement 
o Central composition to show emphasis  
o Scale to show proportion 

 
 

LESSON 3: MAKING OBSERVATIONAL SKETCHES OF THE NEIGHBORHOOD  
 

     •   Students make several observational sketches of school neighborhood either by 
           sketching views from the windows of the art room, or by going on a sketching  

tour of the neighborhood.   
 

 Students look at their own sketches and label the compositional strategies on at least 
two sketches. 

 
 
 
LESSON 4:  CHOOSE, REVISE, AND REFINE A SINGLE SKETCH   
Students elect a sketch, and using last week's learning, revise the sketch to make a stronger final 
composition. 
 
Students make notes on the sketch to plan colors, details, and surface. This final sketch 
will be used in the next lesson. 
 
 
 
LESSON 5:  HOW DO ARTISTS USE COLOR TO COMMUNICATE A SENSE OF PLACE, MOOD, AND 
TIME OF DAY?  
 
Note that Claude Monet belonged to a group of artists known as Impressionists.  After 
students discuss Monet’s work and see the video, ask them what they think interested 
the Impressionists. (light, weather, atmospheric qualities) 
 

 Look at Claude Monet’s Rouen Cathedral series and discuss how the artist used 
color and light to communicate a sense of place, mood, and time of day.  Rouen 
Cathedral series:  http://www.learn.columbia.edu/monet/swf  
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 Watch video about Monet’s Poplars and discuss how the curator's perspective 
adds to our understanding of how artists consider color in their work. 
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/monet-poplars.html 

 
 Students add notes about potential color choices to sketch from previous lesson. 

 
 For homework, students watch video about Gustave Caillebotte’s Paris Street; 

Rainy Day and write a persuasive essay comparing and contrasting how Monet 
and Caillebotte convey a sense of place through the use of color. 
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/gustave-caillebottes-paris-street-rainy-
day.html 
 

 As an alternative to the above, students receive images of Paris Street; Rainy Day 
and Rouen Cathedral as the basis for their essays. 

 
 
LESSON 6:  MAKING A COLOR PALETTE:  DESCRIBING SENSE OF PLACE, MOOD, AND TIME OF DAY 
 
Goals of This Lesson 
Through mixing a color palette for their paintings using primary and secondary colors, 
tints, and/or shades, students learn that careful and intentional color choice is an 
important part of the painting process and, reinforcing lesson 5, that artists often mix 
color palettes that express a sense of place, time of day, and season. 
 
Aim  
Students will understand: 

 What a color palette is in painting   
 How we can mix a palette that creates a sense of place, mood, and time of day 

using primary and secondary colors tints and shades. 
 
 
Behavioral Objectives 
Students will be able to work at a table of four or five with one painting setup. 
Students will be able to mix a palette independently. 

 
 

Learning Objectives 
Skills   Students will be able to:     

 Create a color palette using primary and secondary colors, tints, and shades  
 Use a small selection of colors to mix a larger palette  
 Control the quantity of paint to mix colors with subtle differences. 

Knowledge   Students will know and understand that: 

 Colors may evoke a sense of place, mood, and time of day.   
 Artists choose color intentionally and carefully before beginning a painting.   
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 A color palette is made from a specific group of chosen colors.   
 Many colors may be made from a small selection of hues.   
 The proportion of paint in color mixing greatly affects brightness and darkness of 

the hue (color or shade of a color).  

 
Materials and Resources 
 
 • Painting setups 
 • 11” x 14” thick white paper 
 • Ebony pencils 
 • Images of the following works by Vincent van Gogh (link or paste into browser) 
  Stone Bench in the Garden of Saint-Paul Hospital 
  http://www.vggallery.com/painting/p_0732.htm  
 
  The Yellow House 
  http://www.vangoghmuseum.nl/vgm/index.jsp?page=2723&lang=eng   
   (This image can be greatly enlarged to show details of brushstrokes.) 
 
