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About the Book

T he Art Teachers Survival Guide for Elementary and Middle Schools, Third Edition features 
many exciting new components! This book is beautifully enhanced with full-color 
museum photos as well as full-color student artworks. It also includes many repro-

ducible copyright-free handouts for teachers to use such as Safety in the Art Room, Public 
Relations, Elements and Principles of Design, and current up-to-date information from the 
National Art Education Association.

Written by two art educators with experience at elementary and middle school, high 
school and university, it offers fully updated projects for today’s students. Ten chapters 
offer a spectrum of projects in two- and three-dimensional art, using a wide variety of media.

In discussion with teachers at all levels, we find that elementary teachers introduce basic 
art materials to students and the classroom routine from day one. Many students who enter 
kindergarten may have already been using crayons at home and in pre-schools. By now, 
they may be somewhat tired of crayons, markers, and Play-Doh. It is up to you to introduce 
them to the potential in these and other materials. What a privilege! Delightful work from 
lower elementary students may be a result of just turning them loose to experiment and 
finding what they can do with paint. Young students may not yet know how to create art 
on the computer or research, but count on it, they will be learning.

Research has shown that creating art increases right-brain (intuitive) thinking and helps 
develop problem-solving ability. We also mustn’t lose sight of teaching “art for art’s sake.” 
Children still deserve to experience one of the joys of childhood, the feeling of accomplish-
ment when creating something beautiful. And all children’s art is beautiful! Perhaps it 
could be better with a little more time spent on it, and the next effort could be an improve-
ment, but children deserve the opportunity to create and have their efforts appreciated.

Eventually you have the opportunity to introduce them to what is happening in today’s 
art world. Help them learn about artists and art created in other times and cultures. Unlike 
the arts, most state assessment systems require the annual testing of students in reading/
language arts, mathematics, and science. Some also require this in each of the fine arts 
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departments. Although fine arts are not always required to be tested, check to see if yours 
is one of many states in the USA that has elected to write its own Grade Level Expectations 
in Fine Arts. Up-to-date information and planning sheets from the National Art Education 
Association are included in Chapter 2.

This book emphasizes the importance of teaching all the students coming into the art 
room, with specific suggestions for teaching students with special needs, including those 
with autism, visual and hearing impairment, developmental disabilities, motor impair-
ment, social/emotional needs, and gifted students. Benchmarks for student skills at each 
grade level are given to help the art teacher with student assessment.

The authors include a look at TAB (Teaching Artistic Behavior), sometimes referred to 
as Choice-Based Art Education. Many projects are written to encourage individual creativity. 
Curriculum connections, adaptations for younger students, and alternative projects are 
often included with a lesson. Rich historical and cultural information is woven into every 
lesson with background information for the teacher. Many practical tips are offered to set 
the art teacher up for success, ranging from displaying student artwork to setting up tech-
nology in the art room.
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CHAPTER ONE

Let’s Teach Art

Art Has Its Own Curriculum

Elementary and middle school classroom teachers often incorporate art into some of their 
lessons, but it is a special treat for students to look forward to their art-class day, when 
the subject is art. Teaching art is not exclusively for art specialists, and most states rec-
ommend that elementary and middle school students receive 45–60 minutes of visual art 
instruction each week. Home-school teachers have also learned that their students benefit 
from art lessons.

Figure 1.1 The Magical Zebra, Peyton Cunningham, Grade 2, cardboard, tempera, 9” × 5” × 
3.75”, Chesterfield Elementary School, Rockwood School District, St. Louis County, Missouri. 
Art teacher Julie Glossenger.
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ONGOING PROCESS

Teaching the curriculum of art is an ongoing process. Ideally students learn to look at 
and create art, expanding familiarity with artists, styles, and cultures throughout the 
elementary, middle, and high school years.

WHOLE-BRAIN DEVELOPMENT

The higher-order thinking skills and problem-solving abilities of students increase as a 
result of their ongoing experience. Research has shown that students who participate in the 
visual and performing arts perform better in other fields of study.

