
Unit Overview 
Suffering [9-12] 

 
Enduring/Big Idea-Theme: (This needs to be really important – art 
and life issues that have lasting human importance and appear to be 
a continual concern to humans at different cultures….)    

Suffering (with) = Compassion 
 
Rationale: (Why is it important for students to understand the 
Enduring/Big Idea-Theme?) Suffering is an unavoidable part of being 
alive.  “Participating joyfully in the suffering of the world” is the 
most important thing I could teach.  Dealing with personal pain, 
suffering of loved ones, lack or loss in the community, the nation, 
and the world promotes and BEGS for empathy.  Empathy leads to 
deep thinking and memorable, meaningful, lasting change.   
 
Key Concepts about Enduring/Big Idea-Theme: (Note that these are 
important ideas about art/visual culture, also related to the 
Enduring/Big Idea-Theme, that will be addressed in the unit of study) 
We will look suffering in the self, community, and world.  Suffering 
can be found in problems like poverty, injustice, war, and disease.  
The underlying theme will be healing because one concept shouldn’t 
be considered without knowing its opposite or its solution.     
 
Essential Questions: (What questions will guide the investigation of 
the Enduring/Big Idea-Theme and Key Concepts?) What is suffering?  
What does it look like?  Feel like?  How do we know about suffering?  
How do we avoid it?  How do we make it better?   
 
Unit Objectives: (Note that these are UNIT, not specific lesson, 
objectives. What “big” things will students understand as a result 
of investigations in this unit of study?)  Through awareness of their 
own suffering, suffering in the community, and in the world 
students will have a chance to deeply understand them selves and 
have empathy for others.  My aims are anchored in this idea: “The 
world’s fight is the struggle to leave the world a better place than 
when you found it.” 
 
National, State and Local Standards: (What standards will be 
targeted in this unit of study?) In some facet every standard will be 
reached.   
 
Evidence: (How will students DEMONSTRATE their understanding of 
the Enduring/Big Idea-Theme and Key Concepts of the Unit? What 
“end-of-unit” performance will they complete to demonstrate that 
they have met the UNIT objectives?) 
Assessments will include discussions, written reflections, and 
documented products.  For the final I want students to take on a 
“service learning” style project, and demonstrate and create an 
actual change in their worlds.   
 



Levels and Criteria: (How will students and others know that they 
have completed the task successfully? What criteria will be used to 
judge week, average or strong understanding-achievement   
 
Strong: A show of compassion and empathy for others is a clear sign 
understanding what suffering means.  Motivation is an indicator of 
empathy because the person is so involved, they act.  A show of 
maturity, depth, and clarity with content and with their own 
emotions is the best indicator.   
 
Average: Helps others but no significant change in attitude.  Does 
what is required but no more.  Able to deal with issues maturely. 
 
Weak: Helps others but only out of obligation.  Immature when 
dealing with subject matter.  Inability to face personal problems.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Artworks, Artists, Artifacts, Others & Significant Facts 
 
Select an optional number of artworks to assists you in developing a 
knowledge base and, ultimately, the targeted understandings of the  
Big Idea and Key Concepts. For each key artwork, artist and/or 
artifact, note you are using it: 
 
 Lesson 1 [Introduction]: 
 
Keywork: Joseph Campbell, Power of Myth.  “[Imperfection] would be 
inhuman.  Suffering is imperfection.”  “The story of human 
suffering, striving, living and youth coming to knowledge of itself, 
what it has to go through.”  (pg. 4)  “As soon as there is time, there is 
suffering.  You can’t have a future unless you have a past, and if you 
are in love with the present, it becomes past, whatever it is.  Loss, 
death, birth, loss, death---and so on.”  (pg. 55)  “…and this means not 
only experiencing sorrows oneself but participating with compassion 
in the sorrows of others.  Compassion is the awakening of the heart 
from bestial self-interest to humanity.  The word “compassion” 
means literally “suffering with” (pg 201) 
Reason for including: These statements by Joseph Campbell address 
what suffering is and state what it is we will be looking in this unit, 
and most importantly why.   
 
Book:  A Whole New Mind, Why Right-Brainers Will Rule the Future 
by Daniel H. Pink 
Reason for including:  There is a chapter on Empathy with some 
interesting thoughts and exercises to share with the class to spark 
interest. 
 
Lesson 2: 
 
Artifact: Postsecret books.  If not available there are slideshows 
on youtube, and a blog updated every Sunday by the creator.   
Reason for including: These books are popular among young people.  
They are fasinating not just because these are intimate secrets of 
strangers shared with the public but because it’s reassuring to 
know that everyone has secrets, struggles, and sorrows.  They are 
great for their raw sincerity, and each postcard looked at as an 
artwork on it’s own give great ideas for the student’s sketchbooks. 
 
