
   

   

Uncovering Hidden Stories Teacher Edition 
Thinking Through Craft 
 

Grades 
Middle School–Upper School 

Unit Goal 
This unit uses artwork to help students develop the skill of seeking the context (the side story) and what is not stated or 
visible (the hidden story) in order to develop a deeper and more nuanced understanding of topics, events, phenomena, 
and issues. 

Curricular Connections 
Historical or literary narratives often have a particular focus, often based on the author’s chosen perspective or due to 
lack of research. The disposition to uncover hidden stories invites students to see history as a multifaceted puzzle and 
challenges them to fill in any missing pieces. Consider using this unit as an entry point into studying the development of 
civilizations or any complex historical narrative. 

Essential Questions 

• How can looking at the context and seeking what is not visible deepen our understanding of issues, events, and 
people? 

• What is a main story? 
• What is a side story? 
• What is a hidden story? 
• How does exploring all three stories deepen our understanding of issues, events, and people? 

Duration 

This unit requires an estimated 75 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 Nick Cave’s Soundsuit, but—with some adaptations—several artworks from the Renwick Gallery 
can be used to support this unit, including: 

• Margarita Cabrera’s Black and Grey Toaster 
• Sebastian Martorana’s Impressions 
• Karen LaMonte’s Reclining Dress Impression with Drapery 

https://americanart.si.edu/collections/search/artwork/?id=80565
https://americanart.si.edu/collections/search/artwork/?id=84324
https://americanart.si.edu/collections/search/artwork/?id=83912
https://americanart.si.edu/collections/search/artwork/?id=77533
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Arc of Learning 

Step 1: Introduction (5 minutes) 

Students will examine a box provided by the teacher to discern what kinds of information can be gained by looking 

closely. What information requires deeper digging? 

 

Step 2: What Is Visible? (The Main Story) (10 minutes)  

Students will look closely at an artwork to further exercise their skills with a more ornate, less familiar object. When we 

talk about issues or events, what kinds of information is easy to acquire? In this exercise, the main story is the 

information that is readily apparent in any type of text. Instead of “main story”, feel free to substitute the corresponding 

term that appears in your curriculum. 

 

Step 3: What Is the Artwork About? (10 minutes) 

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

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

convey? 

 

Optional: Metacognitive Break (5 minutes) 
 

Step 4: Considering the Context (The Side Story) (15 minutes) 

Based on their own experience, then extending into conjecture, students will consider the experience of interacting with 

the artwork in order to better understand its use. In this exercise, the side story is the context in which a story takes 

place, the time period, the environment, the values, etc. Instead of “side story”, feel free to substitute the 

corresponding term that appears in your curriculum. 

 

Step 5: What Remains Unknown? (Hidden Story) (10 minutes)  

What remains hidden or unknown about the artwork? What might be the value of seeking out the hidden story? In this 

exercise, the hidden story is what is not known publicly about the story. Instead of “hidden story”, feel free to substitute 

any appropriate term that appears in your curriculum. 

 

Step 6: I Used to Think… Now I Think… (15 minutes) 

Students will read an excerpt about the artist and artwork. They will then reinterpret the artwork using the information 

provided. They will compare earlier interpretations with more recent ones and reflect on what influenced the change. 

 

Step 7: Reflection (10 minutes) 

Students will consider what new insights they gained about main, side, and hidden stories from engaging with the 

artwork. In what ways does considering all three stories grow and deepen their understanding of issues, events, and 

people? Why might it be important to seek all the stories?  

 

Optional: Extension Activity (20 minutes) 

Students will consider how the concepts of main, side, and hidden stories might apply to their own lives, including the 

stories they tell about themselves. 
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Nick Cave, Soundsuit, 2009, mixed media, Smithsonian American Art Museum, Gift of the James Renwick Alliance and 

museum purchase through the Luisita L. and Franz H. Denghausen Endowment. © 2009, Nick Cave. Courtesy of the artist 
and Jack Shainman Gallery, New York. Photo by James Prinz Photography 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

  Front Back 

https://americanart.si.edu/collections/search/artwork/?id=80565
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Step 1: An Introduction  

Materials Needed:  

• Student Booklet page 6 

• A box, preferably ornate and visually intriguing, that has some contents within  

Duration: 5 minutes 

Discussion & Activity: 
1. Display an ornate box at the front of the room. Invite participants to work in small groups to answer the 

following questions: 

• What can you see? 

