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Lesson Five: A Mural/Collaborative Painting Project 
 
Time Needed: 4 class periods 
 
Materials Include:  
Mural Preparation 
Plain white 8.5” x 11” paper, large mural paper ~ 5’ x 8’ (recommended: Tyvek paper is 
water resistant, durable, and can be used for interior or exterior murals) OR decide on a 
pre-approved mural location, large sheets of paper ~ 20” x 25” (10-15 pieces for whole 
class lists and larger sketches), charcoal, pencils, erasers, color pencils, thumbtacks, tape, 
tarp 
 
Paint Station: 
One large bucket (for washing hands), 3 small buckets (for scraping paint off brushes and 
rinsing brushes), wire brush (for scraping paint off brushes), pallets or pieces of 
cardboard (for paint & mixing paints), rags, smocks, paintbrushes 
 
Computers to access imagery for inspiration (optional in-class time or homework 
assignment) 
 
Overview: This art project is in response to four sequential lessons exploring themes 
from High Rise Stories: Home and community, individual and societal responsibilities, 
shelter, crime and policing, discrimination, justice/ injustice, privilege/power, and so on. 
The project creates an opportunity for students to advocate for social justice in their 
community through the creation of public art. The first four lessons will support the final 
class mural concept by capturing thoughts, ideas, quotes, themes, and feelings based on 
the content of the High Rise Stories curriculum.  
 
Objective: To create a symbolic representation/response to the rich readings and 
discussions from the High Rise Stories unit in the form of a public mural/collaborative art  
project.  
 

DAY ONE 
 
Step One: Option #1 - In small groups, students will look over their reflections (from 
High Rise Stories lessons) and create a list of themes that have come out of the 
conversations and readings that they would be interested in translating into an art piece. 
Provided with a few examples of themes, students will brainstorm for ten minutes and 
then share their ideas with the class. A list of themes will be created on the board (5 
minutes). 
 
Options #2 – A Desired List of themes are on the board as students arrive for class (e.g. 
Home, Shelter, Individual /Societal Responsibilities, Justice/ Injustice, Privilege/Power, 
etc). Students will have an opportunity to add to the list if they think of themes that aren’t 
represented (5 minutes). 
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Step Two: Individually, students will choose a theme that they feel strongly about. 
Students will create a list of at least twenty words that come to mind when thinking of 
this theme. Students can pull words from the text and/or from reflections and quotes from 
conversations if they would like. This list will become the jumping off point for 
translating themes and concepts into symbols (10 minutes). 
 
Step Three: Once the list is compiled, students are given ten minutes to brainstorm at 
least five words. The student should choose their five strongest words to begin exploring 
how each word (set of words) can translate into a symbol/drawing (10 minutes). 
 
Example #1: If one of the listed words is “warm,” ask yourself, “How do I represent the 
concept of warm in a drawing?” Since colors have the ability to represent warmth, the 
student may write: warm = yellows, oranges.  
 
Example #2: freedom = open hand holding a dove (dove = free)   
 
Step Four: The class then gets into groups of five to seven students. Each student will 
get an opportunity to present their concepts to the group. As a group, they will decide 
what their concept strengths are and which symbols are the most powerful and resonant. 
They will prepare a presentation of their concepts to the rest of the class (10-15 minutes). 
 
Step Five: Class Presentation: Each group will present their idea for their mural based on 
the strongest concepts presented in their group. Part of each presentation is to entice the 
rest of the class to go with that group’s mural concept. During the presentations, the 
teacher will write down student responses and comments about the strengths and 
weaknesses of each presentation/concept. Following this activity, the entire class will 
create a one-paragraph Artists Statement. For both activities, the class can explore the 
following suggested questions (25 minutes): 
  

• What is the message?  
• Why is it important? 
• How the mural will convey the message in form and in content? 
• What is our purpose in creating the mural? 
• Who is the audience? Who will see this mural?  
• What do we hope to accomplish by creating it? 

 
 
Step Six: Class Decision: The class will choose a concept using the democratic process 
called Fist to Five* based on which theme/concept is the most compelling and would be 
the most successful moving forward with. The list of responses and reasons from the 
chosen concept will be referred to throughout the project (5-10 minutes). 
 
