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Introduction
This book grew out of the experience of observing teachers, 
students and artists interacting together in many different 
environments. We, Karla Sánchez and Els Dietvorst were 
part of the first Living Arts Project initiative run by Wexford 
Arts Centre and Wexford County Council. A project that 
aims to provide children with an understanding and appre-

ciation of contemporary visual art by plac-
ing an artist in residence for fifteen weeks 
at schools throughout the county.
We both had previous experience in various educational 
contexts in Ireland and abroad. After our second and third 
years participating in the Living Arts program (Els as a 
resident artist, Karla as an advisor) we both had a desire to 
create extra aids for teachers to use. 

After presenting the results of a year and a half of 
research, we were commissioned to create these booklets 
supported by the Creative Ireland Programme. 

Both of us share a profound respect and admiration for 
primary school teachers, whose task is to stand in front 
of a class every single day, lead, and inspire new genera-
tions. We also regard artists highly. Particularly those very 
committed individuals, who amongst other things, show us 
alternative ways to look at the world.

We decided to work with a group of artists who have 
several years of experience in the challenging task of teach-
ing art in primary schools. The artists we worked with are 
Orla Bates, David Begley, Clare Breen, and Laura Ní Fhlai-
bhín. 

This book also has its origins in a shared concern about 
the future of the world and an interest in how art can help 
us understand our environment and ourselves better. 
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We are both parents, and we try to raise our kids keeping 
creativity, curiosity, kindness, and imagination as the high-
est values. We regard these as fundamental qualities that 
can help everyone survive and thrive even in the most chal-
lenging of environments. We have witnessed how living in 
these values can shape girls and boys into caring, sharing, 
loving and eff ective human beings who can also have a criti-
cal stand before an ever changing and complicated world. 

This project hopes to illustrate how art can be a valuable 
tool in primary school education. The openness and fl ex-
ibility that art processes allow are great avenues where to 
explore all other disciplines. Art classes can be the loom in 
which to weave subjects as diverse as geography, mathe-
matics, history and ethics. 

We hope this book can inspire and help everyone who 
reads it to use art in diff erent and exciting new ways. We are 
very much interested in encouraging teachers to use art as 
a process without placing too much emphasis on a fi nished 
product. A process based on dialogue and connection be-
tween pupils and teachers often produces outstanding and 
unexpected results.

We believe that all the arts- poetry, music, literature, 
dance, visual arts (including fi lm and photography)- should 
be a priority in every school. There is room for artists to 
have a more active role in contemporary Irish society and 
education, every school could benefi t from having an artist 
in residence.
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“Take me to a place
where the trees are black 

and the sky is pink.
Where the moon smiles bright,

and the earth starts to sing.”
Come to the Fire

traditional Girl Scout song
(Belgium)
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Our team
Karla Sánchez – Editor
Karla Sánchez has worked as curator, teacher, program 
officer, strategic planner, artistic advisor and farmer. After 
completing an MA in Art History & Museum Studies sup-
ported by a Fulbright grant, she further enhanced her 
education by doing internships and working at museums 
both in her native Mexico and the USA. Since her arrival to 
Ireland in 2004, she has been actively involved in the arts. 
She has participated in numerous educational, research, 
and curatorial projects at Wexford Arts Centre and served 
on the board of several art organizations. She passionately 
believes in the power education has to transform lives. 

Els Dietvorst – Co-editor
Els Dietvorst is a Belgian artist, filmmaker and shepherd 
who lives and works in Wexford, Ireland. She is a socially 
engaged artist who uses dialogue, experiment and intuition 
as her main artistic strategies. Her work focuses on commu-
nication, collaboration and social conflict. She is also an ex-
perienced lecturer at universities in Belgium and Ireland. To 
Dietvorst works of art can leave the representative, symbol-
ic domain and provide strategies for actions in society. In a 
world dominated by capitalism and inequality, Els Dietvorst 
searches for alternatives, for hope.
 
Clare Breen – Invited Artist & Illustrator
Clare Breen is a visual artist whose practice and research is 
relational, with a long-term focus on developing opportuni-
ties for open dialogue with and through art, and facilitating 
access to contemporary art for everyone, especially chil-
dren. Clare completed a Master’s in Education in the Arts 
at the Piet Zwart Institute in the Netherlands (2016) and 
worked as a member of the Chorus at documenta14 in Ath-
ens (2017). In 2018 she was awarded an artist bursary from 
the Arts Council of Ireland for her work with Education, 
Children and Young People. She has been artist in residence 
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at VISUAL Arts Center, Carlow since September 2018, 
developing education programming. In 2019 Clare was an 
associated artist researcher with the THRIECE Partnership, 
an Erasmus+ project developing relational, inclusive and 
holistic approaches to practice in early childhood educa-
tion.
 
Laura Ní Fhaibhín – Invited Artist
Laura Ní Fhlaibhín is a visual artist from Gorey, Co. Wex-
ford. She completed her Master’s in Fine Arts from Gold-
smiths University London in August 2019 with a First Class 
Honours with Distinction. She graduated from the National 
College of Art and Design, Dublin with a First Class Hon-
ours in Fine Art Paint. Laura is also a qualified primary 
teacher, part-time lecturer in First year Studies at N.C.A.D., 
guest lecturer at Marino Institute of Education and Creative 
Associate with the Irish Arts Council, Creative Ireland initia-
tive. She has also facilitated participative projects, happen-
ings and publications through Wexford Arts Office Outreach 
programmes.

