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 The most important quality of thoughtful life, sustained by cultural institutions in the attention 
they give to learners, is mindfulness.  I see this as the generative ability to pay attention, encourage 
reflection, and to think flexibly of contexts and ideas.  This is the quality – cognitive activity - that allows 
us to become different people than the ones we were this morning.  Mindful use of a museum or a library 
transforms us. 
  

Questions always lead thinking.  We find our way by questions; we find our way into things, and 
we find ourselves in things, all by asking what no one else can ask.  The idea of helping people to ask the 
questions that only they can ask is at the heart of what can happen in a cultural institution; here people 
become more clearly the people they are capable of becoming, the people they were meant to be, by 
asking their own questions.  And they do that with your help, and with the objects they find here, 
because in every object something invisible is moving, inviting, leading the mind, leading the learner 
on.    
  
David Carr   
  
The Museum as a Place for Learning.  Herbert Johnson Museum, Cornell University. 2001 
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Kaaren Thompson, Acting Visual Arts Coordinator, Greece Central School District 
 
Essential Question:  How can we facilitate the learning process of our students so as to enable 
them to investigate visual materials, make inferences on their observations, and develop 
critiques that reflect understanding?   
 
 
 
DESCRIPTION/INVESTIGATION  
Focus question:  As teachers, what do we want students to brainstorm about developing a 
description of an artwork? 
 
Rationale:  To view the artwork like a reporter, and give the information (only factual) based on 
observation.  
 
Procedure: 
Using a hardcopy to reference, label some of the main objects or elements in the artwork.   

What NOUNS do we see?  A person, place, thing (element), pick the top 5 that stand out 
and label them. 
What ADJECTIVES can we use to describe them?  Write 2 for each noun 
What VERBS can we use to connect them?   
 

WHO:  Who was the artist? 
WHAT:  What did the artist use to create the artwork?  
WHERE:  Where is it now? 
WHEN:  When was it created? 
 
WHO:  Who is in the painting? 
WHAT:  What are the characters doing in the painting?  How are they interacting? 
WHERE: Where are the objects, figures, elements?  Where are they placed?   
WHEN:  Are there any other additional clues?  Can we make decisions about when, by viewing 
the artwork?   
 
Annolight / Annotate Artwork 
Hardcopy / Post it notes 
Utilizing Narrative Work 
Identifying Nouns and Verbs  
 
 

Thoughts and Reflections 
____________________________________________________________________________
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____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
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____________________________________________________________________________
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____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________



ANALYZING  
 
Focus question:  How can we accomplish enduring understanding with our students so that they 
apply the knowledge of the basic elements and principles to the artwork they are viewing? 
 
Rationale:  Students often get lost in images, and have difficulty making connections to the 
elements, how they are arranged, and how to describe them.  Using a variety of techniques and 
questions, we can develop the student’s vocabulary to explain what he or she is seeing. 
 
Procedure: Scavenger Hunt  
Each team member will be given a specific element to seek out in specified artwork.  The team 
helps the individual develop a better understanding of the element in the specific artwork.  
Throughout the process, the team brainstorms their observations and findings.   
 
Students can analyze the work through a number of differentiated processes: 

Word worksheet to circle and highlight words that describe  
Free writing 
Visual representation of the visual elements 

 
Participants will then jigsaw the activity together to discuss their findings.   
Brainstorm how to utilize the scavenger hunt and develop a writing sample.   
 
 

Thoughts and Reflections 
____________________________________________________________________________
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INTERPRETATION  
 
Focus question:  What strategies can we use to help students draw inferences, make predictions, 
and interpret artists work?   
 
Rationale:  Interpreting is a challenge for students.  Often times they are disconnected because of 
cultural disconnect or an unclear understanding of the time period. 
 
Procedure: 
Have students develop questions about the artwork to ask one another. 
Have students develop prediction strategies for what they view. 
The goal is for students to make a claim and support their claim with evidence.  
C-E-I  
 

Thoughts and Reflections 
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JUDGING  
 

Focus question:  What questions can we ask students to help guide them through their thought 
process on an artwork?  What connection can students make to previously stated information in 
order to provide evidence for their opinion?  What emotional words could be used to help develop 
students’ more thoughtful responses to the artwork that they critique? 
 
Rationale:  Students jump to conclusions quickly or make general statements that do not connect 
to any information about the artwork.  Getting students to develop a more in-depth vocabulary 
and giving them clear expectations about how to support their answers with evidence will help 
them develop responses that are more thoughtful.   
 
Procedure: 
Questions List: 

Can you think of anything in your family or life that helps you connect to the artists 
message? 
What emotional words could you use to describe this artwork? 
Why, what evidence have you described to support your answer? 
Do any of these emotional words contradict one another? 

 
A – Z Emotional List 
Brainstorming 
Reading questions 
Reconnecting back to the description, analyzing, and interpretation

Thoughts and Reflections 
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________