Artist: Frida Kahlo’s diary: Viva la Vida  and her artwork 
Reason for including: Kahol’s work was very autobiographical and 
she was very sickly, so she suffered quite a bit.  Some of her art is 
about this.  The students are going to be required to keep an 
extensive journal/diary, so her diary would be valuable for the 
students to see.   
 
Lesson 3: 
 



Artwork:  Children’s artwork collected from my own childhood, 
other people I know internet sources and books.  Have copies 
available for the class to use 
Artwork:  Printed images from a variety of artists that make work 
similar to children’s artwork.  Cy Twombly, Philip Guston, David 
Shrigley, Carol Dunham 
Reason for including: The students will have a mixture of print 
outs and they will determine as a group if the artwork was created 
by children or “real artists” as an introduction exercise.   
 
 
Key artwork: Surrealist automatic drawings 
Reason for including: To warm students up, and to delve into the 
intuitive and subconscious side of mark-making we will use some 
surrealist ideas.   
 
Other: Sigmund Freud’s ideas about the subconscious, dreams, 
childhood, and symbolism.  Quotations for his essay found in the 
book Nature of Art.   
Reason for including:  We will look at some childhood drawings and 
reflect on our own origins in artmaking.  One goal in this lesson is 
to get in touch with the freedom in expression that a child seems to 
work from.  Freud also influenced the surrealists, so this will be a 
good historical connection to point out.   
 
Artist: Ida Applebroog on Season 3 of Art21.   
Reason for including: Applebroog’s themes are relevant to the big 
idea and her ways of working formally tie into the automatic 
drawings and child like play.   
 
Lesson 4:   
 
Artwork:  My own drawings and paintings based on memory 
Reason for including:  The students can learn more about me and my 
concerns as an artist.  I can give them first hand knowledge on how I 
executed my ideas, share which artists influenced me and give demos 
on how I did things.   
 
Lesson 5:   
 
Handout:  Understanding Comics: the invisible art.  By Scott 
McCloud  
Artwork:  Books by Joe Sacco.  Graphic Journalism.  If no books 
availbile hand out “Goradze: Safe Zone”   
Artwork:  Insomniac comic book by Matt Slenk (example of student 
work) 
Book:  Persepolis 2 by Marjane Satrapi 
Artifact:  Collection of any comics cut from newspapers that have 
suffering as a theme Book: 99 ways to tell a story: exercises in style 
by Matt Madden 



Reason for Including:  Student’s will study the vast methods there 
are just in the art of comics.  They will get ideas on how to go about 
telling and drawing their own stories in a comic book format.   
 
Lesson 6:   
 
Flash videos: 

http://www.vimeo.com/1182861 
http://www.vimeo.com/3790534 
my own flash animation, love letters. 

Reason for Including:  these videos tell stories about suffering 
through flash animation, but in two very different ways.  I include 
my own, and model the lesson after the method I used to create.  My 
flash is not just a swf, so the students can watch it, and then see in 
flash key frame by key frame how it was made.   
 
Lesson 7: 
 
Photographs:  Images of a suffering place: Flint  faraway place of 
conflict at the time: Iraq?  Afganistan?  Gaza strip?  India?  Napal? 
Reason for including:  Flint is the 6th most dangerous city in the 
nation.  I grew up there and I know it as a place of a lot suffering.  
This will demonstrate how much the environment has to do with how 
we feel.  In a privileged school this will hopefully open their eyes 
that not everyone is as fortunate, and its not a world away.  It’s 
right here.   
 
Book:  Blink and The Tipping Point by Malcom Gladwell 
Reason for including:  These books have some insightful comments 
and studies on how much our subconscious picks up, and how much 
our environment affects how we act and feel.   
 
Book:  Joseph Campbell Companion, The Power of Myth by Joseph 
Campbell with Bill Moyers 
Reason for including:  Joseph Campbell talks about the sacred place 
and our human need for this.  The students are going to take a look 
at their bedrooms and formulate a project to turn it into a more 
healing place.   
 
Book:  In My Room: Teenagers in their Bedrooms by Adreienne 
Salinger   
Reason for including:  For the assessment portion of this lesson 
students will write a blurb about themselves and take a picture of 
them in their bedrooms with their final projects included.  We will 
put these together in a book, a portrait of our class.   
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Unit: Suffering (9-12) 
Lesson 1 

 
Conceptual Framework: 
 
This lesson is to get the class warmed up to the big idea.  Artists are 
collectors and researchers, so this is to bring that expectation to 
the table right away.   Using the collective brainstorming technique 
from the introduction we’ll examine what suffering is and where we 
find it in ourselves and where we see it in the world.  The 
researching aspect will be in examining a world problem.  To find it 
in ourselves we will be using sketch book journals.  Artists often 
create from a place of reflection and introspection.  Frida Kahlo is 
an artist we will be looking at for that reason, and because she 
suffered quite a bit in her lifetime and used this in her work.   
 