Orla Bates – Invited Artist
Órla Bates is a visual artist whose practice centres on 
drawing; with a particular focus on drawing as a means of 
thinking, seeing and inventing.  Órla studied Fine Art at 
Limerick School of Art and Design and graduated in 2000 
with a BA in Printmaking followed by a Higher Diploma in 
Art and Design Education at NCAD.   She has exhibited 
extensively throughout Ireland. Alongside her art practice 
Orla has worked broadly in art education over the past 
fifteen years.  She was selected for The Living Arts Project 
in 2014, 2018 and 2019.  Orla is a specialist on the Heritage 
in Schools scheme, developing and delivering art education 
projects about the natural world in primary schools.  Orla 
has recently begun work as a Creative Associates on Cre-
ative Schools initiative.  Other publications she has written 
include Primary Printmaking, Hands On: Crafts in the Class-
room.

David Begley – Invited Artist
David Begley is a visiting lecturer at universities in Ire-
land and Wales and teaches regular workshops to adults 
throughout the South East. He has presented his body of 
work at galleries and festivals nationally and internationally 
since 1996 and has facilitated visual art projects to all ages 
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for over twenty years. In schools he works through the me-
diums of charcoal drawing, print, painting, collage, anima-
tion and story. The first lesson he uses in every class is “The 
Circle Exercise,” a practice-based holistic methodology de-
veloped by him. Its aim is to give each child confidence and 
trust in their unique ability and create clear communication 
between teacher and pupil.

Colm O’Neill – Graphic Designer
Colm O’Neill is a lecturer at I.T. Carlow, designer and 
researcher working in Carlow, Rotterdam and Brussels. His 
work is concerned with mediations of digital literacy through 
graphical, user and programmatic interfaces. The research 
and practices that result follow the ideals of free and open 
source development models. He is particularly interested in 
questions of copyright and free culture.
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How to use these lessons ? 

How & Who
The lessons are divided into five books, one with all the 
fundamentals needed throughout the year and one for 
every season: Spring, Summer, Autumn and Winter. Ideally 
one should choose a project and complete all the lessons 
included in it. This would enable one’s students to look at a 
subject in depth and allow time to develop a good reflective 
process. 

Yet, we understand the nature of teaching and we know 
that there will be times when a teacher will prefer to only 
use one or two lessons within a specific project. Or there 
might be occasions when a teacher will want to do a project 
or lesson from one book during a different season, that is 
perfectly ok too. 

The book on fundamentals includes how to create a 
notebook, how to create painting tools, as well as aware-
ness and warm-up exercises that can come in handy at any 
time of the year. We would strongly recommend using these 
lessons at least once. 
We want all these projects and lessons to be used. Please 
feel free to do whatever best suits you and your class. 

The design of the books will allow you to print them 
either separately or in its entirety for you to create your own 
book. This can be yet another project to do with your class, 
should you choose to.  
 

Who are these books for ?
These books are primarily meant for school teachers; how-
ever, we would like to encourage anyone with an interest 
in art and education to use them in other contexts. Artists, 
parents, people who run workshops, art institutions, etc. 

We organised the content in such a way that allows for 
flexibility. Most lessons are suitable for a diverse range of 
ages, from 1st class to 6th class. There are projects of short 
duration (1 or 2 lessons) and longer projects (6 to 8 lessons). 

Feel free to use the lessons as inspiration to create your 
own.
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Foundations: Awareness 
Exercises 

The Mirror Duration: 10 mins
– Ask children to stand in two lines op-
posite one another, each child looking 
directly into the eyes of the child facing 
them. 
– Those in line A are the subjects; those 
in line B, are the mirrors. 
– Each subject undertakes a series of 
movements and changes of expression, 
which her/his mirror must copy, right 
down to the smallest detail. 
– The subject should not be the enemy 
of his/her mirror – the exercise is not 
a competition, nor is the idea to make 
sharp movements which are impossible 
to follow; on the contrary, the idea is to 
seek a perfect synchronisation of move-
ment, so that the mirror may reproduce 
the subject’s gestures as exactly as 
possible. 
– The degree of accuracy and synchro-
nisation should be such that an outside 
observer would not be able to tell who 
was leading and who was following. All 
movements should be slow and each 
movement should follow on naturally 
from the last. 
– It is equally important that the partici-
pants be attentive to the smallest detail, 
whether of bodily or facial expression.
 

Knowledge is equal to the body, emo-
tions and social connections. Some of 
these are games I developed myself, 
while others come from the Arsenal of 
the Theatre of the Oppressed. They 
start with the idea that the human being 
is an indivisible whole: ideas, emotions 
and sensations are all permanently 
interwoven. 
There are warm-up exercises to get the 
energy up, there are some designed 
to appease and relax, others to tune 
awareness to another person’s body, 
and there are games designed to ignite 
critical questioning

by Clare Breen et al.
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as a team. Advise them that if they need 
to stop they should just stop the pen 
but remember not to lift as that would 
probably make them look at the page to 
fi nd their point. 
- Ask them to go slow so that their hand 
can travel at the same speed as their 
eyes, and also so that they really look at 
as much detail as possible.
- Because they are not looking at the 
paper or lifting their pen they will have 
lines that don’t exist on the object and 
that is ok. Things may not match up and 
that is ok too. Contour drawings have a 
questioning nature. 
- Contour drawings are quick. In the be-
ginning children might decide they are 
fi nished after a minute. Encourage stu-
dents to slow down with each drawing.
- The drawing carries on for as long as 
the looking continues. Give a time limit 
and encourage students to continue un-
til time is up. This time can be extended 
further with each drawing
- Repeat this exercise a few times on the 
same piece of paper

- Show students how to do blind con-
tour drawing. The focus of the exercise 
is on looking, not worrying about the 
fi nished drawing. There are two rules:
• You must look at your object the entire 
time and not your drawing
• You must keep your pen in contact 
with the page at all times
- Set up your object on the table in front 
of you.
- You can provide cardboard squares 
with a hole that can slot over the pen. 
This will cover part of the paper, block-
ing children from looking at the draw-
ing. Or you can just request that chil-
dren do their very best not to peek!
- Pick a point on the object that your eye 
will start travelling from. 
- Get your pen ready on the paper so 
that you will have enough space to work 
on the page. 
- Explain to children it is important that 
they work in silence and they all start at 
the same time you will. 
- Start drawing. Explain kids that as 
their eyes travel along the contours of 
the object their hand will move simulta-
neously. Hand and eyes work together 

Blind Contour Drawing
Duration: 15mins
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Circle with numbers
Duration: 10 mins
– Ask class to stand in a big circle facing 
one another. 
– Ask them to count from one to ten, 
but only one person must say a number 
at a time. The group can only commu-
nicate with one another through eye 
contact. 
– If two people say one number at the 
same time they must start again at one. 
– This can take a long time. 

