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Shapes That Speak
What can we learn about cultural belongings from their shapes?

In this program, young learners will think about how shapes, textures, and movement can 
be used to express feelings, memories, and relationships. While visiting a selection of 
belongings in MOA’s collection, students will reflect on how Indigenous makers use art to 
share knowledge, express land sovereignty, and reflect cultural identity, while building core 
competencies in art, math, and social studies. After exploring the collections, students can 
engage in a hands-on community mural activity in MOA’s Learning Lab to practice telling their 
own stories through shapes.

Please note: Teachers must deliver two pre-visit lessons in class to introduce key concepts for 
the Shapes That Speak program (pages 4–13).

This program and accompanying prerequisite activities were designed by Coleen Landayan 
during her Community Field Experience placement at MOA in 2025. Thank you Coleen!

Big Ideas
•	 Shapes can tell stories – shapes, textures, and movement can be used to express feelings, 

memories, and relationships to place.

•	 Indigenous artists can use art to represent their knowledge, land, and identities. 

•	 Museums hold belongings that are part of both history and living culture.

PROGRAM OVERVIEW
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Program Times: Tuesdays–Thursdays, 10 am or 11:30 am 

Duration: 90 min + 15 min break

Introduction
The class will be greeted in the Museum lobby by the program facilitator for a brief introduction 
to the program and activities. The facilitator will share guiding questions and provide an 
overview of behaviour expectations.

Guided Gallery Visit
The facilitator will invite students to make observations about a selection of artworks and 
cultural belongings, and ask students to identify different shapes to learn what they symbolize. 
Students will see works in MOA’s core exhibition spaces, including the Pacific Northwest 
Galleries. 

Hands-on Activity
Following the tour, students will enjoy a hands-on art-making activity in the Learning Lab. 
Inspired by Susan Point’s Salish Footprint, this activity will ask students to collaboratively 
create a community mural, and will encourage the use of shapes to tell their own stories of 
identity, memory, and personal sense of place. 

PROGRAM OUTLINE
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There are two prerequisite lessons required for Shapes That Speak: 1) Telling Stories with 
Shapes, and 2) Coast Salish and Formline Shapes. These are intended to introduce the key 
concepts of your students’ MOA school program. Please complete the lessons prior to your 
visit. If you do not think you can complete the prerequisites in time, please contact the MOA 
Education team at education@moa.ubc.ca.

Lesson 1: Telling Stories with Shapes 
Approximate Lesson Time: 70 minutes

Learning Objectives:
•	 Review 2D shapes and attributes 

•	 Explore how pictures and shapes can tell stories without words 

•	 Connect shape attributes to emotion and movement

Learning Intentions:
•	 I can recognize, identify, and use 2D shapes to show movement and feeling.  

•	 I can look closely at pictures and shape art to understand what story is being told.

•	 I can understand that stories do not need to be told with just words, and stories can be 
shared and expressed with pictures, shapes, and colours.

•	 I can explain my thinking by talking about or showing how attributes of shapes can tell a 
story.  

Lesson Materials: 
•	 Presentation Slides (PowerPoint or PDF; ensure video links are working) 

•	 Projector to share slides + video

•	 Paper (blank white + coloured) 

•	 Pencil crayons 

•	 Shape stencils 

•	 Cutout shapes (circles, squares, triangles, rectangles, circles, hearts, etc.)  

•	 Scissors 

•	 Glue sticks

PRE-REQUISITE LESSONS

mailto:education%40moa.ubc.ca?subject=
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1y9_CMo0CJplTrQmMKx54CARvjxfPOqw6?usp=drive_link
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Step 1: Hook/Cueing Curiosity
Time: 15 min
Slides: 1–9
Introduce the shape of the lesson (slides 1–2) and hook questions (slides 3–5). 

Ask: Who here has heard a story before? From where or who?  Weave in ideas of how 
knowledge and stories are shared in books, by teachers, by parents, by friends, etc. Introduce 
or review the term “knowledge keeper.” 

Ask: Who has told a story before? How did you tell your story? Students may share that they 
told stories through their mouths/words, through writing, through drawing, through videos, etc. 

Ask: How can we tell stories without using words? Present the two wordless comics by Rob 
van Barneveld and Andy B. Childress (slides 6–7). Ask: What’s going on here? What’s the story? 
What makes you say that? What kind of clues helped you understand the story? 

Present the next two wordless images of 3-panel stories made with only 2D shapes (slides 
8–9). Ask: What shapes do we see? When put together, what kind of shapes or objects do they 
make? What’s going on? How do we know what the story is? What were the clues? How does 
colour act as a clue? How do you know that the grey triangle was a shark? How did you know 
that was a bird? 

