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Contemporary Art Investigators
Classroom Lesson Introduction

HOW TO USE THIS LESSON

This is a lesson plan for the classroom. If you are 
bringing your students to the Walker, we highly 
recommend the Walker Art Center Field Trip 
Preparation Lesson as well. 
 The accompanying PowerPoint presentation 
includes simple instructions for this lesson in the 
presenter notes. 
 Teachers know their own classrooms best, so 
please adapt the activities to fit your students’ ages, 
needs, and interests. 

LESSON MATERIALS

○ Pencils (one per student)

○ Paper (one piece per
student)

○ PowerPoint presentation
that accompanies this
lesson

○ Smart Board or projector
with internet connection

A.  
Overview
This lesson is designed to help teachers and students 
alike learn how to talk about, question, understand, 
and enjoy contemporary art. Students will practice 
important critical-thinking skills as they investigate 
an artwork, making observations to support their 
interpretations. 
 If you are coming to the Walker for a field trip, we 
recommend facilitating this lesson within a week or 
two of your visit.

B.  
Objectives
Students will...

○ Define “art” and identify the different reasons that
artists create artworks

○ Go through the steps of interpreting an artwork by
making observations and using those observations to
form an argument about the artwork’s meaning.

https://s3.amazonaws.com/wac-imgix/cms/3-5-Visual-Art_-Contemporary-Art-Investigators.pptx
https://s3.amazonaws.com/wac-imgix/cms/3-5-Visual-Art_-Contemporary-Art-Investigators.pptx


Contemporary Art Investigators
Classroom Lesson

Standards Connected to  
this Lesson

Grade 
Level

Visual Arts Standards (2018) Visual Arts, Artistic  
Foundations Standards (2008)

English Language Arts:  
Speaking, Viewing, Listening, 
and Media-Literacy Benchmarks 

3 5.3.2.3.1 Create visual representations of 
places or systems that are part of every-
day life using artistic foundations.

5.3.4.8.1 Determine messages communi-
cated by an image.

5.3.4.8.2 Evaluate an artwork based on a 
variety of established criteria, including 
artistic foundations. 

0.1.1.5.1 Identify the elements of visual art 
including color, line, shape, texture, and 
space. 

3.8.1.1 Engage effectively in a range of 
collaborative discussions (one-on-one, 
in groups, and teacher-led) with diverse 
partners on grade 3 topics and texts, 
building on others’ ideas and expressing 
their own clearly. 

4 5.4.2.3.1 Create art that is representa-
tional and nonrepresentational using 
artistic foundations. 

5.4.4.8.1 Analyze form and content 
in visual representations that convey 
messages. 

5.4.4.8.2 Apply one set of criteria to eval-
uate more than one work of art. 

4.1.1.5.1 Describe the characteristics of 
the elements of visual art including color, 
line, shape, value, form, texture, and 
space.

4.1.1.5.2 Describe how the principles of 
visual art such as repetition, pattern, 
emphasis, contrast, and balance are 
used in the creation, presentation, or 
response to visual artworks. 

4.1.3.5.2 Describe how visual art commu-
nicates meaning.

4.8.1.1 Engage effectively in a range of 
collaborative discussions (one-on-one, 
in groups, and teacher-led) with diverse 
partners on grade 4 topics and texts, 
building on others’ ideas and expressing 
their own clearly. 

5 5.5.2.3.1 Using artistic foundations, cre-
ate art that redesigns artworks, objects, 
places, or systems. 

5.5.4.8.2 Compare and contrast criteria 
used to evaluate works of art. 

4.1.1.5.1 Describe the characteristics of 
the elements of visual art including color, 
line, shape, value, form, texture, and 
space. 

4.1.1.5.2 Describe how the principles of 
visual art such as repetition, pattern, 
emphasis, contrast, and balance are 
used in the creation, presentation, or 
response to visual artworks. 