How would you move if…?
Duration: 10 mins
- Ask children to stand up and make a 
circle around you. 
- Instruct students to move slowly in 
the direction you want, ask them: how 
would you move if you were a … (walrus, 
monkey, washing machine, caterpillar, 
monster truck, if you had no bones, feet 
made of magnets, if you had a secret 
power, etc.) 
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Building a soundscape for a space,
developed by Raluca Croitoiru
Duration: 15 mins
- Make a list of public environments on 
pieces of paper, for example a super-
market, an airport, a school, a cafe, a 
swimming pool. Fold these up and put 
in a bowl. 
– Split the children into groups of 4/5 
and let each group select a piece of 
paper. 
– They should spread out across the 
room and take a few minutes to come 
up with the kinds of sounds they would 
fi nd in this place, they should practice 
how to make these sounds with their 
bodies and decide a sequence to per-
form them to the entire class.
– The groups should take turns per-
forming these soundscapes to the 
rest of the class, groups get points for 
guessing correctly. 
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The Circle of Knots
Duration: 10 mins
- Make an ‘elastic circle’: ask children 
to join hands to form a ring and then 
move apart until only their fi ngers are 
touching, while their bodies continue 
to move as far away as possible. After 
a few moments, ask them to do the 
opposite and cluster together in the 
middle, trying to occupy as little space 
as possible. 
- Make a circle again, holding hands. 
The children must not change their grip 
or loosen it for the duration of the entire 
exercise. One child starts to move for-
ward, pulling her/his neighbours after 
him/her (always slowly, without vio-
lence, with a light touch) and they travel 
over or under the hands of the children 
opposite, as if tying a knot. 
- Then a second child does the same, 
then another, then two or three at a 
time, over or under, till everyone has 
made all the ‘knots’ possible, and 
every-one is so tangled that no one can 
move any more.
- Now, very slowly and without violence, 
and above all, in silence, without words, 
and still without unlinking hands, every-
one tries to untangle the chain and get 
back to their original positions– which is 
sometimes achieved. 
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The Great Game of Power
For this activity all children sit in a 
semi-circle on the fl oor in front of a 
table, six chairs and a bottle. These are 
arranged in a line, in no particular or-
der. First of all, ask children to come up 
one at a time and arrange the objects 
to make one chair become the most 
powerful object, in relation to the other 
chairs, the table and the bottle. Any of 
the objects can be moved or placed on 
top of each other, or on their sides, or 
whatever, but none of the objects can 
be removed altogether from the space. 
The group will run through a great num-
ber of variations in the arrangement. 
Then, when a suitable arrangement 
has been arrived at, an arrangement in 
which, by group consensus, one chair 
is clearly the most powerful object, a 
participant is asked to enter the space 
and move the bottle to the most power-
ful position. 
– This can be repeated a number of 
times, depending on how many ideas 
the group has. 
– Finally, one child is invited to enter 
and take up the most powerful position, 
without moving anything. 
– Encourage children to agree, disagree 
and to explain why.

Embodying Objects Game
developed by Kari Robertson 
Duration: 15 mins
– Write the names of easily identifi able 
objects that are commonly found at 
home, in schools or in the workplace, 
on pieces of paper eg: a toaster, a drill, 
an umbrella, a packet of chips, a table 
and chairs, etc.... fold these up and 
place them in a bowl.
– Divide children into groups of four ask 
them to pick an object from the bowl.
– Ask them to split up across the room 
and fi gure out together how to “em-
body” this object/ or act it out without 
words.
– Invite groups to take turns to “per-
form” this object to the class, while the 
rest guess what they could be.
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- Ask each child to take a pencil or 
pastel and an empty sheet of paper (the 
larger the better.)
- Instruct them to draw a line anywhere 
on the page. Ask them to have a look 
at this mark, without letting go of their 
pencil, and then close their eyes. 
- Invite them to continue this line to 
describe the following story: 

imagine at the tip of your pencil some-
one sitting on a tiny bicycle…the bicycle 
is rolling along on a road, it is lovely and 
smooth, the sun is shining, …it starts to 

get bumpy, so much gravel…little holes…
some briars…The bike bumps along, you 
come to a hill, you start to toll down, 
the hill is too steep…oh my gosh! The 
bike is going too fast… oh no, the brakes 
are not working… a fl y has fl own into 
the person’s eye, ewwwww… the little 
buggy’s legs won’t come out… the bicycle 
crashes into a tree! Smash! You tumble 
off  the bike into a river! The current is 
too strong, you managed to get over the 
watery edge but now you are sooo light, 
a gust of wind takes you, blowing away, 
into the wind, then into a cloud.

A textural story line
Duration: 10 mins
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Gymnastics for the Brain
By Karla Sánchez, based 
on the work of Luz Maria 

Ibarra and her book 
“Aprende mejor con Gim-

nasia Cerebral.”

These exercises connect both hemispheres and help prepare 
mind and body to learn. They also stimulate creativity. 

Duration: 1 – 5 minutes each
Suitability: Appropriate for all class levels. 
Materials: None

Nose and Ear
- Ask children to grab their nose with their left hand whilst 
grabbing their left earlobe with their right hand. Make sure 
they grab their ear and nose with a light touch using their 
index fi nger and thumb. 
- Ask them to clasp their hands. 
- Ask them to repeat as before the nose and ear grabbing 
from the fi rst step, but his time grabbing their nose with 
their right hand and their right earlobe with their left hand. 
- Repeat 5 – 10 times.

