
   

  1 

Considering Context Teacher Edition 
Thinking Through Craft 
 

Grades  

Primary–Middle School 

Unit Goal 

Through this unit, students will develop the skill of inferring information through focused questions. The unit is 
designed to help students recognize that artworks and other things we use and live among carry a wealth of 
information about the people who use them, their culture, their technology, and their social, economic, and 
political times.  

Curricular Connections 

The skills of inferring information from the objects we use and live among can be used across the curriculum. 
For example, this skill will help students develop a deeper understanding of early civilizations through the 
objects used by people of this time and, by extension, better understand and appreciate the contributions 
made by various early civilizations. 

Essential Questions 

• What can artworks tell us about ourselves? 
• What can we learn about their people, their culture, their technology, and the social, economic, and 

political times in which they live from an artwork? 
• How can looking at the social, economic, and political context within which an artwork is created 

enhance our understanding of it? 
• How can interpreting artworks help us develop the skill of inferring information from the objects we 

use and live amongst? 

Duration 

This unit requires an estimated 85 minutes, plus optional metacognitive breaks. These breaks provide students 
an opportunity to reflect upon their thinking (metacognition) in order to better understand that thinking 
pattern and transfer it to other content areas and to the world outside of school. 

Artworks  

This guide focused on Ehren Tool’s 204 of Thousands, but several artworks from the Renwick Gallery can be 
used to support this unit, including: 

• Charles Eames’ and Ray Eames’ Leg Splint 
• Nancy Lee Worden’s The Family Reunion 
• Ubaldo Vital’s Tureen for “Risotto alla Pescatore” 

https://americanart.si.edu/collections/search/artwork/?id=109808
https://americanart.si.edu/collections/search/artwork/?id=59110
https://americanart.si.edu/collections/search/artwork/?id=86771
https://americanart.si.edu/artwork/tureen-risotto-alla-pescatore-80950
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Arc of Learning 

Step 1: What Can One Learn from the Objects We Use and Live Amongst? (7 minutes) 

Students will examine an everyday object from present day to discern the kinds of information an object can reveal 

about themselves and their lifestyle. This introductory learning experience acts as a frame for ongoing inquiry. 

Step 2: What Can One Learn from the Objects We Use and Live Amongst? (7 minutes) 

Students will categorize the questions they have come up with and assign titles for each category. Based on their 

categories, they will list the types of information the object might reveal. 

Step 3: Looking Slowly at the Artwork (10 minutes) 

Students will take the time to slowly examine the artwork. 

Step 4: Learning About Ourselves and Our Times from Artworks (30 minutes) 

Focusing on the artwork, students will infer information from it about the people who used it and their social culture, 

the technology of the time, and the economic and political conditions of the time.  

Step 5: What Is the Artwork About? (7 minutes) 

Based on what they have observed and the information they have conjectured, students will interpret the artwork. 

What might have motivated the artist to create the artwork? What message might the artist be trying to convey?  

Optional: Metacognitive Break (5 minutes) 

Step 6: Meet the Artist (10 minutes) 

Students will read an excerpt about the artist. Using a thinking routine, Word-Phrase-Sentence, they will draw meaning 

from a provided text. 

Step 7: Connect with the Artist (7 minutes) 

Students will compare the information they have inferred from the artwork in previous steps with some information 

about the artwork from the artist.  

Optional: Metacognitive Break (5 minutes) 

Step 8: Revisiting Your Interpretation (7 minutes) 

Students will have a chance to reinterpret the artwork using the information they have gathered about the artist and the 

times in which the artist lived. They will compare their earlier interpretation with the more recent one and reflect on 

what brought about the change.  

Step 9: Reflection (10 minutes) 

Students will consider how looking into the artwork’s social, economic, and political context added to their 

understanding of the artwork, and how looking at artwork helped them to better understand people, their culture, and 

the social, economic, and political conditions of the times. 
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Note: This guide focused on Ehren Tool’s 204 of Thousands, but several artworks from the Renwick Gallery can be used 
to support this unit. 

