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A curriculum can have all the right pieces and still fall short. Standards, lessons, assess-

ments, images, and resources all have an important place in art education. But what 

makes instructional materials truly high quality isn’t simply what’s included; it’s the 

thinking behind how those pieces are brought together.

High-quality instructional materials don’t just give teachers projects to teach or students 

directions to follow. They are thoughtfully designed to help students ask questions, ex-

plore ideas, make choices, develop 

skills, and find meaning through art. 

For teachers, they provide a strong 

foundation while leaving room for 

professional judgment and respon-

siveness. For students, they create opportunities to engage deeply with ideas, make 

meaningful connections, and take an active role in their learning.

At Davis Publications, this intentional approach to curriculum design is reflected in three 

interconnected practices: Big Ideas and Essential Questions, teaching through inquiry, 

and differentiated instruction. These aren’t isolated features added to the curriculum. 

Instead, they reflect a larger philosophy about how students learn and what meaningful 

art education can look like.

Curriculum is designed to help  
students find meaning through art.

CONTENTS

The Thinking Behind High-Quality Art Curriculum

LESSONS
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WHAT DOES HIGH QUALITY LOOK LIKE?

Before considering specific approaches to curriculum design, it 
is worth asking a broader question: What should high-quality art 
instructional materials accomplish? At its best, curriculum should 
help teachers create learning experiences that are: 

•	 Meaningful — Students explore ideas that connect to their 
experiences, communities, and the world around them.

•	 Engaging — Students have opportunities to be curious, make 
choices, and take an active role in learning.

•	 Rigorous — Students develop artistic skills while also thinking 
critically, solving problems, and making decisions.

•	 Accessible — Students with different experiences, interests, 
readiness levels, and ways of learning have meaningful path-
ways into learning.

•	 Coherent — Lessons build on one another and contribute 
to a larger understanding rather than functioning as isolated 
activities.

•	 Teacher-supported — Educators have the resources, back-
ground knowledge, and flexibility they need to make thought-
ful instructional decisions.

These qualities don’t happen by accident. They come from 
intentional design that considers not only what students 
should learn, but how they will engage with that learning.  
That same intentionality extends to the connections among  
the different parts of instruction. Standards, concepts, artworks, 
materials, questions, activities, and assessments should work 
together to support a clear learning goal. Each element should 
have a reason for being there and should help students move 
from initial exploration toward deeper understanding.

This kind of design anticipates the decisions teachers and 
students will make along the way. It provides enough structure 
to support meaningful learning while leaving room for student 
choice, teacher expertise, and responsiveness to the classroom 
community. In this way, instructional materials become more 
than a collection of lessons; they become a thoughtful frame-
work for learning. This is where the thinking behind the lessons 
becomes important.

Standards, concepts, artworks, materials, questions, activities, and  
assessments should work together to support a clear learning goal.
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Give Students Something Worth Thinking About

A project gives students something to do. A Big Idea gives them 
something to think about. Big Ideas, sometimes called themes, 
are broad, enduring concepts that connect art to shared human 
experiences. Ideas such as identity and community can provide 
meaningful contexts for students to explore art and connect what 
they are learning to their own lives and the world around them.

Essential Questions help bring those ideas into the classroom. 
Rather than questions with one correct answer, Essential Ques-
tions invite students to investigate, discuss, and revisit ideas over 
time. They encourage students to consider multiple perspectives 
and develop understanding through their experiences with art. 
This approach changes the role of a project. Instead of being 
the endpoint of a lesson, art-making becomes one way students 
explore a larger idea.

For example, a unit exploring the Big Idea/theme of communi-
cation might ask, “How do people communicate through art and 

Davis’s “Teaching with Themes” professional paper offers strategies and examples for using Big  
Ideas and Essential Questions to create more connected and meaningful art learning experiences.

EXPLORE THE APPROACH

Curriculum provides a framework that supports deeper thinking while 
allowing educators to make the learning relevant to their students.

design?” Students might examine how artists across cultures 
and time periods have communicated ideas, emotions, or experi-
ences. They can then use what they’ve discovered to make their 
own artistic choices and communicate something meaningful.

The result is learning that extends beyond the individual project. 
Students begin to recognize connections among artworks, 
cultures, ideas, and their own experiences. This is an important 
part of high-quality curriculum design because the lesson has a 
purpose beyond the activity. Students understand not only what 
they are doing, but why the learning matters.

When Big Ideas and Essential Questions are thoughtfully em-
bedded into instructional materials, teachers don’t have to create 
those connections from scratch. The curriculum provides a 
framework that supports deeper thinking while allowing educa-
tors to make the learning relevant to their students.

