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Express Yourself 
Prep Time: Medium

Description: 
This lesson pairs famous portrait art with creative writing in order to 
inspire students to write personal narratives that reflect a unique and/or 
unexpected element of their identities. Students will begin by viewing  
a series of portrait art before considering their own unique identities 
and exploring ways to convey their unique identities in written form.

Student-Friendly Objectives: 
By the end of this lesson, students 
will be able to:

 • Understand personal 
narratives as a form of  
both self-reflection and  
self-expression

 • Explore identity in 
unconventional and  
unique ways

Materials: 
3-4 posters or large-scale color prints of unique 
portrait art, for example:

 • At Eternity’s Gate by Vincent Van Gogh

 • American Gothic by Grant Wood

 • The Two Fridas by Frida Kahlo

 • The Son of Man by Rene Magritte

 • Graphic organizer to capture unique 
elements of students’ identities

Rationale: 
Each year, my students are asked to complete a personal narrative  
as part of an instructional unit. While some students take advantage  
of the opportunity to express themselves in meaningful ways, many  
of the personal narratives are almost indistinguishable from one 
another—there are no unique, unexpected details that differentiate  
one student from the next. Yet within the classroom, the various 
identities, perspectives, and personalities of my students are on full 
display. Clearly, there is a disconnect between who they are and 
how they see themselves. At a bare minimum, the consistent lack of 
originality present in many of their narratives reveals a hesitancy to  
take risks which is reinforced by lesson plans that move them through 
fill-in-the-blank style identity worksheets, yielding fairly similar results 
across the student population.
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By beginning a personal narrative lesson instead with unexpected and 
unconventional approaches to portrait art, students come to see—
literally—the power of a unique perspective. This inspiration serves 
as a launching point for them to take risks with their own writing by 
imagining themselves in ways that reflect who they are, what they  
struggle with, what they hope for. In this manner, this activity pushes the 
personal narrative genre in directions that many students are reluctant to 
initiate on their own and reassures them that there is no “one way” to see 
themselves. In addition to expanding their self-reflection skills, this lesson 
further advances the development of authentic, unique Writer’s Voices.

Anticipatory Activity (20 minutes): 
Before students enter the classroom, hang posters of your curated portrait 
art around the classroom. Once students are settled, ask them to take 
their Writer’s Notebook around the room, stop at all of the gallery art 
on display, and review each portrait closely for at least two full minutes. 
Instructing students to mentally divide each portrait into quadrants will 
ensure full observation is made for each painting. Then, students should 
select at least two of the paintings to reflect upon in more detail. For 
each of their selected art pieces, students should jot down notes in the 
Observation section of their Writer’s Notebook that include:

 • The title of the art (this should be posted by the teacher next to 
each portrait)

 • Their initial reaction to the art

 • What they find unique, unconventional, or unexpected about the art

 • What this art reveals or suggests about identity

 • What specific details from the painting convey that revelation or 
suggestion

 • What the viewer is left to infer about the subject of the painting

 • Any other noteworthy observations or reflections

Once all students have had a chance to complete their notes, ask for 
volunteers to share brief observations and reflections about the art.

 Have students 
write the list 
of observation 

questions at the top of 
the page and number 
each item. Then, while 
observing the art, they 
can simply respond to 
each number.
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Process (10 minutes): 
Using their selected art as inspiration (note the word “inspiration” 
and not “template”), students should visualize an authentic, unique 
interpretation of themselves. Artistic students should be encouraged to 
complete a quick sketch of themselves. Students who are not inclined  
to sketch themselves literally should close their eyes to visualize what  
a self-portrait inspired by their chosen art might look like. Then, in 
their Writer’s Notebook or using a graphic organizer like the one 
featured in Figure 2.1 (see page 32), they should jot down the key 
details that will serve as inspiration for their personal narrative.

Drafting (50 minutes): 
Now that they have a moment in their lives sketched out either visually 
or in outline format, students should spend the bulk of this class period 
drafting a narrative that captures that moment.

