
Build Your Own 
Tour at UMMA

SAMPLE WORKSHEETS AND 
PROMPTS FOR VISUAL ANALYSIS

These worksheets and prompts for 
visual analysis can be adapted to suit the learning 
outcomes of your course. 

This guide includes:
SAMPLE WORKSHEET #1: Informal Visual 
Analysis Activity (p. 2)

SAMPLE WORKSHEET #2: Modern Music and 
Abstract Art (p.3)

SAMPLE WORKSHEET #3: Visual Analysis for a 
Formal Paper (p.4)

SAMPLE PROMPTS FOR VISUAL ANALYSIS (p.6)

UMMA believes that experiences with the arts can 
enhance academic research and learning throughout all 
discplines. We are committed to providing a unique and 
valuable experience for students and instructors alike, 
either at UMMA or in your classrooms. This can be 
through a guided experience in the galleries or study 
rooms with our dedicated staff in the Curatorial Research 
Center, or through preparing instructors to create and 
guide their students through a Self-Guided inquiry of the 
galleries. 
For many instructors, integrating art into their curriculum 
can seem daunting if they don’t know where to start or 
what to say. This guide can aide you in integrating your 
class goalls and assignments with the art on display at 
the museum, leading your students to make outside 
connections to your course topic, creating a well 
rounded and comprehensive approach to learning. 
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SAMPLE WORKSHEET #1:
Informal Visual Analysis Activity

PART ONE: Select an artwork to discuss

With a partner (or in a group of 3) select an artwork that you like. It could either be something you think 
directly relates to class, or something that you feel you don’t understand at all and question why it’s here. 
Think about what you have discussed in class already or what you have read. 

PART TWO: Look at your artwork independently (5 minutes)

Look carefully and silently at your chosen artwork for five minutes. Each group member should take sepa-
rate notes to capture their initial thoughts and observations.

As you look, consider:
1. What drew you to this work in particular?
2. How do you think it was made?
3. What feeling, mood, or thought does this work evoke for you?
4. Can you draw a comparison between what you have read or discussed in class to what you see?
 
Visual artists use formal elements such as line, color, texture, and space to create and convey meaning. 
1. Look at the form of the piece- how would you describe the colors? What words capture the quality of 

line in this work? What role does surface texture play, if any? How is space depicted?
2. Does the title of the work provide helpful information for this discussion?

PART THREE: Discuss as a group (10 minutes)

As a pair/group, share and discuss your individual observations about the artwork and its possible relations 
to class. What do your observations tell you about how each provokes an experience, association, or emo-
tion?

PART FOUR: Select and synthesize (5 minutes)

As a pair/group, select two or three of the best examples of how your class and chosen artwork can be seen 
as using similar ideas and note them here.
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SAMPLE WORKSHEET #2:
Informal Visual Analysis Activity: Modern Music and Abstract Art

PART ONE: Select an artwork to discuss (5 minutes)

With a partner (or in a group of 3), select an abstract (non-representational) work of art that you think  
best corresponds to your group’s assigned musical composition. If you wish, you can pull up the music   
 on your phone to refresh your memory.

PART TWO: Look at your artwork independently (5 minutes)

Look carefully and silently at your chosen artwork for five minutes. Each group member should take sepa-
rate notes to capture their initial thoughts and observations.

As you look, consider:
1. What drew you to this work in particular?
2. How do you think it was made?
3. What feeling, mood, or thought does this work evoke for you?
4. Is there a sense of movement in the artwork? If so, how is this conveyed?
5. Can you draw a comparison between the notes or passages that you hear and the brushstrokes that you 

see?
 
Visual artists use formal elements such as line, color, texture, and space to create and convey meaning. 
1. Look at the form of the piece- how would you describe the colors? What words capture the quality of 

line in this work? What role does surface texture play, if any? How is space depicted?
2. Does the title of the work provide helpful information for this discussion?

PART THREE: Discuss as a group (10 minutes)

As a pair/group, share and discuss your individual observations about the artwork and its possible formal 
similarities with your given musical selection. 
What do your observations tell your about how each provokes an experience, association, or emotion?

PART FOUR: Select and synthesize (5 minutes)

As a pair/group, select two or three of the best examples of how your musical selection and chosen abstract 
artwork can be seen as using similar formal strategies and note them here.

PART FIVE: Groups report back to the class (3-5 minutes per group)

These times, activities, and prompts are aimed at concentrated observation and discussion of artworks in pairs or small 
groups that report back to the class informally. 

This activity takes about 30-40 minutes for the class to complete (depending on class size/length of reports) and could 
follow instructor-led observation, discussion, and interpretation of an artwork as a class to familiarize students with this 
process.

Though this worksheet juxtaposes musical compositions previously discussed in class with abstract paintings on view at 
UMMA, the prompts can be adapted to bring various objects of study and class themes in conversation with visual art. In 
this specific instance, the goal is to help students understand that music and abstract art can call upon similar elements 
such as association and emotion, and to identify how these elements contribute to a formal language of abstraction.
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SAMPLE WORKSHEET #3 
Visual Analysis for a Formal Paper: Thinking about a Photo in the Exhibition

This worksheet was created to help undergraduate students compare and contrast literary works discussed in class with 
contemporary photography on view at UMMA. In this case, the entire class session was dedicated to concentrated ob-
servation and discussion, assisting students in the transition from observation and preliminary analysis to research and 
interpretation for a formal paper that was due weeks after the class session. The students were able to return to UMMA 
and revisit the photos as they read selected texts on works in the exhibition The World to Come: Art in the Age of the 
Anthropocene (SP/SU 19). 

