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Abstract 

This paper describes my experimentation with non-traditional art media. My capstone adapted a 

hybrid method of A/R/Tography and action research to study the ways in which experiments 

with non-traditional art media may be implemented in a high school art classroom. 

Contemporary artists, media constraints, and self-reflection inspired the research and analysis. 

First, I discuss my thinking process and how I sorted through a multitude of ideas and materials. 

I describe how parameters and restrictions can allow for growth and creativity, leading in 

unexpected directions. Then, I focused on the importance of play and experimentation when 

approaching an unfamiliar material. I searched for insights into whether the concept or the 

medium is established first. Finally, I share how I battled and overcame studio fatigue and self-

doubt through more play. Allowing myself to create with my hands without an end goal led to a 

more focused direction in projects thereafter.  
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 Recommendations include: experiment with nontraditional materials along with the 

students; encourage the making of Rhizomes; explore ideas and thoughts out loud; starting with a 

material or a concept; avoid asking students to think outside the box; provide students with 

constraints or allow them to choose their own; encourage failure; allow students to step away 

from projects to regroup; speak to students midway through projects to uncover struggles or 

successes; display and encourage research of diverse contemporary artists; and create exercises 

of play in the beginning, in between, and between large projects.  

To share my resources and findings in an open-source manner, I created pages on my 

website that incorporate a comprehensive list of contemporary artists, personal artwork, and the 

high school art curriculum. All may be found on www.lobuzova.com   
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Introduction 

In March 2020, the world came to a stand-still. The brick-and-mortar art classrooms were 

filled with nothing but empty seats, cold desks, and stored art supplies. As teachers and students 

transitioned to virtual learning, a wave of art educators explored contemporary websites, social 

media platforms, digital video spaces, and feedback from veteran teachers to gather ideas for 

teaching art in a virtual environment.  

Students in Little Havana, Florida left the building with only their iPads in hand. Art 

supplies were nowhere in sight. Parents scrambled to save every bit of money they could during 

the shutdown, and teachers had to be considerate of families’ limited supplies and budgets that 

students had at home. While there was an explosion of information about non-traditional art 

media available, it was difficult to grasp how to compile such materials into cohesive, 

exploratory, and meaningful virtual art lessons.  

Principals encouraged teachers to keep lessons straightforward to allow students to get 

accustomed to their new routine. Students would roll out of bed, sit at home, click the 

touchscreen, and learn through a screen. As a teacher, I am driven to inspire students and push 

their ideas forward, but the circumstances called for simpler lessons designed for the virtual 

environment. Knowing that students had limited-to-no access to art materials at home, most 

artwork was created digitally until the end of the year. Once the new school year began, virtual 

teaching was still the norm, and I had to develop ways in which to help students make best use of 

materials they could find at home. 

Statement of the Problem  

For many, the pandemic was the initial reason for using non-traditional materials in the 

classroom. For educators accustomed to using only “art” materials to teach their students, the 
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pandemic became a spark for incorporating non-traditional art media. However, teachers and 

students with limited budgets, teachers who want to familiarize their students with 

experimentation and contemporary art practices may also all benefit from my research. 

 Purpose of the Study 

The goal of this study was to experiment with objects and materials that can be found 

inside my home to be used for meaningful artmaking. Through documentation of inquiry, 

experimentation, process, and revision, I compared my own art creation with contemporary art 

practices in an effort to develop art lessons that could be used by other art educators in their brick 

and mortar or virtual art classrooms. Along with my own artwork, a resource list of influential 

contemporary artists was compiled to further enhance the art curriculum I developed (see 

Appendices A and B).  

Research Questions 

1. How could the use of experimental non-traditional art media support contemporary art 

curriculum? 

2. How could the parameters created by working with experimental non-traditional media 

promote creative ways of thinking? 

3. What resources could support art educators in teaching their students contemporary art 

practices through non-traditional art media? 

Rationale and Significance of the Study 

 The significance of this research is to discover potential materials that may be used to 

encourage experimentation with media, inspire creativity with non-traditional materials, and 

develop artwork through external constraints. This investigation may act as a guide for me and 

other art educators in embracing limitations in the classroom while incorporating contemporary 
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art practices. Through experimentation and reflection of the artwork I created, this study 

developed my thinking as an artist, researcher, and teacher.  

Assumptions  

 With this study, I assumed that art educators are willing to experiment with non-

traditional materials in their classrooms and go beyond teaching solely with traditional art media. 

I also assume that art educators are not restricted to state or school curricula and are able to 

explore and experiment with artistic media.  

Definition of Terms 

A/r/tography. Arts-based research that integrates the work of the artist, researcher and 

teacher through an interconnected process of art making and writing to create meaning (Irwin, 

Kind, & Springgay, 2005).  

Contemporary Art. “Works created with an infinite array of media and sources that 

provoke dialogue and question what art is and how and with what it is created” (Stauffer, 2019, 

p. 7). Work that seeks to explore and understand our current culture through the use of materials 

that enhance the concept of the work.   

Traditional media. Materials used to create art such as pencil, pen, markers, crayons, 

ink, watercolor, acrylic paint, oil paint, paper, canvas, etc.  

 Non-traditional media. Materials used to create art beyond media found within a typical 

art classroom. Alternative 2D or 3D materials may be used to develop conceptual artwork.  

Limitations  

 The limitations of the study are twofold. While it would be interesting to conduct 

research with experimental materials without considering the budget, the aim of this study is to 

use materials commonly found at home in consideration for teachers and students on budgets.  
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 Fardon (2000) stated that “there are arguments against using personal experiences as 

subject matter and data for research” because of the “difficulty of identifying and acknowledging 

assumptions and subjectivities embedded within personal experience, specifically the ways these 

assumptions and subjectivities could unconsciously influence the collection, analysis, and 

presentation of data” (p. 54). I consider that due to the nature of this study being A/r/tography-

based, my own reflections and processes are subjective. Therefore, multiple experimental 

materials will be used which will simulate the aesthetics and concepts of contemporary artists to 

avoid “creating an artifact of a single method, a single source, or a single investigator’s biases” 

(Fardon, 2000, p. 56). At the same time, it is crucial to select a variety of contemporary artists to 

avoid “biased selectivity” through “an incomplete collection of documents” (Bowen, 2009, p. 

32). While collecting documents to accompany the research, the selection of artists needs to 

maintain variety to build upon what I already know about non-traditional art media. It is 

important to note that the contemporary artist list will only be considered current for the duration 

of this research. As new artists and artworks emerge, the list of contemporary artists will evolve.   

Literature Review 

 The following literature review begins with an analysis of theories about the need for 

experimentation in the arts. Then, I discuss the importance for art educators to compile a 

comprehensive list of resources of diverse contemporary artists who experiment with non-

traditional art media. Afterwards, I dive into examples of art educators practicing art 

experimentation in their classrooms, and the ways artistic experimentation may foster creativity. 

I conclude with the necessity for conceptual thinking using non-traditional art materials in the art 

classroom.  
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Theories About Experimentation  

 To better understand the necessity for material exploration in the art classroom, several 

scholars have pointed to the need for classroom experimentation overall. Ritz Swain (2019) 

reiterated Lowenfeld’s philosophy stating that “the purpose of art is to develop creativity” (p. 

19). That led me to ask, how can art educators further that development of creativity? One 

answer is the process of experimentation. Specifically, experimentation with non-traditional art 

media. Dissanayake (1974) proclaimed that “playful experimentation may also stimulate and 

suggest discoveries” (p. 214). Marshall (2010) followed this line of thinking, stating that creative 

thinking evolves from “active construction of knowledge through hands-on exploration and 

experimentation” (p. 16). The breadth of dated sources in this literature review reinforces the 

idea that discovery and exploration are not new practices in the art world. However, 

understanding that experimentation is a theory that continues to thrive is vital to continue the 

research about this topic. 

 Auther (2000) explained that the Bauhaus methodology supported the “value of free 

experimentation” (p. 118) and at the same time Ritz Swain (2019) pointed to the constructivist 

theory which employed an active process of learning leading towards experiences and reflection 

of acquired knowledge (p. 50). To further one’s knowledge about what is possible with art 

creation, experimenting with materials that are uncommon to the art classroom will allow for an 

eye-opening experience.  

 We can easily see exemplified application of experimentation leading to the development 

of knowledge through analysis of contemporary artists’ works. Contemporary artists can be an 

excellent source of inspiration for current learners. Wolf (1988) explained that “skilled or 

creative individuals often pursue the ‘same’ problem across a series of works or experiments” 
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and “they learn to approach an issue or idea from many points of view” (p. 151). Contemporary 

artists constantly search for new solutions and inquire into the unknown; thus, such practice is a 

great resource for students. Experimenting with the unknown opens doors to possibilities that 

allow for practice, revision, and mastery. Stauffer (2018) summarized that “experts in art 

education and creativity studies agree that the ability to solve problems in new and unique ways 

is a key component of creativity” (p. 8). In order to help students solve creative problems, art 

educators themselves need to be familiar with non-traditional media. The next section discusses 

why art educators should research, experiment, and understand non-traditional media in order to 

teach it to their students.  

Accumulation of Contemporary Resources  

 It is one thing to read and discover from theorists that experimentation in the art field is 

critical, but it is another to be prepared to teach with an experimental focus. Tollefson-Hall 

(2009) explained Eisner’s belief that teachers need to develop “situations that will, in turn, create 

an appetite to learn” where “these situations will contain tasks and materials that will engage 

students in meaningful learning” (p. 17). Applying Eisner’s thoughts to experimentation suggests 

that art educators should possess enough knowledge to provide experimental lessons within the 

classroom. In the context of this research, experimental approaches should focus on non-

traditional media.  

 Potter (2018) also referenced Eisner who believed that educators should step outside of 

the traditional forms of instruction and “meet the diverse needs of his or her present students” 

which “aligns with arts thinking and encourages creativity and innovation” (p. 47). In order to 

expand on the traditional forms of instruction, art educators should be familiar with 

contemporary art practices which constantly feature artists exploring non-traditional media to 
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create their work. Stauffer (2019) suggested that students should be encouraged to “encounter a 

range of creative experiences” in order “to see possibility in the unexpected” (p. 7) and be 

challenged to “embrace new and provocative strategies for artmaking” (p. 12). To be able to see 

a variety of possibilities, art educators must have a collection of resources to assist them with 

exemplars of non-traditional art media and cotemporary practices.    

Application of Media Experimentation 

 In researching experimentation with non-traditional art media several articles revealed a 

few shortcomings and several revealed valuable positive attributes of engaging experimental art 

media in the classroom. Potter (2018) explained that “educational leaders would benefit from 

encouraging climates of creativity, which include ‘activities that encourage experimentation and 

accept making mistakes as part of the process’” (p. 49).  

Experimenting in the classroom can be seen as a valuable notion as it is a “learner-

centered practice” where “teachers focus their intention on creating experiences that immerse 

students in the processes of creating art in ways that adult artists work” (Lutkus, 2019, p. 37). 

Educators must have a commanding understanding of the media being used to give students all 

possible resources and allow them control over the material to best represent their ideas. Lutkus 

(2019) explained that within their classes students are offered choice-based projects which often 

includes “offering different art materials and techniques for an art project” (p. 34). In such an 

environment “the learner is given extensive choices in the content and materials for artistic 

creation, and time to experiment with different content and materials” (p. 37).  

 A choice-based approach may have some shortcomings when students are given too 

much freedom without concentrating on skill. In other words, there are challenges to 

implementation of experimentation in the classroom. Henderson (2006) discussed a classroom 
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application of a teacher allowing students to use experimental media that might not had been in 

the teacher’s area of expertise, and the students focused on researching artists and media 

themselves for clearer understanding during the creating process.  

Tollefson-Hall (2009) presented another classroom scenario where the students were 

given the opportunity to use a variety of experimental materials but were not able to develop a 

comprehensive mastery in any one area. While all art educators may experience setbacks, 

inconvenient blemishes may be experienced by all art educators in their art classrooms, it is 

important to note they are indeed trying to create experimental classroom experiences.  

Several more several research examples provided optimistic results. Stauffer (2018) 

discussed students using unfamiliar reclaimed materials, letting their guard down in taking risks, 

and being encouraged to create through unlimited choices of “art materials, spaces, and methods 

of making” (p. 12). Through analysis of a non-traditional material, students have a more positive 

outlook towards experimenting with other media unknown to them. Dravenstadt (2018) 

explained a similar confident outlook about the student exploration of materials by describing 

how “adolescent art students who were free to explore the sensory and formal qualities of 

materials deepened their knowledge of and appreciation for art” (p. 9) and at the same time 

“motivated students to explore materials and feel more confident about their artmaking” (p. 11). 

Empowering students to make artistic decisions about their art media and seeing a 

comprehensive progression through exploration and experimentation breeds creativity.  