You noticed clues like colour, direction, size, and even how the shapes look like they move. It’s 
amazing how just a few shapes – a triangle, rectangle, and some circles put together – can tell 
us a whole story, even without words. That’s storytelling through shapes!

Step 2: What Shapes Do You See?
Time: 5 min
Slides: 10
Ask: What shapes do you see? Encourage students to use describing words such as colour, 
size, texture, etc. Go over the shapes they may have missed.

PRE-REQUISITE LESSONS
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Step 3: Shape Attributes
Time: 10 min
Slides: 11–12
Watch Scratch Garden’s short video about shapes and attributes:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ux_kLd7qAcY 

Review what attributes we can describe when looking at shapes – lines, pattern, textures, 
colour. Discuss how adding straight lines, jagged lines, dotted lines, and curved lines can all 
create different textures (e.g. hairy, smooth, rough, bumpy, etc.). Draw examples on the board if 
desired.  

Discuss how adding colour can also put meaning behind shapes. Ask: What shape the lights 
are in traffic lights (circles!). Ask students what it means if the circle was red (stop!) or green 
(go!). If you draw a face that’s red all over, what emotion could that face be? Embarrassed? 
Shy? Angry?

Step 4: Which of These Shapes...?
Time: 10 min
Slides: 13–18
Ask: What shapes do you see? Encourage students to use describing words such as colour, 
size, texture, etc. Go over the shapes they may have missed.

For each slide, have students choose and justify their answers. There are no wrong answers; 
allow students to share their ideas using their knowledge of shape attributes such as colour, 
lines, pattern, and shadows. Explain the examples on slides 15–18 (e.g. When asking which 
shape looks faster, explain that long lines are often used to show quick movement. When 
characters in animations or comics are confused or in distress, the artist might use spirals). 
Ask students how they know this or where they got this knowledge.

PRE-REQUISITE LESSONS

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ux_kLd7qAcY
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Step 5: Main Art Activity
Time: 20 min
Slides: 19

Option 1 – Feelings + Movement Sketches (primary/low prep)  
Instruct students to get a piece of paper, pencils, and pencil crayons/markers. On their papers, 
students will draw what shape or lines come to mind when given the following prompts. You 
can choose to have them do all the emotions, or focus on one.

Feelings and movement prompts to draw: 
•	 Dizzy 
•	 Quick 
•	 Angry 
•	 Quiet 
•	 Happy 
•	 Slow 
•	 Sad 
•	 Exciting

Option 2 – 3-Panel Stories (intermediate/more prep) 
Prep the following materials:  
•	 3-panel comic template 
•	 Coloured paper 
•	 Stencils (optional) 
•	 Scissors 
•	 Glue stick 

You can choose to have students work in groups or independently for this activity. Just like the 
3-panel wordless shape stories on the slides, students will make their own 3-panel comic by 
only using cut-out shapes. Provide example short story prompts if necessary.

Explain students the 4 steps: 
1.	 Draft up a 3-panel story. How are you going to tell your story in 3 panels? What shapes are 

you going to use to represent your characters, setting, emotion, movement, etc? 
2.	 Cut out the shapes you will be using.  
3.	 Glue them on the 3-panel template. 
4.	 Write your name(s)!

Assist students as they complete this activity.

PRE-REQUISITE LESSONS
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Step 6: Closing Conversation/Reflection
Time: 10 min
Slides: 20
Students can share their Feelings + Movement Sketches or 3-Panel Stories if they are 
comfortable. Invite each student to share one new thing they learned or what they enjoyed 
most about the lesson.  

On slide 20, reflect how shapes, colours, lines, and textures can be used to tell stories with 
feeling and movement. Students can observe the two collages and share what stories they 
think each collage is trying to tell.

Assessment
•	 Are students making connections between shape and movement?  

•	 Are they engaged in describing their choices (e.g. “I chose the spiky shapes for loud 
because…”) 

•	 Are they using shape terms (circle, triangle, smooth, curved, etc.) and expressive language 
(loud, fast, soft, bumpy, etc.)? (Note: ELL students may express this more visually) 

Modifications  
•	 Use fewer prompts or focus on one feeling at a time. 

•	 Provide visual emotion cards or facial expression photos for references or use gestures or 
act out feelings and movements as prompts. 

•	 Encourage combining emotions in one story (e.g. brave and loud). 

•	 Offer stencils or pre-cute shapes. 

•	 Provide examples on the board.

