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        Image to Word 

Curriculum Guide 
for Memphis Brooks Museum of Art 

Permanent Collection Tours 

 

Lance Letscher, American, b. 1962, BIG LEAGUER, 2003, Collage on masonite, Memphis 

Brooks Museum of Art purchase; funds provided by Howard Foote with matching funds provided 

by Pfizer, Inc. 2004.18 

About the artwork: Lance Letscher combined writing with visual art to create the Big Leaguer 

artwork.  The artist arranged old Big League notebook covers to create an interesting collage. 

Notebook pages scribbled in writing peek out from behind the rectangular blocks of vivid color.   
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Dear Teachers,  

 Writing about art is a meaningful way for your students to increase their observation 

skills, improve their ability to communicate through writing, and deepen their understanding and 

appreciation of visual art. The ancient Greeks established the tradition of writing about works of 

art, and today the term ekphrasis (writing based on works of art) comes from the Greek ek and 

phrasis, 'out' and 'speak' respectively. By using art as the springboard for writing, students are 

encouraged to look carefully, reflect on what they see, and begin to put those observations and 

thoughts onto paper. 

 A guided tour of the museum’s collection and special exhibitions will begin with an oral 

warm up activity, to get students in the right frame of mind for reflection and writing. Docents 

(tour guides) will select age-appropriate writing activities and complementary works of art that 

provide just the right inspiration for students to utilize and enhance their observation and writing 

skills. Selected activities may include looking closely at a work of art with an interesting 

narrative, then writing about what might have happened before or after the instant that is 

captured in the scene depicted. Or, students may get to know the person depicted in one of the 

museum’s many portraits, then write a monologue of what the person might say if they could 

come to life and step out of the painting into the galleries at the Brooks. 

 This curriculum guide is designed to provide you with suggested pre- and post-visit 

activities and teaching resources to help prepare your students prior to their visit, and 

suggestions for continuing the learning after you get back to school. Please use your discretion 

when determining the appropriate content for your class. We look forward to seeing you at the 

Brooks! 

 
Sincerely,  
 

Brooks Education 
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Grade Level: 

4th -12th  

Number of Students: 
 
40 maximum 

TN State Standards in Art:     
             
Standard 3.0 Evaluation:  
Students will choose and evaluate a range of subject matter, symbols, and ideas.  
 
Standard 4.0 Historical and Cultural Relationships: 
 Students will understand the visual arts in relation to history and cultures.   
 
Standard 5.0 Reflecting and Assessing: 
Students will reflect upon and assess the characteristics and merits of their work and the work 
of others. 
 
Standard 6.0 Interdisciplinary Connections:  
Students will make connections between visual arts and other disciplines. 

Suggested Common Core Standards in English Language Arts: 

Writing 

Grades 4 -5: 1, 2, 3, 4, 10 

Grades 6 -12: 3, 4, 10 

Speaking and Listening  

Grades 4-5: 1, 4 

Grades 6-12: 1, 2, 4  

Language  

Grades 4-8: 1, 3, 6,  

Grades 9-12: 1 

 

Lesson Plan  
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The learner will… 
 

1. Discuss the similarities between visual art and language arts.  
2. Define Ekphrasis and new vocabulary words. 
3. Respond to original works of art through a series of writing and discussion prompts.  
4. Meet grade level expectations established by the teacher for the writing assignments.  
5. Share ideas and written work with the class and listen and respond to the ideas and 

work of others.  
6. Edit writings and collaborate to create a finished piece of work.  

 
 

 
1. Use the pre-visit activity to introduce new vocabulary and foster a discussion about 

visual arts, language arts, and the similarities and differences between the two.  
  
 
2. Discuss the museum visit with your students and state your own expectations for 

their writing. For example, “I want you to write in complete sentences and use correct 
punctuation.” Or “ I want to you to be highly descriptive and use a diverse range of 
adjectives.”  

 
 
3. Discuss the types of artworks students will see on their tour such as sculptures and 

paintings. Introduce Art Terms from the vocabulary list.  
 
 
4. Review Museum Manners with students and Chaperone Guidelines with 

chaperones.  
 

 
 
 
Teachers 
 

1. Image to Word: Art and Creative Writing by Kathleen Walsh-Piper 
 

            ISBN 0-8108-4203-3 
 

Seasoned teacher and museum director Kathleen Walsh-Piper explores original ways to 
teach creative writing by using great art as an inspiration. The book offers practical 
exercises including writing prompts, games, and formula poems.  
 

