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Everyone searches for and finds his or her own identity through a wide variety of experiences and expressions. Often a system of personal symbols can express that identity. Artists may construct a private symbolic language in order to talk about themselves or to grapple with the world’s injustices and challenges. In this activity students will create poems that center on their own personal symbolism
The “Big Idea”

After completing all activities for the theme Self and Society: Tracing Identity, students will understand the following “big ideas.” The italicized idea is emphasized in the “Personal Symbols, Personal Mythology” activity. 

· What role do symbols play in defining a person’s identity? Can symbols have multiple meanings?

· How do artists reveal their culture’s (and their own) hidden or unheard voices? How does an awareness of these voices change our views about ourselves?
· How do gender roles influence how we perceive identity?

To introduce the activity

01.    Review: With your students, go over the activity’s overview and “big idea.”

02.    Journal option: If you plan on doing more than one activity from this  theme, ask students to create a journal for it. The journal will allow them to organize their research notes, brainstorms, projects, and reflections.
03.     Preactivity class discussion: What is identity? Conduct a short discussion about identity to prepare students for what they will see within the activity screens. Some suggestions for discussion:

a. What are the different ways that people identify themselves? What are some of the elements of your personal identity?

b. What personal characteristics matter most to you, in yourself and in others? Why? 

c. Who determines a person’s identity: the individual or others around the individual? Both? How does this work?

d. Does identity stay constant throughout a person’s life? If not, what makes it change?

04.    Activity prep: Depending on how much time is available, before viewing the screens and delving into the artists’ work, you may want students to write about their own views on gender and identity.

05.    Explore online: Now your students are ready to explore the artists in Making Sense of Modern Art and complete the activity steps (duplicated below for your review).

Related Standards

Language Arts Grades 9/10

2.0 Writing Applications (Genres and Their Characteristics)

2.1 Write biographical or autobiographical narratives or short stories:

e. Make effective use of descriptions of appearance, images, shifting perspectives, and sensory details.

2.0 Speaking Applications (Genres and Their Characteristics)

2.1. Deliver narrative presentations:

c. Describe with concrete sensory details the sights, sounds, and smells of a scene and the specific actions, movements, gestures, and feelings of characters.

d. Pace the presentation of actions to accommodate time or mood changes.

Grades 11/12

2.0 Speaking Applications (Genres and Their Characteristics)

2.1 Deliver reflective presentations:

a. Explore the significance of personal experiences, events, conditions, or concerns, using appropriate rhetorical strategies (e.g., narration, description, exposition, persuasion)of present-day norms and values.
Materials Needed

01.   Access to computers to view Making Sense of Modern Art
02.   Writing materials for taking notes
Time Needed up to four class periods

01.   One to introduce the activity and view Making Sense of Modern Art screens

02.   One or two to research and create presentation (could be homework)

03.   One for class presentations
Assessment

Students will be graded on:

01.   Notes on artists in Making Sense of Modern Art
02.   Originality, style, and completeness of self-portrait poem

03.   Participation in poetry slam

04.   Written reflection

“Personal Symbols, Personal Mythology” Activity
Everyone searches for and finds his or her own identity through a wide variety of experiences and expressions. Often a system of personal symbols can express that identity. Artists may construct a private symbolic language in order to talk about themselves or to grapple with the world’s injustices and challenges. In this activity you will create poems that center on your own personal symbolism
The “Big Idea”

What role do symbols play in defining a person’s identity? Can symbols have multiple meanings?
In this activity you will:

01.   Learn how artists use symbols to represent ideas and feelings

02.   Think of symbols that represent your own characteristics

03.   Write a self-portrait poem

04.   Present your poem to the class in a poetry slam

05.   Reflect on what you learned about yourself

You will be graded on:

01.   Notes on artists in Making Sense of Modern Art
02.   Originality, style, and completeness of self-portrait poem

03.   Participation in poetry slam

04.   Written reflection

New terms: symbols

Activity Steps
In this activity you will choose a personal symbol and use it to write a self-portrait poem.

01.    Look: Artists use symbols to represent ideas and feelings. Look carefully at the work of Robert Gober, Louise Bourgeois, Philip Guston, and Chris Johanson to discover how they used personal symbols in their art. Think carefully about the questions for each artist.

02.    Brainstorm: Generate a list of up to ten characteristics about yourself, and think of objects that represent each of these characteristics. For example, smartness could be a lightbulb, athleticism a soccer ball, kindness, a flower, adventurousness, an airplane or a race car. Can you imagine a single symbol that could represent a large portion of your character list?

03.    Create: Using the symbol that best represents yourself, write a self-portrait poem. Think not only about how the symbol represents you, but also how it might potentially conflict with some of your other characteristics. In your poem, try to emphasize the ways in which your symbol most closely describes you.

04.    Present: Organize a class poetry slam, with everyone performing their poems aloud. Introduce the event by looking at images from the artists in Making Sense of Modern Art whose work emphasizes symbols. 

05.    Reflect: In your journal, reflect on what you learned about yourself and your personal symbolism while writing your poem.










Self and Society:  Tracing Identity�“Personal Symbols, Personal Mythology” Teacher’s Guide





The ideas underlying a person’s identity are numerous and complex. In these language arts activities, students will investigate three ideas within the larger scope of identity. “Personal Symbols, Personal Mythology” explores how artists create their own visual myths and symbols to tell stories about themselves and their cultures. “Expressing Ethnic Identity” considers ways that artists express their identities as parts of, or as opposed to, a larger social group. And “Unearthing Silenced Histories: Profile” looks at artists who have delved into the past to tell stories that have never been told before about themselves and their communities.
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