
C. Iozzo, Ed.D - Scrimshaw:  Innovative Artists, Materials, and Tools 1 

 

 

   

 

 

Scrimshaw: Innovative Artists, Materials, and Tools 

This unit was developed by Dr. Cheryl Iozzo, Art Educator, North Street Elementary School, Greenwich, CT in 

collaboration with Mystic Seaport and the 2015 CT Teacher of the Year Cohort (Grade 4, Five-Six Art Classes, 

approximately 5-6 hours) 

“Principles for the Development of a Complete Mind: Study the science of art. Study the art of science. Develop your 

senses- especially learn how to see. Realize that everything connects to everything else.” 

- Leonardo da Vinci 

      

Introduction:  As educators, we hope to guide students to make connections with art, history, and culture. 

How can we do this in respectful and meaningful ways that engage students?  

Current best practices in Art Education are careful to avoid copying the art of other cultures for a variety of 

fundamental reasons. To use the 18th and 19th century whaling culture/community as an example, copying 

scrimshaw in a current 21st century classroom does not tap into students’ experiences and the world in 

which they live - thus does not produce a meaningful art product. When this type of copying occurs, 

decisions about art techniques have been made by the original artist and thus, involve no critical thinking 

skills by the student. Therefore, copying influences our students rather than allowing them to come up with 

their own ideas. In addition, students asked to copy the art of other cultures miss the opportunity to make 

connections to that culture in meaningful and innovative ways. The result produces a consequence where 

students exit the art room with “arts and crafts” or “cookie cutter” projects (looking quite similar to each 

other) that lack ownership and meaning because they are not connected to students’ own interests and life 

experiences.  

Therefore, in this inquiry based unit, every effort has been made to remember that our 21st century 

students are not 18th /19th century adult sailors/whalers. Five learner-centered activities have been 

developed to facilitate interest and understanding of the whaling culture by helping students get excited 



about asking questions and by making meaningful connections. Students will critically view, analyze, and 

research scrimshaw created by the whaling community, create “deep” questions about the art and culture, 

and then virtually partner via Skype with Mystic Seaport to discover answers to their inquiries and explore 

the innovative ways in which sailors created art.  

In culmination, students will create a work of art using unexpected materials or tools that reflect their own 

culture and/or community traditions with the theme of: If you were stranded in or confined to your 

house/backyard, what nontraditional materials/tools could you use to make art?  

A possible connection… Several years ago, many students experienced Hurricane Sandy/Irene. Families 

were left without power and unless they traveled elsewhere, were stranded in their homes without modern 

technologies.  What did you do to keep from being bored? 

By incorporating their own life experiences and creative problem solving skills into the artistic challenge, 

students will gain a more authentic art making experience by connecting to the whalers’ innovation and 

passion to create.  

Vocabulary 

-whaler  

-ivory 

-engraving 

-scrimshaw 

-scrimshander 

-Endangered Species Act 

-innovation 

-culture 

-curator 

-preservation 

Learning Activities  

Pre-Assessment: Determine students’ prior knowledge to determine growth over time. 

Learning Activity 1: Curators Challenge: Viewing, analyzing, and developing “Deep Questions” about art 

objects. 

Learning Activity 2: Researching our “Deep Questions” – Mystic Seaport for Educators Website 

(http://educators.mysticseaport.org/ ) 

Learning Activity 3: Continued Research - Live Videoconference with Mystic Seaport Museum Educators: 

Making meaning by creating and asking Deep Questions. 

Learning Activity 4 (This activity may take two art classes): Art Making/Creating: Artistic challenges and 

innovative ideas with non-traditional art materials and tools. 

Learning Activity 5: Presenting/Reflecting:  Sharing and taking on other points of view. 

 

 

 

http://educators.mysticseaport.org/
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Content Standards  

(Both Geographic and National Core Arts Standards have been included and organized into the 4 activities):  
 
Learning Activity #1: 
Geographic Standard:  D2.Geo.4.3-5. Explain how culture influences the way people modify and adapt to their environments. 
Geographic knowledge helps people to make decisions about “Where can I be safe, successful, and happy in my daily activities?” 
and “How can my community create and sustain a healthy environment?”  