Materials: Sketchbook, any art supplies available 
 
Activity A: 
 
Essential Questions:  
What are the causes of personal suffering?   
How do ‘I’ suffer? 
 

• Review “mind map” from the Introduction the section on 
personal suffering.  What are the causes?  Segue into a 
discussion on secrets and how the things we hide can end up 
tormenting us.  Art can be used as a natural expression for 
these secrets.   

• Watch post-secret slideshow (found on youtube.com or 
postsecret.blogspot.com).  

• While the students watch encourage the students to think of 
their own secrets, things they hide from other people little or 
big. Pass around any of the post secret books, if available. (5 
minutes)   

• Talk about each of these pieces as works of art. What kind of 
formal qualities do they possess? Are they moving? Why? What 
do they express? How would you do it differently? 
Have students create a page in their sketch books for one of 
their secrets in a similar style to post-secrets.  (5 minutes) 

• Hand out a note card or post card sized paper.  Students will 
create their own “secret” postcard to give to turn in.  The 
content should be something “weird”/unique about them.  Name 
goes on the back of the card.   

 
Learning Purpose: 
The purpose of this activity is to introduce the idea of personal 
suffering and give the students ideas on how to represent this 
visually.  This activity uses a contemporary example from a popular 
source in culture relatable to the students.  This example focuses 
on secrets as a source of personal suffering.   



Journaling or sketching plays a vital role in an artist’s development 
and this activity is to give students a place to start.  The card that is 
turned in will work as a way to get to know the students better and 
an assessment.  This will assess the creative risks of the students 
and how comfortable they are with this process, and how well they 
can pick up on and emulate a mode of working that they are shown.   
 
Activity B: 
 
Essential Questions 
How does an artist make work from personal suffering? 
 

• Introduce Frida Kahlo with a power point.  Show slides of her 
diary, which acted like her sketch book. Pass book around if 
available. Show slides of some of her work and draw 
connections with her finished paintings and her diary. Talk 
about the events of her life and how much she ‘suffered’ and 
the impact this had in her work.   

• Ask the students to point out similarities between her diary 
drawings and her paintings.  How did Kahlo choose to show her 
reality?  Point out the symbols in her work, and make it clear 
how these symbols related to things outside of her own life.  
For example her work was heavily influenced by Mexican folk 
art, and the politics at the time and surrealism.   

• Class discussion on why a sketchbook is so essential for an 
artist and so helpful in collecting and sorting ideas.  With 
Kahlo her diary was a culmination of thoughts and “doodle” 
like images.   

• Have students spend some time thinking about their lives and 
the source of their suffering.  What symbols would they use 
to convey their ideas?  Are their traces of our culture found 
in the drawings?   

• Point out the therapeutic qualities making art had for Kahlo.  
Journaling is viewed as a great outlet for emotion.  Careers 
like Art therapy are dedicated to this healing power of art.   

 
Learning Purpose: 
The purpose of this activity is to have a solid artist example of what 
it looks like to make art based around personal suffering.  Emphasis 
is placed on the sketchbook as the tool where these ideas first start 
to work themselves out.  This activity is an introduction to 
promoting the idea that making art out of suffering is expressive, 
communicative, and constructive.   
 
Activity C: 
 
Essential Questions: 
What are some large scale causes of suffering in the world?   
How do we relate to these problems as artists? 
 

• Watch Bjorn Lomborg: Our priorities for saving the world (on 
ted.com) (16:42 minutes long) 



• Have students follow along in sketchbook.  Write down what 
are some of the top priorities. 

• Economists have to figure out what the top priority problems 
are and the best solutions as far as money.  Artists have to 
prioritize problems in terms of attention and time.  Art that is 
made from a social activist stand point is at least asking for 
attention (awareness campaigns), promoting one idea over 
another, selling a product or rising money (advertising).  Art 
can play an important role in solving problems.   

• Just as artists, and people spending our time making images, 
inherent in those choices of what we draw we are prioritizing 
problems saying something is worth our time and others not.  It 
is argued that all art is political.  Nothing can happen without 
referencing the social events of the time.   

• Ask students to share their lists.  Make a collective list on the 
board.  As a surface estimate as the students to rank which 
world problems seem most important.   

• Discussion: Do we as artists, image makers, have a 
responsibility to spend out time and energy into these 
problems?  Are we prioritizing like an economist when we make 
these images?  Asking for more attention to some issues and 
less to others.  If I spend my time on something am I saying that 
is more important than what I am not spending my time on?   

• Have students pick a world problem to follow in the news, in 
research, and for future art projects.  This will be an ongoing 
assignment for the unit.   

 
Learning purpose:  Part of making art requires “base knowledge”, 
passion, and a cause.  This activity is to get the students aware of 
suffering in the world.  Having students follow one problem will 
hone skills of research, critical thinking, and furthering a sense of 
social responsibility and compassion.     