Triangles and Sticks
- Invite children to draw a stick with both hands. Starting 
at the top, they have to use their hands or index fi ngers to 
draw a stick vertically downwards. Then they should return 
to the top. Each stick requires them to perform two move-
ments. Let them practice this several times with their left 
hand mirroring the actions of their right hand. 
- Ask them to practice drawing triangles with both hands. 
Starting at the top, they have to use their hands or index fi n-
gers to draw right angle triangles. Then they have to return 
to the starting position at the top. Each triangle requires 
them to perform three movements. Let them practice sev-
eral times with their left hand mirroring the actions of their 
right hand. 
- Once they have mastered mirroring each side let them try 
some bilaterally asymmetrical movements. For a count of 
six, starting with both hands at the top, ask them to draw 
three sticks with one hand and two triangles with the oppo-
site hand. On the sixth count both hands need to return to 
the starting position at the top. 
- Ask them to repeat but using the opposite hands to per-
form their triangles and sticks. 
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- Repeat making triangles as big as possible, then as small 
as possible.

Eye exercises 
These connect the entire brain, activate the neural terminals 
and stimulate creativity.
- Ask students to repeat each movement three times. They 
have to make sure to fi nish the exercise at the point where 
they started.

Movement 1
- Ask children to move their eyes (the 
eyes only, not the head) in circles, 
starting from the right. After they do it 
three times they have to do circles in 
the opposite direction. 

Movement 2 
- Invite students to draw triangles with 
their eyes, starting at the top, then 
moving to the left, then the right and 
back to the top. Once they have done 
it three times they need to do them in 
the opposite direction. 

Movement 3 
- Ask students to draw a square with 
the eyes. Three times in one direction, 
three times in the other. 

Movement 4
- Invite children to draw an “X” with 
their eyes, three times in one direc-
tion, three times in the other.

Tense and Relax 
This exercise helps reduce stress and improves concentra-
tion.
- Invite students to sit comfortably, with their back straight, 
without crossing the legs. 
- Ask them to tense the muscles of the feet, put the heels 
together, then the knees, then tense their legs, their stomach, 
their chest and their shoulders. 
- Ask them to make fi sts with their hands, tense their hands 
and their arms. Then their necks, mouths, teeth, eyes, even 



Book 1: introduction and foundations

31

tensing the scalp. 
- Once their entire body is completely tense, invite them to 
breath in, hold for ten seconds, while they continue to tense 
everything.
- After those ten seconds let the air out while relaxing every 
part of the body. 

Peter Pan 
This exercise aids the memory, it also activates the auditive 
mechanism.
- Ask children to take their own ears by their top ends, gen-
tly. 
- Ask them to slowly pull up and backwards, taking care not 
to hurt themselves. 
- Invite them to hold the position for twenty seconds.
- Take a brief break.
- Repeat three times. 
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Making a notebook and  
learning how to keep one

Duration: 90 minutes
Suitability: 1st – 6th classes 
Materials:
- A3 paper (newsprint is a cost effective solution, or sugar 
paper) 8 sheets per child 
- Heavy Card (160 gr/m2 minimum) 1 sheet per child
- A long stapler
- Paint, brushes, water, rags
- Scrap paper for protection

Integration Opportunities:
- S.P.H.E.: Making and keeping a notebook fosters 
self-knowledge. It also encourages self-confidence by al-
lowing children to practice their writing and drawing skills.  
- Literacy: a variety of writing activities can be developed 
alongside the project, children could write an autobiography 
as their selected animal/ object/ plant, alien etc.

Tips: 
- Notebook practice is essential for every artist. Notebooks 
come in every shape or size, even on computer files. Almost 
everyone working in the arts, whether it is visual arts, the-
atre, performance, literature or music, will keep some kind 
of notebook.  
- Notebooks gradually become an extension of an artist. 
They use its pages to document, plan and think through 
ideas They can also record images, practice drawing, and 
test materials.  
- Notebooks should be used as working tools, they are not 
finished works for publication.  
- One week before the project, ask the children to consider 
the question: “If I wasn’t a human, what would I be?”. Ex-
plain that whatever they choose should reflect some of their 
best qualities.  

Project Aim: to create a notebook, to understand and encourage the practice of 
keeping a notebook.
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Introduction: 15 mins
- Bring everyone to a seated position, still in a circle.   
Re-introduce the question at the heart of the activity:

- Talk to the children about the question, offer suggestions 
and discuss the abilities they just explored with their bodies 
in the warm-up activity. Choose something for yourself as 
an example. (Consider this carefully!) 
- Make a small presentation of notebook resources. Explain 
the importance of keeping a notebook. Point out these note-
books will not be assessed but they should be used, shared, 
and talked about. 
- Explain to students that they will make their own note-
book with the portrait of their imagined selves on the cover. 
Highlight how their choice has to reflect some of their best 
qualities.  
- Ask children to write a list of their qualities and think of 
what they would like to be. (Keep this sheet of paper, it can 
be glued into the new notebook when it is complete.)
 
Development: 40 mins 
- Give each child 8 light sheets (to make a 16 page note-
book) and one heavy card sheet.  
- Instruct them to fold these in half and insert them into one 
another, with the heavy card “cover” on the outside.  
- Staple the sheets together.  
- Ask each child to bring their notebook to their table and 
open it flat. Instruct students to draw their portrait on the 
front cover. They should situate the character they chose 
within an ideal environment. 
 

- Show children examples of the practice of keeping a note-
book:
http://www.exhibit905.info/throughthesketchbook/1000journals.htm

-The warm-up requires a large open space, outside or in a 
hall. It is designed to help children think about themselves, 
their physical abilities and limitations. 

