
2nd Annual Oregon Arts Education Congress 
Teambuilding Activity 
 
Title of Activity 
 
Block Metaphor*  
 
Facilitator Name 
Annie Painter 
 
Introduction: 2 -3 sentence overview of activity 
Participants will first brainstorm words that describe teams and/or teamwork (5 minutes). Then, using 
hundreds of wooden blocks of many sizes, colors and shapes, each will construct his/her contribution 
to a unified table sculpture that demonstrates and describes teamwork. In doing so, they will, of 
course, become a team.   
 
Ideal group size for this activity 
A table group of 5-7 is ideal. I have led several hundred people at a national conference using this 
medium to visualize key organizational concepts, problems and visions but typically the large group is 
broken into small table groups.  
 
Age Range/Appropriateness  
I developed Block Metaphor first for my own use in thinking and planning. Then, I used it nationally 
and regionally in literacy work…helping Kindergarten through adult learners, visualize text, solve 
problems,  re-tell stories, crystallize understanding, and imagine something new. 
 
1-3 Learning Outcomes What will participants gain from the activity? 
Benefits:  
~Immediate, visual evidence that what the team can do in ten minutes of cooperation, no individual 
could accomplish alone. 
~Immediate, visual evidence that lack of teamwork results in unfinished, chaotic or fragmented 
results. 
~Higher level visual symbolic thinking—requiring the participant to move from one symbolic system 
(language) to another (visual media) using metaphoric thinking—as an artist does when deciding what 
shape, color, arrangement can stand for an idea and why.  
 
Materials needed: if any 
A piece of butcher paper that can be taped to a wall or easel, water base marker. 
Annie with bring all the blocks needed for the art congress from her collection of thousands.  
 
Procedure:  (For a 15 minute event at a conference, the procedure used in consulting and teacher-
student workshops will be seriously edited). The deeper version of Block Metaphor involves 
metaphoric thinking practice, block practice, understanding design elements and principles, using a 
completed block design to practice critical questioning to gain meaning, verbal presentation and 
retelling, critique and reflection on the nature of visual literacy. The *Block Metaphor Curriculum is a 
copyrighted process with materials developed by Annie Painter.  
     
The process for a table group for our Art Congress will involve: 
1. Brief explanation of the medium and process, maybe a few photos of adults/children doing the work. 
2. Brief brainstorming-- words that suggest TEAM and TEAM WORK .  
3. Brief demo of metaphoric thinking with blocks For example. I want to ‘say’ CHAOS. I think I’ll just 
pile a bunch of blocks in a disorganized pile and use intense color.  
 
 
Continued: 



 
Opportunities to expand/follow-up questions: if any 
When time is available for follow up, table groups try to guess the meaning of other group’s block 
metaphors by asking visually literate questions. Example, Does color have meaning?  The block 
designers reply, Yes or No and ask, What makes you think so? In this way, both questioner and creator 
are using visual literacy…creating and explaining meaning symbolically. 
 
Notes from the facilitator: pitfalls to avoid, things to think about, lessons learned, etc. if any 
 
Block Metaphor can involve a fairly complex lesson design, done differently for different ages and 
purposes in diverse schools and organizations.  I would welcome an email and questions before folks 
use the process with their group.  There are some cautions with respect to designing prompts and 
purposes for various age groups and themes. anniepainter@msn.com 

 
 

  
 
 
Students and staff of Sojourner Elementary, North Clackamas S.D. using Block Metaphor with 
children’s literature to express storyline and main ideas.  
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