
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

What can art be? 
A basic introduction into the world of 
contemporary art  
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Introduction 
This lesson plan introduces students to the basic ideas of contemporary art 
through showing examples and making space for group discussion. Students are 
encouraged to creatively reflect upon art as a broad topic, share their own ideas 
about what they think art is and discuss as a group whether they believe art is 
important – both on a personal and societal level. 

This teachers guide can be connected to school curriculum aims for image 
analysis within Art and Design for this age group.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This lesson plan has been developed by Konstmuseet i Norr, Norrbotten’s County Art 
Museum. The lesson plan is free to be distributed and used in the manner that you as an 
educator consider to be appropriate, with the reservation that you continue to refer to 
Konstmuseet i Norr as a primary source. This lesson plan may not be altered in any way 
and may not be shared without reference to Konstmuseet i Norr.  

Should this lesson plan in any way lack information that you consider necessary to be able 
to use it smoothly, please contact us so that it can be updated.  

Cover image: © Helen Marten, courtesy Sadie Coles HQ, London. Photo: Annik Wetter 
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Objectives 
- Students learn that art can be a lot of different things today; artists use 

a variety of materials and techniques to create artworks, and art can be 
made for a lot of different reasons.  

- Students are introduced to the basic idea of contemporary art and what 
it can be through examples. 

-  Students discuss with each other and share their own ideas about what 
they think art is and whether they believe it is important on a personal 
and societal level.  

- Students have the opportunity to respond creatively to any of the artists 
or artworks they have learnt about.  

 

Activities 
1.  Is it art? A picture game (20 mins) 
2. Brief introduction to contemporary art (10 mins) 
3. Is art important today? (10 mins minimum) 
4. Creative response (flexible) 
5. A suggestion for development through additional work 

 

1. Is it art?   
Material: Slideshow ‘Is it art’ and teacher’s answer sheet ‘Is it art- answers’ 
Should take around 20 minutes to go through.   

 

Explain to students that they will be shown a number of different images. They 
have to decide for themselves whether they think the image is an art work or 
not. They show their decision by thumbs up (Yes, it’s art), thumbs down (No, it’s 
not art) or mid-way if they are uncertain. There will be some easy images, some 
harder, and some images put in to trick students.  

Go through the presentation image by image, allowing time for students to make 
their decisions. If you want, ask further questions: 

• What can we see in the image? 
• Why do you think that it is art/not art? 
• Do you like it or not? Why? 

 

Check the answer sheet and tell the students any additional information 
associated with the image.  
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2. Brief introduction to contemporary art 
Leading on from the image game, introduce the concept of contemporary art.  
This presentation of information should take no longer than 10 minutes.  

Please feel free to put the following short text into your own words and draw on 
your own examples that you feel are relevant. Students may be more engaged if 
this text is illustrated with visual examples. Look back through the images 
provided to draw connections or write up the key concepts and ideas on the 
board. 

 

Guide 

As you can see from these images, what is described as ‘art’ has changed a lot 
from the times of Da Vinci’s Mona Lisa. Today, making art isn’t just about trying to 
copy something through painting, drawing or sculpture. Art can be cooking 
dinner for people in a gallery, making strange instruments out of rubbish or 
putting the audience into situations where they experience something very 
different to their everyday life. A lot of these kinds of art works are commonly 
described as ‘contemporary art’ – which should simply mean “art that has been 
created recently or is still being created now”. 

 But what actually makes an art work ‘contemporary’? A few of the works we just 
saw are described as contemporary art but were made fifty years ago.  
Contemporary art is a bit of a confusing term because it means something 
slightly different to everyone - whether they work in the art world or not. Here 
are some examples of what contemporary art might mean: 

- The work of artists who are living and working today  
- Art made now that talks about things that are going on in the world 
- Art made fifty years ago that deals with issues we still have in the world 

today 
- Art that challenges other art that has already been made  
- Art that works with big ideas 
- Art thats only idea is to have no idea!  
- Art created in whatever material or form the artist wants (it can even be 

a conversation) 
- Art that will not exist for a long time - perhaps a performance, digital art, 

art made outside etc.  
- Art that involves other people or where people are the material 

Can you think of anything else? 

Allow students to add their own thoughts here – there are simply no wrong 
ideas! 
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3. Is art important today? 
This time for discussion should take a minimum of 10 minutes.  

Reflecting upon the ideas and any questions that surfaced from activity 2, 
students are encouraged to share their opinions as to whether they think art is 
important.  

 
First ask students to discuss what they think about the importance of art in pairs 
or small groups. Encourage students to talk about both the positives and 
negatives of art, and how it impacts us. 

 
Then students share their ideas with the class. This can be done in whichever 
way you find appropriate - through post-it notes on the board, students writing 
on the board, teacher collecting ideas on the board, verbal response etc.  
 

 

4. Creative response  
This time for creative response can run until the end of the lesson, and/or can be 
continued into the following lesson.   
 

Students are now encouraged to think back through the slideshow from activity 
1 (at this point you can perhaps flip through the images again) and choose one 
or more of the artworks (or pretend artworks) to respond to.  

This means that students take the visual characteristics, ideas or feelings behind 
an image as a starting point to make their own artwork or idea for an artwork. 

Students are free to do this through any material that is available to them.  
They can of course use traditional means of art making – painting, photography, 
collage, installation, sculpture etc. but their response can also take the form of 
something non-physical, for example a performance, something digital, a piece 
of creative writing or a poem.  

 

5. Additional work  
This additional work can lead into the next lesson or could be suitable as homework.  
 

Ask students to find and research a piece of contemporary art not mentioned in 
this lesson that they think is interesting in some way. The work can be found in a 
local gallery, public space or online. Ask students to describe the art work and 
put into words why it is interesting or important to them, and why they think it is 
contemporary art. Make sure they include an image!  
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Thank you for using our lesson plan! 
 
We are still in the process of developing our educational programmes and would 
like to know what you as a teacher thought about this material.  
Please fill in this very short anonymous evaluation form:  
 

https://sv.surveymonkey.com/r/3WCTSH9 

 

Please don’t hesitate to get in touch if you have any questions or suggestions 
regarding this lesson plan.  

We would also be very grateful if you are able to share any photos that you took 
during the lesson or of the results of the lesson. 

Images may be used for internal documentation and development of this lesson plan. Images 
may be used for educational purposes. The images will remain in our rights and will not be 
sold to a third party.  

In accordance to Data Protection Regulations GDPR and any policies within your workplace, we 
are only able to use images where students and other individuals cannot be identified. Such 
images may, for example, be taken from behind (showing only backs), hands-on images of 
drawings or other close-up images of students interacting with materials. We understand that 
these limitations pose challenges to taking pictures, but we hope that you take the time to take 
a couple of pictures if possible – they would be extremely valuable to us!  

 

Lucy Smalley 
Curator of Education and Public Programmes 

Konstmuseet i Norr 
981 85 Kiruna 

lucy@konstmuseetinorr.se 
+46 (0) 73-028 34 57 

www.konstmuseetinorr.se 
 


