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The Art of Writing

Students record their ideas in pictures prior to writing.
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H
ow can art help students grow 

as writers? What are the simi-

larities between the creative 

processes used by visual artists 

and writers? By breaking down writing 

into traits and using art to teach those 

traits, you can help students increase 

their understanding of the components 

of writing so they’ll be better equipped 

to express their ideas through writing. 

Ideas Trait

Teaching students that ideas are all 

around us and everyone’s experiences 

and observations are valued helps writ-

ers develop confidence in their own 

ideas. Through discussing artworks, 

we can guide students to identify the 

messages and ideas artists and writ-

ers express through their medium. In 

addition, allowing students to record 

their ideas in pictures prior to writing 

is a means to unlock their self-expres-

sion.

Organization Trait

After generating ideas, many students 

struggle with organization. Providing 

graphic organizers and teaching orga-

nizational formats can help students 

shape their work. By sharing ways 

artists organize their artwork, such as 

underpinnings, thumbnail sketches, 

and maquettes, students learn that, 

like writers, artists use techniques to 

help them plan and organize projects.

Word Choice Trait

By making connections between an 

artist’s and a writer’s toolkit, the grow-

ing writer understands the craft tools 

they have for writing. Artists have 

the elements of art and principles of 

design, and writers have the elements 

of style and principles of grammar. 

Each choice impacts how the piece is 

received. Modeling with mentor text, 

students learn that the toolkits of both 

artists and writers contain repetition, 

use of white space, figurative lan-

guage, active verbs, and alliteration. 

Voice Trait

Voice is the author’s own inner-self 

that speaks to the reader. How can the 

voice trait be taught using artworks? 

Through studying the commonalities 

of an artist’s body of work, students 

learn to recognize characteristics of 

the artist. Two ways to teach this trait 

through art include:

• Describe similarities between paint-

ings by the same artist.

• Describe a painting, create a new 

title, and justify why the title fits the 

painting.

Sentence Fluency Trait

Sentence fluency is about rhythm and 

flow. How does the piece sound when 

read out loud? Are there places where 

the writer disrupted the flow? Students 

learn techniques writers use to create 

flow, such as varying sentence begin-

nings, length, and word choice. Three 

ways to teach this trait through art 

include:

• Discuss real-world objects that flow. 

• Analyze artworks for flow.

• Create artwork that demonstrates 

movement and flow through the use 

of lines, colors, and objects.

Jennifer Klein and Elizabeth Stuart Whitehead

By breaking down writing 

into traits and using art 

to teach those traits, you 

can help students increase 

their understanding of the 

components of writing. 
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Conventions Trait

The conventions trait is creating a 

polished piece of work. In writing, this 

means that the reader can read a piece 

with comfort and ease. By developing 

an awareness of the reader, the grow-

ing writer realizes the importance of 

using conventions (spelling and gram-

mar, capitalization, punctuation, etc.) 

for communicating clearly. Two ways 

to teach this trait through art include:

• Use checklists to self-, peer-, and 

teacher-evaluate artwork based on 

creativity, composition, and artistry.

• providing time for students to make 

changes to their work after critiques.

Presenting and Publishing

Finding ways to exhibit work that 

engages audiences can be a creative 

process in itself. This stage of the pro-

cess raises students’ awareness of the 

purpose of finalizing and polishing 

a product. Two ways to present and 

publish both written work and artwork 

include:

• Take a school walk to evaluate 

class displays based on criteria that 

includes use of space and effective 

use of art techniques.

• Develop an exhibit together as a 

class, allowing students to decide on 

location, placement, etc. 

 For more information and detailed 

lesson plans, see the Resource below. 

Jennifer Klein is a certified reading specialist 
and art and literacy teacher from Bethesda, 
Maryland. jmsklein15@gmail.com; Elizabeth 
Stuart Whitehead is visual arts supervisor for 
Prince George’s County Public Schools, District 
Heights, Maryland. elizabeth.stuart@pgcps.org 

R E S O U R C E

Using Art to Teach: usingarttoteach.com 

square shape has to have something 

removed from one side that was added 

to the opposite side of the square. That 

way, the negative space of the shape 

fits into the positive space removed.

 Students then learned how to make 

a tessellation using the hexagons they 

created. The same principle applies. 

Whatever is removed from one side 

of the hexagon, has to be taped to the 

opposite side. The shape they made was 

then traced onto a larger sheet of paper 

multiple times to fill the page with no 

spaces or overlaps between the shapes. 

 Students studied the shape, and 

when they found something the shape 

resembled, they looked for visual ref-

erences and added details. Once they 

were satisfied with the shape of the tes-

sellation, they uploaded the design to 

the school’s 3D printer. After students 

printed their forms, they used these 

forms as a template for tessellations.