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Unit: Suffering (9-12) 
Lesson 4 

 

Conceptual Framework: 
 

One great thing about painting is that is easily lends itself to 
symbolize things far beyond just paint.  There are very human 
qualities about the process and when in the right mindset it’s easy to 
get lost in what happens on the page.  Robert Motherwell was the 
main theoretical writer in support and part of the New York School 
or Abstract Expressionists.  He painted about some tough topics and 
could intelligently discuss them.    Käthe Kollwitz also painted from 
very difficult subject matter.  One thing she did to increase her 
skills and confidence as a painter was to paint self portraits.  One 
thing that makes her work so moving is her mark and every person 
has a distinct hand that goes out with practice, and with practice and 
a keen eye this can be utilized to the greatest effect.   
 
Essential Questions: 
Why would those that are hurting turn to creating?  Why is art good 
at communicating pain?  Why is it bad?  How is it done?  How it is done 
with Motherwell and Kollwitz?   
 
Artists in Lesson: 

• Robert Motherwell 
• Käthe Kollwitz 

 
Materials:   
 
100 sheets of paper/student 
Any kind of black wet media (India Ink, tempera, acrylic) 
Brushes 
 
Vocabulary: 
 
Abstract Expressionism: a Post-World War ll movement an important 
predecessor is surrealism, with its emphasis on spontaneous, 
automatic or subconscious creation 
Automatism: any reaction that occurs automatically without 
conscious thought or reflection 
A Priori: derived by logic, without observed facts; based on 
hypothesis or theory rather than experiment 
A Posteriori: sometimes defined as: The opposite of ‘A PRIORI’. A 
posteriori knowledge can be established only by experience 
(usually: sense-experience) or reasoning from experience. Example: 
‘There are nine planets in the solar system.’ ‘EMPIRICAL’ 
(measurable) 
Iconography: a well-known symbol or icon 
 
Activity A: 
 



• Students will view on power point on our first focus artist: 
Robert Motherwell.  They will learn some basics about him, 
see some examples of his work, and will be given an assignment 
that Motherwell gave himself. 

• The assignment is: “Paint the thousand sheets Without 
interruption, without a priori traditional or moral 
prejudices or a posteriori ones, without iconography, and 
above all without revisions or additions upon critical 
reflection and judgment. GIVE UP ONE’S BEING TO THE 
ENTERPRISE AND SEE WHAT LIES WITHIN, WHATEVER IT IS.  
VENTURE.  DON’T LOOK BACK.  DO NOT TIRE. EVERYTHING IS 
OPEN. BRUSHES AND BLANK WHITE PAPER!”  

• Give handout  
• We will have a discussion on what this means and methods of 

meditation and how art making can be very similar to this, 
indirect symbolism, abstract expressionism, automatism and the 
attitude necessary to go about the assignment.   

• The only difference is that the students will receive 100 
sheets instead of a 1000.  For 5 consecutive days students will 
come into the room, sit down and in meditative atmosphere and 
paint.  Require there to be no talking.  Dim the lights to change 
the atmosphere of the room, and play instrumental music.  Each 
day change something about the setting, whether is odd 
lighting, new music, or introducing something new to the media.  
Do not explain why.      

• After this process is over ask the students what they thought.  
How did the silence contribute to their thought process?  How 
did the thought process contribute to the pieces?  Ask students 
to show examples of what they were thinking in a few of their 
drawings.  Did ideas build off of one another?  Was it hard to 
do such a long series or was it easier?  Many artists believe 
that work comes from work.  Do you think this is true? Each day 
something changed in the room.  Did this make a difference in 
your art making?   

 
Essential Questions:  What about abstraction can convey suffering?  
How can shapes and color say anything about the world as an artist 
sees it?  How can I make a comment with abstraction?  What are the 
capacities for symbolism and metaphor in abstraction?  Do these 
things come naturally when I am making or do we force them later?   
 
Learning Purpose:   
The goal of this activity is to orient the students to an artist and an 
art movement, and mostly to get their hands wet with painting.  If 
they create a series of works they will feel more accomplished.  
Abstract art is not as easy as it may seem to some high schoolers and 
I think it is important to break down this stigma.  The power of 
metaphor in this process is one of the implicit curricula.  The circle 
in their composition could easily be them, their country, their 
feelings, their antagonists, their secrets, basically any number of 
things.  The things the students will learn in this process are more 



of the unsaid and intuitive things about creating, especially since 
the atmosphere of the room will encourage that.   
   
Activity B: 
 

• Käthe Kollwitz is the next artist.  Show the power point for 
examples of her work.   

• Depending on how much the students know, talk about WWll to 
put the art in context.  Ask the students questions like how do 
you think this work was seen when it was made?  How is it seen 
now?  What is the difference?  Do these works shock you? Move 
you?  How do they make you feel? With some of the works have 
the students  list things in their sketckbook.  List the 
compositional elements that give this effect.  List five 
connotations with this piece.   