Classroom Preparation Prior to Visit 

Lesson Objectives  

Suggested Resources 
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2. ARTiculating: Teaching Creative Writing in a Visual World by Pamela B. Childers 
 
ISBN  0867094427 
 
A multidisciplinary approach to combining language and visual images.  Activities are 
included.  
 

3. Looking to Write: Students Writing through the Visual Arts by Mary Ehrenworth 
 
ISBN: 0325004633 
 
This book provides different ideas for using visual art in the language arts classroom. 
Includes reasons to do it, guides for trying it, images, worksheets, and student 
examples.  

 
 
 
Students 
 
Lower level: 
 

4. Behind the Museum Door: Poems to Celebrate the Wonders of Museums  
 
            Grades 3-5  ISBN: 081091204X 
 

A group of children visit a museum and encounter many different things including 
paintings by Picasso, Cassatt, and Renoir. Each object in the museum is accompanied 
by a poem that reflects the mood or character of the piece.  

 
Upper level: 
 

5. Pictures and Poetry by Janice Buchman and Stephanie Briggs  

      Ages 8-12                 ISBN: 0871922738 

This book links fourteen international artists with fourteen poets, comparing their work 
and including historical details. Students can learn about the relationship between art 
and poetry, seeing examples of both along with student examples.  
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Please use your discretion when determining the appropriate content for your class.  
 
 
Literary terms: 
 
Ekphrasis  dramatic writing based on works of art 

Monologue a part of a drama in which a single actor speaks alone 
 
Dialogue  conversation between two or more persons or the conversation  

between characters in a novel, drama, etc. 

Narrative a story or account of events, experiences, or the like, whether true or 
fictitious. 

 
Character  a person represented in a drama, story, etc.  Also a set of features  

and traits that form the individual nature of some person or thing. 

Simile    a figure of speech in which two unlike things are explicitly  
compared, as in “she is like a rose.” 
 

Metaphor a figure of speech in which a term or phrase is applied to something to 
which it is not literally applicable in order to suggest a resemblance, as in 
“A mighty fortress is our God.” 

 
Adjective a part of speech that describes a noun or pronoun. Adjectives are usually 

placed just before the words they qualify. 
Art terms: 
 
Portrait a work of art that represents a specific person, a group of people, or an 

animal; portraits usually show what a person looks like as well as 
revealing something about the subject’s personality; portraits can  be 
made of any sculptural material or in any two dimensional medium 

Landscape a painting, photograph, or other work of art, which depicts scenery such 
as mountains, valleys, trees, rivers, and forests; a landscape is a work of 
art that represents a view of a natural outdoor scene; also consider 
cityscapes and seascapes 

 

Still-life a picture of inanimate objects; common still-life subjects include vessels, 
food, flowers, books, and clothing 

 

Setting-  the surroundings or environment of anything or the scenery and  
other properties used in a dramatic performance or visual artwork. 

 

Vocabulary 

 

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/part%20of%20speech
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/noun
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/pronoun
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Discussion Ideas 

1. Ask students to define visual arts and language arts. What is an example of each? What 

are the differences and similarities between the two?  

2. Introduce and discuss new vocabulary words such as Ekphrasis.    

Activity 1 

Give students time to analyze the selected artwork and read accompanying written passage. 

Suggested Questions: What is going on in the picture? What is the author’s main purpose in the 

text? Does the text help you better understand the image? Does the image help you better 

understand the text? Do you think that the image and text work well together?  Why or why not? 

*See Common Core Standard, Reading for Literature : 7 to formulate grade specific questions. 

 

Lower grade level image                                 Upper grade level image 

   

Thomas Hart Benton, American, 1889-1975 
 ENGINEER’S DREAM, 1931 
 Oil on panel 
 Eugenia Buxton Whitnel Funds 75.1 

 

 

 

Edward W. Redfield 
American, 1869-1965 
FROZEN STREAM, 1920 
Oil on canvas  
Memphis Park Commission  
Purchase 22.3 

 

Pre-Visit Activities 
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Suggested Common Core Standards: 

Reading for Literature: Making connections between visual images and text  

Grades 4-12: 7 

Language: Vocabulary acquisition 

Grades 4-12: 4 

 

Thomas Hart Benton 

 American, 1889-1975 

 ENGINEER’S DREAM, 1931 

 Oil on panel 

 Eugenia Buxton Whitnel Funds 75.1 
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Selections from the song, “Engineer’s Dream” by Vernon Dalhart 
 
 
 
Was in the year of ’89 on that old Chicago line 
When the winter wind was blowing chill 
The rails were froze, the wheels were cold 
And the air brakes couldn’t hold.  
Number nine came roaring down the hill.  
 