Questions for consideration: How did whalers occupy their time during voyages lasting 3-5 years? How do you occupy your time 
when you are bored (a long road trip or waiting at a restaurant for dinner)? 

Learning Activity #1 
Visual Arts/Responding 
#VA:Re8.1 
Process Component: Perceive 
Anchor Standard: Interpret intent and meaning in artistic work. 
Enduring Understanding: People gain insights into meanings of artworks by engaging in the process of art criticism. 
Essential Question: What is the value of engaging in the process of art criticism? How can the viewer "read" a work of art as text? 
How does knowing and using visual art vocabularies help us understand and interpret works of art?  
Grade 4 
VA:Re8.1.4 
Interpret art by referring to contextual information and analyzing relevant subject matter, characteristics of form, and use of 
media. 
 
Learning Activity #1 and #2 
Visual Arts/Connecting 
#VA:Cn11.1 
Process Component: Synthesize 
Anchor Standard: Relate artistic ideas and works with societal, cultural, and historical context to deepen understanding. 
Enduring Understanding: People develop ideas and understandings of society, culture, and history through their interactions 
with and analysis of art. 
Essential Question: How does art help us understand the lives of people of different times, places, and cultures? How is art used to 
impact the views of a society? How does art preserve aspects of life? 
Grade 4 
VA:Cn11.1.4 
Through observation, infer information about time, place, and culture in which a work of art was created. 
 
Learning Activites #1, #2, and #4 
Visual Arts/Responding 
#VA:Re7.2 
Process Component: Perceive 
Anchor Standard: Perceive and analyze artistic work. 
Enduring Understanding: Visual imagery influences understanding of and responses to the world. 
Essential Question: What is an image? Where and how do we encounter images in our world? How do images influence our views 
of the world? 
Grade 4 
VA:Re7.2.4 
Analyze components in visual imagery that convey messages. 
 
Learning Activities #1, #2, and #3 
Visual Arts/Presenting 
#VA:Pr.4.1 
Process Component: Relate 
Anchor Standard: Select, analyze and interpret artistic work for presentation. 



Enduring Understanding: Artists and other presenters consider various techniques, methods, venues, and criteria when 
analyzing, selecting, and curating objects artifacts, and artworks for preservation and presentation. 
Essential Question: How are artworks cared for and by whom? What criteria, methods, and processes are used to select work for 
preservation or presentation? Why do people value objects, artifacts, and artworks, and select them for presentation? 
Grade 4 
VA:Pr.4.1.4 
Analyze how past, present, and emerging technologies have impacted the preservation and presentation of artwork.  
 
Learning Activity #3 
Visual Arts/Presenting 
#VA:Pr6.1 
Process Component: Analyze 
Anchor Standard: Convey meaning through the presentation of artistic work. 
Enduring Understanding: Objects, artifacts, and artworks collected, preserved, or presented either by artists, museums, or other 
venues communicate meaning and a record of social, cultural, and political experiences resulting in the cultivating of appreciation 
and understanding. 
Essential Question: What is an art museum? How does the presenting & sharing of objects, artifacts, & artworks influence & shape 
ideas, beliefs, & experiences? How do objects, artifacts, & artworks collected, preserved, or presented, cultivate appreciation & 
understanding? 
Grade 4 
VA:Pr6.1.4 
Compare and contrast purposes of art museums, art galleries, and other venues, as well as the types of personal experiences they 
provide. 
 
Learning Activity #3 
Visual Arts/Presenting 
#VA:Pr5.1 
Process Component: Select 
Anchor Standard: Develop and refine artistic techniques and work for presentation. 
Enduring Understanding: Artists, curators and others consider a variety of factors and methods including evolving technologies 
when preparing and refining artwork for display and or when deciding if and how to preserve and protect it. 
Essential Question: What methods and processes are considered when preparing artwork for presentation or preservation? How 
does refining artwork affect its meaning to the viewer? What criteria are considered when selecting work for presentation, a 
portfolio, or a collection? 
Grade 4 
VA:Pr5.1.4 
Analyze the various considerations for presenting and protecting art in various locations, indoor or outdoor settings, in temporary 
or permanent forms, and in physical or digital formats. 
 
