
   

   

Getting to the Heart of the Matter Teacher Edition 
Thinking Through Craft 
 

Grades 

Middle School–Upper School 

Unit Goal 
This unit uses artwork to help students develop the disposition to seek the big conceptual ideas that lie 
at the heart of any body of content. Big conceptual ideas describe universal patterns of the social and 
physical world and attempt to explain why the world is the way it is. Seeing the big conceptual ideas in 
relation to a specific body of content helps students understand and make meaning of the material.  

Curricular Connection 

Understanding facilitates transfer so that students can use their learning in one situation to understand 
multiple new situations, such as issues, events, and phenomena, in the world around them.  

Essential Questions 

• How can getting to the heart of issues help deepen our understanding of them? 
• How do the big conceptual ideas that lie at the heart of a body of content help us better 

understand the content? 
• How can the details of the content help us to better understand big conceptual ideas? 
• How can getting to the big ideas at the heart of the content help us learn more successfully? 

Duration 
This unit requires an estimated 70 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 focuses on Karen LaMonte’s Reclining Dress Impression with Drapery, but several artworks 
from the Renwick Gallery can be used to support this unit, including: 

• Kathryn Clark’s Washington, D.C. Foreclosure Quilt  
• Stacey Lee Webber’s The Craftsman Series: Shovels  
• Steven Montgomery’s Static Fuel 
• Mark Newport’s Batman 2 
• Steven Young Lee’s Vase with Landscape and Dinosaurs 
• Wendy Maruyama’s Shadow of Amboseli 

https://americanart.si.edu/collections/search/artwork/?id=77533
https://americanart.si.edu/collections/search/artwork/?id=109954
https://americanart.si.edu/collections/search/artwork/?id=83931
https://americanart.si.edu/collections/search/artwork/?id=46601
https://americanart.si.edu/collections/search/artwork/?id=77253
https://americanart.si.edu/collections/search/artwork/?id=109624
https://americanart.si.edu/collections/search/artwork/?id=111280


 
 

 
 

Arc of Learning 

Step 1: What’s Going on in This Artwork? (10 minutes) 

Students will look closely by describing the artwork in fine detail, exercising the breadth and depth of their 
vocabulary. What can we learn about a novel provocation through careful observation? 
 

Step 2: Another Way to Look (10 minutes)  

Reasoning with evidence, students will use what information they have gleaned from close looking in order to 
develop an interpretation of the artwork. How might we explain the ideas undergirding what we see? 

 

Optional: Metacognitive Break (5 minutes) 

By reflecting on the approach so far, students become more aware of their own thinking processes and begin to 
identify opportunities outside the classroom when this thinking pattern might be effective.   
 

Step 3: About the Artwork (10 minutes) 

Students will receive background information about the artwork, artist, and social context. Having identified key 
details from a supplied text, students will apply this new information to their previous interpretation. How might 
our understanding of a provocation change when we get new information?  
 

Optional: Ekphrastic Poem (10 minutes) 

What deeper understanding might students gain by recontextualizing prose to create a poem inspired by an 
artwork? 
 

Step 4: What Lies at the Heart? (10 minutes) 

Students will reflect on their thinking about the big ideas conveyed by the artwork, then distill these down to 
conceptual “hearts” that describe a common human experience or attempt to explain how the world works. 
What is essential and universal about this provocation?  

 

Step 5: Why Does This Matter to Me? My Community? The World? (10 minutes)  

Having found the conceptual heart or hearts of the artwork, students will consider the ways these essential big 
ideas apply to themselves, their community, and all of humanity. How does understanding the heart of any 
content help students understand the issues and events in the world around them? 

 

Step 6: Reflection (10 minutes) 

Students will reflect again on their experience, this time seeking to name the kinds of thinking they did and how 
these thinking moves helped them construct a greater understanding. When else might the disposition to see 
the conceptual heart of an issue, event, or provocation be helpful?



