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GCE Art and Design: Personal Investigation: 

Element 1: Practical Portfolio Themes
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This document is designed to support teachers in setting Portfolio tasks, or developing ideas for themes in negotiation with students.

Starting a new Portfolio of work can be a daunting prospect for even the most confident of students. A' level Art, Craft and Design students are highly individual and finding the right starting point is not always easy. In general terms the Portfolio should be one project, which is selected, organised and presented for assessment by the candidate. Invariably themes that seem to work well are established when the teacher knows their students well. However, for some teachers this may not be the case as they meet their students for the first time at the start of the GCE course. In this scenario the theme(s) set need to provide as many opportunities as possible and not present hurdles or difficulties that their students may find hard to overcome. 

'
Teachers setting themes

When planning suitable starting points teachers need to consider the following: 

· Will the theme invite a truly 'personal response'? 

· Does the theme relate to personal experience? 

· Will the theme promote: the development of independent ideas; innovative use of materials and techniques; ready availability of visual and contextual resources?

· Is the theme accessible for the specialism (endorsement) entered?
· Will the theme be suitable for the abilities and skills of the cohort?

· Will the theme allow access to the full range of marks and all of the Assessment Objectives?
Meeting the Assessment Objectives:

When setting or negotiating a theme teachers should consider how candidates best meet the requirements of the Assessment Objectives. 
Assessment Objective 1: DEVELOP: Develop ideas through sustained and focused investigations informed by contextual and other sources, demonstrating analytical and critical understanding
· Are there sufficient contextual resources to sustain an ongoing development of ideas?

· Will learners be able to readily and frequently access relevant artworks, artefacts, architecture or other contexts? 

· Can learners take advantage of local archives, libraries, galleries or museums, which can be visited conveniently?
· Have learners access to authoritative printed materials such as books, catalogues, exhibition guides, journals and periodicals or will they be solely reliant on the Internet?

· Will learners be able to develop ideas independently and with originality of thought?

· Do learners have a sound understanding of the requirements of Assessment Objective 1?

Assessment Objective 2: EXPLORE: Explore and select appropriate resources, media, materials, techniques and processes, reviewing and refining ideas as work develops.
· Are there sufficient departmental resources to sustain an ongoing exploration of ideas?

· Will learners be able to show innovation, skill and versatility in their use of materials, processes and techniques?

· Are learners able to demonstrate progression in the exploration of ideas or are their activities merely repetitive?

· Do learners have a sound understanding of the requirements of Assessment Objective 2?

Assessment Objective 3: RECORD: Record ideas, observations and insights relevant to intentions, reflecting critically on work and progress.
· Is there sufficient scope for learners in the recording of their ideas?
· Are there sufficient resources to sustain an ongoing recording of ideas?
· Do learners have the opportunity to record in a variety of ways, such as through drawing in a range of media, photography, specialism orientated techniques (e.g. collage, photo-montage, creative stitchery, model-making, maquettes) and insightful annotation?
· Are learners able to make observations that reveal intentions, are relevant to outcomes and display their critical and analytical faculties advantageously?
· Do learners have a sound understanding of the requirements of Assessment Objective 3?

Assessment Objective 4: PRESENT: Present a personal and meaningful response that realises intentions and, where appropriate, makes connections between visual and other elements.
· Will candidates' submissions show a truly 'personal response'? Will there be abundant evidence of enthusiasm and creativity throughout?
· When presenting a submission for assessment will candidates be able to display balance in their responses to the requirements of Assessment Objectives 1, 2 and 3?
· Will candidates' work lead cohesively and coherently towards the outcome/s?
· How will candidates' submissions be presented for assessment? Are the proposed formats, methodologies and techniques viable?

How students relate to the theme:

· Will the theme sustain enthusiasm and creativity?

· Will students be keen to do more?

Creative potential: 

· Try to avoid theme(s) that immediately prompts the response from students -‘This is boring!’

· If students' initial response to a theme is one of indifference then then the work will not be propelled by passion and a sense of excitement. Embrace emotion as the fuel for successful Personal Investigations.

