
 

LESSON TITLE: Visual Literacy 

GRADE/AGE LEVEL: High School, Intermediate—Advanced  

TIME FRAME: 1 ½-2 90 minute class periods 

DESCRIPTION: Students will explore concepts of composition and interpretation that 
will be fundamental in the creation of their unit project. During this lesson, they will be 
complete a short research and writing assignment based on a chosen work from one 
of the focus artists.  They will then meet in small groups to share their observations and 
findings.  Following the small group discussion, students will complete a 
collage/composition activity that will explore symbolic imagery and personal meaning.   

OBJECTIVES/LEARNING OUTCOMES:   
Students will be able to: 
• Identify and describe a work of a focus artist 
• Use research to interpret/find meaning in an artwork. 
• Create a meaningful composition/symbolic self portrait of chosen elements, utilizing 

color and space 
 
INSTRUCTIONAL RESOURCES: 
• Class set of computers/tablets or library access for research assignment  
• Digital/printed images of focus artworks 
• Worksheet: Observation, Interpretation, and Meaning 
• Computer and LCD projector 
• Instructions for collage/assemblage activity 
• Materials for composition activity (see instruction sheet) 
 
OPTIONAL STUDENT RESOURCES: 
• Questions For Art Analysis article, online or PDF. 

(https://www.studentartguide.com/articles/how-to-analyze-an-artwork) 
• Principles of Art definitions handout 
 
VOCABULARY: 
Artifact: an object made by a human being, typically an item of cultural or historical 
interest. 
Assemblage: a work of art made by grouping found or unrelated objects 



Collage: a piece of art made by sticking various different materials on to a backing; a 
combination or collection of various things. 
Evocation: the act of bringing or recalling a feeling, memory, or image to the conscious 
mind 
Juxtapositon:  the fact of two things being seen or placed close together with 
contrasting effect. 
symbolism: use of symbols to represent ideas 
 
FOCUS ARTWORKS:     

     

 
 
 

          
 

Las Dos Fridas, 1939, oil on canvas 
Frida Kahlo 

The Lost Boys, 1993, acrylic/collage on canvas 
James Kerry Marshall 

Darkfeather, Bibiana, Ekos, Tulalip Tribe, Photograph 
Makita Wilbur 

Self Portrait with Monkey, 1938, oil on Masonite 
Frida Kahlo 



PROCEDURES: 
Day 1 
Anticipatory Set 
• Instructor presents images from previous History & Culture slideshow presentation, 

asks students to volunteer/recall observations about the works.   
• Instructor reviews principles of design, providing definition handout if needed for 

additional reference. 
• Instructor discusses the importance of composition as a part of creative expression. 
 
Direct Instruction 
• Instructor will introduce the research/worksheet assignment 
• Students will count off by threes, and each number will be assigned an artist from 

the presentation (Frida Kahlo, Kerry James Marshall, Matika Wilbur).  Each student 
will then find a work from their assigned artist to explore and respond to in the 
Observation, Interpretation, and Meaning assignment. 

• Instructor will distribute worksheets (and printed images of focus artworks, if 
necessary) 
 

Guided Practice 
Students will record their initial observations and ideas about the work, before 
conducting research to learn more about the work and/or the artist (from sources other 
than wikipedia).  
Instructor will walk around the room to monitor activity and assist students, providing 
direction when needed.  
 
Direct Instruction 
When the majority of students have completed their worksheets, Instructor will divide 
the students into small groups, making sure all of the three focus artists are 
represented in each group. 
 
Guided Practice 
Students will share their artwork observations and the results of their research in small 
groups discussion.  When each student has presented their findings, they may turn in 
their completed worksheets and collect instruction sheets and materials for the 
composition assignment, beginning the activity when ready.   
When the majority of the class has moved on to the composition activity, instructor can 
check in with class as a whole to answer any questions about the activity process or 
objectives. 



Instructor will monitory the room, addressing any questions about the assignments 
individually or collectively as needed.   
 
