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The idea of “bucketing” or classifying primary source documents can easily be expanded to develop a meaningful exercise in analyzing the components of visual art through history.  The “bucketing” strategy requires pairs or groups of students to evaluate the common traits, as well as those traits which differentiate one visual from the next, in order to create categories in which to “bucket” each visual.  Through this exercise, students are also required to justify the reasoning behind the categories they have established, as well as justify why each visual was placed in particular categories.  This approach is highly interactive and permits students to creatively explore the elements, messages, audiences, and historical perspectives in a piece of artwork.

Procedure:

1. The instructor should collect 8-12 visual pieces of art, posters, and/or photographs related to a common historic period of time OR from a common theme in history.

2. If possible, reduce the images to fit from 2 to 4 on one piece of cardstock, which can then be cut into 2 to 4 “art cards” for the bucketing exercise. Depending on student grouping, multiple sets of the same visuals should be made for the classroom (one set per pair or group of students.)

3. Allow time for pairs or groups of students to discuss the commonalities of the visuals assigned to them. Students should be free to establish as many categories (buckets) they wish, based on any criteria they wish. For example, the visuals can be categorized according to elements of art, such as color, design, use of particular symbols or images, etc. Likewise, visuals could be categorized according to historic perspective, message, intended audience, purpose, etc. 

4. During the “bucketing” process, student groups should be physically moving the visuals into the categories (buckets) on their desks.  A minimum of three buckets is recommended.

5. After time is called by the instructor. Students should verbally or through a brief writing assignment, explain the categories created, citing examples of particular visuals belonging to each “bucket.”

Option A:

As an optional exercise, give each group of students a different set of visuals. After groups determine their “buckets” and then assign each visual to a “bucket,” exchange the sets of visuals among different groups. Ask groups to agree to disagree with the buckets developed by the previous group and allow time for groups to verbally defend their “bucketing.”

Option B:

For the initial use of this strategy, teachers may wish to tackle the “bucketing” process with the class, as a whole, examining a set of visuals together, in order to model the process. Also, teachers may wish to pre-establish the categories (“buckets”) they wish all groups to use.  Some teachers may wish to utilize categories suggested by the College Board as pre-writing. classification tools, such as PERSIA or G-PERSIA. 