Developing skills is also an ongoing process. Students should have experience every 
year in creating by drawing, painting, printmaking, mixed-media, and sculpture. In-depth 
experience in a medium fosters creative exploration. Students can be encouraged to come 
up with creative solutions, and it is amazing how inventive students are.

HIGH EXPECTATIONS AND CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT

I saw a child making a production of throwing away a work of art that he had worked 
on carefully all hour. It was as if he were saying “Tell me to get it back out and that it is 
beautiful.” As early as third grade, some students’ expectations are so high that they rarely 
meet them, and some students keep “starting over” and never get anything finished. Perse-
verance is important in character development, and art is a wonderful place to reinforce it.

Art is such a personal thing! Students are highly sensitive about their work. Your expec-
tations and suggestions should be phrased carefully. This does not mean that you should 
never criticize children’s art. Simply ask the student what the next step might be to make 
it more complete.

New Concepts in Art Education

Teaching art has gone beyond simply introducing children to the appropriate use of media 
and improving their skills through projects. Although these have traditionally been the 
basis of teaching art, the potential for so much more exists. Informed teachers are willing 
to experiment with new concepts in art education.

Begin to develop a system for your classroom that allows for choice-based-art for stu-
dents from about second grade on up through elementary school. It is also called TAB 
(Teaching Artistic Behavior). If students have learned a variety of skills before they begin 
choice-based art, they are more willing to choose from among all the options.
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TAB—Teaching Artistic Behavior

TAB, also called choice-based art education, is a trend in art education that is exciting to 
 students and teachers alike. In most districts, choice-based art is taught in grades two or three 
through five. Lower elementary students are exposed to drawing, painting, ceramics, sculp-
ture, and fiber arts, which prepares them for making their own decisions as they advance.

From second grade onward in some schools, students are taught to become (and behave) 
as studio artists: making a plan of their idea with a sketch and a few words to describe the 
art. The concept can be revised and refined as they progress. Students select a medium or 
process, solve their own problems, complete their work, evaluate it, share it with others, 
and clean up. This sounds like an overwhelming experience for young people, but they 
appear to thrive on it and talk with confidence about it.

Based on conversations with TAB converts, it is suggested that teachers shouldn’t be 
disappointed if at first the artwork doesn’t seem to be the quality your teacher-directed 
artwork had been before you were using choice-based art education. If students have been 
taught the skills, or given a mini-refresher lesson, original, creative thinking will come out.

In the beginning of the year, each “studio” is introduced (one at a time) for students to 
explore and try out art materials to see what is possible. Each student might have a check-
list of exercises to complete.

TAB (CHOICE-BASED ART EDUCATION)

As they enter, each student picks up his or her notebook, in which they will sketch an 
idea and devise a plan for the day. They may begin something new or follow through on a 
previous sketch. In a studio, a student may choose to resume a work-in-progress, try a skill 
builder, or experiment with some new material. Choice-based learning can be all-out, as 
the authors observed in Linda Sachs’ art room in the Ridge Meadows School, Rockwood 

IN A STUDIO A STUDENT MAY BE WORKING ON, 

WORK IN PROGRESS—continuing with the original plan, improving, innovating
SKILL BUILDER—trying out supplies to see what they will do, experimenting
MAKE AND TAKE—one-day project
A WOW PROJECT—something they are proud of, did their best work on, is original, 
and shows growth as an artist. Students do a self-assessment at the end of each 
day, as well as mark the studio they worked in—this helps the student and teacher 
keep track of which studios were visited.

Art Teacher Linda Sachs, Rockwood School District,  
St. Louis County, Missouri
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School District in St. Louis County, Missouri. A classroom is divided into identifiable stu-
dios such as Painting, Sculpture, Drawing, Printmaking, and Fiber. The centers might simply 
be tables separated as much as possible, with all the equipment, directions, inspiration, 
and materials for that studio nearby. Walls or cabinets in a studio-center might have exam-
ples by famous painters, sculptors, or printmakers. For example, the fiber studio might 
include small examples of weaving, a selection of yarns and fibers, needle selections, and an 
ongoing weaving on a large standing frame loom on which everyone in the class may weave.