4.1.3.5.2 Describe how visual art commu-
nicates meaning. 

5.8.1.1 Engage effectively in a range of 
collaborative discussions (one-on-one, 
in groups, and teacher-led) with diverse 
partners on grade 5 topics and texts, 
building on others’ ideas and expressing 
their own clearly.  
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What Is Art?  
(5–10 minutes)1

Start on Slide 2. Ask students the following questions and 
discuss their answers for each:

○ What is art? Try to come up with a definition as a class. 
○ What are some types of art that you have seen? 
○ Why do people like to make art? 
○ Why do people like to look at art? 

Art can take many different forms, and artists have many 
different reasons for creating their artworks. No matter 
what type of artwork you are looking at, though, you can 
follow the same steps to uncover its meaning.

Getting to  
Know an 
Artwork  
(10–15 minutes)2

Move to Slide 3 and go through the steps react, look, 
describe, and think, for understanding an artwork with 
students:

React: 
When we first see an artwork, we have a reaction to it. 
Some reactions that you might have are: “I like the way 
this looks!” or “This is boring” or “I don’t get it.” Everyone 
has a reaction when seeing an artwork for the first time, 
but it’s important that we don’t just stop there! 

Look: 
Make observations about the artwork. Just like a 
detective, we need to look for clues that might help us to 
understand what an artwork is trying to tell us. 

Describe: 
Talk about what you see. Be specific! Sharing your 
observations and hearing observations of other people 
can help you notice even more detail.

Think: 
This is the interpretation stage. You are answering 
the question: “What is this artwork about?” Use your 
observations (or clues) to explain your ideas. Teachers 
can also include some contextual information about 
an artwork at this stage to help students form better 
interpretations.

To really get to know an artwork, a person needs to spend 
a lot of time with it, noticing its details and thinking about 
its meaning. That’s why it’s important to go through these 
steps when you are looking at a new artwork for the first 
time.

Explain to students that they’ll get to practice these steps 
in a moment, but first you’re going to play a short game. 
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Speed Looking

Move to Slide 4 and explain to students that you are 
going to show them a work of art, and they will have 10 
seconds to look at it and try to remember as many details 
as possible. 

↳ Move to Slide 5, Alice Neel’s Charlotte Willard. So that 
students can look for 10 seconds. Once the 10 seconds 
are up, move to Slide 6. Now, students will pick up 
a pencil and start writing down everything they can 
remember about the artwork. 

↳ Give them 30–60 seconds to write, and then select 
a few students to share their lists. You can then ask 
students to share their list with a partner. As one 
student reads, the other should pay attention to which 
things they also have on their lists, which things they 
left off, and which things they had on their lists that 
their partners did not.

↳ Move to Slide 7 to show the painting again. Students 
should look at the painting with their partners and 
discuss what other details they missed in their 10 
second look. 

↳ Reflect on the fact that 10 seconds is not enough time 
to really notice the details of an artwork; to really learn 
about an artwork we need to give it more of our time, 
kind of like getting to know a person!

Information for Teachers

Alice Neel, Charlotte Willard, 1967

Alice Neel (1900-1984)  became a painter at a time when few 
women worked outside of the home. Neel lived in New York 
City and became well-known for her portraits of acquaintances, 
friends, and family. She has often been praised for her ability to 
capture the personalities of her subjects in her portraits. 

The subject of this painting is Charlotte Willard, a New York gal-
lerist and art critic. The style of this painting is typical of Neel’s 
portraits - Willard’s frontal pose, direct gaze, and body language 
work together to communicate her intelligence and personality. 

Part 2 (cont.)
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A Longer Look

Start on Slide 8. Explain to students that they will be 
doing this same thing with a new artwork, but this time 
they will have one full minute to observe. 

↳ Move to Slide 9, showing David Hockney’s Hollywood 
Hills House and start the timer. 