  Houses in Auvers 
  http://www.vangoghgallery.com/catalog/Painting/239/Houses-in-Auvers.html  
   
  Vue de l’asile et de la Chapelle de Saint-Rémy 

http://www.bing.com/images/search?q=http%3a%2f%2fen.wikicollecting.or
g%2fimage%3avue-de-l-asile-et-de-la-chapelle-de-saint-
remy&FORM=HDRSC2&adlt=strict#view=detail&id=4A2F628E63F0D021
D044E755ECBA1F05A0126AA9&selectedIndex=0  

 
 
Introduction 
 
Learning about an Artist’s Palette          
 
 
Motivation: 
Below is a sample conversational introduction to the unit with suggested commentary 
and questions. 
 
“Let’s look at Vincent van Gogh’s Stone Bench in the Garden of Saint-Paul Hospital.  
What colors do you think van Gogh mixed to make this painting?  How do you think he 
mixed colors?”  By discussing how colors were mixed, students will have a better 
understanding of how to make unusual colors, such as different types of browns. 
 
“Today we are going to make a color palette considering the notes from last week's 
sketch.  What do you think we mean by color palette?  If a palette is a place to mix 
colors, what does ‘color palette’ suggest?   
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“A palette is a particular group of colors that an artist mixes before beginning a painting.  
Why do you think an artist may want to mix all the colors he is going to be using before 
beginning a painting?  A palette allows an artist to establish a sense of place in a work 
of art.  What do you see that tells you that?  
 
“What mood is van Gogh expressing through his palette?  What time of day?  What do 
you see that tells you that?  Remember, the title of this painting is Stone Bench in the 
Garden of Saint-Paul Hospital.  Do you think the choice of color is appropriate in 
depicting this place?  How would this painting change if it were made with only primary 
colors?   
 
“Let's look at Houses in Auvers by the same artist.  How is this painting similar and 
different from Stone Bench in the Garden of Saint-Paul Hospital?  How does his use of 
color change the mood of the artwork?  What time of day is van Gogh depicting in this 
painting?  What time of day do you think it is?  What do you see that makes you say 
that?  If we were standing in this painting, do you think it would be warm or cool?  Why? 
 
“Through our discussion we have learned that color palette is very important in creating 
a sense of place in a painting.  Let’s see how we can mix a color palette for our 
paintings.” 
 
 
Demonstration 
To serve as a suggestion, below is a sample of running commentary as teacher 
demonstrates.  Teacher should select one student’s sketch to use for the 
demonstration.  In this example, Karina has created a work that students have decided 
is a calm afternoon scene.  Note how the teacher has included some personal 
comments about her own practice. 
 
“Before we begin mixing paint, let’s think about a mood we want our palette to convey.  
Remember that we spoke about sense of place and by writing notes on our sketches we 
have already composed our paintings in terms of shape and detail.  As we think about 
our color palette let’s choose colors that will have a relationship with the compositional 
choices we have made. 
 
“Let’s look at Karina’s sketch.  What feeling does it evoke?  Why?  What mood should 
her color palette express?  At what time of day do you imagine this scene taking place?  
Why?  Okay, let’s mix a color palette for a calm afternoon.   
 
“When I mix a color palette I like to limit myself.  I think of two or three colors that I will 
use and how I will use white and black to make tints and shades of those colors. Using 
fewer colors does not mean fewer color combinations.  You could use only tints or tints 
and shades.  You could decide not use any black and white and just use primary and 
secondary colors.  Just remember to choose carefully and thoughtfully, as these 
choices will greatly affect the way your painting looks.   
 
“What are two colors that you definitely want on your palette to express a sense of a 
calm afternoon, Karina?  Are you going to make these lighter or darker?  So what other 
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color should we add to your palette?  Once you have decided what colors you are 
using, brush a stroke of each at the top of your paper.  Why do you think we want to do 
this?   
 