Learning Activity #4 
Visual Arts/Creating 
#VA:Cr1.1 
Process Component: Investigate, Plan, Make 
Anchor Standard: Generate and conceptualize artistic ideas and work. 
Enduring Understanding: Creativity and innovative thinking are essential life skills that can be developed. 
Essential Question: What conditions, attitudes, and behaviors support creativity and innovative thinking? What factors prevent or 
encourage people to take creative risks? How does collaboration expand the creative process? 
Grade 4 
VA:Cr1.1.4 
Brainstorm multiple approaches to a creative art or design problem. 
 
Learning Activity #4 
Visual Arts/Connecting 
#VA:Cn10.1 
Process Component: Interpret 
Anchor Standard: Synthesize and relate knowledge and personal experiences to make art. 
Enduring Understanding: Through art-making, people make meaning by investigating and developing awareness of perceptions, 
knowledge, and experiences. 
Essential Question: How does engaging in creating art enrich people's lives? How does making art attune people to their 
surroundings? How do people contribute to awareness and understanding of their lives and the lives of their communities through 
art-making? 
Grade 4 
VA:Cn10.1.4 
Create works of art that reflect community cultural traditions. 
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Learning Activity #4 
Visual Arts/Creating 
#VA:Cr2.1 
Process Component: Investigate 
Anchor Standard: Organize and develop artistic ideas and work. 
Enduring Understanding: Artists and designers experiment with forms, structures, materials, concepts, media, and art-making 
approaches. 
Essential Question: How do artists work? How do artists and designers determine whether a particular direction in their work is 
effective? How do artists and designers learn from trial and error?  
Grade 4 
VA:Cr2.1.4 
Explore and invent art-making techniques and approaches.  
 
Learning Activity #5 
Visual Arts/Responding 
#VA:Re7.1 
Process Component: Share 
Anchor Standard: Perceive and analyze artistic work. 
Enduring Understanding: Individual aesthetic and empathetic awareness developed through engagement with art can lead to 
understanding and appreciation of self, others, the natural world, and constructed environments. 
Essential Question: How do life experiences influence the way you relate to art? How does learning about art impact how we 
perceive the world? What can we learn from our responses to art? 
Grade 4 
VA:Re7.1.4 
Compare responses to a work of art before and after working in similar media. 
 

Compelling (Essential) Question:  How does art help us understand the lives of people of different times, 

places, and cultures? 

Literacy through the Content Area:  Students will "read" a work of art as text. How does knowing and 

using visual art vocabularies (visual literacy) help us understand and interpret works of art?  

ELA Common Core Standards for RI (Reading Standards for Informational Text) #7 Grade 4: Interpret 

information presented visually, orally, or quantitatively and explain how the information contributes to an 

understanding of the text in which it appears.  

Background on Dr. Iozzo’s Student’s and First Implementation of this Unit 

Placement of Lesson within Broader Curriculum/Context:  These 4th grade students have had multiple 
years of experience analyzing and responding to famous works of art. However, usually art is viewed in the 
form of Smartboard images from the Internet or posters - not the original pieces. This unit could precede or 
follow the school district’s fourth grade field trip into a NY City Museum (the Museum of Modern Art) where 
students have an opportunity to explore original works of art within the context of our school community. By 
viewing original works of art (scrimshaw) via Skype with our partners from Mystic Seaport, students will gain 
a behind the scenes view of a museum, including “the vault”, which will facilitate a better understanding of 
preservation of art and artifacts (VA:Pr.4.1.4 and VA:Pr5.1.4) and provide an opportunity to compare and 
contrast purposes of art museums, art galleries, and other venues, as well as the types of personal experiences 
they provide (VA:Pr6.1.4). In addition, this unit will provide learning experience and practice communicating 
through the Internet prior to a 5th grade art exchange and live videoconference with students from Guatemala. 
In 5th grade, these now 4th grade students, will continue to explore art and culture along with continued 
development of their oral presentation skills. 



