ARTS IMPACT LESSON PLAN
Visual Arts and Writing Infused Lesson

The Colors and Shapes of Us: Our Identity is in our Hands
Authors: Beverly Harding Buehler and Meredith Essex

Grade Level: Middle School

Enduring Understanding
Pose, gesture, color and shape representing the human hand can express emotion and self. Descriptive
language and stories can communicate personal identity and reveal meaning in visual art.
Lesson Description (Use for family communication and displaying student art)

Students explore how hands have expressed emotion and identity in art across cultures and history.
Through close observation and understanding of proportion, students make a contour drawing of their
hand in a pose expressing self. They refine their drawing by defining lines in ink, adding color to match
their skin tones, and creating a background. They also create their hand as a calligram (image made of
words), then write a personal narrative about an event that shaped their identity and their hand pose.
Learning Targets and Assessment Criteria
Target: Creates an expressive gesture with personal meaning.
Criteria: Poses and draws their hand in a position that expresses something about self identity.

Target: Observes and visually describes hand in detail.
Criteria: Approximates proportion, records interior and exterior contours, and adjusts for accuracy.
Target: Refines hand drawing.
Criteria: Defines hand contours using a variety of lines in pen, develops and adds personal skin
tone and background color using watercolor pencils.
Target: Makes a calligram.
Criteria: Traces hand drawing contours in pencil on translucent paper and fills hand shapes with
descriptive words about self in pen.
Target: Writes a personal narrative about identity.
Criteria: Tells the story of a significant event that shaped self identity and how it is expressed
in own hand pose. Includes sensory details, calligram words and reflection on the
event’s importance.

Vocabulary

Materials

Arts Infused:
Buddha
Calligram
Descriptive Line
Expressive
Fraction
Identity
Proportion
Refine
Writing:
Adjectives
Descriptive Language
First Person
Personal Narrative
Reflection
Sensory Detail

Museum Artworks or Performance

continued

continued

Seattle, WA
Seattle Art Museum
Tacoma, WA
Tacoma Art Museum
Materials
Drawing pencils: 2H, HB; Vinyl erasers; Arts
Impact sketchbooks; cell phones/cameras to
gather information; Watercolor paper: small
sheets for practice & 9x12” for final composition
(one per student); Translucent white vellum:
9x12”, one per student; Permanent black markers:
thin, thick, calligraphy; Watercolor pencil sets:
traditional colors and skin tone, one set per
student; Watercolor brushes; Water containers;

Learning Standards

WA Arts State Grade Level Expectations

For the full description of each WA State Arts
Grade Level Expectation, see:
http://www.k12.wa.us/Arts/Standards

Anchor Standard 1: Generate and
conceptualize artistic ideas and work.
Performance Standard (VA:Cr1.2.6): a.
Formulate an artistic investigation of
personally relevant content for creating art.
Anchor Standard 3: Refine and complete
artistic work.
Performance Standard (VA:Cr3.1.6): a.
Reflect on whether personal artwork conveys
the intended meaning and revise accordingly.

continued
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Arts:
Contour
Gesture
Line Types
Mudra
Pose

Paper towels; Poster board: cut lengthwise, about
12x30”; Class Assessment Worksheet
Additional Resources
Shizu Salamando, Maria Daniela y su Sonido
Lasser Concert, Azusa CA graphite on wood, 3x5
feet.
Details from:
Cave wall at Lascaux, France
Michelangelo’s Birth of Adam, Sistine Chapel
Hand Study, Leonardo Da Vinci
Mudra information excerpted from:
http://www.thebigview.com/buddhism/mudra.html
Seattle Art Museum images:

