
ARTS 
LEARNING 

LAB
@HOME

Curriculum Companion

 Symbol Stories



Symbol Stories

• •  PAPER

• •  COLORED 
PENCILS

• •  CRAYONS

• •  PENS

• •  COLORED 
PAPER

• •  COMPOSITION

• •  NEGATIVE 
SPACE

• •  POSITIVE 
SPACE

• •  SYMBOL

• •  CULTURE

• •  PORTRAITURE

MATERIALS VOCABULARY

Artist Audrey Chan guides participants through the process of using symbols to 
create a narrative. Through the medium of drawing Chan uses objects that represent 
aspects of the loved ones in her life. In this workshop students will consider the 
loved ones in their life and create their own drawings exploring objects that tell a 
symbol story.

1. Participants will consider the people in their lives by exploring objects with 
representational value.

2. Participants learn how to tell a story using objects as symbols. 
3. Participants use their selected objects to inspire a symbolic story drawing about 

the people in their lives.

2.3 People create and interact with objects, places, and design, and this defines, 
shapes, enhances, and empowers their lives.

3.VA:Cr2.3 Individually or collaboratively construct representations, diagrams, 
or maps of places that are part of everyday life. 
5.VA:Cr2.3 Identify, describe, and visually document places and/or objects of 
personal significance. 

6 Convey meaning through the presentation of artistic work. 
3.VA:Pr6 Compare and contrast purposes of art museums, art galleries, and 
other venues, as well as the types of personal experiences they provide. 

7.2 Visual imagery influences understanding of and responses to the world. 
3.VA:Re7.2 Determine messages communicated by an image. 
5.VA:Re7.2 Identify and analyze cultural associations suggested by visual 
imagery.

OVERVIEW

OBJECTIVES

RELEVANT CALIFORNIA ART STANDARDS FOR GRADES K-8 



Workshop Description

Audrey Chan leads students through the process of symbolic story drawing. Chan 
uses objects to tell narratives that describe what people care about, their culture, 
where they come from, or where they live. The artist provides a description of 
narrative drawing with her painting titled, “A Few of Her Favorite Things.” The 
image depicts a painting of Chan’s grandmother surrounded by objects from her 
daily life. The painting functions as a way to both honor and remember a loved 
one. The artist walks participants through the painting describing the objects and 
symbols that tell a story. A clock represents time, a stuffed animal represents 
familial connection, the American flag symbolizes family migration, and lotus 
flowers with incense references Buddhist practices. Other symbols including a red 
envelope representing a Chinese tradition, a statue portrays family heirlooms, an 
oak leaf represents the artists hometown of Oak Park IL, and an orange acts as a 
symbol for good luck. Through these symbolic painted objects the artist is able to 
share her grandmother’s story and cultural heritage. 

Participants will begin by getting out a blank sheet of white paper, drawing 
materials, and any photos of family members they have. 
• Chan prompts participants to consider what are some of your favorite things? 

What are some things that can symbolize you, your family, or anyone else you 
would like to draw? Consider drawing someone you miss or maybe someone 
you haven’t seen in a long time. If no photo references are available drawing 
from memory can be a great alternative. 

INTRODUCTION

STEP 1



Workshop Description

• With your selected subject in mind start gathering objects that can symbolize 
characteristics of the person you would like to tell a story about. Consider what 
are the things your subject likes. Chan models for participants the selection of 
objects: dinosaur and car toys for her son, art supplies represent herself, and 
headphones with a tea mug symbolize her husband. 

Using a regular graphite pencil Chan teaches participants to map out their drawing. 
• Using very light pressure the artist draws three ovals that will guide the formation 

of her drawing. Oftentimes portrait artists will start by drawing simple shapes 
to act as a foundation for the details of the face. 

• Following the sketch of her subjects’ heads Chan uses the same technique to 
draw simple outline drawings of her selected objects. During this phase your 
drawings should only be simple shapes. The goal at this point is to figure out 
where to place your objects within the drawing. This technique is called a 
composition, participants choose whatever layout is pleasing to them. 

STEP 2

Using the photo references of your loved ones start to add details to your sketch. 
• Chan starts by adding glasses and a nose to the drawing of her husband. She 

uses simple shapes such as small curves for the nostril and squares for the 
frames of the glasses. 

STEP 3



Workshop Description

After completing the drawing of loved ones begin to follow the same process for 
the drawing of your selected symbolic objects. Chan provides participants with a 
demonstration by using a green colored pencil to sketch her son’s dinosaur toy 
directly from life. If you don’t have a physical object available you can always draw 
from memory. 
• When drawing the objects around your composition use a variety of techniques. 
• Chan begins with light lines in graphite and follows with color applying more 

pressure to different shades of color. 
• Experiment with different textures based on the characteristics of your objects. 

