
Unit Overview 

Content Area: Visual Art 

Unit Title:   Learning to See  (Intro. to the Principles of Design) 

Target Course/Grade Level:  2nd grade                                       Timeline: 15-17 class periods 

Unit Summary:  This unit focuses on developing the students' perceptual abilities by encouraging 
them to observe details in works of art and in their own surroundings and search for meaning in 
the visual images they see.  They will explore some of the Principles of Design that helps artists 
organize the elements to create strong visual designs and compositions.  In this unit they will be 
introduced to the Principles of Balance, Emphasis, Pattern, Proportion and Unity. They will also 
be introduced to how artists use perspective to create depth in landscapes. 

 

Primary interdisciplinary connections:  Science (symmetry, asymmetry and patterns in nature )     
                                                        Language Arts (verbalize ideas on art)    Math (perspective, balance )    

21st century themes and skills:   Learning and Innovation Skills: 
                  (1) Creativity and Innovation 

                                                         (2) Critical Thinking and Problem Solving 

Unit Rationale:  Educating students to be more perceptive, to interpret visual information and to 
express themselves using the language of art is an important part of the visual art curriculum. The 
introduction of some of the Principles of Design and the technique of perspective will increase 
their understanding of how and why artists design in certain ways.      
 

Learning Targets 
Standards:  
1.1    The Creative Process: All students will demonstrate an understanding of the elements and             
          principles that govern the creation of works of art in visual art. 
1.2    History of the Arts and Culture:  All students will understand the role, development, and    
          influence of the arts throughout history and across cultures.  
1.3     Performance: All students will synthesize those skills, media, methods, and technologies  
          appropriate to creating, performing, and/or presenting works of art in visual art.  
1.4A  Aesthetic Responses:  All students will demonstrate and apply an  
           understanding of arts philosophies, judgment, and analysis to works of art in visual art.  
1.4B   Critique Methodologies:  All students will demonstrate and apply an    
           understanding of arts philosophies, judgment, and analysis to works of art in visual art. 
9.1 21st-Century Life & Career Skills: All students will demonstrate the creative, critical thinking, 
collaboration, and problem-solving skills needed to function successfully as both global citizens and 
workers in diverse ethnic and organizational cultures. 

Content Statements: 
Related content statements for Standard 1.1 

 The basic elements of art and principles of design govern art creation and composition. 

 Recognizing the elements of art and principles of design in artworks of known and emerging 
artists, as well as peers, is an initial step toward visual literacy. 

Related content statements for Standard 1.2 



 Visual artwork from diverse cultures and historical eras have distinct characteristics and common 
themes that are revealed by contextual clues within the works of art.    

Related content statements for Standard 1.3 

 Visual statements in art are derived from the basic elements of art regardless of the format and 
medium used to create the art. There are also a wide variety of art media, each having its own 
materials, processes, and technical application methods for exploring solutions to creative 
problems.  

 Symbols convey meaning agreed upon by a group or culture. Manipulation of the basic elements 
of art and principles of design for personal expression results in visual communication that may be 
relevant in a variety of settings. 

 Each of the visual art forms uses various materials, tools, and techniques that are associated with 
unique verbal and visual vocabularies. 

 Knowledge of visual art media necessitates an understanding of a variety of traditional and 
nontraditional tools, applications, possibilities, and limitations. 

 Visual awareness stems from acute observational skills and interest in visual objects, spaces, and 
the relationship of objects to the world. 

Related content statements for Standard 1.4A 

 Each arts discipline (dance, music, theatre, and visual art) has distinct characteristics, as 
do the artists who create them. 

Related content statements for Standard 1.4B 

 Relative merits of works of art can be qualitatively and quantitatively assessed using 
observable criteria. 

 Constructive criticism is an important evaluative tool that enables artists to communicate more 
effectively 

 Contextual clues are embedded in works of art and provided insight into artistic intent. 

Related content statements for Standard 9.1A 

 The ability to recognize a problem and apply critical thinking and problem-solving skills 
to solve the problem is a lifelong skill that develops over time. 

Related content statements for Standard 9.1B 

 Brainstorming activities enhance creative and innovative thinking in individual and group goal 
setting and problem solving. 

CPI #  Cumulative Progress Indicator (CPI) 
1.1.2.D.1 Identify the basic elements of art and principles of design in diverse types of artwork. 

1.1.2.D.2 Compare and contrast works of art in various mediums that use the same art elements and 
principles of design. 

1.2.2.A.1 Identify characteristic theme-based works of visual art, such as artworks based on the 
themes of family and community, from various historical periods and world cultures. 

1.2.2.A.2 Identify how artists and specific works of visual art reflect, and are affected by, past and 
present cultures. 

1.3.2.D.1 Create two- and three-dimensional works of art using the basic elements of color, line, 
shape, form, texture, and space, as well as a variety of art mediums and application 



methods.  

1.3.2.D.3 Employ basic verbal and visual art vocabulary to demonstrate knowledge of the materials, 
tools, and methodologies used to create and tell visual stories. 

1.3.2.D.4 Explore the use of a wide array of art mediums and select tools that are appropriate to the 
production of works of art in a variety of art media. 

