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Drawing 
Observational Contour Drawing 
Developed by Ken Grebinar 
 

 
 
Objective   
Through observational drawing students look with a deeper consciousness, develop a new 
awareness of their surroundings, and develop perceptual skills needed to critically review the world 
around them.  
 
 
Big Ideas  
Sketchbooks allow artists to explore materials and techniques and organize their work so that you 
can see their progress. 
Artists use observational skills to develop awareness of details. 
An understanding of the Elements of Art and the Principles of design is essential when creating 
works of art. 
 
 
Essential Questions  
How does observational drawing improve my visual skills? 
How do artists use line to show form? 
How can we use drawing to create a sense of space? 
 
Overview 
A Note about Contour Drawing 
A Contour drawing is the place where most beginning students start their visual arts learning. 
Students should draw the visible edges of a shape using simple lines.  This contour line describes the 
outermost edges of a form, as well as changes of plane within the form. Basically a contour line 
drawing is an outline drawing that uses no shading. 

Activity 1: The Artist’s Sketchbook 

Activity 2: Setting Up Your Subject 

Activity 3: Creating Thumbnail Sketches 

Activity 4: Creating a Finished Contour Line Drawing 
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Activity 1: Keeping it All Together - The Artist’s Sketchbook 

Sketchbooks will be used for most of the students’ artwork.  It’s a good way to organize what your 
students are doing. Encourage them to use sketchbooks (either commercial books or ones they 
make themselves).  This is an excellent way for them to preserve their work and when they return 
to school, to share their artwork with others.   

We will be using paper for many of our weekly learning series. Before we begin our drawing 
activities think about the best way to keep all of the work you do so you can show it to your art 
teacher when you return to school. If you have a sketchbook, use it for these activities.  You don't 
have a sketchbook? You don’t need a fancy one, You can make your own!  Here are the steps: 

1. Take 5 sheets of plain 8 ½ “ by 11” printer paper and keeping them together, fold in half so 
that you have a booklet that is 8 ½ “ wide and 5 ½ “ tall. 

 
2. Unfold the papers and with a sewing needle or the end of 

pair of scissors, poke holes so your sketchbook looks like 
this.  Be very careful and don’t poke yourself! 

 

 
 

3. Using strong thread about 16” or 17” long, from the outside of the sketchbook, pull the 
needle through the middle hole, but remember to leave about 5” hanging without a knot.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  (This artist made a decorative cover.  You can do that when you finish making your sketchbook.) 

You also could take about 15-20 pages of drawing paper or computer paper and fasten the sheets 
together. This can be done using a stapler, fasteners or even sewing them together. Be creative! Just 
make sure that all the pages are attached. 
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Many artists like to keep sketchbooks to record observations and information, using both drawings 
and writing.  Here are some examples of artists’ sketches and sketchbooks.  Remember you can 
have drawing and writing in your sketchbook. 

Some artists keep journals about their travels.  
Here is Eugene Delacroix’s sketchbook about his trip to Morocco. 
 
Some artists use their sketchbooks to experiment with different art media.  
Look how watercolor is used in William Turner’s sketchbook.   
 
Some artists use their sketchbooks to experiment with technique.  
Look at how many ways an artist can use line in a page from Vincent van Gogh’s sketchbook. 
 
In Frida Kahlo’s sketchbook you can see how she loved to paint and write. 
 
 
Activity 2: Setting Up Your Subject 
In order to have the students draw, we have to arrange a subject matter that is easily accessible to 
all students.  Modify these directions in any way you see fit.  This activity and the following one 
should be combined into one session. 

You are going to be working on a contour drawing. Basically a contour line drawing is an outline 
drawing that uses no shading. You are going to draw the visible edges of a shape, using simple lines. 
Contour lines describe the outermost edges of a form.  Here’s an example of a contour drawing 
using plates and cups. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Before you begin, take a look at a great contour drawing of plant life, Briar by Ellsworth Kelly.  
Amazing, right?  You know that the artist really looked very closely at his subject. 
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In your kitchen, find any three cups and two small plates.  

1. Arrange the cups and plates so that one plate is slightly in front of the other.  
2. Take one cup and place its side on one plate.  
3. Take the second cup and place it on the other side near the plates.  
4. Place they third cup upright on the overlapping plates.  

 
Make sure that your still life is set up in an area that will be secure and untouched for a couple of days. 

IMPORTANT! Do you realize that you have already begun your artwork?  By looking at these 
images and deciding how to arrange your still life. You really start to make artwork when you begin 
to just think about it. 

Your work of art begins even before you pick up your pencil.   

 
Activity 3: Creating Thumbnail Sketches 
Students make preliminary small thumbnail sketches to develop three different compositions that 
look at the still life from three different views.  

Thumbnail sketches are small quick compositional drawings. Use a pencil and eraser for these 
sketches. Draw three boxes approximately 3 inches by 5 inches in your sketchbook. Look at the still 
life from three different views. In each box draw a different view of your still life. Boxes too small?  
The still life objects can extend outside the thumbnail box!  

 
 
Activity 4: Creating a Finished Contour Line Drawing 

Your students should take the best thumbnail and lightly sketch an enlarged version on a new 
sketchbook page. After they make light sketches they should go over the lines using a darker 
contour line. 

Look at all of your thumbnail sketches and select which composition looks the best. Now take a 
new page in your sketchbook and lightly sketch your chosen thumbnail. Use the whole page and 
consider the organization of your composition.  Make sure that you keep looking at your thumbnail 
as a reference while drawing directly from your set up still life.  

 

See you next time as we continue working on developing drawing skills. 

 
 
 
 
 Alignment to the Blueprint for Teaching and Learning in Visual Arts 
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Artmaking 
8th Grade Learning Indicators for Drawing 
 
Create a drawing that demonstrates: 

- sustained observation inspired by student curiosity 

 
Artmaking 
12th Grade Learning Indicators for Drawing 
 
Create a drawing that demonstrates: 

- comprehensive use of pencil 
- creative use of the Elements of Art and Principals of Design to organize the picture plane 
 

 