Warm-up: 10 mins
How would you move if → see awareness exercises, p. 21 
 

If you were not a human, what would you be? You can choose an animal, a plant, 
an object, an alien, a monster, but it should reflect some of your most important 
qualities.
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Conclusion: 25 mins
- Painted covers should be carefully left on a rack to dry. 
The following day they should be taken out and pressed for 
the rest of the week as they will become wrinkled. 
- Direct an open conversation about who we are, what each 
one enjoys doing, what our personality traits or character-
istics are, who in our family we share similarities with, what 
our friends like about us, etc. 
- Allow 10 mins for the children to write an account of the 
class. This paper, along with the one where they wrote their 
list of qualities, should be glued into their notebook. 

It is often diffi  cult to open children’s drawings style up, especially as they get a little 
older, being precise and keeping inside the lines often becomes a major goal. This 
can lead to a lack of experimentation and active observation in drawing.

We need to focus on developing skills in observational drawing, while also stimulat-
ing children to become aware of, take pride in, and develop their own unique style.

Notes for using their notebook
- Children should have their own prittstick, scissors, pencils 
(hb and 2b/3b), oil pastels, markers and colouring pencils
- Keep a collage box in the classroom with scrap papers/ 
magazine (with images and not so many ads) that are collect-
ed constantly that children can use and take care of. 
- Each week a simple process can be added to the notebook-
ing practice: stapling, pinning, clipping, glueing, sewing, etc.
- If the children have diff erent ideas about a research topic 
they can write/ draw and refl ect in this notebook. 
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Duration: 2 lessons, 60 mins each
Suitability: suitable for all class levels
Materials: 
- Masking tape and or/duct tapes in a range of bright fun 
colours (one roll for every 4 students) 
- Tree Branches and twigs of many sizes- (at least one for 
each student)  
- A range of natural materials-leaves, feathers, sponges, 
shells,  
- Discarded materials-old tea towels, milk carton lids, old 
toothbrushes, old cutlery, plastic food packaging, polysty-
rene etc.  
- Scissors  
- Ink or classroom poster paints mixed with water,  
- A selection of paper-old wallpaper, wrapping paper, cereal 
boxes, non-texture cardboard etc.  
- Old, clean yoghurt pots as containers.  

Drawing tools

This project was com-
piled using material from 

lessons by artists Laura Ni 
Fhlaibhín and Clare Breen.

Project aim: to learn about materials and mark making. Children will be challenged 
to create their own original drawing tool, using a range of natural and discarded 
materials. Students will be reminded of the creative possibilities in making their 
own tools, rather than buying drawing tools and contributing to consumption of 
plastics etc. Children will then experiment with drawing with their tool, using inks 
or deleted paint. The fun and inventive potential in developing a sustainable out-
look will be developed in this project. 

Integration Opportunities:
- Literacy: children can write the procedural steps involved 
in the creation of their drawing tool.
- History: Stone Age: students can gain inspiration from 
Stone Age tools and making processes. 
- Green Schools: collection reusable materials, plastic waste 
streams. 

Tips:
- Students and the wider school community can be asked 
to gather a range of natural and discarded materials for the 
weeks leading up to this project. A large cardboard box is 
useful to collect the materials.
- Lay out the materials on a spare table or two, or on the 
floor. Explain the expectations for the lesson; students are 
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welcome to explore the materials but must keep them tidy 
for others to enjoy. 
- Large plastic water bottles can be used to store the tools in 
between lessons- carefully cut the bottle in two, mindful of 
any sharp plastic. 
- You can make up your own story line for the warm-up ex-
ercise in lesson 1. Just make sure to include lots of changes 
in pace. (Encourage them to create texture with their pencil/
pastel to mimic the energy of the story.) 
- For lesson 2 old wallpaper is really useful for large scale 
drawings and can also often be found in charity shops. Roll 
out a large section (2-3 metres) of the plain reverse side of 
the wallpaper and generously secure with lots of masking 
tape. I ask students to help me in preparing the rolls on the 
ground. Masking tape can just be torn off  by hand rather 
than using scissors. 
- Black drawing ink can be used but regular classroom post-
er paint, diluted with a little water is perfect too. 
- This activity is wonderful for outdoors weather permitting, 
with the wallpaper rolls taped to the ground.
- An unusual and eye-catching classroom display can be 
created by hanging the drawing tools with strings.
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Lesson 1: Making an experimental
drawing tool

Introduction: 15 mins
- Introduce the project challenge to the students: ask them 
to create drawing tools using a selection of materials. Each 
student will be given a tree branch or twig as the basis for 
their tool. 
- Discuss with the students the range of materials on dis-
play. Talk about the possibilities of diff erent materials: “how 
could you use an egg carton as a drawing tool? What would 
happen if we cut the carton into strips?” How could we 
attach the strips to our branch? Etc. 
- Give one long, think stick (between 50 and 80 cm) for each 
two children. Ask them to attach their pencil to this stick 
with masking tape.
- Flip the pages the children used for the warm-up activity 
and ask children to make some quick drawings holding the 
stick at the top. This will be diffi  cult to use. There are sev-
eral variations they can try: attaching 2 pencils/markers or 
any combination of drawing tools to the stick. 

Development: 25 mins
- Give a short demonstration of how various materials make 
diff erent kinds of marks. This can be simply shown live in 

Warm-up: 10 mins
A textural story line → see awareness exercises, p.26
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the class with some carefully selected materials. 
- Ask students to select some materials to create their tool.
- Invite them to use scissors to prepare their drawing tool- 
cut feathers or leaves, cut plastic into strips etc. 
- As children pause to refl ect on their work, lead a discus-
sion with the entire class on the activity and ask students to 
share their ideas. Allow children to explore and make their 
drawing tools. They can attach the materials to the sticks, 
but this may not be necessary. 
- Encourage them to do a ’studio tour’, looking at the work 
of each other in a respectful way, as artists look at each 
other’s work in an artist’s studio. 
- Ask students to continue to work on their tool until com-
pletion. Children can attach their names to the tools using 
masking tape. 

