
© Institute for Women and Art - Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey 
 

 

 

 

Lesson Plan #1:  

Self-Portrait Project 

 
Identity, more than ever, is subjective, fluid, and multi-dimensional. With the growth of 

diverse communities, how we perceive identity is constantly re-evaluated to fit rapidly 

diversifying local and global populations. Deciphering and defining identity has become 

interdisciplinary, as scholars from many disciplines take it upon themselves to solve the 

puzzle that artists have addressed for millennia. This project makes it fun and easy for 

students to begin to take ownership of how they perceive themselves and their identity. 

 

THEMES:  

 Identity 

 Self-perception 

 

RESOURCES: 

Images and Information on artists 

 http://www.pbs.org/weta/fridakahlo/ 

 http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/25/arts/design/25neel.html?_r=0 

 http://www.jennymorganart.com/gallery.html 

 

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS ON ARTISTS: 
 

Frida Kahlo, Alice Neel and Jenny Morgan 

 Frida Kahlo’s self-portraits are sometimes abstract and sometimes 

representational– why do you think she switches between the two? What does it 

say about identity? 

 Alice Neel and Jenny Morgan are known for their portraits of others – who are 

the subjects of their portraits? How are they portrayed? How does the artist 

convey emotion in her portraits – for example: through posture, color, facial 

expression, distortion? 

 

MATERIALS FOR HANDS-ON PROJECT: 

For drawn portrait: 

 acrylic paint 

 brushes (multiple sizes) 

 palates (can use disposable plates) 

 large construction or drawing paper 

 graphite pencils 

 pens 

 markers 

http://www.pbs.org/weta/fridakahlo/
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/04/25/arts/design/25neel.html?_r=0
http://www.jennymorganart.com/gallery.html
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Materials for collage: 

 magazines 

 newspapers 

 scissors 

 glue stick 

 other materials for collage (i.e. sparkles, feather, etc). 

For journal - Lined writing paper and pencils/pens. 

 

 

DESCRIPTION AND INSTRUCTIONS FOR PROJECT: SELF PORTRAITS 
 

Make self-portrait drawings on large paper using acrylic paint and elements of collage.  

The image will consist of a bust (head to shoulders) and the clothing depicted in the self-

portrait should consist of collage elements reflecting your personality, and likes and 

dislikes using words and found images.  Think about your identity and the representation 

of yourself as YOU see yourself.  For the background, students should choose a color or 

pattern that has some significance to them. 

 

1. On a piece of heavyweight drawing paper (18” x 24”) draw an oval in pencil.  Divide 

that oval in half both lengthwise and crosswise.  These lines demarcate where the eyes 

land and divide the face in half.  Below this line, divide this section in half once again for 

placement of the nose.  Below this line, divide in half again for placement of the mouth.  

Sketch these features in with pencil, finishing the hair, neck, shoulders, and eyebrows.  

Do not worry about making this representational as the finished product is a bit more 

cartoon-y.  

 

2. Once you have sketched out all of the features in pencil, go over these lines with 

black acrylic paint and a medium sized paintbrush. The lines should be heavy and solid.  

 

3. Give students a quick demo on mixing primary colors to make secondary colors; how 

to mix the paints, etc.  

 

4. Paint within these lines, filling in the skin tone, hair, eyes, mouth, etc.  You can also 

paint the shirt area, but you will be filling this in with collage, so it is not important.  

 

5. On a separate piece of paper (preferably Bristol or oaktag, something a little heavier) 

paint the background (color or pattern) but try to keep it abstract (ie, geometric, 

wallpaper, splashes of color, etc). 

 

6. Go back to the portrait painting once it is dry, carefully cut out the figure around the 

edges of the body keeping a very slight bit of white outside of the heavy black line.  

Paste this onto the background painting. 

 

7. Find images and/or words that describe important parts of your personality in 

magazines.  Cut them out and paste them onto the shirt area.  
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JOURNAL ENTRY FOR STUDENTS:  

In the process of creating your self-portrait, what materials did you choose for the 

collage element, and why did you choose them? What identity are you expressing in 

your self-portrait? How? 