Ehren Tool, 204 of Thousands, 2014–15, stoneware with glaze and decals, Smithsonian American Art Museum, Gift of 

the artist in honor of the people who give the work meaning, 2015.35. © 2015, Ehren Tool 

 
 

 

https://americanart.si.edu/collections/search/artwork/?id=109808
https://americanart.si.edu/collections/search/artwork/?id=109808
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Step 1: What Can One Learn from the Objects We Use and Live Amongst?  

Materials Needed:  
• Student Booklet page 6 

• A cell phone or other current technology  

Duration: 7 minutes  

Teaching Notes:  
This unit presents an opportunity to develop the skill of asking questions. Asking questions is a simple and effective way 

of learning. Questions pose a challenge and can be the stated or unstated starting points of an inquiry. When students 

are the ones posing the questions, they are more likely to engage in the learning.   

In order to infer information from an object, it is useful to begin with questions that explore the object from varied 

angles. 

Discussion & Activity: 
1. Present students with a cell phone. Invite them to examine the phone. Pose the query: “If someone from the 

distant future found this phone, what kinds of information might they be able to infer about you or the person 

using it and your or their times?” 

2. Explain that their next step will be to formulate questions they could ask to help them uncover the information 

they need from the phone. Give the students some examples before they set off on their own. Guide them away 

from questions that yield only yes or no answers. Invite them to rephrase such questions. For example, instead 

of, “Did the person use the phone a lot?” Consider, “What are the many ways in which the person could have 

used the phone?” 

3. Invite them to write the questions down on page 6 of their booklet. 

Possible Student Responses: 

→ What is the object?  

→ For what was it used? 

→ Who could own the object? 

→ How was it made? 

→ When did people use the object? 

→ What are the many pictures on the object? What do they mean?   

→ What are the many things the object could do?  

→ How much time did people spend with the object? 

→ How was the object made?  

→ Where was it made? 

→ Who made it? 

→ How much did it cost?  

→ Who could afford it? 
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Step 2: What Can One Learn from the Objects We Use and Live Among? 

Materials Needed:  
• Student Booklet page 7 

Duration: 7 minutes 

Teaching Notes: 
The objects that surround us can reveal information about the political, social, technological, and economic conditions 

of their time.  

The purpose of this exercise is to help students recognize the kinds of information the phone or other such objects can 

provide. Students can work on this individually, but it might be easier for them to work in pairs. 

Discussion & Activity: 
1. Invite students to group their questions according to the information that asking them would provide.  

2. Once they have categorized their questions, ask the students to give a title to each category as we did above. 

The titles should reveal the kind of information each group of questions provides. 

Possible Student Responses:  

→ The following questions can be classified together because they tell us about the people and how they 
lived. 

• Who might have owned the phone? For what was it used? 

• When did the person use the object? 

• How much time did the person spend with the phone? 

• How much did it cost? Who could afford it? 

→ The following questions could tell us about the technology of the time. 
• How was it made? 

• What is the object?  

• What are the many pictures on the object? What do they mean?   

• What are the many things the object could do?  

→ The following questions could tell us about the social, political, economic environment of the time. 
• In what way were cell phones used by different professions? 

• What was happening in the world at the time when this cell phone was used? 

• Why could the phone be used in many languages?  

• How did the object influence the political situation of the time? 

• What does it tell us about the economic time? 
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Step 3: Looking Slowly at the Artwork 

Materials Needed:  
• Student Booklet page 8 

• Projection of 204 of Thousands or color print reproductions 

Duration: 10 minutes 

Teaching Notes: 
Having used the phone as an example of an object that can yield information, it is time to examine the artwork slowly 

and carefully to prepare us to explore the information it can yield. 

Discussion & Activity: 
1. Invite students to work with a partner. Ask the partners to divide the artwork into sections.  

2. Challenge each pair of students to look at the artwork section by section, slowly and carefully. As they are 

looking, each partner should take turns describing something that they see in the section they are working on. 