Seated Buddha in Bhumisparsa Mudra, Unknown
Tibetan artist, 14th century, 69.144

Anthony of Padua, Kehinde Wiley, 2013, 2013.8

Anchor Standard 10: Synthesize and relate
knowledge and personal experiences to make
art.
Performance Standard (VA:Cn10.1.6): a.
Generate a collection of ideas reflecting
current interests and concerns that could be
investigated in art-making. Anchor Standard
10: Synthesize and relate knowledge and
personal experiences to make art.
Performance Standard (VA:Cn10.1.6): a.
Generate a collection of ideas reflecting
current interests and concerns that could be
investigated in art-making.
Common Core State Standards in ELA
(Language)
For a full description of CCSS Standards by
grade level see:
http://www.k12.wa.us/CoreStandards/ELAstan
dards/
Grade 6 Integration of Knowledge and
Ideas
RCC.7. Integrate information presented in
different
media or formats (e.g., visually, quantitatively)
as well as in words to develop a coherent
understanding of a topic or issue.
Grade 7 Text types and Purposes
W.CC3. Write narratives to develop real or
imagined
experiences or events using effective
technique,
relevant descriptive details, and wellstructured
event sequences.
a. Engage and orient the reader by
establishing a context and point of view and
introducing a narrator and/or characters;
organize an event sequence that unfolds
naturally and logically.
b. Use narrative techniques, such as dialogue,
pacing, and description, to develop
experiences, events, and/or characters.
c. Use a variety of transition words, phrases,
and
clauses to convey sequence and signal shifts
from one time frame or setting to another.
d. Use precise words and phrases, relevant
descriptive details, and sensory language to
capture the action and convey experiences
and events.
e. Provide a conclusion that follows from and
reflects on the narrated experiences or events.
21st Century Skills
http://www.p21.org/our-work/resources/foreducators
• Critical Thinking: Asks clarifying questions;

Examples of personal narratives about identity:

Teen Ink www.teenink.com

uses evidence to question or explain
creative choices; constructs meaning
• Communication: Actively listens; expresses
ideas – visually/physically/verbally;
responds to others
• Perseverance: Persists in adapting ideas to
work through challenges
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ICON KEY:

3

= Indicates note or reminder for teacher

þ = Embedded assessment points in the lesson

Pre-Teach
Discuss nonverbal communication with emphasis on hand gestures. Ask students
to describe, draw, or photograph hands (in polite gestures) in the world around
them: in symbols, signs, ads, games, art, friends, family, teachers, neighbors.
Lesson Steps Outline
Part One
1. Lead discussion about how pose, gesture, color, and shape representing the
human hand can express emotion and self.
þ Criteria-based teacher process assessment: Responds to art.
2. Introduce the concept of gesture and how gesture can express emotion
and identity.
þ Criteria-based process assessment: Analyzes and interprets art.
3. Introduce Mudras and other hand gestures in art. Facilitate student hand
posing and photography. Talk about how descriptive language can reveal
meaning in visual art.
þ Criteria-based peer and teacher checklist assessment: Poses and draws
his/her hand in a position that expresses something about self identity.
Part Two
1. Introduce the proportions of the human hand.
2. Demonstrate and guide drawing the shapes and contours of own hands in
chosen pose. Emphasize practice, reflection, revision, and perseverance.
þ Criteria-based peer assessment and teacher checklist: Poses and draws their
hand in a position that expresses something about self identity. Approximates
proportion, records interior and exterior contours, and adjusts for accuracy.
3. Demonstrate and guide refining drawing by emphasizing hand contours using
a range of black permanent pens.
þ Criteria-based teacher checklist: Defines hand contours using a variety of lines
in pen.
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4. Guide students in developing and adding skin tone and background colors to
hand drawing using watercolor pencils.
þ Criteria-based teacher checklist: Develops and adds personal skin tone and
background color using watercolor pencils.
Part Three
1. Guide students in creating a calligram, a picture composed of words.
þ Criteria-based teacher checklist: Traces hand drawing in pencil on translucent
paper and fills hand shapes with descriptive words about self in pen.
2. Guide students to write a personal narrative about self identity and own art
called I am this hand…
þ Criteria-based self and peer reflection, and teacher checklist: Tells the story of
a significant event that shaped self identity and how it is expressed in own hand
pose. Includes sensory details, calligram words, and reflection on the event’s
importance.
3. Guide self reflections on the importance of 21st century thinking skills
throughout the creative process.
þ Criteria-based self and peer reflection: Reflects on role of 21st century thinking
skills in the creative process. Shares thinking about identity and community.
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LESSON STEPS____________________________________________
Part One
1. Lead discussion about how pose, gesture, color, and shape representing the human
hand can express emotion and self.
•

Our hands are one of the most expressive parts of our body. Across the globe, across time, and
in all cultures, we use hands to communicate, to celebrate, to plead, to comfort, to create.