Conclusion: 10 minutes
- Invite students to gather in a circle with their completed 
tool. Ask them to discuss a technique they used in this ac-
tivity, such as cutting plastic.
- Assign a couple of students to collect the tools and put 
them in storage for the next lesson. 
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Warm-up: 10 mins
- Share and discuss with students a selection of images by 
artists - the focus is on experimental approaches to drawing 
and making marks. 
- Ask children to get up and active on the spot to some mu-
sic for 30 seconds to stretch out the body! 
 
Introduction: 10 mins
- Distribute to each child the drawing tools created in the 
previous lesson.
- Ask children to check their tool is still intact, invite them to 
re-assemble with masking tape if needed. 
- Pass out ink/watered-down paint to the class. 

Development: 30 mins
- Try one or more of these options: 

Lesson 2: Drawing with their tool

Outdoors on a large scale: children work in groups and draw onto taped wallpaper, 
experimenting with mark making with their tool. Children will dip their tool into a 
container of ink or diluted paint. Students will take turns to explore different marks 
they can make onto the paper with their tool.
Indoors on a large scale: Children will explore the same process as above, but 
in the classroom or school hall. Note: Ink can stain carpets so perhaps consider 
diluted paint instead!
Small scale: Children can explore mark-making individually with a range of un-
usual paper sources, such as the inside of cereal boxes, old newspapers etc. They 
should also make two pages of mark making experimenting in their notebooks. 

- Ask children to swap drawing tools to experience a wide 
range of mark-making possibilities. 

Conclusion: 10 mins
- Discuss with children their experiences and the types of 
marks they created using the drawing tools. Which were 
more easy/difficult? Introduce descriptive vocabulary for the 
kinds of materials and the way they behave, mention absor-
bency of materials, the texture, whether they are organic or 
man-made.
- Take 5 minutes for children to write an account of the pro-
cess and make some drawing in their notebooks. 
- Encourage children to share their ideas for future drawing 
tools they can create using sustainable materials. 
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The Circle Exercise
by David Begley This is a short, energetic, drawing exercise using charcoal. It 

is intended to foster confidence, dexterity and fun. It creates 
trust in the creative process and in the child’s individual ap-
proach to a simple creative task. 

The circle is an instinctive and easily drawn shape which 
encourages fluidity and, through repetition, overcomes draw-
ing inhibitions.

Children will make a variety of lines and marks from the 
wobbly, light, graceful or bold. They will draw in all sizes, 
thicknesses and be hesitant at times. Praise all of these as 
unique ways of drawing so that children can learn from each 
other’s marks.  

Duration: 60 minutes  
Suitability:  Appropriate for all class levels.  
Materials: 
- Charcoal, eraser, kitchen roll and A3 paper. 
- Torch, polystyrene ball. 
 
Integration Opportunities: 
- History: This provides a wonderful opportunity to discuss 
the circle in nature, art and invention. For example the story 
of the wheel across different civilizations. Also, the symbolic 
meaning and uses of the circle – mandalas, etc. 
- S.P.H.E: This exercise helps children develop self-aware-
ness, recognise their individual abilities and cope with 
change.  

Tips:
- For groups of more than ten, ideally have an assistant to 
monitor progress and guide children one to one. 
- Call out instructions and respond to results as they hap-
pen, respond to marks as they are found in order to dis-
cover more and varied marks. When giving instructions use 
adjectives such as: ‘Softer, lighter, darker, stronger, gentle, 

Project aim: To let children experiment and become familiar with charcoal. To 
enable children to understand line, light and shade. To develop students’ drawing 
skills, helping them to make a tonal chart from black through greys to white. To 
encourage children to use an eraser to draw light. To find new and unexpected 
ways to draw, and talk about them. 
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heavy, quiet, loud...’ in order for children to find new ways 
to draw. 
- Patterns of behaviour emerge through drawing circles – 
nervous participants may make tentative stuttering circles, 
these can be overcome by encouragement. 
Someone overly-cautious may draw a series of small, 
careful circles. A confident child will often draw a large bold 
circle. A sensitive child may make delicate lines, encourage 
these, and also their opposite. 
An excited child will draw quickly and get bored rapidly. 
Ask this child to breathe, to slow down, to draw slowly. This 
calms the child and allows them to harness their excitability, 
while grounding them. If they are not grounded, they may 
disrupt the other children and / or lose their own focus. 
If this happens, pause the exercise and ask all children to 
close their eyes and breathe. Explain that drawing begins 
with the heart - through breathing. From here it moves to 
the mind to instruct, and to the shoulder, from there to the 
elbow, from here to wrist, now to hand, now fingers. 
- Through looking at their drawings teachers can observe 
what each child needs and how they respond to instruction. 
Adapt your language to aid clear communication with each.

The circle exercise requires the facilitator to pay attention to the actions and re-
sponses of the child:  
Child is hesitant, encourage child to draw a wider circle. Person is over excited, will 
draw lots of circles over each other, encourage to breathe and slow down. Partici-
pant’s hand or wrist is tense, encourage to loosen their grip.

- To enable group fun and make the exercise part of ‘play’, 
ask children to draw a circle in the air. Shake out hands and 
arms, wiggle the fingers, draw a circle in the air with your 
foot. 
Tap your foot in time to a 4/4 beat. Call out this beat and 
explain drawing has a rhythm. Follow this with clapping. 
Interrupt circle drawing with these physical fun exercises so 
that children are less self-conscious of their drawing, and so 
they draw naturally and instinctively. 
 