Working with a partner will ensure that two sets of eyes will look at the section, and their different perceptions 

will capture all that there is to describe in the artwork. They should continue to take turns to describe what they 

see until there is nothing left to describe in a section, and then move on to the next section. 

Remind the students that they should restrict themselves to only describing what they see and resist giving their 

interpretations or opinions at this point. 
Possible Student Responses: 
→ Red cup 

→ Skull 

→ Helicopter 

→ Emblems 

→ Flower 

→ Cobbled base 

→ Army trucks one on top of the other 

→ Dove 

→ Paperclip 

→ Emblem of American Indian 

→ Gunny sacks with a soldier possibly aiming a gun 

→ Dark tunnel or cave 

→ Paper money 

→ Man with hands tied behind back 

→ Soldier with gun 

→ Bomb/missile 

→ Quotation: “I destroy my enemy when I make them my friend.” 

→ Gas masks        
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Step 4: Learning About Ourselves and Our Times from Artworks  

Materials Needed:  
• Student Booklet pages 9–11 

• Projection of 204 of Thousands or color print reproductions 

Total Duration: 30 minutes 

Teaching Notes: 
The next three learning experiences will look at the artwork as a product of its cultural, historical, and technological 

context. From the artwork, students will try to infer information about the people surrounding it, their culture, their 

technology, and the social, economic, and political conditions of the time. 

Each student might engage in all three learning experiences individually, or the students might be divided into three 

groups, each of which take one of the three aspects to be explored. They can share their findings. 

 

Learning Experience 1: People and Their Culture  

Materials Needed:  
• Student Booklet page 9 

Duration: 10 minutes 

Teaching Note:  
This section seeks to explore the information that the artwork can yield about people and their culture, as represented 

by the artist.  It might help if they were to imagine themselves in a room where the cups are being used. 

Discussion & Activity: 
1. Invite students to ask the questions that will provide answers about the artist and the surrounding people and 

the culture they live in. What questions would help them visualize the scene in the room and what is happening 

there? What other questions would help to learn about the people involved with the cups and the culture or 

way of life of those people? 

Possible Student Responses: 

→ What are the people doing? 

→ What is the mood/atmosphere in the room? 

→ How are the people behaving? 

→ How are the people dressed? 

→ How did the people get the objects? 

→ Who does the object belong to?  

→ How is the object being cared for? 

→ What might be unique or surprising about the gathering? 

→ What might the object tell you about the people? 
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2. Once students have posed the questions, invite them to formulate possible responses to them in the space at 

the bottom of the page. Highlight that, at this point, they don’t have sufficient information to definitively answer 

the questions. This is conjecture. 

Possible Student Responses: 

→ People might drink coffee out of the cups. They’re probably used in a casual situation as the cups are not 

very fancy.  

→ People might not like to hold the cups because the pictures are strange and there’s no handle so they could 

be really hot to touch. 

 

Learning Experience 2: Technology 

Materials Needed:  
• Student Booklet page 10 

Duration: 10 minutes 

Teaching Note: 
This section seeks to explore the information that the artwork can yield about the technology of the time, considering 

especially how the object might have been made.   

Discussion & Activity: 
1. Invite the students to think of the object being crafted or made. What questions could they ask that might help 

them visualize how and where the object is made and for what it is used? 

Possible Student Responses: 

→ How was it made? 

→ For what reason could it have been made? 

→ For what was it used? How did it help people? 

→ What were the artist’s feelings when creating the piece? 

→ How are other objects like this made? 

→ Where did the materials come from? 

→ What tools might have been necessary to make it? 

→ How long did it take to make? 

→ What training might the craftsman have had to make it? 

→ How much money might have been spent to make it? 

2. After the students have had a chance to formulate some questions, tell them that the artist, Ehren Tool, started 

creating this work about the year 2001.  