Dr. Ernest Boyer identified eight  
human commonalities that connect 
us all, providing a foundation for  
Big Ideas in art education and  
helping students link their creative  
work to the human experience.
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If you’ve explored theme-based teaching, you’ve likely come across Big Ideas or concepts that 

connect learning over time. Davis author, Marilyn Stewart describes these as “enduring ideas”. 

In Rethinking Curriculum in Art, part of Davis’s Art Education in Practice Series, she explains that 

these ideas go beyond any single lesson—or even a single subject. They’re the kinds of concepts 

that naturally connect across disciplines and stay relevant over time. You might call them themes, 

key ideas, or even essential questions—but the goal is the same. These are the big, umbrella 

concepts that invite students to think about what it means to be human, to live in a community, 

and to understand the world around them.

THEMES
TEACHING WITH

WHAT ARE BIG IDEAS?

If you’ve ever planned a sequence of art projects, you know how much thought goes into 

building skills over time. But even with that care, students don’t always see how everything 

connects—or why their work matters. Theme-based teaching can shift this!By centering lessons around Big Ideas like identity, community, or environment, students  

have something to explore, not just something to make. Suddenly, students aren’t just making 

art to complete an assignment, they’re exploring something that connects to their lives. And 

that changes the energy in the room. Projects start to connect, skills build more naturally, 

and students begin to see art as a way to express ideas, not just complete assignments. It’s a simple shift, but when students have something to say, the work becomes more 
meaningful—for both students and teachers.

We all…

have a connection  
to nature

experience 
life cycles

have an  
aesthetic  
response

work use symbols

know time  
and place

search for a  
larger purpose

seek social  
bonding
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Give Students Room to Wonder

Students don’t learn only by receiving information. They learn by 
questioning, investigating, experimenting, and making connec-
tions. Teaching through inquiry shifts the classroom from deliv-
ering answers to creating opportunities for students to develop 
their own understanding. Instead of immediately telling students 
what an artwork means, for example, teachers can invite them to 
look closely, describe what they notice, ask questions, consider 
possibilities, and support their interpretations with evidence.

Inquiry can begin with artwork, materials, an idea, a problem, or 
a student’s own question. It can continue throughout the creative 
process as students experiment, encounter challenges, reconsid-
er decisions, and discover new possibilities. This makes curiosity 
part of learning.

Inquiry doesn’t mean teachers stop teaching or that students are 
left to figure everything out on their own. The teacher remains 
an essential guide by selecting meaningful experiences, asking 
purposeful questions, providing relevant information, modeling 
processes, and helping students connect new discoveries to 
what they already know.

High-quality instructional materials can support this process by 
intentionally incorporating opportunities for observation, ques-
tioning, discussion, exploration, experimentation, and reflection. 
When inquiry is part of the curriculum design, teachers don’t 
have to figure out how to add it after the lesson is written. The 
lesson becomes an invitation to think. Students are encouraged 
not only to find answers, but to develop the questions that help 
them understand.

Professional paper “Creative Inquiry Begins with Curiosity” examines how inquiry can foster  
curiosity, deeper thinking, and meaningful connections in the art room.

EXPLORE THE APPROACH
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Creative Inquiry

The research/process journal is more than a sketchbook—it is a space where creative ideas emerge. It is a place to explore tools and techniques using a range of modali-ties and a space where students can respond to art and the world around them. 

As you introduce the research/pro-cess journal to your students, high-light and emphasize that it provides many entry points as they explore ideas over time. Tell students, “The journal is yours; see it as a place to ‘stretch and explore’ with materials, tools, and techniques and generate new ideas.” Prompt students to ask themselves, how is this work personally meaningful? 

Research/Process Journal

Begins with Curiosity
A key component of creative inquiry is providing the time for students to exper-iment, to connect it to their stores of knowledge, and then extend that knowl-edge by illustrating connections. A great way to do this throughout the process of creating is with a process journal. 

Creative Inquiry in the Classroom: First Steps
Reframing sketchbooks as “journals” provides a platform for creative inquiry in the classroom. Journals are learner-centered repositories where connections between materials, product, process, and other disciplines can be thought through. Here the student can: 

• map possibilities for a project.• illustrate ideas inspired from animage.
• draw prototypes based on investiga-tion.
• take visual and verbal notes.• include writings related to the processof making.

