Primary Students Can Draw From Observation

Contains copyrighted material from “The Classroom Teacher As Art Coach” by Eloiese Krabbenhoft
People of all ages want to be proud of what they have drawn and to have others recognize the images and think they are good. As with any other skills, the earlier students begin drawing from observation, the better they do later.  First grade is the best place to start although some students will be ready in Kindergarten.  In first grade children are learning to do so many new things they believe you when you tell them they can draw by following your instruction.  The older students are when draw instruction begins, 

· the more readily they are able to recognize and to be discouraged by the discrepancy between what they see and what they draw; 

· the less faith they have in you, the teacher, to help them acquire drawing skills; 

· and the more challenged they are by learning new things – more convinced, “I can’t”. 

Even as you instruct students how to draw accurately, you need to help them understand that personal interpretations are very important to drawing. So accuracy is not as important as including enough information to make the drawing look “informed” rather than inept, even if it contains exaggerations or distortions. Don’t expect first graders to draw very well at first, but you will be amazed at how much they learn to notice.

I began using the strategy, compare size, shape and position, with children ages six and older after reading the definition of symmetry in the dictionary and had success with it for the 21 years I taught art in grades 1-8.  I explained the strategy to the students as follows.

To draw accurately, you must study the thing you want to draw and ask yourself:

· about the shape of the whole thing, and about the shape of the different parts.  What does the shape remind you of? Circle? Oval? Peanut? Fingernail? (It doesn’t make any difference what it reminds the teacher or someone else of – only what it reminds the artist of.) 

· about the size. How does the size of one eye, for example, compare to the other? About the same? A lot larger/smaller? A little larger/smaller? (Older students can start thinking in terms of fractions and can actually measure relative sizes.)

· about the place – or position. Where is this part compared to that part? Right under it? Very close? A little to the left or right? When part goes behind another part, where does it come out? In line? Higher/lower?

Students need to be taught to identify negative shapes and make the same three comparisons for them, because the negative shape is created by at least part of a positive shape.  This is particularly helpful with drawing four legged animals and helps students avoid getting the legs too long or too short, too close together or too far apart.

I told students:

· to look for clues of size, shape and position.

· That drawing is like putting a puzzle together.

· That students who go “look, draw, look, draw, look draw,” usually draw more accurately (not better) than students who just go “look, draw, draw, draw, draw, draw”. 

Drawing from observation increases in difficulty with the type of reference material.

1. Cartoon or simple line drawing – The subject matter is simplified and does not contain complicated information such as value and texture.

2. Photos or other flat images – There is more information but it looks the same from most points of view.

3. 3-D objects - There is more information but it looks different in size, shape or position if the artist moves.

4. Something alive – It can move, and the artist can move so there is lots of room for error. The work can look Cubist in style because the image is rendered from multiple points of view.

The easiest subject matter is fish and birds because they have such distinctive characteristics. They are easily identified even when drawn very poorly or symbolically and having people recognize what has been drawn helps the artist feel successful. The artist who feels successful will be willing to continue drawing and to try drawing increasingly challenging things. 

Except for the first lesson, in which children were introduced to the strategy for analyzing an image, I never did “follow me” instruction and never required students to draw the same subject matter. I did not allow this for the following reasons.

· When students follow your step-by-step drawing instruction they fail to learn to analyze the form themselves and they cannot draw new things without following someone who HAS analyzed the form. 

· When students draw the same subject, there is ample basis for children who don’t draw well to brand themselves as “bad at art”. When children work from different reference photos, (and are required to make up the environment rather than copy the entire photograph) there is lots of room for personal interpretation but very little basis for comparison of drawing skill.  So every child can be and feel successful.
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How I began drawing instruction in first grade 

· First class period (after discussing behavior expectations, etc.)

· I explained the strategy of comparing size, shape and position. I asked students to help me figure out how to draw a cartoon bear. I asked lots of leading questions to help them analyze the image and  to give me instructions. Where can I start? head - what shape does it remind you of? (This is not the same as asking “what shape is it?” which implies there is a single correct answer. It could look like pizza!)

· I did not draw it correctly. Many children didn’t notice. I picked one who looked disturbed if no one volunteered that I had drawn an oval rather than a circle and said, “You look like you want to tell me something.” Then I would TRY AGAIN. The second time I drew a circle but overlapped it poorly where beginning met end. If any child seemed to notice or commented, I came to understand that child was more advanced and might be gifted.  I also would tell them I had done the best I could do right now so it was close enough.  By making mistakes and finding ways to fix them, change them into something useful, or accept them, you model the strategy for your students. You WANT them to be willing to revise and/or try again. (Read the story at the end of the paper.)

Next they wanted me to draw the nose. First I drew it too small. Then I drew it the right size but way too high in the head. Finally, they helped me figure out where to put it.

