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As a Secondary Art Teacher in International Schools, I spend quite a bit of my time 
thinking of ways to encourage creativity and critical thought into my student’s art 
practices.  Since Art is not one of the ‘core’ subjects and it’s importance (of which I think it 
so critical) is not usually shared by my student’s parents, I also spend time trying to come 
up with ways to make my subject relevant within my school and to my students.  I find so 
often that students don’t realize the importance of art in our world - how it literally affects 
every choice we make - from the design of our sneakers to the filter of our instagram post. 
But I don’t have to convince you of the importance of art!  If you are reading this, than you 
are an art teacher or an art sympathetic - and I embrace you as a partner in my struggle. 
Together, we can convince the world of our importance!  

And luckily we are not alone.  With the continual growth of our world’s population and 
subsequent technological advancements and global connections, we are surrounded, in fact, 
inundated with artistic ideas, opportunities and game changers daily.  

The Great Art Throwdown was not created in a vacuum.  Far from it.  I stole it.  As all great 
artists (and art teachers do).  And shaped it to my needs.  I invite you to steal it from me. 
And make it awesome for you. 



I am addicted to (and in love with) BBC’s contest shows.  
The first (and greatest) is of course The Great British 
Bake Off.  I can watch it all day. (Of course I actually 
have - don’t judge a hard working teacher.)  
But the way the British encounter struggle and conflict 
with such dignity and grace is so inspirational and 
calming to me.  Seriously.  On the vegan episode 
(S02E07), when Ruby’s cake literally fell over and onto 
the floor, she said ‘ Oh dear, that didn’t go well.’  Are you 
kidding me?  (If I was on the show there would be 
seriously cursing and flower kicking out in the idyllic 
meadow.)   Anyways, if you haven’t watched it . Do.  And 
also look up ‘The Great Pottery Throw Down’ and ‘The 
Great Big Painting Challenge’ 

THE INSPIRATION



1. THE ELEMENT OF DRAMA  

2.GET OUTSIDE THE BOX 

3.STICK TO A THEME 
4.STICK TO THE TIME 

5.DETACH FROM THE TEACHER YOU ARE 
6.BRING IN THE JUDGES

ELEMENTS OF SUCCESS



THE ELEMENT OF DRAMA
To make your Art Challenge more engaging for the students, you have to get their ‘buy in’ - and the easiest way to do 
it - is to add the element of ‘drama’.  Make it a surprise.  Make it exciting.  Something different - but possibly fun - 
from their everyday art class.   

Art can be an intimidating class to some - and what you are asking them to do - is going way out of their comfort 
zone.  Come up with a creative idea in a few minutes, create a work of art and get judged on it.  It literally is what 
gives every artist everywhere nightmares.  But it is also what makes these challenges successful. 

So to get started, the first thing I do is set up before the class.  I have all the materials needed set up on a large table 
in the front of the class hidden under a large piece of material.  Tables are clean and no artworks are out.  I meet the 
students at the door and ask them to come in quietly and sit.  If I have strong groups of ‘clique-y’ students that 
always work together - I may add sticky notes with names to randomly assign seating.  ‘Put all your bags to the side.  
You don’t need any materials today.  Find your name and sit down.  Quickly and Quietly. You will need as much time 
as possible today.’  Usually that grabs their attention.   

For the very first challenge I do with a class, it’s usually the Clay Cup Challenge  - because its the original.  And it’s 
pretty well planned out.  And I can show a clip of the actual challenge from the Great Pottery Throw Down.  If it’s the 
second, or third... or so on, I like to show some examples of finished works and write out the actual challenge on a 
slide (which I freeze up on the projected screen).    

I go over the challenge, the expectations and what needs to be finished by the end of the allotted time.  Then, when I 
have everyone’s attention, I reveal the materials (sort of Iron Chef ‘mystery ingredient way, minus the spotlight - but 
I may consider a spotlight now that I think about it.)  I go over the materials that are available, hold up examples so 
they can get a visual - give a demonstration is necessary…then ask if there are any questions...  

