
Contemporary Art
Grades 8–12. Have you wondered if using 
contemporary art with your students would 
engage and inspire them on a deeper level? Or 
even help them cope with the world we live in? 
Why is contemporary art so interesting, and 
why does it hold so much weight and pres-
ence? It is everywhere! Contemporary art is art 
that is happening right now and therefore is 
relevant to our lives.

Every issue of SchoolArts magazine features 
contemporary artists and artwork. Why? 
Because the diversity in expression, and the 
uncountable cultural, ethnic, gender, and 
social influences behind contemporary art, 
allow teachers to provide increasingly diverse 
student bodies with a broad range of artistic 
expression. Contemporary art is often cen-
tered around major social, political, or cultural 
events. It gives people a voice, brings com-
munities together, and encourages meaningful 
conversations.
 
In this book, SchoolArts editor Nancy Walkup 
and the Davis editorial team have chosen arti-
cles from experienced educators who use con-
temporary arts in their classes. Organized into 
chapters on Identity, Social Issues, Collabora-
tion, and Nontraditional Processes, SchoolArts 
Collection: Contemporary Art provides engag-
ing lessons with inspiring ideas such as:

•	 documenting self through photography
•	 developing empathy through experience
•	 altering enclosed spaces
•	 creating a student-centered community

This title has been developed to encourage 
your students to learn about, respond to, and 
create contemporary art. How will they add 
their voices to the conversation?

Visit DavisArt.com/Contemporary for more information.

OBJECTIVES

• Use photography to represent 

the barriers that conceal and 

separate people.

• Create photographic portraits 

that conceal the identity of the 

subject.

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS

• How can identity and social 

issues be represented through 

photography?

• How can visual metaphor be 

used to depict the walls we 

create within ourselves and with 

our communities? 

ARTIST CONNECTIONS

• Ann Hamilton

• Nico Goodden

• Caroline White

MATERIALS AND RESOURCES

• Everyday objects that represent 

personal walls or barriers

• Digital cameras or smart 

phones

• Lighting studio setup

• Large sheets of vellum or other 

translucent material

• Printer

NATIONAL MEDIA ARTS 

STANDARDS

• Producing: Develop and refine 

artistic techniques and work for 

presentation.

• Connecting: Relate artistic 

ideas and works with societal, 

cultural, and historical context 

to deepen understanding. 

DEPICTING SOCIAL AND POLITICAL BARRIERS THROUGH PHOTOGRAPHY

INVISIBLE WALLS  
& BORDERS

In October of 2019, I asked my 

ninth-grade photography students 

to take photographs in the studio 

of everyday objects that conceal 

and separate them from other people 

and their community at large; e.g., 

designer handbags, clothing, religious 

icons, jewelry, hand sanitizer, cosmet-

ics, and music. This introduced them 

to studio lighting, signs, and symbols, 

Joe Medina 
and how they contribute to meaning in 

photographic images. 

 Contemporary photography you 

could share with students at this point 

includes the urban street photogra-

phy of Nico Goodden, Ann Hamil-

ton’s images of people photographed 

behind a translucent membrane, and 

personal branding photography by 

Caroline White. 

Trent P.

Alejandro L.
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60     PART 2: Social Issues

TRADITIONAL MEETS CONTEMPORARY WITH EMBROIDERED PORTRAITURE

THE POETRY  OF THREAD

Susie T., cross-
stitched portrait with embroidery thread on 18 x 

24" stretched 
canvas.

OBJECTIVES
• Create a portrait that incorpo-rates thread in some element  of the piece.

• Explore how artists communi-cate aspects of identity in their work.

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS• How is the meaning of an art-work influenced by the materi-als from which it is made?• How can thread be used as an artistic medium?

ARTIST CONNECTIONS• Katy Biele
• Jenny Hart
• Ninni Luhtasaari

MATERIALS AND RESOURCES• Fabric, canvas, board, or paper• Needles and embroidery thread• Embroidery hoops
• Scissors

NATIONAL VISUAL ARTS STANDARDS
• Creating: Use multiple 

approaches to begin creative endeavors.
• Presenting: Develop and refine artistic techniques and work for presentation.

T he use of embroidery and other sewing techniques carries a cer-tain nostalgia—a remembrance of simpler times (some of you may remember as a child watching your grandmother embroider for hours). As a high-school art teacher, I began using thread as a medium sev-eral years ago. I wanted something new—something different, a medium many had never even touched. Throughout the past few years, this project has become a favorite of my AP students. When I introduce this lesson, I encourage students to have an open mind and consider the rep-resentational qualities of the thread. Students are instructed to create a por-trait and incorporate thread into some element of the piece. 

Communicating with ThreadStudents are given a variety of exam-ples and options for their portraits. 

Mary Golden Musick

They can use the thread as a direct medium to create the portrait or use the thread more indirectly. Thread can represent so many different emo-tions and ideas. For example, leaving the thread loosely hanging off the surface can convey a sense of insta-bility or fragility, whereas if a stu-dent chose to use the thread in long, angular stitches, it may create shape or a sense of movement. Students may also choose to build up multiple layers of small stitches to create value and depth. Consider showing your students a variety of examples from artists such as Katy Biele, Jenny Hart, and Ninni Luhtasaari.

Surface Choice
Students must also decide on what kind of surface they want to work with. Many decide to go the more tra-ditional route and use a quilting hoop, while others use canvas or paper. I 

Some students 
chose to use a 
quilting hoop (pictured), while others used canvas or paper.

110     PART 4: Nontraditional Processes 
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