· I continued in the same manner having the children tell me how they figured out the sizes, shapes and positions of the parts.

· I erased my finished drawing and drew it again, reminding students of the clues we had found to draw it the first time. I told students they could draw along with me or draw on their own. I told them if they got done, they could draw things around the bear –a bed, or a beach, etc. And I told them to “look, draw, look, draw, look, draw,” rather than “look, draw, draw, draw, draw, draw.”

· Second Class period

· When I started teaching, the first grade teacher had a set of pandas in different positions, each with a punctuation mark on its tummy. (I used those pandas every year, even after the teacher got new punctuation things for her bulletin board.) We talked about drawing by comparing size, shape and position and I had the students tell about clues they found for drawing some of the more difficult parts. But I did not do any drawing or demonstrating. Then I let students draw and color as many of the bears as they wanted, while I walked around and pointed out things I wanted each child to “study for clues” or “take another look at. 

· It is important not to point out too many things to each child. Stop all effort to have a child find “clues” or to point out “clues” when it is obvious a child is not capable of “seeing”. Otherwise you will begin to teach the child, “You cannot draw”.

· Never tell a child any part of the drawing is wrong or bad. Simply say, “I’d like you to take another look at this.” If the second look does not improve the drawing, the child probably is not able to “see”. Thank the child for looking again. 

· Always commend some part of the drawing. Be specific, such as “I like the way you drew …” Do that before asking a child to look for clues or to take a second look.

· Third and fourth class periods

Students reminded me and each other of the strategy – compare size, shape and position. I provided simple line drawings of about 10 insects. I did not do any drawing or demonstrations. The students drew the bugs following the criteria:

· Don’t put one big bug in the middle. Start a little off center. Leave room for more bugs.

· Make some larger, some smaller, some middle size.

· Have some closer together, some further apart, some touching. “If you run out of room it is O.K. just to stop.”

· Make some bugs more than once.

· “You may make up only 2 bugs. If you make up bugs, they have to have all the right bug parts.” (And we would talk about insect characteristics.) 

Fifth class period - Students reminded me and each other to compare size, shape and position. They told me the criteria, which I drew on the board. Students chose a photo of a fish or bird to draw. I told them to make up the rest of the picture and not copy the whole photograph. 

I began to emphasize composition. Every class period students told me the criteria before starting to work. I drew symbols for each “do” or “don’t” on the board as students shouted them out. Letting students all talk at once helped me gauge how many students actually were learning the criteria and it took less time.  The visual rubric of “ do and don’t do” helped students self-critique as they worked.

· Repeat things in different amounts, in different parts of the page. Change them a little each time so they are not boring. (This is the most important criterion because it helps create unity, rhythm and balance.)

· Go off the edge of the page.

· Don’t stack things – Stagger them.

· Don’t put one big thing in the middle of the page.

· Don’t divide the page in half. Three parts is better.

· Beginning in second grade student were also instructed to use overlapping. They did underwater scenes, looking at pictures of fish.
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  grade 2
In almost every assignment at every grade level, my students had to look at a photo to draw the main object. They could consult additional photos but mostly I required them to draw the rest of the composition from their memories and imaginations. Before starting to draw they always told me the things that made for good composition and I always told them sometimes a picture won’t need all the “rules” or will be better if it DOESN’T follow all of them. This let students develop skills in observation as well as creativity and to develop some very appealing compositions. They could give convincing reasons when they did not use all the criteria. 

Whether an image is drawn very well or very poorly, if the picture is well composed everyone thinks it is “good” and the artist is proud. A very well drawn image, when placed in a very weak composition, usually is NOT perceived as a “good” picture.  So you can’t just teach good observation.  You can’t just let students deal only with the foreground object. You must also help them address the entire page and to develop a good sense of composition or design. They can do that just on the basis of those few criteria listed above. 

At every grade level I taught the strategy for drawing accurately but seldom based grades on accuracy.  When I did grade drawing from observation grades were based on whether it looked like the student was comparing size, shape and position, even if they could not render it accurately. Usually I based grades on composition, on criteria related to the elements of art and various other things such as artistic style, or use of specific techniques.

In second grade I introduced drawing from 3-D objects with emphasis on:

· Comparing size, shape and position.

· Keeping our heads in the same point in space while drawing. “If you can’t see something, DON’T TRY TO SEE IT and definitely don’t draw it.”

· If something looks funny, use size, shape and position to try and draw it the same funny looking way. Don’t try to fix it.

· Overlapping – noticing that the Bottom of the thing Behind was drawn higher on the page than the bottom of the thing in front and was often partly hidden. 

· Students parked themselves on the floor in groups of 4 in front of 2 stuffed animals propped against the wall, one slightly in front of the other. (Always have more stuffed animals than you need so students can have a choice. Choice is VERY important to getting students to start working. Be prepared to allow 1 – 3 students to work alone because they cannot concentrate with others around them. This is true of perfectionists even more so than it is of students with short attention spans.)

