
18 a r t s  &  a c t i v i t i e s ❘ d e c e m b e r  2 0 0 6

R eady to try something with a high success rate among
all students? These poinsettias make every student feel

like a master while experimenting with many visual tools.
Let’s start pushing some paint! 

I’ve been teaching for 16 years and recently had the
opportunity to unveil our school’s first K–4 art program. In
December, the walls of our school are usually decorated
with traditional holiday “kid-style” motifs, but I was look-
ing for a more sophisticated project that would wow visi-
tors, as well as make a wonderful gift ... the gift of art!

We began this project by discussing how an artist might
begin a painting. Most of my elementary students paint from
memory. I challenged them to think about painting from
life. I used the work White and Pink Roses by still-life artist
Ignace Henri Jean Fantin-Latour (1836–1904) as an example
to begin our discussion.

Next, the students studied silk poinsettia sprays that I
had purchased for pennies the previous year at after-Christ-
mas clearance sales. Students were asked to look at each
part of the flower individually. We spent a moment “seeing”
the details of the centers, noticing the different tints, hues
and values of red in the leaves, and discovering the color
and shape of the green leaves, including the veins.

We also discussed, after a quick look at the color wheel,
that red and green are complementary colors. Then, the stu-
dents took time to mentally “glue” these details back togeth-
er and study the flower spray as a whole. 

First, students were given a 9" x 12" piece of white
construction paper. Each had to decide whether a hori-
zontal or vertical presentation would be best. Then,
referring once again to the poinsettia spray, students
measured the distance between each flower’s center
using their fingers. They decided on the number of
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LEARNING 
OBJECTIVES 

Primary and elementary students will...
• define the term “complementary colors.”
• use a visual reference to create art. 
• experiment with overlapping.
• experience imagery that goes beyond the 

borders of painting.
• use paintbrush techniques for detail work.
• become aware of negative space. 

Poinsettia Perfection
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poinsettias needed
for their composition
and then used a cot-
ton swab to dab on
the centers (these
small yellowish balls
a r e  a c t u a l l y  t h e
plant’s flowers).

I set out palettes of
tempera paint that I
had custom-mixed to
create titanium white,
lemon ye l low and
lime green. I like to
make students aware
of the variety of col-
ors available to artists
by mixing my own
and then giving them
“professional” names.
Students then experi-
mented with combin-
ing the colors to cre-
ate the centers. 

N e x t ,  s t u d e n t s
were given palettes of
cadmium red and red-orange tempera paint that had been
slightly swirled together and spread thin. I used house-
hold sponges about 1⁄2-inch thick that I had precut into
simple, life-sized poinsettia leaf shapes. Students studied
the sprays again, noting that the distance between one
leaf and another varied. They then stamped red leaves
(actually called “bracts”) around the centers. I encour-
aged my students not to “fix” the white sponge spots,
telling them that the white of the paper is part of the
charm of the piece.

Students were also encouraged to allow their leaves to
overlap (again, we referred to the spray to see how the
leaves overlap in nature). They were concerned about their
leaves going beyond the edge of the paper, but we found
this to be another form of overlapping that would create a
close-up, intimate view of the finished work. So, the stu-
dents pressed on. 

Next, hookers green tempera paint was added to the
palette. Students referred to the poinsettia spray and, after
taking note of their shape and placement, students used
brushes to add green leaves. This was also an ideal time to
review paintbrush technique. I instructed my students to
use the tip of the brush instead of mashing down the bristles
to the metal ferrule. I emphasized that keeping paint on the
tip of the brush bristles when doing detail work makes their
painting that much more precise. 

Finally, forest green was added to the student’s palettes.
We discussed how the white space was actually the negative
space of the painting and deserved as much time and atten-
tion as the flower itself! We also talked about the interesting
shapes created in the negative spaces. 

I wish you could’ve seen the way students carried the
paintings to the drying rack. You would’ve thought they
were moving the Mona Lisa! And the front lobby of our
school has become a stunning art gallery that welcomes par-
ents and visitors to our building! ■

Temple Skelton Moore is an elementary art teacher at Prairie
Grove Elementary School in Prairie Grove, Arkansas.

MATERIALS

• White 9" x 12" construction paper 
• Half and inch-thick household sponges, cut into a variety 

of life-sized poinsettia leaf shapes
• Custom-mixed tempera paints in various colors, including 

yellows, greens, reds and white 
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