
Art & Design Critical Analysis Tools & Prompts 

 
These notes are intended as guidance to accompany the Critical Analysis Tools & Prompts 
PowerPoint presentation, with the aim of supporting and eliciting verbal and written responses to 
artefacts in the classroom. 
 
The PowerPoint presentation is a flexible learning framework, which incorporates Cezanne’s ‘Still 
Life with Teapot’ 1902-06, (with grateful acknowledgement to the National Museum of Wales). By 
substituting this image/artwork with another, or others as required, teachers may frequently update 
this resource as appropriate to their needs. The framing device in slides 5, 6, 7 & 8 can be further 
utilised for classroom use by printing off the slide/s onto A4 or A3 paper and cutting out the image 
window to create a re-usable frame, with written prompts. The frame can be laminated and placed 
over any image to inspire written and/or verbal responses. 
 
Classroom or group analysis may also be supported by use of the ‘Art Terms & Vocabulary’ and 
‘Writing and Speaking about Art’ documents also provided on the WJEC website.  

 

Slide 1 

Ice-breaker image 
Studying an enlarged close-up of an isolated and fairly abstract section of a work can often 
engage learners in fun, non-threatening forms of analysis and discussion. Responses 
elicited from learners in reference to this particular section may revolve around mark 
making, complementary contrast, shapes, lines, rhythm, signature palette (characteristic of 
a certain artist?), etc. This slide and slides 2 & 3 provide stimuli for analysis in sequential 
segments with the aim of encouraging even the most reticent learners to make written and 
verbal responses.  

Slide 2 

This section introduces the concept of contrast – foreground/background, warm/cool, 
hard/soft, patterned/plain, dark/light, undulating or folded as opposed to flat. Could this be 
part of a landscape or an interior scene? What can we see on the right edge of the frame 
and does this provide any clues? 

Slide 3 

This section expands the window or frame to reveal key objects and thus opens up 
discussion. What kind of medium was used to create this artwork? What genre does this 
belong to? How have the different objects and surfaces been rendered – the wooden table, 
fabric, fruit, china, walls? You could discuss the blue shadows on the china in contrast with 
the warmth of the oranges and the complementary contrast. Now the use of outlines and 
different planes also becomes apparent. What about perspective – what techniques has 
Cezanne used to communicate a sense of space, of near and far? Is a light source visible? 

Slide 4 

Now that an understanding of some key elements in the work has been acquired the whole 
image can be introduced to stimulate extended, high level analysis. The composition, the 
relationship between objects, the use of multiple viewpoints or planes, mood, colour, light 
can all be discussed using the prompt models in slides 5, 6, 7 or 8. Contextual information 
relating to Cezanne and his techniques, and also use of the glossary, might aid this 
process. Comparison with this image and other still life paintings could be made in order to 
highlight Cezanne’s break with convention, leading to him being hailed as the ‘Father of 
Modern Art’. The influence on later artists could be discussed here: his use of multiple 
planes and viewpoints, (often each with different light sources), impacting upon Cubism 
and the inspiration for Matisse, who adopted the expressive qualities seen in Cezanne’s 
paintings. 

Slide 5 

Bloom’s Taxonomy is a classification of learning objectives  proposed in 1956 by a 
committee of educators chaired by Benjamin Bloom. 
Knowledge - tell, list, describe, relate, locate, write, find, state, name, identify.   
Describe the painting …………. 
Application - solve, show, use, illustrate, construct, complete, examine, classify. 
If you could interview the artist, what questions would you ask? 
Analysis - analyse, distinguish, examine, compare, contrast, investigate, categorise, 
identify, explain, separate, advertise. 
Explain what you think the artist is trying to say about the subject matter……….. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Educational_aims_and_objectives
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Benjamin_Bloom


Synthesis - create, invent, compose, predict, plan, construct, design, imagine, propose, 
devise, formulate. 
In what ways would you render the subject differently? 
Evaluation – judge, select, choose, decide, justify, debate, verify, argue, recommend, 
assess, discuss, rate, prioritise, determine. 
What is your opinion of the painting?  Why? 
Understanding – explain, interpret, outline, discuss, distinguish, predict, restate, translate, 
compare, describe. 
What is the subject and/or theme? 

Slide 6 

The 5 W’s and 1 H (various authors). An investigative, research tool often used in 
journalism. 

 Who is it about? Who created the work? 

 What happened? What is the main subject, theme, or genre? 

 Where did it take place? Place the work in context – country, region, interior, 

exterior… 

 When did it take place? When was the work created?  