   
 

 
 

 
 

Note: This guide and its examples focus on Karen LaMonte’s Reclining Dress Impression with Drapery (top), but 
you can choose to focus on Mark Newport’s Batman 2 (bottom) instead. 

 
Karen LaMonte, Reclining Dress Impression with Drapery, 2009, glass, Smithsonian American Art Museum, Gift 

of the James Renwick Alliance and Colleen and John Kotelly. © 2009, Karen LaMonte [Front] 

 

  
Mark Newport, Batman 2, 2005, acrylic yarn and buttons, Smithsonian American Art Museum, Museum 

purchase through the Richard T. Evans Fund. © 2005, Mark Newport  

https://americanart.si.edu/collections/search/artwork/?id=77533
https://americanart.si.edu/collections/search/artwork/?id=77253


   
 

 
 

 
 

Step 1: What’s Going on in This Artwork? 

Materials Needed:  
• Student Booklet page 6 

• Images of the selected artwork 

Duration: 10 minutes 

Teaching Notes:  
This learning experience is designed to give the student an opportunity to look slowly and observe details about 

the artwork. As they sketch and describe the artwork, take the opportunity to help students refine their 

vocabulary by asking them to find the most creative or evocative labels to describe elements of the artwork.  

Students’ responses will vary widely. 

 

Discussion & Activity: 
1. Invite students to look closely at the artwork by drawing it, using these prompts on the booklet or by 

voicing the same: 

a. Sketch the silhouette, or outline, of the artwork. Add lines and details that catch your eye. 
Shade the darkest parts.  

b. Label your sketch with six things you see. Add the words in the appropriate spaces on your 
sketch. “Things” could be materials, shapes, anything you can point to. 

c. What emotion does the artwork give you, at first glance? Write that word below your sketch.  
d. What words would you use to describe the artist’s choice of material? The overall shape? Any 

unexpected features? Develop a three-sentence description that richly describes this artwork 
and reflects your emotional response to the work. 

Possible Student Responses: 

→ Things seen: light and shadow, dress, body, fabric, glass 

→ Emotion: curiosity, uneasiness 

→ Reminds me of: marble sculptures, ghosts 
 

2. Invite students to share what they see with one or two others or with the whole class. It is very likely 
that the contributions of their classmates will inspire students to look even more closely and see what 
they might have missed earlier. 



   
 

 
 

 
 

Step 2: Another Way to Look at the Artwork 

Materials Needed:   
• Student Booklet page 7  

Duration: 10 minutes 

Teaching Notes:  
The previous learning experience has provided an opportunity to look closely at the artwork. This learning 
experience gives students an opportunity to use what they have gained from looking at the artwork to interpret 
it. In providing an interpretation or explanation for the artwork, students will inevitably have to dig into their 
own experiences to connect what is new with what they already know. 

Use the thinking routine Claim-Support-Question to help the students form an interpretation of the artwork: 

• Interpreting an artwork invites students to think about what the artwork means and to provide an 
explanation for the artwork. 

• Supporting a claim with evidence from the artwork supports evidence-based reasoning and helps other 
students better understand the artwork under consideration. 

• Lingering questions, even when there are no answers, can prompt deeper thinking about an issue or 
idea. They provide an opportunity to articulate what cannot be seen or is not apparent. 

Discussion & Activity: 
1. To begin, invite students to consider their own impressions of this type of attire: 

• What kind of clothing does this artwork make you think of? When and where might someone 

wear this kind of clothing? 

• What might influence a person to want to wear something like that? e or situation might require 

a person to wear something like that? 

• The wearer is missing from the artwork. What does that absence call your attention to? 

Possible Student Responses: 

→ Makes me think of: a gown to wear to prom or a fancy party. 

→ Influence: It’s what’s expected when you go to prom. 

→ Calls my attention to: the body shape inside the dress. 

 

2. Invite students to make a claim about the artwork. These might be useful questions to prompt an 

interpretation: 

• What do you think the artwork is about?  

• What message does the artwork convey, to you?  