Creativity Thrives through Experimentation  

As stated previously, experimentation is a vital process of artistic development. It is an 

essential starting point for art classrooms to employ experimental practices of non-traditional 

media in order to foster creativity. Ritz Swain (2019) reminded us that the recently re-developed 
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National Core Art Standards contain four standards where “creating” is presented and defined as 

“conceiving and developing new artistic ideas and work” where finally “we see the basis for 

creativity in art education as a national standard” (p. 11). While the national standards might not 

be utilized in all states, and some states opt to develop their own standards, it is important to note 

that promoting creativity in the art classroom is a common objective. 

Furthermore, Belluigi (2013) explained that “creativity is promoted by conditions and 

activities which encourage playfulness, risk-taking and experimentation” (p. 9). Meaningful 

choices in material experimentation may enable even more students to enjoy the classroom 

atmosphere. Acar, Tarakci, and van Knippenberg (2019) stated that “having more materials 

fosters creativity by making the creative process more intrinsically enjoyable” (p. 104). Offering 

students a classroom where they can create and enjoy the process is key to building a strong 

foundation between the student and the art world.  

Dravenstadt (2018) asserted that “playful exploration of materials can lead to artistic 

investigation and creativity” while “freeing students to explore creative impulses through playful 

exploration of found materials prompts students to consider the use of artmaking materials with 

more care and curiosity” (p. 10). As creativity flourishes, innovation follows. Stauffer (2019) 

explained that art educators should intrinsically let students explore the boundaries and purposes 

of art making materials in order to discover different ways to solve problems and generate 

original ideas. 

Outside of the art classroom, students will move on to fields of study beyond their 

secondary schooling. However, the resources they gather within the art classroom may help 

students become creative individuals in any field they pursue. Potter (2018) stated, “as society 

moves toward an integrated global framework, the demand for innovation and a creative mindset 
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increases” (p. 2) and “the arts provide a foundation for engagement and encourage the skills 

necessary to produce college- and career-ready global community members” (p. 3). In order to 

deepen the level of thinking in the art classroom, experimentation with non-traditional media 

should be steered with conceptual thinking. Potter (2018) stated that “creativity drives innovative 

thought and practice” and it is “inherent in all individuals but needs guidance to grow into 

innovation” (p. 14). The deepened level of thinking in the art classroom is encouraged through 

experimentation and through conceptual thinking.  

Breeding Conceptual Thinking through Media Experimentation  

Conceptual development comes up frequently in research on experimentation with non-

traditional media. While creating aesthetically engaging projects with experimental media is one 

objective, another focuses on contemporary art principles of using materials because of their 

meaning or intended purpose. As Clearwater (2019) wrote “materials come with social and 

contextual meaning” (p. 19). Within the classroom students should be encouraged to develop 

ideas about materials by applying the knowledge for specific non-traditional materials used to 

create their artworks.  

Potter (2018) posited that the “ability to innovate promotes qualities needed for ongoing 

critical thinking, creativity, and solution-based mindset” (p. 54). Through experimentation, 

uncommon materials may be discovered to be used for artmaking which may develop critical 

thinking that can be used in any field of study. Potter (2018) also stated that we should “embrace 

artistic thinking as a strategic mechanism to overcome challenges and promote positive 

academic, cognitive, and personal outcomes” (p. 58). The more thinking about media and 

experimentation there is within the classroom, the more students will thrive as they engage in 

critical thinking.  
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As stated previously, creativity and innovation may be brought to life through the 

exploration of experimentation in non-traditional media. To facilitate conceptual thinking in the 

classroom, Henderson (2006) recommends “increasing the use of more conceptually oriented 

language in advanced levels” (p. 164) allowing students to “include more political commentary, 

humor, and text in their artwork” (p. 165). In addition to advanced language within the art 

classroom, students should be encouraged to construct meaning for their artwork. As a classroom 

example, Dravenstadt (2018) asked students to create, find meaning, and reflect on “identity, 

community, and culture” using found objects to make artwork (p. 8). The students discovered 

“stories behind each object and how they used the object in their artwork revealed complex 

metaphoric thinking as a means of expression” (Dravenstadt, 2018, p. 12). Conceptual thinking 

may lead to new discoveries and promote further inquiry for further experimentation.  

Summary 

Material exploration in the classroom allows for exciting discoveries to happen. As 

educators learn more about non-traditional art media through contemporary practices, they may 

gain a library of intellectual and helpful resources to investigate in the classroom. 

Experimentation with a conceptual framework will allow creativity to thrive. Examples of 

inspirational artwork, a contemporary artist resource list, and a unit plan designed around 

experimenting with non-traditional media will open doors for teachers to explore within a 

traditional and virtual art classroom. 

Research Method 

 My capstone project is an adapted hybrid approach employing Action Research (McNiff, 

2002) and A/r/tography (Sullivan, 2009) methodologies in order to study the way in which 

experiments with non-traditional media may be implemented in an art classroom. Art educators 
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seeking to encourage material experimentation in the classroom, art educators and students with 

scarce resources, and virtual art classrooms may all benefit from the outcome of this research.  

 For this study I wanted to embrace the artist-researcher-teacher within me. With my 

research, I provide recommendations for the art classroom using materials that are not typical to 

traditional art making practices in art education. The structure of this research follows an 

experimental approach where a multitude of experimental materials were used to create artwork 

that inspired the development an art curriculum that can be implemented in art classroom by 

other art educators. 

McNiff (2002) described how action research is about the teaching practice, ways of 

improving on elements of the practice, and reflecting on one’s own teaching through art making. 

Action Research revolves around four concepts: plan, act, observe, and reflect. At the same time, 

A/r/tography was implemented because it allows for the artist-researcher-teacher to use 

artmaking to create meaning and engage in an autobiographical inquiry to share finding and 

insights (Sullivan, 2009). Many elements comprise A/r/tography including “thinking in a 

medium,” “perceptual-conceptual,” “symbolic product,” and “artwork” which all greatly apply to 

my study of non-traditional art media through experimentation (Sullivan, 2009, p. 129). The 

combination of these approaches allowed me to create artwork to develop insightful art lessons 

for the classroom.  

I was the subject of the study using the A/r/tography principles where the “artist is both 

the researcher and the object of study” (Sullivan, 2009, p. 103). In order to increase the validity 

of the research, I studied and referred to the practices of contemporary artists through document 

analysis. The study took place during summer 2021, for eight weeks, through planning, art 

making (acting), experimentation (observation), and revision (reflection) in my home.  
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Research Subject 

As previously mentioned, and as Sullivan (2009) explained, A/r/tography is a way for the 

artist-researcher-teacher to study their artwork, development, and inquiry to further inspire their 

research for art education. Sullivan (2009) asserted that the “artist is both the researcher and the 

object of study” who “asks questions about the processes and products of artistic knowing” to 

further “study forms, methods, and meanings by making interpretations about art” (p. 103). 

While developing my artwork, personal reflections were crucial for analyzing my data in support 

of the art curriculum development. 

As the subject of this study, it is important to understand my own background as an artist. 

Looking at my previous artwork, it does not follow any particular media or subject. Instead, my 

artistic development contains themes, and my artistic ability grows over time: early drawings of 

cartoons, notebook doodles, experimental drawings and paintings, self-portraits, social critique 

and art and design that involves a call to action. As an art educator, I incorporate what I 

experienced as an art student into my teaching practice. The research conducted in this study 

helped me do the same.  

Research Site 

It can easily be established that contemporary artists practice in anywhere that inspires 

their inquiry and art development. Sullivan (2009) explained that “new settings and situations 

such as those opened up by digital environments, community spaces, and cultural collaborations 

are creating new places for creative and critical inquiry that require alternative forms of research 

and scholarship” (p. 176). My home became an archeological site where concepts and ideas 

evolved as I explored different rooms, drawers, closets, and nooks of my abode.  
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Research Focus 

 The focus of the research was to experiment with creating art using non-traditional 

materials to get inspiration for developing art lessons. My research generated the “components of 

learning activities, teacher role, and material resources” which are “at the core of the micro-

curriculum in the classroom” (Plomp & Nieveen, 2010, p. 40). The purpose of using 

experimentation with non-traditional art materials in developing artwork is to focus on “the 

classical curriculum question about what knowledge is most worth for inclusion in teaching and 

learning” (Plomp & Nieveen, 2010, p. 39). To successfully generate creative ideas for the unit 

plan “successive prototypes that increasingly meet the innovative aspirations and requirements” 

were established for implementation of the curriculum in the classrooms (Plomp & Nieveen, 

2010, p. 45).  

Data Collection Procedures 

For the development of Action Research, McNiff (2002) noted that planning, acting, 

observing, and reflecting are crucial. Figure 1 shows that these four actions are greatly beneficial 

towards the A/r/tography process as well. The planning stage applied to the selection of 

materials, development of concept for artwork, and research of contemporary artists. The acting 

stage required the creation of an artwork, description of how it was created, and the process for 

developing an art lesson implementing the artwork. Fordon (2000) explained that the process of 

creation is “the manner in which the researcher acts and reacts to the subject matter while 

shaping the final project” (p. 54). The observation stage was about being aware of what was 

being created and documenting the acting process. The reflection stage involved stepping back 

and seeing the overall experience of creating the artwork to determine how to best apply it to the 

art lessons.  
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Figure 1 

Action Research Infographic  

 

Note. McNiff, J. (2002). Action Research diagram adapted by Lobuzova, Y. [Infographic]. 

 

During the planning stage, document analysis was used to gather information about 

contemporary artist who use experimental media in their own work. Bowen (2009) explained 

that “documents contain text and images that have been recorded without a researcher’s 

intervention” and the documents are “social facts, which are produced, shared, and used in a 

socially organized way” (p. 27). Articles from art magazines, artist interviews, and art 
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biographies found online were are all vital in establishing a list of beneficial artists that were 

included within the art lessons. Bowen (2009) explained that document analysis is a form of 

“data selection” rather being “data collection” (p. 31). Contemporary art websites such as Art21, 

Juxtapoz, This Is Colossal were used to gain insights into contemporary art practices. 

Data Analysis 

The main body of the data was gathered through personal experiences. I documented and 

analyzed the materials used to create my artwork for meaning. Siegesmund (2012) explained that 

“Dewey described the journey of constructing experience as a process of undergoing and reflection” 

(p. 107).  Similarly, Fordon (2000) asserted that reflection to create artwork, and interpretation to 

understand the created artwork are important steps in analyzing what has been made. Through 

document analysis, I categorize the non-traditional art media based on themes that emerged (Bowen, 

2009).  

Validation 

To validate the research in this study, it was important to consider the type of research 

presented. Due to the nature of A/r/tography, Sullivan (2009) explained “the criterion for 

assessing the trustworthiness of findings is not so much a matter of whether an outcome is 

statistically significant, but whether it is meaningful” (p. 73). To validate my research, I 

compared and cross-referenced my work with contemporary artists who are contributing to the 

art field using non-traditional art media. Sullivan’s research agreed with this approach, stating 

“doing studies of artists that reveal insights into the creative mind as an individual and cultural 

construct is a common approach used to model artistic learning process” (Sullivan, 2009, p. 106). 

Taking risks and experiencing failure also entailed important milestone in cementing my 

experiments, final projects, and learning outcomes.  
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Introduction to Data and Findings 

 The purpose of my research was to experiment with objects and materials around my 

home for contemporary art making. To accomplish this goal, I limited myself to use only objects 

inside my home while creating new meaning for each material. In the findings, you will hear my 

voice as the artist/teacher/researcher, an autobiographical account of my thoughts and ideas 

through play, experimentation, creation, failure, and revision.  

As part of the creative process, I used metaphors to relay my feelings of doubt, 

frustration, and excitement in searching for and using the non-traditional art media. Concept 

mapping, material selection, description of process, original artworks, thoughts, and reflections 

that aligned and connected with my curriculum development all served as data in my process. 

The first part of the curriculum focuses on play and experimentation. The second part focuses on 

exploring existing conceptual contemporary artists. The third part entails a second round of play 

and experimentation. The final part focuses on concept maps, critical thinking, and project 

development. Thus, the experimental processes informed the research questions: 

1. How can the use of experimental non-traditional art media support contemporary art 

curriculum? 

2. How do the parameters created by working with experimental non-traditional media 

promote creative ways of thinking? 

3. What resources would support art educators in teaching their students contemporary art 

practices through non-traditional art media? 

Hence, my research was grounded in the idea that through mind maps, note taking, risk 

taking, play, experimentation, constraints, failure, and revision. Interesting conceptual projects 

may be created through inspiration of other contemporary artists.  
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Data and Findings 

Diving into the Unfamiliar  

 Imagine that you jumped into the deep end of the pool. But instead of water, the pool is 

filled with every imaginable item that you can find in your house. Now, instead of sinking or 

swimming, you are floating among innumerable household items. In which direction do I swim? 