 

Learner Background: Last year, students had the opportunity to create a work of art using a recycled box (a 

nontraditional art material). Although the students have had multiple opportunities to view and analyze 

photographs of famous works of art and artifacts, they have not studied scrimshaw as an art form within this 

art room setting. However, many students within this school community have visited museums with their 

families including Mystic Seaport; therefore, it is possible that some children may recognize scrimshaw. A 

quick pre-assessment at the onset of the unit will determine the answer to prior knowledge. Before beginning 

inquiry based group work, students will individually use their iPad, a white board and expo marker, or index 

paper and pencil to answer the following question while looking at a laminated image of scrimshaw: What do 

you think is going on here?  
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Objective(s) for each Lesson Activity:  Students will be able to... 

Learning Activity #1 (Classroom Inquiry):  

1. Through observation, infer information about time, place, and culture in which a work of art 

was created. 

2. Interpret art by referring to contextual information and analyzing relevant subject matter, 

characteristics of form, and use of media.  

3. Analyze components in visual imagery that convey messages. 

 

Learning Activity #2 (Researching Answers to Our Questions)  

1. Interpret art by referring to contextual information and analyzing relevant subject matter, 

characteristics of form, and use of media.  

2. Explain how culture influences the way people modify and adapt to their environments. 

 

Learning Activity #3 (Continued Research - Live Videoconference with Mystic Seaport): 

1. Analyze how past, present, and emerging technologies have impacted the preservation and 

presentation of artwork. 

2. Compare and contrast purposes of art museums, art galleries, and other venues, as well as the 
types of personal experiences they provide. 

 
3. Analyze the various considerations for presenting and protecting art in various locations, 

indoor or outdoor settings, in temporary or permanent forms, and in physical or digital formats.  

4. Explain how culture influences the way people modify and adapt to their environments. 

 
Learning Activity #4 (Art Making): 

1. Brainstorm multiple approaches to a creative art or design problem. 
 

2. Explore and invent art-making techniques and approaches.  
 

3. Create works of art that reflect community cultural traditions. 
 

 



Learning Activity #5 (Presenting/Reflecting): 

1. Compare responses to a work of art before and after working in similar media. 

Integration of 21st century skills: The unit intends to utilize the online Mystic Seaport for Educators 

Website Resource Sets, artifact collections, and ship maps as source material. Students will use their iPads 

within groups to conduct research using online technology. In addition, the Internet will be used via Skype 

to interact with museum staff. Portions of this unit may be modified depending on access to technology, 

time, and student ability. Opportunities are present to transform this unit into an interdisciplinary lesson 

across multiple content areas. This unit meets the common core standards for use of technology as well as 

the Greenwich Public Schools Vision of the Graduate including the following GPS goals: 

 Pose and pursue substantive questions. 

 Critically interpret, evaluate, and synthesize information. 

 Explore, define, and solve complex problems. 

 Communicate effectively for a given purpose. 

 Generate innovative, creative ideas and products. 

 Collaborate with others to produce heightened understanding. 

 Recognize and respect other cultural contexts and points of view. 

 Pursue their unique interests, passions and curiosities. 

 Respond to failures and successes with reflection and resilience. 

Assessment: Students will demonstrate mastery of the learning objective(s) through the performance 

tasks. By problem-solving inquiry challenges and investigating and evaluating sources from Mystic Seaport 

collections.  Other evidence includes:  Completed worksheets, finished art, artist reflection, presentation, 

digital portfolio, and growth over time as seen through the pre-assessment and post-assessment.  

Materials/Resources: Please see the attached resource documents and links. 

Activity #1 Materials/Resources: Print the 5 images from the Mystic Seaport for Educators 

Website Scrimshaw Resource Set http://educators.mysticseaport.org/sets/scrimshaw/ 

Choose one of the 5 images to be shown to the entire class on the Smartboard for the “quick pre-

assessment” (See Smartboard Notebook Lesson) to determine prior knowledge. Students will need 

their own iPad, white board and expo marker or index card and pencil to answer the questions: 

What is going on here? and What makes you say that? 

Print out multiple copies of the other 4 scrimshaw pictures in the resource set to create group sets 

of 4 different images per table (label them Object 1-4). There are six tables in my art room 

consisting of 3-4 students in each cooperative learning group. Additional images could also be 

included to each group of artifacts such as the innovative carving tools and materials used for ink. 

