
Education and Arts Roundtable    

 
www.nhm.org   How Do I Observe My World?, Page 1 of 5  

 

 
Project Title:    How Do I Observe My World? 
 
Project Dates:  September 23 - November 19, 2009, twice a week, from 2:45-4:00pm 

 
Grade Level:  4th and 5th Grade 
 
Collaborators:  Cienega Elementary School 
   Artist/Photographer Faith Purvey 
   Natural History Museum of Los Angeles County 
  
Partner Teacher: Annie Lefkowitz 
             
Learning Disciplines: Photography, Life Science, Poetry Writing, basic Word Processing skills 
 

 
“As a teacher, the Natural History Museum’s Roundtable projects challenge me to go beyond the comfort zone of 
rote instruction and into a grey area filled with inspiration and authentic learning experiences.  The success of 
Roundtable projects lies fundamentally in the relationships that are fostered among the teacher, scientist, Museum 
educator, artist and students.  The dynamic relationships that develop, as students search for meaning and 
understanding, lasts longer than any materials they may produce.” 
τAnnie Lefkowitz, Teacher 
 

 
Student photographs by 4

th
 and 5

th
 Graders at Cienega Elementary School 

 

Project Background 
ƷWhat Museum exhibition / collection / exhibit inspired your project? 
Observation is at the core of almost all of elementary school instruction.  In math, we observe 
patterns; in biology, life.  In English, we observe the rules of 
grammar or the meaning behind words.  And yet, since 
άƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴέ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƳŜ ǊŜŀŘƛƭȅ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŀǎ ŀ ǿƻǊƪǎƘŜŜǘ ƻǊ 
ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΩǎ ƎǳƛŘŜΣ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǳǎ ƘŜǎƛǘŀǘŜ ǘƻ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƘŜ 
ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΦ  !ǎ ŀ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ bŀǘǳǊŀƭ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ aǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ wƻǳƴŘǘable 
projects challenge me to go beyond the comfort zone of rote 
instruction and into a grey area filled with inspiration and 
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ŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ǘƘŜƳŜ ƻŦ ƻōǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǳǎ ǿŀǎ 
inspired by the first step in conducting a 4th/5th grade scientific experiment.  We teach that the 
first step in the scientific process is observation, but still we offer very little time to observe.  
Through this eight-week experience, I finally was able to give ample time to allow my students 
to truly observe.  
 
Ʒ²Ƙŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ άōƛƎ ƛŘŜŀκŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴέ ǘƘŀǘ ƎǳƛŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΚ 
How do I observe my world? 

 
ƷWho were your community/artist partners or collaborators? 
Our partners in this collaboration were the Education and Living Collections staff from the Los 
Angeles County Natural History Museum and teaching artist/photographer Faith Purvey. 
 

Project Goals 
ƷWhat were your interdisciplinary goals?  (e.g. classroom learning content, art form, 
museum content/subject) 
My goals were to compare and then combine science and art observation skills to create photos 
and poetry that convey the message of nature in the neighborhood. 
 

ƷWere there additional learning goals you hoped to accomplish?  (e.g. social/developmental 
goals) 

I hoped that by using both 4th graders, new to the experience, 
and 5th graders, who had participated in last year's Roundtable 
project, the level of curiosity, knowledge and commitment 
would be amplified.  It worked. The 5th graders who already 
had deep relationships with me, made the 4th graders more 
comfortable and eager to participate in something they did not 
understand fully in the beginning.  
 

ƷWhat California State standards did you plan to cover? 
Science 

Life Sciences 
2. All organisms need energy and matter to live and grow. 
3. Living organisms depend on one another and on their environment for survival. 
Investigation and Experimentation 
6.  Scientific progress is made by asking meaningful questions and conducting careful 
investigations. 

Language Arts 
1. Writing Strategies 
Students write clear, coherent sentences and paragraphs that develop a central idea. 
Their writing shows they consider the audience and purpose. Students progress through 
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the stages of the writing process (e.g., prewriting, drafting, revising, editing successive 
versions). 

Visual Arts 
1. Artistic Perception 
Students perceive and respond to works of art, objects in nature, events, and the envi-
ronment. They also use the vocabulary of the visual arts to express their observations. 
2. Creative Expression 
Students apply artistic processes and skills, using a variety of media to communicate 
meaning and intent in original works of art. 

 

Project Activities 
ƷDescribe the project.  How did you decide what to do?  How did you plan your project? 
Through an eight-week intensive project-based-learning assignment, 4th and 5th graders at 
Cienega Elementary, a Title I school in Los Angeles, learned to observe and question the natural 
world through the lens of both scientist and artist.  They explored the grounds of the Natural 
History Museum as well as the neighborhood surrounding the school while writing, sketching 
and documenting their observations.  The students deepened their awareness of perception 
and perspective by studying with both scientists and an artist. The students participating in this 
after school club produced a series of photographs, poetry and journal descriptions, seen here 
in this gallery.  They aimed at answering the essential question: How do I observe my world?  
 