If it’s a large class - or a small room - and I don’t want a run on the materials, I use a random name selector - which 
again, adds to the drama.  ‘Oh... who can choose their materials first?”   

And then, usually before they get their materials, I check the time, set the timer and say ‘Get ready, get set, make 
art!’ or something equally cringy - (or dramatic).

* LINK TO RANDOM NAME SELECTOR: https://www.classtools.net/random-name-picker/

https://www.classtools.net/random-name-picker/


In order for these challenges to be continued (and enjoyed), it is best if the students don’t expect them - and 
actually want to do them.  The first challenge of course has to set the tone.   

But then the next ones have to upload the cool factor.  In order to do this you will have to think outside the box 
and come up with challenges that they wouldn’t usually get to do in an organized art class.  And something that 
can be done in an hour.   So... pencil self portraits with a mirror or oil pastel-ed geometric shapes may not be the 
best idea.  However, now that I think about it - those could be made to work -if you are in a pinch.   

I’ve included a few of my recent ideas that I used for my art challenges.  Most of my challenges are geared for 
MS/HS activities.  And require some set up/material sourcing and presentation work from me.  But that’s just 
how I work.  

I  have a list of more challenges I would like to do - and will continue to post my ideas on my insta as I go.  But I 
would love to see what others come up with  - so let me know what you do!  And I can add it to my list.

GET OUTSIDE THE BOX



Of course we want to do everything!  And combine ideas. And be inspired by artists!  And get outside the 
box, challenge the student’s minds to consider all angles and ideas.  But in order for your challenges to be 
successful - particularly for the judging portion - they need to be focused.  It will be challenging for a judge to 
choose their favourite cup design when no one actually makes a cup.   

Keeping focused gives you a chance to reinforce specific ideas, concepts, techniques and it makes it easier 
(less terrifying) for students to come up with an idea.  Which helps to develop confidence and critical 
thought - so eventually - they will be able to get out of the box and try everything 

It’s also a good idea to provide limited materials.  Everyone has to use the provided materials - which may 
force some students out of their comfort zone - ‘No, you can not use prisma markers for this project’ - and it 
creates a level playing field.  It also create a sense of community among the students as they watch how 
everyone chooses and uses the same materials.   Of course, you can just tell the students - it makes it fair 
and even.  They will like that. 

STICK TO A THEME



In the generation of re-submissions and never ending extensions, this is one part of the challenge that is very 
important.  Everyone needs the same amount of time.  If some are allowed extra time afterwards - well, of 
course, that creates grumbling and the judging portion is not taken as authentically.  ‘Well, of course, she won. 
She had extra time’.  Don’t sully all your hard work and planning and dramatic build up.   

Of course, if you use the random name selector for students to choose materials at the beginning of class, some 
may have one or two minutes more than others... but that doesn’t really factor into being ‘unfair’ - because - 
RANDOM name generator. 

I like to use the time announcements like my mentors from BBO.  Make announcements at the half way mark, 
the 10 minute mark, ‘Artists, you have 10 minutes left’, the 5 minute mark and count it down at the end - ‘Time 
is up! Drop your paintbrushes and step away from your work’ (or something like that). 

The best challenges start and end in one class.  However, there are few that need - or are better - when I give the 
students a bit of time to prepare.  I usually do extended challenges only after a few regular challenges - and only 
with the older grades. (Just me - you do you).  If I do extend the time, I still control the time.  I give the students 
a heads up - that there will be a challenge in the next class and that it will announced at a set time.  Again, 
‘creating drama’.  Usually I like to make an announcement at 4PM the day before - so they are not distracted in 
other classes - and they have the night before to plan and/or gather extra materials. Technology makes this 
super easy.  Our school uses Microsoft Teams and if necessary, I can make a Wechat group.  I will upload the 
challenge information, what they will be making, what materials will be available to them and if and what they 
can bring to supplement their design.  Usually, I don’t let them start actually making the art, but even having 
their ideas planned, gives them the full class to work on their idea.  And it does bring the drama.  They usually 
race to class, grab their materials and get straight to work.  (A teachers dream. For one class.)

