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T
emple Grandin is an artist 
known for her architectural 
drawings of livestock slaughter-
house facilities, an associate pro-

fessor of Animal Sciences at Colorado 
State University, and a guest speaker 
at autism conferences. Her life was 
adapted as an HBO film, Temple Gran-
din (2010), starring acclaimed actress 

Claire Danes. More recently, she wrote 
The Autistic Brain: Helping Different 
Kinds of Minds Succeed (2013). 
 Grandin was diagnosed with 
autism as a child in the 1950s. I met 
her for the first time in 2005 when 
she spoke on the panel Advances in 
Autism about Animals In Transla-
tion: Using the Mysteries of Autism 

to Decode Animal Behavior. She 
encouraged me to pursue my goal of 
designing new teaching methods for 
children with autism. Her enthusiasm 
for my ideas gave me momentum dur-
ing the long years of hard work ahead.

As a Young Artist
Grandin attended art and music 
classes at Dedham Country Day 
School in Massachusetts. She gained 
great satisfaction from making art 
with her teacher, Ms. Forbes. She 
was intensely interested in animals, 
especially horses. In fourth grade, she 
made a sitting horse from plasticine, 
an oil-based, non-stick type of colored 
clay that doesn’t harden. She decided 
to make a horse sitting because she 
couldn’t manipulate the clay to sup-
port the horse’s legs if standing. Some 
of the art she made was “average.” 
However, she referred to the aesthetic 
quality of this clay horse as “nice.”
 She received a great amount of 
encouragement as a young artist 
from her mother to create at home. 

She remembers making a watercolor 
painting of a wharf. Her mother 
treated her painting with respect by 
displaying it in a frame with glass and 
hanging it on a wall next to “real” art. 
 Her high-school years were a 
difficult time for her because she 
had problems making friends. She 
was relentlessly teased and bullied 
by her peers. They called her “tape 
recorder” because she repeated sen-
tences over and over. She opted out of 
cooking and was one of the first girls 
at her school allowed to take wood 
shop. Her carpentry assignments 
often incorporated cows and horses. 

As an Adult Artist
Grandin learned how to make architec-
tural drawings by watching a talented 
draftsman who worked with her. She 
studied his drawings for many hours, 
“photographing home in [her] mem-
ory.” She then laid out his drawings so 
that she could look at them while she 
drew because “[her] video memory was 
now fully programmed.” 
 Grandin was a guest speaker in 
2005 at Pure Visionaries: Artists on 
the Spectrum at the Cooper Union in 
New York. This conference included 
a group art exhibition by artists with 
autism. Included were Grandin’s 
architectural drawings. An example 
of an architectural blueprint Gran-
din drew was Halal International 
Slaughter Facility Concept Drawing, 
blueprint (23 x 36"), 1990, which was 
sold at auction.

On Visual Thinking
Grandin is an advocate for including 
the arts in the school curriculum and 
preventing bullying in schools due to 
her own childhood experiences. She 
discussed how many individuals with 
autism are visual thinkers, and some 
such as herself with advanced skills 
can think in three dimensions and in 
motion. She argued that young artists 
with autism should not make the same 
thing over and over again. Rather, 
there should be motivation in regard to 
their “fixation” in order to “broaden” 
their skills. She gave the example that 
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if a child is fixated on drawing a 
specific type of car, they should 
next draw that car and a garage.
    Grandin offered constructive 
suggestions about contempo-
rary curriculum. She urged 
schools to test students on their 
visual spatial skills. By not 
testing the visual spatial skills 
of their students, schools send 
the message that those skills 
are not important in order 
to succeed. She said it was a 
“shame” art is often no longer 

offered as part of the academic experience in schools. 
Whereas some children with autism demonstrate natural 
talent in art, they nevertheless need to be taught tech-
niques, such as how to make a heavy line when drawing 
and a wash for watercolor painting. 