1.3.2.D.5 Create works of art that are based on observations of the physical world and that illustrate 
how art is part of everyday life, using a variety of art mediums and art media. 

1.4.2.A.1 Identify aesthetic qualities of exemplary works of art in visual art, and identify 
characteristics of the artists who created them (e.g., gender, age, absence or presence of 
training, style, etc.). 

1.4.2.A.4 Distinguish patterns in nature found in works of visual art. 

1.4.2.B.1 Observe the basic arts elements in performances and exhibitions and use them to formulate 
objective assessments of artworks in visual art. 

1.4.2.B.2 Apply the principles of positive critique in giving and receiving responses to 
performances. 

1.4.2.B.3 Recognize the main subject or theme in works of visual art. 
9.1.4.A.1 
 

Recognize a problem and brainstorm ways to solve the problem individually or 
collaboratively. 

9.1.4.A.5 Apply critical thinking and problem-solving skills in classroom and family settings. 
 

9.1.4.B.1 Participate in brainstorming sessions to seek information, ideas, and strategies that foster 
creative thinking. 

Unit Essential Questions 

 What can we see when we look at art?  
 How can art trick our eyes? 
 Where in nature do we see patterns?  
 Where in nature do we see symmetry? 

Unit Enduring Understandings 

 Introduction to the Principles of Design:  
 Balance is the visual weight in a work of art. 

Symmetrical balance is when there is equal 
balance on either side of an imaginary line. 
Asymmetrical balance is when the sides are 
different but still has the same visual weight. 
Radial balance is when similar elements are 
arranged around a central point.   

  Emphasis is the part of the design that 
catches the viewer’s attention, the center-of-
interest,  the focal point. 

  Pattern is the repetition of lines, shapes and 
colors repeated in a planned way.  

  Proportion is when all parts of the design 
relate well with each other.  

  Unity is the feeling of harmony between all   
parts of the artwork creating a sense of 
wholeness or completeness.     

 Artists can use perspective to trick the viewer’s 
eyes by creating depth or an illusion of space in an 
artwork.  

 Background is the area of the picture that is 



behind most of the objects in the picture.  

 Foreground is the area of a picture that 
appears to be the closest to the viewer.   

 Middle ground is the area of the picture that 
is between the background and foreground.  

 Horizon line is the imaginary line that 
divides the sky and the ground. 

 Vanishing Point is the point on the horizon 
line where all the lines moving back into a 
space seem to meet.  

 
Unit Learning Targets 
Students will ... 

 Identify and utilize the Principles of Balance, Emphasis, Pattern, Proportion and Unity in works of art. 

 Utilize the rules of perspective (horizon line, vanishing point, and proportion) to create the illusion of 
depth in a landscape.  

 Recognize the background, foreground and middle ground in different artworks and use this knowledge 
to design their own landscape composition.   

 Develop their observation skills by studying and reproducing the elements and principles they see in 
artworks and in objects from nature. 

 Demonstrate the ability to design a symmetrical work of art.   

 Design a work of art with Radial Balance using printing techniques. 

 Apply the principles of proportion, balance, emphasis and unity to create a self-portrait. 

Evidence of Learning 

Summative Assessment:  

 Grandma Moses Landscape (into. to perspective and proportion) -  3-4 class periods 
 “Copy Cat”-  Drawing Lesson and artist study -  2 class periods 
 Patterned still life collage (inspired by the work of Matisse)  –   3-4 class periods  
 Symmetrical Insects (designing from nature)  - 2 class periods    
 Radial Design Print  (Balance, Pattern and Unity of Design)  -2 class periods   
 Mona Lisa Portraits (Self-portraits using proportion, balance, emphasis and unity) -3 class periods    

 

Equipment needed:  pencils, markers, crayons, canvas paper, watercolor and tempera paints, cardboard 
frames, coffee filters, sharpie markers, fine art stickers, cardboard circles, brayers, printing inks  
* (See individual lesson plans for list of materials needed.) 
 
Teacher Instructional Resources:  Visuals of works by Grandma Moses, Henri Matisse, still life 
paintings, insect visuals,  Fine Art prints showing examples of  pattern use and symmetry of design 
* (See individual lesson plans for list of resources needed.)  

Formative Assessments 

  Teacher observation 

  Class critique 

  Class Participation 
 

 Group/individual oral assessment 

 Self-Assessment 

 Rubric/checklist for completion and understanding 
 



 

Integration of Technology:   Smart Board  lessons on Grandma Moses, Henri Matisse and  Principles  
                                                 of Design. 

Technology Resources: 
Click the links below to access additional resources used to design this unit: 
 http://gardenofpraise.com/art43.htm   
 http://www.artsconnected.org/toolkit/index.html 

Opportunities for Differentiation:  
Flexibility with timelines, provide for artistic choices, utilize grouping strategies, give instructions using a 
variety of modalities, offer additional independent art activities, allow students to use art room library and 
picture files as a resource for individual growth and expression. 

Teacher Notes:  
*The actual projects used for the performance based summative assessments may vary from year to year. 

 
 


