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Description 

A Children’s History of Art aims to provide elementary 

school-aged children with a strong foundation in analytical Art 

History that complements standard national curricula in Social 

Studies. Intended as a series of presentations made to 

individual classrooms by dedicated volunteers, this discussion-

based program requires minimal hands-on studio art so that 

children may increase their understanding of the history of art, 

rather than the making of art. This program firmly emphasizes 

looking at and talking about works of art, some famous and 

others less well-known, in order to fill a curricular need. Hands-

on art activities are often frequently integrated into regular 

classroom work as well, so American elementary students are, 

by and large, not lacking in lessons in practical art-making. 

Studio art classes typically focus on elements of design, and 

historical pieces are discussed in terms of their formal 

characteristics, like use of line, color, and style, with only 

passing reference to the work’s historical context. 

In this rather narrow, studio-focused approach, art 

history is frequently marginalized, and often tacitly dismissed 

as unnecessarily cumbersome and difficult to dilute into age-

appropriate language. I firmly disagree with this concept. Art is 

often inextricably entwined with historical events, as culture 

informs art, and art precipitates culture. The Art Awareness 

program would in this vision give students a conceptual 

understanding of cultural trends tailored to grade level and 

diverse curricula. The ideal art class would combine a thorough 

grounding in studio practices with an equal emphasis on art 

history – and would undoubtedly require a significantly larger 

proportion of class time.  

 A Children’s History of Art provides schools, public or 

private, or homeschooling families, with a complete (K-5), 

flexible curriculum that can be implemented by teachers and 

volunteers alike. Just as classrooms accommodate parent-led 

storytime, for example, teachers are only required to set aside 

thirty to forty-five minutes per month to present each lesson to 

the class. In-depth background information is provided in each 

volunteer pack so that discussions leaders need not have any 

formal artistic training, Lessons are discussion-oriented. 

Volunteers present information by calling attention to specific 

elements of each painting, all of which are specifically 

enumerated in the master lesson. Classes follow a structured, 

age-appropriate routine. Each lesson presents three to four 

images representative of the movement/time period in 

question. This is to ensure that each image receives equal 

attention. One example discussed thoroughly is worth more 

than several images talked about in passing. Master lessons, 

provided to volunteers, contain syllabi, discussion guidelines 

and notes, CDs with images arranged according to lesson, and 

suggested reading lists if they are inclined to do some outside 

research on their own. In order to take advantage of new 

technology, the lessons incorporate high-quality digital images 

that allow students to zoom in on aspects of the work that they 

find particularly of interest. 

  



Philosophy 

Art is first and foremost a way of communicating, as 

effective as writing or speaking, even though it uses a different 

vocabulary. Works of art are historical artifacts as well as 

objects of beauty. To children, however, art is too often just 

pretty things hanging in frames in museums, of the “look but 

don’t touch” variety – and therefore boring. A Children’s History 

of Art demystifies this misconception.  

Children should be encouraged to think about works of 

art, not simply to look and admire. Given the proper tools and 

rubrics for analysis, they are capable of sophisticated analyses. 

They are able to draw conclusions about a work of art based on 

what they see. Discussion leaders use the Socratic method to 

emphasize points of specific importance. 

The program is framed by one question in particular: 

How does art tell a story? Any work of art, whether a portrait 

from colonial Virginia or a history painting in the Grand 

Manner of the French Académie, tells a story. A portrait might 

give us clues to the sitter’s life, from the clothing he or she is 

wearing to the tilt of the face to the placement of the hands, 

while history painting might depict a sequence of events from 

which we might construct a story – a version of an historical 

event. This is therefore elementary practice in visual 

historiography – to borrow a term from Hayden White, 

historiophoty. The children will be at once engaged with not 

only what is happening (history) but how it is presented 

(historiography).  

Curriculum 

The goal of the program is threefold: 

o To develop the skills needed for analysis of works of art 
o To develop an appreciation for works of art 
o To develop a working knowledge of overarching trends 

and styles in both Western and non-Western art, along 
with the ability to classify and compare stylistic traits 

Students in grades K-3 are introduced to image analysis and 

are not required to memorize titles, artists, or dates. We are 

surrounded by images and bombarded by visual information 

everyday: from billboards on the side of the road to television 

commercials to the pictures children see in their textbooks. 

