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1Inspired English

Introduction
Each year thousands of students of all levels visit the National Gallery of Victoria 
(NGV) to participate in programs that inspire learning through discussion and activities 
based on works of art. A comprehensive suite of these programs (or workshops) 
is specifi cally designed to support and enrich teaching and learning in the English 
Curriculum. Students engage in visual analysis, close reading and creative writing 
inspired by diverse historical and contemporary works. Visual learners and those who 
struggle with writing in the classroom often ‘come alive’ in gallery discussions.

BRING THE GALLERY WORKSHOP INTO YOUR CLASSROOM! Inspired English 
offers teaching and learning based on works from the NGV’s collection.

Inspired English comprises a series of projects using works of art as inspiration. Each 
project in Inspired English develops visual analysis and interpretation skills while 
building literary skills through practical classroom lessons. The activities develop key 
elements of Years 7 to 10 of the English Curriculum, including descriptive writing, 
persuasive writing, issues-based writing and poetry.

The culmination of each project is an ‘Inspire me!’ section which encourages students 
to use their newly developed skills, ideas and vocabulary to produce a range of 
creative pieces. 

No prior knowledge of art or artists is necessary. Inspired English is an accessible 
resource that will enable teachers/educators to confi dently use the visual arts to enrich 
English teaching and learning. Comprehensive teacher support, suggested linked texts 
and mapping to individual curricula will show just how easily the books can integrate 
with any existing program. 

We invite you to review the sample content contained in this brochure, and watch 
a gallery workshop in action online: https://vimeo.com/macmillaneducation/
inspiredenglish. We hope they convey  our passion for using art as inspiration for 
English.

Susie May and Purnima Ruanglertbutr
Gallery Educators and Inspired English authors

Education at the NGV is supported by the Department of Education 
and Training. Programs are developed and presented by qualifi ed 
and experienced educators.

Scan to access 
workshop video
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What’s in the books?
Book 1

WORK OF ART CONTEXTUAL THEME AND OBJECTIVES

Project 1 John BRACK
Australian
Collins St, 5pm 1955
National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne
Purchased, 1956
© National Gallery of Victoria

Descriptive writing:
Vocabulary building; synonyms; 
adjectives; alliteration; adverbs, simile; 
collective noun, onomatopoeia and 
metaphor.

Project 2 Howard ARKLEY
Australian
Explosion 1996
National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne
Presented through The Art Foundation of 
Victoria by Robert Gould, Governor, 2000
© Courtesy of the artist’s estate and Kalli Rolfe 
Contemporary Art

Language of popular culture:
Generating and analysing persuasive 
language in a variety of contexts, 
including advertising.

Project 3 Kim Hoa TRAM
Chinese
Pine with cranes dancing in the snow, 
dance in motion 2000
National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne
Purchased through the NGV Foundation with the 
assistance of The Marjory and Alexander Lynch 
Endowment, Governors, 2001
© Kim Hoa Tram

The art of storytelling, 
Contemporary issues:
Generating storytelling in a range of 
genres using contemporary issues as 
inspiration.

Project 4 Rosemary LAING
Australian 
groundspeed (red piazza) #2 2001
National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne
Purchased with funds from the Victorian 
Foundation for Living Australian Artists, 2004
© Courtesy of the artist and Tolarno Galleries, 
Melbourne

Short forms of poetry:
Investigating and writing in forms of 
poetry from different cultures including 
Haiku, Tanka and Gushi.

Project 5 Andy WARHOL
American
Self-portrait no. 9 1986
National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne
Purchased through The Art Foundation of 
Victoria with the assistance of the National 
Gallery Women’s Association, Governor, 1987
© Andy Warhol/ARS, New York. Licensed by 
VISCOPY, Sydney

Julie DOWLING
Badimaya
Federation series: 1901–2001 2001
National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne
Purchased through the NGV Foundation with the 
assistance of Rupert Myer, Governor, 2001
© Julie Dowling/Licensed by VISCOPY/Australia

Writing about identity:
Investigating cultural and personal 
identity through portraiture. Writing 
genres include autobiography, poetry, 
letter writing and informative text.
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Book 2
WORK OF ART CONTEXTUAL THEME AND OBJECTIVES

Project 1 Pablo PICASSO
Spanish
Weeping woman 1937
National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne
Purchased by donors of The Art Foundation of 
Victoria, with the assistance of the Jack and 
Genia Liberman family, Founder Benefactor, 1986
© Pablo Picasso/Sussession Pablo Picasso. 
Licensed by VISCOPY, Australia

Descriptive writing:
Vocabulary building; synonyms; 
adjectives; alliteration; adverbs, 
simile; collective noun, onomatopoeia 
and metaphor.

