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With French 3 classes, I take time at 
the end of  the year to study Impres-
sionism. This is a great time of  year for 
this unit, because with SAT, ACT, and 
AP testing, the students are stressed 
and can use some art therapy. It’s also a 
nice reminder of  why they like to study 
French, and we incorporate some cul-
ture and history at the same time.
I start the unit by giving an overview 
of  the Impressionist movement with 
guided notes discussing the historical 
context, concepts of  what constituted 
art, major artists, and techniques that 
differentiated Impressionism from 
other movements. We examine several 
paintings by various artists and discuss 
color mixing, texture, and subjects. We 
then compare photos taken at Monet’s 
gardens in Giverny to paintings that 
have almost the same angle of  the sub-

ject. I give the students a list of  useful 
vocabulary words related directly to 
painting, since I expect them to discuss 
work by other artists in French as well.
The next day, students are given a 
list of  artists and a checklist of  in-
formation. They research one of  the 
artists present the artist’s life and at 
least two examples of  his/her work 
to the class. We view a slideshow of  
works by each artist, discuss briefl y 
why each artist was selected (some 
are post-impressionists to show the 
effects of  the movement), after which 
students choose their artists and begin 
to research. They have one day in class 
to put together their research and then 
present their artist to the class, who are 
responsible for the information on a 
quiz at the end of  the week.
After the presentations and quiz on the 
artists and the impressionist move-
ment, students choose any painting by 
a French impressionist that they would 
like to recreate. They need to bring a 
copy or photo of  this painting to class, 
because they are going to recreate it us-
ing a decoupage-type technique, rather 
than paint. The decoupage method 
allows the students to mimic the 
techniques of  Impressionism, such as 
color mixing, visible brush strokes, and 

texture without having to manipulate 
paint, which can be daunting for some 
students, especially those who aren’t art-
ists (voir illustrations en face).
Each student gets a half-sheet of  heavy 
posterboard for the project and may 
crop it slightly if  their painting is more 
square-shaped. I remind them before-
hand about how the project isn’t graded 
on artistic ability but on its general 
resemblance to the original (can I look 
at the original and your recreation and 
know they are the same? Are the major 
hallmarks there?), on the techniques 
that they mimic (is there mixing of  
colors, undefi ned lines, are the pieces of  
tissue paper small or chunked or layered 
to mimic brush strokes?), as well as 
general neatness and effort during our 
art days (no hanging edges, every part 
of  the poster board is used, even daily 

station clean-up is on my rubric). This 
usually comforts any nervous students, 
as they know I’m not looking for artistic 
genius. Some who are very artistic want 
to use paint, but I explain that this is a 
new challenge for them to try out (also, 
paint is really messy!) 
I usually mix water and glue (no specifi c 
ratio, just until it looks milky) in a large 
milk jug and pour it out into containers 
before the students come in. They have 
a supply pick-up station where they 
select a paintbrush, they share “paint” 
(glue/water mixture) at their tables, and 
then scavenge through the many boxes 
of  crepe and tissue paper accumulated 
over the years. I order a little extra at the 
end of  the project every year, and the 
students let me know what colors they 
need if  we start running low, so I can 
pick some up after school. They spend 
their class periods “painting” by shred-
ding, ripping, twisting, or balling-up the 
tissue paper and painting it onto their 
posterboard with the glue and water 
mix. Encouraging students to use of  
small pieces of  tissue paper allows them 
to better mimic the short, thick brush 
strokes typical of  Impressionism and to 
layer colors to imitate the optical mixing 
technique. At the end of  the period, 
one student from each table cleans up 

the glue mixture, one student washes 
out paint brushes, and everyone helps 
pick up the room so it’s ready for the 
rest of  my classes.
We spend anywhere from a week and 
a half  to two weeks “painting.” It’s a 
long time, but it’s a huge reward for the 
French 3 students who have continued 
this far and a great way to relieve stress 
and boost morale at the end of  the 
year, when students are frantic about 
fi nals, while also learning about an 
important artistic movement. Students 
do fi nish at various paces; when they 
are done before the rest of  the class, 
I have a review activity for them to 
work on which also incorporates some 
impressionist history, so they can start 
preparing for their fi nal exam. 
Once all students are fi nished, we 
create a gallery on the class bulletin 

boards. Next to each “painting” is a 
small plaque with the student’s name, 
the name of  the painting recreated, 
and the original artist’s name. Once the 
gallery is up, we usually have only a few 
days of  school left, so I invite other 
classes who are interested to come in 
during our class period to get a “tour” 
of  the gallery. For non-French classes, 
my students give information about 
Impressionism in English, talk about 
their paintings, and share how they 
were created. For other French classes 
who come in, they give the informa-
tion in French (and usually the teachers 
have their students ask questions in 
French as well.) It’s a great collabora-
tive learning activity and wonderful for 
my students to showcase their work. 
This is the highlight of  the year for 
many students and something they 
look forward to once they start seeing 
the galleries of  the advanced students 
go up when they are in French 1 and 2. 
It’s my favorite project that I do with 
any of  my classes all year and I’m glad 
to be able to share it with you. I hope 
it helps any other teachers looking for 
a fun and artistic project.
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