3. Ask students to think about what they already know about the technology of this time. What new questions are 

inspired by connecting this technological information with the artwork? 
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4. Once the students have drawn up the questions, invite them to formulate possible responses to them to help 

them conjecture about the artifacts. 

Possible Student Responses: 

→ It could be made by hand and could be made quickly because the cups are rough. 

→ However, the cups show objects that must have required sophisticated technology and money to make. 

 

Learning Experience 3: Social, Economic, and Political Times  

Materials Needed:  
• Student Booklet page 11  

Duration: 10 minutes 

Teaching Note:  
This learning experience seeks to explore what information the artwork can yield about the social, economic, and 

political times of its creation. Consider providing students with a selection of newspaper headlines from the early 2000s 

to support their understanding. 

Discussion & Activity: 
1. Invite students to think of the time period in which the artwork was made. Ask them to discover the economic 

and political situation of the land or place where the artist lived. Ask them to imagine themselves in that place 

and time (in this case, the early 2000s). 

2. Challenge students to craft some questions that might help them imagine the times during which the object was 

made. 

Possible Student Responses: 

→ In what ways might the object be representative of the times? 

→ In what ways might objects like this one have been different in the past? 

→ In what way might objects like this one be different in the future? 

→ What might the object tell you about how things were done in those times? 

→ What might the object tell you about people’s values, beliefs, and priorities of people at the time? 

3. Once the students have drawn up the questions, invite them to formulate possible responses to them to help 

them conjecture about the artifacts. 

Possible Student Responses: 

→ The land must have been rich and advanced in terms of technology. 

→ There must have been a war going on because the cups depict war, soldiers, weapons, destruction. 
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Step 5: What Is the Artwork About? 

Materials Needed:  
• Student Booklet page 12 

Duration: 7 minutes 

Teaching Notes: 
Using a thinking pattern, Claim-Support-Question, students are challenged to interpret the artwork based on a synthesis 

of observation, inferences, and information.  

Discussion & Activity: 
1. By this time, students will likely want to start interpreting the artwork by telling stories about it. Before they do 

so, provide an opportunity for students to share what they might have learned by posing questions about the 

artwork. Guide them particularly to reflect upon what they may have learned about people who were connected 

to the artwork, their culture, the technology, and social, economic, and political conditions of the times.  

 

2. Next, invite the students to take into consideration their many observations of the artwork and then: 

• Stake a claim. What message might the artist be trying to convey? What might have motivated the artist 

to create the artwork? What might the artwork mean?  

• Support with evidence. Then give them a chance to express their interpretation by making a claim, 

providing supporting evidence and expressing any lingering questions that might remain. 

• Pose a question. Invite the students to share their claims with the larger group. Ask them to use the 

other responses to deepen their understanding of the artwork. 

Possible Student Responses: 

→ Claim: The artwork is about the trauma war can bring. It is an invitation to talk about war and its harm or 

pitfalls. 

→ Support: It is a coffee cup or a tumbler. Those kinds of cups are used in social times with friends and 

conversations. 

→ Question: Why did the artist to create these? Whose faces appear on the cups? 
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Optional: Metacognitive Break    

Materials Needed:  
• Student Booklet page 13 

Duration: 5 minutes 

Teaching Notes: 
By reflecting on their use of Claim-Support-Question, students become more aware of their own thinking processes, 

become more familiar with thinking patterns, and begin to identify opportunities outside the classroom when this 

thinking pattern might be effective (transfer).  

Thinking About Thinking Discussion: 
Use the following questions to reflect on the thinking pattern: 

1. What kind of thinking did you find yourself engaged with? 

Possible Student Responses: 

→ We had to explain what the artwork was about or what message the artwork was trying to convey, but also 

provide evidence to support our statement. 

→ It also made us think of what was left hanging and has yet to be answered. 

2. What is the relationship between making a claim and providing evidence to support that claim?  

Possible Student Responses: 

→ When we make a claim, it came from some prior knowledge. Our claims seemed to be based on something 

that we have seen, heard, or sensed already.  