 

3. Having made a claim about what the artwork is about, challenge students to support their claim with 

evidence from their artwork or prior knowledge: 

• What evidence from the artwork supports your claim?   

 



   
 

 
 

 
 

4. Invite students to articulate any lingering questions: 

• What is left hanging? 

• What questions remain in your mind? 

 

Possible Student Responses: 

→ Claim: The artwork is about people caring more about how you dress than who you are. 

→ Support: The person inside the dress is missing. The dress is all that we can really see. 

→ Question: How did the artist make this? Why are there square shapes on the fabric? 



   
 

 
 

 
 

Optional: Metacognitive Break    

Materials Needed: 
• Student Booklet page 8 

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 Our 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 Response: We had to explain what the artwork was about and also provide evidence to 

support our statement. Then we had to think of what remained unanswered. 

 

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 seem to be based on 

something that we have seen or heard. Then 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, evidence 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: 

→ When we’re doing persuasive writing - making our audience aware of supporting evidence and 

information is likely to help them better understand our claim.  

→ It helps me assess other people’s arguments, like when I’m listening to a debate. I will listen for their 

evidence when they may a claim. 

 



   
 

 
 

 
 

Step 3: About the Artwork 

Materials Needed 

• Student Booklet page 9 OR 11 

Duration: 10 minutes 

Teaching Notes:  
Students may find that their earlier, independent exploration of the artwork has prepared them to receive 
additional information. Their earlier thinking is likely to provide a useful foundation upon which new information 
can be layered. Student responses will vary widely. 

Discussion & Activity: 
Provide students with the text below that corresponds to the chosen artwork. To ensure careful reading and 
thoughtful comprehension, invite students to: 

• Reflect on what you just read by asking, what big idea was the passage trying to convey? 

• Underline key words that you think were critical in helping you understand the passage, creating a 
reserve of words from which to draw in the next [optional] step. 

• Of the key words you underlined, highlight those that best capture the meaning behind the artwork. 
 
Reclining Dress Impression with Drapery by Karen LaMonte 
Karen LaMonte is an American artist who traveled to the Czech Republic as a Fulbright Scholar. There she saw 
beautiful sculptures of human figures covered in elaborate drapery decorating the sides of buildings that she 
passed daily.  
LaMonte wanted to create detailed, life-sized clothing made entirely of glass. It took a full year of working with 
colleagues (all of them men) in a glass factory to create her first sculpture, titled Vestige. Unlike the artwork 
you’ve seen, this first artwork contained a figure. Creating a dress form without a figure was the next challenge 
she set for herself. 
In her artistic process, LaMonte engages female models of different sizes, shapes, and ages. The artist begins by 
making a plaster mold of her chosen model; she then creates a rubber casting from that mold. Next, LaMonte 
paints the rubber casting with wax and dresses it in excessive lengths of fabric. Carefully painting each part in 
layers and layers of wax, she creates a new wax positive. This she uses to cast a new plaster mold that captures 
all the details of the wax “clothing.” Once the wax is melted out of the plaster mold, a few additional steps make 
the mold ready to receive molten glass. After eighty days of cooling and carefully chipping away the plaster 
mold, the segments of the cast-glass dress are finally revealed. Though the glass itself is extremely heavy, the 
dresses appear ghostlike and airy. 
This process takes nine months to complete. Why does LaMonte stick with this long process? The life-size glass 
artworks appear to flow and drape like real fabric while suspended, unworn, in mid-air. Most importantly, the 
transparency of glass allows her to work with an exterior and interior surface at the same time. 
LaMonte uses her work to explore themes of our private (inner) and public (outer) selves. She thinks of clothing 
as the unspoken language of a Western society: what we wear and how we wear it communicates loudly and 
clearly to those around us. A dress or suit can relay to others an individual’s personality and place in the world. 
Clothes help shape and define our identity for others, and sometimes for ourselves. What aspects of ourselves 
do we hide? What do we show and share?   
 