• Give Handout. 
• Talk about self portraiture, the artist and the history.   
• Have students sketch themselves from mirrors until the end of 

this class period. 
 
Learning purpose:  In learning about new artists it is important to 
keep their work in context.  These skills are important to be build 
because everything came from somewhere and all works were made 
with intentions, and how we see things now is not how they may have 
always been.  Guiding the student’s discourse on the work and 
suggesting things to look at will help build a critical eye.   
 
Activity C: 
 

• Students will work on self portraits, and they will start from 
a thumbnail sketch.  The compositions need to be ok-ed before 
working onto the larger piece.   

• Stress that the thumbnail compositions should be creative in 
some way (cropping, up close, lighting, line quality, etc)  
Emphasize that it’s hard to hold a facial expression other than 
relaxed for a long period of time, so discourage this—at least 
for this assignment.   

• After the thumbnail is approved, the students should begin 
working on their large sheet. 

• Demonstrate how to build an interesting ground to work from.  
Use gesso, coffee stained paper, a layer of graphite, and so on.   

• Have the students work everyday in class for a week.  Make 
sure that they achieve some sort of likeness and the mood they 
intend.  What cannot be finished in class will be homework.   

 
Essential Questions:  How does the face convey emotions?  What 
subtle things change in the face to show vastly different things?  
How do I draw these subtle differences convincingly?   
 
Learning Purpose:  



This activity is to build skills of looking and rendering that can be 
instrumentalized later on for other projects.  So many artists made 
self portraits and there are many reasons why.  They may be the 
first time that students have ever drawn from life, or drawn 
themselves.  While in a lot of ways, drawing one thing is the same as 
drawing anything else as far as laying down shapes and shades, but 
to draw a successful self portrait does raise the confident of the 
students.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Lesson 4: Painting 
 

Your assignment is one that Robert Motherwell 
gave himself: 

 
“Without interruption, without a priori 

 
 [ defined as: derived by logic, without observed facts; based on 
hypothesis or theory rather than experiment ]  

 
traditional or moral prejudices or a posteriori 

 
 [ sometimes defined as: The opposite of ‘A PRIORI’. A posteriori 

knowledge can be established only by experience (usually: sense-
experience) or reasoning from experience. Example: ‘There are nine 

planets in the solar system.’ ‘EMPIRICAL’ (measureable) ]  
 

ones, without iconography  
 

[ defined as: a well-known symbol or icon ],  
 

and above all without revisions or additions upon 
critical reflection and judgment. 

 
GIVE UP ONE’S BEING TO THE ENTERPRISE AND SEE 

WHAT LIES WITHIN, WHATEVER IT IS.  VENTURE.  
DON’T LOOK BACK.  DO NOT TIRE. EVERYTHING IS 

OPEN. BRUSHES AND BLANK WHITE PAPER! ” 
 

You have 100 sheets of paper. 
For each day next week at 10 sheet/ hour you will 

fill them. 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Unit: Suffering (9-12) 
Lesson 5 

Conceptual Framework:  
 

Comics are a way to visually tell a story, and to look at comics through the 
scope of suffering is interesting.  When most people hear the word “Comics” they 
probably think of the “funnies” in the Sunday Paper.  Artists have used the comic 
format in some powerful ways to talk about some very deep issues such as war, 
death, religious corruption, drug abuse, suicide, and probably anything 
imaginable.  The “childish” style of comics can make very hard issues approachable.  
In some cases comics can be an apt media to “make light” of a serious situation, in 
others it can be a form of graphic journalism.   
 
Artists in Lesson: 
 
Chris Ware has a graphic style and is best known for his books Acme Novelty 
Library, Jimmy Corrigan, The Smartest Kid on Earth.   
Joe Sacco calls himself a graphics journalist and he travels to war ridden places 
like Bosnia or Palestine.  He spends time with the people, interviewing them, and 
living with them.  He comes back to the United States and makes intricate pen 
drawings in a comic book fashion recording his experiences.  He includes himself 
in his reporting partly to make us aware that his work is, of course, from his 
perspective.   
Marjane Satrapi has produced two memoirs called Persepolis 1 and 2.   They 
recount her experiences growing up in Iran during the Islamic Revolution. In 
powerful black-and-white comic strip images, Satrapi tells the story of her life in 
Tehran from ages six to fourteen. 
Lauren Weinstein has a blog where she posts online comics that would be an 
example of how the student’s finished product might look.   
Graham Roumieu wrote and illustrated a series of books about Big Foot. 
Layla Ali is a painter included in this unit because she uses characters to convey 
deep ideas about injustice.  Her formats also take on a comic feel.  Her approach to 
research and her messages are helpful to talk about and give the students ideas.  
Maria Kalman is included for similar formal reasons as Ali but her subject 
matter is quite lighthearted.  Her editorial column in the New Yorker.   
Matt Madden wrote the book 99 Ways to tell a story: an exercise in style.   
 