To draw and think we must breathe. Compare drawing to 
a sport: practice improves our skills. Use this lesson as a 
guide and be willing to improvise. 
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Useful Links:
See charcoal drawings by Michael Wann
http://www.michaelwann.com/

David Begley - Breathe, charcoal animation 2014
https://davidbegley.com/animations.htm

Warm-up and introduction: 10 minutes 
- Introduce lesson as a fun drawing exercise to warm-up the 
hands. 
- Give each child 2 sheets of A3 cartridge paper, 1 sheet of 
good quality A3 drawing paper charcoal, eraser and tissue. 
Use front and back of paper. 
- Ask pupils to follow your instructions as quickly as possi-
ble. There is no right or wrong response. 
- Ask students to draw a big circle on the 1st sheet of car-
tridge: “Draw a circle as big as you like. Do it again. Bigger. 
Faster. Faster!” Walk around class as you instruct. Hold up 
children’s drawings as examples so that children discover 
from each other. Continue for 5 minutes. Notice and cele-
brate all the variants of circles. 

Development: 40 minutes
- Invite everyone to stand up. Ask them to draw a circle in 
the air. And again, slowly. Now with Both hands. Ask them 
to shake their hands, now elbows. Then to shake a leg. 
Expand on these physical exercises, encourage laughter! 
Demonstrate how to hold charcoal freely, like a drumstick. 
Drawing is not hand writing – we need the freedom of our 
shoulders, elbows and wrists to move. 
- Ask students to turn paper over. Ask them to draw a circle, 
then to wipe out their circles with their hand. Then to draw 
another circle on the same page. Repeat. Patterns will soon 
emerge: small careful circles, large ovals, round ones etc. 
Ask children to hold their drawings up for the class. Let 
everyone see. Notice how everyone’s circle is different. 
Celebrate this. 
- Ask children to wipe out their circles with their hand. Ask 
them to draw a circle with their eyes closed. Repeat. Most 
or many of the children’s circles will be more fluid, natural, 
more circular. Praise them. Let the children know they can 
all draw in their own way. We all have a natural ability to 
draw. When we allow ourselves to draw, we can. 
- Advice children to take the 2nd sheet of cartridge. Ask 
them to draw a circle with the hand they were not using be-
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fore, then swap hands. Repeat. There is no right or wrong. 
Now anti-clockwise. Repeat. Wipe out. Repeat. Repetition 
creates textures on children’s pages and may for some, 
prompt images. 
- Notice any unusual ‘accidental’ marks made by children 
caused by scratchy charcoal, fingerprints, smudges etc. 
Announce, praise and show these to class as they appear. 

[...] then swap hands. Repeat. There is no right or wrong. 
Now anti-clockwise. Repeat. Wipe out. Repeat...

Pin up discoveries as they happen. Ask children to make as 
many new marks as possible on their sheets. 
- Ask students to use the 3rd sheet (Good quality A3 draw-
ing paper) and write their name at the bottom of the page 
using an eraser. Then ask them to rub over the letters with 
dirty fingers until their name appears. Children will learn 
that the eraser leaves a rubber skin on the paper and that 
this can be used to make deeper blacks. 
- Invite pupils to fill the page with circles. Ask them to wipe 
out with tissue, leaving the paper grey. On this grey back-
ground invite them to make lines, any length or thickness. 
Ask to wipe out with tissue and repeat. Highlight the impor-
tance of making sure the entire page is grey – they can use 
their hand or tissue. Ask them to then erase the top third 
of page to white. Blacken bottom third. Now they will have 
white, grey and black.
- Ask them to stop drawing, then explain that to make black 
they have to cover area in charcoal then smudge to make 
grey, and cover again.
- To make white they need to rub out. Erasers are used to 
draw light.  
- Explain tone. 

Demonstration of light and shadow 
- Darken the room. Shine a torch on a large polystyrene ball 
in order to demonstrate light and shadow. Anything clos-
est to the light will be brightest, furthest will be in shadow. 
Discuss light, grey and black on the ball. 
- Draw a line down the left side of your three toned A3 
sheet, about 8cm from the paper edge. Divide this left edge 
into six boxes. Starting with black at the bottom, make 5 
grades of tone, from black to white. Mid grey in the middle. 
Now ask the children to blacken in the rest of the paper. 
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- Congratulate children on their discoveries. Encourage 
children to discuss what they’ve learned and how they might 
use these marks to create an imaginative composition. 

Imaginative composition 
Possible image to inspire: James Arthur O’Connor’s The 
Poachers, 1834. 
- Ask children to create a scene which includes a full moon, 
using their textured paper. Explain how below the moon 
there might be a sea, land, or island. Encourage them to 
imagine how the light of the moon will create light and shad-
ow on the elements below. Explain that as drawings evolve, 
they can add stars, clouds, a comet, mountains, trees, 
buildings, animals, etc. Drawings should include black, grey 
and white. 
- Instruct pupils to begin by leaving tonal charts on the left 
of the page and using an eraser to rub out light, then ask 
them to draw a full moon any size anywhere on their paper. 