Which items can I use to help me stay afloat? That is how I felt at the beginning of this process. I 

had to organize my curiosity, thoughts, and ideas into meaningful content. I had to overcome the 

initial hesitation and fear of starting my capstone project with the overwhelming doom of the 

pending deadline.  

I decided to focus on researching contemporary artists to get over my fear of failure. The 

more I researched other artists the more ideas began to accumulate in my head. I watched TED 

Talks and Art21 videos. I browsed YouTube to hear what others had to say about their artwork. I 

digested their views while accumulating resources. While exploring contemporary artists, in the 

back of my mind was a running list of physical objects that I had a home. Each item that I 

imagined had a location, a meaning, and a purpose.  

As I showered, I was thinking. As I drove, I was thinking. As I cooked, I was thinking. 

Escaping my thoughts was impossible, and that was the goal. At random times of the day, I used 

my phone to take notes about what my mind was exploring to develop an idea. I considered the 

importance of each object, and at the same time, the importance of the space in which they were 

located. I hoped to break from my fear of the unknown and my hesitation to dive into something 

unfamiliar so that I could begin to create art.  

Meanwhile, other questions plagued my mind through this process of contemplation. 

How complete must the projects be? What does complete mean? What is failure? What does 
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failure look like? Does a fear of commitment constitute a failure? Is an artwork a failure if 

something happens that is out of my control? I think these questions unraveled and answered 

themselves as I meandered through my discovery process while diving headfirst into my pool of 

objects.   

As I lived in my own head for several days, brainstorming and searching for ideas, I 

realized that it was important to talk out loud about what I was creating. Holding in ideas and 

thoughts could allow them to disappear. After speaking my thoughts out loud, I wrote them 

down on 25 by 30-inch sheets of white paper. Now, I could concretely visualize the inside of my 

brain.  

I developed idea lists and concept maps as displayed in Figures 2 through 5. Figure 2 was 

the initial push to get ideas out of my head and onto paper so that I could see what I was 

thinking. There was no order to the hypnotic scribbles on the paper. While writing down what 

came to mind at any given moment, electronic music resonated in the background to encourage 

the waves of thought. At the same time, there was a pattern of actions that emerged: write, look 

away, think, imagine, and write again. It was important for me to imagine possibilities with the 

materials because I wanted to avoid being stuck in a creative rut. Figure 2 displays a running list 

of materials along with a few questions that I had to keep in mind. Was it just about the material, 

or the way the material was presented? Would the initial list of materials lead to something 

more?  

Figure 3 lists potential locations where I could gather materials. The initial locations were 

within my house (kitchen, pantry, laundry, bathroom, bedroom, closet) and around the 

neighborhood (junkyards, nature, thrift stores, mailboxes, community pool). While thinking of 

the locations two thoughts ran in my mind. One, before associating a material to a concept, I 
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need to play with the materials first. Second, what could I say conceptually using that material, 

what was important, and what would make an impact?  

 

Figure 2. 

Initial hypnotic list of thoughts about materials, ideas, and thinking process. 
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Figure 3. 

Initial list of ideas about locations to look for materials. 

 

 

Once I brainstormed those physical materials, I began to think about concepts and 

themes. Figure 4 shows a few concepts that I considered exploring, and a few inspirational ideas 

for developing the projects. As I maneuvered through the materials that lay in my home, I 

realized that while the concepts were strong, the materials did not correspond to those themes. 

Furthermore, Figure 5 goes beyond materials and themes, and I concretely display what I needed 

to think about while creating my projects. I thought about creating multiple projects for the same 

concept using different materials to show different outcomes. I thought about where the materials 

were found, why use those materials, how symbolism applies, and the need for creating with 

varying materials. I considered my thoughts while looking for materials, while creating and 

using materials, and about the finished product.  
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In his TEDx Talks (2014) about creative thinking and generating ideas, Giovanni 

Corazza called for divergent ideas to “cross the borders within or minds” and to look for 

associations, combinations, and alternatives of ideas. Hyperboles and metaphors are a great way 

to move a typical object into the imaginary world to explore its limits. In his Ted Talk about 

unleashing natural creativity, Harford (2018) discussed multitasking and shifting topics, all while 

slowing it down. Figures 2 through Figure 5 all display a variety of thoughts and subjects that 

filled my mind, and in between each written page, several minutes to hours passed before I 

placed new thoughts on paper. The same procedure ran through my art projects as I completed 

them, which can be seen through the rest of my research.  

 

Figure 4. 

Idea map for concepts and themes of interest, and inspiration for project creation.  
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Figure 5. 

Organizational ideas to consider during the thinking and creating process.  

 

 

Fighting and Finding My Creative Box 

With an overwhelming list of contemporary artists growing, I began to feel the pressure 

to create something new. At certain points, I was hesitant to get inspired by others. I was afraid 

of copying someone’s work without even having seen it. I wanted to be original, but it was 

difficult to comprehend from where originality stemmed from. A lingering question scattered my 

thoughts: How was I to think and make something outside the box? I began to understand why 

my own students became stressed and why they left things for last minute when they were 

expected to “think outside the box”.  

My brain worked so hard in thinking outside the box that I was feeling claustrophobic. 

How could I be innovative? What was I missing? What could experts tell me? To help answer 

my metaphysical question, I watched a variety of motivational videos about thinking outside the 
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box and creativity. Hansen (2013) neatly explained that the number of choices I had to make was 

paralyzing, and it was important to “quit trying to think so hard outside the box” while 

“embracing a limitation” to “drive creativity.” So, I decided to find my box, and step inside.  

Thinking Out of the Box by Creating Constraints  

I began to think about my constraints and parameters. Tsalik (2018) suggested “use the 

problem as the solution,” and to “take advantage of existing resources,” because “constraints 

exist in real life”. While the last portion of that statement is the exact purpose of this research, I 

knew that I had to narrow down my constraints of non-traditional art materials even further. I 

created my creativity box. I limited my materials to those found only in my home. I decided to 

not go searching for materials at junk yards, antique shops, or flea markets.  

Bahr (2013) argued that as educators it is vital to inspire creativity by providing 

parameters to our students, inevitably allowing them to break the barriers. He further stated that 

we should build our box, know our box, embrace our box, and then break the barriers of our box 

(Bahr, 2013). As I clarified my parameters, I brainstormed materials with which to create art. I 

thought about what I have within my house that most other people would also possess. At the 

time of my brainstorming, the list of items was limited by the size of my apartment: one 

bathroom, one bedroom, one clothing closet, a pantry, and a kitchen. Within my limited space, I 

began to gather the potential objects and ideas for creativity. The materials I discovered and used 

were selected to adapt to meet the challenges of the changing times and classroom 

circumstances.  

Exploring Objects: Improvisation and Play 

 As I maneuvered through the deep pool of items, I was inspired to investigate my 

keepsake box that stored a large quantity of items from my past. Searching through the box, I 

discovered a collection of movie and theme park tickets. Figure 6 displays two collections of 



25 
	

movie ticket stubs, and one collection of theme park entrance cards. Thinking back to my initial 

goal of connecting contemporary artists to my art practice, I thought about Song Dong and his 

monumental collection of items in his Waste Not exhibition. Song Dong displayed over 10,000 

objects from his mother’s house that she had collected over the years. While on a miniature 

scale, I decided to do the same with my tickets. I organized the tickets in chronological order, 

and this process brought back memories of visiting the movie theater with my aunt, enjoying an 

exciting blockbuster with popcorn in hand. In the past, visiting the movie theaters and theme 

parks was a commonplace activity, and in the current times, maybe not as common. 

Additionally, physical movie and theme park tickets are becoming relics due to the 

increased use and dependence on technology. A click here, a swipe there, and paper tickets have 

become obsolete. While nothing was built, and nothing was painted, these collections store 

memories and history to which many could relate.  

 

Figure 6. 

Collections of movie and theme park tickets.  
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Furthermore, while thinking about collections of items and building a concept from a 

collection, I serendipitously came across a collection of six used Covid-19 masks in my car 

(Figure 7). While the collection was small, the items spoke to the fact that if my car contained six 

used masks, how many more masks no longer in use were lying around across the world?  

 The items were initially collected without a conceptual purpose. The tickets were used 

for admission into various locations, and the masks were used to cover my face from foreign 

invaders. Now, the objects functioned as memory keepers and reminders of the current state of 

our world. I allowed the objects to speak for themselves, and at the same time improvised the 

way they looked as I further explored the stories they told.  

 

Figure 7. 

Collection of six used Covid-19 masks left behind in my car. 
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In the classroom, students may explore similar concepts to discover collections they have 

gathered during their lifetime. Items may be part of collections from the past or currently being 

gathered. Art educators may prompt students to look for materials such as coins, candy wrappers, 

lottery tickets, greeting cards, figurines, seashells, stickers, travel magnets, bottle caps, comic 

books, posters, and playing cards to name a few.  

Furthermore, after exploring the pre-collected objects and serendipity, I went on to search 

for objects that could be used as alternatives to physically making artwork. In my case, I wanted 

to explore items in my pantry and refrigerator as a substitute for paint. While I was familiar with 

the way that coffee reacted and dried on paper, I wanted to explore other materials from the 

kitchen (Figure 8).  

 I scavenged for spices and condiments in my pantry and refrigerator. At first, all 

materials I gathered were dry and needed to be mixed with water. Then, I gathered wet materials, 

also planning to mix them with water. Knowing a few things about chemistry, I decided that all 

materials should be mixed with hot water rather than cold; with increased temperature my spices 

and condiments should easily mix with the water without leaving much residue.  

While the materials were a substitute for traditional paint, I also wanted to experiment 

with applying them to paper with something other than a traditional paint brush. Just as science 

experiments go, my watercolor brush served as the control factor. I needed something to which 

to compare my marks. I made marks on watercolor paper with the watercolor brush, toothbrush, 

Q-tip, and a cotton swab. The marks were made with coffee, coffee grinds, black tea, yellow 

mustard, ketchup, paprika, sriracha sauce, and balsamic vinegar. Once I had exhausted my 

kitchen media, I explored the media found in my bathroom. I experimented with red nail polish, 

toothpaste, mascara, face powder foundation, face powder blush, vitamin C powder, aloe vera, 
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and incense ashes (Figure 9). Throughout the process, distinct smells lingered in my nostrils as I 

painted small portions of the paper with the variety of “paint”. Educators may inspire their 

students to paint with other materials such as their fingers, rocks, plastic bags, tin foil, hair, 

toothpicks, eating utensil, and sponges.  

 

Figure 8. 

Organized collection of pantry, refrigerator, and bathroom materials to experiment with. 
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Figure 9. 

Chart with experimental media painted on watercolor paper.  

 

 

Previously, I had used large papers to write down my ideas. However, I realized that 

writing down notes about my experiments on small cards was more beneficial (Figure 10). Now, 

I was able to see all ideas at once without having to move my eyes across several large papers to 

remind myself what I had written. I took extensive notes on the cards about the consistency and 

effectiveness of the painting materials. My notes included the unique smells I experienced, and 

other attributes of each unique material.  
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Figure 10. 

Notes and attributes about each painting material from kitchen and bathroom. 

  

  

 

What Came First: Concept or Medium? 

Earlier, I had asked myself, “in which direction should I swim in my pool of floating 

objects?” I wondered, should I focus on the concept being my main propeller, or should it be the 

medium? My brain was playing a game of tug of war trying to determine where to start. My pool 

was deep. With each breath, I swallowed objects like a whale gasping for air. While the objects 

were all around me, I could not swim, and it felt like I was swimming through hardening 
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concrete. I needed to visualize the outcome clearly before realizing the product. Enjoying the 

process was a new notion, and difficult to adapt to. 

In reality, I thought about objects day and night. I thought about objects and concepts 

while eating. I thought about objects and concepts while showering. I thought about objects and 

concepts while falling asleep. There was minimal time in the day when I was not thinking about 

ideas, but that is all they were, ideas. In the shower, I saw a loofah and my train of thought 

proceeded: pollution, plastic, environment, stamps, printmaking. Then, shampoo and soap 

followed: chemicals, arrangement of objects, carving of soap, sculptures from containers, 

painting with soap and bubbles. With previous research, I had learned that many creatives 

daydream and think a lot about their creation before they start.  I asked myself, when will all of 

these ideas will come into fruition? I wondered how to make these ideas into reality.  

Once I approached my note-taking paper, I began to propel myself forward. 

Brainstorming, word maps, associations, and metaphors pushed my thoughts into reality. Once 

the brainstorming momentum had started, it was difficult to stop and document all of the ideas in 

my head onto paper. Thus, I decided to dictate my thoughts into my phone to transcribe my 

thinking into words. Then, I began to experience apophenia. I saw connections between ideas 

that were not there before. Metaphors began to arise as I recorded my thoughts. During this 

process, I also developed simple sketches for my ideas. Figure 11 and 12 display my mind-maps 

for my first project, which incorporated clothing labels. 