“Okay let’s begin mixing.  This is always exciting for me because I end with many more 
colors then I imagined.   
 
“What is one new color we can make?  Is there another variation of this color we can 
make by changing the quantity of the paint?  How can we make this color lighter?  We 
don’t have black, but is there another way of making this color darker?  So far we have 
made four colors by mixing three, and we’ve just started.   
 
“I will leave a few ebony pencils at your desk so that you may write down any notes that 
will help you remake these colors next week.  From our exploration we can see that a 
color palette may be achieved with limited colors.  Remember to make color choices 
that relate to your composition.”   
 
 
Work Time 
Students should have 20–25 minutes to mix color palettes.  The tables should be 
prepared with paint setups and pencils. 
 
 
NYC Blueprint Strands Addressed and How:   
Art Making:  Painting  
Students extend color of painting and color mixing by exploring palette. 
 
 
Reflection 
Students discuss the experience of mixing a palette and the choices they made to 
create a sense of place through color.  Students may swap palettes with a neighbor and 
discuss what mood they believe the artist was trying to achieve and share ideas as to 
how they may further develop their work. 
 
NYC Blueprint Strands Addressed and How:   
Developing Art Literacy:  Problem Solving; Interpreting, and Analyzing Art.   
Students share their work with their peers as a way to further develop and consider their 
own art practice.   
 
Assessment 
Was each student able to mix a color palette with intention, using prior color 
knowledge? 
 
Is the color palette mixed from the initially chosen colors or did the student use all the 
colors without discrimination? 
 
Is there clear evidence that the student used the colors he/she chose to explore the 
potential palette? 
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 If so, are there at least five new colors? 
 

 Do these colors clearly express a sense of place, considering season, time of 
day, and weather? 

 
 Do the colors match the above choices? 

 
 
Differentiation of Instruction 
This lesson may be simplified by asking students to mix a warm or cool palette using 
three warm and three cool colors with the addition of black or white. 
 
This lesson may be made more challenging by asking students to mix a palette that 
expresses two opposing feelings. 
 
 
LESSON 7:  CREATING AN UNDERPAINTING 

 “Refer to your final sketch to create an underpainting with a small brush and one 
color.”   

 “Focus on contour lines that describe large shapes and composition.” 
 

 
 
LESSON 8:  ADDING COLOR TO THE UNDERPAINTING.  PART ONE:  USING THREE MAIN 
COLORS TO FILL IN LARGE SHAPES. 
Have the class look at Edward Hopper's Nighthawks and discuss how he used three 
main colors to create a sense of unity and balance in his composition. 
 

 “Choose the three most important colors from the color palette you created.”   
 “Re-create those colors and use them to fill in large shapes on your painting.” 

 
 
 
LESSON 9:  CREATING DEPTH.  USING TINTS AND SHADES TO SHOW LIGHT AND SHADOW 

 “Using more colors from your palette, fill in the remaining shapes to create a 
balanced composition.” 

 “Add highlights and shadows through the use of tints and shades to give the 
shape more dimension.” 

 
Resource:  Cathy Weisman Topal, Children and Painting, Chapter 5, “Value.” 
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LESSON 10:  FROM ACTUAL TO VISUAL TEXTURE 
“Use black paint and flat brushes to practice creating various visual textures that 
describe surfaces you might use in your neighborhood scene painting.” 
 
Resource:  Kathy Weisman Topal, Painting and Children, Chapter 2, “Emphasizing 
Texture.” 
 
Goals of This Lesson 
Through creating a visual texture chart with black paint on white paper, students learn 
that actual texture may be translated to a visual experience through the repetition of a 
single mark.  Students also understand that variation in size, direction, and spacing of 
the chosen mark is essential in creating visual texture. 
 
 
Aim 
Students will understand: 

 The difference between actual and visual texture  
 How to create a visual texture chart. 