→ When we made the claim we had to provide supporting information as to why we made the claim. 

→ We make claims, but we don’t always provide supporting information. However, supporting evidence 

bolsters the claim that is made. It provides support for the claim. It helps our audience know why we say 

what we are saying. 

3. In what other situations might you find this pattern of thinking useful?  

Possible Student Responses: 

→ Making our audience aware of supporting evidence and information is likely to help them understand our 

claim better. 

→ It also encourages us to consider our claims more carefully and to recognize that claims based on supporting 

evidence are likely to be more credible. 
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Step 6: Meet the Artist 

Materials Needed:  
• Student Booklet page 14 

Duration: 10 minutes 

Teaching Notes: 
The thinking pattern Word-Phrase-Sentence is a useful tool for capturing the essence or core ideas of a text.    

Discussion & Activity: 
1. Have the students read information about the artwork and the artist that appears on page 14 of their booklet. 

Note: More information about the artist can be found  here, here and here. 

2. Invite students to work alone or as a group to underline words, phrases, and sentences they think best capture 

the artist’s experiences and reasons for creating the artwork.  

Possible Student Responses: 

→ Words: obligation, conversation, war, experiences, catalysts 

→ Phrases: obligation to try, images about his war experiences, starting points for conversations, unspeakable 

things, horrors of war and the impact on the people that fight them 

→ Sentences: The war was a traumatic experience, and making the cups helps him heal... He hopes, “that some 

of the cups can be starting points for conversations about unspeakable things,” and, “that some honest 

conversation can happen about war and its causes.”... As long as images of war are turned into toys with 

which children play, as long as children believe that there are winners and losers in a war... “I destroy my 

enemy when I make him my friend.” 

3. Have the students share their words and ask them to justify why they chose the word. This sharing should slowly 

reveal what the text is about. 

4. Ask the students to consider whether reading the information gave them greater insight into the artist’s 

experiences and why he created the artwork. 

 

 

 

 

https://americanart.si.edu/artwork/204-thousands-109808
https://www.berkeleyside.com/2011/04/06/mostly-i-just-make-cups-artist-highlights-impact-of-war
https://hyperallergic.com/53007/the-cups-of-war/
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Step 7: Connect with the Artist 

Materials Needed:  
• Student Booklet page 15  

Duration: 7 minutes 

Teaching Notes: 
This learning experience provides an opportunity for students to compare the information they might have inferred 

from the artwork with some information on the artist. The thinking pattern Connect-Extend-Wonder is being used to 

make the comparisons.  

Discussion & Activity: 
Invite students to review their thinking so far and then: 

1. Make connections. Connect information they have learned about Ehren Tool and his artwork with information 

they have inferred on their own. What aspects of the artist or the artwork were the students able to infer 

accurately? 
Possible Student Responses: 

→ People and Their Cultures: I gathered that the cups might be used for drinking coffee or tea. They might be 

used by friends who are having conversations. I wondered why they would have such violent images. I 

assumed that they were all connected with war and might have been soldiers.    
→ Technology: At this time, technology is fairly developed as there are images of un-manned missiles, 

sophisticated guns, and other weaponry but the cups are handmade. Were they handmade for a reason? 

→ The Times: Seems to be a time of war. The nation must be rich to be able to build such sophisticated 

weapons. There must be a divide among people, because the people who are making decisions about going 

to war are not the people who are actually fighting the war. 

2. Extend their thinking. In what ways did the information extend their knowledge and understanding of the 

artifact? What new facts did they gain? 
Possible Student Response: Made by a soldier to heal from the traumatic experiences of war. Was sent to 

friends and comrades to start friendly conversations over coffee.   

3. Wonder. What new questions, if any, have emerged? 
Possible Student Response: How were Tool’s cups received by other veterans? Elected officials? 