ƷDescribe what happened?  What were the activities? 
General Lesson Plan -  

1) Research and Observation 
Students will learn the art of scientific observation and the value of asking questions.  They 
will practice observing through multiple opportunities to explore the world around them 
including the grounŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bŀǘǳǊŀƭ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ aǳǎŜǳƳΣ /ƛŜƴŜƎŀ 9ƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǊȅΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ȅŀǊŘ 
and the surrounding neighborhood. 
Classroom activities, outside exploration, and field trip: 
a) NHM Educator, Molly Porter, discussed the differences and similarities in scientific 

versus artist drawings. 
b) NHM Gallery Interpreter Sophie Hunter brought mammal specimens to the classroom, 

talked about the natural world in the neighborhood, and led students on a nature 
observation walk on their school grounds. 

c) bIaΩǎ aŀƴŀƎŜǊΣ [ƛǾƛƴƎ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ .ǊŜƴǘ YŀǊƴŜǊ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ƛƴǎŜŎǘ ǎǇŜŎƛƳŜƴǎ to the 
classroom and then led a neighborhood walk, making observations as a scientist. 

d) Students visited the Natural History MuseumΩs Living Collections Department, behind-
the-scene; toured NHMΩs Spider Pavilion; and observed and caught living specimens in 
Exposition ParkΩs Rose Garden with Brent Karner. 
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2) Exploration and Documentation 
Students will continue to explore their world through the lens of an artist.  Using digital 
cameras, students will explore the same areas but this time with an alternative reference 
point. 
a) Teaching artist/photographer Faith Purvey led students on an art walk of their 
ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊƘƻƻŘ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴ ŀǊǘƛǎǘΩǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ǾƛŜǿΦ 

 
3) Creating Exhibit 
Students will edit their digital pictures and through critique will choose which of their 
pictures to display in the concluding photo exhibition.  They will then write poetry of what 
they have seen, documented and captured on film. 
a) Teaching artist/photographer Faith Purvey worked with students to select and edit their 

photographs. 
 

Project Reflection 
Ʒ5ƛŘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴȅ άŀƘ-ƘŀƘέ ƳƻƳŜƴǘǎΚ  Transformative teacher or student moments?  
Unexpected moments or discoveries?  
In education there are grade level standards that each child must reach to be considered 
proficient.  There are time constraints and mandatory curricula and routines that must be 
followed.  There is structure.  The value in this project is the lack of structureτthat cherished 
ǳƴǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜŘ άǎǇŀŎŜέ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ƎǳƛŘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ own 
learning.  The interdisciplinary combination of science, art 
and language arts gives students multiple ways to access and 
deepen their understanding of the world around them.  And, 
it is in this unstructured environmentτat the core of all 
student-centered learningτthat relationships are formed.  
¢ƘŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bŀǘǳǊŀƭ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ aǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ wƻǳƴŘǘŀōƭŜ 
projects lies fundamentally in the relationships that are 
fostered among the teacher, scientist, Museum educator, artist and students.  The dynamic 
relationships that develop, as students search for meaning and understanding, lasts longer than 
any materials they may produce.  This exposureτto staff and communityτis the true value of 
their learning experience. 
 

ƷHow did your community/artist partnerships impact your project? 
Faith was wonderful and she brought her professional expertise, her knowledge of the 
technology (digital cameras), and she was another adult body that interacted with the students   
 

ƷHow was your student work made public? 
The studentsΩ photographs, poems, and reflections were displayed in an exhibition in the 
Inter/Act space at the Natural History Museum from December 19, 2009 to February 21, 2010.  
The project was photo documented, and these images were displayed in the exhibition along 
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with a video documentary of the process.  The video included teacher and student reflections, 
as well as footage of the studentsΩ science and art walks in their neighborhood. 
 

ƷHow did you document your work and your students work? 
Photography, Video, Student reflections, Student work 

Project Reflection from Teaching Artist 

ƷHow did art and pƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ άƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴΚέ 
By giving the students tools with which to hone-in their 
vision, their overall skills on observation were developed.  
The lens of a camera is a tool for observation and an 
extension of the eye.  By drawing lines around what is 
possible to be observed (the frame), students paid focused 
attention to color, texture, foreground, background, line, and 
form as it related to natural creatures and areas.  
  
ƷHow did you motivate the students to incorporate art and photography into their thinking 
and learning? 
I kept coming back to the ideas of "what is an artist's job?" and "turn on your magic fly eyes." 

The artist's job is to create new visual information for people who have 
never before seen it in that way.  Turning on these magic eyes is 
something that can happen all day, every day, not just in "art class."  It 
provides a holistic new way of seeing and existing in space.  The 
"mundane" world around us, through new eyes and with the help of a 
camera, becomes a wonderland of imagery.  
  
ƷDid you have any transformative teacher or student moments?  
I encouraged some of the students to use their bodies to line the camera 
up in certain ways (to capture the palm tree from directly below, etc.)  

Thus, the process of seeing became very physical.  I was also struck by the kids' excitement for 
snails and other small creatures, the creativity with which they described and selected their 
final four photographs, and their overall enthusiasm to begin seeing the world through a 
camera's lens.  It was great!  I wish all kids could have this opportunity.  
 


