
ART AND DESIGN GCE AS/A Level: Resource Sheet 1
AO1 Contextual Understanding

What must you do to gain marks in this AO?

You need to show that you can:

1. Evaluate the various ways in which artists, craftspeople and designers may have thought about their work and how they produced it in the place and time that they were working.

2. Explain, using your own words and images, how you think about and approach your work, making relevant connections with the work of others.

3. Understand that artists, craftspeople and designers have different intentions when they produce pieces of work and that these artefacts are made for various purposes.

 You need to have this understanding in order to explain how they influence the meanings and interpretations that we attach to their work.

4. Convey the purpose of your own work and clearly state what your intentions are in producing it.

5. Apply analytical and critical skills. 

Analytical skills involve closely examining something in order to find its true nature, actual content and particular structure, such as the different elements of content, form, process and mood 
that make up a complex picture. These skills are particularly effective when used to compare and contrast different contextual sources.

Critical skills are used to ask the right questions and probe deeply to find answers, recognising different kinds and qualities of information such as biographical, descriptive and evaluative 
details, in order to reach well-informed judgements. This is sometimes mistakenly thought to be about making negative observations. 

What’s the purpose of this AO?

As with written language, in order to successfully communicate ideas using visual language, you need to be aware of the methods and approaches that others have used. By analysing these, 
you can recognise possible affinity between your own work and selected contextual sources, so that you are able to respond to them imaginatively and practically. You also increase your 
awareness of art, craft and design in broader cultural and historical settings, and the influence of the context within which artefacts have been produced. Developing critical skills enables you 
to dig deeper below the surface of the subject you are studying. Critical thinking is linked with reasoning and the capacity for rational thought. It includes being aware of the reasons for what 
we think and do, questioning and critically evaluating our own thoughts and actions and being able to clearly present these reasons to others. These skills are used across many subject areas in 
higher education.

What must you consider to achieve your best in this AO?

Whenever possible, make full use of primary sources such as those in galleries, workshops, studios and specialist shops, especially ones that are within easy travelling distance so that you can 
make return visits. This will make it easier for you to make authentic personal judgements and appreciate qualities such as colour, texture and scale. You can more readily compare and contrast 
artefacts that are in close proximity. 

When using both secondary and primary sources, be confident about writing in your own words to express personal judgements and back these up with carefully considered reasons. Be very 
selective about the contextual references you make. Make sure that they are directly relevant to the subject you have chosen to study and can genuinely inform your ideas and practical work. 
Use your analytical and critical skills effectively to study these in some depth. Avoid making complete copies or pastiches of the work of others unless you have a very good reason for doing so. 

What is a good way of showing contextual understanding?

Contextual understanding is best demonstrated through thoughtfully integrated, sophisticated use of images and words. As with images, written responses can be presented in many innovative 
ways. Show that you have responded imaginatively to analyses of contextual sources, stating why you selected them and explaining how they have informed your own approach. 