STICK TO THE TIME

NOTE: My class times is 1 hour and 15 mins approximately. 



This one is hard for us - but also so fun.  During the challenge, after you have explained everything, organized 
materials and announced ‘ready, set, make art!’, take off your teaching hat.  

Offer no suggestions. Make no critiques.  Channel Prue and Paul.  Walk around and ask students what are they 
thinking. If you give a suggestion that doesn’t help the student - or even if your idea does help but somehow  
they don’t get chosen as a top choice it’s BECAUSE OF YOUR IDEA: you will never hear the end of it. Just don’t. 

I like to walk around with a video camera - get really authentic.  And.. wait for it... it adds to the drama.   I like 
to ask them what inspired their ideas, what they are finding challenging, do they think they will be able to 
finish on time, why they decided to make those decisions, etc..   

Actually, I love this time.  Because when left up their own devices, students will really surprise you and make 
your heart melt a bit.  My students never fail to surprise me with how they develop their ideas - from artists we 
talked about in class or ideas they got from another project - or something I had said that made them think.  
And I have video proof that this happened. 

If I have time, I like to edit the videos (that is when using a MAC becomes a very valuable choice.  I used to be a 
fervent PC user - but the art capabilities of a MAC - yes I am a convert) It’s actually quite easy to upload videos 
from my photo to imovie and splice them together.  And then I play the video after the judging to allow the 
students to relive the challenge and to be impressed with how much work they actually did and what they were 
able to accomplish in such a short time. After someone judges your work, you also start to look at it differently, 
and if you can revisit your process, it allows you to recapture some of the value of your work and you may see 
things you did/didn’t do that could have helped.  Basically, its an easy way to get students to reflect on their 
process - without hearing the groans of assigning another written reflection.

DETACH FROM BEING THE TEACHER YOU ARE



If you can, try to get other subject teachers, librarians or even admin to come in and judge.  It’s so much more 
interesting for the student’s to listen to non-art teacher opinions. Not just because they hear ours all the time, but non-
art teachers see things differently. And thanks to our current education culture of not valuing the arts so much-  
sometimes other subject teachers are viewed as ‘more relevant’.   And, its also fun to get a math teacher in and listen to 
them try and sound ‘artsy.  Everyone gets out of their comfort zone! 

I’m kind of an super organized person in the background - but like to appear organic and let things flow - as most of us 
art teachers are - so when the judges come in, all the final artworks are set out on a table (or displayed in someway) in 
a line at the front of the class.   I introduce the judges to the class and explain to them what our challenge is.  Then I ask 
them to look at our artworks and discuss what they think.  “If you could talk so that everyone can hear you - this is the 
most interesting part for the students’.  Then, I let the judges talk. Sometimes they start going through each work, 
picking them up and picking out parts that they like, that might be challenging. Sometimes, they start with the 
artworks that first catch their attention and why.  As they go, I only step in and guide them if it feels like they are 
faltering.  Ideally, I want a judging similar to the Bake Off, where each artwork gets a once over by the judges.  When 
they have gone through each work, then I ask them to choose their favourite 3 (or 5 or.… )  The discussion they have 
amongst themselves to narrow it down to top places is also very interesting.  The important part of the judging is 
hearing what each judge personally likes/doesn’t like about each work.  It’s so revealing and important for the art 
students to hear that people like different things.  It never fails that they artwork by the ‘resident class artist’ that the 
whole class thought was the best ever - is never chosen as the top favourite.  It’s usually a choice that we, as art 
students and teachers, are like huh?  But most people are not choosing artworks because of technical skill and strong 
consideration of the elements of art and principals of design.  They are choosing artworks because of their preferences, 
memories and feelings the artwork stirs in them and things that they just think are cool.  

If you have a small class, or a class that is overly interested or you need to kill some time, you can also have the judges 
rank from weakest to strongest.  That is more aligned to the actual Bake Off Challenges - but unfortunately, you cannot 
kick the weakest choice out of your class.  So going from the top to the bottom may just cause unnecessary hurt 
feelings. Keeping a small number of selected ‘favourites’ allows everyone else to keep their dignity and revel in the nice 
observations their work did get and keep the illusion that ‘of course, if there were 4 choices, i would have been chosen 
next’.