In conjunction with your writing assignment, this worksheet takes you through steps to start thinking about photography 
as a contemporary response to the ongoing issue of climate change and the role of art activists. Much of this compar-
ison will rely on your visual analysis or careful observation and interpretation of your selected photograph, so use this 
worksheet as an opportunity to collect your thoughts and start thinking of questions as you look at the work.
 

PART ONE: Select a photo

With your group, walk around the gallery and observe the photographs. As you look at the photos, think 
about what draws you in, and what you’re interested in exploring in more depth. Together, select a photo 
that interests you to use as the basis of your writing assignment.

PART TWO: Look at your photo; discuss with your group

Take a close first look at your chosen photograph. Take notes to capture your thoughts and observations, as 
you will likely want to refer to these notes when writing your paper. No observation is too obvious, and no 
detail is too small!

First, take a few minutes on your own to look closely at the photo.
What stands out to you?

Next, discuss the work with your group, considering these helpful prompts for looking at art:

Subject
1. Describe what you see.
2. What do you think is happening in this photo, and what do you see that tells you this?
3. The title of this exhibition is The World to Come. What are some links that you see in this work be-

tween people, places, environments, objects, behaviors, actions, etc?
4. What is the role of location or geography in this work? Are there any specific markers in the photo 

that enable you to locate where it was taken? What effect does this have?
5. If people are in the photo, is there a specific indication of who they are and what they might be 

doing?
6. Is there a narrative or story in this piece? How does the artist convey this? If not, what else is the 

artist focusing on?

Formal elements
1. How do you think the artist made this work?
2. Artists use formal elements such as line, shape, form, color, texture, balance, and light to create 

their works and convey meaning. How have these artists used these elements to highlight signifi-
cant elements in the work, convey ideas, and evoke an emotional response from the viewer?
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PART THREE: Consider contextual elements for more information

1. Consider information provided on the label: What is the title of the work? How does the title reflect larg-
er ideas within climate change?

2. What is the artist’s name and nationality? When was the work created? How do these factors influence 
your understanding of what you’ve observed so far?

3. What was happening in the world when this work was created, and is this reflected or referenced in the 
work?

4. How do you think this work is meant to be viewed, and by whom?

PART FOUR: Questions

A good way to move from observation to interpretation is to consider what you can know about the work by 
observing it and what remains for you to figure out (if possible) with research and other information.

1. What do you still want to know about this work? Where might you go to find this out?
2. Are there elements that might seem intentionally vague in your photo? Why might this be? 

PART FIVE: Move from observation to interpretation

Once you’ve completed your research on______, consider the following:
Based on what you’ve observed so far, what might you conclude about this work?

What specific details do you want to focus on, and how might these details help you compare the photo 
to______? Use your observations support your interpretation.

Ideas
1. What ideas or themes are being explored in this work? What do you see that conveys them?

Symbolism
1. Are there objects, poses, or landscapes that seem to represent ideas or concepts as a symbol? 

       You do not need to know exactly what the symbolic meaning is (this might not even be possible), but think 
        about the properties of the objects, people, and places that you see and think about what they might 
        possibly represent given what you know about climate change and climate issues.

Emotional response
1. What is the tone or mood of the work? How is this accomplished?
2. What is your personal response to this work? Why do you feel this way?



6

SAMPLE PROMPTS FOR VISUAL ANALYSIS 
(WORKSHEETS AND DISCUSSION)

These open-ended questions are suggestions for how to start students observing, thinking about, and dis-
cussing art and its interpretation.

With a worksheet, you might consider including a list of varied prompts to stimulate thinking, but limit any 
written responses to one or two questions - otherwise completing the worksheet during class becomes the 
objective, not the ultimate discussion that it is meant to further.

INITIAL ENGAGEMENT
• What stands out to you?
• Why did you choose this particular piece?
• What’s the first thing that you noticed? Why?
• Describe what you see:
• What is the tone or mood of the work? How is this accomplished?
• What is the main focus of this work?
• What do you think is happening in this work?

FORMAL ELEMENTS
• What type of work are you looking at? Is it a painting, sculpture, print, drawing, etc?
• How do you think this work was made?
• What materials did the artist use to create this work?
• Artists use formal elements to create their works and convey meaning- line, shape, form, color, texture, 

and light. What are the formal elements of this piece?
• Look at the formal elements – line, shape, form, color, texture, and light. How has the artist used these 

elements to create meaning and evoke an emotional response?
 
CONTEXTUAL ELEMENTS
• Consider information provided on the label: What is the title of the work? What is the artist’s name and 

nationality? When was the work created? How do these factors influence your understanding of what 
you’ve observed so far?

• What was happening in the world when this work was created, as is this reflected or referenced in the 
work?

• How do you think this work was meant to be used or viewed, and by whom?

PERSONAL RESPONSE/ INTERPRETATION
• What feelings does this work evoke for you? Why?
• What is your personal response to this work?
• Does this work remind you of experiences that you’ve had or something you’ve read or seen?
• What ideas are being explored in this work? What do you see that conveys them?
• Is there a narrative or story in this piece? How does the artist convey this? If not, what else is the artist 

focusing on?

Feel free to contact Isabel Engel, University Learning and Programs Specialist, at iengel@umich.edu or 
734-936-3461 with additional questions about creating your self-guided tour.
Building Hours: Daily 8am – 8pm | Gallery Hours: Tuesday through Saturday 11am-5pm Sunday 12-5pm


