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Introduction

Effi ciency, in the activities we particularly enjoy, is no great virtue. Ineffi ciency in 

such matters is usually preferable; slow is good. (Eisner, 2002a, p. 68)

Throughout my experiences teaching over the past 25+ years, at the preK–12 

levels and now at the college level, I’ve had the privilege of hearing life 

stories of my college students and colleagues. They share uplifting stories about 

milestones like planning weddings, backpacking across Europe, buying a home, 

applying to grad school, or starting that fi rst job. Yet they also tell me stories of 

traumatic experiences such as childhood abuse or neglect; sexual assault; sui-

cides of friends or family members; declining health or the death of parents and 

grandparents; and relationships scarred by infi delity and addiction. 

Older students tell me stories of their divorces and how they’re simultane-

ously preparing to send their own children to college while they themselves 

are returning college students. They share stories of the nerve-wracking fi nan-

cial implications of completing a semester of unpaid, full-time student teaching. 

And other students, on top of everything else, are navigating the daunting re-

sponsibilities of becoming new parents.

The imprint of these experiences lies just below the surface of the busyness 

of our lives. While we call upon heroic energy to get through life’s tough times, 

we simultaneously need to muddle on with our more mundane responsibilities. 

We still need to get to work or class on time; feed our families; pay bills; do our 

homework or help our kids with theirs (or both); walk the dog; and on and on. 

Add to this the stress most of us face: the persistent and burdensome distraction 

and yet endless and alluring possibility of technology. 

Given the complexities of our personal and professional lives and the 

competing demands on our time, it’s no wonder that our culture rewards ef-

fi ciency and productivity. Yet as a creative and compassionate educator, you 

may intuitively know that “playing with ideas is extremely exhilarating” 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p. 127). You may long for time to be “unproductive,” 

to allow ideas to simmer, to allow observations to come slowly into focus, to 

simply bear witness to moments in our textured lives. Such activities feel most 

enriching when they’re unscheduled and open-ended and when we have few 

expectations of them. 

SPACE TO BREATHE AND THINK

The book you have in your hands allows you to do just that. It is designed to 

give you space to breathe and think. Notice how the very design of the book 

incorporates lots of white space for you to pause and just think or to grab a 
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2 Creating Vibrant Art Lesson Plans: A Teacher’s Sketchbook

marker and draw a few sketches. There is space available along the outside edge 

of every page that you can use for artmaking or notetaking. 

We’ll look to the work we do as art teachers for sustenance and nurtur-

ance. We’ll see how unit and lesson planning could become a wellspring of 

self-understanding, purpose, compassion, and a place we go to recharge. In div-

ing deeply into writing, artmaking, and self-care practices, it is my hope that 

art rooms and teaching practices can be re-energized and possibly transformed. 

This type of creative and refl ective work emerges from giving ideas space and 

time to grow and relies on attention to one’s personal well-being.

WHAT THIS BOOK IS NOT MEANT TO DO

Because the work we’ll do together is best completed in a gradual manner, this 

book is not effi cient. This book won’t offer “quick tips” for lesson plan writ-

ing. Oftentimes, lesson plans used in classrooms are practical and standardized. 

Many teachers no longer even write their own lesson plans; rather, they fi ll in 

templates and submit them online to administrators. In this way, unit and les-

son plans are typically completed for someone else. This book won’t help you 

write those types of plans.

WHAT THIS BOOK IS MEANT TO DO

This book provides an antidote to the reality that lesson plans are often so gener-

ic that they “trivialize the discipline’s content and knowledge structure” (Miller, 

2011, p. 6). Some would argue that “lesson planning is dead” (Scherer, 2016, p. 

7) and that lesson plans are “a waste of time, an empty routine, a vapid gesture 

refl ecting the charade that often transpires between the classroom and the main 

offi ce” (Crispin, 1991, p. 112). Unfortunately, traditional lesson planning “does 

not help teachers become creative or fi nd new meaning in what they may be 

teaching” (Uhrmacher, Conrad, & Moroye, 2013, p. 7). 

