
Following are what I consider key tools that will support watercolor art and help your students explore 
this creative medium.  — Steve Lappe

Brushes. The most important brush you need will be a no. 7 round. Other supportive additions might 
include a 1-inch flat and a no. 4, which could be used for details. All brushes should be of good quality. 
Experience has shown that real-haired brushed are the best. Their ability to hold a lot of water makes 
them ideal for watercolors. Cheap brushes do not allow the artists to create with success and without 
frustration. Like all tools of the trade, good quality tools, taken care of, will last a lifetime. 
 
Palettes. You will need a palette on which to mix paint. A butcher’s tray is ideal. You can also use a 
cookie sheet. Small trays of watercolor that come with a lid, double as a palette. They will suit you fine for 
the short haul, but are not the kind of palette that will last. 

Paint. Tubes are the best and artist grade is the most expensive. Your class can get started using the 
cakes that come in watercolor sets. The colors are limited and need to be “worked.” Your students will 
need to mix their own colors from those that come in the sets. They will need to know how to mix and/or 
make the colors they wish to paint with. As the students get more advanced, tubes will allow them to make 
more sophisticated color choices.

suPPort/PaPer. Watercolor paper comes in many types, surfaces and quality. Some are super 
expensive, but you can also find papers that are inexpensive. Although cheap paper might be good for 
starters and experimenting, it is not as good for serious work. Even if the artists are just messing around, 
the cheap paper does not help support the watercolor techniques. Archer’s 140-lb watercolor paper is 
a good place to start. If you have the means, try other types and brands. Watercolor paper needs to be 
stretched like a canvas. (See below for more specific paper-stretching directions.)

The beauty of watercolor art and the ability to apply watercolor techniques are meaningful parts of 
students’ art education. The thrill of taking an image of themselves or someone they admire and changing 
it into a work of art is exciting and motivating. Using this watercolor project to teach students another 
way to use color and shape to create art will benefit their art education and, more importantly, help them 
acquire another way to become artists. 

how to stretch watercolor paper:
1. Place one sheet of 140-lb watercolor paper in a cool water bath for 20 minutes.
2. Lift and let excess water drain off.
3. Place paper onto a wood board 18" x 24" x ½" or thicker.
4. Starting from the center of the wet paper, using the side of your hand, draw your hand outward toward 
a center point of the edge of the paper, and place your first staple through the paper, into the board.
5. Draw the side of your hand outward again from the center to the opposite center point of the edge of 
the paper and place another staple.
6. Repeat left to right, and work your way out, with a staple every 2 to 3 inches to the corner.
7. Let dry for 24 hours and the paper will be ready to paint on. 

A Familiar Face: 
Exercise for First-Time Watercolorists
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