Clothing Labels  

For my first idea, I began with the location: the closet. As I narrowed down what could 

be found in the closet, the idea of clothing labels appeared like a stingray jumping out of water.  
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Figure 11. 

Mind-map for clothing label concept. 

 

Figure 12. 

Clothing labels separated based on what they offer for each concept.  
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By cutting off a few clothing labels, I discovered that two concepts that may be  

developed from one object. The clothing labels had a location of manufacture, and they 

contained ingredients. So, I decided to develop multiple works from one initial clothing label.   

Several contemporary artists use clothing in their artwork, including Guerra de la Paz, 

Kaarina Kaikkonen, and Ian Berry. When studying contemporary artists, one notable attribute 

was that the artists use similar, if not the same, material in multiple artwork iterations. At times, 

the medium is used to create different visual presentations while discussing the same concept. 

When I discovered the clothing labels as my medium, I decided to represent two concepts using 

the same object.  

From the outset, I noticed how therapeutic it was to cut off the labels from my shirts and 

dresses. My entire closet floor was filled with white polka dots. From an aerial point of view, the 

labels looked like a pile of snow. The first part of the project consisted of reading through all the 

labels and organizing them based on those that had a location of manufacture indicated, and 

those that did not. The clothing labels with no location were set aside, while the labels with their 

written location were organized based on country of origin (Figure 13). Once the labels were 

organized, I used a thumbtack to pin them together and then attached them on to a Styrofoam 

wall map hanging in my room. The attached labels on the map correspond to where that piece of 

clothing was made (Figure 14).  

Looking at the whole picture, it is easy to see that many of the articles of clothing were 

made in Asia, a few were made in Central and South America, followed by Europe, Middle East, 

and finally the United States. Figure 15 details the high concentration of clothing labels that were 

pinned to the Asian countries. The clothing labels created their own visual topography above a 

flat map. 
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Figure 13. 

Clothing labels separated based on location of manufacture. 

 

Figure 14. 

Clothing labels displayed on the map based on their origin.  
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Figure 15. 

Detail of clothing labels displayed on the map based on their origin. 

 

 Furthermore, to make full use of the clothing labels, I created a second project to push the 

possibilities of the material. In terms of concept, I wanted to discuss the sustainability of the 

materials used to make the clothing. I separated the labels based on the purity of the material.  

While browsing my collection of items at home, I found clothes pins. I used the clothes 

pins to hang the labels onto the cotton tree as if they were clothes hanging on a drying line. It 
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was a race against time, pinning the clothing labels to the tree because a summer storm was 

brewing in the distance.  

The “purest” labels, containing one hundred percent cotton or linen fibers, were hung 

towards the top, representing their significance (Figure 16). Closer to the ground were blended 

items with a high percentage of cotton mixed with a synthetic fiber. The clothing labels 

displayed on the grass were those that were composed of one hundred percent man-made plastic 

fibers such as polyester, viscose, and acrylic. It was incredible to find out which clothing brands 

in my closet contained non-renewable and Earth polluting materials.  

 In the classroom, the art educator could inspire students to look for other labels inside 

their home. Students could find labels on objects such as blankets, pillows, towels, shoes, and 

toys. Bar codes found on food containers and boxes could also be an interesting material to 

explore. 

 

Figure 16. 

Clothing labels displayed on a cotton tree based on primary clothing material. 
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What’s in My Pantry: Sugar? Salt? Calories? 

Diving further into my never-ending pool of objects while breathing out clothing tags, I 

moved into another part of my house: the kitchen. While I explored the possibilities in the 

pantry, refrigerator, and drawers, I developed another concept. I wanted to create a display of 

pantry items based on their ingredients. How much sugar, salt, and calories was I consuming?  

To push my idea forward and to create a more considered, intentional artwork, I felt the 

drive to create a series of three documented images. Figures 17 displays a histogram of items 

from my pantry arranged on my kitchen floor. The overhead perspective displays three 

histograms, which depict the content of salt, sugar, and calories per serving for each food item. 

From left to right the amount of salt, sugar, or calories increases. These images were intended to 

be displayed together for an impactful statement.  

 

Figure 17. 

Pantry food displayed in a histogram based on contents of salt, sugar, and calories per serving.  
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These food diagrams show that chicken broth squares contain the most amount of salt, 

Nutella contains the most amount of sugar, and pesto contains the greatest number of calories per 

serving. The most important aspect of this project was that the simplest non-traditional materials 

could act as catalysts for an impactful statement.   

In the classroom, to progress student ideas forward, teachers may suggest that students 

look for ingredients in other materials besides food. Suggestions may include looking at 

ingredients in makeup, shampoo, bath products, home cleaning supplies, health and first aid 

products, animal food, or even medicine. 
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Typography of Emotion  

 There is no doubt that the year of the pandemic was a whirlpool of emotions. Teachers, 

students, and people across the world felt the stress. Being an avid nail biter from a young age, I 

decided to use these bits of detritus as art material. Over the course of two months, I collected 

my bitten off fingernails. Figure 18 shows the brainstorming process for my project about mental 

health. For this project, the materials (bitten off nails) were selected before the idea developed.  

Once enough nails were collected, I organized the white nails atop black cardstock in 

configuration of the word “calm” (Figure 20). Inspired by graphic designer Chip Kidd, I wanted 

to display a word that was opposite in meaning from what was presented; in this case, nails bitten 

off due to stress creating the world “calm”. The artwork was inspired by contemporary artists 

such as Adrian Piper, who collected her own hair, fingernails, and skin in jars displayed on a 

shelf, and Tim Hawkinson who has created sculptures from his fingernails.    

My project went through several stages of revision. Figure 19 displays the first iteration 

of the nail typography. As I looked at the word, the nails towards the bottom, meant to represent 

vibrations, were making me uneasy. I was not satisfied with the results because the individual 

nails took away from the word. Figure 20 shows my realized project in three different stages. As 

the stages progress, the word “calm” begins to disintegrate. I shook the cards to create physical 

vibrations that destroyed the typography I had originally created. This process was satisfying, 

and at the same time spoke to the mental destruction that happens when anxiety takes over.  

While the typographic nail art was strong, I was thinking about a different way of 

displaying the nails while discussing the same concept. I started to think about items in my house 

that help me de-stress and methods for relaxation. 
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Figure 18. 

Brainstorming and thoughts collected on an index card about bitten off nails. 

 

 

Figure 19. 

First iteration of typography created with nails.  
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Figure 20. 

Second iteration of changing typography created with nails.  

   

 

 

Several ideas jumped right out of the water: bubble baths, sleep, yoga, music, cooking, 

and burning candles are just a few that came to mind. I wanted to form a relationship between 

the nails and the object with which they were interacting. After several days of brainstorming 

ideas, I decided that a candle would be a great symbol for relaxation and peace.  

 For this experiment, I wanted to re-create a candle rather than using a pre-existing one in 

a container. In my pantry, I searched for a new glass container, but did not find what I was 

looking for. Then, I realized that a piece of aluminum foil could work as a container until the 
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wax cooled. Aluminum foil does not hold heat very well, but it also does not melt as a plastic 

container would. I took several pieces of aluminum foil, and formed a round, shallow crater. 

Once I bent the foil into my desired shape, I realized that an incredible number of folds, bends, 

and sharp edges appeared. While forming the foil, I was burning one original candle to use its 

melted wax as the base for my new candle. With enough wax, I poured the gooey substance into 

my aluminum mold while simultaneously sprinkling my nails into the clear pool of wax.  

 The process of forming the candle and adding the nails was a juggling act. I was using 

both of my hands in hopes of achieving the desired effect I had imagined, but certain aspects fell 

flat. I had expected the nails to float in the cooling wax, but the nails were too heavy and began 

to sink. I had hoped that the wax would cool quickly, but in fact, it took several minutes to 

harden. Little by little, I poured more wax onto the previous layers of already hardened wax and 

added the nails as I went. Once I poured enough wax, I sprinkled the remaining nails on the top. I 

then added a portion of the wick from the previous candle and held it steady with tweezers while 

it cemented in place.  

 Furthermore, I had hoped that the wax would dry clear, but it dried opaque. In retrospect, 

it was obvious that the candle would not be transparent because the original candle was not see-

through. As a result, the only nails visible were those at the top and bottom of the candle (Figure 

21). Also, the sharp edges of the aluminum foil did not produce a clean outer edge of the candle; 

while this was unexpected, it added to the concept (Figure 22). 

While trying to determine what came first, the idea or the concept, I realized that the 

thought that immerged first in my mind is the direction I would start swimming to. Some 

materials were strong on their own which allowed the concept to develop naturally. Other 

concepts were strong but required some work to figure out the materials that would fit.  
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Figure 21. 

Bitten off nails used in a second concept of a candle.  

  

 

Figure 22. 

Candle created from poured wax and embellished with bitten off nails.  
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Through experimentation, I realized my mistakes. Some failures were difficult to 

overcome due to the nature of the material. Other mistakes, with further revision, could fix the 

problems had I tried again. However, with limited available supply of the nails, it would take 

longer to recreate the candle. Mistakes or failures are inevitable but there is something to learn 

from each one. In the classroom, teachers may suggest students explore other expressions of 

emotion through physical objects like hair on a brush, dry skin, eyelashes, tooth plaque, and even 

ear wax.  

The following section discusses what happens when the artist is tired of producing 

because the brain has been saturated with ideas, doubt, and limited time. 

Treading Water: Overcoming Studio Fatigue and Self Doubt 

 Swimming through my shrinking pool of objects, I found myself hitting the concrete 

walls of the pool and with these dead ends a mental block was forming. I felt my feet getting 

heavier and I began to sink. Uncontrollable circumstances arose, and even those I could control 

still managed to keep me from moving forward. My impulse toward perfectionism proved to be a 

strength and a flaw. As a teacher, I began to understand the point of view of my students who, 

over the course of one school year, often felt drained. 

Junk Drawer of Things: Scrambled Ideas  

There were several materials that I had initially wanted to incorporate and create projects 

with but was not able to complete. I looked for materials in my junk drawer in the kitchen. I 

displayed all contents of the drawer on my kitchen floor (Figure 23). The display reminded me of 

contemporary artist Song Dong and his Waste Not installation, where he displayed the contents 

of his late mother’s home for people to view. While my own junk drawer display was minimal in 

comparison, I questioned whether the materials in the drawer were non-traditional. Much of the 



45 
	

“junk” was take-out menus or instructional pamphlets, and all objects were made of paper. While 

I wrestled with the idea of making a sculpture or installation out of the paper, my brain was 

foggy and resistant to executing any tangible project.  

 

Figure 23. 

Organized contents of a junk drawer in the kitchen.  

 

 

The thinking and developing process that had invigorated me at the start, was no longer 

controlling my mind. The mental notes and ideas that had consistently invented uses for 

materials and concepts felt like scrambled eggs. I searched for ways to minimize the fatigue and 

to push beyond the mental blocks. 
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 A second project that did not go beyond the point of concept was inspired by Yayoi 

Kusama’s Obliteration Room and Roman Ondak’s Measuring the Universe. I was inspired by the 

idea of a participatory installation where people from all around the world leave their mark to 

fulfill the goal of the artwork. In his Ted Talk video, Hansen (2013) mentioned that artists can 

“rely on other people to create content.” Inspired by all three influences, I pushed my concept 

forward to design a site-specific installation.  

 I came up with the idea of measuring the emotion of my neighborhood. Figure 24 

displays my brainstorming process where I pursued the need for the concept, and the execution 

using non-traditional materials. The first material was a printed paper that stated, “How are you 

feeling today?” Due to high traffic and likelihood of participation, the paper would be taped to 

the wall containing the neighborhood’s mailboxes. The second material was a page full of 

stickers that contained three colors and three emotions (Red for sad, yellow for impartial, green 

for happy).  

 

Figure 24. 

Brainstorming ideas and display for an interactive neighborhood installation.  
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My goal was for people to arrive at the mailboxes, select sticker based on their emotion 

that day, and place the sticker anywhere on the paper to complete my simple survey. After one 

day, I would collect the paper, and replace it with a new paper the following morning. The goal 

was to collect a series of seven papers to document week’s worth of emotions. I wanted to keep 

the mechanism of action very simple to garner people’s participation. What hindered me from 

creating this installation was the pandemic, and the fear of no one participating.  

Looking back at my thinking process, I realized that in a school setting, it might be 

difficult for students to create this type of artwork. Some might not be up for the challenge, 

because some students may feel reluctant to tackle a public interactive artwork. I built empathy 

for my students through this mental block because I also began to understand how they might 

feel.  