↳ Once 60 seconds has passed, move to Slide 10. 
Students should again make a list of all the details they 
noticed. Were their lists longer than they were for the 
portrait by Alice Neel? 

Information for Teachers

David Hockney, Hollywood Hills House, 1981–1982

The domestic interior in David Hockney’s Hollywood Hills House 
is filled with vivid details about the British artist’s life and work. 
The painting is based on one of Hockney’s homes in California, 
which he purchased in the late 1970s. Hockney painted it from 
memory while he was on holiday in London in the early 1980s. 
During this time, Hockney was also working on set designs 
for the Metropolitan Opera’s production of Parade, a series of 
20th-century French musical theater works that had originally 
featured sets by Picasso. Here, two of Hockney’s models can be 
seen on the living room floor. On the back wall pictured in the 
painting, the artist has collaged two elements: a postcard of a 
work by Rembrandt (center) and a portrait of Laurel and Hardy 
by Hockney’s father (left). In contrast to these specific details, 
the house’s exterior is described in simple, abstract patterns  
and shapes. The work is rendered in Hockney’s characteristically 
vibrant color palette, which lends the work a sense of  
California light.

Part 2 (cont.)
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Steps for 
Understanding 
an Artwork 
(10–15 minutes)3

Now, students will practice the steps of looking at an 
artwork together using a work they might see at the 
Walker. Start on Slide 11 and review the four steps for 
understanding artwork. 

↳ Move to Slide 12. First, students will REACT. 

 A.  Explain to students that you will show them an 
artwork and they will have five seconds to look at it 
and react to it.

 B.  Move to Slide 13 showing Gulf Stream by Kerry 
James Marshall. Count to five, and then move ahead to 
Slide 14. 

 C.  Ask students to share their first reactions to this 
artwork. How do they feel about it? Do they like it? Do 
they dislike it? Do they feel confused by it?

↳ Move to Slide 15. Next, students will LOOK.

 A.  Move ahead to Slide 16 showing Gulf Stream. 

 B.  Give students 30 seconds to observe the artwork 
by themselves. If needed, you can ask specific 
questions to guide their looking: What do you see? 
What objects do you recognize? What colors do you 
notice? (OPTION to have students write down their 
observations in list form). 

↳ Now they will, DESCRIBE.

 A.  Ask students to share the things they observed 
(some examples of observations might be: “There 
is a lot of blue in this painting,” “There is a boat on 
the ocean,” “I see storm clouds in the background,” 
“There’s a big bird in the front of the painting!”). Write 
students’ observations on the board so that students 
can refer back to them during the “THINK” phase. 

 B.  Make connections among students’ comments 
when possible. 

 C.  Students may try to move directly to the THINK 
phase, but try to encourage them to just describe their 
observations first, and remind them that the next step 
is for making sense of the whole artwork. 

↳ Move to Slide 17. It’s time to THINK. 

 A.  Now is the time to put it all together. Based on what 
students observed and the things they just discussed as 
a class, what is this artwork about? What is happening 
here? Move to Slide 18 and discuss. 

 B.  Be sure to ask them what observations they have to 
support their ideas. It’s also important to paraphrase 
students’ points and make connections between their 
responses (e.g., Sarah you seem to agree with Miguel 
that these people are having a fun time). 

Continue this conversation for a few minutes so that 
several students are able to share their ideas. 

After the conversation, you may choose to share some 
facts about this artwork and the artist with students. If 
you choose to do this, be sure to connect this information 
with observations and interpretations made by the 
students.  

Information for Teachers

Kerry James Marshall, Gulf Stream, 2003

Kerry James Marshall is a contemporary American artist who 
uses his artwork to comment on the history of black identity in 
the United States and in Western (i.e., Eurocentric) art.
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Marshall was born in Alabama in 1955 before the Civil Rights Act 
was passed and moved to Los Angeles when he was young. As 
a boy in Los Angeles he lived in the Watts neighborhood, which 
was the site of massive civil unrest that resulted from intense 
racial tensions. The struggle for civil rights had a huge impact on 
Marshall’s life and has played a big role in his artwork as well. 