For example, each table could have entirely different resource sets. See image below of a raw whale 

tooth that has not been sanded. 

 

http://educators.mysticseaport.org/sets/scrimshaw/
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 “Curator’s Challenge” and “Curator’s Challenge Directions” worksheets will be used to analyze the 

group of artifacts within the theme of scrimshaw. Cooperative learning groups will then curate an 

exhibit based on their findings. 

“Deep Questions” Worksheet (See Smartboard Notebook page) 

Activity #2 Materials/Resources: iPads for research of the Mystic Seaport Museum Web Site 

(http://educators.mysticseaport.org/sets/), Curator’s Fact Sheet and Deep Questions Worksheet to 

add additional questions that arise during research. 

Activity #3 Materials/Resources: A Smartboard will be used for the live videoconference with the 

Mystic Seaport staff. 

Students can refer to the “Deep Questions Worksheet” (with pencils) to ask questions during the 

videoconference and write down answers to their inquiries. 

Activity #4 Materials/Resources: Smartboard (See Notebook Lesson) or Easel Paper for 2 

separate Brainstorming lists answering the questions:  

1. If you were stranded in your house or backyard, what non-traditional art materials and tools 

could you use to create art? 

2. What do you value in your culture? (For example, what are your favorite activities? What do 

you care about? What is important to your family/school?) 

Recycled materials and found objects from nature. Prior to the unit, begin collecting a variety of 

recycled materials and objects from outside. Parents are a great resource (Please see “Note to 

http://educators.mysticseaport.org/sets/


Parents” Handout). By sending out an email blast in advance asking parents to bring in such 

materials and objects, you will have access to unique materials that will likely go beyond your 

brainstorming list. 

Activity #5 Materials/Resources: Completed works of art to share and compare, Artist Reflection, 

Sheet, and Post-Assessment. 
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Lesson Development/Instructional Strategies:  Step-by-Step 

Activity #1 Classroom Inquiry (1 hour): 

Students enter the art room and go directly to their assigned tables. iPads, index cards with pencils, or 

whiteboards with expo markers are on each table (one per student).  

The scrimshaw image of “Adventure Tooth” from the Mystic Seaport Resource Set is shown on the 

Smartboard with the Quick Pre-Assessment Questions (see Smartboard Notebook Lesson). One printed 

image could also be passed out to each table. The teacher does not provide any information at this point 

and students are reminded that there are no right or wrong answers when answering art questions. Each 

student is expected to individually observe the image and answer the 2 questions. Students submit their 

responses to the teacher prior to group work. Approximately 3 minutes (http://www.online-

stopwatch.com/) 

Using the “Curator’s Challenge” and “Curator’s Challenge - Student Directions” worksheets (see attached), 

the students are asked to work together in cooperative learning groups of 3-4 students to analyze and 

interpret four new images for the purpose of curating an art exhibit for the rest of the class (approximately 

5 minutes to go over directions and answer questions). The teacher then passes out the four scrimshaw 

images (laminated if possible for preservation and continued use) without providing any information. A 

timer is placed on the Smartboard for 20 minutes and students are asked to begin. (http://www.online-

stopwatch.com/) 

The students share their exhibit/findings one team at a time with the class. (Approximately 4 minutes per 

group – 20 minutes) 

Students are then told that next week they will be able to find out more about the objects by using their 

iPads to research a museum website containing information that may clarify their observations and 

inquiries. Based on today’s activity, each group is asked to develop 4 different “Deep Questions” (See “Deep 

Questions” worksheet) that they would like to figure out during next week’s research. This activity could be 

extended to the beginning of the next class if necessary. 