Seeking a Life Raft: Conquering Fear  

In overthinking the many aspects of my materials and concepts, I developed a creative 

mental block. While I was swimming among my objects, I felt dry during some parts of the 

process. Some days I had major breakthroughs as ideas poured in, and on other days, there was a 

drought.  

To breakthrough my artist’s block, I needed to step back from my own artmaking and 

listen to what others had to say. I watched inspirational talks about creativity. In the TED talk 

(2019) about burnout and creativity, Rahaf Harfoush explained that constant output is not good, 

our brains need to rest to generate new ideas, and that our minds should wander. With these ideas 

in mind, I discarded the notion that I should be producing something every day. I allowed myself 

to step back and think about other things in my life outside of my projects. Once I let go of the 

idea of constant production, the fog in my mind began to clear and I could see new opportunities 
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for exploration. What I learned from failure was to keep moving forward and not to let failure 

paralyze me. While some ideas might seem great, it may not be the right time to create them. 

 Play on Replay: Exploring Materials Just for Fun  

 In between the creation of projects and during my brain fog, I decided to play. I decided 

to create with my hands without concerning myself with the result. In her TED talk, 

contemporary artist Sarah Sze (2019), discussed the importance of recognizing and seeing the art 

in the everyday. In my case, paper clips were part of my every day and unseen for their artistic 

potential. Inspired by contemporary artist Allan McCollum, who has worked with a repetition of 

objects, I took a box of paper clips and began manipulating them. 

 I wondered how many paper clips I could fold and manipulate before my fingers got sore 

from bending the metal. In her TED talk about creativity, Burnstein (2012) talked about paying 

attention to the world around us and pushing objects to their limits by manipulating their 

physical attributes. I wondered how far I could bend the paper clips before they snapped. The 

notion of pushing a material to its breaking point paralleled my experiences with creating a 

multitude of projects with non-traditional materials. How much could I create before my own 

mental breaking point?  

 While I folded the paper clips, I realized that it was easier to create without even looking 

down at the paper clips in my hands. I allowed my mind to wonder as I watched TV, and let my 

hands do the creating. I continued to make and not think. Each folded paper clip became its own 

sculpture (Figure 25). From an aerial point of view, the resulting 100 paper clips looked as if 

they were signatures on paper (Figure 36). Not one paper clip was alike, because I did not allow 

my conscious thought to intervene in the folding process. The soothing paper clip experience 

calmed my mind and released the anxiety about the making. Only then, was I able to push 
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forward in my other endeavors. In the classroom and at home, students may be inspired to play 

with other materials such as bread ties, Twistee wires, strings, shoelaces, floss, hair ties, pipe 

cleaners, nuts and bolts, Q-tips, and aluminum foil.  

 

Figure 25. 

Detail of a manipulated paper clip.  

 

 

Figure 26. 

Collection of 100 manipulated paper clips.  
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Leaving the Pool and Diving Back  

During my paper clip folding exploration and battle with studio fatigue, I had a different 

project waiting to be completed. I had started the project with a few items, but the details did not 

seem to work. The purpose of the project was to gather a collection of materials from my home 

and combine them to create new meaning. Inspired by the contemporary artist Jack Nichelson 

and his “peekaboo” worlds, I wanted to create a peak-into-the-box experience. At the same time, 

I was inspired by Betye Saar’s assemblage of items filled with metaphors and symbolism, which 

influenced my choice of material. I felt that all objects carry a story from their previous life. I 

hoped to give new meaning to a collected group of objects that would tell a new story.  

So, I started with the container that would hold my objects, as I wanted to imbue it with 

as much importance as the objects within. My selected container was a breadbox, and by 

working through a rhizome diagram, the breadbox became a symbol of wealth. I pushed the idea 

of wealth beyond monetary value to signify wealth of knowledge. The concept of my breadbox 

created reasons for the objects I selected to place inside.  

While I had an idea for what I was trying to make, the first iteration of the Bread Box 

(created before the paper clip experience) was weak and unsatisfying (Figure 27). I arranged and 

rearranged the contents, but I was not content with the results. It was only after I took a few days 

away from the project that I was able to see my project more clearly. No longer was the water 

murky around me, but I could see other objects across my pool.  

The final iteration of the Bread Box contained a variety of media such as vintage post 

cards, a Styrofoam window, vintage toy cars, a vintage toy plane, toy pig, a map of Florida, 

wooden blocks, postage stamps, a pocket watch, and lights (Figure 28 and 29). The chosen items 

represented the wealth of knowledge received from travel and exploration. I wanted the viewer 



51 
	

to escape into a world through a peep hole and imagination. The retro motif enhanced the 

illusion of travelling through time and acquiring a personal library of memories.  

 

Figure 27. 

First iteration of a Bread Box project.  

 

 

Figure 28. 

Final iteration of Bread Box project.  
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Figure 29. 

Detail of Bread Box project.  

 

 

 

With my newfound excitement for creating artwork, I had several “A-ha!” moments as I 

worked. For example, as I cut and layered the vintage greeting cards, I hid dinosaurs across the 

landscapes. Some dinosaurs fit seamlessly into their setting. While opening a FedEx package at 

home, I serendipitously discovered a Styrofoam object that contained a peephole in its 

construction. The object was perfect for encapsulating my imaginary world and creating a small 
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window for others to look inside. Additionally, hang a pocket watch from the roof of the 

breadbox to create a more dynamic composition. The more open my mind became, the more I 

could see possibilities in my work.  

Summary Across Findings 

Earlier I had asked myself “How could the use of experimental non-traditional art media 

support a contemporary art curriculum?” Dissanayake (1974), Auther (2000) and Marshall 

(2010) all agreed on the importance of play, exploration and experimentation. In my research, I 

focused on seeking opportunities to explore unknown material and use them for innovative 

purposes. Henderson (2006) pointed out that educators should practice what they preach in the 

classroom and explore materials for the benefit of their students.  

I also asked, “How could the parameters created by working with experimental non-

traditional media promote creative ways of thinking?” In alignment with Wolf’s (1988) thinking 

about approaching a challenge from many points of view, my findings showed that constraints 

allow for diverse thinking. The simplest non-traditional art materials may act as catalysts for 

impactful concepts.  

Finally, I wondered, “What resources could support art educators in teaching their 

students contemporary art practices through non-traditional art media?” Potter (2018) stipulated 

that art educators need to meet the diverse needs of their students in the classroom. Through my 

research I developed a diverse and extensive, but not exhaustive, list of contemporary art 

resources for educators to incorporate into my developed art curriculum.   

In answering my research questions, I consistently referred to the method of 

A/R/Tography. My thinking and artmaking through the creative process fueled my momentum 

and allowed me to develop answers to my research questions.   
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Discussion and Conclusions 

My research study focused on four processes: planning, acting, observing, and reflecting. 

When I planned to create with non-traditional art materials, I went through the method of 

selecting the materials each time. To create my projects, I researched contemporary artists for 

inspiration and developed my concepts through critical thinking. These elements paved the way 

for me to plan the development of a contemporary art curriculum using non-traditional materials. 

Through extensive research of contemporary artists, I analyzed contemporary art websites for 

resources that would be beneficial to this study. I selected rather than collected my data.  

 The acting stage of my process required me to play, experiment, and create. I played and 

experimented with non-traditional art media. I researched what it meant to think outside the box 

and discovered that staying inside the box allowed creativity to flourish. I created constraints and 

allowed my mind maps to pave the way for material experimentation and concept development. I 

questioned the original intent of the objects and used mind maps and metaphors to develop new 

concepts for those objects. As I moved through the motions of creation, I developed my 

curriculum while implementing my artwork as examples.  

The observing stage was about being aware of what was being created as it occured and 

documenting the acting process. As I worked through experimentation and artwork creation, I 

took extensive notes about my experiences. As I experimented with non-traditional art media, I 

questioned what came first when making an artwork: the concept or the medium? Through my 

research, I observed that following my intuition was more important. I became cognizant of my 

successes and failures. I organized my non-traditional art media for evaluation into a chart that 

summarized their original and new meanings (Appendix C).  
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The reflecting stage involved stepping back and analyzing the overall experience of my 

research. I reflected on the fact that play and experimentation are crucial to building new ideas 

when studio fatigue sets in. As an art educator, I could offer my students a new perspective, 

because inquiry into my practice with non-traditional materials allowed me to build empathy 

towards others battling the same challenges. As I reflected about what I had created and 

developed, I was able to formulate recommendations for other art educators.  

As an A/R/Tographer I analyzed my own thinking and artistic development. I researched 

my own thoughts along with the thoughts of others about art making. I incorporated my findings 

into developing an art curriculum for myself and other art educators. As an artist-researcher-

teacher, it was vital to understand the importance of experimentation, practice, failure, and 

perseverance.     

Recommendations  

For my study, I was both the artist and the researcher in hopes of becoming a better 

educator and leader. The recommendations I make may also benefit other art educators in their 

own practice. The following information are the key findings from my study.  

Just as I performed multiple experiments through my research process, I encourage other 

art educators to experiment with non-traditional materials beforehand to understand better what 

students will go through in choosing and exploring media. 

In the classroom, it is important to encourage students to make hypnotic lists of thoughts, 

Rhizome diagrams, and brainstorming web diagrams. These elements are crucial in sparking new 

ideas outside of the commonplace. Art educators should help encourage a habit within students 

to write down their ideas and thought processes. Students should review their previously 

documented thoughts and ideas to allow for more brainstorming to happen. While some students 
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may be inspired before they begin, it is important to note that inspiration may come during the 

process of creation as much as during the planning.  

Art educators should allow students to begin their project by taking inspiration from 

materials or based on a concept. Through an understanding of working with metaphors, students 

would be able to make easier connections between two seemingly unrelated things. What 

students own and have within their possession is already unique. Therefore, teachers should ask 

students to look for non-traditional art materials in spaces they visit often. The objects could 

guide students through an apophenia that inspires making connections between unrelated things.   

Educators should avoid asking students to think outside the box. They should either 

provide students with parameters or allow them to develop their own constraints in an effort to 

encourage students to think critically about their ideas. Art educators should provide parameters 

to the students as examples and allow the students to mold these parameters to fit their own 

exploratory circumstances. Critical thinking will naturally break students away from the 

boundaries of the box into a more creative direction.  

When a material does not work for a student, art educators should teach them to embrace 

failure as a necessary byproduct of creativity. Teaching students to overcome and accept failure 

will discharge the notion that failure is unacceptable. In fact, failure is part of the risk-taking 

process and working with the unknown. Not understanding a material (which in the mind of the 

student might be seen as failure), is not a failure, it should be seen as growth. Allowing students 

to step away from their projects which they might see as failure and encouraging them to 

experiment with new materials can break through mind blocks and foster greater creativity.  

Educators should not require constant production. It is important to intervene and speak 

to the students during their process. They should inquire about student struggles and their notions 
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of failure. Educators should encourage dialogue between the students and their peers to seek 

different possibilities. When they seem to be burned out or uninspired, students should be 

encouraged to talk to other people like friends, family, peers, or teachers to express their 

frustrations about materials or project. Teachers should ask students to talk out loud to express 

their thoughts and struggles.  

Furthermore, the best inspiration may come from looking at contemporary artists and 

exploring their studio practices. Art teachers should plan to show students examples of 

contemporary artists and ask them to seek their own inspiration from similar practicing artists. 

Educators should highlight and encourage students to seek diverse artists of different genders, 

ethnicities, ages, countries, races, etc.  

Finally, play is important to get the creative juices flowing, but it is vital to create 

exercises of play at the beginning of projects, between projects, and in the middle of larger 

projects to facilitate free movement of artistic ideas. These moments of freedom and free 

thinking will allow students to relax and form new connections between their hands and their 

mind. In these instances of play, students should be asked to make more and think less. Teachers 

should allow larger projects to sit and wait, as play interrupts the status quo. Afterwards, students 

will likely feel reinvigorated, allowing for new meanings to form from experimentation of non-

traditional art media.  

Conclusion 

 Now that I have swum, sunk, floated, and embraced my pool of objects and their limitless 

possibilities, I can encourage my students to do the same. When I first started teaching, my hands 

enjoyed manipulating traditional art materials, but I can see my curriculum evolving after 

experimenting with non-traditional materials I found around my home. As my students begin to 



58 
	

sink when they dive into their own unexplored materials, I will throw them a life raft so that they 

can take a breath of fresh air. As my students may benefit from this research, so can other art 

educators. As seen in Figure 30, my research is displayed on my personal website. I hope that the 

contemporary artist list I developed, my personal experimentation and artwork, the art 

curriculum, and this paper may provide some needed assistance to those exploring the field of 

non-traditional art media.  

 

Figure 30. 