Contextual links: 

· Stress the value of local resources - galleries, archives, museums, specialist libraries. Resources that students can easily visit more than once - and enjoy a 'critical dialogue' with. The value of first-hand experience should not be under estimated.

Recording opportunities in a variety of ways:

· Through drawing in a variety of media

· Through photography

· Through specialism-orientated techniques, such as collage, photo-montage, creative stitchery, model-making and maquettes

· Through insightful annotation. Students should be encouraged to make observations that reveal intentions and display their critical and analytical faculties rather than merely catalogue facts.

Departmental resources:

· Also those within the institution and immediate locality.

Teacher guidance:

· Vitally important! All too often candidates that under-achieve do so because they can't resource their work appropriately - either visually or contextually.

Fundamentally, ‘Starting Points’ should have sufficient scope within the topic to provide all learners with the opportunity to flourish in their individual directions, with creativity and enthusiasm.

The following list provides examples of types of themes undertaken at A Level:

· Natural forms

· Portraiture 

· Architecture and man-made structures, engineering, machinery

· Rural and Urban: seascapes, landscapes, cityscapes

· Inside and Outside: interior and exterior spaces

· Ordinary and Extraordinary: the art of everyday objects

· Public and Private environments: the home, study, bedroom

· Traditions, celebrations, festivities, events

· Assemblies, congregations, gathering, meetings, union

· Alliances, combinations, grouping, mixtures

· Hobbies, interests, social and sporting activities

· Personal and emotional issues

· Environmental, political, social issues

· Ideas from literature, music, film, performing arts

Many more themes are to be found using the links provided at the end of this document.

Examples of starting points with supporting information as given to students as a printed brief…
Theme 1: The Built Environment

The built environment provides an excellent opportunity to study shapes and surfaces. It contains ideal material for composing geometric arrangements and patterns, and for interpreting changes of tone and colour. The visual stimulation provided by the subject opens the way to many different approaches in style and imaginative development. It will be possible to explore compositions made up of contrasts of shape, line, tone and colour, with areas of texture and simplicity. Buildings are usually clean cut and precise in shape and form: the rise and fall of roofs and chimneys in towns and cities, the criss crossing of modern open staircases, there are many starting points for development. Some ideas/ themes to get you started.

Buildings with scaffolding

Office buildings with reflections/ blocks of flats

Old fashioned corner shops

Torn or weathered buildings ready for demolition

New and old buildings

Theme 2: Boats, Coast, Harbours and Coastal Landscapes

This theme is designed to be very broad to ensure you have an appropriate direction to follow. It provides ideal visual stimulus for drawing, painting, design and pattern. You will be able to explore different ways of working with colour to produce a full range of experimentation. You will start by looking at the work of Raoul Dufy and the French Impressionists that worked with the light in the South of France, but also artists that have followed the coast of this country. Some ideas/ themes to get you started.

Headlands

Fishing boats and sailing boats.

Tall ship race in Liverpool.

Docks

Crosby beach and sand dunes

Theme 3: Object Multiples 

Take an everyday object that has personal meaning to you, one that you use every day but might not think much off e.g. toothbrush, butter knife, cotton bud. Become obsessed with these objects; record them in every possible way. Bring your recordings together to create an homage to that object. You need to discover something unseen within this object. Photograph it in different location, take it on a journey. Create a sculpture out of it. 

Goals-

Try to see banal objects around you in a new light. Take your camera, sketchbook and examine banal objects around you, photography them and draw them. Create a series of photos, film or montage about your banal object. Create something extraordinary out of the ordinary. 

[image: image3.emf]Artists to inspire- 

Barry Rosenthal

Steve Gallagher

Tara Donovan

Matthias Heiderich

Look on my Pinterest board- ordinary Objects. 
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Developing ideas for themes in negotiation with students

All of the considerations that are applied when a teacher sets a theme are equally relevant when negotiating themes with students. It is important that the teacher is perceived as being ‘positive’ and suggesting alternatives rather than saying ‘that’s a bad idea’

When negotiating with students about themes important considerations are:

· Pragmatism! Maybe 'we' (i.e. teacher and student) get our priorities wrong! Instead of thinking of a theme first perhaps it would be more productive to identify strong visual and contextual resources initially and let these evolve 'naturally' into a cohesive 'body of work'.