BRING IN THE JUDGES



1.CONSIDER MATERIALS/SET UP  
2.MAKE THE ANNOUNCEMENT 

3.ART MAKING TIME 
4.JUDGE 
5.SEND THANKS

HOW IT WORKS



Before class starts, I usually have all materials gathered in one spot.  Hidden under a cloth to 
add extra drama.  Have all tables cleared and the art room as empty as possible of distractions. 

If you have a small class, or alot of materials, you may want to consider giving each student 
their own set up of materials under a cloth - so when you start the challenge, they can lift up 
their own cloth.  

You will have to give some thought pre-challenge to exactly what the students will be doing and 
what materials they will need.  Make sure you clear if you are ok with them using other 
materials than the ones you have set out.  Or if they can use their computer to look for ideas.  
Sometimes I say yes to this - sometimes no. You choose what works best for you.

CONSIDER MATERIALS/SET UP



Meet students at the entrance and tell them to quickly sit down.  
Sometimes, I like to have a screen projected of the challenge.  Maybe 
a few pictures of possible outcomes, the time of the challenge and the 
materials that are available. 

This will encourage students to sit down more quickly to give you 
time to explain the challenge. I like to organize all the materials at 
the front table, under a swath of material.  After I explain the 
challenge for a bit more drama (a la Iron Chef ingredient) I can 
reveal the materials.  

Then, when everyone is ready and all questions are answered……

MAKE THE ANNOUNCEMENT

READY, SET, MAKE ART!



I like to allow the students to work where and how they want.  However, they do have to produce one artwork 
by the end of the challenge.  So they do need to consider if they are working in the best place.    

I like to play music from my speakers for the whole class.  Much to their annoyances it’s usually a chill playlist 
from Apple Music. Sometimes, I let them use their own ear pods to listen to their own thing.  But then they 
can’t hear the time announcements.  I guess it depends on the class. I don’t suggest allowing too much choice 
over the music - as you don’t want any of the students focus going over to music suggestions or impromptu 
dance parties that take away from art making time. 

Some of my students like to search the internet for ideas at the start, some like to sketch.  I am of mixed 
opinions about this - because the searching takes time from the art making time - and then they choose ideas 
that are too difficult.  But at this age their are still formatively organizing their thought and developing their 
creativity, so if they don’t search for subjects or look at something for a model, we make get simpler ideas.  You 
choose what works in your classroom.  

Another fun thing, is to wander around with your camera and video the students.  I like to stop and interview 
them, asking questions about their ideas.  However - this is not necessary. 

Just make sure that you have supplied enough materials for the students to be ‘creative’ and enough space for 
them to create their work. 

ART MAKING TIME



So judging usually happens in another class time .  And it usually takes most of that class time.  This works well if you 
are doing an artwork that needs to be fired in the kiln or paint that needs to be dried.  I like to make the judging class a 
surprise as well.  I have everything set up in a display when the students arrive - whether lined up on a table at the 
front or along one wall.  

I like to choose different judges for each activity.  And I love to get teachers from all subjects to come in.  This serves 
two purposes.  One, it gets other subject teachers into the art room to see what we are doing.  So much time, the art 
room is in its own wing or hall or just not somewhere that many people go past often - and art teachers are usually 
always there - so we don’t really spend a lot of time out and about. Also for most of the school, the art room is a place of 
mystery and weird smells.   Every time teachers come into my room, I love hearing their thoughts as they wander 
around and look at the works the students do.  Different students excel in art than in different classes.  So basically, it 
is a great boost to promote your program.  Especially if its a challenge the students have done particularly well in (and 
they usually do well in the all the challenges because you planned them for students to succeed)  Secondly, it gives the 
students different opinions and insights.  Without fail, the teachers that come in always see things we (art teachers/
students) never thought of.  We are so concerned with the Elements and the Principles and making things just so - that 
when other teachers come in and discuss our artworks it is so intriguing to us.  They notice so many different things.  
Like strange things.  Things that they are drawn to - and they interpret all our artworks in such interesting (non-
artsy) ways.   