Gillian J. Furniss is assistant professor of art education at Mississippi 
University for Women in Columbus, Mississippi. gjfurniss@muw.edu
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www.templegrandin.com 

www.grandin.com/inc/visual.thinking.html 

Maker Space to create their 
final projects. Here they 
synthesized the skills that 
we’ve been building in our 
Innovation and Design class 
to create professional-looking 
board games. Students used 
Photoshop and Illustrator to 
create meaningful designs that 
spoke to the message of the 
game, and created boards that 
were laser-cut from sheets of 
acrylic plastic or wood. More 
importantly, they embraced the 

creative atmosphere of the Maker Space to adapt and use 
new tools, such as LED lighting or mechanized gears, to 
fulfill the needs of their game. 
 That approach, in which students both applied the 
skills that we’d scaffolded and reached out in new direc-
tions with their own self-directed learning, demonstrates 
how powerful design thinking and constructionist peda-
gogy can be when applied in tandem. 

David Gran teaches high-school art and film classes at the 
Shanghai American School in China and is the author of The 
Carrot Revolution, a blog about 21st century art education.
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T
he Innovation Institute is a two-
year interdisciplinary project-
based learning curriculum 
that we’ve been building at the 

Shanghai American School over the 
past few years. This elective program 
integrates the learning from four of 
students’ classes: science, English, 
social studies, and of course, art. 
 I have been teaching the inte-
grated art course, Innovation and 
Design, which picks up where the 
ninth-grade course, Creativity and 
Design, left off. The purpose of this 
course is to look at how twenty-first 
century tools and new media are 
used to communicate and make art. 
This is one of a series of articles that 
describes how we create meaningful 
project-based learning activities as 
a team, and how those projects are 
resolved in a complex and layered 
approach to art-making. 

This Is a War Universe
Our first big project this year found 
students creating their own physical 
game. We began with this quote:

“This is a war universe. War all the 
time. That is its nature. There may 
be other universes based on all sorts 
of other principles, but ours seems 
to be based on war and games. All 
games are basically hostile. Winners 
and losers. We see them all around 
us: the winners and the losers. The 
losers can oftentimes become win-
ners, and the winners can very easily 
become losers.” 
—William Burroughs, The War Uni-
verse, taped conversation

 Our driving question, which stu-
dents debated based on readings for 
their AP Seminar class was this: To 
what extent do we live in a “war 
universe,” where all things are based 
on competition: “war and games”? 
Through this frame, students exam-
ined and weighed issues of competi-
tion versus collaboration—whether we 
lean towards one or the other as a spe-
cies and how this dichotomy resolves 
itself in the organizational structures 
of our societies. In their science class 
they examined these issues through 

the lens of carrying capacity, or how 
environments can sustain a finite 
amount of organisms without collaps-
ing. These issues became the founda-
tion of their games. 

Developing War Games
Once this foundation was established, 
students developed games that pro-
vided an interactive examination of 
these issues. Their subjects ranged 
from the realistic and the fantastic 
to the absurd—the tension between 
collaboration and competition were 
examined through everything from 
space explorations to sushi belts. 

Design Thinking
In addition to introducing students to 
these issues through multiple lenses, 
the approach for making the games 
took them through the iterative stages 
of the design thinking process. This 
process requires students to examine a 
problem, come up with a series of iter-
ative solutions, and refine one of those 
ideas into a finished product. For our 
purposes, students prototyped their 
games with simple materials such as 
cardboard, markers, scissors, and glue. 
Following a constructionist approach, 

they proceeded to build, discard, or 
refine their ideas. Once they finished 
this part of the project, they shared 
their ideas with members of our game-
playing faculty and a guest game 
designer from our community. Finding 
an authentic audience for their work-
in-progress was critical to this kind 
of project; it allowed them to receive 
feedback on whether or not their game 
made sense to a new player. 

Board Game Synthesis
Once students had an approved final 
design, they moved into our school’s 

War Games

David Gran

To what extent do we 
live in a “war universe,” 
where all things are 
based on competition?
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Youth Art Month

Youth Art Month (YAM) is an annual observance each 

March to emphasize the value of art and art education 

for all children and to encourage public support for qual-

ity school art programs. To learn more about how you 

can get involved in and support Youth Art Month activi-

ties in your area, contact your state chairperson. Informa-

tion is available through the Council for Art Education 

website or your state art education association.

Councilforarteducation.org
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Skutt Kilns & Potter’s Wheels

Skutt is your number-one source for pottery kilns, glass 

fusing kilns, and potter’s wheels. Our I Am a Teacher Page 

is a great source for free lesson plans and basic classroom 

firing tips, as well as all the information you need to 

choose the right equipment for your classroom.

Skutt.com

SUPPLIES
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