 
 
Behavioral Objectives 
Students will be able to work at a table of four or five with one painting setup. 
Students will be able to make a visual texture chart independently. 

 
 

Learning Objectives 
Skills   Students will be able to     

 Translate actual to visual texture  
 Choose an appropriate mark to represent a corresponding surface.  For example, 

a soft texture should be represented with a curved line rather than straight line.   
 Use one mark varied in size, direction, and spacing to represent a texture 

Knowledge Students will know and understand that 

 Actual texture is experienced by touching and visual texture in perceived by 
looking.   

 The choice of mark should be informed by the physical qualities of the object 
being represented.   

 Texture is not limited to the contour of an object but is found everywhere on a 
surface. 

 Visual texture can be achieved through the repetition of one mark on an entire 
surface.   

 Size, direction, and spacing are essential in creating visual texture.  
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Materials and Resources 
• Materials with various textured surfaces 
• Images of visual textures 
• Image of Vincent van Gogh's Street in Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer   
   http://www.metmuseum.org/Collections/search-the-collections/336318 
   (use first to show one area as a detail and then to show the entire work) 
• Teacher-prepared large board with a variety of actual textures for the students to 
   observe during the demonstration part of the lesson 
• Black tempera paint 
• 11’’ x 14” thick drawing paper 
• ½” flats 
 
 

Introduction 
 
Motivation: 
 
“Who can tell us the meaning of the word texture?”   
 
“How would you describe the texture of the rug?  How about your skin?”   
 
“How did you come to understand the textures we just described?”   
 
“What do you need to do to learn that the rug is fuzzy?”   
 
“In order to understand the way something feels we usually need to touch it.  Artists refer to 
this as actual texture or real texture.   
 
“There is another way that we can understand how something feels.”  (Show students 
examples of visual texture created by a variety of artists and photographers.)  
 
“How do you think this material feels?  How were you able to conclude that the material 
feels rough?   
 
“Did you use your sense of touch or another sense?   
 
“When you sense the way something feels with your eyes it is called visual texture.”   
 
“What does the word visual mean?  (relating to vision or sight) 
 
“How is visual texture different from actual texture?”   
 
“Let’s take a look at another texture.”   
 
(Show students just a close up of van Gogh's Street in Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer.) 
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“Is this actual or visual texture?  How do you know?”   
 
“What does the artist do to make your eyes feel that they are touching something rough?”   
 
“What kind of mark does he use?  How does this mark help us think of a bumpy surface?  
Is the mark only shown once?  How many times?  Is it only in the middle or do we see it 
everywhere?”   
 
“Would you say the marks are spaced closely together or far apart?  Do they go in one or 
many?   
 
“Does anyone want to guess what this texture belongs to?”   
 
(Show students entire image.) “This is a drawing by Vincent van Gogh.” 
 
“Was successful at describing the textures in the landscape?  What do you see that tells 
you that?  
 
“From our discussion we learned that texture not only turns on our sense of touch but also 
our sense of vision.  By looking at van Gogh's drawing we understand that in order to 
create a successful visual texture we can choose one mark and repeat it, considering the 
size, direction, and spacing of the marks. Van Gogh’s visual textures were inspired by his 
surroundings and helped add detail to his landscapes.  Let’s see how we can create our 
own visual textures.” 
 
 
Demonstration  
Below is some suggested running commentary to accompany a teacher demonstration.  
Before this lesson the teacher had created a large board with a variety of actual textures 
for the students to observe during this demonstration.  Select one student’s work to use 
for the demonstration.  Note that the teacher has included some personal comments 
about her own practice. 
 
 
“We are going to be creating visual textures from the actual textures on this board.   
 
“Please fold your paper into eight rectangles so you have enough space for each texture.   
 
“Let’s start with the torn cardboard.  What kind of line should we use?  Zigzag, straight,     
wavy?   
 
“Why is a straight line the best choice?   
 