• What can you not see? 

Possible Student Responses: 

→ I can see... a rectangular box with a lid and a knob, brown with patterned metal, box is made of textured 

wood because I see blotches on the wood 

→ I cannot see... what’s on the side that’s far away from me, the lining inside, the bottom of the box 

 

2. Invite participants to share their responses with the entire class, then discuss as a large group: 

• What questions might you ask to uncover what’s inside the box? Note: Push students to query beyond 

“What’s inside?” 

• Why might you want to discover what is inside? What could you learn from seeing the contents? 

Possible Student Responses: 

→ I might ask... Who does it belong to? Is it heavy? Can it be locked? 

→ I might learn... whether a guess I have is correct or not, more about the owner, whether the box is valuable 

 

3. Open the box for the students and display its contents. Ask:  

• Now that you can see inside the box, what is the value of seeking what is hidden and making it visible? 

Possible Student Responses:  

→ It helps solve a mystery 

→ If I know what’s hidden, I might be able to better understand what I can see 
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Step 2: What Is Visible (The Main Story) 
 
Materials Needed:  

• Student Booklet page 7 

• Image of Soundsuit  

Duration: 10 minutes 

 

Teaching Notes: 
In this exercise, the main story is the information that is readily apparent in any type of text. Feel free to substitute any 

appropriate term that appears in your curriculum in place of “main story”. 

Discussion & Activity: 
1. Show images of Soundsuit. Tell students that this artwork is eight feet tall, much taller than the average person. 

Tell students that as a first step they will observe the artwork slowly and document their observations and 

thinking with a map of the artwork made up of sketches and notes on the booklet reflection sheet: 

• First just sketch the silhouette, or outline, of the artwork. 

• Label your sketch with six things you see. Add the words in the appropriate spaces on your sketch. 

“Things” could be materials, shapes, colors, anything you could point to. 

• What words might you use to describe the colors? Describe the colors with expressive adjectives in the 

appropriate space on your map. 

• What emotion does the artwork give you, at first glance? Write that word down. 

• What does the overall shape of the artwork remind you of? Write that word down. 

Possible Student Responses: 

→ Things seen... crocheted doilies, bottle caps, feet, decorations, flowers, snowflakes, bright colors 

→ Colors... apple greens, bubblegum pink, tired yellow 

→ Emotions... anxious, curious, nostalgic 

→ Reminds me of... rocket, ritual garment, knife 

 

2. Tell the students that this is what they can see and what is readily apparent. Invite the students to engage in 

some interpretation using Think-Pair-Share: 

• Based on what you see, what might this artwork be about? Write your interpretation on the reflection 

sheet. 

• Turn to a partner and share your interpretations with each other. How are they similar/different? 

• Share your responses with the larger group.  

Possible Student Responses: hiding, celebrating, getting attention 

 

3. Finally, ask students to reflect on this learning experience in a large group discussion. Document their thinking: 

• What might a “main story” be? 

• What is the “main story” in a news article? 

Possible Student Responses: 

→ A main story is... what can be seen or what is stated 

→ The main story for the news is... the what, how, why stated by the reporter 
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Step 3: What Is the Artwork About? (The Main Story) 

Materials Needed:  
• Student Booklet page 8 

• Image of Soundsuit  

Duration: 10 minutes 

 

Teaching Notes: 
Using a thinking pattern, Claim-Support-Question, this learning experience challenges students to interpret the artwork 

based on a synthesis of observation, inferences, and information.  

Discussion & Activity: 
Provide students a chance to use the different interpretations they heard from the class to formulate their own. Invite 

them to use the thinking pattern Claim-Support-Question to think about and record their thinking on the chart on page 

8 of their booklet: 

1. Claim: Make a claim about your interpretation of the artwork. What meaning does it hold for you? What 

message does the artwork convey to you? 

Possible Student Response: It is about mixed-up emotions like fun and scary at the same time. 

 

2. Support: Provide supporting evidence. What do you see that supports the claim you make? 

Possible Student Response: I would not be able to see the person and that might make me nervous, but the 

colors are bright, and the shape is covered in familiar things. 

 

3. Question: Document any remaining questions. What is left unresolved? What isn’t explained? 

Possible Student Responses: Why did the artist make this? Why would someone want to wear it? To where 

would they wear it? 
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Optional: Metacognitive Break    

Materials Needed:  
• Student Booklet page 9 

Duration: 10 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 is the relationship between making a claim and providing evidence to support that claim?  

