
Spring 2017 Visual Art Curriculum Summary

Grades 1/2:

Future Earth and People Inquiry: Using the students’ classroom inquiry of the Earth’s 
timeline and how it and its inhabitants have 
changed as inspiration, students used art to 
explore what a future Earth and people might 
look like. 

After brainstorming ways in which students 
thought the Earth may change, based on what 
they know — “the ice-caps are melting,” “the 
sea is getting bigger and the land is getting 
smaller,” “technology is more important,” “it’s 
getting hotter” — they then shifted their ideas to 
how animals and people have changed over 
time based on their environment and 
circumstances. By first comparing existing 
images that represent people and technology over time, students then created their own 
drawn and written theories about how we might evolve.

We continued to use this frame of “future earth/future people” to explore mini-material 
studies that ultimately help students bring their ideas to life.

Clay Study: The children were given a chance to freely explore working with clay, 
becoming familiar with its properties and how to create solid forms. With this 
experience, they used their initial drawings of future people as inspiration to create clay 
sculptures. In order to successfully create their person they needed to translate ideas 



from 2-D to 3-D, work with a new material, and keep in mind the physical properties or 
affordances of the clay.

Texture Study:  With their person formed, we then turned our attention to a element of 
art: texture. How can we create texture and why is it 
important to an artwork? Given the task to create as 
many different textures as they could with plain, white 
paper, students were quick to experiment, many 
choosing to work collaboratively to create smooth, 
bumpy, swirly, wavy, and rough textures.   

Putting all the Pieces Together: Pulling from their 
experiences both in the classroom and in our many art 
discussions, mini-lessons, and experimentations, 
students began to compose multi-media future people/
earth artworks. These artworks demonstrate students’ 
understandings of the elements and principles of art 
through color, texture, sculpting, painting; their 
understanding of the timeline of the earth and its 
inhabitants with adaptations and cause-and effect; and 
their habits of a learner/artist through persistence, 
collaboration, reflection, problem-solving, and synthesizing.   



Grades 3/4:

This semester the 3rd and 4th grade also worked towards a big project integrating their 
classroom wetland inquiry. After exploring mini-inquiries in sculpture and drawing, 
ultimately, each student chose to create either a 2- or 3-D 
bird for their class installation.

Building Study: Students began the semester with a 
question — what do you know about clay? They eagerly 
offer ideas about how to work with clay and were excited 
to learn that they could make any choice sculpture of an 
animal, so long as they started with the shape of an oval 
or sphere. This process of breaking down a structure into 
it’s component shapes would help the children with their 
bird sculptures and drawings later in the year. The children 
quickly brainstormed at least eight different animals they 
could create, and chose one to make in clay.

Students also had an opportunity to explore a new building 
materials this semester. By working in 
wire, tinfoil, tape, and paper-mache, 
the children had to think of the 
underlying structure, or skeleton, of 
their sculpture, and had to work with a 
clear sense of vision to materialize their 
ideas. Using, as they called it, this 
“test-run” with the new materials, 
students created invasive species of 
the Hawaiian wetlands. Going into this 
project, they knew their intention was to 
explore the materials and learn how to 
work with them, rather than coming out 
with a complete, refined work. 
Alleviating this pressure of creating 
something for display, allowed students 
to focus on the process of learning.

Drawing Study: As the children had the opportunity to choose how to create their 
wetland birds (either painted or sculpted), they first practiced a new drawing tool: using 

a grid. After learning the history of 
grid-artists, such as Vermeer and 
Chuck Close, the students went 
outside to take a photograph, used 
an app to apply a grid on top of their 
photo, and then went about creating 



their own grid on paper. Not only was this great art practice, but it also became a mini-
math lesson in proportion and measurement. By breaking down an image into it’s 
component parts, some students found it to be extremely helpful to creating a more 
realistic drawing. Others, however, reinforced their love of drawing freely. Either way, it 
was a good experience in experimenting with a different mode of thinking. 

Wetland-Bird Inquiry: Armed with many different ways of creating from traditional 
drawing, grid drawing, and sculpting, students set to the task of creating their wetland 
birds in either 2- or 3-D. Each bird group planned together what they needed to create 
for their scenes and then 
distributed the work, based on 
their interests. 

It was an amazing culmination of 
the year as the Art House truly 
became a working studio or 
atelier. For many weeks, students 
came in, knew what they needed 
to accomplish as their next step, 
and worked both independently 
and with others to help realize 
ideas. The challenging medium of 
wire and paper-mache brought 
out the best in our students, rising 
to the task of creating their birds. 
Along the way, students learned 
more details about their bird - 
How tall is it? What shape feet does it have? Why does it have that funny back toe? 
What color are it’s eggs? Where does it nest? The project also gave students time to 
observe and reflect on themselves as artists and learners. They demonstrated to 
themselves that they are capable of complex tasks, choosing the best medium to 
express their ideas, collaboration, and problem-solving. 

 
Grade 5

Photography: This year’s 5th grade had an innate 
interest in photography. Perhaps because they are 
the only ones to bring their iPads home, it seemed 
like every time they were given a chance to create in 
choice-time, they would ask to go outside and take 
photos. Using their interests as inspiration, we delved 
into a photography unit.



A valuable skill in any discipline is the ability to compare and contrast, because it gives 
an opportunity to notice more details of both items and typically elicits deeper theories 
and questions. To begin our unit, we looked at famous photographers’ artworks and 
simply discussed them with the prompt of “what is the same, what is different?”  By 
starting with this exercise, students began to compose a list of attributes that made a 
photograph “good.” Using these traits, we then took our cameras outside, and found 
images around campus that demonstrated qualities that make photos interesting.

After reading and learning about Ansel Adams and keying in on his idea of “straight” vs. 
“abstract” photography, students then worked together to organize their campus photos 
by these categories. The process allowed them to talk about and articulate ideas of 
photography while getting a chance to see the many interesting compositions their 
classmates found. 

 
With their experience in taking and discussing photographic qualities, the children took 
a walking trip to photograph in a special area of The University of Hawai’i, the Japanese 



Tea Garden. The students entered quietly and respectfully as there was a tea ceremony 
in progress, and used their cameras to capture the unique qualities of the space. Upon 

returning to the classroom, students learned 
how to edit photographs to keep the essence 
of their pictures without manipulating them 
too much. They excitedly reviewed their 
images and selected one to print large over 
spring break. 

This process of using photography to 
express ideas is one that will serve them for 
the rest of their lives as we are now all with a 
camera at all times. They have a keen 
understanding of how to compose images to 
tell a story and evoke a mood. 

Leaving a Legacy: For their last project, students worked in clay to create self-portraits 
that are installed in the 5th grade courtyards. This is an opportunity for them to think 
about how they want to be remembered at the elementary school (Will they choose to 
smile? Include symbols of things they liked? How will they style their hair?). It is also a 
time for them to enjoy one another’s company and look back on all the work they have 
done throughout their elementary career. 

When creating their sketch for their drawing, students looked back on their self-portraits 
from 1st-5th grade, allowing them to see their progress over time. Many were shocked 
to see how much they have grown both physically and in their skills. Seeing their 
progress, students are assured of their continued grown. They have grown 
tremendously from when they began in elementary school and they will surely continue 
as they move on to middle school. 