Project 2 Yhonnie SCARCE
Kokatha/Nukunu
Not willing to suffocate 2012
Collection of the artist, Melbourne
© Yhonnie Scarce and Dianne Tanzer Gallery + 
Projects, Melbourne

Exploring issues:
Investigating and writing about 
racism and confl ict in a number of 
genres, including persuasive and 
discursive texts.

Project 3 William Quiller ORCHARDSON
Scottish
The fi rst cloud 1887
National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne
Purchased, 1887

Imaginative writing:
Engaging with historical, gender and 
social class issues through a number 
of genres, including monologue, 
scriptwriting and short story.

Project 4 Robyn BEECHE
Australian
Holi festival on Rang Bhari Ekadashi, Vrindavan 
1989, printed 2007
National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne
Purchased NGV Foundation, 2007
© Robyn Beeche

Myth in cultural context:
Investigating and writing myth in a 
number of cultural and historical 
contexts.

Project 5 Giambattista TIEPOLO
Italian
The Banquet of Cleopatra 1743–44
National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne
Felton Bequest, 1933

Writing texts in contexts:
Investigating appropriation, allegory, 
symbolism and parody through 
universal themes. Writing genres 
include pastiche, poetry and feature 
article.
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Why work with art?
Students live in a world fl ooded with visual imagery—it is the main channel through 
which they learn. Inspired English provides students with the opportunity to practise 
visual literacy in combination with the development of a range of English skills. In 
addition:
R Art develops critical and divergent thinking skills. Students respond well to the 

intellectual challenge of ‘deciphering’ works of art.
R The pedagogy of Inspired English allows students to appreciate visual imagery as 

another form of text.
R Working with art suits all learning styles, and provides opportunities for 

kinesthetic learning experiences.
R Inspired English caters for a range of abilities with differentiated activities and 

contextual complexity.
R The process of describing works of art in detail enables the development of a rich, 

diverse vocabulary.
R Art provides a context for writing, particularly creative writing.
R The liberating discovery that there is no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ answer when 

interpreting art, provided that an idea is justifi ed coherently, fosters interpretive 
skills that can be applied to literature.

R Students can read a work of art collaboratively and learn from each other’s 
interpretations.

R Art encourages broad discussion of historical, social and cultural issues.

Dead alive
An army of people 
Marching along
All heading in the same direction
As though something is calling.
But what?
The ritual,
The daily stain,
Always
Everyday
Same time
Same place,
Covered in shadow,
Dark clones,
Skin folds, masking expression,
Tiredness plastered on their faces
Sleeping with eyes wide shut
Dead alive

Poem written by Year 8 student Julia 
Green, inspired by a workshop about 
John Brack’s Collins St, 5pm

John BRACK
Collins St, 5pm 1955
National Gallery of Victoria, Melbourne
Purchased, 1956
© National Gallery of Victoria
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About the teacher books
Each project is based around a particular work of art and writing focus, enabling 
you to select a project that fi ts in with your program or your students’ interests. The 
Teacher Books contain a series of sequential lesson plans suitable for a half-term 
project, with additional and extension activity suggestions and homework tasks. The 
projects culminate in an assessment task and a series of creative writing opportunities, 
drawing on the English skills covered in the project.

Each Teacher Book also comprises:
R Colour reproductions of the works of art for easy reference
R Teaching tips for engaging students with art
R An overview of web resources (additional images, worksheets and other resources)
R Accessible historical and contextual information about each work of art.

