
FAMOUS AFRICAN AMERICANS AND VISUAL ART
Grade Band: Grade 2-3

Content Focus: Visual Arts, Social Studies & ELA

LEARNING DESCRIPTION

Explore the artist Jacob Lawrence and learn about his bold artistic style while studying the life of
the famous American, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.*. Document history by creating a series of
paintings to illustrate the struggles and triumphs of Dr. King just as Jacob Lawrence documented
the important events in African American history.
*This lesson can also be adapted to teach about the life of other important African American
figures.

LEARNING TARGETS

Essential Questions “I Can” Statements

How can you use Jacob Lawrence’s style of
painting to document the lives of historical
figures?

Who is Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and what are
important events in his life?

I can identify important events in Dr. Martin
Luther King, Jr.’s life.

I can visually represent important events in Dr.
Martin Luther King, Jr.’s life using the style of
Jacob Lawrence.



I can describe the style of Jacob Lawrence’s
artwork.

GEORGIA STANDARDS

Curriculum Standards Arts Standards

Grade 2:
Social Studies
SS2H1 Describe the lives and contributions of
historical figures in Georgia history.
d. Martin Luther King, Jr. (civil rights)

ELA
ELAGSE2W2 Write informative/explanatory
texts in which they introduce a topic, use facts
and definitions to develop points, and provide
a concluding statement or section.

Grade 2:
VA2MC.3: Selects and uses subject matter,
symbols, and/or ideas to communicate meaning.
VA2CU.2: Views and discusses selected
artworks.
VA2PR.2: Understands and applies media,
techniques, and processes of two-dimensional
works of art (e.g., drawing, painting, printmaking,
mixed media) using tools and materials in a safe
and appropriate manner to develop skills.
VA2C.1: Applies information from other
disciplines to enhance the understanding and
production of artworks.

SOUTH CAROLINA STANDARDS

Curriculum Standards Arts Standards

Grade 2:
Social Studies
Standard 1: Utilize the college and career
skills of a historian to study the continuity and
changes over time in the United States.
2.H.1 Identify and compare significant
historical events, moments, and symbols in
U.S. history.

ELA
WRITING - Fundamentals of Writing
Standard 2:Write informative/explanatory
texts to examine and convey complex ideas
and information clearly and accurately through
the effective selection, organization, and
analysis of content.
2.1 Explore print and multimedia sources to
write informative/explanatory texts that
introduce a topic, use facts and definitions to
develop points, and provide a concluding
statement or section.

Anchor Standard 1: I can use the elements and
principles of art to create artwork.

Anchor Standard 2: I can use different
materials, techniques, and processes to make
art.



KEY VOCABULARY

Content Vocabulary Arts Vocabulary

● Narrative - A story or sequence of
events and experiences

● Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. - A
prominent American civil rights leader,
clergyman, and social activist who
played a key role in the American civil
rights movement

● Line - One of the seven Elements of Art;
a mark made by a pointed tool such as a
brush, pen or stick; a moving point

● Shape - One of the seven Elements of
Art; it is a flat, enclosed area that has two
dimensions, length and width; artists use
both geometric and organic shapes

● Color - One of the seven Elements of Art;
it is created by light; there are three
properties of color: Hue (name), Value
(shades and tints), and Intensity
(brightness)

● Primary Colors - A hue from which all
other colors can be mixed: red, yellow,
and blue

● Secondary Colors - A hue mixed from two
primary colors, such as orange, green,
and purple

● Neutral Colors - Black, white, gray, brown

MATERIALS

● Paintings by Jacob Lawrence (Met Museum collection; Migration Series from the Phillips
Collection)

● Biography of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.
● Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. graphic organizer to sequence and illustrate important events in

his life
● Tempera paint (brown, white, black, red, blue, yellow)
● Paint brushes
● White mixed media paper
● Index cards

INSTRUCTIONAL DESIGN

Opening/Activating Strategy

● Display one of Jacob Lawrence’s paintings on the board.
● Without giving students any information about the artwork, ask students to write a short

description of what they think is going on in the painting.

https://www.metmuseum.org/exhibitions/objects?exhibitionId=e850be9e-60c1-4c94-a8dc-5934147a5631&pkgids=660
https://www.phillipscollection.org/jacob-lawrence
https://www.phillipscollection.org/jacob-lawrence
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1dg7eDsozWvATtGU3u8nxTwuOKkgW4e-Uy4JLI1eJ7co/edit?usp=sharing


○ Students should explain what they see in the image that helped them come to this
conclusion.

○ Allow students time to share with a partner.
○ Ask a few students to share their ideas with the class.

● Tell students the name of the artist, name of the painting, and a description of what is
going on.

○ Ask students how their interpretations are similar or different to the actual
description of the painting.

Work Session

● Tell students that they will be painting in the style of Jacob Lawrence in this lesson.
○ Share the following about the artist:

■ Lawrence is among the best-known twentieth century African American
painters.

■ Lawrence concentrated on depicting the history and struggles of African
Americans.

■ Lawrence used tempera paints.
○ Show students images of Lawrence’s work from the Met Museum collection and/or

from his Migration Series from the Phillips Collection.
○ Ask students what characteristics they notice in his artwork.

■ Direct students’ attention toward Lawrence’s use of vivid color, expressive
style, flat shapes, use of entire space, and the series format to convey a
story.

