
Art Hacks
Most of these activities can be adapted across the Key Stages – there should be something here for every
student, situation and context. All the activities build skills specified in the Primary Art and Design National
Curriculum, and many have relevance across other curriculum areas as well.

All activities can be carried out with minimal equipment, although the ability to project artwork images is very
useful. Many of these activities work best with regular repetition, building habits, familiarity and confidence. All
activities can be carried out using artworks from the Swindon Collection of Modern Art, so no need to spend
hours searching for suitable images! A bank of images can be found in the Artworks Powerpoints in the Learning
Library on our website (www.swindonmuseumandartgallery.org.uk/artontour)

Sound Effects – display an artwork and
ask students to think of sound effects or
a piece/genre of music to accompany it. 
A quick way to engage with emotion and
subject. Works equally well for Abstract
or Representational Art. 
Works for: individuals, pairs.

Name that Art – display an artwork and
ask students to come up with a title.
Works well as a quick-fire activity with a
few artworks, using mini-whiteboards.
Award points for original titles. Works
well for Abstract Art. Representational
pieces can work well for KS2, although
you may first need to model ways of
titling a piece, so that students don’t just
use the subject of the artwork as their
title! Works for: individuals, pairs.

STARTERS

Teacher 
Toolkit

Keen to get art and creative skills into the classroom every day, but 
without the need for messy art materials?! Look no further! This is teaching by stealth!

Great as stand-alone activities to start the day, or as a springboard into a topic.

Art Thunks – choose a question from the
‘Art Thunks’ resource or the toolkit
‘Helping Students Explore Artworks’ and
use to kick-start a lesson or to get brains
moving at the start of the day! (Can art be
dangerous? What shape is happiness?)
Display the question as students enter
the room. Could be used as a regular
starter with a set of questions on
cards/lolly sticks/pieces of paper in a hat.
Works for: individuals, paired discussion.

Observational Drawing – to focus students at
the start of the day, or to kick-start a topic, give
each table a relevant object and ask them to
spend 5 minutes sketching it as accurately as
possible. Each student must give a piece of
specific, positive feedback to another student
at the end of the task (ie – it’s exactly the right
size, I like the shading). Works for: individuals.

Paper-clip Challenge – give students one
minute to write down as many uses for a
paper-clip as possible (they don’t have to be
plausible! Eg – a paper-clip could be a writing
implement, a bridge for ants, or a tooth-pick!)
You could award points for the longest list and
the most creative suggestions. You can 
adapt this challenge for many objects. 
Works for: individuals.

What Happens Next? – display a
representational/narrative artwork and give
students 30 seconds to come up with an
answer to the question ‘what happens next?’
You could also ask ‘what can we NOT see?’
forcing them to think about the wider context
of an artwork. What is happening 
outside the frame? Works for: whole 
class, paired discussion.

https://artontour489147035.wordpress.com/education-resources/
https://artontour489147035.wordpress.com/education-resources/


This is a…. – pass an object around the
classroom. Each student should re-imagine
the object as something different, telling
the class what it is (this is a ….) and
demonstrating its use. For example, a shoe
might become a cereal bowl, a textbook
might become a hat, or a ruler might
become a hair-brush. Great for 
creativity! Works for: whole class.

Taking a Line for a Walk – students should
place their pen on the paper and think of it
as a dog that they will take for a walk! They
should start to move their pen around the
paper really slowly, without lifting it off, or
stopping. Encourage them to go really
slowly at first and not to think  about the
direction the pen takes, but ask them not to
cross the line which their pen makes. After
periods of 30 seconds, give them new
instructions – the pen speeds up, the line
gets fainter/thicker, it can only move at right
angles, it bounces off the sides of the 
page, etc. Works for: individuals.

Abstract Memory Drawing – give
students a series of simple drawing
instructions (eg – draw a star; now draw
a circle below it; now add a line above it)
– you could use lines, colours or shapes.
Gradually give them less and less time to
complete each instruction, until you are
giving two instructions at once, so that
they have to remember a series of
instructions and follow them at the
same time. This helps improve recall and
working memory. Work up to issuing
three or four instructions at the same
time. Works for: individuals.

Spot the Difference - display two
artworks and ask students to make
sentences that compare them.
Encourage the use of comparative and
superlative adjectives, either by
gathering suitable comparison
vocabulary first, or by providing
flashcards or modelling (eg - this person
is bigger than this person; this picture is
brighter than this picture) Works for:
whole class, paired discussion.