About the authors
Susie May began her working life as a textile designer in London, but retrained as a 
teacher. She worked as an Art and English teacher before joining the Education team 
at the NGV in 2001. Susie has pioneered and developed a range of programs at the 
NGV aimed at enriching the English curriculum through engagement with art, as well 
as coordinating the award-winning NGV Student Label Project and co-founding the 
Ekphrasis program.  She has collaborated extensively with the Victorian Association 
for the Teaching of English (VATE) to create English programs at the NGV as well as 
an online VCE English resource. She has (co-) written articles for the VATE journal 
Idiom, mETAphor (the journal of the English Teachers Association NSW), the Journal 
of Artistic and Creative Education, in collaboration with Purnima Ruanglertbutr, 
and, most recently, for the UNESCO Observatory Multi-Disciplinary Journal in 
the Arts. Susie provides professional learning programs for teachers focusing on 
cross-curricular teaching and has lectured on NGV Education practice in Australia, 
India and the US.

Purnima Ruanglertbutr is a Secondary school English, Art and ESL teacher. She 
has worked as an independent curator, artist, writer, arts manager and researcher, as 
well as English educator at Cambridge International College and as an Education 
Offi cer at the Ian Potter Museum of Art, Melbourne. In this last role she delivered 
gallery workshops to secondary English and ESL students and professional learning 
programs to educators. Her research, at the Melbourne Graduate School of Education, 
focuses on museum education pedagogy, artist-teacher identities and the relationship 
between visual art and literacy. Her arts-related writing and research have been 
published in numerous books, journals and magazines, including the Melbourne 
Review, Arts Hub Australia, IGI Global, Canadian Review of Art Education, the 
Journal of Artistic and Creative Education, Indian Link, Australian Art Education and 
English Australia. Her prize-winning poetry and short fi ction has been published in 
Asia and Australia, and she is editor of the book Gallery and Museum Education: 
Purpose, Pedagogy and Practice. Together with Susie May, Purnima has presented on 
the topic of ‘the art of English’ at numerous conferences in Australia.
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John BRACK 
Australian 1920–1999

Collins St, 5pm 1955

Oil on canvas 
114.8 x 162.8 cm

National Gallery of Victoria, 
Melbourne

Purchased, 1956

© National Gallery of Victoria

PROJECT 1

Descriptive 
writing

WORK OF ART 1: Collins St, 5pm 
John Brack, 1955

In this project we are going to use the image by John 

Brack to learn about and inspire descriptive writing. 

You will:

R build your vocabulary

R learn how to use synonyms, nouns, adjectives 

and adverbs

R use imagery in your writing, including 

alliteration, simile, metaphor and onomatopoeia.

At the end of the project, you’ll have the opportunity 

to apply your new skills to a creative piece, which 

could be anything from poetry or a film script to an 

interview or a monologue.

SAMPLE
 PAGES

STUDENT BOOK
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Inspired English 1

Introduction to  
descriptive writing

L E A R N I N G  O B J E C T I V E S

In this section, you will:
P get an introduction to what descriptive writing is
P learn to ‘read’ visual texts
P develop some colourful vocabulary for describing things.

Descriptive writing is used to paint a picture with words. By paying close attention to detail 

can create powerful images in the mind of your reader. Literary texts use all kinds of devices to 

to communicate ideas, and the process of ‘reading’ images will help you come up with strong 
descriptive words that you can use in your own writing.

ACTIVITY 1.1 What is descriptive writing?

Record your ideas here so that you can refer back to them when you’re creating your own 
writing. Your teacher may ask you to share your responses with the class – write down any 

a What is descriptive writing?

b Why might writers use descriptive writing?

c Have you ever written a piece of descriptive writing? If so, what for?

d

1
SAMPLE

 PAGES

STUDENT BOOK
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Project 1: Descriptive writing

e What are some features of descriptive writing?

Looking closely: a focus on visual details
We are usually all so busy and moving so fast that we only get quick glances of the things 

train station platform. But what would we see if we stopped to really look closely? What stories 
would unfold from the unseen details? Would our views on what we’d seen change? Let’s try 
looking closely at the painting to unpick the story.

ACTIVITY 1.2
Study the image of Collins Street, 5pm.
a Look at the painting for 30 seconds without writing anything down and then look away. 

List all the things you could see below. How many details can you remember?

b Compare your observations in small groups. Compile a list of all of the things your 
group remembers from the picture.