KeyConcepts: 
Comics are a powerful art form in visual culture. 
Comics are not limited to the Sunday Paper and Superhero Graphic Novels. 
Comics can be used in effective ways to discuss and depict very rough subject 
matter. 
 
Essential Questions:  
How do artists use comics to tell a story? 
How do artists use comics to tell stories about suffering?   
Is there any advantages to using comics to tell these stories over other methods?  
What can it convey that other art forms can’t?   
 
 
Activity A: Introduction and Presentation 
 
Essential Questions: 
What are comics and do they relate to suffering?  How?   
(Ask before and after slideshow) 
 

• Handout “Understanding Comics: the Invisible Art” by Scott McCloud 
(assign to read for homework or if time allows) 

• Have a short discussion on the content of the handout.  Ask the essential 
question and draw the discussion back to suffering.   

• Show the PowerPoint.  Have students take notes in their sketchbooks to jot 
down artist’s names.   



• Introduce project:  Students will be choosing an artist to research.  Their 
projects need to tell the story of suffering.  Three suggested directions 
are to use their research on their world problem and tell specific stories 
in a graphic journalism style like Joe Sacco, for example.  Or the student 
could focus on their own story and tell it “diary” style like Strapi or 
Kalman.  Another option is to invent a fictional story and tell about its 
hardships, like the Bigfoot books.  Spend 5 minutes or so doing a brainstorm 
web on the board as a class.   

• Give Final project ideas handout. 
• Have “Library Time” in the classroom if enough books and handouts on 

related topics are available.  If not use the school’s computer lab, if 
possible, to have research.  How to go about researching will have been 
talked during the PowerPoint as well as suggested starting points.   

• Once the students have their ideas they can write a paragraph about what 
they want to do to turn in.   

 
Learning Purpose: 
Having exposure to comics and reading ones the student finds interesting is 
crucial to understanding, inspiration, and engagement with the project.  
Introducing some contemporary examples of comic styled art is helpful to break 
the stereotypical opinions about what comics are and what they can do.   
 
Activity B: Preliminary Drawings and Comic Strip 
 
Essential Questions 
What story of suffering do you find most important/interesting to tell? 
 

• With feedback from the project proposal paragraphs, the students can 
start sketching their ideas.  There could be a couple of places to start and 
all students need some inspiration to start with.  Students can start with 
the story or with the character.  This could be the creation of a character 
and how to draw it consistently.  Or a news article with a compelling story.  
Or a storyboard with text and then envision the drawing.   

• From this accumulation of ideas have the students draw a comic fit for the 
Sunday paper on their topic and with their characters.   

• Spend three-five class periods on these.  Have students keep a collection of 
all sketches, all writing, all research in a folder.  While students are 
working pass around Matt Madden’s book 99 ways to Tell a Story.  Have 
students chose three methods they like and try to use at least one. 

• Hold a short critique in class where all the students pin up their short 
comic strip.  Talk about what works and doesn’t as far as conveying the 
feeling the students are going for.   

• If the school has a newspaper, submit all of the strips and have the 
students editors choose the best ones to publish in the next issue.   

 
Learning Purpose: 
The purpose of this activity is to build thoughtful art marking habits.  By 
“forcing” students to research and collect ideas they are operating like 
professional artists, with the goal of deeply developing ideas.  Holding a critique 
gives the students practice talking about their work and others.  Using the 
incentive of the school newspaper pushes students to try harder, gets their work 
seen by the rest of the school, and advocates for the arts.   
 
Activity C: Final Project 
 
Essential Questions: 
Through comics What is the most compelling/interesting way to tell the story of 
suffering you’ve chosen? 
 

• Expanding on their ideas from the comic strip students will pursue a large 
scale project.  Review hand out from activity one for ideas.   

• Show some student or like-student examples if possible.   



• Spend 2-3 weeks working on students final comic projects.   
• Give demos where necessary such as Adobe Illustrator, book binding, or 

creating a blog,  
• Once projects are finished students should write half to one full page 

project explanation. 
• Spend a day having each student present their projects to the class.   
• When possible have students scan their work into the computer to be 

compiled into a “catalog”/zine/publications of their classes 
accomplishments and to better record and share their stories of suffering 
in a collective way.   

 
Learning purpose:  This assignment is about building creative and technical skills 
as well as telling a story successfully.  When the students write their project 
explanation and present they are gaining invaluable skills of talking about their 
work.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Lesson 5: 
 

 
Käthe Kollwitz                                                                                                                               Student 
example, similar assignment 

 
As Kathe Kollwitz made some 50 self portraits…Your next 

assignment is to make a self portrait.   
 

There must be one thumbnail study done in graphite.   
 

The final should be approximately life sized.   
 

