
T H E  A R T  O F  C O N V E R S A T I O N

A note about art discussions
Whether you’re looking through books or touring the art museum, the key to meaningful art discussions 
with kids is curiosity. Ask open-ended questions, and try not to share all of your knowledge about the art 
until after your kids have made their own observations, and come to their own conclusions. Kids only 
have one opportunity to experience art for the first time. Make sure you create a space for them to look, 
ponder, make their own discoveries, and formulate their own opinions before they hear all of the fasci-
nating educational information about the art. 

In art education, there is a philosophy called Visual Thinking Strategies. This method says that the key to 
leading great art discussions with kids is to have a conversation using the same three questions, and 
then give the children time to think and respond. The three questions are:

What’s going on in this picture? What makes you say that? What else can we find?

You can approach your discussions this way, or you can open the conversation up with other 
open-ended leading questions. Questions that wonder... Why did the artist do things this way? Where 
(and when) was the art created? Does the art remind you of anything? How does it make you feel?

Beginning a dialogue with leading questions will do just that… lead. It will lead to some answers, but 
also to more questions– which is good. It will also lead to your kids to think about the art, and come to 
their own conclusions. There is no right or wrong in art appreciation… just differences. Every painting 
has someone who loves it and someone who hates it. This makes art appreciation – and learning how 
to put your observations and opinions into words – a really valuable exercise for kids. It’s the beginning 
of learning how to express their likes and dislikes in a way that is respectful and honors the value in the 
work, even if they don’t particularly care for it.

Finally, know when to put it away and move on. In art appreciation, sometimes less is more!
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Let the elements of art guide your discussion
When we can’t see literal and figurative representations of things we recognize in artwork, our conversa-
tions shift. We can choose to discuss the internal meaning of the painting (the intentions of the artist and 
what she was trying to express), and to the external elements of art we can see in the painting. 

A quick intro to the elements of art:

Line – the way line work is used in the art.

Shape – the organic or geometric shapes in the art.

Form – usually a term used in sculpture and 3d art.

Space – the area around the images in the art.

Texture – what would it feel like if you touched it?

Value – the lightness or darkness of the colors.

Color – are they bright, neutral, pastel, limited, warm?

Have a quick chat about the elements of art before you begin your art discussion, 
and see if you can identify a couple of them in each of the three paintings.
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