Adjectives Adjectives are words we use to describe things, for example a star 
could be described as bright, distant, or sparkly.

SAMPLE
 PAGES

STUDENT BOOK
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Inspired English 1

Inspire me!
Creative tasks for Collins St, 5pm

Using Collins St, 5pm as inspiration, these creative challenges draw upon the skills 
you have developed during this project. You can work through them one-by-one, or 
pick and choose.

Poetry
Using words or phrases that you have collected about Collins St, 5pm, city life and 
descriptive writing in general, create a poem in one or more of the following forms. 
These quotations from well-known poets may be a good starting point for what your 
poem might achieve:

A poem begins with a lump in the throat. Robert Frost

Poetry is what makes me laugh or cry or yawn, what makes  
my toenails twinkle, what makes me want to do this or that  
or nothing. Dylan Thomas

Genuine poetry can communicate before it is understood. TS Eliot

Poetry is all that is worth remembering in life. William Hazlitt

Rhyming couplet with alliteration
Write a rhyming couplet, which is created with pairs of rhyming lines. You may like 
to experiment with using alliteration too. Below is an example from Shakespeare’s 
Romeo and Juliet:

Did my heart love till now? Foreswear it, sight. 
For I ne’er saw true beauty till this night. 
Good night, good night. Parting is such sweet sorrow 
That I shall say good night till it be morrow.

SAMPLE
 PAGES

STUDENT BOOK
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Project 1: Descriptive writing

Cinquain
Write a cinquain, which is a simple form of poetry that takes its name from the 

List poem—colour

a Collins St, 5pm

b 
c 

Strawberry fields at sunset
Lava streaming from a volcano
A bowl of dragon’s breath
Glossy lipstick
Lobsters wriggling in a basket on the quay
Rubies glistening on grandma’s necklace

SAMPLE
 PAGES

STUDENT BOOK
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ISBN: 978 1 4586 5096 2
2

PROJECT 1

Descriptive Writing
WORK OF ART: Collins St, 5pm; John Brack, 1955 

Objectives
The focus of this project is to study, develop and practise descriptive writing with an 
emphasis on:
R building vocabulary
R synonyms, nouns, adjectives and adverbs
R imagery including the literary devices alliteration, simile, metaphor and onomatopoeia. 

C R E A T I V E  O U T C O M E S

Along with the ‘Clones clock off’ creative task suggested for assessment, the skills 
acquired through this project can be applied to the following creative outcomes:

P Poetry—creating a rhyming couplet, cinquain, list poem, onomatopoeic and/or 
free verse poem

P Characterisation—developing a character for a monologue, dialogue or interview

P Reportage—writing a feature article using real-life examples.

The activities are outlined in the ‘Inspire me’ section at the end of the project.

Lesson plans
1 Introduction to descriptive writing
2 Close reading and creative thinking
3 Building vocabulary
4 Elaboration
5 Writing with colour
6 Alliteration and onomatopoeia 
7 Painting and poetry links

SAMPLE
 PAGES

TEACHER BOOK
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Project 1: Descriptive writing

Artist and artwork
John Brack (1920–1999) was one of Australia’s leading modern artists, and his iconic work, 
Collins St, 5pm, offers a social commentary on everyday life in the 1950s. In 2011 it was 
voted the National Gallery of Victoria’s most popular artwork. 

Collins St, 5pm
have taken place in the social and cultural life of Melbourne, and indeed any large city 
since 1955. It is immensely popular with students, who gravitate towards its strong, graphic 
‘cartoon’ style. The bold use of colour and shape make the atmosphere and meaning easily 
accessible, enabling students to experience immediate success in visual literacy.

Experience with students taking part in the National Gallery of Victoria’s workshop program 
has shown that the painting is also an inspiring resource for developing students’ descriptive 
writing skills, which are the focus of this project.

The artist 
John Brack lived most of his life in or near the city of Melbourne. He attended evening 
art classes at the National Gallery School from 1938–1940. He served in the army from 
1940–1946 and, following his discharge, he returned to the National Gallery School full-time 
until 1949. Brack became a respected teacher and art reviewer in addition to his painting 
career. He was an avid reader of literature throughout his life and in the 1930s he considered 
becoming a poet. Writers such as Rainer Maria Rilke, Jean-Paul Sartre, WH Auden, Henry 

When Brack was working on Collins St, 5pm, 
of TS Eliot’s epic poem The Wasteland:

Unreal City,

Under the brown fog of the winter dawn,

A crowd flowed over London Bridge, so many.