• juxtapose two unlike images to seewhat emerges or use metaphoricalrelationships between ideas.
Creative Inquiry learning begins the first day when the teacher records responses to questions such as, “What topics and themes do you want to learn about this year?” “What materials are you most interested in using this year?” This might occur every unit or lesson, but the guiding light of creative inquiry is that learners and teachers engage in knowledge-building side by side through a range of activities.

Multimodal Learning: Learning through multiple forms such as language and literacy, mathe-matical concepts, scientific ways of knowing, and kinesthetic and sensory learning. 

Relational Learning: Focused on building trusting relationships between teacher and learner, centered on breaking down power hierarchies so learning occurs to-gether and from each other (Hooks, 1994).

Seamless and Substantive  Integration: When ideas are “minded and connections extend-ed beyond surface meaning” to illustrate the interconnectedness of learning (Marshall, 2006).

VocabularyI nquiry learning is grounded in student- driven learning and meaning-making. Creative inquiry learning builds on that to celebrate play and experimentation. Students are invited to follow their ques-tions, often through many trails of multi-modal learning. In an art room filled with the buzz and activity of students, this could feel daunting as an art educa-tor! However, through guided facilitation and relational learning, inquiry can be integrated seamlessly (Marshall, 2006) into the curriculum, centered on stu-dents’ knowledge and lived experiences. 
What is Creative Inquiry?Creative inquiry is relational because it is in the hands of the learner, but with the teacher as a guide and even cheer-leader for students as they follow their curiosity.

Lines of inquiry emerge as students draw from their lived experiences, beginning with playful and multisensory experiences and moving into choices that develop an idea and concept. This is where play moves to work, where exper-imentation (play), through multisensory and multimodal ways of learning, moves from an idea to imaginative applications (work). In the art room, this comes in the form of what is created in the process, the artwork.

Play provides opportunities for exper-imentation and problem solving, and through work, experimentation moves to deeper understanding and knowledge (Dewey, 1933). New forms of knowledge emerge from the process of creating and continues a cycle of making and know-ing through iterations of the artwork following new trails of inquiry. 

Amy Pfeiler-Wunder

High-quality Instructional materials incorporate opportunitties for observation, 
questioning, discussion, exploration, experimentation, and reflection.
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Give Every Student a Way In

Every classroom includes students with different experiences, 
interests, readiness levels, strengths, and ways of learning. 
A one-size-fits-all approach cannot fully address that reality. 
Differentiated instruction provides ways to respond to the varied 
needs of students while maintaining meaningful and rigorous 
learning goals. Effective differentiation isn’t about creating a 
completely different lesson for every student. Instead, it involves 
providing varied pathways for students to access information, 
engage with ideas, develop skills, make choices, and demon-
strate what they know.

That might mean offering different ways to explore a concept, 
providing scaffolds or additional support, varying the complex-
ity of a task, allowing students to make purposeful choices, 

High-quality curriculum anticipates learner variability and provides 
practical strategies that teachers can adapt to their students.

using flexible grouping, or providing multiple ways for students 
to demonstrate their understanding. The goal isn’t to make 
learning easier. It is to make meaningful learning accessible.

This is another important consideration when evaluating instruc-
tional materials. Differentiation should not be an afterthought or 
a separate resource teachers have to seek out when a student 
needs additional support. High-quality curriculum anticipates 
learner variability and provides practical strategies that teach-
ers can adapt to their students’ needs . When differentiation 
is thoughtfully built into instructional materials, teachers have 
greater flexibility to respond to their students while maintaining 
the integrity and rigor of the learning experience.

Professional paper “Differentiated Instruction” explores practical strategies for responding  
to learner differences and creating pathways for students to engage in art.

EXPLORE THE APPROACH

Committed to Art Educators Since 1901   |   Davis Publications   |   DavisArt.com   |   800.533.2847   |   ContactUs@DavisArt.com 1

Differentiated Instruction

L essons and instructional materials developed by Davis are designed 
with attention to differentiated instruction and the challenge that art 
teachers face in adapting instruction to the needs of all learners. Stu-
dents are not all alike. Based on this fact, differentiated instruction 

provides multiple options for students to take in information and make 
sense of ideas. Differentiated instruction requires teachers to be flexible 
in their approach to teaching and presentation of information to learners 
rather than expecting students to change themselves to fit one mold or 
static curriculum. It is not individualized instruction, but rather providing 
varied ways for students to find success in learning.

To differentiate instruction is to recognize variations in students’ back-
grounds—prior art experiences, readiness, language, learning preferences, 
and interests—and to respond accordingly. The intent of differentiating 
instruction is to maximize each student’s growth and individual success by 
meeting each student where she or he is and assisting in the learning pro-
cess. You will find that the consideration of students’ learning differences 
and needs will help students be more connected to their learning. It is very 
common to discover that adaptations or modifications that are made for a 
few students are beneficial for most.