· If the candidate has undertaken GCSE Art and Design, build on strengths previously established. 

· The theme provides the student with enough opportunity to work independently.

· What are the strengths of the student? Ensure that the theme will promote directions and opportunities that take advantage of the students' abilities and interests.

· The suggested theme reflects the nature of the course the student has undertaken as opposed to starting in an area of study without foundation or experience.

· How confidently can the student research potential contexts, practitioners or genres?

· Is there enough opportunity to explore the suggested theme with appropriate media and techniques?

· Are the departmental resources adequate for the proposed theme and the potential direction it might take? 

· Will the proposed theme over-tax the teacher's areas of expertise or prove too challenging when giving guidance to the student?

· How will recording of ideas, insights or observations be resourced? 

· The scope and challenges of potential outcomes

· How will the work produced be presented for assessment? 

· Is the suggested theme appropriate in terms of subject content? Consider if the type of work likely to be produced could be construed as offensive, inappropriate or obscene. These themes should definitely not be used.

Whichever way themes are established in A Level Art, Craft and Design it is important that students can establish a pathway through the Assessment Objectives. There should be enough opportunities offered for students to develop their ideas informed by relevant context, explore in appropriate media and techniques, record in ways relevant to their specialism and present their portfolio for assessment. Indeed it has been suggested that teachers might use techniques such as word storming or ‘mind mapping’ themselves in order to gauge the potential within a given theme.

GCE ‘Externally Set Task’ papers as a resource:

The OCR Externally Set Task papers are designed for candidates to respond to in the year in which qualification entry is made. Subsequently they may well be used as a resource bank of themes to be used in future years. Indeed, the themes may then be modified by teachers to be more focused to their student’s needs or specialism.  

A Level: Sample Assessment Material: 

Theme 1 

Circles and Curves 

‘Circles and curves’ have been extensively used by artists, designers and craftspeople. 

Respond to one from (a), (b), (c), (d) or (e). 

(a) Round, spherical, rotund, circular, arc, bend, twist, loop, coil, spiral... 
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(b  ) 
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Clockwise from top right: Vector retro poster with circles © Ingram Publishing / Alamy; ‘On the points’ by Vassily Kandinsky, © CuboImages sri / Alamy; Moving sculpture by Cesar Manrique, Tahiche, Lanzarote, Spain, © Ian Shaw / Alamy; The new Library of Birmingham, Centenary Square, Birmingham, © Biscuit, Tom / Alamy
H600/02-H606/02 

(c) 

“An attempt at visualising the Fourth Dimension: Take a point, stretch it into a line, curl it into a circle, twist it into a sphere, and punch through the sphere.” 

Albert Einstein, 1879–1955 

(d) A mathematical society is offering commissions for art, design, digital presentation and craft in response to the following brief. 

Explore, develop and produce a design for a mixed-media artwork to be displayed in the entry area of the mathematical society headquarters. The design should be based on ‘circles and curves’. The final piece should fit onto a wall 5 m × 5 m. You are required to produce scaled designs that explore the theme using appropriate materials. 

(e) The use of circles and curves can be found in the work of practitioners such as: 

Kenneth Noland, Bridget Riley, Frank Lloyd Wright, Jean Paul Gaultier and Vladimir Tatlin 

Either 

(i) In a medium of your choice, make several studies which explore this theme and produce a commentary on your selected context and techniques. 

Or

(ii) Design an exhibition of selected practitioners on the theme of ‘circles and curves’. You should include written analysis of key works and related promotional material. 

There are seven themes on both the AS and GCE Externally set task paper which can be referenced on the OCR website which can be found here: http://www.ocr.org.uk/qualifications/as-a-level-gce-art-and-design-h200-h600-from-2015/
Teachers are reminded that these papers should be used as reference materials after the June session they have be issued.

What teachers say about setting themes

‘I try to make the themes open and diverse for all the learners. To me it is important that they enjoy what they are looking and that it challenges them. When setting a theme I try to avoid areas that require too much self-reflection but themes that encourage the learners to explore and challenge their skills.’