Thought Bubbles – project an artwork
onto the whiteboard. Ask students to
come to the board individually and add a
thought bubble to the relevant part of
the artwork containing a question,
comment, or an idea. If using a
representational artwork, thought
bubbles might record the thoughts of
the subject/s or those of inanimate
objects. Works for: whole class.

Memory Game – display an artwork on
the board for one minute. Ask students
to study it carefully, then remove the
artwork and give students one minute to
draw everything they remember. Show
the artwork – what did they remember
and what did they leave out? Great for
observational skills, concentration and
working memory. Works for: individuals.

A-Z – elicit suggestions for an alphabetical
list of art terms, artists, paintings, mediums,
or descriptive vocabulary, depending on the
student group. (A = artist, B = brush, 
C = canvas, etc) Works for: individuals, 
pairs, whole class.

The Never-ending Line – ask students to
draw a simple object without taking their
pencils off the paper! Faces work well.
Works for: individuals.

Snap Chat – give students 2 minutes to
discuss a displayed artwork in a small group.
They should nominate a spokesperson and
be ready to tell the class what they think the
artwork is about. Works best with 
Abstract Art. Works for: small groups.

Tweet Me – display an artwork and give
students 2 minutes to write a 140 character
tweet describing it. They must start with
‘Just seen this gr8 painting…’ and use 
as close to 140 characters as 
possible. Works for: individuals.

Drawing Blind – ask students to draw a
simple object with their eyes closed! 
Works for: individuals.



Art Hacks

Speed Drawing – give students 30 seconds
to draw an object or landscape of your choice.
They can share the result with other students
on their tables. Great for building confidence.
Alternatively, you can give them a theme and
they can choose their subject (eg – animals,
transport). Students can then try and guess
each other’s subjects. You could also run it as
a ‘Pictionary’ activity where one student in a
pair is given a word to draw and the other has
to guess the word from the drawing. This
could be a whole class competition to see
which pair can name the word first! This
activity also works for sculpture, if 
you have enough Lego blocks! 
Works for: whole class, pairs, 
individuals.

Most of these activities can be adapted across the Key Stages – there should be something here for every
student, situation and context. All the activities build skills specified in the Primary Art and Design National
Curriculum, and many have relevance across other curriculum areas as well.

All activities can be carried out with minimal equipment, although the ability to project artwork images is very
useful. Many of these activities work best with regular repetition, building habits, familiarity and confidence. All
activities can be carried out using artworks from the Swindon Collection of Modern Art, so no need to spend
hours searching for suitable images! A bank of images can be found in the Artworks Powerpoints in the Learning
Library on our blog (https://www.swindonmuseumandartgallery.org.uk/artontour)

These activities can be used within existing programmes
of work to develop skills across the curriculum, 

or as activities to break-up other learning.

Quick-fire Observation - display an artwork on
a screen. Ask one student from team A and
one from team B to take it in turns to state an
element of the artwork (an eye, a tree, the
colour blue). Two other students, one from
each team, battle it out to point to or touch the
given element in the artwork. Award points for
the first to find it! The level of challenge can
easily be adapted from ‘find the 
field’ to ‘find the isosceles 
triangle’! Works for: whole class.

Thumbs up, Thumbs down – give
students stickers or post-its to stick on
a selection of artworks to show those
they like and dislike. Alternatively, they
could sort Art Cards (see blog) into piles.
Ask them to discuss, compare and
justify their choices. You could use the
‘think, pair, share’ method. Do the
artworks they like have anything in
common? Works for: individuals, pairs.

Quick-fire Questions – display an artwork
and ask the class a series of quick-fire
questions from the ‘Helping Students
Explore Artworks’ resource. Builds
confidence with discussing artwork and
vocabulary use. Works for: whole class.

Air-brushing – get students to paint a
picture in the air with an invisible paint-
brush. Ask them to repeat it with their
opposite hand, or standing on one leg, or
at twice the speed, or making it three
times the size! A fun way to combine
motor skills and creativity while having a
30 second break from learning! Works
for: whole class.

QUICKFIRE ACTIVITIES!

Teacher 
Toolkit

Keen to get art and creative skills into the classroom every day, but 
without the need for messy art materials?! Look no further! This is teaching by stealth!



Collaborative Drawing - give the class an
object to draw that involves a number of
different elements (eg - a face or a house).
In pairs, working on one piece of paper,
students challenge each other to draw
different elements of the picture (eg - you
must draw the big mouth, you must draw
the spotty nose) They should add to one
collaborative picture as they go along.
Students should try and be as specific
about each element as possible by 
adding adjectives to their description. 
When finished, get them to share 
their creations which are always 
hilarious! Works for: pairs.

