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The IB Diploma Programme (DP) Visual Arts course requires stu-
dents to analyse art from various times and cultures. This quali-
tative study describes the implementation of an approach to 
analysis (based on the concepts of form, theme and context) 
intended to improve the depth of students’ thinking and writ-
ing about art. It describes the integration of this approach across 
some year 10 and DP art courses at the International School of 
Beijing, explains specific instructional strategies and explores 
samples of student work that demonstrate increasing analytical 
competence. The approach holds promise for developing stu-
dents’ thinking skills across IB programmes.

Using form, theme and  
context to develop student 
analytical writing in the  
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Introduction

One of the most effective teaching instruments of the DP Visual Arts 
(VA) course is the Investigative Workbook (IWB). Utilized effectively 
as a research tool, it provides students with a vehicle to help develop 
higher-level critical and creative thinking. While important in devel-
oping artistic ideas and skills, the investigative intent of the IWB’s 
design also requires students to “respond to and analyse critically and 
contextually the function, meaning and artistic qualities of past, pre-
sent and emerging art, using the specialist vocabulary of visual arts” 
(International Baccalaureate, 2007, p. 7).

The purposefully designed flexibility of the VA curriculum allows for 
a multitude of pedagogical approaches. This presents both opportu-
nities and challenges for teachers and students. Doing meaningful 
research, making connections between context and function, find-
ing meaning and discerning quality in a wide range of art requires 
students to use complex and strategic thinking. Whether choosing an 
appropriate method for developing this type of thinking and writing 
manifests itself as an opportunity or a challenge will be determined 
by the background and experience of teachers and students, and their 
interpretation of and approach to critical and contextual analysis.

Context of the research

As a teacher and a DP examiner in the Visual Arts, I have seen student 
approaches to research and critical writing that range from simple 
biographical reporting on artists to first-rate analytical thinking that 
certainly meets the highest levels of achievement described by the 
VA IWB assessment grid. Generally speaking, however, the predomi-
nant area of comfort for student writers, even the most proficient 
ones, seems to be in the analysis of visual form. What appears to be 
more problematic for student writers is placing the work in historical 
and cultural context and making connections between these contexts 
and the visual form. Understanding conceptually complex artworks 
like Marcel Duchamp’s Fountain, J.R.’s photographic installations, or 
Maria Abramowitz’s The Artist is Present requires students to address 
the theme and contexts of these artworks as well. The DP VA course 
presents these connections as a critical part of understanding art, and 
a newly proposed research requirement for the next VA curriculum 
update indicates that the level of analytical writing in the IWB may be 
a weakness of the current programme. Whatever form the VA course 
adopts for research and analysis of art, the primary issue explored in 
this paper is helping students make these connections.
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Relevant literature

Teaching students to analyse in a deep and meaningful way requires 
giving them a collection of critical strategies. While there is much 
literature on teaching art criticism, effective approaches provide 
students with a practical and flexible analytic framework. Karen 
Hamblen and Camille Galanes (1991) outlined six instructional ap-
proaches to teaching aesthetics that cover a gamut of perspectives in-
cluding historical/philosophical, perceptual, experiential, developing 
cultural and multicultural literacy and social-critical consciousness. 
Their theoretical approaches inform teacher practice but do not pro-
vide students with specific strategies for writing art criticism.

One of the most widely cited strategic frameworks for the formal 
analysis of art is the “Description, Analysis, Interpretation, and Judg-
ment” model by Terry Barrett (1989, 1994). In Barrett’s model, de-
scription is “pure description of the object without value judgments, 
analysis, or interpretation” and analysis is “determining what the 
features suggest and deciding why the artist used such features to 
convey specific ideas”. Both of these categories focus primarily on the 
physical form of the artwork. He deems the interpretation aspect of 
his approach as the most important. Interpretation answers the ques-
tion, “Why did the artist create it and what does it mean?” (Barrett, 
1994). Although he warns of an over-emphasis on judgment in work-
ing with students, he defines judgment as, “giving it rank in relation 
to other works and of course considering a very important aspect of 
the visual arts; its originality” (Barrett, 1989, 1994).

For some time now, some art education theorists have been calling 
for a new set of “foundations” for teaching art to replace the ones of 
the Bauhaus era that form the basis of many current art curriculums. 
These new foundations incorporate aspects for understanding art that 
go beyond the Bauhaus emphasis on the physical form of the art. 
Olivia Gude (2000) wrote, “The elements and principles of design 
were never the universal and timeless descriptions they were claimed 
to be. In fact they are not even sufficient to introduce students to 
most modern art.” Paul Duncum (2010), Renee Sandell (2009) and 
Kerry Friedman (2003) also wrote about the need to reorganize the 
foundations of art curriculum so that they encompassed the context 
in which art is made and interpreted. These writers saw that a new 
paradigm was needed to help students make sense of the constantly 
expanding nature of art and its role in contemporary culture.