 Why did it happen? Why did the artist, designer or craftsperson create the work? What 

was their reason, motivation, preoccupation? Had certain events or factors lead to the 

production of the work? 

 How did it happen? How was the work created? What medium was used to produce 

it?  What techniques were utilised? Was there a design process? 

 

Slide 7 

De Bono’s Thinking Hats. ‘The Six Thinking Hats’ was a tool developed by Dr Edward de 
Bono to aid effective discussions and individual thinking by systematically promoting 
different kinds of thinking. This framework is attuned to multiple intelligences and creative 
and critical thinking. 
Learners can work with images of different coloured hats as cues or simply use colour 
cards as prompts;  
Blue Hat -  The Big Picture -   Learners discuss process, developments and progress 
White Hat - Facts and Information – Learners discuss facts, research, make neutral 
statements. 
Red Hat - Intuition, Feelings and Emotion- When wearing the red hat learners focus on 
what their intuition, feelings and gut is telling them: How do you feel about the work? 
What are your immediate reactions, thoughts, ideas? 

Black Hat – Negative or Critical Judgement. During the black hat phase learners discuss 
the negative aspects of the work. Defining problems. Listing constraints. Identifying 
weaknesses. 
Yellow Hat – Positive. The yellow hat wearer focuses on exploring benefits, defining 
advantages and assessing the relative strengths of the work.  
Green Hat – Creative / New Ideas. When wearing the green hat learners think creatively 
and use previous stages to provoke new ideas and possibilities. Learners could review the 
positive elements from the yellow hat phase and the negative from the black hat phase to 
propose for new ideas or ways forward. Brainstorming and mind-mapping are useful 
strategies at the CREATIVE stage. 

Slide 8 

In his ‘Critical Studies in Art Education’ Project Rod Taylor used the 4 prompts or 
standpoints: CONTENT, FORM, PROCESS and MOOD as a model to generate and 
deepen critical analysis and understanding. Extracts below adapted by Ivan Davies and 
taken from his GCE ‘Generating Written Responses’ presentation. 
CONTENT   

• What is the subject matter of the work? 
• Has the subject matter been selected as a matter of interest in itself or for the 

purpose of expressing social, moral, religious or political concerns of the artist or 
patron? 

• Was the subject observed at first hand or from memory or imagination? 
• How has the artist interpreted the subject matter - representationally or with 

exaggeration, distortion or abstraction? 



 

• What do you think the artist’s reasons might be for treating it like this? 
• Is the subject matter meant to be taken at face value or are there hidden meanings 

such as symbols, double meanings, metaphors in the work which are not 
immediately evident? 

• Has the artist used similar subject matter in other paintings and, if so, how do they 
compare?  

• Have other artists used similar subject matter and, if so, what comparisons & 
contrasts can be made? 

FORM  
• How have things in the painting been arranged - are they orderly, busy, chaotic? 
• Is the arrangement in keeping with the images portrayed or is at odds with them in 

some way?  
• What kind of colour scheme has the artist chosen? 
• Is it harmonious or discordant? 
• Does one colour dominate are there several of fairly equal significance? 
• Is there a shape which predominates or is the composition made up of 

combinations of inter-related shapes? 
• Are there recurring shapes, lines, rhythms, forms which determine the design of 

the work? 
• Does the work have a unified texture or is there a variety of different textures? 
• Does the painting hold together as a unified whole or are there parts which you 

think are better than others?  
PROCESS 

• What materials, processes, tools and techniques were used to produce the work? 
• Have you used similar materials and techniques and, if so, how does your handling 

of these compare with that which you see in the painting? 
• In what setting do you think the work was painted and what effect might this have 

had on the outcome?  
• How did the artist start out on this work? 
• Try to describe, from start to finish, the different stages which the artist went 

through in order to produce this work. 
• What research might the artist have undertaken in preparing to produce it? 
• Did the artist work slowly or quickly and how long did it take to produce the final 

painting? 
• What particular skills can you identify in the work?  

MOOD 
• As you take time to look at the work, what impression does it have on you? 
• Does it capture a mood, feeling or emotion that you have experienced before? 
• What sort of feelings does it convey to you personally about life? 
• What might the artist have felt when producing this work?  
• Is the painting quiet, contemplative, soothing to the senses or does it have the 

opposite effect? 
• For what kind of setting or what kind of person would the painting be most suited? 
• Are your feelings about the painting likely to pass quickly or is it something that will 

have a lasting impression on you? 
• What qualities does the painting have which may affect the mood of someone? 
• If you were trying to create this mood what sort of painting might you produce? 

  