A painting studio might feature aprons on a coat rack (students help themselves to 
the aprons as needed), tabletop easels and canvases on shelves, tempera in dispenser bot-
tles, palettes (disposable paper plates or plastic palettes with wells), and clean brushes. The 
cabinet doors or walls in that center might display a color wheel, and paintings by one or 
two famous painters. Students either work on an individual painting or may choose to 
work in a group to paint something as major as a large ceiling tile. Or each is individually 
enlarging a portion of a famous painting reproduction (see the project titled “Enlarge a 
Masterpiece” in Chapter 5). A group project involves decisions such as: What is a design 
that we all can like? What is our painting medium? How many people should work on 
this together?

Creative teachers in small rooms solved the problems that such jam-packed rooms pre-
sented. One teacher identified studio-centers by placing a labeled cardboard box lid (or the 
bottom of a sturdy box) with specific materials at one end of each “studio” table. Another 
numbered wall storage cabinets to be “studio-centers,” and the students wrote in their 
notebooks the numbers of the storage cabinets and the materials and equipment to be 
located in each. The sculpture equipment and media were in one cabinet while the painting 
materials and brushes, drawing and printing supplies were put in other cabinets. When stu-
dents are ready to work, they check in their notebooks to find the location of materials. As 
real artists would, they put things back neatly near the end of the hour. Students are always 
given adequate warning when it is time to begin cleaning up in order to save time for the 
5–10-minute end-of-hour critiques.

At a Missouri Art Education Conference, keynote speaker Katherine Douglas said she 
pretends to “cry,” saying “Oh, I’ve tried something that is too hard for you. I feel so bad! 
Things are such a mess.” Of course, the students snapped right to it and cleaned up after 
themselves.

Structuring class time to accommodate self-directed learning might involve beginning 
the class with a brief overview (5–10 minutes) of the work of a specific artist, showing a 
short film or examples, or giving a short mini-lesson. One teacher takes a video of herself 
as she gives a mini-lesson, which she uses again and again when she needs a demonstration. 
She shows these even to her kindergarten students during their quieting-down time.

Art teacher Linda Sachs in St. Louis County, Missouri, has begun a TAB art gallery in 
the hall outside the studio, where students display their own art works, placing their state-
ments next to it.

TAB may not be taught year-round, as some teachers use modifications of choice-based 
art. For example, at the beginning of the school year, a teacher might give a quick overview 
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of the elements and principles of art while introducing the artwork of one or two famous 
artists. Or one might choose to do messy projects such as ceramics with all grade levels at 
the same time for a 2–3-week period.

Some Considerations to Make TAB Work

 • Keep track of the time. A 5–10-minute quiet time at the beginning and end of each 
class in front of the whiteboard is useful for introducing a new technique or artist.

 • Plan your time well; organize space and materials; and give a special introduction 
about artists or various media.

 • Help students develop a habit such as picking up and leaving their notebooks on a 
table near the door.

 • Use wide plastic tape to mark on the floor a quick pathway from the door through 
the classroom, leaving space for a quiet-time sitting area in front of a whiteboard, in 
front of the drying rack, and in front of the sink.

 • Have students roll out a neutral-colored display panel (felt) (approximately 30 × 70 
inches) on the floor for displaying finished artwork at the end of the hour. At the 
end of class, it allows an artist time to share a new artwork with fellow students and 
have a discussion about the finished work.

 • Some TAB teachers encourage students to write in their notebooks about what was 
accomplished that day, or to grade their day’s work on the classroom computer.

 • Pull-out plastic drawers contain a multitude of scrap materials: cloth, buttons, 
corks, paper scraps, aluminum pieces, etc.

 • Label every single drawer or container on the front, asking that it be replaced 
front-side-out.

 • The location and use of equipment such as a computer (for individual researches), 
glue guns, scissors, pliers, hammers, nails, small handsaws, etc., along with safety 
equipment (goggles—if needed), must be clearly labeled and introduced.

 • Projects in a variety of media all going on at once need instruction. To avoid repeat-
edly answering the same question, write simple instructions, using Sharpie on white 
poster boards to hang near the appropriate studio. Older students might be inter-
ested in creating some of these posters.