'When we set a new project we always consider the skills and academic ability of our students. Each cohort is different and the nature of A' level Art and Design allows us to personalise the learning experience for them.  This means that we have to re-think how we deliver the course annually and the materials and techniques to be used. However, this always ensures that we have catered for our students as individuals and are encouraging them to develop and achieve to the best of their ability.' 

'The priority for our centre when setting a theme for A' Level Art is to ensure accessibility for all our learners. We begin with a series of lesson tasks that are designed to challenge our learners' recording skills in order to establish where their individual strengths lie. We then choose themes that provide opportunity to build upon their prior expressive skills from our Art curriculum, which offers a sequential experience in the development of their creative knowledge and understanding.

As an Art team we identify areas of study that we can resource, both in and out of college, allowing for opportunities for our learners to access Art in gallery and museum contexts. We encourage independence in thinking with students developing their own evaluation of historical and contemporary practice whilst ensuring the theme of their work allows for continued progress throughout the year.'

'Teachers and students discuss potential themes and personal directions before they embark on their Personal Investigations. Students write their own personal proposal that enables them to follow individual directions building on personal strengths and interests. We encourage and facilitate students to explore and extend their skills in both technique and creative thinking. Their proposal also forms the basis for their Related Study, which is an integral part of their creative process. Student identified themes ensure students take ownership of their Investigation and remain enthusiastic.  Often themes of portraiture and still life are selected. The students' self-identified approaches ensure that fresh creative and inspiring work is produced.'

 ‘In recent times, as a starting point for their A Level practical portfolio, the Critical and Contextual Studies learners have been given a theme. These themes have included “Travel”, “Time” and “Gestures”. The theme of “Time” allowed all learners to develop their work through studying relevant historical and contemporary artworks from the Dutch Golden Age up to the present day which explored the idea of the vanitas and of the memento mori. The learners critically analysed the formal aspects of each artwork and discovered the context of each one. They then personally responded to these artworks in a variety of media. Some learners developed this idea further by considering how fashion designers have used the concepts of the vanitas in their designs, which culminated in the learners creating their own fashion garments. Some learners looked at the use and the meaning of the reflection in historical artwork which allowed them to insightfully record their ideas in relevant drawing and painting techniques using reflective objects. Other learners designed exhibition titles based on the memento mori idea and created their own exhibition posters, animations and leaflets through the use of digital manipulation, and presented their findings in a digital format.’  

‘We often let the theme evolve from the initial ‘recording’ of ideas and objects. It is important to keep the starting points and the objects to be recorded relatively simple. Let the ideas and development of the pupil’s work take a backseat at this point. Objects should be ones that can be placed on the pupil's desk and in front of them. Consider the nature and style of the pupil's previous works if known; is their drawing or recording style for example sketchy, precise, controlled, sensitive or aggressive? -all these factors are integral in choosing the primary source objects that the pupil will record. Do not allow the pupil to draw objects that are not sensitive to the pupil’s own drawing style. Look for objects that allow each pupil to play to their individual strengths whether that is graphic, sculptural or painterly for example. Objects should be linked very closely to the pupil’s own artistic interests, style of working and artistic strengths. Guide pupils to use the appropriate media to record their chosen objects, again this is key. Let the natural drawing and recording style of the pupils take the lead. See how the recordings develop and allow this information to channel the pupil towards their specific area of work or specialism. Photography can enhance the recording process and can often been seen as the first stage of developing the pupil’s ideas and possible concepts.’