To counteract this salty reality of unit and lesson planning, we’ll slow down, 

breathe, “waste” time, doodle, and linger over the process of unit and lesson 

plan writing to uncover how much they can support us professionally, creative-

ly, and personally.

While “education is not a fi eld that will yield to simple prescriptions or reci-

pes” (Eisner, 1994, p. 125), this book does, indeed, offer recommendations. This 

book reveals the architecture of unit and lesson plans by breaking them down 

into distinct parts. We’ll explore how to write, construct, and sequence those 

parts. Readers can, of course, determine which parts might be useful to their 

specifi c contexts and methods of planning and teaching. 

You’ll also be invited to test Uhrmacher, Conrad, and Moroye’s (2013) 

ideas of “perceptual lesson planning.” This type of lesson plan includes visual 

elements such as small drawings, collages, or quotes. Uhrmacher, Conrad, and 

Moroye  argue that when teachers include such visual and aesthetic elements, 

they are more likely to ask themselves, “what inspires me about this topic, and 

how might I organize meaningful experiences that inspire students to reach 

learning goals?” (2013, p. 9). Adding small sketches, photos, and collage items 
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to your unit and lesson plans could also be the beginning (or continuation) of 

ideas for your own art practice. This can also allow you to see your studio art 

practice as research (Sullivan, 2010). Unit and lesson plans can be considered a 

“canvas” or foundation upon which we build a work of art. 

AUDIENCE

This book is primarily for college or university students who are studying to 

become preK–12 art teachers. Experienced art teachers may also fi nd this book 

useful when writing or revising art curricula. It could also be used by museum 

educators or artists-in-residence who work alongside art teachers and classroom 

teachers. Moreover, preservice and inservice teachers across subject areas may 

fi nd this book helpful since the contents of units and lessons are quite similar 

across disciplines. 

All of you bring your own life experiences and expertise to the book. Some 

parts may seem familiar to you, other parts may be new. Regardless of where 

you teach art, I assume that the reader has at least a broad background in a va-

riety of art materials, skills, and processes, but perhaps less experience in writing 

unit and lesson plans.

FIRST THINGS FIRST

The terms you see underscored in this typeface in their fi rst signifi cant appear-

ance in the text have varied meanings. Therefore, I’ve included a glossary at the 

end of this book that explains how I’m using them. But I’d also like to defi ne a 

few key terms before you read any further.

Art Project 

To be perfectly honest, the term “art project” makes my skin crawl. It conjures 

up images of disgruntled toddlers with sticky fi ngers gluing beans to a paper 

plate or rows and rows of identical construction paper snowmen aligned on 

bulletin boards down school hallways. Olivia Gude (2013) asks us to redefi ne 

what makes a “good” art project and urges us to re-envision our fi eld because 

“the range of projects that are actually taught in most schools has remained 

strikingly similar for several decades” (p. 6). Moreover, she argues that many 

school art projects lack learning objectives that are relevant to students. This is 

why I’m slightly averse to using the term “art project,” but I don’t know a better 

term yet that we can still all recognize and that doesn’t sound awkward and 

pretentiously academic. 

So when I use the term “art project,” I’m referring to any venture that we 

plan and teach that has tangible and/or intangible structures through which 

the maker(s) and viewers/participants learn something meaningful. (Okay, that 

sounds a tad awkward and pretentiously academic, but bear with me.) An “art 

project” could be a concrete “thing” that is separate from the viewer, like a 

painting or a ceramic bowl. But it could also be an ephemeral, participatory 

experience that envelops viewers, such as a room fi lled with light or sound 
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or outdoor environments meant to be walked through or rearranged. An “art 

project” could belong to the maker or it could be a temporary arrangement of 

objects that are later given away to the audience, like piles of candy. An art 

project has meaningful and deliberate relationships among materials, processes, 

and meanings. The way I’m using the term here in this book, an art project calls 

upon the use of metaphor. 