Batman 2 by Mark Newport 



   
 

 
 

 
 

Mark Newport knits costumes for superheroes such as Batman, Superman, and Spiderman. He explains: “These 
characters are childhood memories of the ultimate man—the Dad every boy wants, the man every boy wants to 
grow up to be.”1 Some of Newport’s other subjects include fictionalized heroes of the American West and 
characters of his own invention, such as Sweaterman. 
Superhero protagonists first appeared in comic books and were further popularized in cinema and television. 
Newport's choice of an unpretentious process (knitting), paired with his use of inexpensive acrylic yarn, supports 
his message about the pervasive influence of pop culture. 
A superhero’s sleek suit generally functions as a shield from injury. Far from skintight, Newport’s suits droop and 
sag and seem to offer protection only from the cold. The suits’ misshapenness indicates that they will fit no one 
well. When displayed on a hanger, they appear powerless and challenge the viewer to consider the false security 
promised by fictional heroes. 
Newport sometimes knits in public while wearing one of his knitted suits. In fact, his costumes are often knitted 
in his size. When asked about his favorite superhero, he said: “Batman. For the most part, I identify more with 
the ‘make-yourself’ type of hero as opposed to the ones who have their powers thrust upon them or magically 
given to them. That’s more interesting to me. It mimics the idea of how we can take care of the people around 
us through mundane, human roles.”2 

 
1 Mark Newport, “Real Heroes,” accessed June 2, 2020, https://www.marknewportartist.com/COSTUMES-Real-Heros 
2 Mark Newport quoted in Jordan Steffen, “Q and A: Mark Newport,” Smithsonian Magazine, October 2009, 

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/q-and-a-mark-newport-
139677598/#6oEy3zHyQ7AVPMCy.99.  
 

https://www.marknewportartist.com/COSTUMES-Real-Heros
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/q-and-a-mark-newport-139677598/#6oEy3zHyQ7AVPMCy.99#6oEy3zHyQ7AVPMCy.99
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/q-and-a-mark-newport-139677598/#6oEy3zHyQ7AVPMCy.99#6oEy3zHyQ7AVPMCy.99


   
 

 
 

 
 

Optional: Create an Ekphrastic Poem 
Materials Needed  

• Student Booklet page 10 OR 12 

Duration: 10 minutes 

Teaching Notes:  
Ekphrastic poetry responds to an artwork with vivid description and explanation of deeper meanings. This 
learning experience challenges students to synthesize earlier steps and distill the meanings gathered from close 
looking, interpretation, and the background text. 

Activity: 
1. Invite students to review the words they used to describe the artwork in Step 1 (page 6) in conjunction 

with those they highlighted from Step 3 (page 9 or 11).   

 

2. Drawing only on these words, challenge students to compose a poem that captures the big ideas of the 
artwork as they understand it so far. 

Possible Student Response: 

Clothes hide and define, 
An absent woman covered in translucent drapery; 
Unspoken language finally revealed her place in the world. 

 

3. Explain that hearing one another’s work provides everyone a chance to stretch or strengthen their 
understanding. Invite a handful of students to share their poems aloud. 

 



   
 

 
 

 
 

Step 4: What Lies at the Heart?  

Materials Needed:  
• Student Booklet page 13 

Duration: 10 minutes 

Teaching Notes:  
This learning experience gives students the opportunity to reflect on the big concepts conveyed by the artwork. 

Such big concepts are universal ideas that attempt to explain how the world works or describe a common 

human experience. Identifying the big concepts and themes make it possible for students to transfer learning 

gleaned from the artwork to understanding local, national, and even global issues.  

Discussion & Activity: 
1. Invite the students to look back at their documentation. Ask them to consider: What is the artwork 

about? What is the big idea at its heart? 

 

2. Having reviewed their evolving thinking about the artwork, ask them to write in response to the 
following prompts:  

• How has your interpretation of the artwork changed? What did you think the artwork was about 
at first?  

• How would you describe what the artwork is about now? [To make the shift visible, ask them to 
write both their first impression and their new interpretation.] 

