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Session Overview - Observational Drawing on the theme of shells working with year 5 and 6
teachers and children.
I’ve been working at Brambles School since September last year and have worked with a
range of different teachers and classes and explored lots of different creative techniques.
For this block of sessions we planned to hone in on observational drawing which is a key
skill and one which can be continuously developed over the years. Whilst exploring a variety
of observational drawing and visual recording methods we also wanted to show the children
how to present work in a personal and creative way in their own sketchbooks.
Our aim was to help teachers to deliver an afternoon session which focussed purely on
observing shells and recording them using a range of different media. We had put together
a big box of shells in all different colours, shapes and sizes and asked each child to select a
shell to observe. Having these actual real life items to work from is a key part of this session!
To loosen up the children I planned a number of warm-up activities which included drawing
with your non-dominant hand, drawing with eyes closed and drawing from a distance with a
pencil stuck onto the end of the paint brush. All of these activities were quick tasks to help
the children work in a more free and loose kind of way. I personally find it really hard to
delve straight into drawing task if I'm feeling particularly up tight about it or my mind hasn’t
had time to adjust to what I'm doing so I would really encourage teachers to do a few warm
up activities before getting stuck in. They can be really fun and great for reflection, just
listen to the children as they start to point out things like “ mines all wobbly” or “ it’s too big”
or “ I forgot what it looked like”. This is all great because it means that the children are
starting to evaluate their drawings and identify scale, line and shape with the work. I would
stress the importance of explaining to the children that this is simply just a warm-up, a
starting point and not a perfect finished piece so they can manage their expectations and
not get too frustrated. Have a little fun with this task, ask the children to compare and
contrast with each other and express what was tricky or difficult about each technique.
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Now that the children were warmed up I really wanted them to look closely at the size
and shape of the shell and feel the texture. Giving the children an opportunity to discuss
their shell aloud and use adjectives to describe how it looks and feels really helped get
them prepared for the drawing task. This time we asked the children to do a longer 10
minute study of the shell using graded pencils to capture texture and light and shade.
As part of the sketch book work we provided lots of different background papers such
as coloured paper, newspaper, book pages and brown paper for the children to select
and use to cover white pages in their sketchbooks. We encouraged them to rip and tear
the paper to create a more organic feel about their sketchbook pages which was more
in-keeping with the natural beach and shell theme.
Every 10 minutes we moved onto a new media in order to keep the session moving and
experimental. The children explored charcoal and looked at light and dark tones within
the shell as well as using oil pastels to show the breadth of colour. I demonstrated how
to use the charcoal and oil pastels to smudge and blend to give different effects. At the
end of each activity a class evaluation took place as a way of evaluating the strengths
and weaknesses of the various methods. We encouraged the children to present their
work in their sketch books by sticking in work or drawing directly on the page. In key
stage two classes we asked the children to annotate their work in the moment too.
Noting down what they enjoyed as well as how they created the piece. Overall I was
really impressed with the session and how the teachers and children handled it. The
warm up activities felt a little awkward at first but we really started to see the benefit of
them as we progressed through the afternoon. The children could recognise and
articulate their own development throughout the session which was fantastic! We had
one star pupil who really shone during the afternoon, his work was very confident, quite
bold and experimental. He completely took on board the idea of making his sketchbook
interesting and textured and more than anything he was really proud of what he’d
achieved, it was really lovely to see!
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