Media can, but does not have to include: 
[Ink, Charcoal, Pen, Pencil, Washes, Conte, or Paint ] 

 
Your goal for this assigment is to focus on  

1/ quality of expression 2/ mood 3/ line quality and mark-making. 
 

Other requirements: 
 

+ Your final piece must capture a feeling related to suffering. 
This could be done through expression, composition, mark-making [ 
photographs are allowed to be used but NOT as the only source ] 

 
+ You must begin working on a ‘ground’,  

[ Meaning tea or coffee stained paper, an additive subtractive 
process, dirt smeared on the paper, black gesso, white gesso, any 

kind of color, scribbes…basically anything goes. ]  
 

+ Since this is a self portrait, it must have a likeness to you. 
 



 Unit: Suffering (9-12)  
Lesson 6:  “telling the story of suffering” 

 
Overview Lesson 6: 
What will students do?  
Students will see some flash video examples of ‘stories of 
suffering’ that use metaphor in different ways.  Students will make 
lists and drawings of objects and places they are attracted to.  They 
will storyboard an idea using some of these elements, thinking about 
what each element means to them, and what this means for them to 
interact with each other.  They will learn the flash program and 
create an animation.   
What will students learn from this?  
Students will learn about the use of metaphor and symbolism in art 
and then create a deep and meaningful one themselves by using  
technology and non-traditional processes to create. 
 
Conceptual Framework: 
 
In addition to being collectors and researchers artists are also 
storytellers.  In lation Animatio, from animare, is the origin of the 
English word animation.  Animation is to give life or spirit.  The 
students will use animation as another means of expressing their 
ideas.  The focus of this lesson is to get students to give life or 
spirit to their images.   
 
The students will create a 15 second flash video telling a story 
using metaphor, symbolism, and or transcendental objects from 
their own life.  The students will capture a mood and convey a 
message.   
 
Discipline connections:  art, film & literature 
 
Benchmark:  applies to all content standards 1, 2, 3.  Not explicitly 
connected to content standards 4 or 5.   
 
Materials: Sketchbook, Computers with Flash (2.0) 
 
Activity A:                       
 
Essential Questions:  
What are the capabilities of the Adobe Flash animation program?  
What kind of images would “I” want to make?  What story might “I” 
want to tell?   



 
• Watch some example flash animations that tell stories in 

different ways with the mood/theme of suffering. 
http://www.vimeo.com/1182861 
http://www.vimeo.com/3790534 

• Watch “Love Letters”, the flash animation swf and then open 
flash to view how the animation was made.  Give an overview of 
how to use the program.  Touch on: keyframe, frame by frame, 
motion tween, shape tween, stage, library, importing drawings 
or images, making symbols, & adding sound.  Answer questions.   

• Discuss how to tell stories with symbolism and metaphor.  
What could envelopes be symbolic of?  The character Barfbag 
might stand for what other things?  What are objects in your 
life that stand for something else? 

 
Vocabulary:   
  
Animation:  giving life or spirit.  The rapid display of a sequence of 
images of 2-D or 3-D artwork or model positions in order to create an 
illusion of movement. It is an optical illusion of motion due to the 
phenomenon of persistence of vision, and can be created and 
demonstrated in a number of ways. The most common method of 
presenting animation is as a motion picture or video program. 
Symbolism:  one thing stands for something else. 
Metaphor:  one thing IS something else. 
Transcendental object: an object that is neither dead nor alive.  Is 
Barfbag dead?  No!  Is he alive?  No!   
 
Homework:  In your sketchbook draw potential ideas by making 
sketches and lists. 

 
1/ What are the transcendental objects in your life? Draw them. 
 
2/ Make a lists of objects you are attracted to 1/ aesthetically 
(piles of stuff) 2/ attraction versus repulsion (bathtub drains) 3/ 
for sentimental reasons (barfbag) 
3/ Make a list of places you are interested in for any reasons 
(corner of rooms, bathrooms, playgrounds, your room).   
4/ Make a list of metaphors using a combination of these things 
that have something to do with suffering (broad definition).   
5/ Ideas for a story using any of these elements?  
 
(these will be used as the starting point for making the 
storyboards and the animations)   

 
Learning Purpose: 
The purpose of this activity is to introduce the students to Adobe 
Flash, what it can do with this theme and what they envision doing 
with it.  The students have stories to tell and great imaginations.  
This gives them practice making their thoughts visible.  Visual 
storytelling is a powerful means to create art and Flash is a great 
technological tool to make this happen.  



 
Activity B: 
 
Essential Questions 
How does an artist make their stories visual? 
 

• Make a story board using students ideas from their sketchbook 
homework.  The drawings can be rough.  The story is 
provisional.  Have students keep in mind that they have 15 
seconds and 12 frames per second to animate.  Their story 
should have a beginning middle and end but the scope of what 
they are trying to say is most successful small.   