Benefits of Art and Math Integration

This lesson demonstrated to students 

how a mathematical principle can be 

used pragmatically in a work of art, as 

well as how art can be used to enhance 

applied geometry. Students also 

learned how valuable a simple math-

ematical tool like a compass can be 

when creating shapes, and how those 

shapes can be transformed into mean-

ingful art. 

Melody Weintraub is a retired middle-school 
art teacher living in Tennessee. She is the presi-
dent of the Tennessee Art Education Associa-
tion. melodyweintraub@gmail.com 

N A T I O N A L  S T A N D A R D

Connecting: Relating artistic ideas and 
work with personal meaning and external 
context.

R E S O U R C E

Melody Weintraub’s Online Art Class: 
melodyweintraub.com 
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My motivation for this lesson 

is to show students an 

example of how mathematics 

can be used in creating art.

Melody Weintraub

Top, left to right: The teacher demonstrates how to 
draw a line segment and arc with a compass. A stu-
dent connects vertices with a straight line. 

Bottom, left to right: A completed hexagon. A student 
connects the subtracted/cut-out shape to the oppo-
site side of the hexagon. A student traces a paper 
template to make a tessellation. A student traces a 
3D-printed template.

Rose tessellation in progress. 

Detail of an advanced tessellation from student Synai B. 

T
he artist M.C. Escher once wrote 

regarding an example of his work, 

“It remains for me an open ques-

tion whether the game with little 

white and black figures, as revealed in 

the six woodcuts of this book, belongs 

to the domain of mathematics or to that 

of art.” The work to which Escher was 

referring is a series of tessellations.

 Escher spent a lifetime intrigued by 

the way space can be filled with tes-

sellations. I read somewhere that, as a 

schoolboy, Escher would arrange the 

cheese slices from his lunchbox so they 

would fit together perfectly on a slice 

of bread. As an adult, it would be on a 

1922 a trip to Spain where he saw the 

meticulously placed tiling in the 14th-

century Moorish palace, the Alham-

bra, that would lead to his research 

into the geometrical art for which he is 

well-known.

 The following lesson is one that I 

designed for a middle-school art room. 

It connects mathematics and tech-

nology to visual art. My motivation 

for this lesson is to show students an 

example of how mathematics can be 

used in creating art.

Vocabulary

• Tessellation: a shape that can  

be repeated without gaps or 

overlaps on a flat surface.

• Plane: a flat two-dimensional 

surface that has no thickness.

• Arc: part of the distance of a 

circle or a curve.

• Vertex: the corner where lines 

meet.

M.C. ESCHER
ART, MATH,A

N
D

Introducing Escher

I began with an introduction to Escher 

and a study of tessellations. A tessella-

tion is a pattern of congruent shapes 

that are the same size. They interlock 

on a flat surface, meaning that they fit 

together with no spaces, overlapping, 

or gaps between the shapes. A square 

is perhaps the simplest example. 

 Another characteristic of tessella-

tions is that the pattern of interlocking 

shapes seems to repeat indefinitely. 

Although some examples of tessella-

tions are more intricate, a more com-

mon example of this can be found in 

domestic tile work. 

The Compass 

After learning about Escher, students 

were introduced to a mathematical tool 

that dates back to ancient Rome: the 

compass. 

 I showed students how to draw a 

circle of any size using a compass. The 

purpose of learning to draw a circle 

with a compass was for students to 

transform that circle into a hexagon 

using the following steps:

1. Draw a straight line at the bottom 

of a sheet of paper.

2. Fix the compass on a segment of 

the line. This will determine the 

radius of the circle and the length 

of the sides of the hexagon. 

3. Mark the fixed point “A” and the 

end of the segment “B.”

4. With the compass set on A, draw an 

arc to the left.

5. Set the compass point on B, and 

draw another arc to the left. 

6. Set the compass point where these 

two arcs intersect and draw a circle.

7. Set the compass point on B and 

make an arc to the right on the 

circle. This intersecting arc will be 

one of the vertices of the hexagon.

8. Set the compass on that arc or ver-

tex and draw the next arc to the 

right.

9. Continue marking the vertices 

around the circumference of the 

circle until they meet back at A.

10. Using a straightedge or ruler, con-

nect the vertices with a straight line.

Making It Tessellate

Next, students experimented with the 

use of a square shape to design a tessel-

lation that fills a page in their sketch-

books. To make a shape tessellate, the 

square shape has to have something 

removed from one side that was added 

to the opposite side of the square. That 

way, the negative space of the shape 

fits into the positive space removed.
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