PRE-REQUISITE LESSONS
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Lesson 2: Coast Salish and Formline Shapes

Learning Objectives:
•	 Introduce Coast Salish and Formline art shapes 

•	 Through contemporary public art examples, recognize traditional styles as living and 
holding ongoing importance for Indigenous artists and communities 

•	 Build curiosity for MOA visit

Learning Intentions:
•	 I can recognize and name shapes used in Indigenous (Coast Salish and Formline) artwork. 

•	 I can look closely at images and talk about the shapes, patterns, and textures that I see. 

•	 I can explain how artists use shapes to show movement, feeling, or story. 

•	 I can show respect for Indigenous art and stories by looking carefully and sharing what I 
notice and wonder. 

Lesson Materials: 
•	 Presentation Slides (PowerPoint or PDF; ensure video links are working) 

•	 Projector to share slides + video

•	 Printed versions of mural slides (optional)

•	 Mini whiteboards + markers (optional) 

Approximate Lesson Time: 65 minutes

A Note on Appropriation
This resource is not intended to provide guidance for students to create their own art using 
Coast Salish or formline shapes. These styles are complex visual traditions with their own 
aesthetic logics and deep cultural and spiritual significances. They constitute a form of 
knowledge that belongs to the Indigenous peoples from where they originate. Although 
learning about these styles can be a powerful way to foster respect and build students’ 
understanding about Indigenous peoples, appropriating these styles can do harm and 
perpetuate misunderstandings, oversimplifications and stereotypes. We strongly encourage 
you to avoid having students create art with these shapes, unless under direct guidance from a 
knowledgeable artist or Knowledge Keeper from the appropriate community. 

PRE-REQUISITE LESSONS
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Step 1: Hook/Cueing Curiosity
Time: 15 min
Slides: 21–26
Introduce the shape of the lesson (slides 21–22) and the hook questions (slides 23–26). 

Ask students to take a close look at the images and share which ones they think don’t belong 
and why. There are many ways to answer (e.g. “I think the button doesn’t belong because it’s 
the only one that’s not food.” “I think the sandwich doesn’t belong because it’s the only one 
that’s not round.”). Encourage students to describe the attributes of the shapes and images, 
building on their knowledge from the previous lesson.  

Introduce Coast Salish and Formline shapes (slide 26). Ask students which ones look similar, 
which ones look different, and why. Encourage students to look closely at the shapes and to 
describe what they see. 

Last time, we used shapes like circles, triangles, and lines to show how something feels or 
moves. Today, we’ll look at special shapes used by Indigenous artists on the Northwest Coast. 
We’ll learn how Indigenous artists use shapes that are unique and special to their communities 
to build images that tell us who they are and where they come from. 

Review or refresh the term “Indigenous” if needed, and highlight Indigenous communities 
whose territory your school resides on.

Step 2: Coast Salish + Formline Shapes
Time: 20 min
Slides: 27–29

Coast Salish Shapes (slides 27–28) 
Introduce or review the definition of ‘Coast Salish’. Each Coast Salish Nation is unique and 
distinct, but they also have long-standing relationships with each other and share histories and 
aspects of culture. If your school is in the lower mainland, remind your students which Coast 
Salish Nations’ territories your school is located on. 

Show the main shapes in Coast Salish design – crescent, trigon, and circle/oval – on slide 27. 
Introduce Coast Salish design elements as important in traditional and contemporary Coast 
Salish culture and art. Explain how artists combine these shapes to show animals, supernatural 
beings, people, land, and stories. Invite students to name the shapes on slide 28. 

PRE-REQUISITE LESSONS
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Formline Shapes (slide 29) 
Explain that the Northwest Coast is very diverse – there are many different First Nations, 
and many ways of knowing and being. Some artists from First Nations north of Coast Salish 
territories (e.g. the Haida Nation) use a style of art that we call “formline” in English. Formline 
art uses flowing lines to form unique shapes that create images and symbols. The main shapes 
used in formline art are ovoids and u-forms. These are different than the shapes used in 
Coast Salish art, which reminds us that there are many distinct, diverse First Nations on the 
Northwest Coast. 

During our visit at MOA, there will be lots of artworks and belongings that show these different 
styles and shapes. Do you think we can spot them? Let’s do an exercise to practice!

For more background information, access ‘Coast Salish Design Elements’ (in Perpetual Salish: 
Coast Salish Art in the Classroom, UVic Legacy Art Galleries):  
https://legacy.uvic.ca/gallery/salishcurriculum/coast-salish-design-elements/

Step 3: Finding Shapes in Murals
Time: 20 min
Slides: 30–33
Ask: We are now going to be looking at murals made by Indigenous artists around Vancouver. 
Does anyone know what a mural is? Has anyone seen a mural before? Where? What colours 
and shapes did you see? 