It is important to stress to students that they should not simply 
summarize what they see (i.e., they should not spend 50 minutes 
informing the reader that there is a person wearing a dark suit with an 
apple where his head should be). Rather, they should craft a narrative 
that conveys some larger idea behind how they see themselves. In other 
words, once students “see” themselves, they should decide if they want 
to take a self-reflective narrative approach that explores some internal 
tension, or a broader narrative approach that situates their identity 
within the context of the larger community.

Reflection (10 minutes): 
Often, I ask students to share with their Writing Team before moving into 
the reflection stage. Since this activity is likely quite personal and their 
writing at this stage will probably be very rough, I recommend skipping 
the Team share today and asking students instead to move straight into the 
reflection stage. If students elect to continue working with this writing for  
a Publication Piece, they will have an opportunity to share with their 
Writing Team at that time.

For the reflection, ask students how the process of visualizing themselves in 
a moment in time shaped the way they conveyed their identity in writing.

� Artistic students 
often get bogged 
down in the 

details, struggling 
to make their 
sketches perfect. 
If this happens, 
remind students that 
this is a ten-minute 
“brainstorm” activity 
and their pace should 
reflect the purpose 
of this stage of the 
lesson.
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 • What unique or unexpected elements of their identity came to 
the forefront as part of this activity?

 • How might they be able to use this new knowledge about themselves 
when crafting other, less personal, pieces of writing? For example, 
how might this activity affect their interpretation of perspective in 
broad terms, or how might they choose to experiment with voice or 
unique/unconventional literary elements in the future?

Differentiate

To Support: 
This activity may challenge students in 
several ways. For struggling learners, it may 
be best to spend more time (perhaps the 
entire class period) creating a draft narrative 
connected directly to one of their chosen 
portraits rather than a self-reflection. Once 
they gain practice writing narratives (rather 
than summaries) of a visual text and feel 
confident with how to create and/or embed 
narrative elements into their writing, then 
they can move on to the personal narrative 
aspect of this activity (likely on a second 
instructional day).

Other students may struggle with the 
personal nature of this activity. If you 
suspect you have a number of students 
who may either struggle with 1) identifying 
something unique/unconventional about 
themselves; or 2) acknowledging/writing 
about something unique/unconventional 
about themselves, then consider dedicating 
one day to brainstorming, small-group chats, 
one-on-one conferences or other emotionally 
supportive activities and then using the 
information and support they gleaned from 
Day 1 to help them develop their drafts.

To Challenge: 
Rather than crafting a personal 
narrative, ask students to mentally 
assemble each of the gallery-walk 
portraits from the anticipatory activity 
into a specific sequence that allows 
them to create one cohesive fictional 
narrative inspired by the full collection 
of portraits. The key to this challenge 
activity is to remind students that 
their narratives should be inspired by 
the portraits and should not simply 
summarize the portraits. This will allow 
greater creative flexibility. However, 
also remind students that they should 
be able to clearly point to support from 
the portraits themselves to justify their 
choices.

If you ask students to tackle this 
challenge activity, modify the reflection 
component so that students are asked 
to provide a detailed rationale for their 
choices which should explain the 
sequence of the inspiration portraits 
as well as information regarding 
where they incorporated details from 
each portrait into their writing either 
literally or in the abstract.
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Figure 2.1 (From page 30)

Self-Portrait as Personal Narrative Pre-writing Brainstorm
STEP 1: Consider a moment, event, or feeling from your life. What are the most memorable, 
meaningful elements of that reflection? Use the space below to jot down your brainstorming. You 
may capture as many moments, events, or feelings as come to mind during this stage.

STEP 2: Now select one (1) of the moments, events, or feelings from your brainstorm list above. 
Using the details you connected to that memory, visualize the scene in the form of a self-portrait 
(along the lines of the images we explored in the anticipatory activity).

Environment: Are you . . .

 ψ Alone
 ψ With Others:

 ○ 1
 ○ 2
 ○ 3 or more

Posture: Are you . . .

 ψ Standing
 ψ Sitting
 ψ Running
 ψ Walking
 ψ Slouching
 ψ Leaning
 ψ Other: ______________

Expression: Are you . . .

 ψ Smiling
 ψ Laughing
 ψ Grinning
 ψ Cringing
 ψ Thinking
 ψ Wondering
 ψ Frowning
 ψ Crying
 ψ Other: ______________

Setting: When you visualize yourself in this memory, where are you? For example, are  
you indoors or out? Are you in a realistic or abstract environment? What elements, if any, are  
in the background?