“What about its width; should the line be thick or thin or a combination?  Why?”   
 
(Teacher makes two lines as requested by students.)  “Is this representing the texture of 
the cardboard?  Why not?  What did van Gogh do that we haven’t done?   
 
“Remember, for a visual texture to be believable, it needs to cover the entire shape. 
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“Let’s look back at the piece of cardboard.  Should we change the direction of the mark?  
How about the spacing?  Why or why not?   
 
“It is important to always go back and look at the real object you are trying to describe.  Is 
this like drawing from observation or reference?  How do we know?   
 
“Do we draw quickly or slowly when we are drawing from observation?  How come?   
 
“Remember that when we draw something from observation, the object is in front of us and 
we have the luxury of noticing all its details, of slowing down and noticing the things that will 
help us represent its texture. 
 
“Let’s try the pink scarf.  What kind of line should we use?  Should we use a softer or a 
sharper line?” 
 
(Paint lines as requested by students, but this time paint a contour.) 
 
“Does my drawing show the texture or the outside shape?  Why? 
 
“Remember that texture is found not only on the edge of an object, but also covers the 
entire surface.   
 
“When you begin making your visual textures, do you need to draw the contour to show 
how the object feels?  Remember, the contour shows the outside shape, and we are 
looking to depict texture, not shape.   
 
“Imagine that you are using a viewfinder and looking at a small part of the inside of 
whatever you will be painting.  Let’s try the pink scarf again.   
 
“Draw lines in the middle.  Should the lines go in different directions?   
 
“What do you see that tells you that?   
 
“Should we change the size of the line, or should they all be exactly the same?   
 
“From our demonstration, we can see that every texture has its own qualities.  In order to 
create an effective visual texture, you will need to consider what type of line, direction, and 
size will best describe the texture you are observing.  Remember that in all cases, you will 
need to fill up the entire shape.  We are painting the texture, not the outside form.”   
 
 
Work Time 
Students should have 20–25 minutes for the activity.  It may be necessary to continue 
working on the chart the following week.   
 
 
Reflection 
Teacher has actual materials in hand.  A student is chosen to come up with his/her 
visual texture charts.  Ask students to match up one of the real textures with a visual 
texture.  Ask them to describe their choices.   
 
“What do you see that tells you that the cardboard is the third swatch on the top?   
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“What lines did the artist use?  Did he/she think about direction and spacing?   
 
“What do you see that tells you that?”   
 
Ask the student who is sharing to describe his or her experience:  
“What was your favorite part of this activity?  Why?”   
“Did you have any challenges?  How did you solve them?”  
  
Ask the class: 
“Why do you think it is important to consider texture when you are painting an object?”   
What information does visual texture give us that an outline does not?”   
 
 
NYC Visual Arts Blueprint Strands Addressed and How:   
Developing Art Literacy:  Problem Solving; Interpreting and Analyzing Art.   
Students share their work with their peers as a way to further develop and consider their 
own art practice. 
 
 
Assessment 
Were students able to create visual textures? 
Do the visual textures clearly represent actual textures? 
Do the texture charts show deliberate use of marks, or were the marks chosen without 
discrimination? 
Is there variation in spacing and direction of marks?   
Do these choices further elaborate or detract from the depiction of the chosen texture? 
Can the visual textures be identified by others? 
 
 
Differentiation of Instruction 
This lesson can be simplified by consolidating the textures into types.  Rough surfaces may 
be explored one week and soft surfaces the following week.   
 
This lesson can be made more challenging by adding textured materials with patterns to 
the archive of objects. 
 
 
LESSON 11:  ADDING DETAILS AND VISUAL TEXTURE 
Discuss how painters work in layers, painting large areas first, then small details and 
visual texture second, to give their paintings character and to include more information. 
Note that the artists whose work is shown are all from the Ash Can School.  Explain 
what an ash can is (a garbage can) as students may not know this term.  Once they 
have looked at the several works, ask students how this group of artists may have 
gotten its name.  
 