We’ll be looking at murals by Indigenous artists that tell stories of land, people, and community 
through shapes and design. Let’s see if we can find some of the shapes we learned about! 

While projecting each mural on the board, have the students identify Coast Salish and Formline 
art shapes and figure out what image they’re creating (refer to links below for more information 
about each mural).  

You can provide students with printed copies of each mural slide. They can circle or trace and 
label the shapes that they see, and even label what image or story it is trying to show, offering 
the correct answers as needed. On paper or a mini whiteboard, students can write down the 
names of the shapes they see on the slides, or you can have a word bank written on the board 
for them to refer to if needed.  

PRE-REQUISITE LESSONS

https://legacy.uvic.ca/gallery/salishcurriculum/coast-salish-design-elements/
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Some of the murals have short videos of the artists describing their process. You can also play 
these videos, pausing at key moments to ask questions.

Featured Murals:

Interconnected by Diamond Point (Musqueam) 
Learn More: https://www.punjabimarket.ca/diamond-point-mural  

Shxwexwo:s Balance and Strength by Zac George (Tsleil-Waututh) 
Learn More: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h2lAPkCQv5g
 
Leona Edenshaw Memorial Mural by Derek Edenshaw (Haida) 
Learn More: https://www.instagram.com/reel/C8fABmxpBBZ/

Eagle Opens Up by Paul Windsor (Haisla/Heiltsuk) 
Learn More: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m9lQhSixZR0   

Step 4: Closing Conversation/Reflection
Time: 10 min
Slides: N/A

Ask students to share, if they are comfortable: Which mural stood out to you and why? What 
shape do you want to remember or tell about to your family or friends? 

Shapes aren’t just shapes – they’re part of a visual language that Indigenous artists use to tell 
stories about who they are, where they come from, and what matters to them. When we visit 
MOA, we’ll see examples of artwork and belongings using these shapes – in person! 

Optional Exit Ticket: “The shape/mural I liked the best today was ___ because ____.”

PRE-REQUISITE LESSONS

https://www.punjabimarket.ca/diamond-point-mural
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h2lAPkCQv5g
https://www.instagram.com/reel/C8fABmxpBBZ/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m9lQhSixZR0
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Assessment
•	 Are students able to identify the Coast Salish and Formline shapes through words, pictures, 

or movement?

•	 Are students describing shape combinations and making logical inferences?

•	 Are students showing respect with their observations and inferences?

Modifications  
•	 Use gestures tracing the shapes in the air with your finger for kinesthetic learning, as well 

as taking time to observe the flow and line of the shapes.

•	 Think-Pair-Share, allow students to work in partners if needed.

•	 Provide cutouts of the shapes and have students be able to touch the shapes, rather than 
drawing them, to take more time learning about it.

•	 Provide a movement break/game where they pose or move according to the shape.

PRE-REQUISITE LESSONS
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xʷməθkʷəy̓əm: qʷi:l̕qʷəl̕ ʔə kʷθə snəw̓eyəɬ ct 
Musqueam: giving information about our teachings

Designed as a cross-curricular resource, this teaching kit features a range of community-
authorized resources, activities and information about Musqueam history, language and 
culture. This kit includes first-person interviews and quotes with Musqueam community 
members offering their knowledge and experience in their own words, as well as contemporary 
belongings representing ancestral knowledge for hands-on learning. 

•	 For more information, including how to rent the physical kit, visit 
moa.ubc.ca/school-programs/online-resources/#musqueam 

•	 Access the accompanying website: www2.moa.ubc.ca/musqueamteachingkit 

Recommended Storybooks + Videos

•	 Goodnight World, a storybook illustrated by 21 Northwest Coast Indigenous artists. (K-1)

•	 The Land Knows Me: A Nature Walk Exploring Indigenous Wisdom by Leigh Joseph. This 
story walks students through Squamish language and cultural traditions, and teaches that 
we are all connected to nature through plant-based foods, medicines, and materials. (1-3)

•	 Raven’s Feast and Gifts from Raven by Haida author Kung Jaadee. These stories offer 
accessible re-tellings of Indigenous Raven stories. Both texts are also available in French. 
(K-3)

•	 Flight of the Hummingbird by Haida artist Michael Nicholl Yahgulanaas, an animated story 
of how small actions can make a big difference, featuring themes of responsibility, courage, 
and environmental justice.  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=naj6zZakgEg 

IN-CLASS RESOURCES

https://moa.ubc.ca/for-schools/online-resources/#musqueam
http://www2.moa.ubc.ca/musqueamteachingkit
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=naj6zZakgEg
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SUPERVISING ADULTS
Teachers, 
Please review this information with all of your accompanying adults. These guidelines will help 
support an environment for students’ learning and ensure a safe and enjoyable experience at 
MOA.