Possible Student Response: When we make a claim, we create a statement that combines what we see with 

prior knowledge or some other kind of background information. Providing evidence challenged us to say out 

loud some things that we might think are obvious, like the things we see. Evidence supports our claims. 

 

2. Why might it be beneficial to create a list of further questions? 

Possible Student Response: We might not have all the information we need. If we ask more questions, we can 

uncover gaps in our thinking and even get more information from our classmates. 

 

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

Possible Student Responses: 

→ In class we make claims, but we don’t always provide supporting information. If we do, though, it helps our 

classmates and teachers know why we say what we are saying. 

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

claim more and maybe convince them that we’re right. 
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Step 4: Considering the Context (The Side Story) 

Materials Needed:  
• Student Booklet page 10 

• Image of Soundsuit  

• Speakers and Internet connection 

Duration: 15 minutes 

 

Teaching Notes: 
In this exercise, the side story is the context in which a story takes place: the historical context, the environment, 

societal values, etc. Feel free to substitute any appropriate term that appears in your curriculum in place of “side story”. 

Discussion & Activity: 

1. Ask the students to consider what it would feel like to get into the Soundsuit and wear it. Ask them to think and 

write about possible sensory experiences:  

• What would it feel like on your skin?  

• What would you see? What would you not be able to see?  

• What might be the disadvantage of wearing such a garment?  

• On the other hand, what might be an advantage of wearing it? What might you be able to do with the 

garment on? 

Invite students to share their responses. 

Possible Student Responses: 

→ Sensory experiences... It might be dark, hot, and prickly. I can see things because of the holes. 

→ Disadvantages... No one can see me. I have become invisible to others. It might be bulky, and not be easy to 

move in. 

→ Advantages... No one can identify you. It could feel like you can be whatever you want to be. It could allow 

you to do and be what you are afraid to be in real life. 

 

2. Explain that this Soundsuit is one in a series of many Soundsuits by the artist. They are made of many different 

materials and have various shapes. In each case, however, the wearer’s identity is hidden. Performers wear 

these as they dance expressively. [A video clip of performers wearing a version of the Soundsuit is available 

here.] Challenge students to revisit the Claim-Support-Question chart from Step 3.  

• How has your interpretation of the artwork changed? What new ideas or questions do you have? Record 

these on your Claim-Support-Question chart.  

Possible Student Responses: 

→ My new claim... It might be about having fun in a very serious world. 

→ My new support... The dancers in the clip were moving in ways that people might think are strange. 

→ My new question... Who is inside those suits? Are they professional dancers? 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BpNcmh3rxko
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3. Explain that the “side story” includes the where, when and why of the story. In this case, consider the side story 

to be about how the Soundsuit might be used and how wearing a Soundsuit might make a person feel. As a large 

group, discuss: 

• Look back at your Claim-Support-Question chart for shifts in thinking. How might finding the side story 

similarly affect your thinking about a news article? 

Possible Student Response: Tells us the context that the main story happened in. It tells us a bigger story by 

zooming out. 
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Step 5: What Remains Unknown (The Hidden Story)  

Materials Needed:  
• Student Booklet page 11 

• Image of Soundsuit  

Duration: 10 minutes 

 

Teaching Notes: 
In this exercise, the hidden story is what is not known publicly about the story. Feel free to substitute any appropriate 

term that appears in your curriculum in place of “hidden story”. 

Discussion & Activity: 

Remind the students that they have had an opportunity to consider the “main story,” or what is visible, can be seen, and 

what is known. They have explored the “side story,” or the context in terms of the environment, the time period, and 

the prevalent societal values.  

As a whole group, discuss:  

1. What remains hidden or unknown about the Soundsuit?  

Possible Student Response: Who make this? Why did they make it? 

 

2. How might you go about filling in these knowledge gaps? What questions or connections might help? 

Possible Student Response: I would find an interview with the artist. 

 

3. What is not commonly or publicly known about something could be considered the “hidden story.” If you read a 

news story, how would you uncover the “hidden story?” 

Possible Student Response: I would think about whose perspectives are missing or try to notice the gaps as 

much as I notice the information presented. 
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Step 6: I Used to Think… Now I Think… 

Materials Needed:  
• Student Booklet page 12 

• Projection of Soundsuit or color print reproductions  

• Speakers and Internet connection 

Duration: 15 minutes 

 

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

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

Discussion & Activity: 
1. Invite students to read “The Story of the First Soundsuit” on page 12 of the Student Booklet. Alternatively, or as 

a supplement, consider showing students the interview with artist Nick Cave here.  

