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Beyond the Canvas

Lesson Objectives

Writing 
Students use information from the visual arts 
article to write a compare-and-contrast essay.

Vocabulary 
Students learn content vocabulary words 
and use those words to write about abstract 
expressionism.

Content Knowledge 
Students learn the similarities and differences 
between Jackson Pollock’s and Mark Rothko’s 
styles and paintings.

Essential Understanding 
Students understand that creating art involves 
more than just putting paint on a canvas.

Prepare the Unit

Reproduce and distribute one copy for 
each student.
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1  Unit Focus and Lesson Checklist 
Distribute one unit to each student and direct students’ 
attention to the Unit Focus and Lesson Checklist. Tell them 
they will be able to refer to the focus of the unit as needed 
while working on the lessons. Instruct students to check 
off each task on the checklist after they complete it.

Read aloud the focus statements, and verify that students 
understand their purpose for reading. Ask: 

• What are we going to read about? (abstract expressionism) 

• What are you going to learn about it? (how Jackson 
Pollock and Mark Rothko were alike and different) 

• What are you going to write based on this article? 
(a compare-and-contrast essay)
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Beyond the Canvas

Unit Focus

You are going to read a visual arts article about abstract 

expressionism.

As You Read: 

Think about how Jackson Pollock and Mark Rothko 

were alike and different.

After You Read: 

Use information from the article to write a compare-

and-contrast essay about the painters’ styles and 

paintings. 

Lesson Checklist

Check off each task after you complete it.

Learn Vocabulary

Read the Visual Arts Article: Beyond the Canvas

Answer Questions About the Visual Arts Article

Organize Information

Write a Compare-and-Contrast Essay

Evaluate Your Writing
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2  Learn Vocabulary
Read aloud each content vocabulary word and have 
students repeat. Then read aloud and discuss the 
definitions. Explain that students will have a better 
understanding of the words after they read the visual 
arts article. Have students write the vocabulary words 
on the provided lines.

3  Read the Visual Arts Article: Beyond 
the Canvas
Read aloud the visual arts article as students follow 
along silently. Then have students reread the article 
independently or in small groups.

4  Answer Questions About the Visual Arts 
Article
To ensure reading comprehension, have students 
answer the text-dependent questions. Review the 
answers together. 

5  Organize Information
Explain to students that they will use a Venn 
diagram to help them plan their essays. Guide 
students in using the text to complete the 
organizer. 

6  Write a Compare-and-Contrast Essay
Have students complete the writing assignment 
independently, with a partner, or in small groups. 

Review the structure of a compare-and-contrast 
essay and the related signal words: 

• Explains similarities and differences between 
two or more things 

• Signal words: same, alike, also, as well, both; 
different, however, but, while, instead of

7  Evaluate Your Writing
Explain that students will evaluate their writing to 
ensure that they have produced well-written essays 
that follow the compare-and-contrast text structure.
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1 Beyond the Canvas

Learn Vocabulary
Read the word and its definition.  
Then write the vocabulary word on the line.

1. abstract not showing exactness or 
reality; unformed

2. canvas cloth material that is stretched 
over a wood frame for paintings

3. complex difficult or complicated

4. duplicate to make an exact copy of
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1 Visual Arts Article

Beyond the Canvas

Abstract expressionism is a style of art that began in New York  

City in the mid-1900s, just after World War II. Abstract expressionism  

was a totally new idea in the art world that got its name because it’s  

a combination of abstract art and expressionist art. The art is called 

abstract because it does not show something that is familiar to us,  

such as a person or a bowl of fruit. 

Abstract expressionism tries to express emotions, feelings, or 

thoughts, and the usual techniques of painting are not used in this 

type of art. For example, paint can be applied to a canvas with tools 

other than brushes. Canvases are often so large that they are placed  

on the floor instead of on an easel. Jackson Pollock and Mark Rothko  

were two American artists who painted in the style of abstract 

expressionism. Their results, however, were very different. Pollock was 

known for his wild action paintings, and Rothko was known for his 

huge fields of color.

Action painting is about the process of making a painting. Jackson 

Pollock is known as the first action painter. Pollock would place a 

canvas on the floor 

instead of using an easel. 

He was known to use 

gallons of house paint 

straight from the cans 

and to apply the paint by 

using a stick. He poured, 

dripped, drizzled, and 

splashed paint onto each 

canvas. Pollock used a lot 

of energy and the weight 

of his body to paint.  
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Answer Questions 
Read and answer each question.

hich of the following would be considered an abstract expressionist 
painting?

one that shows no objects
one that shows four family members
one that shows bananas and oranges

ackson Pollock put his canvases on the floor because he wanted 

to sit on the floor while painting
viewers to see the painting from above
to easily paint from all directions

hich of these did Mark Rothko use to show his deep feelings?

squiggles and drips
geometric shapes
unusual canvases

ollock most wanted viewers to feel his .

emotions
desires
actions

5. How do you think people felt about abstract expressionism when it first 
started? Why?

6. Do you prefer Pollock’s or Rothko’s painting style? Why?
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Writing:
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1 Beyond the Canvas

Organize Information
Read the art article again. Then write information in the Venn diagram  
that tells how the styles and paintings of Jackson Pollock and Mark Rothko 
are alike and different.

Nonfiction 17
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Mark Rothko
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Compare and Contrast 
Write a compare-and-contrast essay about how Jackson Pollock and Mark 
Rothko were alike and different. Describe their styles and paintings. Use 
information from your Venn diagram and the art article.

Title
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Jackson Pollock and Mark 
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Writing:
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Evaluate Your Writing
Read about the compare-and-contrast text structure. Then use your essay  
to complete the activity below. 