•

The way you use your hands says something about who you are, and the family and cultural
traditions in which you’ve grown up. Every human hand on earth is different.

•

How do people use hands in your family, religion, culture? A GESTURE is the way a hand is held
or posed. Hand gestures often mean specific things in different cultures. What are some
common gestures (polite ones) that people use in your family or culture?

•

Artists have depicted hands in art for over ten thousand years. This image was painted, perhaps
by many artists over time on a cave wall in Lascaux, France, over 10,000 years ago. What do
you notice about these hands? What might they suggest about the culture from which
they come?

þ Criteria-based teacher process assessment: Responds to art.
_______________________________________________________________________
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2. Introduce the concept of gesture and how gesture can express emotion and identity.
•

This image shows a detail from a painting, by Michelangelo, an Italian painter from the 15th
century. It is painted on the ceiling of a chapel, called the Sistine Chapel.

•

What does it express to you? What other information might you need to understand what the
artist meant by showing the figure with that hand gesture?

•

What do you know about this young man just by looking? What do the way he is holding his
hands, and what he is holding in them, say about him? What do you see that makes you say
so? What more can we find out? (Visual Thinking Strategies questions)
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3 The Seattle Art Museum’s collection is available on-line at:
http://www1.seattleartmuseum.org/eMuseum/code/emuseum.asp. To find the images in this lesson,
enter the accession number for the work of art in the search box on the collections page of SAM’s
website. Accession numbers for these works of art are listed in the materials box at the beginning of
the lesson.
•

The painting is called Anthony of Padua. It’s by a contemporary African American artist named
Kehinde Wiley. He asks regular people, especially African American people to pose like famous
white people. Anthony of Padua was a wealthy Portuguese young man who became a saint in
the Catholic church and taught theology. He is usually shown holding a book.

•

What thoughts does posing an African American in the pose of this famous white saint raise
for you?

þ Criteria-based process assessment: Analyzes and interprets art.
_______________________________________________________________________
3. Introduce Mudras and other hand gestures in art. Facilitate student hand posing and
photography. Talk about how descriptive language can reveal meaning in visual art.
•

3

Identify ways that hands express identity: through a fingerprint or handprint, through size,
color, shape. Think about all of the ways that hands move in your life: to write, to draw, to
cook, to build, to take apart, to dance, to say hello, to push away, to hold things.

Mudra diagram later in the lesson
•

The hand gestures of the Buddha are called mudras, and each one expresses a different aspect
of the Buddha. The Bhumisparsa mudra, or “touching the earth” mudra, in the sculpture from
Seattle Art Museum recalls when the Buddha touched the earth to ask it to witness to the truth
of his words.
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•

How does knowing even this little bit about the meaning of the gesture change your
understanding of it?

•

We are creating detailed drawings of our own hand in a pose that communicates something
important about our identity. We will also be generating descriptive words about ourselves, and
writing about an important event that relates to our identity and our hand pose.

•

Notice all of the hand gestures in Shizu Salamando’s drawing, Maria Daniela y su Sonido Lasser
Concert, Azusa CA (graphite on wood, 3x5 feet). What do each of the hand gestures
communicate to you? How could a few words help illuminate the meaning of gestures we see?

•

We are gathering information for our own art through taking photographs of our posed hand.
Now place your hand in various gestures and photograph them with your cell phone, camera, or
other device.

•

Which one says something most clearly about what is important to you? Do you play an
instrument, have a pet that you stroke, play a sport that uses your hands? We are only drawing
the hand, no props or objects, so we want to really look closely.

þ Criteria-based peer and teacher checklist assessment: Poses and draws their hand in a position that
expresses something about self identity.
_______________________________________________________________________
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Part Two
1. Introduce the proportions of the human hand.
3 Hand proportion diagram later in the lesson
•

Let’s look closely at our hands first before we draw them. How long is your palm compared to
your middle finger? (about equal) How many parts does each of your fingers bend into? (three)
How many parts does your thumb bend into? (two) About how far up your palm from your wrist
does your thumb poke out? (about halfway)

•

The human hands, no matter how different they may seem in colors and shapes, have the
same structure and basic proportions: the fractional parts that make up the whole
of something.

•

Let’s measure our own hands. Trace your hand on a piece of paper, and mark the parts we are
going to measure.