 • Record finished student work on a class camera or cellphone. This allows you and 
each student to maintain a portfolio that shows growth throughout the year—and 
is helpful for presentations or when you must give grades.

 • Encourage students to display their work in a gallery that is not in the art studio. 
They may place an “artist’s statement” next to it.

 • Older or experienced students can be used as “coaches.”
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Inspirational Sources for Project Ideas

More and more avenues exist today for teachers to share project ideas. Even if you already 
have an idea, it is always interesting to see how another teacher tackles the same project. 
Try not to copy anything you see exactly as you see it. That is really easier than it sounds, 
because, as you get involved in the process, you will naturally make some different decisions 
along the way. Use others’ ideas as jumping-off points. Ask yourself: “What do I like best 
about what I see?,” and then “What could I change to make it more mine?”

SOME SUGGESTIONS

 • Go to art shows in other schools and school districts. Seeing an idea in person is the 
best way to learn. You can usually deduce the process enough to give your favorites 
a try. It is easier to decide if it’s appropriate for you when you see the actual work.

 • Exchange ideas with other art teachers in your school district or with colleagues who 
work in other school districts. You are the best support network for each other—in 
not only lesson ideas, but classroom organization, behavior management, and so 
much more.

 • Buy books! You are already on a good path. Many ideas in one or two books can 
make your search for ideas so much easier and more time efficient.

 • Many teachers follow other teachers on Instagram or on blogs. If you have a favorite 
or two, you can use them as a rich resource. Just remember that it’s always best to 
give the project your own “spin” in one way or another.

Figure 1.2 Awesome Cool Band, Hailey Davenport, Grade 2, collage, oil pastel, acrylic on 
paper, 12” x 18”, Ridge Meadows Elementary School, Rockwood School District, St. Louis 
County, Missouri. Art teacher Linda Sachs.
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 • Pinterest is another great source that will give you multitudes of ideas from many 
teachers all over the world. It is from here that many find the teachers and artists 
they want to follow.

 • Let yourself soak in ideas from many sources, but at the same time work on devel-
oping your own creative skills. You will soon find inspiration from nature, or a 
museum or gallery that stimulates a new idea in you!

What Children Should Know and Be Able to Do—Grade-
Level Characteristics

The following characteristics of students at each grade level are aligned with National Core 
Arts Standards and grade-level expectations that were developed by experienced art pro-
fessionals. Some students may work far beyond these levels while others may not yet have 
reached them.

THE KINDERGARTEN CHILD

Characteristics of Kindergarten Children

Have little sense of scale and omit things that are not important.

Quite self-centered, do not work particularly well in groups.

Usually are able to verbalize needs.

Unable to sustain any activity for more than 20 minutes.

What Kindergarteners Can Do with Materials

Art equipment—students begin to learn about using art tools in a safe, respon-
sible manner.

Figure 1.3 
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Clay—manipulate to form a ball, make a coil, flatten, squeeze, make a pinch pot.

Drawing and painting materials—learn to use large markers, crayons, large and 
small brushes.

Paper—cut, glue, tear, bend, fold, curl, fold in half.

Print—make a simple print with stamps, fingers, or objects.

Scissors—use control to cut curved or straight lines.

Kindergarteners’ Understanding of Concepts

Identify and draw differences in line—thick, thin, zigzag, curved, straight, interrupted.

Recognize and draw geometric and free-form shapes—categorizing as large or small.

Make large shapes by combining geometric and free-form shapes.

Identify and use light and dark, primary and secondary colors—red, yellow, blue, 
green, violet, and orange, but may not be able to identify whether they are primary 
or secondary.

Identify and create patterns by repeated use of line, color, form, or a single shape.

Perceive things that are alike and different—recognize differences in art media.

Talk about their own art and that of other artists, identifying the subject of an artwork.

Communicate ideas that are personally important.

Are aware of houses, buildings—are able to talk about design on clothing.

Suggestions for Teaching Kindergarteners

Introduce the skills and media lessons step-by-step.

Allow kindergarten students to experiment with materials.

Let them make portraits of themselves, family, and friends.

THE FIRST-GRADE CHILD

Figure 1.4 