 “Look at The Green Car by William Glackens 
http://metmuseum.org/Collections/search-the-
collections/19294?rpp=20&pg=1&ao=on&ft=william+glackens&pos=1  
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 ….and Central Park, Winter by Glackens 
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/works-of-art/21.164  
 
Discuss the steps Glackens took to add details and visual texture to his paintings.”  
 

 “Look at The City from Greenwich Village by John Sloan 
http://www.wikipaintings.org/en/john-french-sloan/the-city-from-greenwich-village-
1922#supersized-artistPaintings-295807   
 
 

 “Use a detail brush to add small shapes that enrich the narrative of the painting.” 
 “Use brushstrokes to add visual texture to parts of your painting.” 

 
 
 
LESSON 12:  READING AN ARTIST'S STATEMENT AS A PRIMARY DOCUMENT, WRITING 
ARTIST'S STATEMENTS ABOUT OUR WORK  
 
Have students write an artist’s statement about his or her own work and process.  

 “Read Sheila Barbone's artist’s statement with a partner and make a list of 
important themes/topics in her writing.”  http://sheilabarbone.com/about-artist-
statement.html  

 “What does the statement tell us about the artist and her work?” 
 “How can we use Sheila Barbone as a mentor author/artist to draft our own 

artist’s statements?”   
 
 
UNIT CONCLUSION:  
 
To culminate this unit on painting, students are invited to assist in curating an exhibition 
of paintings paired with artist statements. 
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CONTENT-SPECIFIC VOCABULARY 
 
Ashcan School   
architecture 
drawing from observation 
sketchbook 
composition 
diagonal composition 
central composition 
curator 
color palette 
primary colors 
secondary colors 

tertiary colors 
tints  
shades 
brushstroke 
visual texture 
underpainting 
unity 
balance 
highlights 
layering 
artist’s statement 

hue 
 
 
 

ACADEMIC VOCABULARY 
 
revise 
edit 
layer 
historic document 
Venn Diagram 

enlarge 
envision 
observe 
 

 

 

RESOURCES 

New York City Department of Education, Office of Arts and Special Project, A Guide for 
Talking about Works of Art (see pp X-REF), 
 
Cathy Weisman Topal, Children and Painting (Worcester, MA:  Davis Publications, 
1992). 

Chapter 2, “Emphasizing Texture,” pp. 23–30 
Chapter 3, “Focusing on Shape,” pp. 31–42 
Chapter 5, “Value,” pp. 53–56 
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Websites Listed by Lesson 
 
 
Lesson 1 
 
Francis Guy, Winter Scene in Brooklyn  
http://www.brooklynmuseum.org/exhibitions/francis_guy/ 
 
Romare Bearden,The Block 
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/works-of-art/1978.61.1-6  
 
 
Lesson 2 
 
Whitney Museum interactive Hopper Sketchbook 
http://whitney.org/Collection/EdwardHopper/96210ahhhh 
 
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/Ashcan-School.html  
 
 
Lesson 5  
 
Monet Rouen Cathedral series 
http://www.learn.columbia.edu/monet/swf/ 
 
Monet Poplars (video) 
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/monet-poplars.html 
 
Caillebotte, Paris Street; Rainy Day 
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/gustave-caillebottes-paris-street-rainy-day.html 
 
 
Lesson 6 
 
Van Gogh, Stone Bench in the Garden of Saint-Paul Hospital 
http://www.vggallery.com/painting/p_0732.htm  
 
Van Gogh, The Yellow House 
http://www.vangoghmuseum.nl/vgm/index.jsp?page=2723&lang=eng   
  
 
Van Gogh, Houses in Auvers 
http://www.vangoghgallery.com/catalog/Painting/239/Houses-in-Auvers.html  
   