Screenshot of website https://www.lobuzova.com/capstone-project-1  
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Appendix A 

Curriculum Unit 

Subject: Art 
Grade level: High School 
Estimated Time: 4 weeks   
Enduring idea or theme: Experiments with non-traditional art media through the lens of 
contemporary art and art practices 
 
Florida State Standards: 
VA.912.S.3.2 Demonstrate a balance between spontaneity and purpose to produce complex 
works of art with conviction and disciplined craftsmanship. 
VA.912.H.2.2 Analyze the capacity of the visual arts to fulfill aesthetic needs through artwork 
and utilitarian objects. 
VA.912.C.2.7 Assess the challenges and outcomes associated with the media used in a variety of 
one’s own works. 
 
What broad, overarching understandings are desired of students?  
1. Contemporary artists’ use of non-traditional art media.  
2. Use of non-traditional art media in conceptual art.  
3. Understanding own thinking process through the use of mind maps and metaphors  
4. How play and experimentation allow us to open our minds to artistic possibilities. 
 
Overarching “essential” questions that this unit is based on: 
1. How can non-traditional art media be used to create contemporary artwork? 
2. How can contemporary artists influence our art-making practices?  
3. Why is it important to learn about our own thinking process and the way we form ideas? 
4. How does play and experimentation with non-traditional art media help us explore art-making 
possibilities?  
 
As a result of this unit, students will be expected to demonstrate an understanding of: 
1. The importance of play and experimentation in art making 
2. Artist research and synthesis of information in the form of an elevator presentation  
3. The influence of contemporary artists on society and other artists  
4. Forming new ideas, metaphors, and concepts through Rhizome creation.  
4. Using non-traditional art media in making personal artwork   
 
Key vocabulary or concepts: non-traditional art media, conceptual art, contemporary artists, 
Rhizome 
 
Major Learning Activities: 
Lesson 1 Play and Experimentation 
 1. Examine contemporary artists 

2. Play and experiment with non-traditional art media using classroom stations  
 3. Self-evaluation of the thinking process 
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Lesson 2 Contemporary Artists + Conceptual Art  
 1. Explore artwork of contemporary artists 
 2. Discuss conceptual art, conceptual artists, and use of non-traditional art media 

3. Design an elevator presentation about a conceptual contemporary artist that practices 
with non-traditional art media  

Lesson 3 Play and Experimentation 
 1. Play and experiment with non-traditional art media using classroom stations  
 2. Self-evaluation of the thinking process 
Lesson 4: Brainstorming Media, Building Concepts, Execution of Concept 
 1. Develop ideas, concepts and metaphors using Rhizomes  
 2. Provide peer feedback about Rhizomes 
 3. Create conceptual artwork using non-traditional art media 
 4. Participate in a peer critique of project 
 5. Complete self-reflection and evaluation worksheet 
 6. Critique peers after completion of project  
 7. Document and digitally share process of project from start to finish  
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Lesson 1 
Lesson Title: Play and Experimentation 
Grade Level: High School 
Estimated Time: 2 days 
 
Overview 
The first lesson will introduce students to play and experimentation. Students will be presented 
with several contemporary artists who practice making artwork using non-traditional art 
materials. Through their use of non-traditional art materials, these artists may broaden the scope 
of what is possible in the art world. Once students have been introduced to the work of the 
artists, they will be asked to select an experiment station in the art room to start with. Students 
will participate several experiment stations and explore non-traditional methods of creating 
artwork.  
 
After the students have played and experimented with non-traditional art materials, they will be 
asked to complete a self-evaluation survey about their experience and thinking process.  
 
Enduring Ideas/Essential Questions 
• What do we know about traditional art materials? 
• How can artists push the boundaries of making art by using non-traditional art materials? 
 
Florida State Standards 
VA.912.S.1.5 Compare the aesthetic impact of images created with different media to evaluate 
advantages or disadvantages within the art process. 
VA.912.C.1.1 Integrate curiosity, range of interests, attentiveness, complexity, and artistic 
intention in the art-making process to demonstrate self-expression. 
VA.912.F.1.3 Demonstrate flexibility and adaptability throughout the innovation process to 
focus and re-focus on an idea, deliberately delaying closure to promote creative risk-taking. 
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Lesson Objectives 
In this lessons, students will (1) examine the works of several contemporary artists practicing 
with non-traditional art media; (2) choose an art station to play and experiment with in the 
classroom; (3) rotate to various art stations to play and experiment with a different material; (4) 
analyze their thinking process through their play and exploration by filling out a self-evaluation 
method of assessment; (5) students will document their experiments and share them virtually for 
other peers to see.  
 
Tools and Materials 
Teacher 
1. Prepare resource sheet or website links of the contemporary artists to show a variety of 
examples of non-traditional art media (Appendix B) 
2. Set up 4 or more play and experimentation stations in the classroom. 
 a. Painting with pantry supplies and condiments (Appendix C) 
 b. Sculptures from paper clips (see Appendix C for more examples)   
3. Establish a sharing network for students that will be consistent for the entire unit (SeeSaw app, 
Microsoft Teams, Google Classroom, Padlet, Blogger or any other virtual sharing platform.  
4. Make sure students have access to the virtual sharing platform through their iPads or personal 
computers.  
5. Distribute self-evaluation worksheet (Attachment A) to all students either virtually or 
physically (make paper copies if necessary) 
 
Students 
1. Physical or digital sketchbook for notes and ideas  
2. Access to a digital device for submitting assignment  
3. An overshirt or apron for protection of clothing   
 
Introduction 
Students will enter the classroom and will be introduced to contemporary artist Janet Echelman 
and watch her Ted Talk about an unorthodox new art material. Afterwards, teacher and students 
will discuss traditional and non-traditional art materials. Some leading questions that could 
benefit the discussion are: 
1. How do traditional and non-traditional art materials differ? 
2. What non-traditional materials do you encounter every day?  
3. How can non-traditional art materials be used to make artwork? 
4. Can anything be used to make artwork?  
5. Are there limits to what can be created?  
 
Once students begin to expand their views beyond traditional art materials that can be used to 
make art, they will be introduced to other contemporary artists practicing with non-traditional art 
media.  
 
Procedure 
1. Once students enter the classroom, they will be introduced to contemporary artist Janet 
Echelman and watch her Ted Talk about an unorthodox new art material and asked to take notes 
in their sketchbook about her work.  
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2. After the video, the students and teacher will lead a discussion based on the question: What 
does it mean to create artwork using non-traditional art materials? 
3. After the discussion, the teacher will show students images and videos of artwork by other 
contemporary artists. Students will discuss what they see in the work of these artist and their 
choice of materials.   
4. After viewing the work of a few practicing contemporary artists, students will be asked to 
choose an experiment station in the classroom to work on (students should be divided evenly 
across all stations available to avoid crowding).  
5. Students should rotate across stations at least 2 times to be able to play and experiment with 
multiple non-traditional art media.  
6. While working in their stations, students should receive their self-evaluation worksheet 
(Attachment A) to be aware what they are looking for and to take notes about their process while 
working with material.  
7. During the creative process, teacher should converse with students about their struggles, 
failures, and successes. Teacher should encourage failure and allow students to form new ideas if 
they are struggling. Teacher should also encourage students to talk to their friends, peers, and 
family if there are any project frustrations.  
8. Students should physically or digitally submit their self-evaluation worksheet at the end of all 
experiment sessions.  
9. Students should digitally document the outcome of each experiment and upload it to the 
designated virtual classroom sharing area for others to see. Students should include their name, 
title of work, and a quick statement about their process.  
10. Repeat procedure 4 and 9 as Lesson 3 to incorporate more play and experimentation midway 
through the unit. New non-traditional materials may be presented in the experiment stations or 
the same materials from Lesson 1 may be used. In Lesson 3 students should work with materials 
they had not worked with before.  
 
Distribution and Clean-up 
In the beginning of class, all materials needed for the experiment stations will be placed on their 
designated tables across the classroom. Any experiment stations requiring water should be 
placed closer to the sink. Physical copies or digital version of the self-evaluation worksheet 
should be ready to be distributed during the lesson. Since students will be using different 
materials, they should have the option to choose the experiment table they want to work on. 
However, the teacher should make sure there is a generous distribution of students across all 
experiment stations. Station by station students will be asked to clean up and pick up materials. 
Students may take their experiments home at the teacher’s discretion. At the end of the lesson, 
students should work on and submit their self-evaluation worksheet.  
 
Closure 
Students will upload final images of their experiments to the designated classroom sharing zone. 
Students will reflect on their play, experiment, and process and submit their self-evaluation 
worksheet.  
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Assessment 
1. Digital image upload of experiment to the designated classroom sharing zone. Students should 
include their name, title of work, and a quick statement about their process.  
2. Self-evaluation worksheet (Attachment A)  
 
Artist or Works of Art Studied 
See the Contemporary Artist Resource List (Appendix B).  
See the table with Non-Traditional Art Media Meaning and Alternatives (Appendix C) 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Lesson 2  
Lesson Title: Contemporary Artists + Conceptual Art  
Grade Level: High School 
Estimated Time: 5 days 
 
Overview 
The second lesson will further explore the topic of creating with non-traditional art media, 
contemporary artists, and conceptual art. After playing and experimenting with non-traditional 
media in the classroom, students will be introduced to more contemporary artists and the practice 
of conceptual artwork. Students will be presented with a variety of non-traditional media artwork 
images, videos of practicing contemporary artists, and videos about the meaning of conceptual 
art. Afterwards, students will research a conceptual contemporary artist of their choice to learn 
more about the practice, explore different methods for creating art, and introduce their peers to a 
variety of artists.  
 
Enduring Ideas/Essential Questions 
• How can conceptual art be used to tell a story? 
• How can we describe the conceptual contemporary art practice?  
• How can non-traditional media be used to create a conceptual artwork?  
 
Florida State Standards 
VA.912.C.1.4 Apply art knowledge and contextual information to analyze how content and ideas 
are used in works of art 
VA.912.C.1.5 Analyze how visual information is developed in specific media to create a 
recorded visual image. 
VA.912.C.1.8 Explain the development of meaning and procedural choices throughout the 
creative process to defend artistic intention. 
 
Lesson Objectives 
In this lesson, students will (1) be introduced to conceptual art; (2) will explore the artwork of 
several conceptual contemporary artists; (3) discuss conceptual art, conceptual artists, and the 
use of non-traditional art media; (4) design an elevator presentation (< 3 min) about a conceptual 
contemporary artist that practices with non-traditional art media; (5) publish their elevator 
presentation to a video platform such as YouTube or Vimeo.  
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Tools and Materials 
Teacher 
1. Prepare conceptual art and artist resources to share a variety of examples with the class.   
2. Prepare a resource list of conceptual contemporary artists for students to choose from for their 
research. (Attachment A) 
3. Make sure students have access to a digital device and internet with an account to a video 
publishing platform such as YouTube or Vimeo.  
4. Prepare physical or digital Elevator Presentation Checklist for all students so that they are 
aware of the project requirements (Attachment B) 
 
Students 
1. Reliable digital device with internet access  
2. Sketchbook for writing down notes about artist  
3. Account to a video publishing platform such as YouTube or Vimeo 
 
Introduction 
Students will enter the classroom and will be presented with a video of a conceptual 
contemporary artist from the resource list. Afterwards, teacher and students will discuss the 
meaning of conceptual art by creating a mind map on the white board for all to see. Then, teacher 
and students will discuss the development of meaning through conceptual art. Some leading 
questions that could benefit the discussion are: 
1. What is conceptual art?  
2. How can conceptual art be used to tell a story? 
3. How does conceptual art complement the contemporary society? 
4. How can non-traditional art media be used to create a conceptual artwork?  
5. How do artists express themselves through the objects they select for the artwork?  
6. How can non-traditional materials help the artists to tell their stories?  
 
After students begin to understand conceptual contemporary art, they will be introduced to the 
requirements for the lesson.  
 
Procedure 
1. Once students enter the classroom, they will view a video (teacher’s choice) about a 
conceptual contemporary artist practicing with non-traditional art media.  
2. After watching the video, teacher and students will discuss the meaning of conceptual art 
based on what they saw in the video.  
3. Teacher should take note of all student opinions about conceptual art on the board for all to 
see.  
4.Teacher will open a discussion for students to discuss the intention of conceptual contemporary 
art and the use of non-traditional art media in the process.  
5. Students will then be challenged to research a conceptual contemporary artist practicing with 
non-traditional art media to create a digital elevator presentation (< 3 min). Students may pick 
their own artist or choose from the teacher resource list. Teacher should make sure chosen artists 
are unique to each student.  
6. After several days of research and presentation prep students will present their artist research 
to the class.  
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7. Before or after the presentation, all student projects should be published to a digital video 
platform for future reference.  
8. During the presentation teacher should use the Artist Elevator Presentation Checklist 
(Attachment B) to evaluate the completion of the assignment.  
 
