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Big Idea Big Idea 
People create art to express who they 
are as individuals and community.

Essential Question Essential Question 
How do artists communicate their life 
experiences through art?

ContentContent
Students will know:
•	 How Basquiat’s urban upbringing 

influenced his subject matter and 
style.

•	 Techniques for layering Kwik Stix 
to create “impasto” (thick) paint 
textures.

Curricular CompetenciesCurricular Competencies
Exploring and creating
•	 Explore elements, processes, 

materials, movements, technologies, 
tools, and techniques of the arts

•	 Create artistic works collaboratively 
and as an individual using ideas 
inspired by imagination, inquiry, 
experimentation, and purposeful 
play

•	 Explore artistic expressions of 
themselves and community through 
creative processes

Lesson Overview
Jean-Michel Basquiat’s bold, “scribbled” urban scenes are a 
magnetic entry point for young artists. This lesson explores 
how Basquiat’s environment inspired his use of symbols, 
figures, and vibrant colour. Students will design their own 
fictional or real cities, experimenting with the thick, buttery 
layering of Kwik Stix tempera paint on dark paper.

The Process
PHASE 1: INSPIRATION & SKETCHING (45–60 MIN)

1.	 See/Think/Wonder: Project a Basquiat work (e.g., 
Untitled (Self-portrait with cowboy hat)). Ask: “What do 
you see? How does it make you feel?”

2.	 Story Time: Read one of the suggested books to provide 
context on his life in NYC.

3.	 The White Line: Demonstrate sketching an “abstract city” 
design (one that is fictional or based on a real city) using 
white oil pastel on black paper. Encourage windows, 
doors, other architectural features, symbols (crowns, 
hearts, arrows etc.), and background details.
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Reasoning and reflecting
•	 Develop processes and technical 

skills in a variety of art forms to 
nurture motivation, development, 
and imagination

Communicating and documenting
•	 Express feelings, ideas, stories, 

observations, and experiences 
through the arts

Materials & TechnologyMaterials & Technology
Books Books 

Little People, Big Dreams: Jean-Michel 
Basquiat, by Maria Isabel Sanchez 
Vegara and Luciano Lozano
•	 ISBN-10:  0711245800
•	 ISBN-13: 978-0711245808 

Radiant Child, by Javaka Steptoe
•	 ISBN-10: 0316213888
•	 ISBN-13:  ‎978-0316213882

PaperPaper 

12x18 black construction paper (the 
black background makes the colours 
“pop”).

DrawingDrawing 

Soft white oil pastels.

PaintPaint

Kwik Stix tempera paint sticks (assorted 
colours, including metallic).

TechTech

Tablets for Seesaw/digital portfolios 
and (optional) AI image generators for 
extensions.

PHASE 2: LAYERING & TEXTURE (2 X 45–60 MIN)

1.	 The Kwik Stix Magic: Show students how to fill in their 
buildings.

2.	 The “Pop” Technique: Demonstrate layering colours. 
Layering over white works particularly well.

3.	 Final Definition: Once the colour is down, have students 
“re-outline” their shapes and details with white pastel or a 
black Kwik Stix to bring back the crisp edges against the 
thick paint.

PHASE 3: STORYTELLING (2 X 45–60 MIN)

1.	 The Narrative: Students record their voices on Seesaw, 
explaining their city. Is it a city of the future? A city of 
candy? A city based on their neighborhood?

2.	 Curation: Generate QR codes for the recordings to 
display next to the physical art.

AI Extension
Use a tool like Google Gemini or Canva AI to input: “Generate 
a realistic image of this drawing of buildings”. Displaying the 
AI render next to the original art to spark a great conversation 
about “Translation” in art.

Figure 1
 
Realistic Interpretation of Building Drawing
 
Note. Image generated by Gemini (Google, 2026) based on an original drawing provided by 
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