This emphasis on context may come into conflict with Barrett’s 
framework if teachers and students take his approach at face value, es-

pecially in the areas of analysis and judgment. For much non-Western 
or postmodern art, Western principles of visual composition are not 
the primary consideration of the artist, value is context-relative and 
originality is not a desired outcome. Visual form is only one criterion, 
and not necessarily the predominant one, in understanding art in 
the twenty-first century. An emphasis on it may distort the analysis 
of the function of the art and mislead students in their attempts to 
understand it.

Identifying the problem

When I began teaching art, Barrett’s framework was the one I used 
with my students. This worked well if the thrust of the artwork was 
primarily visual, but I found that if we were exploring art that was 
primarily conceptual or process-oriented, students were unable to 
easily let go of a reliance on visual descriptions and analysis of formal 
elements in their writing. This is not necessarily a fault of Barrett’s 
framework as much as my application of it, yet I felt that this struc-
ture was not leading my students to explore the context of the work 
enough.

The intervention

One particularly effective model that I have been using for the past 
few years to develop student analytical writing is an approach devel-
oped by Sandell from George Mason University. Based on the cat-
egories of form, theme and context, Sandell has developed a rubric 
she calls the FTC Palette (Figure 1). Originally developed as a way to 
address the complexity of contemporary art, the FTC palette presents 
clear criteria for each category to help students formulate meaningful 
questions. In the past three years I’ve been applying the FTC ap-
proach in both my DP and year 10 courses at the American School 
of Bombay and now at the International School of Beijing (neither 
school offers MYP). I have found the level of analysis and synthesis in 
my students’ critical writing enhanced considerably. Below are some 
tools used to support the FTC approach and a description of how 
they are integrated into the curriculum.

In each of my year 10 Visual Art courses the first order of business 
is to introduce and define the concepts of form, theme and con-
text. For this I created a series of VoiceThreads (VTs). VoiceThread.
com (http://www.voicethread.com/) is a website for the creation of 
multimedia slideshows that allow participants to write or record a 
comment on each slide. An avatar pops up as comments are saved 
to identify each participant. Students can work through the VT at 
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Figure 1: Dr Renee Sandell’s FTC palette.
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their own pace and read or hear each other’s thinking in real time as 
saved comments appear on each slide. Each VT defines either form, 
theme or context and then examines and compares Jacques Louis 
David’s Death of Socrates, Piet Mondrian’s Composition in White, 
Red, Yellow and Blue and Chris Burden’s Through the Night Softly. At 
the end of each VT, students follow a link to the Khan Academy’s 
SmartHistory site (http://www.smarthistory.khanacademy.org/) and 
watch a short video where two art historians discuss a famous work 
of art. Students are then asked to return to the VT and comment on 
how the FTC criteria help them understand the artwork more clear-
ly. When students have finished their comments they also view the 
comments of their classmates. They are encouraged to engage their 
peers in debate and change their responses if they are convinced by 
new information. At the end of the three VTs, students are asked to 
comment on why understanding the interaction of form, theme and 
context helps reveal meaning in a work of art (Figure 2). The VT 
also allows me to follow each student’s thinking on my computer 
screen and redirect students who need help or clarification.

Now that form, theme and context have been defined and the stu-
dents have had some experience working with them, these concepts 
become the cornerstone of each subsequent studio project. Each pro-
ject has a thematic emphasis like “The Death of Art” (Dada) or “Off 
the Wall” (performance and installation art) and so a parallel aspect 
of art history guided by several essential questions is a part of each 
project. After an initial presentation/discussion on historical and con-
temporary examples related to the project’s topic, students are given 
a written assignment that asks them to focus on the form, theme and 
context of the art in question. As a typical example I will use the writ-
ten portions of the “Off the Wall” project from the grade 10 course 
(Figures 3–6). During the first two thirds of the year each category of 
form, theme and context in assignments is presented as a distinct en-
tity with very specific teacher-generated questions. I have also added 
a “synthesis” element to Sandell’s palette, where students are asked to 
explain how all three of these categories integrate to help form mean-
ing. The corresponding assessment rubric, presented as the first page 
of all assignments, helps the student understand the criteria for the 
highest level of achievement for each question (Figure 7).

Figure 2: Screenshot of final page of the VoiceThread “Discovering Art Part 3—Context”.
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Figure 3: Page 1 of a written assignment for the “Off the Wall” project. Students are given a choice of which artist to research.
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Figure 4: Page 2 of the “Off the Wall” assignment, where students respond to the visual form in the work of Li Wei.
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Figure 5: Page 3 of the “Off the Wall” assignment. Here the student addresses the theme and context of Li Wei’s work.
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Figure 6: Page 4 of the “Off the Wall” assignment. Students must synthesize the concepts of form, theme, and context to describe how the artist creates 
meaning.

