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Title: Collaged Fish with Homemade Paper  

Work of Art: Wagonload of Fish by artist Alexi Natchev 

Teacher, visual arts educator:  Mrs. Natasha N. Cannon  

School and District: Laurel Middle School – Laurel School District  

Grade: Grades 7-8 (Life Skills)  

Content: Collage and Papermaking     

OVERVIEW: Students will be inspired by Delawarean artist Alexi Natchev’s illustrations 
in A Wagonload of Fish to explore fish anatomy, habitats, native vs. invasive species and 
the art processes of collage and papermaking. Students will use their newly acquired 
knowledge and skills to design and create fish collages.  

 
TIME REQUIRED:  

-Introduction to Alexi Natchev, symbolism in literature, and book study – 50 minutes  

-Lesson on fish in Delaware, conservation, native vs. invasive species, and dissection – 60 
minutes 

-Papermaking history and making – 120 minutes  

-Collage study and techniques – 30 minutes  

-Fish drawings and designs – 30 minutes  

-Creating fish collages – 60 minutes  

-Reflection and gallery prep – 30 minutes  

 

 
  



 

STANDARDS FOR INSTRUCTION AND ASSESSMENT  
 
Creating   VA:Cr2.1.7a  
     EU: Artists and designers experiment with forms, structures, materials, concepts, media,      
                             and art-making approaches.  
                     EQ(s): How do artists work? How do artists learn from trial and error?  
                     PS: Demonstrate persistence in developing skills with various materials, methods, and  
                             approaches in creating works of art or design. 

  
Presenting  VA:Pr5.1.7a 
                 EU: Artists consider a variety of  factors and methods including evolving  
                                   technologies when preparing and refining artwork for display.  
                 EQ(s): W hat criteria are considered when selecting work for presentation, a 
portfolio, or a  
                                        collection?  
                        PS: Based on criteria, analyze and evaluate methods for preparing and presenting 
art.  

  
Responding  VA: Re9.1.7a 
                           EU: People evaluate art based on various criteria. 
                          EQ(s): How is a personal preference different from an evaluation?  
                          PS: Compare and explain the difference between an evaluation of  an artwork 
based  
                                  on personal criteria and an evaluation of  an artwork based on a set of  
established  
                                  criteria. 
 
Connecting   VA:Cn11.1.7a 
                           EU: People develop ideas and understandings of  society, culture, and history 
through their  
                                   interactions with art. 
                           EQ(s): How does art help us understand the lives of  people of  different times,  
                                         places, and cultures?  
                            PS: Analyze how ones response to art is  inf luenced by their understanding of  
the time and  
                                    place in which it was created.  
 

STUDENT “I CAN STATEMENTS”  

Creating  I CAN develop skills with various materials and methods. 

Presenting   I CAN analyze and evaluate methods for preparing and presenting art. 
  
Responding  I CAN explain the evaluation of  artwork based in its merit. 
  
Connecting  I CAN analyze how responses to art are inf luenced by another’s understanding of  
the time    
                         and place in which it was created compared to modern day.  
 
 

 



MATERIALS  
Introduction Materials:  
-A Wagonload of Fish book written by Judit Bodnar and illustrated by Alexi Natchev.  
Science integration Materials:  
-Fish dissection kits 
-Native vs. invasive resources 
-Fish habitat examples  
Drawing Materials:  
-Examples that include fish colors, patterns, and shapes  
-Pencils with erasers  
-Paper that matches the size of the fish you want students to collage  
Papermaking Materials:  
-Large deep totes (27gallon).  
-Magazines or newspapers to store and dry homemade paper in  
-Blender 
-Fibers (newspapers, paper towels, toilet paper, small bits of fabric, grass, leaves, old book 
pages, phone books, anything that can be blended into small bits) 
-Paper making kit that includes a deckle, support grid, and screen  
-Lots of water  
Collage:  
-Examples of collage methods  
-Drawing of fish design  
-Pencil for transferring shapes from drawing onto homemade paper 
-Scissors or X-Acto knives  
-Homemade paper from previous lesson  
-Hot glue (regular glue can be substituted)  
Presenting:  
-Different size frames  
-Glue  
-Mat paper or material choices for the background  
-Marker or pen for artist signature  
-Hooks or other ornamental elements  
 
 

LESSON ACTIVITIES  

Lesson 1. Introduction to Alexi Natchev. Provide illustrations without the words. Have 
students discuss what they think the story is about. How can they support their claim with 
visual evidence?  W hat clues do we have about what is  happening?  W hat is  the time period?  
W here is the setting?   W hat things might the illustrator have drawn if  the story took place in 
Delaware today?  Introduce symbolism and how animals are used in literature. W hat animal 
might they be based on their own character traits?    

 
Lesson 2. Research the different parts of  a f ish. W hat f ish are in Delaware?  Salt water vs. 
fresh water?  W hat is brackish water?  Explore the difference between native vs. invasive 
species. W hat is  a habitat?  How does Delaware use artists in their conservation efforts?  
Finally, lead a dissection that the kids either watch or take part in.  
 
Lesson 3. Using the Delaware DNREC stamp art contest to talk about personal opinion vs. an 
evaluation made on pre-set criteria. Ask if they would have chosen a different submission to win? 



Why do we think they didn’t win? What were the rules and pre-determined set of guidelines the 
artist had to follow? As a class, create the criteria for success for papermaking.  
 