Requirements for Supervising Adults 
While MOA volunteers and staff are responsible for delivering programs, supervising adults 
accompanying a class are responsible for ensuring students adhere to our behaviour 
expectations. Please stay with your student group for the duration of your visit. This includes 
when students are in the galleries, the lobby, the MOA Shop, the Cedar Café, and the museum 
grounds. It is very exciting to visit somewhere new, and we need your help in assisting students 
to participate and behave in a respectful way.

Behaviour Expectations
•	 Please reinforce the importance of showing respect to the Museum, our volunteers and 

staff, other visitors, and our collection. 

•	 A few objects in the Museum may be touched gently. If an object does not have a sign 
indicating that it may be touched, please help us safekeep our important collection by 
reminding students to keep their hands to themselves. 

•	 Please ensure students walk while inside the Museum and give space for other visitors. 
Running, jumping, and shouting detract from others’ experiences. 

•	 If you spend time outside, please help ensure students do not throw rocks or other items. 

•	 Non-flash photography is welcome throughout the Museum. Please refer to the teacher’s 
established policy regarding phone use during class time. 

•	 Please be advised that students must be supervised by an adult when visiting the MOA 
Shop. Staff may restrict the number of students who can enter the shop at one time. 
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SELECTED BC CURRICULUM  
CONNECTIONS
Social Studies K 

BIG IDEAS 

Stories and traditions 
about ourselves and our 
families reflect who we 
are and where we are 

from.

Rights, roles, and 
responsibilities shape 
our identity and help 

us build healthy 
relationships with 

others.

CONTENT 

•	 Personal and family history and traditions

•	 Rights, roles, and responsibilities of individuals and 
groups

•	 People, places, and events in the local community, 
and in local First Peoples communities

Social Studies 1 

BIG IDEAS 

We shape the local 
environment, and the 

local environment 
shapes who we are and 

how we live.

CONTENT 

•	 Diverse cultures, backgrounds, and perspectives 
within the local and other communities

•	 Relationships between a community and its 
environmentOur rights, roles, and 

responsibilities are 
important for building 
strong communities.

Social Studies 2 

BIG IDEAS 

Canada is made up of 
many diverse regions 

and communities.

CONTENT 

•	 Relationships between people and the environment 
in different communities 

•	 Rights and responsibilities of individuals regionally 
and globally 
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SELECTED BC CURRICULUM  
CONNECTIONS
Arts Education K

BIG IDEAS 

People create art to 
express who they are 

as individuals and 
community.

Engagement in 
the arts creates 
opportunities for 
inquiry through 
purposeful play.

CONTENT 

•	 Symbolism as expressions of meaning

•	 Traditional and contemporary Aboriginal arts and 
arts-making processes

•	 Personal and collective responsibility associated with 
creating, experiencing, or sharing in a safe learning 
environment

•	 People, places, and events in the local community, 
and in local First Peoples communities

Arts Education 1

BIG IDEAS 

People connect to 
others and share ideas 

through the arts.

CONTENT 

•	 Elements of design: line, shape, texture, colour; 
principles of design: pattern, repetition

•	 Processes, materials, movements, technologies, 
tools and techniques to support arts activities

Dance, drama, 
music, and visual arts 

express meaning in 
unique ways.

Arts Education 2

BIG IDEAS 

People connect to 
the hearts and minds 
of others in a variety 
of places and times 

through the arts.

CONTENT 

•	 Traditional and contemporary Aboriginal arts and 
arts-making processes

•	 A variety of local works of art and artistic traditions 
from diverse cultures, communities, times, and 
places

Inquiry through 
the arts creates 

opportunities for risk 
taking.
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SELECTED BC CURRICULUM  
CONNECTIONS
Mathematics K

BIG IDEAS 

Repeating elements 
in patterns can be 

identified.

Objects have 
attributes that can be 
described, measured, 

and compared.

CONTENT 

•	 Single attributes of 2D shapes and 3D objects

•	 Repeating patterns with two or three elements

Mathematics 1

BIG IDEAS 

The regular change in 
increasing patterns can 
be identified and used 

to make generalizations. 

CONTENT 

•	 Change in quantity, using pictorial and symbolic 
representation

•	 Repeating and increasing patternsObjects and shapes 
have attributes that 
can be described, 

measured, and 
compared.