• Follow along demo on how to use flash. 
• The students start experimenting or animating their stories.     
• Homework:  catch up and fill in any gaps in sketching, 

storyboarding, and flash demos (teach each other, ask for 
help, watch tutorials.)  Come to next class prepared to dig in. 

 
Learning Purpose: 
This activity encompasses three crucial aspects of making art: 1/ 
knowledge of your tool 2/ a concrete provisional plan/vision 3/ 
quality ideas. 
 
Activity C: 
 
Essential Questions: 
How do I overcome obstacles in making my story visual? 
 

• Work on animations, get individual direction.   
 
Learning purpose:  Time spent neck deep in a creative process is 
essential for the artists pleasure, growth, and the outcome.  Once 
exposed to the program, it’s up to the students to make what they 
want (with in the rubric and other parameters, of course)  
 
Activity D: 
 
Essential Questions:   
What have we learned?  Were we successful in our goal?  What 
would we do differently?  What were the obstacles?  If they were 
overcome, how? 
 

• Each student will present their video to the class.   
• Each student will explain their video 
• Other students will comment.   
• After all the presentations students will write “artist 

statements”. 
• Goal is one paragraph answering, concisely, what is your story 

about?  Why do you want to tell that story?  How did you tell 
it?   

• Show example artist statements.   



 
Homework:  Write an artist statement containing 1/ what each 
element symbolizes to them.  2/ in words tell what visually happens 
in the animation 3/ what this is a metaphor for  
 
Learning purpose:  By showing their work to the class students are 
implicitly pressured to do their best.  By having to explain 
themselves and give each other comments they are learning how to 
critique—give feedback, and take it.  By writing a statement they are 
learning how to articulate what they have visualized.   These life 
skills of public presentation, critical thinking, and writing are 
helpful to every student, span all disciplines, and are useful 
everyday.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Grading rubric:   
 
Name:  
Criteria   (0)  (4)  (8)  (10) 
Sketchbook 
Homework 
Assignment 

Did not do it. Did parts well. 
Or did all parts 
poorly.   
 

Concept well 
developed. Could 
be more through.   
 

Very through, 
interesting and 
thoughtful.   

Storyboarding and 
Planning 

Did not utilize 
storyboard during 
process or 
storyboard is 
incomplete. 

Basic storyboard. 
Does not indicate 
the dialogue or set 
changes. 
Referred to 
storyboard during 
project building 
process. 

Strong storyboard 
that indicates the 
dialogue and set 
changes. 
Storyboard used as 
a guideline for 
project 
development. 

Fully developed 
storyboard that 
includes dialogue, 
set changes, and 
camera directions. 
Is organized in 
coherent pieces. 
Used storyboard 
extensively during 
project 
development for 
goal-setting, 
organization and 
task assignment. 

Character and 
Background 
Development 

No lead characters 
are defined. 
Confusing. 
Did not fit into the 
storyline.  
Aesthetic principles 
are ignored; 
elements used in 
poor fashion. 

Characters are 
random not scaled 
to the size of the 
set.  
Some aesthetic 
choices work, but 
some don’t support 
the content. 

The characters 
aligned with the 
storyline, matched 
the scale of the set 
and are detailed and 
appropriate to the 
story. 
Good use of 
aesthetic principles; 
elements reinforce 
the content 

Fully developed 
characters –
intricate detailing 
and appropriate to 
the story.  
Exceptional 
attention to 
aesthetic principles; 
elements enrich the 
content 
 

Personal expression 
and originality 

No voice or 
originality, no 
evidence of new 
thought. 

Content largely 
based on others’ 
ideas with some 
original thought. 

Project based on 
others’ ideas, but 
extended with new 
and personal 
insights 

Exceptional 
inventiveness.  
Content is fresh and 
original and 
expresses ideas or 
feelings of student. 

Final Animation and 
movement 

No movement or 
movement 
extensively 
interferes with 
concept. Not 
coherent story is 
not evident. 
Animation is 
extremely choppy. 

Average sense of 
timing.  Some 
actions not 
appropriately 
overlapped. Story is 
evident. 
Animation is 
choppy – movement 
is not smooth. No 
sounds or music. 

Good sense of 
timing.  Movement 
enhances message. 
Animation follows 
the story. 
Characters move 
smoothly. 
Music and sound 
effects are a part of 
the animation. Title 
and credits are 
added to the 
animation. 

Excellent sense of 
timing, overlapping 
action. Animation is 
very smooth. Story 
is followed and is 
very clear. Voices, 
music and sound 
effects are a part of 
the animation and 
are relevant to the 
story. Titles and 
credits are well 
designed and 
appropriate to the 
“look” of the 
animation. 

Points Earned for 
animation 1:  
 
_______________ / 
(out of 50 points) 

    

Points Earned for 
animation 2:  
 
_______________ / 
(out of 50 points) 

    

 
 
 



 
 
Concept map: 
 

 