Distribution and Clean-up 
Students will be working on a digital presentation, and therefore will need to have access to a 
school provided or personal digital device with internet access for the entire class period. No 
other art supplies will be used for the remainder of the lesson. 
 
Closure 
Student presentations will be displayed through a digital video platform to allow any student to 
return and to view the information again. Students may use the presentation checklist to assess 
the strengths and weakness of their work.  
 
Assessment 
Artist Elevator Presentation Checklist (Attachment B)  
 
Artists or Works of Art Studied 
What is conceptual art: https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/c/conceptual-art  
Seyed Alavi: https://florida.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/81dd4979-2fdc-46d5-bc12-
e7f2f3622413/seyed-alavi-conceptual-art/ 
David Ireland: https://florida.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/d4afc8fc-b0be-4420-b597-
9739dd10f87b/david-ireland-visual-arts-conceptual/ 
Tamara Kostianovsky: https://www.thisiscolossal.com/2018/06/fabric-tree-stumps-by-tamara-
kostianovsky/ 
Libby Oliver: https://www.thisiscolossal.com/2018/03/soft-shells-by-libby-oliver/ 
Sarah Sze: https://art21.org/watch/extended-play/sarah-sze-how-we-see-the-world-short/ 
Shadi Ghadirian: https://www.saatchigallery.com/artist/shadi_ghadirian  
 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Lesson 3  
Lesson Title: Play and Experimentation 
Grade Level: High School 
Estimated Time: 2 days 
 
Overview 
The third lesson will go back to the basic of play and experimentation. To avoid studio fatigue, 
students should participate and play with non-traditional materials without an outcome in mind. 
Students should play with materials that are different to those they worked with in Lesson 1. 
Self-evaluation worksheet should be used to help students develop their thinking process while 
working with the materials.  
 
Procedure 
See Lesson 1 and follow procedure 4-9  
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Lesson 4 
Lesson Title: Brainstorming Media, Building Concepts, Execution of Concept  
Grade Level: High School 
Estimated Time: 10 days 
 
Overview 
The final lesson will introduce students to idea mapping and concept development. Students will 
develop several Rhizomes to better understand their own thinking processes. The Rhizomes and 
metaphors will be used to help develop ideas about materials and/or concepts. Students should 
incorporate what they had learned from previous lessons about conceptual art and contemporary 
artists to create their own conceptual artwork using non-traditional art media.   
 
Enduring Ideas/Essential Questions 
• How can a Rhizome be used to understand your own thinking? 
• How can a concept be developed through Rhizomes and metaphors? 
• How can contemporary artists inspire the work of other artists?  
 
Florida State Standards 
VA.912.S.2.2 Focus on visual information and processes to complete the artistic concept. 
VA.912.O.3.1 Create works of art that include symbolism, personal experiences, or 
philosophical view to communicate with an audience. 
VA.912.S.3.1 Manipulate materials, techniques, and processes through practice and perseverance 
to create a desired result in two- and/or three-dimensional artworks. 
VA.912.S.1.1 Use innovative means and perceptual understanding to communicate through 
varied content, media, and art techniques. 
VA.912.S.2.3 Demonstrate visual-thinking skills to process the challenges and execution of a 
creative endeavor. 
 
Lesson Objectives 
In this lesson, students will (1) be introduced to idea maps and concept development by creating 
Rhizomes; (2) develop metaphors through their Rhizomes to create ideas about materials and/or 
concepts; (3) provide feedback to their peers about their Rhizome; (4) create their own 
conceptual artwork using non-traditional art media through the inspiration of conceptual artists; 
(5) participate in a peer feedback; (6) complete a self-reflection and evaluation worksheet; (7) 
critique their peers after completion of the project; (8) post images of their project (process and 
completion) to a classroom digital sharing platform.  
 
Tools and Materials 
Teacher 
1. Prepare examples of Rhizomes for the class to view 
2. Prepare physical or digital copies of worksheets:  
 Attachment C: Rhizome Peer Feedback Worksheet  
 Attachment D: Project Self Evaluation and Reflection 

Attachment E: Project Peer Critique Worksheet 
 Attachment F: Project Rubric  
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3. Prepare examples of artwork that uses non-traditional art media  
4. Make sure students have access to a digital device and internet for project sharing  
 
Students 
1. Sketchbook for Rhizome, concept development, and project drafts 
2. Non-traditional media brought from home, unique to each student  
3. Access to a digital device and internet for project sharing  
4. An overshirt or apron for protection of clothing   
 
Introduction 
Students will be presented with one word on the board and will be asked to provide the teacher 
with words that are associated with the word already displayed. Teacher and students will build a 
class-wide Rhizome (idea map) using word, subject, and concept associations. After a visual 
presentation of what a Rhizome looks like, students will use the Rhizome displayed to create 
metaphors to form connections between the topics they see (Figure A1). The teacher will lead 
students to a discussion about forming connections, understand own thinking, and the 
development of concepts. The teacher may ask leading questions to further discussion. 
1. What is the reason for creating a Rhizome? 
2. How can a metaphor be developed through free association? 
3. How can a concept develop through a metaphor?  
 
Once the students understand the importance of brainstorming, mapping of ideas, and the 
creation of concepts through the help of metaphors, they will select several words or concepts to 
create their own practice Rhizomes in the sketchbooks.  
 
Procedure  
1. Once students enter the classroom, they will be presented with on word on the board and will 
be asked to provide the teacher with other words that are associated with the one display. 
Teacher and students will build a Rhizome together.  
2. Students will then be tasked to use the Rhizome already on the board to create make 
connections between words to create metaphors and form new connections between topics. (If 
students are not aware of what a metaphor is, teacher should quickly remind them what it is.)  
3. Then, the teacher will lead students to a discussion about forming connections, understanding 
own thinking, and developing concepts.  
4. Students may then select 4-5 words of their own choice to build more Rhizomes inside their 
sketchbooks for practice of free association.  
5. Once the Rhizomes are complete (may extend into next day) students should create at least 1 
metaphor per each Rhizome they create. Students should find connections between ideas within 
their cluster of words.  
6. Using the Peer Feedback Worksheet (Attachment C) students should evaluate one other peer 
on the strength of their metaphors.  
7. After receiving feedback from their peers, students should begin to think about what materials 
they have at home that may be used to illustrate one or more of their concepts previously 
developed in the Rhizome.  
8. The next day, students should be tasked to bring their non-traditional media to school. Teacher 
should set parameters for the students or allow the students to choose their own material 
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parameters. (Students should be reminded to refer to contemporary artists studied previously to 
help them select materials). Students should use their sketchbook for planning and writing down 
ideas and making lists of what they might need to start their artwork.  
9. Once students have their materials in class, they will use their non-traditional art media to 
create their artwork that speaks about a concept of their choice developed through the Rhizome. 
(If students were unhappy with previous Rhizomes, they may create more until they have a 
strong concept).  
10. As students are working on their project, they should be well aware of what is expected of 
them. The teacher should go over the assignments that explain the goals for the students. Teacher 
should review the Self-evaluation and Reflection (Attachment D) worksheet, Critique Worksheet 
(Attachment E), and the Project Rubric (Attachment F) with the students.  
11. During the creative process, teacher should converse with students about their struggles, 
failures, and successes. Teacher should encourage failure and allow students to form new ideas if 
they are struggling. Teacher should also encourage students to talk to their friends, peers, and 
family if there are any project frustrations. Revisions should happen during the creative process, 
and the end of the project should be postponed allowing for maximum failure and time for new 
ideas to form.  
12. If needed, teacher should create more time for play and experimentation with non-traditional 
art media.  
13.As students work on their project, they should take pictures of their process each day until 
complete.  
14. When all students have finished their project, they should document their final work and 
share their process and final images in the classroom art sharing platform.  
15. Students should complete Attachment D and Attachment E and the teacher should evaluate 
student work using Attachment F.  
 
Distribution and Clean-up 
Students will be using a variety of media for their projects, and therefore need storage space in 
the classroom for their materials. As projects are being built, students will need space to store 
their work until they are complete. During the days when students are creating their project, they 
will need to make sure that clean up their space before the end of the class.  
 
Closure 
All student work will be digitally uploaded and shared through a classroom digital sharing 
platform. Students will reflect on the work of their peers by choosing a project to comment on. 
Students will hold an in-classroom discussion about the successes/failures/improvements on the 
final day of the unit.   
 
Assessment 
1. Students will participate in a peer feedback of their Rhizome development (Attachment C) 
2. Students will self-evaluate and reflect on their process and completion of project (Attachment 
D) 
3. Students will critique one other classmate at the end of the project (Attachment E) 
4. A rubric will be used to assist in evaluating the students understanding of the project 
(Attachment F).  
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Artists or Works of Art Studied 
If artist examples are needed, see the Contemporary Artist Resource List (Appendix B).  
 
Figure A1. 
 
Examples of Rhizome diagram 
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Attachment A: Play and Experimentation Self Evaluation 

Student name: ____________________________________ 

Date: ____________________________________________ 

Class/Period: ______________________________________ 

 

(Discuss any and all materials used)  

What station/materials did you play and experiment with? 

What do you believe was the original purpose of the materials? 

What did you think of the materials at first? 

How did the materials behave? 

What are the pros and cons to working with the new material?  

Describe any unusual qualities of the material and compare those qualities to a known art 
material. 
 
 
What did you create in your experiment? 

What else can be create from the material outside of what you had already made?  

What was the new purpose of the materials? 

Did you experience any failures or successes? How did this shape your thinking about the 
material?  
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Attachment B: Artist Elevator Presentation Checklist 

Student name: ____________________________________ 

Date: ____________________________________________ 

Class/Period: ______________________________________ 

 

Required during presentation:  

à Name of conceptual contemporary artist   

à Artist’s non-traditional medium 

à What does the artist create? 

à What is the concept behind their artwork? 

à Why did the artist resonate with you? Or What excites you about their work? 

à What else did you learn about this artist through your research? 

à What other artists use similar materials or talk about similar concepts?  

 

Also required:  

à Include image of the artist 

à Include at least 3 images of the artwork(s)  

à Include resources for the research (at least 2) 

à Presentation was under 3 minutes  

à Presentation uploaded to YouTube or Vimeo  
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Attachment C: Rhizome Peer Feedback Worksheet  

Student name: ____________________________________ 

Date: ____________________________________________ 

Class/Period: ______________________________________ 

 

1. Which classmate did you choose to critique? 

 

 

2. What words/phrases/ideas/concepts did the Rhizome start with? 

 

 

3. How developed is the Rhizome? Are the pages are filled with extensive annotations and 
connections? Explain.  
 

 

4. Is there a visual metaphor being developed? If yes, what is it? If not, how did you help your 
peer develop their metaphor? 
 

 

5. What suggestions can you give to your peer to improve or enhance their idea?  
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Attachment D: Project Self Evaluation and Reflection 

Student name: ____________________________________ 

Date: ____________________________________________ 

Class/Period: ______________________________________ 

 

Project 

1. What visual metaphors did you develop for your project?  

2. How did your Rhizome help you develop your metaphor? 

3. What non-traditional art media did you use in your project and why? 

3. How does your metaphor and non-traditional art media complement each other? 

4. What imagery/abstraction/subject is represented in your artwork?   

5. What is the conceptual meaning behind your final artwork? 

Process 

1. While looking for contemporary inspiration what artists or artwork inspired your final piece? 

2. Did you seek advice/constructive criticism from your peers or teacher? If yes, what 
advice/constructive criticism did you receive? 
 
3. What steps did you take to revise your project in your process of creating it? 

Reflection  
1. What did you do well, and did you come across any challenges when creating your work? If 
so, what transpired and how did you overcome your challenges? 
 
2. What new skills, habits or ideas did you learn or improve throughout the course of this 
project? 
 
3. What will the viewers of your work learn about your materials and concept? 
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Attachment E: Project Peer Critique Worksheet 

Student name: ____________________________________ 

Date: ____________________________________________ 

Class/Period: ______________________________________ 

 

1. Which classmate did you choose to critique? 

 

2. What non-traditional media did your peer work with? 

 

3. What concept did your peer develop?  

 

4. What is the visual metaphor are they trying to portray in their artwork? 

 

5. Does the visual metaphor need improvement or clarity? If so, what suggestions can you give 
to your peer to improve their idea.  
 

6. What constructive criticism can you give to your peer?  

 

7. What positive attributes do you see in their project? 
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Attachment F: Project Rubric  

Student name: __________________________ Date: ___________Class/Period: __________ 

 

 1 
Below Expectations 

2 
Meets Expectations 

3 
Exceeds Expectations 

 
Total 

How successful 
were students in 
selecting non-
traditional art 
media to display 
their concept?  

Shows a basic or no 
understanding of 
non-traditional art 
media and its 
connection to 
conceptual art 
making. 

Shows a sound 
understanding of non-
traditional art media 
and its connection to 
conceptual art 
making. 