Guess Who?! (or Guess What?!) –
display a number of artworks on the
board. One student from each pair
chooses an artwork and the other
student has to guess which artwork they
have chosen by asking closed questions.
Is it a landscape? Is red the main colour?
You could display key art terms so that
students can practise using them in their
questions. Can be adapted for different
levels of challenge by choosing artworks
with similar or distinctive elements.
Works for: pairs.

Bringing Art to Life – display an artwork
and give small groups of students 30
seconds to re-create the image using
their bodies in a tableau. Countdown and
ask them to freeze on zero! Award
points. Repeat for a number of different
artworks. Representational artworks
work well, although students will need to
be encouraged to re-create inanimate
parts of artworks as well as figures!
Abstract artworks are really interesting
to use with older students! 
Works for: groups.

Sorting Artworks – give each pair a set of
Art Cards (see blog). Ask them to categorise
the artworks in certain ways (eg - by subject,
colour, shape, realism/abstraction,
emotion/tone, medium) Different levels of
challenge can be catered for in your
instructions (eg - group happy and sad
paintings, or group realistic and abstract
works). You can also ask students to rank
the artworks (most to least realistic,
brightest to dullest, etc). A good
way to encourage comparison 
and discussion. Works for: pairs.

Automatism – the Surrealists used this
method of drawing without thinking to
tap into the unconscious mind (otherwise
known as doodling!) Ask students to put
their pen on the paper and let it take them
for a walk! Encourage them not to draw a
real subject, but to doodle. Once they
have a doodle, challenge them to fill in
shapes with patterns. Works well with
calming music on. Works for: individuals.

The Line Game - students stand in two
rows either-side of an imaginary line.
Give statements about a displayed
artwork to elicit their opinions; if
students agree with the statement, they
step forward onto the line. (ie - I like this
artwork; I think this artwork is boring;
this is a bright artwork; this artwork
makes me feel happy) This activity
works well as a plenary if students have
studied an artist or artwork in detail.
Works for: whole class.

Treasure Hunt – give students a colour,
shape or texture and see who can touch an
example of that colour, shape or texture in
the room first – this might need a larger
space or a space with chosen objects placed
on the floor instead! You could also give
students a ‘bingo’ grid containing different
colours, shapes and textures which they have
to find in pairs around the room. The 
first pair to complete the grid shouts 
‘bingo!’ Works for: pairs.



Art Hacks

Re-drafting – show students the Youtube clip
‘Austin’s Butterfly’ if they have not seen it
before. Discuss the merits of re-drafting and
the idea that art is never really ‘finished’. Give
students 3 minutes to copy a simple line
drawing from the board or an image on their
table. Students swap drawings and write one
constructive comment at the bottom of their
partner’s drawing (ie - you could make the
wings more symmetrical). Give students
another 3 minutes and a new piece of paper
to re-draft their original image. Repeat the
process twice more until students have four
drafts, including one with colour, which 
they can stick in sketchbooks to see 
their progression. Works for: individuals.

Most of these activities can be adapted across the Key Stages – there should be something here for every
student, situation and context. All the activities build skills specified in the Primary Art and Design National
Curriculum, and many have relevance across other curriculum areas as well.

All activities can be carried out with minimal equipment, although the ability to project artwork images is very
useful. Many of these activities work best with regular repetition, building habits, familiarity and confidence. All
activities can be carried out using artworks from the Swindon Collection of Modern Art, so no need to spend
hours searching for suitable images! A bank of images can be found in the Artworks Powerpoints in the Learning
Library on our blog (https://www.swindonmuseumandartgallery.org.uk/artontour)

What does Sadness Wear? – ask students
to personify an emotion or abstract noun by
drawing it. For example, if Sadness were a
person: what would they look like? What
would they wear? What job would they do?
Where would they live? How would they
walk? What would they do in their spare
time? Drawings can be labelled, or 
turned into pieces of writing. Works 
for: individuals.

These activities can take anywhere between 20 minutes and a
full lesson. There are lots of opportunities to develop and extend
them. They can be used within existing programmes of work, to

develop skills across the curriculum, or as stand-alone tasks.

Being a Sculptor – in pairs, students
should label themselves as artist and
mannequin. Give the artists a theme
and 30 seconds to create a ‘sculpture’
using their partner as their model! Get
them to think about facial expression as
well as body posture. Ideas for themes:
sadness, home, energy, unreality,
animals. Works for: pairs.