 

2. Prompt them to write and think individually: 

• What is your new interpretation of the artwork, after hearing from the artist? Record this in the “Now I 

Think...” box at the bottom of the page. 

• Review your previous thinking. Record an earlier interpretation in the “I Used to Think...” box at the 

bottom of the page.  

• Compare these two interpretations. What do you notice? Has your thinking shifted, changed, or grown? 

Possible Student Responses: 

→ Now I think... The artwork is about how discrimination can render people powerless, but creativity can be a 

resistance.  

→ I used to think... It may be about having fun in a very serious world. 

→ Shifts in thinking... My thinking was more superficial before. Now my interpretation is heavier but it’s also 

more about using creativity as a tool. 

 

3. Ask students to find a partner in order to conduct a Think-Pair-Share. 

• How did your interpretations change over the course of the unit?  

• Compare your shifts. How are they similar and different? What caused your interpretations to change? 

• Look back at your documentation from Step 5. Working together, identify new ideas that you have 

about “hidden stories.” 

Possible Student Responses: 

→ Considering the context in terms of environment, time, and societal values of the event added new layers of 

information to the artwork.  

→ Hearing Nick Cave’s thoughts brought home what the artwork was about, how it was motivated by his 

despair at his standing as young Black male in a society that does not value him or consider him an equal.  

→ Hidden stories are like reading whole the book instead of just the back cover. 

https://americanart.si.edu/videos/meet-artist-nick-cave-soundsuit-103552
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Step 7: Reflection 

Materials Needed:  
• Student Booklet page 13 

Duration: 10 minutes 

 

Teaching Notes: 
This learning experience provides students an opportunity to reflect upon the process of developing a more nuanced 

understanding of the main, side, and hidden stories through their explorations of Soundsuit. By focusing on the 

interactions between these, students may uncover their own reasons for undertaking this process with other content. 

 

Discussion: 
Invite students to think about main, side, and hidden stories.  

1. What is the relationship between the main, side, and hidden stories?  

Possible Student Response: The main story is what is stated and known. Looking at the main story and the side 

story together helps us better understand what happened, how it happened, and why it happened. The hidden 

story has the power to add many more layers toward deepening our understanding of issues, events, and 

people. 

 

2. Why might it be important to seek all of them? In what ways does considering all three grow and deepen 

understanding of issues, events, and people? 

Possible Student Response: We usually hear only the main story. Sometimes the side story is included. Looking 

for the hidden story gives more depth and uncovers motivations. All three stories together give a full picture. 

 

3. What skills are needed to seek hidden stories? 

Possible Student Response: To find hidden stories, it is important to be an inquirer, an investigator. To always 

ask, what is not said or seen? 

 

4. What might cause stories to remain hidden?  

Possible Student Response: Sometimes they are the private thoughts of people and are not easily shared. Other 

times they are purposefully kept secret because they are uncomfortable or damaging to the main story. 
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Optional Extension Activity: Now Try This! 

Materials Needed:  
• Student Booklet page 14 

• Blank paper, pencils, or other art-making supplies 

Duration: 20 minutes 

Teaching Notes: 
This extension activity makes personal the content of the unit by inviting students to write their own main, side, and 

hidden stories. Consider using it as part of a narrative writing unit or a biographical study. 

Imagining that they are creating a character sketch about themselves, invite students to jot down ideas on page 14 of 

the Student Booklet. A character sketch reveals many facets—from physical appearance to personality traits, internal 

motivations to historical context—of a real or imagined person.    

Using the prompts below, write a “three-dimensional” story about yourself or, alternatively, create an artwork that 
shows your many layers. 

• The main story is what is visible or readily accessible. What might be your main story? Imagine that you are 

creating a character sketch of yourself.  Describe what you look like, what you typically wear, your mannerisms 

or common behaviors, and things that you frequently say. 

• The side story is the context in which the story takes place; the environment it takes place in, the time it takes 

place, the societal or cultural values. What would you describe as your side story? Consider your history, your 

family background, the culture you grew up in. These components influence the way you think and could 

influence your side story. 

• The hidden story is what is not known and cannot be seen in an obvious way. What would you be willing to 
share about your hidden story? Consider experiences or events that shaped who you are and how you behave. 