•

If you measure your hand from the base of your palm where it connects to the wrist, all the
way up to the tip of your middle finger, what fraction or part of that is your palm? (About ½)

•

If you measure your finger from the knuckle to the tip, what fraction is the distance to the first
joint? (About ½)

•

If you measure from the middle joint to the tip, what fraction is the distance to the joint
between the middle and tip? (About ½)

_______________________________________________________________________
2. Demonstrate and guide drawing the shapes and contours of own hands in chosen pose.
Emphasize practice, reflection, revision, and perseverance.
•

We are going to use the same kind of drawing that Leonardo da Vinci used in this drawing of
hands, CONTOUR line drawing. A contour is a continuous line that follows the inside and
outside edges of a form. Where do you see the line moving from the outside to the inside of
one of these hands? What makes these hands look so realistic? (Proportion)
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•

In contour line drawing, there are three “tricks” or techniques that help your drawing show
what you are seeing. Drawing what we see requires perseverance. Do not give up! Adjust,
redraw, be patient with yourself. Do not give up!
o

Keep your eyes on the object from which you are drawing (your hand) most of the time
(85% of the time).

o

Don’t pick up your pencil the whole time you are drawing. Using a continuous line (that
sometimes travels from outside to inside) is a good way to keep track of where you are.

o

Draw very slowly, taking time to notice and record each inside or outside edge of your
hand, the little lines where the joints bend, the line around your cuticle, etc. Draw only
what you see. If a part of your hand is hidden from your view in the way that it is
resting, just don’t draw that part.

•

We are going make a drawing of our hand, posed in our chosen expressive gesture (with the
help of our photos). Observing both photos along with real posed hands will produce the most
accurate drawings. We will adjust our drawing many times. We start gently and light and build
our drawing layer by layer.

•

Start by doing a light sketch with a 2H pencil of your posed hand’s major shapes, keeping what
we know about hand proportion in mind. Make your hand bigger than life size to fill the 9x12”
watercolor paper.

•

Using the contour line tricks: eye mostly on the subject, continuous line, and slow drawing,
draw the inside and outside contours of your posed hand.

•

Confer with a partner. Suggest any places where you can improve your sketch so that your
gesture is even more accurate, expressive, and clear?

•

Adjust, refine, add, subtract, keep a light touch.

þ Criteria-based peer assessment and teacher checklist: Poses and draws their hand in a position that
expresses something about self identity. Approximates proportion, records interior and exterior
contours, and adjusts for accuracy.
_______________________________________________________________________
3. Demonstrate and guide refining drawing by emphasizing hand contours using a range of
black permanent pens.
•

Experiment with thin, thick, and calligraphy black markers: calligraphy brush markers make a
tapered organic line, while other widths create different effects.

•

Look at your hand and your drawing. Which line where best expresses what you see? Some
hand lines may be subtle (edges of fingers) while others bold (knuckles, palm lines).

•

Thoughtfully select pen/line types and follow the contours of your hand until you have
emphasized all of its contours.

þ Criteria-based teacher checklist: Defines hand contours using a variety of lines in pen.
_______________________________________________________________________
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4. Guide students in developing and adding skin tone and background colors to hand
drawing using watercolor pencils.
•

As you know, human hands are many colors, both on the back and in the palms. most skin
tones, even those that seem far apart, share most of the same few colors since all of our hands
are various tints, shades, and hues of brown. Look closely at the colors of your hand.

•

On a scrap of watercolor paper, layer skin tone watercolor pencil until you have at least three
colors that you see in your hands. Dip a brush in water and experiment with blending them.

•

Gently and thoughtfully add color to your hand drawing using your test paper as a guide. Add
pencil first, then blend carefully with a damp brush.

•

Choose another color to paint under your hand to set it off from the white background, and
give it a sense of a shadow underneath. It could be a color with special meaning.

þ Criteria-based teacher checklist: Develops and adds personal skin tone and background color using
watercolor pencils.
_______________________________________________________________________
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Part Three
1. Guide students in creating a calligram, a picture composed of words.
•

Write down words and phrases that describe your unique strengths, passions, and gifts. Who
are you? Who will you become? What is your identity?

•

Place a piece of vellum or other translucent paper over the top of your hand drawing and lightly
trace the contours of your hand with a drawing pencil.