Annotating Artworks – give each student
a copy of an artwork. Ask them to
annotate it with labels – you could specify
nouns, adjectives, verbs or adverbs, or just
give them free reign depending on age
and stage. Use the ‘Describing Artworks’
resource to support with vocabulary.
Works for: individuals, pairs.

Find the Artwork – display a number of
artworks around a large space. Give
students a statement about an artwork
and ask them to run and stand by an
artwork which corresponds with your
statement (eg – it uses the colour blue, it
has a sad tone, it is an abstract artwork).
Works for: whole class.

LONGER ACTIVITIES

Teacher 
Toolkit

Keen to get art and creative skills into the classroom every day, but 
without the need for messy art materials?! Look no further! This is teaching by stealth!



Become a Grand Master – give
students an artwork image, a paper-
clip, and a piece of tracing paper. With
the tracing paper over the artwork,
students develop the original artwork,
either by adding people, objects or
patterns, or by modifying existing
elements of the artwork. You could
give them a specific challenge such as
changing the emotion or scene of the
artwork, or making the viewer laugh.
Encourage them to stick with the
context of the artwork and to make
small changes, rather than just adding
dinosaurs! (eg – they could add curtains
and a sofa to a room, or a cat to the top
of a wall) Students could also draw
themselves into a painting – where
would they be and what would they be
doing? Why? Works for: individuals.

Explode an artwork – display an artwork
on the board and ask students to label
the nouns – what can they see, hear,
touch, smell and taste? In a different
colour, ask them to label the adjectives –
how would they describe parts of the
image or how would they extend the
nouns they have already suggested? In
another colour, ask them to add any
verbs which are relevant, either to the
content of the work, or the artist making
the work. In a final colour, they can add
adverbs to the verbs for more clarity.
They could do this verbally, on the board,
or on copies of the artwork. You could
even time them at each stage and
create a competition! Works for: pairs,
small groups, individuals, or whole class.

Talking Heads – using the list of
questions for ‘Approaching Artworks with
People In’ (in the toolkit ‘Helping Students
Explore Artworks’), students should work
in pairs to become ‘characters’ in an
artwork. One student acts as an
interviewer, the other becomes the
artwork subject and answers questions
about themselves. Students can plan
their interview first or it can be 
            a quick, spontaneous activity. They 
            could even perform the interview 
                  or use costumes and props. 
                   Works for: pairs.

Hot-seating – display a representational
artwork and choose a student to be a
character or an element from the image,
or even the artist themselves. Sitting at
the front of the room, other students
question them, in character, about who
they are or about the artwork. Students
can plan their questions or it can be a
quick, spontaneous activity. Encourage
them to use the 5 Ws to frame
questions. Alternatively, you could use
teacher-in-role and the class can ask
you questions!. Works for: whole class.

Display Labels – display an artwork and ask
students to write its display label for an
exhibition. It needs a description of the artwork,
some information about the artist, and ideas
about the artist’s intention. They could also
include some questions to help the visitor think
about the piece. You could use a writing frame
and a scaffolded example. Works for: 
individuals, pairs.

Experts – stick copies of an abstract artwork
on the walls and ask one student in each pair
to explain the artwork to the other, pointing
to the artwork image as if they were an
expert in a gallery. They should explain in as
much detail as possible (eg-  this blue line
shows the artist was sad; this circle is a bird
flying). Remind them there is no right or
wrong interpretation. Works for: pairs.

Sales Pitch – a similar idea to the 
‘Experts’ activity above, this time students 
try to sell an artwork to their partner! Provide
some prompts or sentence starters, and
perhaps gather ideas for persuasive
vocabulary before they begin. Works for: pairs.

Dancing Teapots – show students 
examples of anthropomorphised objects (eg
– the tea-pots in ‘Beauty and the Beast’,
‘Thomas the Tank Engine’). Give them a
simple object (fruit works well) and ask them
to create an anthropomorphised drawing.
They could describe/annotate their character
when finished, thinking about physical 
traits, but also personality. Works for: 
individuals.



Mini-curators – each pair of students
needs a pack of Art Cards (see blog),
some blue-tak and a wall space! Ask
them to curate their own gallery by
choosing 10 images to exhibit. You
could give them a theme for their
exhibition, or get them to choose one
(eg – animals, people, emotions). They
could work out a way to ‘exhibit’ the
cards and could think about the
arrangement of images – which images
work well together, do they want
contrasting images next to each other,
do they want to tell a story? They could
even write exhibition labels, research
the artworks, create an audio tour, or
give live tours of their gallery. With
access to the Artworks Powerpoint    
              (see blog), it would be possible 
                   to curate an online gallery in 
                   Powerpoint. Works for: 
                        pairs, individuals.