Kerry James Marshall is interested in art history, but also inter-
ested in pointing out who is missing from art history. He noticed 
that most paintings in museums did not include black people, 
and so he has made the inclusion of black people in fine art his 
mission. His paintings typically focus on the everyday lives of 
black Americans, and he paints his figures a very dark shade 
of black to emphasize their blackness. Marshall now lives and 
works in Chicago.

This painting is based on The Gulf Stream, a well-known paint-
ing created in 1899 by the American artist Winslow Homer. 
Winslow Homer’s painting shows a black male figure helplessly 
stranded on a badly damaged boat, surrounded by sharks. It 
is interesting to compare Kerry James Marshall’s painting to 
Homer’s to see the similarities and, more importantly, the differ-
ences between them. The people in Marshall’s painting do not 
seem helpless or concerned. Instead, they seem to be enjoying a 
leisurely day together.

Artist Quotes:

 “To me, there really [was] a necessity to see more images of 
black figures in paintings that find their way into museums.”
 
“You can’t be born in Birmingham, Alabama, in 1955 and grow 
up in South Central [Los Angeles] near the Black Panthers 
headquarters, and not feel like you’ve got some kind of social 
responsibility. . . . That determined a lot of where my work was 
going to go.”

Optional+
Activity 1 (Slide 20) 
Compare and contrast Gulf 
Stream and The Gulf Stream 

(5–10 minutes) 

The painting on the left is by Winslow Homer and was 
made in 1899. Kerry James Marshall created the painting 
on the right over 100 years later, in 2003, and used 
Homer’s painting as inspiration. 
 As a class, discuss the similarities and differences that 
students notice between the two paintings, or invite 
students to work in pairs and make a list of similarities 
and a list of differences. 

Ask students: 

○ Why do you think that Kerry James Marshall made his 
own version of this painting? 

Activity 2 (Slide 21) 
Inspired by the work of Kerry 
James Marshall  
(15–20 minutes) 

Provide each student with a piece of paper and colored 
pencils. Ask them to draw themselves doing their favorite 
activity—maybe it’s playing a game, or going sailing like 
the people in Kerry James Marshall’s painting. Give them 
5–10 minutes to draw. 
 After students are finished with their drawings, 
students should partner up, and each partner should 
investigate their partner’s drawings using the four steps of 
investigation. 

○ What is this drawing about? Give them a few minutes 
to discuss. You can also hold a gallery walk so that 
students can see each other’s drawings!

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/11122
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Activity 3 (Slide 22) 
Inspired by the work of Claes 
Oldenburg & Coosje van Bruggen  
(30 minutes) 

In this activity, students will design their own sculpture of 
an everyday object, similar to Spoonbridge and Cherry. 

Look at Spoonbridge and Cherry (Claes Oldenburg and 
Coosje van Bruggen) and briefly go through the steps to 
react, look, describe, and think. Ask students: 

○ Why do you think the artist chose to make the objects 
so big? 

Design Activity: 

 1. SUBJECT: Ask students to come up with a list of five 
objects they see or use every day. 

 2. SIZE: They should now choose the object that they 
would most like to make into a sculpture. They should 
decide if they will make their sculpture bigger or 
smaller. How does it change the object if it’s super-big? 
If it’s tiny?

 3. COLORS: Next, they will decide what color they’d 
like to make their sculpture of this object. Will they use 
multiple colors?

 4. LOCATION: Where would they place this sculpture 
once it’s completed? Would it make sense to put it in 
the sculpture garden? In a local park? At school? 

 5. DESIGN: Sketch this sculpture design or, 
alternatively, print photos of the object and manipulate 
(color, cut, add, etc.) to match the vision they had for it!