•

Fill in the shapes of your hand with the words you wrote about yourself, making a word picture
or CALLIGRAM. Calli-means ‘beautiful’ and -gram means ‘picture or writing’. Calligraphy means
‘beautiful writing’.

•

You can emphasize lines and words using thin, thick, and tapering calligraphic lines. You can
create lines with words. You can vary the size of words or make patterns of them.

þ Criteria-based teacher checklist: Traces hand drawing in pencil on translucent paper and fills had
shapes with descriptive words about self in pen.
_______________________________________________________________________
2. Guide students to write a personal narrative about self identity and own art called
I am this hand…
3 Teachers can have students read personal essays about identity and current issues in Teen Ink
Magazine, by Teens, for Teens or other publications
•

You are telling a story about your art and your identity. Your art and writing will be presented
together. Use rich language that will illuminate your art and share who you are with all of us.

Guidelines for your personal narrative: I am this Hand…
o
o
o
o
o
•

In first person
Recounts a single significant event that relates to your hand pose and identity
Includes sensory details
Integrates calligram words
Closes on reflection about how this event is important in shaping your identity

Share your narrative with a partner. Check for the criteria/guidelines. Draft and redraft based
on feedback.

þ Criteria-based self and peer reflection, and teacher checklist: Tells the story of a significant event
that shaped self identity and how it is expressed in own hand pose. Includes sensory details, calligram
words, and reflection on the event’s importance.
_______________________________________________________________________
3. Guide self reflections on the importance of 21st century thinking skills throughout the
creative process.
3 Mount and present hand drawing, calligram, and personal narratives together for maximum impact.
•

Which, where, and when did you use these 21st Century Skills in this process?
o
o

Critical Thinking: Asks clarifying questions; uses evidence to question or explain creative

choices; constructs meaning
Communication: Actively listens; expresses ideas – visually/physically/verbally; responds
to others
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o
o

Perseverance: Persists in adapting ideas to work through challenges
Creative Thinking: Gathers ideas; considers and tries multiple solutions; and makes

artistic choices
Collaboration: Communicates ideas to others; makes compromises; and incorporates
input/feedback
o Growth Mindset: Takes risks; embraces alternative possibilities; work develops over time
o

•

Where did you encounter challenges? How did you overcome them?

•

How does it feel to communicate about who you are and learn about others? Does it build
strength? Empathy? Respect?

þ Criteria-based self and peer reflection: Reflects on role of 21st century thinking skills in the creative
process. Shares thinking about identity and community.
_______________________________________________________________________
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Mudras
Images of the Buddha were produced from the fifth century onwards. The sacred nature of the representation is
reflected in the artistic goal of creating an aura of equanimity, perfection, and holiness. The large number of rules
governing the execution of a portrayal or a statue require an erudite understanding of Buddhist symbolism. Any
Buddha figure made by a skilled artist exhibits a multitude of characteristics that communicate subtle meanings
and intentions to the viewer. The most important of these characteristics are perhaps the mudras, or hand
gestures, of the Buddha. These well-defined gestures have a fixed meaning throughout all styles and periods of
Buddha images.

Bhumisparsa Mudra
Touching the earth as
Gautama did, to invoke the
earth as witness to the truth
of his words.

Varada Mudra
Fulfilment of all wishes;
the gesture of charity.

Dhyana Mudra
The gesture of absolute
balance, of meditation. The
hands are relaxed in the lap,
and the tips of the thumbs and
fingers touch each other.
When depicted with a begging
bowl this is a sign of the head
of an order.

Abhaya Mudra
Gesture of reassurance,
blessing, and protection.
"Do not fear."

Dharmachakra Mudra
The gesture of teaching
usually interpreted as
turning the Wheel of Law.
The hands are held level
with the heart, the thumbs
and index fingers form
circles.

Vitarka Mudra
Intellectual argument,
discussion. The circle
formed by the thumb and
index finger is the sign of
the Wheel of Law.

Tarjani Mudra
Threat, warning. The extended
index finger is pointed at the
opponent.

Namaskara Mudra
Gesture of greeting, prayer,
and adoration. Buddhas no
longer make this gesture
because they do not have
to show devotion to
anything.

Jnana Mudra
Teaching. The hand is held
at chest level and the thumb
and index finger again form
the Wheel of Law.