Creation Station – OK, so we cheated here -
this involves art materials, but in a different
way! Set a table with different art mediums
(eg - charcoal, watercolour, acrylic, pencil,
pastels, oil paint) and different surfaces (eg –
different types of paper, cardboard, wood,
canvas, cling film, kitchen towel). You might
even want to add an image of a Collection
artwork which uses each medium. Invite
students to visit the ‘Creation Station!’ and try
the different mediums and materials. They
could record their findings about the
properties of each, which work best together,
and which they prefer. Would certain
mediums be better for certain types of
artwork or subject? They could even make
predictions before attending the 'Creation
Station'. You could give each of them a piece
of paper to make a mark using each of the
different mediums so they can take it back to
their tables to label and compare. They could
then choose their favourite medium and
create an artwork using it. alongside a
paragraph evaluating their choice and
experience of the medium. Works 
for: pairs, individuals, small groups.

Forging an Artwork – this works best for
abstract art and older age groups. In
small groups, students decide on a
group member to be the artist and a
group member to be the observer.
Groups need a set of coloured pencils
and a piece of paper. Display an artwork
at the front of the classroom so
students can’t see it. Invite the
observers from each group to come up
and look at the artwork for 30 seconds.
They return to their groups and describe
the artwork. The designated artist in
each group has to draw the artwork as
described. The other team members ask
questions and support the artist, but
cannot draw or observe the artwork
themselves. Observers can return to
look at the artwork as many times as
they like but can look for no more than
30 seconds each time. After a
designated time, collect in all forged
artworks and display them! Give a prize
for the most accurately forged! This
activity also works well for multi-
coloured ‘sculptures’ made out of Duplo
or Lego, as long as you have enough
bricks! Works for: small groups.

Spot the Difference – ask a small group of
students to strike a pose in freeze-frame
at the front of the classroom. The rest of
the class study them intently for 30
seconds. While the class shut their eyes,
you tap two of the group on the head and
they must quickly change something very
small about their position. The class re-
open their eyes and must spot the two
differences. The first student able to spot
a difference swaps places with the student
at the front who had changed their
position. Works for: whole class.



Art Hacks
Most of these activities can be adapted across the Key Stages – there should be something here for every
student, situation and context. All the activities build skills specified in the Primary Art and Design National
Curriculum, and many have relevance across other curriculum areas as well.

All activities can be carried out with minimal equipment, although the ability to project artwork images is very
useful. Many of these activities work best with regular repetition, building habits, familiarity and confidence. All
activities can be carried out using artworks from the Swindon Collection of Modern Art, so no need to spend
hours searching for suitable images! A bank of images can be found in the Artworks Powerpoints in the Learning
Library on our blog (https://www.swindonmuseumandartgallery.org.uk/artontour)

Comic Strip – ask students to show
their learning in a cartoon strip. You
could give them grids to use and
specify whether they should use
captions or speech and thought
bubbles. Works for: individuals.

Word Cloud – students plan and
create a colourful ‘word cloud’
featuring all the key words from their
learning. There are lots of examples
of 'Wordles' online. Works for:
individuals, small groups, pairs.

Graffiti Wall – ask students to
collectively add key facts or ideas from
their learning to a whiteboard or large
piece of paper. Encourage a
combination of writing and drawing, and
some collaborative extension where
students add to and extend an 
image or phrase contributed by 
another student. Works for: 
whole class.

Dust Jackets – depending on the topic
covered, designing a dust-jacket for a
book on the subject is a good creative
way to combine art and writing to
summarise learning. Works for:
individuals.

Art is an excellent way to capture learning in any subject, 
at the end of a lesson, project or topic.

Take One Image – ask students to draw,
and possibly to annotate, one image
which represents a key idea in their
learning. Works for: individuals.

PLENARIES

Teacher 
Toolkit

Keen to get art and creative skills into the classroom every day, but 
without the need for messy art materials?! Look no further! This is teaching by stealth!

Fingers on Buzzers - show students
a series of images, one at a time, and
ask them to 'buzz in' if they can tell
you how the image links to the topic
they have been studying. Run as a
competition between two halves of 
   the class and award points! Works  
        for: whole class.