After the studio portion of the project is completed students are 
given another written assignment where they are asked to reflect on 
their own work in terms of form, theme and context (Figures 8–10). 
Part of this assignment asks them to compare their own work to a 
model artwork that is related to the project’s theme. By using the  
 
 

same critical methodology on their own work that the students used 
on the historical models, the relevance of the FTC criteria hopefully 
becomes more apparent and integrated into the student’s developing 
understanding of art.
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Figure 7: This self-assessment rubric is for the “Off the Wall” project and is on the first page of the assignment. The scoring scale is based on the IB rubrics.
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Figure 8: Page 1 of a student reflection assignment for the “Off the Wall” project. Students write about their own studio work in terms of how the 
form of the work supports their theme. 
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Figure 9: Page 2 of the reflection assignment for the “Off the Wall” project. Students continue to explain about the theme and context of their studio work.
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For the final two projects of the year preceding the IB course students 
are transitioned from separate assignments for art history, studio de-
velopment and reflections into an IWB format where these aspects of 
a project are more organically integrated. For the critical research part 
of these projects they are given a research guide adapted from San-
dell’s FTC palette (Figure 11). Now, however, students are asked to 
write in a manner blending their analysis of an artwork or artworks’  

 
form, theme and context into a more expository format, anticipating 
the IB course’s IWB (Figures 12–13). A corresponding rubric that 
starts to employ the IWB markband descriptor language helps with 
the transition to the IB IWB criteria (Figure 14). As students move 
into the DP they can use the same research guide to fine tune their 
writing as they deal with more challenging and sophisticated topics 
(Figures 15–16).

Figure 10: On the last page of the reflection assignment students compare their work to that of a professional artist.
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Figure 11: Research guide for grade 10 transition to IB projects. IB students use this as well.
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Figure 12: Sample workbook page from a grade 10 transition to the IB project. Students begin to write in a less teacher-directed format and a more expository style. 
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Figure 13: Page 2 of student transitional workbook assignment.
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Figure 14: Assessment rubric for a grade 10 transition to IB project.
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Figure 15: IWB page (1) from a Year 1 HL IB student. Writing structure is now determined by the student but is based on the principles of FTC.
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Figure 16: IWB page (2) from Year 1 HL IB student.
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Results

Across the admittedly small sample of my own students who have fol-
lowed this process I have been impressed by the level of critical, IWB-
ready thinking that has emerged from these transitional projects com-
pleted by students preparing for the rigorous DP Visual Arts course. 
Although synthesizing the three categories remains the most chal-
lenging area of writing for my students, I am seeing more in-depth 
analysis and increasingly sophisticated connections among various art 
forms. The FTC approach gives students a specific framework with 
which to approach their research and supports the criteria of the IWB 
in terms of comparison and analysis. Applying these FTC principles 
to “past, present and emerging art” has been an effective way to help 
my students go beyond the visual form and construct an understand-
ing of the “function and meaning” of the art from a thematic and 
contextual perspective. Anecdotally, I have observed improved and 
consistently higher scores on the IWB portion of my students’ VA 
examinations since the implementation of the FTC approach.

The FTC approach has become the basic principle on which I design 
all aspects of all my courses. In the studio portion of each project 
students are encouraged to think about how their formal decisions 
support their chosen theme and the significance of their theme to 

the context of their lives and the world. While I feel that there has 
been good progress towards more effective analytical writing across 
the grade levels that I teach, there is still only an emerging integra-
tion of these ideas in the way students approach art making. I am 
often amazed at the sophistication of the ideas my high school stu-
dents generate for their studio projects. Conversely, I am sometimes 
confounded by the disconnect between the high quality of thinking 
towards the complex and challenging ideas put forth by the art they 
are looking at and writing about and the immature ideas that inform 
their own projects. Using the FTC approach to move students to-
wards a more consistently sophisticated development of their studio 
work is an area of ongoing investigation.

Further applications

Of course, analytical writing skills are not the exclusive domain of DP 
Visual Arts courses. For the development of visual thinking in other 
disciplines, teachers might explore strategies similar to the FTC ap-
proach. Tools such as VoiceThread may have useful applications across 
the IB Continuum, especially for collaborative explorations in course-
work and programme components like the PYP Exhibition. Working 
across age groups, a systematic and vertically articulated strategy for 
teaching key approaches to learning can be a powerful way to increase 
student understanding. Finally, this kind of structured teaching and 
learning of communication skills—whether in visual arts or any other 
subject—can increase the depth and sophistication of students’ writ-
ing in ways that build personal confidence and academic success.
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