Karana Mudra
Gesture with which
demons are expelled.

Ksepana Mudra
Two hands together in the
gesture of 'sprinkling' the
nectar of immortality.

Uttarabodhi Mudra
Two hands placed together
above the head with the
index fingers together and
the other fingers
intertwined. The gesture of
supreme enlightenment.

Excerpted from: http://www.thebigview.com/buddhism/mudra.html
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Hand Proportions

https://www.joshuanava.biz/human-figure/the-hand.html
…
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ARTS IMPACT LESSON PLAN Visual Arts and Writing Infusion
Middle School Lesson: The Colors and Shapes of Us: Our Identity is in Our Hands
3 Teachers may choose to use or adapt the following self-assessment tool.
STUDENT SELF-ASSESSMENT WORKSHEET
Disciplines

WRITING/
VISUAL ARTS

Concept

Expressive
Gesture
Poses and draws
his/her hand in a
position that
expresses
something about
self identity.

Criteria

Student
Name

VISUAL ARTS
Descriptive
Drawing
Approximates
proportion,
records
interior and
exterior
contours, and
adjusts for
accuracy.

Refinement:
Line & Color
Defines hand
contours using a
variety of lines in pen,
develops and adds
personal skin tone
and background color
using watercolor
pencils.

WRITING/VISUAL ARTS
Calligram
Word Picture
Traces hand
drawing contours in
pencil on
translucent paper
and fills hand
shapes with
descriptive words
about self in pen.

Personal
Narrative
Tells the story of a
significant event that
shaped self identity and how
it is expressed in
own hand pose. Includes
sensory details, calligram
words and reflection on the
event’s importance.
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Total
5

ARTS IMPACT LESSON PLAN Visual Arts and Writing Infusion
Middle School Lesson: The Colors and Shapes of Us: Our Identity is in Our Hands
CLASS ASSESSMENT WORKSHEET
Disciplines

WRITING/
VISUAL ARTS

Concept

Expressive
Gesture
Poses and draws
his/her hand in a
position that
expresses
something about
self identity.

Criteria
Student Name

VISUAL ARTS
Descriptive
Drawing
Approximates
proportion,
records
interior and
exterior
contours, and
adjusts for
accuracy.

Refinement:
Line & Color
Defines hand
contours using a
variety of lines in pen,
develops and adds
personal skin tone
and background color
using watercolor
pencils.

WRITING/VISUAL ARTS
Calligram
Word Picture
Traces hand
drawing contours in
pencil on
translucent paper
and fills hand
shapes with
descriptive words
about self in pen.

Personal
Narrative
Tells the story of a
significant event that
shaped self identity and
how it is expressed in
own hand pose. Includes
sensory details, calligram
words and reflection on
the event’s importance.

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
Total
Percentage

What was effective in the lesson? Why?
What do I want to consider for the next time I teach this lesson?
What were the strongest connections between visual arts and writing?
Teacher:

Date:
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Total
5

ARTS IMPACT FAMILY LETTER
ARTS AND WRITING LESSON: The Colors and Shapes of Us: Our Identity is in Our Hands
Dear Family:
Your student participated in an Arts and Writing infused learning unit. We focused on communicating
personal identity though a creative process that integrated drawing, painting descriptive writing, and
narrative writing.
•

We explored how hands have expressed emotion and identity in art across cultures and history.

•

We made expressive gestures with our hands that said something about who we are. We
documented them in photos.

•

We learned that every human hand is different, but that they all share the same structure and
proportion.

•

We drew our hands in their expressive gestures using contour lines and our knowledge of
proportion.

•

We refined our drawing by defining lines in ink, adding color to match our skin tones, and
creating a color background.

•

We also made a calligram, a word picture of our hand, using words that describe us.

•

We wrote a personal narrative about an event that shaped our identity and how it relates to our
hand drawing.

At home you could practice interpreting expressive hand gestures by playing a game of shadows.
Use a flashlight to project a shadow image of your hand on the wall. Make your hand into a gesture
that implies some kind of action or feeling. Take turns acting out gestures and trying to guess what
they mean.

Enduring Understanding
Pose, gesture, color and shape representing the human hand can express emotion and self.
Descriptive language and stories can communicate personal identity and reveal meaning in visual art.
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