I had not thought death had undone so many.

Sighs, short and infrequent, were exhaled, 

And each man fixed his eyes before his feet.

TS Eliot, The Wasteland, ‘The Burial of the Dead’, 1922.

Brack was interested in describing modern life and society and the subjects he chose to 
depict were grounded in ordinary, daily life. His paintings, often sombre in tone, reveal 
insights into the human condition. 

The artwork
Collins St, 5pm was painted at a time when memories of the Depression and wartime 
austerity were still lingering. However, there were also causes for celebration. Melbourne 
saw the development of new suburbs as home building soared, the economy thrived in 
Australia and It was a period of full employment. 

Brack has depicted the people in Collins St, 5pm monochromatically as a device to express 
their similarity. At this period in Melbourne, most of the population was Anglo-Celtic in 

SAMPLE
 PAGES

TEACHER BOOK
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Inspired English 1

origin. As preparation for the painting, Brack stood in a doorway in Collins St between 
4.45pm and 5.15pm over many weeks, sketching streams of workers on their way home after 
a day’s work. He also referenced photographs of buildings in Collins St. The man wearing 
glasses on the left-hand side of the work was based on Brack’s friend John Stephens. 

other and their surroundings, may be read as a loss of individuality and sense of alienation 
among the masses. Brack noted: 

As a matter of fact it used to strike me as most eerie, to be sketching within 
3 feet of so many people, none of whom took the slightest notice. 

John Brack on Brack, CAE art notes, 1956 

Brack’s work, The bar, 1954, is a companion to Collins St, 5pm, and was considered radical 
for the time. It portrays the notorious ‘6 o’clock swill’, another bleak aspect of Melbourne 
life in the 1950s. Patrons, under the watchful eyes of a stern barmaid, are depicted hurriedly 

into city life during this decade in Australia’s history. 

The companion painting The bar, 1954 can be accessed online. You can find a link to the 
site with your web resources for this chapter.

Historical context
In 1955 Melburnians felt optimistic and proud of their city in the lead-up to the 1956 
Olympic Games. Buildings such as the Melbourne Olympic Pool and Olympic Park were 

and, ironically, the cast-iron verandahs of shop fronts and houses, now preserved as heritage 
features, were demolished.

television sets sometimes gathered in front of department store windows to watch what 
became known as ‘the friendly Games’.

Immigration 
The White Australia Policy (1901–1973) accounted for the lack of cultural diversity in 
Melbourne during the 1950s. Based on fears that there would be problems with assimilation 
and a threat of cheap labour, the policy restricted immigration of non-white people on 
racial grounds. Australia at this time was deeply linked to its colonial heritage and the aim 
of the policy was to uphold the British traditions and way of life. Citizens from mainland 
Europe and Britain, however, were encouraged to settle in Australia and this new wave of 
immigration transformed the country. 

SAMPLE
 PAGES

TEACHER BOOK
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Project 1: Descriptive writing

Suggested linked texts
The following texts are excellent for study in Years 7 and 8. The topics and themes would 
link neatly with the Brack image.

Year 7

The Giver Lois Lowry Written in the speculative fiction genre, The Giver is the story 
of Jonas, whose future is determined by the elders of society, 
as is the case for all 12-year-olds. He is assigned the honoured 
position of ‘Receiver’, and as he learns more in this role, he 
begins to question the values and practices of his society. 
An absorbing story that raises interesting issues to do with 
socialisation, conformity, genetic engineering and relationships. 
Students might create a short piece comparing the image of 
1950s city life as depicted in the Brack painting with the image 
of the future society, which is depicted in Lowry’s novel. 