Activity #2 Researching Answers to Our Deep Questions (1 hour) 

Students enter the art room, place their iPads at their tables, and come to the rug for directions OR go 

straight to their tables to complete their 4 Deep Questions from last week. Depending on the availability of 

technology, students could share one iPad per table, or schedule time in the school’s computer lab for this 

activity. If no technology is available, information from the Mystic Seaport for Educators Website for each 

scrimshaw image could be printed out for each table. 

http://www.online-stopwatch.com/
http://www.online-stopwatch.com/
http://www.online-stopwatch.com/
http://www.online-stopwatch.com/


Prior to class, the teacher places a folder on each student’s iPad with the Mystic Seaport Museum Link and 

Resource Sets. At the rug, the teacher uses the Smartboard to model the expectations for today’s activity by 

entering the Website and showing the location of the appropriate resource set. Students will research the 

images and fill out the “Curator’s Fact Sheet” (see attached) – one fact sheet per student. In addition, 

students will keep the “Deep Questions” worksheet at their table. As they find answers to their questions, 

they will add them to the “Deep Questions” worksheet. As new questions arise, more questions can be 

added. 

Most groups have 4 students, so it makes sense for each student to research one image and then share their 

findings with the rest of their team. This will also ensure that each individual student is accountable during 

the group work. Groups of 3 can research the 4th image together. The timer is set for 10 minutes 

(http://www.online-stopwatch.com/). Each student fills out their “Curator’s Fact Sheet” and when all 

students have completed their individual work, they can share their findings with the team.  

Extension Activity: Students who complete their work early and are waiting for their team can explore 

other areas of the Mystic Seaport for Educators Website.  

One student from each group is asked to share the group’s findings as well as one “Deep Question” per 

student that they still have. 

Students are informed that next week they will participate in a LIVE VIDEOCONFERENCE, via Skype, with 

the Mystic Seaport Museum! Based on the students’ inquiries, each group is asked to further develop their 

“Deep Questions” to ensure “thick” responses from the museum staff.  

Activity #3 Continued Research - Live Videoconference with Mystic Seaport Museum (One hour)  

Prior to entering the art room (while in line in the hall), the teacher reminds the students that we are 

connected via Skype to the Mystic Seaport Museum on the Smartboard and that the museum staff is 

anxiously waiting to chat with us, share, and answer some of our Deep Questions. Students enter the art 

room, get their Deep Questions Worksheet, clipboards, and pencils from the table and then go directly to 

the rug.  

The students say good morning and the museum staff is introduced. The museum staff will share a behind 

the scenes look at their scrimshaw collection located in the vault and dialogue with the students for 

approximately 30 minutes. Due to the hour time frame of the class period, students will be called on 

randomly to ask their Deep Questions (student names on popsicle sticks pulled from a cup). Students are 

expected to write down answers to their questions on the worksheet throughout the videoconference. Any 

questions that are not answered during the class period can be sent to the museum staff via email at a later 

time.  

At the end of the class period, students will thank the Mystic Seaport educators for their time. 

As students exit the classroom, hand out the “Note to Parents” (see attached). 

Activity 4 (This activity may take two art classes 1-2 hours) Art Making/Creating: Artistic challenges 

and innovative ideas. 

Students enter the art room and go directly to the rug. Lesson objectives are on the Smartboard and 

students participate in a brainstorming session to answer the following questions: 

1. If you were stranded in your house or backyard, what non-traditional art materials could you use to 

create art?  

http://www.online-stopwatch.com/
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2. What do you value in your culture? What are your favorite activities? What do you care about? What 

is important to your family/school? 

 

Students are then challenged to create a work of art (either individually or as a team) by manipulating the 

found objects on their tables (sent from home – see Note to parents) that reflects their own culture and/or 

community traditions. 

 

Activity 5: Presenting/Reflecting:  Sharing and taking on other points of view. 

Students come into the art room and go straight to their tables where their finished works of art are 

already waiting for them. Students are asked to fill out the Artist Reflection Sheet and Post-Assessment. 

Students share their work one student/team at a time and document their work by taking photographs 

with the iPad and adding them to their Digital Art Portfolio. 

Students Needing Differentiated Instruction:  

● Differentiated instruction for students who may struggle with the content/learning objectives? 

 

During Activity #2, some artifacts found in the scrimshaw resource set (on the website) contain 

more information than others. Students within a group could be assigned objects to research based 

on the student’s reading level or IEP. 

 

● Opportunities for enrichment or a higher level of challenge for students? 

 

The Mystic Seaport for Educators Website contains a wealth of information and possible 

enrichment activities for students/teams who work early or could benefit from extension activities. 

 