I like to explain to the judges before hand the expectations.  Just to give their opinions and then to rank the artworks  - 
choose the top 3 or 5.  Sometime, judges like to start by talking about what artworks caught their attention first and 
then go through all the works.  (I have small classes - so this is ok for time. If you have more than 20 students, this 
could be too much - you choose what works for you)  Then I ask the judges to talk through their thoughts aloud.  And 
don’t be afraid of being critical or telling us what you like and/or don’t like.  I explain that the students will be watching 
and listening - but won’t give any clue as to who did what.  At the end, when the judges have chosen the top 3 or 5 and 
ranked it order, then we go through the artworks and reveal who made what.  

JUDGE



This is just a cheesy little added bonus that I stole from my school in Singapore.  They were forever 
sending notes of thanks - and it was so nice.  Especially the notes that included Starbucks gift cards.   

But I personalize the notes - just an easy photo after the challenge and a quick note signed by the 
students.  100% the teachers you give it to will post it somewhere in their room - which gives an 
extra subliminal message about the coolness of your art program.    

SEND THANKS



Here is a few challenges that I have done recently.  I have 
tried to include various ideas of materials and finished 
artworks.  There are also individual challenges and 
group challenges.  All equally fun and rewarding.   

Really, you can make anything into a challenge.   
So I challenge you to develop your own!

SOME OF MY RECENT CHALLENGES



THE ORIGINAL  
CLAY CUP DESIGN

INSPIRATION:  
The Great Pottery Thrown Down - Season 2 - Episode 1 
LINK: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bcbTHgiwlaM&t=102s

MATERIALS NEEDED:  
•DIY clay cups (already made). I get mine from Taobao (China).  If you 

have a pottery class at the same time, you could combine this into the 
unit and use cups/bowls your own class has thrown. 

•LINK: https://item.taobao.com/item.htm?
spm=2013.1.20141001.2.761a596d8jnYZe&id=36395972781&scm=
1007.12144.81309.42296_42296&pvid=66ecbc66-2e23-46b4-
b3ef-335d84457b6e 

•Sponges (various sizes/shapes 
•Clay Paint  
•Paint Brushes 
•Glaze  (For this activity, I have the students use the paint to create 

designs and then I glaze with clear glaze afterwards, and fire before 
judging.  I haven’t tried it with colored glaze - but that could be cool too.) 

•Kiln

https://item.taobao.com/item.htm?spm=2013.1.20141001.2.761a596d8jnYZe&id=36395972781&scm=1007.12144.81309.42296_42296&pvid=66ecbc66-2e23-46b4-b3ef-335d84457b6e
https://item.taobao.com/item.htm?spm=2013.1.20141001.2.761a596d8jnYZe&id=36395972781&scm=1007.12144.81309.42296_42296&pvid=66ecbc66-2e23-46b4-b3ef-335d84457b6e
https://item.taobao.com/item.htm?spm=2013.1.20141001.2.761a596d8jnYZe&id=36395972781&scm=1007.12144.81309.42296_42296&pvid=66ecbc66-2e23-46b4-b3ef-335d84457b6e
https://item.taobao.com/item.htm?spm=2013.1.20141001.2.761a596d8jnYZe&id=36395972781&scm=1007.12144.81309.42296_42296&pvid=66ecbc66-2e23-46b4-b3ef-335d84457b6e


SPRAY PAINT GALAXIES

INSPIRATION:  
The street graffiti artists of NYC 
SIMPLE: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3BDFnKJ3LDw 
ADVANCED: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ug_8ECkamy4

MATERIALS NEEDED:  

•Spray Paint - various colours 
•Cardboard (or paper) We do cardboard to create the 

‘recycled effect’ 
•Masks, Plastic Gloves 
•Small squares of matting board or cardboard (for effects) 
•Various circular objects (bowls, cups) 
•A well ventilated space (outside) that can get dirty for 

student to work 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3BDFnKJ3LDw


YOUR GOAL:
Create an interesting creative 
composition of planets

Use a variety of spray paint 
techniques

STANDARD

ADVANCED

You will have 1 hour to work.  
Experiment as you wish. 
Composition MUST be finished at 
the end of the class. 