The Red Shoe Ursula 
Dubosarsky

Set in 1950s Sydney, The Red Shoe focuses on three sisters: 
Elizabeth, who is suffering from a nervous breakdown; Frances, 
whose friend contracts polio; and the slightly eccentric Matilda. 
We mostly get Matilda’s perspective, but sometimes the 
omniscient narrator draws our attention to one of the other 
girls and the story follows her trajectory for a while—a strange 
yet interesting narrative style. The novel raises interesting 
issues around 1950s Australian politics such as the fear of 
communism, the post-traumatic stress of returned WWII 
servicemen and women, the development of nuclear weapons 
and immunisation against polio. Students might create their 
own artwork to accompany a scene from the novel, perhaps 
working in groups to create a picture book for younger students.

Year 8

Wolf on 
the Fold

Judith Clarke Wolf on the Fold is a collection of short stories by Judith Clarke. 
The six stories are all linked to various members of the Sinclair 
family, tracing the family through the decades from 1935 to 
2002. The stories have both urban and rural Australian settings 
and they explore issues connected with family life and human 
relationships. The motif of the threatening ‘wolf’ runs through 
all the stories, and Clarke’s writing is rich in figurative language, 
which the students could emulate in their own stories. In the 
Foreword, Clarke writes about looking at her aunt’s collection of 
old photos as a child and being fascinated by ‘these strangers 
in their unfamiliar landscapes, wondering who they were, where 
they lived, who were their friends and families, what were their 
lives … ’. Students might draw on characters from the Brack 
painting or use a photograph as inspiration for their stories.

Runner Robert 
Newton

Runner is set in 1919 in Richmond, Victoria, and is the story of 
Charlie, a teenager who gets a job as a runner for crime boss 
Squizzy Taylor. This is an interesting story about the struggles 
of the working class in post-WWI Melbourne and it raises issues 
to do with moral choices, family and friendship, and belonging 
to a community. Students might compare the messages of the 
Brack painting with the picture of Melbourne life in an earlier 
period, as portrayed in Newton’s novel, thinking about the 
difficulties faced by ordinary people in early- to mid-20th-
century Australian cities.

SAMPLE
 PAGES

TEACHER BOOK
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Inspired English 1

Lesson plans

Introduction to descriptive writing 

Lesson objectives
R To introduce students to descriptive writing.
R To encourage students to start looking closely at visual texts.
R Students develop an initial vocabulary for describing the painting.

Starter
a Write the following descriptive sentences on the whiteboard: 
R 

R The stark, black silhouette of the skeleton peering out at me from the album cover 
hinted at the ghostly songs within.

R The sun painted the sky with a wash of marigold, setting the clouds ablaze.
b Ask students to suggest what the sentences might have in common.

ACTIVITY 1.1 What is descriptive writing?
These questions are designed to prompt students’ thinking about the contexts in which 
descriptive writing is used and the purpose and features of descriptive writing. They also 
provide an opportunity to gauge what students already know about descriptive writing and 
to introduce the focus of this project. Explain to students that the answers will be useful to 
refer to later in the project when they will be required to write their own descriptive pieces 
in response to an artwork. 

Nominate students to share their answers with the class. Ask students to record responses in 
their workbook.
a What is descriptive writing? 
b Why might writers use descriptive writing? 
c Have you ever created a piece of descriptive writing? If so, what for? 
d 
e What are some features of descriptive writing? 

workbooks if necessary).

W E B  R E S O U R C E :  D E S C R I B I N G  I M A G E S

In this activity, students describe an image to another student who is unable to see the image. 
Monitor students’ verbal descriptions during the activity and make notes of any interesting or 
specific language used. Refer to this language during feedback. 

The instructions on how to conduct this activity and worksheets for students can be found 
online.

1

SAMPLE
 PAGES

TEACHER BOOK
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Project 1: Descriptive writing

Looking closely: a focus on visual details

closely.

What you need

ACTIVITY 1.2
a Collins St, 5pm

this step. 
b 

c 

Expressions on 
people’s faces

E.g. gloomy, strained, intense, serious

Shapes of the faces in 
the front of the picture 
(Foreground)

E.g. angular, sharp, unreal

Clothes E.g. formal, uniform, drab

Emotions E.g. glum, depressed, determined

Tree E.g. spiky, dead, reaching

Architecture E.g. drab, flat, boxy

Lamp Post E.g. like a sergeant overseeing marching soldiers

Other

d 
to share their descriptors and add students’ ideas to the table to create a class list. 

SAMPLE
 PAGES

TEACHER BOOK
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