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High School Studio Workshops offer the opportunity for students to examine and discuss works 
of art in depth and then participate in a related studio-art activity in a single, half-day format. 
Workshops are led by museum educators who encourage students to think critically about art 
through close looking. Students share their responses to the works of art as a group, formulate 
ideas based on their observations, and connect studio practices with works of art.  
 
This year’s workshops focus on the use of materials by modern artists. Through works of art 
from the collection displayed in the East Building and in the exhibition Outliers and American 
Vanguard Art, participants will learn about innovative techniques and unconventional materials 
used by some modern artists. They will be able to place art in the context of American social 
history and to examine definitions of art. Students should come to the workshop prepared to 
participate in group discussion.  
 
Students will see objects made using traditional and nontraditional materials in surprising and 
unusual works of art, such as quilts and mixed-media sculptures. Art by Janine Antoni, Mary Lee 
Bendolph, Chuck Close, Byron Kim, Judith Scott, Yinka Shonibare, Rosie Lee Tompkins, and 
Annie Mae Young, among others, will be viewed. Through examination and discussion, students 
will investigate several ways unconventional materials can be used to create art and will 
consider how these materials function in the context of meaning—socially, conceptually, 
politically, and sometimes humorously. Drawing on what they see in the galleries, students will 
create their own work of art in the form of a pieced quilt. 
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LESSON PLAN 
 
Time 
  
Two and one-half hours. Approximately one hour and fifteen minutes in the gallery and one 
hour in the studio. 
 
Big Idea 
 
Through this workshop, students will be introduced to artists who have used innovative 
techniques and nontraditional materials, from the 1980s and forward, to create art and 
sometimes to make a social statement. 
 
Possible Topics for Discussion 

• Provocative expressions and messages 
• Defining “art” 
• Traditional art materials used in new ways 
• Use of non-art materials  
• Artistic choice of materials or methods 
• Various themes: politics, conceptual art, humor, feminism, transparency, gender and 

racial inequity 
• Formal elements of art, e.g., line, color, volume, shape 

 
Studio Activity 
INTUITIVE QUILT BLOCK PROJECT 
Inspired by the Gee’s Bend quilts seen in Outliers, students will construct their own work of art 
in the form of an eight-inch pieced quilt. Many Gee’s Bend quilts feature a basic form of side-
by-side vertical strips or strings that run from top to bottom, known in the rural Alabama 
community where they are made as “Lazy Gal.” Often the long strips are assembled of smaller 
pieces first, which are then joined to the previous row. Based on the "Lazy Gal" pattern, parallel 
strips of quilting fabric in various widths are sewn onto a foundation of batting and backing 
using a “stitch and flip” method. Strips may be constructed of two or more pieces before being 
added to the project and will completely cover the eight-inch foundation piece. 
  
The quilt production method is modified for this student project. Piecing in Gee’s Bend and 
elsewhere usually involves pieced strips sewn to one another and into a top. Later the top, the 
batting, and the backing are quilted together by the community or by an individual. In this case, 
however, the strips will be sewn on a foundation fabric first. Students will then finish their 
pieces with the batting and ten-inch backing, either during the workshop or back at school.  
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Materials 
For each student: 

• 8” square of batting 

• 8” square of muslin or other foundation 

• 10” square of backing/finishing fabric to encase the edges. 

• 7 to 8 strips of quilt fabric, 1 1/2” to 3” wide. The 8” square should be covered 
completely while allowing for 1/4” seam allowances between strips. 

• Embroidery needle (John James #8 preferred)  

• 12-weight thread or sewing thread 

 

Tools to share: 
• Scissors 
• Thimbles 
• Needle threaders 
• Straight pins 
• Pin cushions 

 
Preparation 
Students select fabric strips from the table stash. Lay out a tentative arrangement of strips side 
by side that are a bit more than eight inches long. Compound strips of several fabrics can be 
created by sewing same-width pieces together into eight-inch lengths. Remember that each 
seam will use up one-half inch of the width, so plan for extra width. Don’t be too concerned 
about precision now; it is possible to trim later. 
 
Note for materials preparation:   
The fabric pool (stash) should contain enough fabric strips so that each student can select five 
to seven pieces that are more than eight inches long. Student may cut their own eight-inch 
pieces from longer strips and return the extra to the stash for others in the class to use as a way 
to promote a sense of communal, shared resources.  
 

Procedure 
Place the eight-inch foundation square wrong-side up. Lay the first strip of fabric along one 
edge of the foundation, right-side up. Place the strip that will go next to it on top of the first 
strip, right sides together, and right edges lined up. Sew through all three layers with a running 
stitch using a quarter-inch seam allowance. Backstitch at the end of the seam. Open up the 
strips at the seam and finger press. Add the next strip in the same way, lining up the right edges 
and sewing a quarter-inch seam allowance. Repeat until the eight-inch square is covered.  
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To finish the edges, place the ten-inch square wrong-side up. Place the batting in the center of 
the ten-inch square, and place the eight-inch sewn block right-side up on top of the batting. 
Begin on a side and fold the one-inch margin of the backing piece in half twice to cover the 
edge of the block with a half-inch folded edge. Stitch the folded edge to the block with a 
running stitch. Sew to the end of the block. At the corner, fold the next side in twice in the 
same way, stitch in place, and continue.  
Repeat the process all around the block. Admire!!  
  
