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■■ Introduction and overview
■■ Expressive art approaches
■■ Expressive art portfolio
■■ Expressive art case study

Chapter 2
Expressive art 
activity
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8

2 Expressive art activity

Introduction and overview

What is expressive art?

Expressive art is about responding to the world around you in a creative, 
visual way. Artists communicate their own personal ideas and develop 
their own styles by combining media and the visual elements in different 
ways. Expressive artists are not usually concerned with meeting the needs 
of a client – first and foremost, they are interested in expressing their own 
ideas. Expressive art includes painting, printmaking, photography, mixed 
media work, sculpture, installation and moving image work.

What will I be doing in this activity?

The creative process
In your expressive activity, you will be following a creative process to 
produce a portfolio of work:

Title/Theme/Stimulus

Investigation and research

Development

Final outcome

Evaluation
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Introduction and overview
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How your expressive art coursework relates to your portfolio

Expressive
coursework

Inspirational
artists’
work

Skills
and

techniques

Decision on
theme/
stimulus

Reflection
on work so

far

Initial
ideas

Portfolio Theme/stimulus

Investigation studies/images

Compositional developments and exploration
of techniques relating to one idea

Final piece

Evaluation

Presentation of portfolio for external
assessment

Your finished
portfolio is sent

to SQA for
external

assessment

Portfolio

40 marks are
available for
showing the

creative process

50 marks are
available for

demonstrating
expressive skills

10 marks are
available for the

evaluation
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Chapter 2 Expressive art activity
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Expressive art approaches
You must decide on the approach for your portfolio 
which will be submitted to SQA for marking. Take the 
opportunity to develop your skills, and to experiment 
and try different ideas and techniques before you make 
decisions about the direction you would like to take  
with your portfolio.
Your teacher will issue you with assessment task 
instructions and will advise you about what is realistic. 
You may want to think about (or ask your teacher):

Schools take a number of different approaches to the expressive activity. 
These include:

COMMON MISTAKES
A lot of students spend far too long 
making a decision. If you do this, you 
may run out of time for your portfolio. 
While it is important to develop your 
skills, it is advisable move on to your 
portfolio as soon as you are ready.

■■ Will this project be about 2D or 3D work or a mixture of both?
■■ Which media and techniques will I be using? (e.g. painting, drawing, printmaking, mixed media, 

sculpture, low relief)
■■ Do I need to provide the subject matter (e.g. objects, images, photographs) or will my 

teacher supply the resources?

Combined genres
You may also have the opportunity to work across genres, for example:

■■ a still life set on a windowsill with a natural environment or a built 
environment outside

■■ a portrait containing still-life aspects (props used)
■■ a figure composition in a built environment
■■ a fantasy scene incorporating aspects of several genres.

Single genre approach
You might be working in one particular genre 
(category). This is a popular approach, and 
may include:

PORTRAITURE
or

FIGURE COMPOSITION
or

STILL LIFE
or

THE NATURAL ENVIRONMENT
or

THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT
or

FANTASY AND IMAGINATION

HINTS & TIPS
If you take a single genre approach, you should still develop a title/theme for your work once your ideas and direction become clearer. This will help you to stay focused on a single line of development more effectively when you start your portfolio.
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Expressive art approaches
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Inspirational art approach
You will also complete art studies work which will be related to your 
practical work. The art studies tasks will help you to understand some 
key issues in expressive art and to develop your own approaches and 
techniques. 
A productive approach for many students is to use the work of a 
particular artist or art movement as an influence in their own work. You 
may have been inspired by one of the artists you have studied in class, 
or you may have discovered the work of another artist as you have 
been investigating.
Your teacher will be able to advise whether your selected artist is a 
suitable and sensible choice for you to base your work on. Be prepared 
to keep persevering. In this approach, you should continue to research 
artists who reflect your own developing style as your work progresses. 
It is not unusual for a student’s first choice of artist to not suit the way 
they actually like to work or the materials and processes available.

Thematic approach
Themes allow you to make a personal response. The best themes 
suggest lots of visual ideas.
Genres themselves are not themes. For instance, ‘Still Life’ or 
‘Landscape’ would not be suitable, as they are far too open-ended and 
don’t suggest anything in particular.
You should choose a title, phrase or image which suggests visual ideas. 
Examples might include:

■■ A Few of my Favourite Things
■■ Sunlight and Shadow
■■ Making a Meal of It
■■ Dream Catcher
■■ A Different Point of View
■■ Misty Morning
■■ Woodland Walk
■■ Washed Up
■■ Abandoned 

The possibilities are endless!

Using a stimulus
A stimulus is something that gets you thinking and gives you ideas. 
Examples of stimuli used by artists include:

■■ a symbolic object
■■ a special place  
■■ a poem
■■ a song
■■ a story
■■ a photograph.
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NOTE: Your teacher will probably offer you a 
limited choice. This is because departments 
often specialise in one or two areas which they 
have the expertise, equipment and resources 
to deliver. This should ensure that you get 
appropriate support and have the resources that 
you need to complete the project.
Your teacher also has to consider your level 
of skill and make sure that you don’t attempt 
something that is beyond your ability and 
experience.

HINTS & TIPS
If your choice is limited by your teacher, this is not necessarily a bad thing.
Having restrictions can force you to be really creative.
Sometimes too many choices can make you indecisive and it can take you longer to get started.

Examples of student approaches

Adam worked in the genre of built environment on the theme ‘My Town’.
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Chapter 2 Expressive art activity

16

Expressive art portfolio

Expressive art portfolio: Investigation and research

This is the first stage of the process, and it is your opportunity to consider 
various possibilities. Try to be open-minded about the direction you will 
take. Remember, this is a process of discovery and exploration. 

Which media might be
appropriate?

Consider:
• 2D/3D media
• wet/dry media
• pencil
• charcoal
• paint (temperapaste,
   watercolour, acrylic)
• ink
• soft pastels
• oil pastels
• collage
• mixed media
• printmaking
• sculpture.

What subject matter would be
appropriate for my theme?

Can I identify appropriate primary/
first-hand source material?

Do I need to take photographs or
find secondary source material?

Media and
technique

Subject
matter

Theme

Style and
approach

How will I present my research
and investigation visually to show
evidence of what I have done?

Consider:
•  personal observational studies
•  cuttings/photographs
•  experiments with media/
    techniques
•  examples of artists’ work
•  annotation.

Where will I find what I need?

Which artists will inspire and
influence my work?

What style will it be?

Which key visual elements
interest me the most?

Consider:
• colour
• line
• tone
• shape
• form
• pattern
• texture.

Will I work within one genre or
work across genres?

What would be an appropriate
scale for my work?

Analytical studies (2D or 3D, as appropriate) demonstrating highly developed and proficient 
drawing skills and media-handling techniques. These skills should include the ability to 
accurately depict form, detail and perspective, as appropriate.

Quality is more important than quantity and two or three studies of your key subject matter 
should be enough. Different media may be used and different qualities of the subject matter 
expressed.

Your investigation must show visual continuity with your development work, so do not include 
anything which does not link with your subsequent development.

Evidence required
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