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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

○ Projector or Smart Board 

○ PowerPoint presentation 
that accompanies this 
lesson 

○ Paper and pencils for stu-
dents (optional) 

A.  
Overview
In the span of one class period, students will work 
together to identify the setting, characters, and key 
events in select works of art and through this process 
will learn the fundamentals of art interpretation. They 
will then use their imaginations to develop original 
stories inspired by an artwork.
 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...

○ Approach artwork as narrative, identifying the 
characters, setting, and events depicted in an 
artwork.

○ Create an original story inspired by an artwork. 

○ Study and mimic the poses of individuals depicted 
in an artwork in order to better understand their 
perspectives. 
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Standards Connected to  
this Lesson

Reading Writing Speaking, Viewing, 
Listening, and Media 
Literacy

Arts Standards

0.1.3.3 With prompting and 
support, identify characters, set-
tings, and major events in a story. 
1.1.3.3 Describe characters, set-
tings, and major events in a story, 
using key details.

0.6.3.3 Use a combination of 
drawing, dictating, and writing to 
narrate a single event or several 
loosely linked events, tell about 
the events in the order in which 
they occurred, and provide a 
reaction to what happened.
1.6.3.3 Write narratives and other 
creative texts in which they 
recount two or more appropri-
ately sequenced events, include 
some details regarding what 
happened, use temporal words 
to signal event order, and provide 
some sense of closure.
2.6.3.3 Write narratives and 
other creative texts in which they 
recount a well-elaborated event 
or short sequence of events, 
include details to describe 
actions, thoughts, and feelings, 
use temporal words to signal 
event order, and provide a sense 
of closure.

0.8.1.1 –2.8.1.1 Participate in 
collaborative conversations with 
diverse partners about K–2 topics 
and texts with peers and adults in 
small and larger groups. 
0.8.1.1 Participate in collaborative 
conversations with diverse part-
ners about kindergarten topics 
and texts with peers and adults in 
small and larger groups.
a. Follow agreed-upon rules for 
discussions (e.g., listening to 
others and taking turns speaking 
about the topics and texts under 
discussion).
b. Continue a conversation 
through multiple exchanges.
c. Listen to others and name 
emotions by observing facial 
expression and other nonverbal 
cues.
d. Follow basic oral directions.

1.8.1.1 
a. Follow agreed-upon rules for 
discussions (e.g., listening to 
others with care, speaking one at 
a time about the topics and texts 
under discussion). 
b. Build on others’ talk in con-
versations by responding to the 
comments of others through 
multiple exchanges.
c. Ask questions to clear up any 
confusion about the topics and 
texts under discussion.
d. Listen to others’ ideas and 
identify others’ points of view.
e. Follow two-step oral 
directions.

2.8.1.1 
a. Follow agreed-upon rules for 
discussions (e.g., gaining the 
floor in respectful ways, listening 
to others with care, speaking one 
at a time about the topics and 
texts under discussion).
b. Build on others’ talk in conver-
sations by linking their comments 
to the remarks of others.
c. Ask for clarification and 
further explanation as needed 
about the topics and texts under 
discussion.
d. Cooperate for productive 
group discussion.
e. Follow two- and three-step oral 
directions.

5.0.2.2.1 Explore ideas through 
the work of other artists.



What’s the Story?
Classroom Lesson

Art and 
Storytelling  
(5–10 minutes)1

Ask these questions of the class and discuss their 
answers. 

○ What are some different ways that people tell stories?
○ Does anyone have a favorite story? What makes it your 

favorite? 

Explain that artists use their artwork to say something 
about people, places, things, feelings, and ideas—just 
like storytellers. Today, students are going to look at some 
artworks that tell stories, and they’re going to make up 
their own stories too. 

As a class, look at Slide 2, Kerry James Marshall’s painting 
Gulf Stream, 2003, and decipher the story it depicts by 
addressing the following questions:

○ What is the setting of this artwork?*  
○ Who are the characters?*
○ What is happening in this artwork?
○ Imagine that you are one of the people in this painting. 

What would it feel like to be in their place? 

*Feel free to rephrase these questions if students do not 
yet know what these terms mean. 

Art and 
Imagination 
(10–15 minutes)2

Many artworks ask us to use our imaginations. Ask 
students to put on their imagination hats as they look at 
this next work of art. 

Select one of the following artworks to discuss with 
students:

○ Kcho, La soledad (The Loneliness), 1999/2005 
○ Deborah Butterfield, Woodrow, 1988

Discuss the artwork as a class, using the following 
questions for guidance:  

Student pairs will act out a conversation between 
these two characters. Give them a few minutes for the 
following:

○ Observe this artwork. What do you see? 
○ What is going on in this artwork? Make sure that 

students can support their ideas about this artwork 
with visual evidence by asking them “What do you see 
that makes you say that?”

An Artwork’s Story

In pairs or in small groups, students should invent a story 
about this artwork. It should have a beginning, middle, 
and end and should include at least one character. 
Students may write their stories if they are able to do so 
(optional). 

In their stories, students should consider the following. 
Write these questions somewhere so they are visible to 
the students: 

○ Where does this story take place? 
○ What other characters are in the story 
○ What are the major events in the story (first, next, then, 

the end)?

If time allows, invite some students to share their stories 
with the class.

https://walkerart.org/collections/artworks/la-soledad-the-loneliness
https://walkerart.org/collections/artworks/woodrow
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Living Art!   
(5–10 minutes per 
artwork)3

Now students get a chance to become a part of the 
story of an artwork. In this activity, students bring the 
characters from artworks to life, and the only materials 
needed are an image of the artwork, an empty space at 
the front of the classroom, and their bodies! 

Instructions: 

Show any of the artworks listed below and explain to 
students that they posing as the people (or animals and 
other objects) in the artwork.

○ Kerry James Marshall, Gulf Stream, 2003 (Slide 7) 
○ Matthew Monahan, Hephaestus, 2013 (Slide 8) 
○ Dawoud Bey, Brian and Paul, 1993 (Slide 9) 
○ Alice Neel, Charlotte Willard, 1967 (Slide 10) 

Ask for volunteers to come up to the front of the 
classroom where space has been cleared. 

The students still seated in the audience should help 
direct the posers so that they get their positions as close 
as possible to what is in the artwork. If needed, ask for 
more students to come up so that all people and objects 
in the artwork are accounted for. 

Once students are all in the correct poses (including 
facial expressions!), have them hold their poses for 10 full 
seconds. Be sure to give everyone a round of applause 
afterward! 

After the poses are completed, you may want to discuss 
the characters as a class: Who are they? What are they 
doing? What are they thinking and feeling? 

Tips:

○ For artworks that only show one or two people, you 
may want to divide students into small groups and 
invite each group to re-create the artwork. 

○ Get creative! Students aren’t limited to taking the 
poses of the people in an artwork. If an artwork depicts 
a car or a tree or a cat, they can be any of those things 
too. 

○ Be sure to engage the nonactors. The audience 
should actively help form the tableau vivant by giving 
instructions to the actors. 

https://walkerart.org/collections/artworks/gulf-stream
https://walkerart.org/collections/artworks/hephaestus
https://walkerart.org/collections/artworks/brian-and-paul
https://walkerart.org/collections/artworks/charlotte-willard