Giving them the tools for performing a visual analysis will help 

them think beyond the paintings in museums.  

Image analysis skills are refined in the higher grades. As 

students mature, the ability to reference images by name gives 

substance to their work in other disciplines. Certain works are 

so ingrained in our cultural memory that it would be a 

disservice to completely ignore identification. 

Too often, we underestimate the ability of children to 

engage in higher level thinking. Children are indeed capable of 

sophisticated thought and analysis when properly engaged. This 

program aims to develop skills to give children the ability to 

observe, study, analyze, and draw conclusions about high and 

low culture, from the work of Michelangelo to the visual 

rhetoric of advertisement.  

The inclusion of religious artworks is optional.  



Syllabi 

While all lessons are designed to provide an introduction to 

American art history and artists, where necessary and relevant, 

students are introduced to international works as well. 

All lessons are written like a script that the volunteer can read 

to the class. 

Kindergarten: Art Appreciation 

o 7 lessons per year 

o 30 minutes per lesson (15 minutes lecture/discussion; 15 

minutes of in-classroom physical and/or artistic 

activities) 

o Topics: color, line, shape, composition, content 

First Grade – Second Grade: Foundations 

o 8 lessons per year; 30-40 minutes per lesson 

o Topics: French Académie genres of painting: portraiture, 

landscape, history painting, genre painting; specific 

artists; formal elements of design 

Third Grade: Architecture & Transition 

o 8 lessons per year; 40-45 minutes per lesson 

o Introduction to architecture; elements of architectural 

design 

o Topics: historical architecture; intersection of art and 

architecture; urban planning; rubric for designing a 

lesson on local architecture 

 

Lessons for fourth and fifth grade are designed to complement 

studies in American history: 

Fourth Grade:  Colonial - Antebellum 

o 8 lessons per year; 45 minutes per lesson 

o Topics: historical development of American art, regions 

of the United States, American Revolution, portraiture, 

Romanticism, Realism 

o Introduces concept of history(what happened) vs. 

historiography (how the history is told) 

Fifth Grade:  Civil War – Postmodernism  

o 8 lessons per year; 45-50 minutes per lesson 

o Topics: photography and the Civil War, rise of the city, 

Regionalism, Art Deco, modernism/postmodernism, 

contemporary artists 

Homeschool Applications 

A Children's History of Art is perfectly suited to the homeschool 

environment. Written with parent teachers in mind, the 

program incorporates background information, additional 

resources, both print and online, for parents and learners alike. 

Ideas for expanding hands-on activities are included. In 

addition, A Children's History of Art can be implemented by 

eighth-graders/children aged thirteen or older, creating an 

interactive learning experience for older and younger 

homeschooling children.   



Lesson formats 

Kindergarten  

o Introduction to the lesson’s concepts (5 min.) 

o Presentation of the day’s artwork (10 min.) 

o Activity (15 min.) – activities are either artistic or 

physical, encouraging kids to move around. 

o Letter to parents to be distributed at end of lesson 

First Grade – Second Grade  

o Introduction; key names & titles (5 min.) 

o Presentation of artwork (25 min.) 

o Vocabulary words (5 min) 

Third Grade  

o Students should keep a dedicated folder to keep track of 

vocabulary words. 

o Introduction and example slide(s) (10 min) 

o Slides and handouts (20 min) 

Fourth – Fifth Grades 

o Introduction/review (10 min) 

o Slides/discussion (30 min) 

 

 

 

Discussion Outlines 

First – Third Grades 

Thinking of works of art like stories reinforces students’ 

language arts work. Leaders will write answers on the 

overhead/SmartBoard; students have their own worksheets. 

Characters  -  Setting  - Plot 

 Conjecture plot: What story might we make up 

to “fill in the blanks” of what we see in the 

picture? What doesn’t the artist tell us? 

Special visual characteristics: light; thickness of paint; 

realistic/non-realistic; use of color, etc. 

Fourth - Fifth Grades  

Medium: Do we need to know any specific history regarding 

the medium or method the artist used? 

Action: What is going on in this image? What am I seeing?  

History: What am I supposed to be seeing? What really 

happened?  

Framing: Is the artist trying to convince me to think about 

something a certain way?  

Context: How does this fit in with what I am learning? Does 

this work teach me something new about what we’re learning 

about in history class? Why is this work important?