A text that has a compare-and-contrast structure makes 
comparisons, or describes similarities between two or more things.  
It also contrasts, or describes how these things are different. 

The reason for writing is clear.

My essay compared and contrasted:

I used these compare-and-contrast signal words: 

I provided details that support the topic.

I included these detail sentences:

1.

2.

My paragraphs have a clear focus.

My opening sentence for the first paragraph is: 

My closing sentence for the first paragraph is: 
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Beyond the Canvas

Unit Focus

You are going to read a visual arts article about abstract 
expressionism.

As You Read: 

Think about how Jackson Pollock and Mark Rothko 
were alike and different.

After You Read: 

Use information from the article to write a compare-
and-contrast essay about the painters’ styles and 
paintings. 

Lesson Checklist

Check off each task after you complete it.

 Learn Vocabulary

 Read the Visual Arts Article: Beyond the Canvas

 Answer Questions About the Visual Arts Article

 Organize Information

 Write a Compare-and-Contrast Essay

 Evaluate Your Writing

 Read the Visual Arts Article: 
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1 Beyond the Canvas

Learn Vocabulary
Read the word and its definition. 
Then write the vocabulary word on the line.

1. abstract not showing exactness or 
reality; unformed

2. canvas cloth material that is stretched 
over a wood frame for paintings

3. complex difficult or complicated

4. duplicate to make an exact copy of

5. easel a frame that is used to hold 
a canvas while one paints

6. fields large areas on a canvas that 
have been drawn on or painted

7. geometric relating to shapes such as 
straight lines, squares, or circles

8. techniques the unique ways in which one 
works that are specific to the 
worker or artist
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1 Visual Arts Article

Beyond the Canvas

Abstract expressionism is a style of art that began in New York 

City in the mid-1900s, just after World War II. Abstract expressionism 

was a totally new idea in the art world that got its name because it’s 

a combination of abstract art and expressionist art. The art is called 

abstract because it does not show something that is familiar to us, 

such as a person or a bowl of fruit. 

Abstract expressionism tries to express emotions, feelings, or 

thoughts, and the usual techniques of painting are not used in this 

type of art. For example, paint can be applied to a canvas with tools 

other than brushes. Canvases are often so large that they are placed 

on the floor instead of on an easel. Jackson Pollock and Mark Rothko 

were two American artists who painted in the style of abstract 

expressionism. Their results, however, were very different. Pollock was 

known for his wild action paintings, and Rothko was known for his 

huge fields of color.

Action painting is about the process of making a painting. Jackson 

Pollock is known as the first action painter. Pollock would place a 

canvas on the floor 

instead of using an easel. 

He was known to use 

gallons of house paint 

straight from the cans 

and to apply the paint by 

using a stick. He poured, 

dripped, drizzled, and 

splashed paint onto each 

canvas. Pollock used a lot 

of energy and the weight 

of his body to paint. 
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Beyond the Canvas, continued

He would paint from all four edges of a canvas. He wanted to be in the 

painting—to have the viewers of his paintings feel the action he used 

when he made them. Pollock was successful, because a viewer’s eyes are 

always moving when looking at one of his works. There is never just  

one focus. Although Pollock’s paintings may seem random, his drips 

were all carefully planned.

Color field painting is  

not about the process of  

making a painting—it’s  

about showing feelings.  

Mark Rothko’s paintings  

do not show people or  

objects. Instead, the artist  

used large fields of bold,  

solid colors on huge, flat  

canvases. The colors were  

layered and the shapes  

were geometric, though the  

edges were a bit blurred. 

Rothko believed that these  

shapes were the best way  

to show his deep feelings. 

He believed that the large  

areas of color let viewers feel more than think. Rothko wanted viewers 

to stand so close to a painting of his that they would feel surrounded  

by the color—actually feel part of the painting itself. He also wanted 

viewers to feel the emotion he felt as he made the painting.

Although the paintings of Jackson Pollock and Mark Rothko 

might appear very simple, they are truly complex. Even though their 

techniques can be copied, no one can duplicate the artists’ secret 

motives, moves, or emotions. 

Beyond the Canvas, continued
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1 Beyond the Canvas

Answer Questions 
Read and answer each question.

 1. Which of the following would be considered an abstract expressionist 
painting?

A one that shows no objects

B one that shows four family members

C one that shows bananas and oranges

 2. Jackson Pollock put his canvases on the floor because he wanted .

A to sit on the floor while painting

B viewers to see the painting from above

C to easily paint from all directions

 3. Which of these did Mark Rothko use to show his deep feelings?

A squiggles and drips

B geometric shapes

C unusual canvases

 4. Pollock most wanted viewers to feel his .

A emotions

B desires

C actions

 5. How do you think people felt about abstract expressionism when it first 
started? Why?

 6. Do you prefer Pollock’s or Rothko’s painting style? Why?
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Organize Information
Read the art article again. Then write information in the Venn diagram 
that tells how the styles and paintings of Jackson Pollock and Mark Rothko 
are alike and different.
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Compare and Contrast 
Write a compare-and-contrast essay about how Jackson Pollock and Mark 
Rothko were alike and different. Describe their styles and paintings. Use 
information from your Venn diagram and the art article.

Title
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Evaluate Your Writing
Read about the compare-and-contrast text structure. Then use your essay 
to complete the activity below. 

A text that has a compare-and-contrast structure makes 
comparisons, or describes similarities between two or more things. 
It also contrasts, or describes how these things are different. 

The reason for writing is clear.

My essay compared and contrasted:

I used these compare-and-contrast signal words: 

I provided details that support the topic.

I included these detail sentences:

 1. 

 2. 

My paragraphs have a clear focus.

My opening sentence for the first paragraph is: 

My closing sentence for the first paragraph is: 
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