Independent Practice 
Any student still needing to complete the Observation, Interpretation, and Meaning 
worksheet may do so as homework. 
 
Day 2  
Guided Practice 
• Students will complete collage activity according to the instructi 
• Students will share their compositions with their partners and complete a written 

reflection in their journal/sketchbook about the assignment. 
 
Closure 
Instructor will lead students in a discussion to review concepts of the assignments and 
ask for volunteers to share their work and interpretations.  Instructor will collect 
compositions, journals, and any remaining worksheets for lesson assessment.   
 
 
ACCOMMODATIONS and/or MODIFICATIONS: 
English Language Learner:  If possible, pair an ELL student with a bilingual student who 
speaks the ELL’s native language and English. Provide a digital file of the readings that 
may be used with translation software and/or worksheet questions written in both 
languages. 
 
Low Reading Level: Allow student to research and complete worksheet with a partner. 
 
Poor writer/Poor fine motor skills:  Student may record an audio file responding to 
worksheet questions.   
 
CRITERIA FOR ASSESSMENT: 
Did students: 

§ Find, describe, and discuss a work from their assigned artist in terms of color 
and compositional choices? 

§ Form ideas/interpretations about the artwork based on their observations? 
§ Create a purposeful composition through collage/assemblage activity? 

 
METHOD OF ASSESSMENT: 
Instructor will check for comprehension of lesson concepts by asking students to 
respond to questions during class discussion and group work time (formative).  
Instructor will clarify concepts collectively and individually as needed.  Each student’s 
worksheet, composition activity, and journal reflection will be evaluated upon 
completion of the lesson to assess overall understanding of the material (summative).   



OBSERVATION, INTERPRETATION & MEANING WORKSHEET 

Artwork Title:____________________________________________________________________   


Artist:_________________________________________ Date Created:____________________


Medium:________________________________________________________________________


Description:_____________________________________________________________________


_________________________________________________________________________________


_________________________________________________________________________________


_________________________________________________________________________________


WHAT I SEE  What is happening in this work?  What do you notice about color/space/

composition?   What features seem most important? 

1.


2.


3.


4.


5.




WHAT I THINK.  What do you think the artist is trying to express about themselves/their 

culture?  What story are they telling?  What are they responding to? 

1.


2.


3.


4.


5.


WHAT I LEARNED What did you find out when researching this artist/work?  How did this 

change (or confirm) your initial ideas? 

1.


2.


3.


4.


5.



COllAGE/ASSEMBLAGE Symbolic Composition Activity Instructions 

There can be different, competing, and contradictory interpretations of the 

same artwork. An artwork is not necessarily about what the artist wanted it 

to be about. – Terry Barrett, Criticizing Art: Understanding the 

Contemporary6  

ACTIVITY:  Creating a symbolic self portrait-inspired composition with 
collage/assemblage technique 
 

MATERIALS:   
• Paper (8x8-8x10) 
• Scissors 
• magazines, catalogues, and other printed media for 
images 

• Glue 
• Ink pens or colored pencils (optional) 

INSTRUCTIONS:  
1. Using the magazines and printed material, find 

pictures and imagery of things you might include 
if you were creating a Frida Kahlo inspired self-
portrait that communicates aspects of your 
identity or culture.  Some examples might be: 

• symbols of cultural significance 
• animals 
• landscape 
• patterns/colors with personal meaning  
• dream image 
• Ordinary objects representing memories or familial artifacts.  

2. Cut the images out and arrange on your paper until you feel you have 
created an effective, meaningful composition that represents you.  In 
other words, create a portrait of yourself with objects/pictures instead 
of your likeness. Use what you know about the elements of art and design, 
and pay particular attention to color, space and juxtaposition. 

3. Paste images down and add extra details in ink, paint or collaged blocks 
of color, if necessary to complete your concept.  

4. Come up with a title for your composition.  If there is time share your 
work with a partner.  

5. In your journal/sketchbook, discuss your compositional choices. What do 
these images communicate about yourself/your experience?  How did you use 
color, space, and juxtaposition?  