4. Invite the students to consider whether they were successful with using their observations to make inferences. 

Which of their questions yielded the most information? Were there new questions they might consider asking? 
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Optional: Metacognitive Break    

Materials Needed:  
• Student Booklet page 16  

Duration: 5 minutes 

Teaching Notes: 
By reflecting on their use of Connect-Extend-Wonder, students become more aware of their own thinking processes, 

become more familiar with thinking patterns, and begin to identify opportunities outside the classroom when this 

thinking pattern might be effective (transfer).  

Thinking About Thinking Discussion: 
Use the following questions to reflect on the thinking pattern: 

1. What kinds of thinking actions did you find yourself taking when you were connecting, extending, and 

wondering? 

Possible Student Response: I first had to think of what I had written. Then I had to compare my ideas to the 

ideas in the text and the artwork, looking for things that were similar and different. I then had to ask any new 

questions that came to mind. 

 

2. How did the Connect-Extend-Wonder thinking pattern deepen your learning? 

Possible Student Responses: 

→ It helped me connect what I knew with what I was learning. It felt like one was being built on the other.  

→ This is helpful because one always has some previous knowledge about a topic or an issue. My new 

knowledge tends to build on top of what I know. This step made me aware of this process. 

3. In what other situations might you find this pattern of thinking useful? 

Possible Student Responses:  

→ This thinking pattern helps you to recall what you know and use the new knowledge to build, grow, and 

expand one’s previous knowledge and understanding.  

→ Sometimes connections and extensions bring new questions. It is important to voice these in order to 

understand the issue or topic. 
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Step 8: Revisiting Your Interpretation 

Materials Needed:  
• Student Booklet page 17 

• Projection of 204 of Thousands or color print reproductions 

Duration: 7 minutes 

Teaching Notes: 
Reviewing the documentation of their thinking so far challenges students to consider how their thinking and learning 

and understanding shifted through the process of inquiry, consolidating their learning and making it their own.  

Discussion & Activity:  
1. Give the students a chance to gather all they have learned about the artist, the people of the time, the culture, 

the technology, and the social, economic, and political environment. 

2. Next, invite the students to use all that they have learned about the artwork to review their initial 

interpretation. Ask them whether their interpretation of the artwork has shifted or changed, and, if so, what is 

their new interpretation? 

3. Ask students to record their new interpretation, if any, as: “But now I think that 204 of Thousands is about...” 

4. Ask the students to go back to their initial claim about the artwork and record: “I used to think that 204 of 

Thousands was about...” 

Possible Student Responses: 

→ But now I think that 204 of Thousands is about... a soldier’s plea to not glorify war. 

→ I used to think that 204 of Thousands was about... a world dominated by war. 
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Step 9: Reflection 

Materials Needed:  
• Student Booklet page 17—18  

Duration: 10 minutes 

Teaching Notes: 
This learning experience provides an opportunity to reflect on the learning gained throughout the entire unit.  

Reflection: 
Invite students to consider: 

1. How can considering the social, economic, and political context and the technology of the time deepen our 

understanding of an artwork? 

Possible Student Response: It put the artwork into a context. To begin with, I just saw the artwork what the 

artwork looked like but did not think much about what related to it. When I began to think about the 

circumstances under which the artist had made the artwork, I felt the artwork had more meaning.    

2. How can looking at the artwork provide a deeper insight into people, their culture, technology, and the social, 

economic, and political context of the time? 

Possible Student Response: As we have discovered, the objects that we use, why we use them, how we use 

them, and how they are created and built tell us a lot about the world around us and what is valued. Such 

information is always useful as it provides a deeper understanding of the world around us and therefore helps 

us function more effectively in it. 

3. Why might it be important to develop a disposition to inquire into objects we use and live amongst? 

Possible Student Response: I hadn’t realized that the things we use say so much about us and their contexts. 

 

 

 

Try This Out! 

Finally, encourage the students to try and use the skills they have learned to infer information from an object in their 

environment.  Ask them to choose an object they currently use, like a backpack, computer, a building. 

Invite them to frame an inquiry into it to find out about the people who use it, their culture, and the social, economic, 

and political conditions of the time. 

 

 

 

 

 