Information for Teachers

Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen, Spoonbridge and 
Cherry, 1985–1988

Claes Oldenburg first became well-known as a practitioner of 
Pop art, a 1960s movement that saw many artists turning to ad-
vertising and consumer products for subject matter. By the early 
1980s, he had begun to make monumental outdoor works with 
Coosje van Bruggen, his wife and artistic partner. Spoonbridge 
and Cherry is one of their most celebrated collaborations. It 
was the first work commissioned for the Minneapolis Sculpture 
Garden, which opened in 1988.

The fountain-sculpture was inspired by a novelty item 
Oldenburg had collected in 1962, featuring a spoon resting on 
an “island” of plastic chocolate. From this, the artists envisioned 
a gigantic utensil as a fanciful bridge over a pond. In consider-
ing Minnesota as a site, they compared the spoon’s raised bowl 
to the prow of a Viking ship or a duck bobbing in a lake. Van 
Bruggen added the cherry, a personal symbol recalling happy 
moments in a childhood clouded by World War II. At more than 
50 feet long, Spoonbridge and Cherry has delighted visitors ever 
since and is now a familiar and iconic symbol for the Twin Cities.

Optional (cont.)

https://walkerart.org/collections/artists/claes-oldenburg
https://walkerart.org/collections/artists/coosje-van-bruggen
https://walkerart.org/collections/artworks/spoonbridge-and-cherry
https://walkerart.org/collections/artworks/spoonbridge-and-cherry
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Information for Teachers

Carrie Mae Weems, Untitled (from The Kitchen Table Series), 
1990 

Carrie Mae Weems uses her work to address the complexities of 
family relationships, class, cultural identity, sexism, and power. 
The Kitchen Table Series is one of her early works. In this series, 
she has staged a range of scenes showing different characters 
(the artist herself plays the protagonist) engaging in everyday 
activity and interacting with one another at the kitchen table. In 
the three-part work on view at the Walker, a narrative between 
two characters at the table moves from tension to a standoff to 
an embrace, displaying a range of emotions.

Information for Teachers

Joan Mitchell, Posted, 1977 

When American artist Joan Mitchell moved to France in 1968, 
the French countryside became a source of inspiration for her. 
She lived in a small town near Giverny, where Impressionist 
painter Claude Monet lived 100 years earlier and enjoyed 
spending time outdoors. Rather than painting from observation 
outdoors, however, Mitchell intead created “remembered land-
scapes,” often painting at night in her studio using rich color and 
sweeping, emotive strokes. The title of Posted references a term 
used to designate a place of sanctuary, where hunting is forbid-
den and wildlife is protected. 

Optional (cont.)

Activity 4
Other Interpretation Options  
If you want to challenge your students further, you may be 
interested in having interpretive conversations about some other 
types of contemporary art including abstract art, sculpture, 
photography, and film. Here are some other artworks that you 
might want to try:

Option 1 (Slide 23) 

Option 2 (Slide 24) 

https://walkerart.org/collections/artworks/untitled-1997
https://walkerart.org/collections/artworks/posted
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Kcho, La Soledad (The Loneliness), 1999/2005 (Slide 25)

The work of Kcho (Alexis Leiva Machado) is grounded in his ex-
perience growing up on a small island off the Cuban mainland. 
His artworks often refer to, as he says, the state of living on “any 
island.” Kcho is named after cachos, Spanish for “piece,” which 
he frequently incorporates in his work in the form of found 
objects such as driftwood, fishing nets, boats, and personal 
items that include his schoolbooks. He combines these to create 
large-scale works that explore travel, history, displacement, and 
other themes. For La soledad (The Loneliness), a single empty 
chair has been elevated on stilt-like oars. The worn paddles 
suggest the migration or passage of people, serving as seeming-
ly unstead support against the challenges and solitude of such 
journeys. 
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Optional (cont.)

Option 3 (Slide 25) 

https://walkerart.org/collections/artworks/la-soledad-the-loneliness