Lesson Plan vs. Unit or Unit Plan

Typically, to complete an art project, students need multiple days to learn new 

skills, talk about their work with their teacher and peers, revise what they’re 

doing, and perhaps present it to others. Therefore, a lesson plan is written for 

each of the days, or a set of days, it takes to complete the project. A lesson plan 

includes objectives, instructional activities, and assessments for each specifi c 

day or series of days. All of the lesson plans needed to complete a project are 

collectively called a unit or unit plan. I use unit and unit plan interchangeably 

throughout this book.

Curriculum

The plural is curricula. A curriculum is a series of units that build upon, or scaf-

fold, students’ growing knowledge and skills throughout a school year or series 

of years.

USE OF PRONOUNS

Our words have extraordinary power to bring people together, to lift us all up, to 

cultivate respectful, warm, and caring environments that celebrate our unique 

experiences in the world. In a nutshell, I believe words have the capacity to pro-

mote human fellowship. In that light, I use “they” as a singular pronoun. Often 

I refer to an “art teacher” in general. Rather than use the clumsy and inaccurate 

“he/she” as the written singular pronoun, I use “they” as a singular pronoun 

since an individual can have one or more gender identities or the preferred pro-

noun of the person to whom I’m referring is unknown. 

FORMAT OF THIS BOOK

It might be helpful to visualize the format of this book as an hourglass: wide at 

the top and bottom and narrow in the middle (see Figure I.1). There is a blank 

version of this diagram available in Appendix A, if you’d like to make notes as 

we go along.

The fi rst three chapters take a broad, wide look at things we need to consid-

er when starting a unit. Chapter 1 looks at how the contexts in which we teach 

affect the content of our lessons. Chapter 2 offers ideas for how to generate 

ideas for art projects and how to select one that will be the basis of your writing 

and artmaking activities in this book. Once you select an art project that’s the 
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focus of your unit, Chapter 3 describes overarching components that you need 

to consider for your unit overall. 

Next our focus becomes narrower as we zoom into the nitty-gritty of spe-

cifi c lesson plans. Each lesson plan is written for each day or series of days that 

it takes to complete your project. Chapter 4 describes how to identify materials 

for your project and how to construct classroom dialogue to help students de-

velop ideas for their artwork. Figure I.1 refl ects a unit with three lesson plans, 

but the number of lesson plans will vary depending on the art project that you 

are teaching. 

Then we broaden out again in Chapters 5 and 6 as we consider assessments, 

extensions to other subject areas, and how the unit could lead to possibilities for 

your own studio art practice. 

Figure I.1. The Chapters in This Book Correspond to Parts of a Unit Plan

Unless otherwise noted, Sabrina Signorelli created all of the illustrations featured in this book.

Chapter 1

Chapter 6

Chapter 5

Chapter 4

Chapter 3

Chapter 2

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



6

6 Creating Vibrant Art Lesson Plans: A Teacher’s Sketchbook

PARTICIPATORY FEATURES

Readers are encouraged to have a sketchbook and laptop or other device handy 

as they work through the activities in this book. Each chapter is divided into 

four interactive sections, each with its own corresponding hand-drawn illustra-

tion, created by Sabrina Signorelli, as shown below. The interactive sections al-

low readers to be co-authors of this book along with me. This book can become 

a kind of fi eld notebook where you construct personal meaning of the content 

I present while traversing your own inner landscapes.

 Some Background

Each chapter offers rationales and explanations of components of unit and les-

son plans.

 Writing Invitation

After reading the background information, you’ll be invited to write your own 

unit and lesson components related to an art project that you design.

 Artmaking Invitation

This section invites you to deepen your inquiry through hands-on artmaking 

prompts. (Plus, it’s just fun.) For readers who teach in subject areas outside 

of art, you might substitute the suggested artmaking prompts with alternative 

hands-on activities that support your investigations into unit planning in your 

discipline.