Oh, the runaway train came down the track and she blew.  
The runaway train came down the track 
She whistled wide and I brought her back. 
And she blew, blew, blew, blew, blew.  
 
Oh, the engineer said the train was hot and she blew 
The engineer said the train was hot. 
He said it was all the fireman thought 
And he blew, blew, blew, blew, blew. 
 
Oh, the conductor said there would be a wreck and she blew.  
The conductor said there would be a wreck 
And he felt the chills run up his neck 
And she blew, blew, blew, blew, blew.  
 
Oh, the fireman tried to juggle the coal and she blew. 
The fireman tried to juggle the coal. 
But he opened the door and fell in the hole  
And she blew, blew, blew, blew, blew.  
 
Oh, the porter got an awful fright and she blew.  
The porter got an awful fright. 
He got so scared that he turned white 
And she blew, blew, blew, blew, blew.  
 
Oh, the runaway train went over the hill and she blew 
The runaway train went over the hill 
And the last we heard she was going still.  
And she blew, blew, blew, blew, blew.  
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Edward W. Redfield 

American, 1869-1965 

 FROZEN STREAM, 1920 

 Oil on canvas 

 Memphis Park Commission Purchase 22.3 
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Stopping By Woods on a Snowy Evening by Robert Frost 
 
 
Whose woods these are I think I know. 
His house is in the village though; 
He will not see me stopping here 
To watch his woods fill up with snow. 
 
My little horse must think it queer 
To stop without a farmhouse near 
Between the woods and frozen lake 
The darkest evening of the year. 
 
He gives his harness bells a shake 
To ask if there is some mistake. 
The only other sound's the sweep 
Of easy wind and downy flake. 
 
The woods are lovely, dark and deep. 
But I have promises to keep, 
And miles to go before I sleep, 
And miles to go before I sleep. 
 
 
Activity 2 
 
Using the following writing prompts, ask your students to look closely at the paintings and  
write a descriptive paragraph using grade level expectations.   
 

The Engineer’s Dream by Thomas Hart Benton 

Lower grade level prompt: 

What do you think is happening in this painting? What time of day do you think it is? Why? What 

do the clothing, setting, and other objects in the painting tell you about when and where this 

story takes place? 

Upper grade level prompt: 

Write a journal entry from the perspective of the main figure including the events happening in 

the painting.  Explain your current thoughts and feelings as well as ideas and reflections. What 

would you have done differently that day?   
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Frozen Stream by Edward W. Redfield 

Lower grade level prompt:  
 
Imagine that you stepped inside this painting. What would if feel like if you were there?  
Use adjectives to describe the river, trees, landscape, and snow.  Describe the mood and 
feeling of this place.  
 

Upper grade level prompt: 

Imagine that you are a radio weather man on site at this location. Write a radio broadcast that 

conveys the current weather conditions in detail.  Based on the weather today, what would your 

forecast be for tomorrow?  

 
 
 
 
1.   Engage students in reflective discussion after your visit to the Brooks. Which writing                                                           
exercise was your favorite?  Why? What could you do to improve your writing? 
 
2. Ask students to edit and improve a specific writing exercise or assign them to edit and 
improve their favorite writing. This is a good time to assess teacher expectations established 
before the field trip. Students can peer-review, work in groups, or individually.  The goal is to 
create a final piece that can be shared or presented. 
 
3. Divide students into small groups, organized by theme or type of writing. Challenge them to 
combine the individual writings into a collaborative final presentation. Be creative with 
presentation requirements. 
 
 Ideas:  
1. Act it out using costumes or props.  
2. Combine writings to create a play.  
2. Sing, dance, or make music.   
3. Use technology to create something new.  
5. Create a work of art inspired by the writings.  
 
 
Suggested Common Core Curriculum Standards: 
 
Writing 
Grades 6-12: 5 
 
Language 
Grades 6-12: 1, 2, 3, 4 

Post-visit Activity 

 