‘When setting a theme in photography it is vitally important to start with individual students in a group. A theme should be broad enough to utilise student life experiences and aspirations. A broad flexible theme allows teachers and students to learn and make new discoveries together. Themes in photography should also embrace industry trends and more widely support the establishment of future skills in areas such as Digital Arts, Design, Web, Film, Animation and Digital Communication. Client lead themes and briefs offer real world contextualisation and an opportunity for students to produce professional work with the demands and expectations of the commercial world.’
'The selection of themes that motivate students is vitally important. The theme is the initial ‘spark’ that light a fire of creativity. Certain words are incredibly evocative…. broken, twisted, construction, deconstruction for example. It is also important to consider the final piece(s), especially the scale and shape, it’s not just a rectangle but a circle or a triangle or split shapes or multiples. Ideas need to keep evolving throughout the creative process.’
Useful Links:

http://www.studentartguide.com/articles/a-level-art-ideas
https://uk.pinterest.com/amadu1/
http://thinkbuzan.com/how-to-mind-map/https://www.tes.com/teaching-resource/art-themes-with-related-artists-and-works-of-art-6016168
http://www.revisealevel.co.uk/subjects/art-2/artistic-themes/
http://artinspired.pbworks.com/w/page/13819720/Themes%20to%20Explore
http://www.incredibleart.org/files/ideas.htm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theme_(arts)
http://www.creativebloq.com/portfolios/examples-712368



'Different themes inevitably require different methods of expression. This does not imply either evolution or progress; it is a matter of following the idea one wants to express and the way in which one wants to express it.'


� HYPERLINK "http://www.art-quotes.com/auth_search.php?authid=72" \o "More Art Quotes by Pablo Picasso" �Pablo Picasso�





Starting Points- 


Empty the contents of your bag/pocket and document the objects found within, ensemble them in different ways, create a sculpture from them. 


Document your day-to-day life, photograph objects you use daily but without any thought. Start to build a catalogue of images. 
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'I begin with an idea and then it becomes something else.'


Pablo Picasso








We’d like to know your view on the resources we produce.  By clicking on ‘�HYPERLINK "mailto:resources.feedback@ocr.org.uk?subject=I%20liked%20A%20Level%20Art%20and%20Design%20Portfolio%20task%20guide"��Like�’ or ‘�HYPERLINK "mailto:resources.feedback@ocr.org.uk?subject=I%20disliked%20A%20Level%20Art%20and%20Design%20Portfolio%20task%20guide"��Dislike�’ you can help us to ensure that our resources work for you.  When the email template pops up please add additional comments if you wish and then just click ‘Send’.  Thank you.


If you do not currently offer this OCR qualification but would like to do so, please complete the Expression of Interest Form which can be found here: �HYPERLINK "http://www.ocr.org.uk/expression-of-interest"��www.ocr.org.uk/expression-of-interest�





OCR Resources: the small print�OCR’s resources are provided to support the teaching of OCR specifications, but in no way constitute an endorsed teaching method that is required by the Board, and the decision to use them lies with the individual teacher.   Whilst every effort is made to ensure the accuracy of the content, OCR cannot be held responsible for any errors or omissions within these resources. �© OCR 2017 - This resource may be freely copied and distributed, as long as the OCR logo and this message remain intact and OCR is acknowledged as the originator of this work.


OCR acknowledges the use of the following content: Plastic bottles, Nagy-Bagoly Arpad/Shutterstock.com; Plastic carrier bag, MNI/Shutterstock.com; Office stationery, PremiumVector/Shutterstock.com; Shoes, ARTFULLY PHOTOGRAPHER/Shutterstock.com; Historic street lamp, Zyankario/Shutterstock.com; LED street lamps, jakkapan/Shutterstock.com; Street lamp, Pawel Nawrot/Shutterstock.com; Street light, Bildagentur Zoonar/Shutterstock.com; Street light, giga design/Shutterstock.com; Street light, snowyns/Shutterstock.com; Street light, Sasil/Shutterstock.com; Street light at dusk, Yorgos GR/Shutterstock.com; Street lights Aleksandr/Shutterstock.com; Page 10 clockwise from top right: Vector retro poster with circles © Ingram Publishing / Alamy; ‘On the points’ by Vassily Kandinsky, © CuboImages sri / Alamy; Moving sculpture by Cesar Manrique, Tahiche, Lanzarote, Spain, © Ian Shaw / Alamy; The new Library of Birmingham, Centenary Square, Birmingham, © Biscuit, Tom / Alamy


Please get in touch if you want to discuss the accessibility of resources we offer to support delivery of our qualifications: �HYPERLINK "mailto:resources.feedback@ocr.org.uk"��resources.feedback@ocr.org.uk�
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