■ Optional:
● Ask students to take turns coming up to the board and outlining the

major shapes in different paintings.
● Provide printed copies of one of the paintings; have students outline

the major shapes in the painting.
○ Draw students’ attention to the description of each event.

■ Ask students how the description and the painting are connected just as an
illustration in a book is connected to the text on the page.

● Tell students they are going to become artists like Jacob Lawrence. As a class, they will
create a series of paintings that depict the life of Dr, Martin Luther King, Jr.

○ Read a biography of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and discuss the life of Dr. King with
the class.

■ Use a graphic organizer to sequence the important events in his life.
■ Next, instruct the students to do a simple sketch or illustration of each

event.
○ Arrange students into groups of two to three students. Assign each group an event

in Dr. King’s life.
○ Students will create a painting of the event in the style of Jacob Lawrence (remind

students of Lawrence’s use of vivid color, line and geometric shape).
■ Instruct the students to use pencil to make a sketch of their assigned event

before painting.
○ After students finish painting, they will write a description of their painting on an

index card describing what part of Dr. King’s life is pictured.
■ Remind students to:

● Introduce their topic (the event) at the beginning of the paragraph

https://www.metmuseum.org/exhibitions/objects?exhibitionId=e850be9e-60c1-4c94-a8dc-5934147a5631&pkgids=660
https://www.phillipscollection.org/jacob-lawrence
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1dg7eDsozWvATtGU3u8nxTwuOKkgW4e-Uy4JLI1eJ7co/edit?usp=sharing


● Use facts and definitions that they learned from the lesson to inform
the reader about the event

● Describe how they showed those facts in their painting
● Include a conclusion sentence

● Have students arrange the paintings in chronological order.
● Display the paintings as a series that illustrates the life of Dr. King.

Classroom Tips: Cover students’ work area with butcher paper. Have students share paint and
water supply on their work area. Fill 2 buckets with water--empty one by filling student water cups
1/3 full, then use it to dump dirty water in; the second bucket will be your fresh water supply as
needed.

Closing/Reflection

● Allow students time to engage in a gallery walk to view all of the artworks.
● Facilitate a class discussion around how each group portrayed the event in the style of

Jacob Lawrence.

ASSESSMENTS

Formative

Teachers will assess students’ understanding by observing students’ discussion of the style of
Jacob Lawrence’s work and students’ identification and visual depiction of important events in Dr.
King’s life.

Summative

CHECKLIST
● Students can identify important events in Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s life.
● Students can visually represent important events in Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s life

through painting using the style of Jacob Lawrence.
● Students can accurately describe and write about an event in Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s

life using relevant details through a well-organized paragraph.

DIFFERENTIATION

Acceleration:
● After reading the biography, students will research other events in the life of Dr. Martin

Luther King, Jr. using internet or library resources. Students will pick one event in his life
to depict through a picture in the style of Jacob Lawrence. Once each student has created
a picture, the student will write a paragraph describing the picture and the event. They will
work together to create a chronological/numeric timeline to represent the events in the life
of Dr. King.

Remediation:



● ESOL Modifications and Adaptations: To prepare the ESOL students for the painting
assignment, the ESOL teacher will read to students Story Painter: Life of Jacob Lawrence
by John Duggleby and show how a series of paintings can tell a story. The ESOL teacher
should also utilize photographs and images to help student comprehension when reading
the biography of Dr. King (such as Happy Birthday, Martin Luther King).

● Special Education Modifications and Adaptations: Read an age appropriate book about
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. (such as Happy Birthday, Martin Luther King). The teacher will
provide cards with pictures and text that describe the life of Dr. King based on the book of
choice. Students will work as a group to sequence the cards in story order. Provide
geometric shaped templates and straight edges for students to use as they draw pictures
in the style of Jacob Lawrence. Students will accompany drawings with one or two
sentences that they write or dictate.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

● Marzollo, J. (1993). Happy Birthday, Martin Luther King. New York: Scholastic Press.
● Work of Jacob Lawrence - Met Museum
● Jacob Lawrence’s Migration Series - Phillips Collection
● Duggleby, J. (1998). Story Painter: Life of Jacob Lawrence. San Francisco:Chronicle

Books.
● Life of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. graphic organizer
● “Martin Luther King Jr.’s Life in Pictures.” CNN,

www.cnn.com/interactive/2018/04/us/martin-luther-king-jr-cnnphotos/. Accessed 26 June
2023.

*This integrated lesson provides differentiated ideas and activities for educators that are aligned
to a sampling of standards. Standards referenced at the time of publishing may differ based on
each state’s adoption of new standards.

Ideas contributed by: Whitney Jones. Modifications, Extensions, and Adaptations Contributed by:
Peggy Barnes, Candy Bennett, Lindsey Elrod, Jennifer Plummer, and Vilma Thomas. Reviewed
by Michael Miller. Updated by Whitney Jones Snuggs and Katy Betts.
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https://www.metmuseum.org/exhibitions/objects?exhibitionId=e850be9e-60c1-4c94-a8dc-5934147a5631&pkgids=660
https://www.phillipscollection.org/jacob-lawrence
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1dg7eDsozWvATtGU3u8nxTwuOKkgW4e-Uy4JLI1eJ7co/edit?usp=sharing