 Self-Care Invitation

Using your sketchbook as a trusted companion, you’re invited to use this sec-

tion for refl ecting on the content of the chapter in personal ways. 

AND MORE PARTICIPATORY FEATURES

In addition to the activities in each chapter, there are other ways in which this 

book is participatory. 

Appendix A: Blank Diagram of a Unit Plan

Use this blank diagram to help you envision your unit plan. You may need 

to draw in additional “days” if your art project takes more than three days to 

complete.
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Appendix B: Questions for Understanding Your Teaching Contexts

One of the fi rst things you’ll be asked to do is begin refl ecting on your commu-

nity, district, school, students, families, and art program. Appendix B offers you 

a series of questions to get you started.

Appendix C: Collage Elements for Embellishing 
This Book and/or Your Unit and Lesson Plans 

Feel free to cut out the hand-drawn illustrations and inspirational quotes and 

use them to embellish this book and/or your unit and lesson plans. There are 

digital versions of these illustrations and quotes available on our website, if 

you’d rather embellish your unit plan in a digital format.

Appendix D: Sample Outline of a Comprehensive Unit Plan

This detailed outline provides the titles of each section that could be in a unit 

plan. I emphasize could because you might not need to address every one of 

these sections in your unit plan. This bird’s-eye view may help as you select spe-

cifi c sections for your unit plan that make most sense for your teaching contexts 

and for the art project you are teaching.

Appendix E: Sample Unit Plan

Appendix E includes an outline and a completed sample unit written in collab-

oration with one of my former art education students, Angela Emili. Feel free 

to fl ip to that sample as you read through each chapter of this book to see a 

real-world example of the issues being discussed in each chapter.

Our Website

On our website, www.vibrantartlessons.org, you can download free versions of 

the unit and lesson plan templates, interact with us on social media, and fi nd 

links to our favorite things. 

Pinterest and Instagram

You can share your work and see what other readers are up to by following us 

on Pinterest (Vibrant Art Lessons) and Instagram (vibrantartlessons).

Glossary

The glossary at the back defi nes the underscored terms found throughout the 

book. 

Mandala

This last participatory feature is purely for fun. There are six chapters plus this 

Introduction in this book. Therefore, as you fi nish each one (working either 
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from the inside out or the outside in), color one of the seven rings of the man-

dala at the end of this chapter (Figure I.2). 

OUTCOMES

This book is meant to contribute to our understanding of the value of lesson 

planning to art educators’ professional and personal well-being. By the end of 

this book, you will have:

• A comprehensive, written unit including individual lesson plans. Your 

unit will be based on an art project that you design for the specifi c grade 

level of most interest to you. You’ll enrich your unit by adding aesthetic 

and creative elements, too. 

• Variations of your art project and a series of self-care practices that lend 

themselves to future personal and professional development, such as a 

larger body of artwork or other research project.

• A network of supportive, creative peers to turn to on our website and 

social media outlets.

READER’S PROMPTS

This Introduction concludes just like the rest of the chapters in this book: with 

three participatory prompts. Grab your sketchbook and/or laptop or other de-

vice to get started.

 Writing Invitation

What would you like to get from your work in this book? Rather than setting 

goals, I invite you to think about setting intentions. “Intentions” seem person-

al, process-focused, malleable, responsive, elastic, sparkly, and alive. You meet 

an intention by simply doing the work and celebrating yourself along the way. 

“Goals” seem outcome-focused, static, rigid, and, frankly, a smidge judgy. Often, 

we don’t celebrate until we meet our goals, if ever. We set “intentions” for our-

selves and “goals” for others. Listen to your own internal wisdom, then write 

a few “intentions.” What are your intentions for your self-care practices? For 

your own studio art practices? For your teaching? 

 Artmaking Invitation

For this very fi rst artmaking invitation, start an “Idea Box” and fi ll it with a 

collection of imagery, artifacts, and art materials that are thought-provoking 
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