Lesson 4. Papermaking. Introduce the history of paper and artists who use homemade paper as 
their medium. How did paper change the way we keep records and communicate? Arnold 
Grummer paper making kits and videos are a good teacher resource. Introduce fibers and natural 
elements to mimic the work of Alexi Natchev. Connect paper making to book making. Have 
students participate in the pulp making by tearing fibers then soaking them in a bowl of water for 
about 10 minutes. After 10 minutes, students can break down fibers by hand before blending. 
Some students may struggle with this texture. Gloves could be offered or place water with fibers 
in a baggie to be smooshed and broken down by kneading the bag (gently). Do a demonstration 
on dip mold paper making once the pulp has been introduced to the totes of water.  
Encourage exploration with materials, pulp size, and color. What might someone in 50 years 
know about us from the fibers used in our paper making process? This lesson focuses on building 
skills. What can we learn when something doesn’t go how we planned? What inventions have 
been made because of a “mistake”? How did the husband react in A Wagonload of Fish when 
things didn’t go as planned? Having multiple (or individual) stations is helpful. Place written and 
visual instructions labeled “step 1, step 2...” at each station for students to reference. This allows 
students to be self-sufficient so you can monitor and assist with skills. I give each student one 
newspaper or magazine to keep their finished paper in. Use it like a book to hold multiple pieces. 
Write name on cover. After 3-4 days separate paper from magazines and newspapers to dry on its 
own-otherwise papers will get moldy. Note that paper will need time to dry before using. Plan 
accordingly. Dry time varies. Students should make a minimum of three different papers to use 
for the collage. Students should use the rubric created in lesson 3 to critique their own work and 
complete a peer critique. Do you think Alexi had peers review his work?  
 
Lesson 5. Introduce collage and collage artists of choice to reference. Where did Alexi use 
collage techniques in his work? Have students draw their own species of fish on a paper size that 
is no larger than the homemade paper. Cut the entire fish away from the background. Use this as 
a stencil to cut out the silhouette from one piece of homemade paper. Now cut out different 
shapes within the fish. The gills, the fins, the lateral line etc. Use those shapes as stencils to trace 
and cut out from the homemade paper as well. Think about using different papers to create 
contrast and interest. Glue pieces onto the silhouette cut out from homemade paper in the 
appropriate place to “rebuild”/collage the fish. Encourage students to erase pencil lines before 
gluing. Hot glue provides a cleaner piece at the end but regular glue can be used as well as glue 
sticks.  
 
Lesson 6. Presenting. Teach students how a piece of artwork should be presented. How does 
the presentation determine its perceived importance to viewers? What about its location? 
Discuss presenting with a group vs. solo. Have students choose frames or backgrounds to 
finish their work. Students should present their pieces to their peers and discuss the process 
and outcome.  
  

 
 
ASSESSMENT OF LEARNING  
Formative1: Interpreting illustrations (Are students able to use visual clues to form a narrative while 
thinking about the time period, location, culture, and other relevant information to support their 
claim?) 



Formative2: Papermaking skills (Are students able to master the skills necessary to create their 
own paper and use appropriate vocabulary during the artmaking process?)  
Formative3:  As a class develop criteria for a papermaking rubric / perform self and peer critiques.   
Visual Check In: Are students using their drawing to guide their fish collage? Are they cutting 
appropriately?    
Summative: Collaged fish. (Was the student able to create a final, well-crafted, collaged fish using 
pre-determined criteria for success and make appropriate choices for displaying the piece?) Have 
students create writing reflection on choices, materials used and mistakes or successes with the 
different materials.  
 

 

VOCABULARY  
Collage                     Illustrator               Dissection  
Papermaking                     Author                    Conservation  
Deckle                               Symbolism             Craftsmanship  
Fibers                                Traits                      Contrast 
Medium                             Habitat                    Silhouette  
 
 
RESOURCES AND REFERENCES  
https://www.alexinatchev.com/ 
https://dnrec.delaware.gov/fish-wildlife/ 
https://whyy.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/878ff5b4-5f6d-4830-aab2-
9f7ab2a01f6b/dissection-101-perch-dissection-video-part-1-of-2/ 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=00nxHzn6N80 
 
 
EXTENSIONS:  
-Have students make extra paper for future projects or to use paper as is.  
-Students may tear collage pieces to create rough edges or to eliminate the need for cutting 
tools.  
-Encourage early finishers to create a background / habitat for their f ish or write their own 
story.  
-Students can name their f ish and create a science bio for it. Is  it native or invasive?    
-Provide access to stencils and large writing tools for students with limited dexterity.  
-Research other artists who use natural elements in their work.  
 -Give each student the text from one page of A Wagonload of Fish and have them illustrate 
what is going    on PRIOR to seeing Alexi’s version of the book. How were they the same? 
Different?  
-Merge dissection with lessons on Gyotaku printing as a form of record keeping, like books.  
 

https://www.alexinatchev.com/
https://dnrec.delaware.gov/fish-wildlife/
https://whyy.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/878ff5b4-5f6d-4830-aab2-9f7ab2a01f6b/dissection-101-perch-dissection-video-part-1-of-2/
https://whyy.pbslearningmedia.org/resource/878ff5b4-5f6d-4830-aab2-9f7ab2a01f6b/dissection-101-perch-dissection-video-part-1-of-2/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=00nxHzn6N80