· First students planned how much room they would need for the animal behind. That planning helped them decide where and how large they could draw the animal in front.

· My class periods were 30 minutes. After explaining and demonstrating overlapping, giving students time to select which animals they wanted to draw and to settle into their places, students usually had time to complete only part of the first animal.

· The second period, before students took their places I asked students to help me figure out how to draw the second animal in my drawing. They pointed out to me where the second animal seemed to come out from behind the first at the top and at the bottom. They helped me correct any errors I made.  We also figured out where the line should be drawn to indicate where the wall met the floor (higher on the page, not under the feet of the stuffed animals.)

· Students were instructed that if they finished early to make up an environment for the toys and to use pattern in several places. Sometimes everyone did that and then those who finished early could color their pictures. Any time students used color, they were instructed to use mostly warm with fewer cool colors or mostly cool with fewer warm colors.

· Students drew while I circulated to help. I would tell them how I saw the objects from my point of view, then tell them, “But I am in a different place so study out how the size, shape and position look from your point of view.”
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Students drew self portraits using mirrors and profiles of classmates at every grade level, beginning at first grade. In first grade students looked in mirrors and figured out how many edges there were to the eyes, nose and mouth. They looked for clues of size, shape and position and drew themselves with two different expressions. 



grade 1 – two different expressions, looking in the mirror
In grades 3 and 4 students also drew rubber animals from two points of view. During my demonstration, because they couldn’t see what I was seeing, it was important for me to tell them what I was seeing, thinking and comparing as I drew. Students did few other projects involving 3-D objects until after grade 5.
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 grades 3 and 4
At 4th grade I introduced value studies of simple things from black and white copies of color photographs and advised students to compare size, shape, and position of the various values. Students made a value scale in pencil along the edge of a piece of paper and used it to compare the values on the photo with the values on their drawing. They also squinted until they could barely see, which helps distinguish values, as does looking at the work from a distance of about 15 feet.
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 grades 5 and 6
In 5th grade students did value studies of grayscale photos which included textures.

To teach students to draw accurately you also need to teach them about how to show space in a drawing.

Space 

       a.  Form – Shading is a way to indicate volume and give shape the appearance of form. I didn’t start teaching this until fourth grade. Important things to know include the following:

· The lightest value is the color of your paper. The darkest is the darkest mark your drawing tool can make. 

· Compare size, shape, position and relative values to shade accurately.

· Use your tool in a variety of ways to create personal ways of building dark areas – scribble, hatch, stipple, roll the pencil, use the tip, use the side, etc. DO NOT just go back and forth. (I call this “I’m painting the wall” motion and it is boring.)

· Do not smear away your lovely marks by smudging with your finger, a stump or a tissue.

· Look for reflected light in the shadow sides of things.

· Carefully observe cast shadows which are affected by the light source and the ground on which the objects rest.

b. Space – Placement on the page indicates distance.

· Overlapping - The bottom of things behind may be hidden and are always higher than the bottoms of things in front of them. I began teaching this in first grade.

· Near/Far - Near objects are farther from the horizon (lower on the page if on the ground, higher, if in the sky.)  Near objects appear larger, more detailed, darker and more intense in color. I began teaching this in first grade.

· Foreshortening – Things angled towards or away from the viewer appear shorter than they really are. The near parts may appear larger and the far parts may appear smaller in relation to each other if there is distance involved. But foreshortening does not mean the parts always will seem smaller (which means they will appear both shorter and thinner). The foreshortened object will appear EITHER shorter OR thinner but not both.

I began teaching this in 5th grade, but I told the younger children, “When you get to 5th grade I will teach you about foreshortening, but for now, if something looks funny, just compare size, shape and position and try to draw it the same funny looking way.” They usually did pretty well with that strategy.

· Other things I did not teach in grades one and two:

· Cast shadows (introduced in grade 3)

· Reflected light (grade 6)

· Modeling (grade 4)

· Linear perspective (grade 5)

· Atmospheric perspective (grade 4)

Story at the end of the paper
About a month into one school year, the mom of a first grade student told me her son cried every day he had art and did not want to come to school. I was astounded because the child was the most advanced little artist in the entire class and made the most charming art. Mom scolded me gently, “You need to make some mistakes as you draw. He thinks he has to draw everything perfectly the first time like you do.”  Well, I had always made mistakes but figured the children wouldn’t notice so I just went on. After that I always made mistakes on purpose and went back to “fix” things or repeat the “mistake” until it was an acceptable part of the picture.  When repeated, something that really sticks out often ceases to be noticeable and objectionable – like purposefully spattering parts of a watercolor after a single accidental drip “ruins” the painting. The little artist grew to love art. And many more children learned it is O.K. to make mistakes. They all learned strategies for dealing with parts of their work they did not like.