 
Evaluation 
Time permitting, students will be invited to share their work by temporarily pinning their piece 
to the bulletin board to create a wall-sized quilt. This can be rehung at school. 
 
As students wait for others to complete their quilt pieces, and while still seated at their tables, 
High School Programs staff will provide sticky notes for students to note their responses to the 
following questions: 
 

• What surprised you about today’s workshop? 
 

• What more would you like to explore about artists expressing their ideas through the 
use of unconventional methods and materials? 
 

 

Possible follow-up activities 
Once back at school, assemble pieces together, either by sewing or pinning to a bulletin board, 
take a photo and share with us on Instagram by tagging @ngadc and using the hashtags 
#myngadc and #ngahighschool. 

The group may elect to sew the pieces together to form a collaborative class quilt.  
 

 

This lesson plan was developed in consultation with Lauren Kingsland, Custom Quilt Studio, 
Washington Grove, Maryland. 
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Glossary 
 
Backing: Fabric that covers the batting on the reverse of a pieced or appliquéd quilt.  
 
Back stitch: A second stitch that is made on top of the first. Used for additional strength or to 
begin or end a seam.  
 
Batting: A layer of padding—cotton, wool, polyester, or other fibers—that goes between the 
quilt top and the backing. Overall stitching through all three layers holds the batting in place.  
 
Binding: Fabric that encases the raw edges of a quilt. This may be the back folded to the front 
or a separate piece of fabric applied later. Binding is the final finishing step of making the quilt.  
 
Finger pressing: Using gentle pressure of a thumbnail to open up a seam on the right side.   
 
Foundation piecing: A piecing technique that uses a plain piece of fabric as a base that is then 
completely covered by piecing using a stitch and flip strategy (see Pieced quilt vs. foundation 
piecing, below).  
 
Muslin: A lightweight, undyed fabric used for foundation piecing and sometimes backing.  
 
Needle: An ancient thin, sharp tool for carrying a thread through fabric. The eye is the hole 
through which the thread is passed (or threaded); the shank is the shaft where the needle is 
gripped by the user; and the point is the sharpened tip that goes into the cloth first. A knot can 
be made in the thread by tying both ends together or knotting one end and allowing the length 
of the thread to be adjusted as needed.  
 
Piecing: Straight-edged pieces of fabric are sewn side by side with a seam allowance to create a 
geometric pattern a single layer thick. The terms bar, strip, and string all mean long, narrow 
pieces of fabric that are pieced together. The strip is the general term for any width. A bar is 
generally wide, maybe three inches or more. A string is a very narrow piece, one inch or less, 
that must be sewn to other strings in order to be large enough to use.  
 



Quilt: A textile made of three layers—top, batting, backing—sewn with a running stitch that 
holds the three layers together to prevent shifting in relation to one another. Stitching may be 
decorative. 
 

Pieced quilt vs. foundation piecing:  
Both these terms refer to how the fabrics in a quilt are sewn together. In a pieced quilt, 
the top layer is sewn together first and later joined to the batting and backing. 
Foundation piecing is a method of sewing through all three layers of a quilt at once. The 
process of foundation piecing is also called stitch and flip. 

 
Quilting stitch: The running stitch sewn through all three layers of the quilt to stabilize them in 
relation to one another. The quilt may be worked on a frame, a hoop, or held in the lap. The 
dominant hand holds the needle while the other hand supports the quilt from below, ensuring 
that the stitch goes all the way through.  
 
Right side of fabric vs. wrong side: Fabric often looks different on each side, due to the 
manufacturing process that puts dye on one side of the cloth as it is printed. The right side of 
the fabric (usually the brighter side) is the one that will be visible in the finished quilt. The 
wrong side does not show in the finished quilt. Usually, the right-side colors are bright with 
sharp pattern lines; the wrong-side printing is less distinct and the colors tend to be grayed.  
 
Rotary cutter: A modern cutting tool that resembles a pizza cutter with a very sharp wheel. It is 
always used with a special cutting mat and acrylic rulers for safe, precise cuts.  
 
Running stitch: A simple in-and-back-out sewing stitch used for piecing and for quilting. It looks 
like a dashed line, with the visible thread alternating with same-sized spaces.  
 
Seam allowance: In piecing, the distance between the edge of the fabrics and the line of 
sewing, typically one-quarter inch. Some fabric is required on each side of a pieced seam in 
order for the stitching to hold and not shred the fabric with use.  
 
Seam line: Another term for the line of sewing created by a running stitch.  
 
Stash: What quilters call the accumulation of fabrics available to them.  
 
Thimble: A finger protection cap made of metal, plastic, or leather. Usually worn on the sewing 
hand middle finger to push the needle through the fabric after placement of the point. May 
also be worn on the underneath hand while quilting.  
 
 
 
 
Developed by Lauren Kingsland, Custom Quilt Studio, Washington Grove, Maryland. 
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