* Description of Fist to Five process courtesy of The Freechild Project: 
http://freechild.org/Firestarter/Fist2Five.htm 
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     DAY TWO 
 
Step One: Artist’s Statement: Ask the class to create a one-paragraph Artist’s Statement. 
This statement should reflect the content, purpose, and goals of the project. If needed, 
students can respond to the suggested questions from Day One, Step Five (7-10 Minutes). 
 
Step Two: Review written notes from Day One with the class. Then move the written  
brainstorm notes out of view. Have students break up into pairs to create drawings and 
sketches of mural ideas based on the chosen concept from Day One. Give each group a 
pencil and a sheet of paper, representing the approximate shape/proportions of the final 
mural (15 minutes). 
 
Step Three: Have the students pass their sketches around the room to showcase the 
various ideas. This will allow students to see the details and concepts on an individual 
level before the whole class discussion (5 minutes). 
 
Note: Reassure the students that this is an inclusive process, and that the drawings are 
not being judged for their merit, but appreciated for their expressive ideas. Remind class 
that each student will have input into the mural. It is very important to value everyone’s 
voice during this process and to not reject anyone’s idea, whether small or large. 
 
Step Four: As a whole class, invite each group to explain their design to the class. As the 
students share, write down words and imagery that could be added to the final mural. If 
the list gets to be too long, the class can cluster ideas together to narrow the list down (12 
minutes). 
 
Note: It is important to include something from everyone. You can show this by writing 
their name or initials down with the imagery. This way it is visible that ideas are being 
valued. 
 
Step Five: Mural Composition. As a class, students need to decide how they want their 
mural to look. The composition is an important factor in how the audience will read the 
message. There are four different compositions to choose from: center out, left to right, 
bottom to top, or top to bottom (3 minutes). 
 
Step Six: As a class, decide on how the final composition will look using all the items on 
the list from Step 3. Using charcoal, create a quick sketch (no details necessary) on a 
large piece of poster paper (15 minutes). 
 
 
    DAYS THREE & FOUR 
 
Prep: If the class is using mural paper, hang mural paper securely on a flat wall using 
tacks or nails. If your class is painting on a wall, make sure it is pre-approved by school 
administration and/or community members. It needs to be cleaned, primed, and dry 
beforehand. Create a washing station and a separate paint station. Keep the washing 
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station farther away from the mural so students don’t just dump their brushes after each 
color usage. (Otherwise there will be lots of paintbrushes to clean at the end). Make 
multiple copies of the final sketch so students can add ideas and color. 
 
Final Mural Drawing: With the final composition in hand (from Day Two, Step Five), 
have students draw their images onto the paper or wall using charcoal--- five to eight 
students at one time. While students are rotating through, others can be considering color 
combination and adding color to the sketch.  
 
Note: Encourage students to draw big!  
 
Painting the Mural: Rotate students in groups throughout the process. Make sure that all 
students contribute to the process to the best of their ability. Less confident artists can 
paint the larger spaces while the more confident ones can add the smaller details. 
Encourage everyone to give a solid effort—they might be very surprised with what they 
are capable of. While some students are painting, others are coloring their drawings or 
doing other assigned mural work. 
 
Tips for painting: 

• Always paint the background first – everyone should have a turn. 
• Individuals can paint their individual contributions. 
• Paint from top to bottom because paint drips on a vertical surface. 
• Paint over the black charcoal lines (not around them). 
• Don’t leave background white. 
• If there are undesirable results, wait for the paint to dry before trying to “correct” 

it. 
• Use large paintbrushes for large surfaces. 
• Have an adult/assistant in charge of paint station. 
• Use spoons or knives to provide paint for student’s palettes 
• Never keep water buckets close by for students to leave their paintbrushes in 

buckets. 
• Encourage students to reuse their brush when changing color. 

 
Clean Up: This is an important part of the daily activity. The students need to help and 
should be encouraged to do most of the work. While some students are painting, others 
can be washing brushes, etc. Use the wire brush to clean the paintbrushes in the buckets. 
Do not use soap on brushes or pallets because it will leave a film. Depending on the 
amount of production that day, give about 10-20 minutes for cleaning up. 
 
Mural/Public Art Resources: 
Chicago Public Art Group: http://www.cpag.net/home/ 
Precita Eyes Muralists: http://www.precitaeyes.org/ 
 
 