Van Gogh, Vue de l’asile et de la Chapelle de Saint-Rémy 
http://www.bing.com/images/search?q=http%3a%2f%2fen.wikicollecting.org%2fimage
%3avue-de-l-asile-et-de-la-chapelle-de-saint-
remy&FORM=HDRSC2&adlt=strict#view=detail&id=4A2F628E63F0D021D044E755EC
BA1F05A0126AA9&selectedIndex=0  
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Lesson 8 
 
Hopper, Image of Nighthawks 
http://www.artic.edu/aic/collections/exhibitions/hopper/artwork/111628 
 
 
Hopper, Video: Curatorial discussion of Nighthawks 
http://smarthistory.khanacademy.org/hoppers-
nighthawks.html?searched=hopper&highlight=ajaxSearch_highlight+ajaxSearch_highlig
ht1  
 
 
 
Lesson 10 
 
Van Gogh, Street in Saintes-Marie-de-la-Mer 
http://www.metmuseum.org/Collections/search-the-collections/336318  
 

 

 
Lesson 11 

 
William Glackens, The Green Car  
http://metmuseum.org/Collections/search-the-
collections/19294?rpp=20&pg=1&ao=on&ft=william+glackens&pos=1  
 
 
William Glackens, Central Park, Winter  
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/works-of-art/21.164   
 
 
John Sloan, Image and background information for The City from Greenwich Village 
http://www.nga.gov/content/ngaweb/Collection/art-object-page.52079.html  
 
Larger image of The City from Greenwich Village 
http://www.wikipaintings.org/en/john-french-sloan/the-city-from-greenwich-village-
1922#supersized-artistPaintings-295807    
 
 
Lesson 12 
 
Artist’s Statement by Sheila Barbone (with image of her work) 
http://sheilabarbone.com/about-artist-statement.html  
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 GUIDE FOR TALKING ABOUT WORKS OF ART 
 
 

Why Engage Students in Conversation about Works of Art? 
 

Sustained conversation in front of a work of art helps students to see more in the work.  Actively 
listening to the comments of peers extends a student’s thinking about the work.  By attentively listening 
to the observations of others, students generate new ideas, and when students are encouraged to give 
voice to those ideas a deeper conversation and deeper understandings result. 
 
Conversations around works of art address Strands of the Blueprint for Teaching and Learning in Visual Arts: 

                                               Strand 2 Literacy in the Arts 
Strand 3 Making Connections  
 

They also address the Common Core Standards’ ELA Attributes of Students Who Are College and 
Career Ready; through these discussions students: 

Demonstrate independence  
Build strong content knowledge 
Comprehend as well as critique 
Value evidence 
Understand other perspectives and cultures 

 
Teachers play a key role in developing students’ conversation skills when they: 

 
Encourage students to be active listeners and direct them to: 
 
-Look at the work of art and follow what their classmates are saying about it 
-Listen with the intention of responding to what is being said. 

 
Suggest that students begin their responses by using phrases such as: 
 
-I noticed…      -What I think is important to the artist is…   
-I think the artist wanted to show…   -One thing I wonder about 
-I think the artist wants us to see…   -When I first looked at the work I thought… 
-The part that first caught my eye…  -I like…don’t like…because… 

 
Encourage students to keep a conversation moving along by connecting their responses to 
those of their classmates by using phrases such as: 
 
-I agree…disagree…because…    -I have a question about what ____ said 
-I understand why you said that and I want to add…  -Can you explain what you meant when you said…  
-When ___said ___ it made me think…   -I want to go back to what was said before… 

 
Make students aware of what they can do to help sustain the conversation: 
 

-Ask classmates to say more 
-Ask for clarification…if something sounds confusing, say so 
-Summarize what has been said and then add your comments 
-Ask classmates to explain what made them respond as they did 

 
Offer guidance by making sure to: 

 
-Point out the great parts of the conversation…where it was very successful 
-Ask students to assess their own conversation 