1. Identify and clarify essential concepts and instructional objectives.
2. Use pre-assessment to gather infor-mation about what students already know about the content and about students’ learning styles, interests, and backgrounds so instruction can be proactively designed to meet stu-dents’ needs.

3. Vary tasks and routines within an instructional block.
4. Emphasize critical and creative t hinking.

5. Invite students to be part of the learning by valuing their voices, ideas, and interests. One way to do this is to assure that students have purposeful choices in their learning and under-stand where their learning strengths are and what they need to strengthen. Provide a balance between teach-er-assigned and student-selected me-dia, subject matter, and tasks, building confident, engaged students.
6. Use ongoing assessment—during and following instruction—as a teaching tool to check comprehension and ex-tend learning by modifying instruction as needed, not merely to measure in-struction. Students can be part of the assessment process by setting goals, self-assessment, and peer critiques.

By Heather Fountain, PhD

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Adobe Stock by GAYSORN

Guidelines for  Differentiated Instruction
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WHERE THE THINKING COMES TOGETHER

Big Ideas and Essential Questions. Inquiry. Differentiated in-
struction. These approaches are valuable individually, but their 
greatest strength comes from how they work together. 

•	 Big Ideas and Essential Questions give students meaningful 
ideas to explore and questions to investigate..

•	 Inquiry gives them opportunities to question, investigate, and 
construct understanding.

•	 Differentiation gives students multiple pathways into learning.

Together, they shift the focus from completing a project to creat-
ing a richer learning experience.

Consider what happens when all three approaches are pres-
ent in a single lesson or unit. Students begin with an idea 
that matters. They encounter artworks and experiences that 
invite questions and investigation. They experiment and make 
decisions as they create. Along the way, the teacher provides 
different supports and opportunities based on students’ needs. 
The result is a classroom where students aren’t just following  
directions. They are thinking, making, questioning, problem- 
solving, and making meaning.

This is why the quality of instructional materials cannot be 
measured by the number of lessons, images, activities, or 
resources they contain. Quality is also about the relationships 
among those elements and the learning experiences they make 
possible.

The result is a classroom where students aren’t just following directions. They 
are thinking, making, questioning, problem-solving, and making meaning.
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Differentiation Inquiry

Big Ideas

HQIM

The intersection of Big Ideas and Essential Questions, 
inquiry, and differentiated instruction creates richer, more 
meaningful, and more accessible art learning experiences.



THE THINKING BEHIND THE LESSONS

Creating high-quality instructional materials requires more than 
assembling standards, lessons, images, and assessments. It 
requires asking deeper questions: 

•	 How will students connect this learning to their lives?
•	 What opportunities will they have to think for themselves?
•	 Where will curiosity and questioning enter the learning  

experience?
•	 How can students with different needs and experiences  

meaningfully participate?
•	 How will today’s learning contribute to tomorrow’s?
•	 What will students understand—not just make?

The ideas behind high-quality instructional materials are worth exploring beyond the curriculum itself. Davis Publications offers free 
professional learning webinars that take a deeper look at each of the approaches discussed in this paper:

CONTINUE EXPLORING

Big Ideas and Essential Questions, teaching through inquiry, 
and differentiated instruction reflect a broader commitment 

to thoughtful, student-centered instructional design.

At Davis, approaches such as Big Ideas and Essential Questions, 
teaching through inquiry, and differentiated instruction aren’t 
additional features placed alongside a curriculum. They reflect 
a broader commitment to thoughtful, student-centered instruc-
tional design.

Our goal is to create materials that support teachers without lim-
iting them, provide structure without removing choice, and help 
students engage with art in ways that are meaningful, rigorous, 
and relevant. High-quality curriculum should do more than tell 
students what to make. It should give them something worth 
thinking about, a reason to explore it, and the support they need 
to make it their own.

Teaching with Themes   
Explore how Big Ideas and 
Essential Questions can 
bring greater connection 
and meaning to art learning.

Teaching Through Inquiry   
Discover ways to use curiosi-
ty, questioning, experimenta-
tion, and discovery to deepen 
student learning.

Differentiated Instruction  
Explore practical strategies 
for creating meaningful expe-
riences for diverse learners.

Committed to Art Educators Since 1901   |   Davis Publications   |   DavisArt.com   |   800.533.2847   |   ContactUs@DavisArt.com 7