Shows comprehensive 
understanding of non-
traditional art media 
and its connection to 
conceptual art making. 

    
                

How successful 
were students in 
creating 
imagery/abstraction 
to reflect their 
concept or 
metaphor? 

Provides limited or 
no 
imagery/abstraction 
to enhance the 
concept and 
metaphors.  

Provides detailed 
imagery/abstraction to 
enhance the concept 
and metaphors.  

Provides complex 
imagery/abstraction to 
enhance the concept 
and metaphors.  

 
              

How creative, 
developed and 
original was the 
artwork? 

Uses few or no 
creative elements in 
the composition. 
Shows basic 
commitment to the 
artwork.  

Uses some creative 
elements in the 
composition. Shows 
sound good 
commitment to the 
artwork.  

Uses a variety of 
creative elements in 
the compositions. 
Shows outstanding 
commitment to the 
artwork.  

 
              

 
How successful 
were students in 
documenting their 
process from the 
beginning to end, 
and publishing it 
for their peers to 
see? 

Provides few or no 
documented images 
of process and 
completed work on 
the digital image 
sharing platform.  

Provides some 
documented images 
of process and 
completed work on 
the digital image 
sharing platform. 

Provides a variety of 
documented images of 
process and completed 
work on the digital 
image sharing 
platform. 

 
               

                                                                                       
                                                                                       Total                                                    /12 
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Appendix B 

Contemporary Artists Resource List 
 
Contemporary websites with ongoing art uploads: 
 
Art 21 https://art21.org/  
Artforum https://www.artforum.com/ 
Artnet News https://news.artnet.com/ 
This is Colossal https://www.thisiscolossal.com/  
Juxtapoz https://www.juxtapoz.com/  
It’s Nice That https://www.itsnicethat.com/  
Rhizome https://rhizome.org/  
Ted Talks https://www.ted.com/talks?sort=relevance&q=art  
Tate Museum https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-theme  
 
Individual Contemporary Artists  
The following resource list is just a sample of artists that inspired me as I created my work and is 
not exhaustive. Each artist was assigned a category/theme. As contemporary artists, they likely 
make work across multiple categories and perhaps categories that are not listed.  
 
Body Parts/ Physical Being  
Braun, Judith https://www.judithannbraun.com/fingerprint-walls  
Hansen, Heather https://tinyurl.com/5cscm69f  
Hawkinson, Tim https://www.artsy.net/artwork/tim-hawkinson-bird 
Parsons, Emily https://tinyurl.com/23nxpkx3  
Piper, Adrian  https://tinyurl.com/764dkr4e  
 
Clothing 
Berry, Ian https://www.ianberry.org/  
Cave, Nick https://publicdelivery.org/nick-cave-soundsuits/ 
Kaikkone, Kaarina https://kaarinakaikkonen.fi/  
Kostianovsky, Tamara https://tinyurl.com/t3ytafvd  
Guerra de la Paz https://www.artworksforchange.org/portfolio/guerra-de-la-paz/ 
Sağdıç, Deniz https://tinyurl.com/s43cbuts  
 
Print Making  
Molinari, Margaret https://www.instagram.com/margarts/  
 
General Installation 
Anatsui, El https://art21.org/watch/extended-play/el-anatsui-language-symbols-short/  
Christo and Jean-Claude https://christojeanneclaude.net/artworks/early-works/  
Clay, Jen http://www.jenlynnclay.com/projects 
Drew, Leonardo https://art21.org/artist/leonardo-drew/  
Echelman, Janet  https://tinyurl.com/7kusd4e2  
Garrard, Rachel https://www.instagram.com/rachelgarrard/  
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Gates, Theaster https://tinyurl.com/6247xwdb  
Law, Rebecca Louise https://mymodernmet.com/rebecca-louise-law-the-iris-exhibition/  
McCollum, Allan https://tinyurl.com/5f3ww2ty  
Nawa, Kohei http://kohei-nawa.net/works/foam  
Salcedo, Doris https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZjYuDKFvsjY&ab_channel=Art21  
Sayeg, Magda https://tinyurl.com/8sjjyn2w  
Marthine Tayou, Pascale https://www.galleriacontinua.com/artists/pascale-marthine-tayou-74  
Weiwei, Ai https://tinyurl.com/bejxj6wt  
Yamamoto, Motoi https://tinyurl.com/bmdb7dyy  
 
Interactive Installation 
Green Pedestrian Crossing https://tinyurl.com/my5wa2tp  
Kusama, Yayoi  https://www.thisiscolossal.com/2012/01/yayoi-kusama-obiliteration-room/  
Ondak, Roman https://tinyurl.com/d75pf3tr  
 
Found Objects Installation 
Deininger, Thomas http://www.tomdeiningerart.com/works.html 
Dion, Mark https://tinyurl.com/995jcr5j  
Song, Dong https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bG4SeIVqhkY&ab_channel=BarbicanCentre  
Donovan, Tara https://tinyurl.com/32w7df8j  
Jobbins, Freya https://www.freyajobbins.com/installations  
Shin, Jean https://jeanshin.com/ 
Ward, Nari https://www.thisiscolossal.com/2020/11/nari-ward-found-objects/ 

 
Nature/Environment Installation 
Azevedo, Néle https://tinyurl.com/6nnj2tba  
Bordalo, Artur https://www.bordaloii.com/big-trash-animals-series/neutral  
Clottey, Serge Attukwei https://tinyurl.com/984fw4dn  
Duran, Alejandro https://tinyurl.com/4mpbv9zd  
Eliasson, Olafur https://olafureliasson.net/archive/artwork/WEK109190/ice-watch#slideshow 
Foreman, Jon https://www.thisiscolossal.com/2020/12/jon-foreman-stone-land-art/  
Goldsworthy, Andy https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f7sZv4_0Fxg&ab_channel=rawrberrys  
 
Found at Home 
Bal, Vincent  https://www.instagram.com/VINCENT_BAL/  
Dettmer, Brian https://tinyurl.com/2jc5xkt7  
Fayle, Hillary Waters  https://www.thisiscolossal.com/2020/12/hillary-waters-fayle-leaves/ 
Lubelski, Nava http://www.navalubelski.com/artworks.html 
Mattingly, Mary https://marymattingly.com/html/MATTINGLYHouseUniverse.html  
Muniz, Vik https://tinyurl.com/6kccndzc  
Niemann, Christoph https://www.instagram.com/abstractsunday/  
Paich, Slobodan Dan https://tinyurl.com/2j9x4zv4  
Pearlman, Mia https://miapearlman.com/ 
Silvious, Ruby https://www.thisiscolossal.com/2020/12/ruby-silvious-tea-bags/  
Strad, Julia https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4FSbMJFzs9k&ab_channel=MNOriginal  
Webber, Stacey Lee https://www.thisiscolossal.com/2021/03/stacey-lee-webber-money/  
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Sculptural 
Drenk, Jessica   https://www.thisiscolossal.com/2020/10/jessica-drenk-transmutations/ 
Ganz, Sayaka  https://sayakaganz.com/  
Jungen, Brian https://tinyurl.com/yfk5jnjz  
Johansson, Michal http://michaeljohansson.com/works.html  
Kurtz, Will http://www.willkurtz.com/work#/outdoor/  
Long, Richard http://www.richardlong.org/sculptures.html  
Miebach, Nathalie https://tinyurl.com/tb9xysba  
Mock, Brian https://www.brianmock.com/  
Nevelson, Louise https://www.pacegallery.com/artists/louise-nevelson/ 
Nichelson, Jack https://vimeo.com/12598948  
Pras, Bernard https://bernardpras.fr/projects/#2020,.menu  
Saar, Betye https://tinyurl.com/27687yeb  
Santiago, Curtis Talwst https://tinyurl.com/n9udvvyz  
Tironi, Dario https://dariotironi.com/works/  
Williams, Herb https://www.thisiscolossal.com/2021/02/herb-williams-crayon-sculptures/  
 
Wall Art 
Byrd, Elan  https://www.elanbyrd.com/our-story  
Robson, Aurora https://www.aurorarobson.com/junk-mail-collage  
 
Portraits 
Felix, Tess https://tessfelixartist.com/  
Monteiro, Fabrice https://tdsblog.com/fabrice-monteiro/  
Perkins, Jane https://janeperkins.co.uk/#  
 
Organizations 
Skanda, Ali https://www.theflipflopi.com/  
Studio 400 https://www.trendhunter.com/trends/white-gallery-installation-by-studio-400  
Studio KCA http://www.studiokca.com/projects/skyscraper-the-bruges-whale/IMG_8500/  
Washed up Texas https://washeduptexas.org/  
 
Conceptual  
Alavi, Seyed https://tinyurl.com/4tk6vz9v  
Barker, Mandy https://www.mandy-barker.com/penalty-2  
Cole, Willie https://www.pbs.org/video/willie-cole-artist-sjc4vr/  
Denes, Agnes http://www.agnesdenesstudio.com/works7.html  
Ghadirian, Shadi https://www.saatchigallery.com/artist/shadi_ghadirian 
Haifeng, Ni http://artasiapacific.com/Magazine/62/ParaProductionNiHaifeng  
Ireland, David https://tinyurl.com/yc5fazma  
Kostianovsky, Tamara  
https://tinyurl.com/t3ytafvd  
Oliver, Libby https://www.thisiscolossal.com/2018/03/soft-shells-by-libby-oliver/ 
Parker, Cornelia https://tinyurl.com/42jufu38  
Sze, Sarah https://tinyurl.com/3d5293hk  
Wilson, Fred https://tinyurl.com/4fpherbr  
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Appendix C 

Non-Traditional Art Media Meaning and Alternatives 

Medium Original 
Location 

Original 
Meaning/Purpose 

New 
Meaning/Purpose 

Alternative Materials  

Movie + theme park 
ticket stubs 

Closet 
(Memory 
box) 

Entrance into 
entertainment 
venue 

Collection of 
memories in a 
categorized display. 

Collections of coins, candy 
wrappers, lottery tickets, 
greeting cards 

Disposable face 
masks 

Side pocket 
of car door 

Protection against 
viruses 

Collection of a 
multitude of masks 
speak to the current 
state of the world. 

Collections of coins, candy 
wrappers, lottery tickets, 
greeting cards 

Coffee, coffee grinds, 
black tea, mustard, 
ketchup, paprika, 
siracha, Balsamic 
vinegar, vitamin c 

Kitchen 
(pantry, 
refrigerator, 
spice rack) 

Cooking, eating Painting media 

Materials found in the pantry, 
refrigerator, bathroom, laundry 

Nail polish, 
toothpaste, mascara, 
foundation, blush, 
aloe vera, incense 
ashes 

Bathroom Self-care items Painting media 

Materials found in the pantry, 
refrigerator, bathroom, laundry 

Toothbrush, Q-tips, 
cotton pillow 

Bathroom Self-care items 
Painting utensils 
replacing a common 
artists brush 

Fingers, rocks, plastic bags, tin 
foil, hair, toothpicks, eating 
utensils, sponges 

Clothing labels 
Closet 
(shirts and 
dresses) 

Information about 
proper cleaning 
methods, location 
made, 
consistency, 
translation  

Sustainability in a 
viewer friendly 
presentation 

Labels from blankets, pillows, 
towels, shoes, toys. Bar codes 
on food containers and boxes 

Food from pantry Kitchen Consumption 

Displays viewer 
friendly graph for 
salt, sugar, calories 
contents 

Ingredients in makeup, 
shampoo, bath products, home 
cleaning supplies, health and 
first aid products, animal food, 
and medicine 

Fingernails Human body Protection of 
fingers 

Challenges what it 
means to be calm. 

Hair, dry skin, eye lashes, 
tooth plaque, ear wax 
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Medium 
Original 
Location 

Original 
Meaning/Purpose 

New 
Meaning/Purpose 

Alternative Materials  

Items from junk 
drawer Kitchen 

Informational 
pamphlets and 
menus 

Organized 
collection of human 
needs. 

Memory keepsake box, baby 
box, piggy bank, repair tools 
container 

Paper clips Desk Hold paper 
together 

Pushing objects to 
their limits 

Bread ties, Twistee wires, 
strings, shoelaces, floss, hair 
ties, pipe cleaners, nuts and 
bolts, Q-tips, aluminum foil 

Bread box Kitchen 
Hold bread and 
keeps it from 
going stale 

Containment of 
wealth 

Egg carton, kitchen drawer, 
basket, vases  

Vintage post cards, 
vintage toy cars, 
vintage toy plane, toy 
pig, a map of Florida, 
wooden blocks, 
postage stamps, a 
pocket watch, and 
lights 

Closet 
(memory 
box) 

Sending letters, 
play, finding your 
way, card holders, 
telling time, 
providing light 

Representation of 
wealth through 
travel and 
experience 

Greeting cards, photographs, 
journals, trinkets  
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