Conclusion: 10 minutes 
- Invite children to clean up the space and hang up their 
drawings. Wash hands and faces. Ask children to close their 
eyes and breathe. Take time to discuss the exercise and 
refl ect on what was achieved. 
- Photograph a selection of works and use these images 
other sessions to discuss mark-making discoveries. Do this 
every session, making sure to encourage and rotate sample 
images so that all children are featured in presentations. 
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References, 
resources and 
further reading

References
–  Theatre of the Oppressed : Games for Actors and Non 
Actors, Augusto Boal 
https://www.deepfun.com/wp-content/uploads/2010/06/
Games-for-actors- and-non-actors...Augusto-Boal.pdf 
–  Philosophy for Children : Building a Community of Enqui-
ry http://philosophyireland.ie/resources/index 
–  Pauline Oliveros’ Deep Listening Exercises : Honing the 
ear and the listening body https://paulineoliveros.us/ 
–  RSVP Cycles – An outline for a constantly reflexive pro-
cess that deals with your resources: geographical, biologi-
cal, ecological, human (cultural) rather than trying to ignore 
or work around them.  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QbIi966lOLs 
–  Visual Thinking Strategies 
https://vtshome.org/research/ 
–  Paolo Freire 
–  Reggio Emilia Pre-schools 
–  Bell Hooks 
–  Carmen Morsch
- Luz María Ibarra, Aprende Mejor con Gimnasia Cerebral, 
Garnik, México, 1997.
- http://artsineducation.ie/en/home/

Resources
Websites
http://www.wexfordartscentre.ie/living-arts-project
https://www.wexfordcoco.ie/arts-and-culture/grants-sup-
ports-and-opportunities/living-arts-project-arts-and-edu-
cation
www.heritageinschools.ie
http://www.artscouncil.ie/creative-schools
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https://www.nationalgallery.ie/online-collection
https://www.museum.ie/The-Collections/Antiquities
https://www.museum.ie/Decorative-Arts-History/Exhibi-
tions/Current-Exhibitions/The-Way-We-Wore-(1)
https://imma.ie/collection/
http://www.rhagallery.ie/learn/
https://www.ria.ie/research-projects/art-and-architec-
ture-ireland
https://www.britishmuseum.org/learning/schools_and_
teachers/resources.aspx
https://www.tate.org.uk/art
https://www.moma.org/research-and-learning/
https://www.artic.edu/collection
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/
https://www.metmuseum.org/art/online-features/metkids/
explore/
https://vtshome.org
https://www.curriculumonline.ie/Primary/Curriculum-Ar-
eas/The-Arts-Education/Visual-Arts

Books
https://www.eva.ie/better-words-a-field-guide-to-contem-
porary-art-and-culture-2/
https://www.phaidon.com/store/art/vita-
min-d-9780714857138/
https://uk.phaidon.com/store/art/vitamin-c-clay-and-ce-
ramic-in-contemporary-art-9780714874609/
https://uk.phaidon.com/store/art/vita-
min-p2-9780714869421/
Art and Architecture in Ireland, Five volumes, 
Dorothy Walker, Modern Art in Ireland, The Lilliput Press, 
Brian Fallon, Irish Art 1830 – 1900, The Appletree Press, 

Materials
Good quality drawing paper 
- Fabriano 120g a3 pack of 100 sheets 
- Fabriano Rosaspina 220g in white or Ivory (for printmak-
ing)
- Recycled cartridge paper   - economical eco paper suitable 
for drawing, painting, printmaking in primary schools - Spe-
cialist Crafts
- Water-based, non-toxic Block printing ink  
- Cranfield Caligo Safe wash ink and Safe wash oil
Shops
- Klee Paper Dublin
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https://ecoland.com   (ecological office supplies, family 
owned business)
- Evans Art Supplies, Dublin
(Family owned business)
- Paper Assist Dublin 
www.paperassist.ie
- Specialist Crafts Ireland
www.specialistcrafts.ie
- Different Strokes Gorey
 https://ds-art.ie
- Recreate.ie
(All sorts of materials to be re-used, operates on a member-
ship model.)
- Jackson’s Art Supplies, London
https://www.jacksonsart.com
- Spectrum Art and Framing, Wexford town

Further Reading:
- Marziyah Panju, 7 Successful Strategies to Promote Emo-
tional Intelligence in the Classroom, Continuum, London, 
2008.
- Novel:  Ronia the Robber’s Daughter , Astrid Lindgren. 

Glossary of Terms
Hybrid: Plant or animal that has been produced from two 
different types of plant or animal, especially to get better 
characteristics. 
Something that is a mixture of two very different things. 
Monoprint: Monoprinting is a form of printmaking that has 
lines or images that can only be made once, unlike most 
printmaking, which allows for multiple originals. There are 
many techniques of mono-printing. Examples of standard 
printmaking techniques which can be used to make mono-
prints include lithography, woodcut, and etching.
Pollinator: A pollinator is an animal that moves pollen from 
the male anther of a flower to the female stigma of a flower. 
This helps to bring about fertilization of the ovules in the 
flower by the male gametes from the pollen grains.





Book 1: introduction and foundations

53

Acknowledgements 
and colophon
This publication was supported by the Creative Ireland 
Program.

We are grateful to the team of Curious Minds, in particu-
lar Clare Breen and Colm O’Neill for their commitment and 
dedication to this project. To artists Laura Ni Fhlaibín, Clare 
Breen, David Begley, and Orla Bates for willing to share 
their expertise in Art education.

We have to express our profound appreciation to Liz 
Burns, Arts Officer of Wexford County Council, and to  
Catherine Bowe, Visual Arts Manager of Wexford Arts Cen-
tre. Without their continued support this project would have 
never become a reality. 

We are also thankful for the ideas, suggestions and views 
expressed by all the teachers, artists, and other profession-
als that we interviewed and/or with whom we discussed the 
ideas for these booklets. Your advise was invaluable.

Thank you as well to Oisín O’Connel, for his comments 
on earlier versions of the booklets.

Any errors are own and should not tarnish the reputation 
of any of the artists and other professionals involved in the 
project.  

Curious minds is: Karla Sanchez, Els Dievorst, Clare 
Breen, Orla Bates, Laura Ní Fhaibhín, David Begley 
and Colm O’Neill.

All images and illustrations are by Clare Breen and are all 
licenced CC BY-NC-SA 4.0
Fonts in use are: Fredoka One by by Milena Brandao (Open 
Font License) and HK Grotesk by Alfredo Marco Pradil (SIL 
Open Font License 1.1) 



Curious minds

54



Book 1: introduction and foundations

55



Curious minds

56

Curious Minds — CC by NC SA 4.0 — 2020
with support from : 