• What single word would you choose to encapsulate the meaning of the artwork?  

Possible Student Responses: 

→ I used to think... the artwork was about the person who wore the dress. 

→ Now I think... it is about self-identity and how our clothes either flaunt it or shelter it. 

→ Single words: Self-Identity, Pressure, Societal 



   
 

 
 

 
 

Step 5: Why Does This Matter to Me? My Community? The World?  

Materials Needed:  
• Student Booklet page 14 

Duration: 10 minutes 

Teaching Notes:  
The purpose of this exercise is to allow students to connect their learning to the real world but also to recognize 

that the stories the artwork brings up are not isolated; they are a pattern of behavior or emotion experienced by 

many. When understanding is achieved, learners can transfer an idea from where it is learned to new situations. 

They will be able to use this understanding as a tool to make sense of issues and events in the world around 

them.  

Discussion & Activity: 
1. Ask students to consider in what way the issues related to the artwork might matter to them: In what 

way(s) might the big idea at the heart of the artwork apply to you, individually? 

Possible Student Responses: 

→ My mother is always telling me that my clothes are too revealing. However, I live in a world different 

from the world she grew up in. If I wear clothes like she is suggesting, I will stand out. People will 

think I am different.  

→ I dress like everyone else because I want to be accepted. 

 

2. Next, ask students how that same big idea might relate to those around them: How might this big idea 

be relevant to people in our community? Our country? 

Possible Student Responses:  

→ In my community, peer pressure is a real problem. Everybody wants to be accepted and to be cool. 

So, we are afraid to be who we are and don’t want to stand out.  

→ We want to be accepted. I know we laugh at those who dress differently. They also get bullied in 

many ways. 

 

3. Finally, challenge students to think of how this same big idea relates to the wider world: How might this 

idea be relevant globally?  

Possible Student Responses: 

→ Clothes reflect and say much about class, culture, personality, etc. This is true all over the world. In 

every culture wealthy people dress in certain ways and the poor and working classes dress 

differently from them. 

→ Cultures have many different dress codes. What is acceptable in some is not in others. 



   
 

 
 

 
 

Step 6: Reflection  

Materials Needed  

• Student Booklet page 15 

Duration: 10 minutes 

Teaching Notes:  
The purpose of this experience is to give the students an opportunity to reflect on their experience, to think 
about the thinking they engaged with, and how this helped them construct understanding. This will help them to 
use the pattern of thinking in other arenas, especially with learning in the classroom. 

Discussion & Activity: 
1. How did the big idea at the heart of the artwork help you understand that artwork better? How does the 

artwork help you understand the big idea better? 

Possible Student Response:  

→ Trying to get to the heart of the matter allowed me to go back over the whole experience and think 

about the details I had heard. To get to the heart of the matter I had to think about what the details 

meant; what was their significance, what was their relevance, what was the big picture? This helped 

me to better understand the artwork. 

 

2. How did getting to the big idea at the heart of the artwork help you relate it to the world at large? 

Possible Student Response: 

→ It helped me recognize the big universal theme that ran through it. It allowed me to see the big 

picture in relation to the details. 

 

3. What did you discover as you connected that big idea to yourself, to your community, and then to the 

wider world? 

Possible Student Response: 

→ Getting to the heart of the matter allowed me to recognize a big universal idea or a pattern that was 

true of people all over the world. As a result, the artwork then became more than one person’s 

story. It became a universal story. Looking at the big conceptual idea provided me the big picture. 

This helped me connect individual experiences with those of other humans in the world. 

 

4. How might you use the tool of “getting to the heart of the matter” to help you learn more effectively in 

the classroom? 

Possible Student Response: 

→ Looking for the big conceptual ideas that underly or underpin the information will help me relate 

the learning I achieve in the classroom through my texts to the real world. Looking at the big 

conceptual ideas will also help me recognize universal political, social, historical patterns and 

recognize the commonality of the human experiences. 