Compositions will be judged 

Example Screen (to start challenge)



PHOTOS OF STUDENTS AT WORK



SOME FINISHED STUDENT WORKS



DURER’S RHINOCEROS

Dürer's Rhinoceros is the name commonly given to a woodcut by German painter and printmake Albrech Durer in 1515.  The image is based on a 
written description and brief sketch by an unknown artist of an Indian rhinoceros that had arrived in Lisbon in 1515. Dürer never saw the 
actual rhinoceros, which was the first living example seen in Europe since Roman times.  In late 1515, the King of Portugal, Manuel I, sent the 
animal as a gift for Pope Leo X, but it died in a shipwreck off the coast of Italy in early 1516. 

Dürer's woodcut is not an entirely accurate representation of a rhinoceros. He depicts an animal with hard plates that cover its body like sheets 
of armour, with a gorget at the throat, a solid-looking breastplate, and rivets along the seams. He places a small twisted horn on its back, and gives it 
scaly legs and saw-like rear quarters. None of these features are present in a real rhinoceros, although the Indian rhinoceros does have deep folds in 
its skin that can look like armor from a distance. Despite its anatomical inaccuracies, Dürer's woodcut became very popular in Europe and was 
copied many times in the following three centuries. It was regarded by Westerners as a true representation of a rhinoceros into the late 18th 
century. Eventually, it was supplanted by more realistic drawings and paintings but it has been said of Dürer's woodcut: "probably no animal picture 
has exerted such a profound influence on the arts. 

INSPIRATION:  
Albrecht Dürer’s Rhinoceros

MATERIALS NEEDED:  

•Rhino Template (already copied/traced for 
students) 

•Examples of Creative Rhino Reconstruction 
•Pencils, Pencil Crayons, Markers (general 

artsy things) 

Albrecht Durer, The Rhinoceros, 1515, Woodcut, 23.5 cm × 29.8 cm (9.3 in × 11.7 in), National Gallery of Art, Washington


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rhinoceros


EXAMPLES FROM THE INTERNET



SOME FINISHED STUDENT WORKS



TEMPLATE



TAPE SCULPTURES

INSPIRATION:  
MARK JENKINS TAPE ARTIST 
INSTA: GLAZEDPARADISE 
WEBSITE: http://www.xmarkjenkinsx.com/

MATERIALS NEEDED:  

•Transparent Packing Tape (LOTS) 
•The technique we found that works best, is use the sticky side up for 

the first layer. Wrap the arm, leg and then cover with the sticky side 
down for a second layer.  Use scissors to gently cut the limb free.  If its 
a head or somewhere sensitive, can also cover first with a plastic bag - 
which ensures tape doesn’t stick and pull to hair.  Make sure you get 
hardy volunteers - because it can hot, sweaty and tight under layers 
of tape. Also, best to do bit by bit and attach all together later with 
more tape. Don’t try and tape a full human all at one go. (I know you 
wouldn’t but just making sure). 

•Scissors 
•Clothing (optional to cover finished sculpture) 
•Humans 



POP UP ART CHALLENGE
As a CLASS, your challenge is to 

create a FULL BODY TAPE 
SCULPTURE of someone sitting 

and reading a book.

Divide yourself into small groups 
and each group must create a 

body part. All the body parts need 
to connect to create a fully body.

YOU HAVE ONE CLASS

Legs 2 
Arms 2 
Torso 1 
Head 1

who will reign 
supreme?

Example Screen (to start challenge)



PHOTOS OF STUDENTS AT WORK



SOME FINISHED STUDENT WORKS



THANK YOU
MORE INFO: 

atkinsonteachingportfolio.wordpress.com

INSTAGRAM: SIS_MISSA_ARTCLASS

http://atkinsonteachingportfolio.wordpress.com