You can even use the objects themselves as tracing material. Share your 
drawings with others as you move through your composition. 

STEP 4

• Next she adds ears, a mouth, pupils for the eyes, hair and eyebrows. Use simple 
lines and shapes for the details of the face, the goal is to get a sketched look 
rather than a photo realistic drawing. Think about the features of your selected 
person, do they wear glasses, what hairstyles do they normally have, do they 
wear jewelry? 

• Once your line work is complete begin to add color and texture using color 
pencils, crayons or any other drawing materials you may have. Do your best 
to match skin tones and shadows experimenting with the materials available. 
Chan points out that the shading process is very relaxing as long as you take 
your time and don’t rush the drawing process. 



Workshop Description

After finishing her portraits and symbols Chan moves on to work on her background. 
• The artist explains that the background in art is often called negative space. 

In the visual arts “negative space” is defined by the absence of material while 
positive space is the space that objects occupy. 

• Instead of coloring in the negative space Chan cuts out her portraits and 
symbols and pastes them on a piece of colored construction paper. If you don’t 
have scissors, construction paper or glue you can always use your crayons and 
colored pencils to color in your background. 

• Share your completed drawings with others. Tell the story of your selected 
person and how the objects symbolize parts of their life. 

STEP 5



Workshop Description

Symbols are ways for artists to communicate meaning and describe their 
experiences in the world. Audrey Chan uses multiple techniques to create symbols 
that tell a story about her family and the values they share. Continue to explore 
different techniques for applying symbols to your own narrative drawings. Try 
drawing and cutting out individual symbols on construction paper then paste onto 
your final story symbol artwork. If you enjoy collage artwork gather several used 
magazines and look for images that can act as symbols that describe your selected 
subjects. Finally take some time to share your selected artwork with your family 
and friends. Ask friends and family to describe what story your symbols tell them.

Practice deciphering symbols in art through an exercise from the Guggenheim 
Museum: https://www.guggenheim.org/learning-through-art/art-investigation/
deciphering-symbols 
Learn about the use of botanical or plant symbols in art history through the Met: 
https://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/bota/hd_bota.htm
Shapes and color work as symbols in art, follow these lessons from the Albers 
foundation to experiment with color and shapes: https://www.albersforkids.org/

Teachers and parents can consider their role in modifying workshop instructions 
in the following ways:
• Start with a common experience to build background knowledge that provides a 

foundation for more abstract discussions about the use of symbols in artwork. 
• Provide considerable time and opportunity for experimentation and reflection 

to facilitate deep comprehension. 

SUGGESTED FOLLOW UP ACTIVITIES

RELATED RESOURCES

ACCESS AND EQUIT Y

• How can objects be used as symbols?
• What are some symbols that remind you of loved ones?
• Who in your life would you like to tell a story about?
• What do your selected objects say about your loved ones life and experiences?

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS



Audrey Chan is a Los Angeles based artist, writer, and educator. Know for a 
research based practice Chan creates projects that articulate political and 
cultural identities through allegorical narratives and feminist theory. Chan 
works in different media including drawing and painting as well as different 
scales from medium sized work to larger public installations. 

Arts Learning Lab @ Home is a series of live online arts classes for kids and 
families schooling from home. These hands-on artmaking workshops (which 
are posted as on-demand videos after each workshop) are led by professional 
artists in residence at 18th Street as well as members of our national and 
international artist community. The workshops are taught in both English 
and Spanish for those teachers that are bilingual, and are live translated in 
both English and Spanish. The workshops cover a range of fun, hands-on, 
and participatory ideas that connect with larger social issues. 

You can visit more lessons at http://18thstreet.org/allathome

Founded in 1988, 18th Street Arts Center is one of the top 20 artist residency 
programs in the US, and the largest in Southern California. Conceived as a 
radical think tank in the shape of an artist community, 18th Street supports 
artists from around the globe to imagine, research, and develop significant, 
meaningful new artworks and share them with the public to foster radical 
imagination, empathy, and positive social change.

BIO

ABOUT ARTS LEARNING LAB AND 18TH STREET ARTS CENTER

About

• Engage students in artistic vocabulary and concepts throughout the entire 
process through conversations and discussions. 

• Provide alternatives to the length of time to display comprehension of key 
concepts as a way to meet all students processing capabilities. 

• Help with tools and different media should be provided where necessary.


