
Investigating Contemporary Art

Works of art and design have meaning. They send messages, raise questions, suggest moods, 

prompt action, and show beauty, for example. To discover what an artwork is about, spend 

time looking carefully and thinking critically. Work with others for multiple perspectives.

The more information you gather about 

the artwork, the more evidence you have 

for making connections and creating 

interpretations.

What do you see?

• What is the art form? What materials 

and techniques did the artist use?

• What do you recognize in the 

artwork, if anything?

• What are the parts of this artwork 

and how did the artist organize them? 

• What words can you use to describe 

this artwork? How do those words 

“fit” or describe the artwork?

• How is the artwork presented for 

viewers to experience it?

What do you know about the artist?

• How does the artist work?

• What has the artist said about art 

or ideas?

FINDING CLUES What is this artwork mostly about? 

Interpret the meaning of an artwork 

by connecting what you see, know, 

and remember with what the artwork 

suggests. 

What expressive words are  

suggested? 

• What expressive words “fit” or  

connect with the artwork? 

• What expressive words do not “fit” or 

connect with the artwork? 

• What evidence can you give?

What themes or ideas are suggested? 

What purpose might the artwork 

have, if any?

• What evidence can you provide to 

support your interpretation? 

MAKING CONNECTIONS

Which contemporary strategies (Evolving Ideas) did the artist use, if any? 

• How does the use of contemporary strategies help convey the artwork’s meaning?

• What evidence can you provide to support your idea? 
EVOLVING IDEAS

Unit 1 Experience Art 
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Visit DavisArt.com/Investigating for more information.

By engaging in open-ended discussions about artworks, 
young people develop new understandings about the 
world, relationships, and each other. 

A resource to accompany Experience Art by Marilyn G. Stewart

Investigating

The Investigating Contemporary Art card set is designed to 
help middle- school students and their teachers examine the 
contemporary artworks in Experience Art. When students 
explore contemporary art, they engage with ideas, identities, 
values, and perspectives of their own time. The set focuses 
on contemporary art so that students become familiar with 
artists, artworks, and art-making possibilities that are rele-
vant to them now, and more importantly, so that they have 
access to perspectives on the world that they inhabit and 
seek to understand.

Because students can be hesitant to engage in group dis-
cussions, components of this set help them think through 
and craft responses to conversation prompts provided.  

Components:
• 48 Art Image cards include six copies of each image from 

the unit openers to facilitate small group discussions through 
prompts provided.

• 32 Descriptive Words cards feature terms students can use 
to answer the question, “What do you see?”

• 32 Expressive Word cards feature terms students can use to 
answer the question, “What moods or feelings are suggested?”

• 32 Themes and Ideas cards provide possible answers to the 
question, “What is the artwork about?”

• 48 Evolving Ideas cards include eight identical sets of cards 
with terms describing contemporary art-making approaches.

• Teacher’s Guide provides instruction, additional information, 
and teaching support for meaningful interactions.
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Teacher’s Guide to 
Investigating 
Contemporary Art
A resource to accompany Experience Art

repetition

DESCRIPTIVE WORDS
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juxtaposition

placing unrelated objects or 

ideas together to suggest a new, 

unexpected meaning

EVOLVING IDEAS
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humble

EXPRESSIVE WORDS
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uses symbols 

to communicate 

important ideas 

THEMES AND IDEAS
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Investigating Contemporary Art Unit 1: Messages

Unit 1 Experience Art © 2023 Davis Publications, Inc.

Yinka Shonibare CBE, Water Kid (Girl), 2020. Fiberglass mannequin, Dutch wax printed cotton textile, globe, brass, steel baseplate, antique water 
jug, 52 3/4" x 22 1/2" x 19 3/4" (134 x 57 x 50 cm). Courtesy of James Cohan Gallery. © Yinka Shonibare CBE. All Rights Reserved, DACS/ARS, NY 2022.
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Contemporary Art Cards
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