Symbolism: What objects, if any, are in the portrait with you and what is their significance to 
the reflection? What clothes are you wearing and how might your attire function to symbolically 
represent a key feature of your reflection?

Significance: What would you want your viewer to focus on in your self-portrait, and why? What 
do you want your viewer to learn about you, this moment, event, or feeling as a result of seeing 
the image?

STEP 3: Using the details captured above as inspiration, begin crafting a personal narrative that 
reflects the significance of this reflection. Employ narrative elements to show, in writing, your vision. 
Do not simply write a story that captures your responses to the questions above. Rather, use your 
responses above to develop a unique story that emphasizes an important part of your identity.
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Suggested Unit Integration: 
Embedding this activity into a larger reading unit of your choice 
will allow you to extract key passages from the whole-class reading, 
particularly those connected to characterization, and explore how 
the author’s selection of detail helps create a vivid, unique portrayal. 
Pretty much any fictional text that occasionally veers into lengthier 
descriptions will frame this activity nicely. However, books that 
incorporate gothic, grotesque, and/or dystopian elements may 
work particularly well, as would books that are rich with irony, 
personification, and/or the unexpected.

Extension Activity:

 • Vocabulary: Ask students to brainstorm a list of one or two words  
that connect meaningfully to each of the original anticipatory 
activity portraits. Then, ask students to present their words, 
definitions, and rationale for connecting each word to the  
original portrait. Once all students have argued for their  
words, have the class vote on which words should be selected 
as paired vocabulary and add them to an ongoing “Classroom 
Vocabulary” list.

 • Literary Analysis: Link this activity either to a currently ongoing 
fiction unit or ask students to consider any number of texts you 
have already explored as a class. Then, ask them to match each  
of the anticipatory activity portraits with a corresponding 
character from their reading(s), providing a rationale to explain 
their choices:

 ⚬ What element of that character’s life does this portrait  
seem to capture?

 ⚬ What textual evidence can students provide to support  
their claims?

 • For an added challenge, turn this extension activity into a 
multimedia project where students pair the portrait with their 
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analytical findings in an organized, effective manner. Ask students 
to include quotes or passages from the text as part of their project 
(See Figure 2.2 for sample instructions for this extension activity).

Figure 2.2

Extension Activity: Literary Analysis (Characterization)
Working Individually: Consider the characters in your novel carefully. Then, review and select any 
one of the portraits we explored in our Writing Wednesday activity, Express Yourself, that you feel 
connects meaningfully to one of the characters in your text. As part of your exploration, consider 
what specific elements of the paired portrait such as facial expressions, setting, tone, or mood seem 
to speak to your chosen character. Using your findings from this activity, write a literary analysis 
paragraph in which you argue how the author uses literary elements to develop that character and 
why this characterization is significant to our understanding of the larger narrative. Be sure to 
include specific textual evidence, complete with proper internal MLA citations, for support.

Working in Small Groups: As a group, consider the characters in your novel carefully. Then, 
match all four of the portraits we explored in our Writing Wednesday activity, Express Yourself, with 
corresponding characters from your text (you can select from both major and minor characters). As a 
group, seek out textual evidence to support each of your pairings, being careful to consider how each 
portrait reflects the characterization from the novel. Finally, create a multimedia project in which 
you present your findings to the class, being sure to incorporate both visual and written components 
(including quoted evidence) into your product. Attach a properly formatted Works Cited page to 
reflect your references to the novel and each of the portraits.

 • Persuasion: Ask Writing Teams to brainstorm products, ideas, or 
services that are connected to one or more of the anticipatory 
activity portraits. Then, ask them to use that portrait as a visual 
foundation for a persuasive poster in order to practice persuasive 
appeals in advertising.

 • Research/Nonfiction: Ask students to research one of the artists 
from the anticipatory activity portrait collection and create a  
mini research project that explores some element of the artist’s  
life or his/her work. For example, students may be asked to 
research and present a brief biography of the artist’s life, other 
works, and how this particular portrait fits into the larger  
volume of that artist’s work.
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