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This guide includes the following titles:

•• Art, craft and design
•• Fine art
•• Graphic communication
•• Textile design
•• Three-dimensional design
•• Photography
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The artwork featured on the front cover of this 
guide was created by Dipendra, a GCSE Art and 
Design student at Kent College in Canterbury. It 
was the winning submission to AQA’s ‘Design a 
winning cover’ competition in 2015, judged by 
leading figures from the creative industries.

‘We chose this piece because there is a lot going 
on: it embodies art and design and not just art. …It 
offers new perspectives on the world: you see the 
world differently under water, and it really portrays 
the sense of freedom that creativity offers.’ 

Comments from the judges

“My artwork is 
about being free 
and having fun.” 
Dipendra Gurung  
Kent College 
Canterbury
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Written annotation
When addressing the requirements of AO3, students must record their ideas, observations and 
insights both visually and through written annotation using appropriate specialist vocabulary, 
as work progresses. Annotation must be explicitly evidenced in both Component 1 and 
Component 2.

The content and presentation of annotation will be determined by what the student wishes to 
communicate, including how it supports the development of their work through the creative 
process.

For example, as ideas are developed, explored and recorded annotations might relate to initial 
thoughts, practical considerations, the communication of intentions, responses to sources, 
critical reflection on personal work and self-evaluation. Teachers should encourage students to 
appreciate the purposes of annotation and understand where and how annotations can feature 
as an integral rather than ‘bolt-on’ aspect of the creative process. As such, annotation can also 
contribute to evidence for AO1, AO2 and AO4. Annotations can be presented in hand written 
and/or digital form as appropriate. (Specification page 13.)

The production of written annotation is an overarching activity which has relevance and value for 
creative practice for all titles. It can be generated and presented in different ways depending on what 
is being recorded, documented and/or communicated. For written annotation to be meaningful, 
consideration must be given to its specific purpose and need, its appropriateness to the title and 
its place within the creative journey. Written annotation should compliment, support, exemplify and 
extend visual materials where appropriate, providing further evidence of the student’s knowledge and 
understanding. Written annotation might reflect a personal opinion, be factual, analytical or imaginative. 
It can be used to communicate or record information; as a means of development/refinement of 
ideas; as a process of investigation and exploration; as part of a process of planning; as a means of 
expression or as a means to an end. It should not be seen as a separate, bolt-on activity.

•• AO1: Written annotation might be used to develop ideas through the investigation of sources 
(showing: critical understanding and contextualisation; information gathered; links to intentions; 
analysis of and reflection on selected sources; how initial thoughts and ideas might be developed 
etc).

•• AO2: Written annotation might be used to refine ideas (showing: documentation of the creative 
journey; critical reflection on experimentation and trials with media, materials, processes and 
techniques; critical reflection on considered alternatives or the development of design ideas etc).

•• AO3: Written annotation might be used to record ideas (showing: observations; insights; intentions; 
imagination; planning; responses to ideas and issues etc).

•• AO4: Written annotation might be used to support the presentation of a personal response and 
the understanding of visual language (showing: reflection and insight; links to the realisation of 
intentions; communication of a personal and meaningful response etc).

Written annotation can be evidenced through any appropriate media, materials and techniques in  
both hand-written and/or word-processed format. It could take the form of: mind maps, spider 
diagrams, notes, labelling, lists, short or extended pieces of writing, accounts, bullet points, proposals, 
statements of intent, formative and summative evaluations, word frames/writing templates, diaries and 
streams of words.

There is no word limit or separate marks awarded for spelling, punctuation and grammar.  
Entirely downloaded information must demonstrate student understanding to successfully fulfil 
assessment requirements.
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Written annotation:  
exemplar materials
Annotation might take the form, for example, of: (i) mind maps, thought showers, spider 
diagrams and lists; (ii) quick notes; (iii) labelling; (iv) extended prose; (v) bullet points; 
(vi) annotated links to visual evidence; (vii) word frames/writing templates.

(i)	 Written annotation: mind maps, thought showers,  
spider diagrams and lists

Written evidence can be exemplified in a number of ways. Mind maps, thought showers and spider 
diagrams are sometimes used by students as a means of documenting initial ideas for projects that 
may or may not be progressed further. 

In the examples selected, the students have used a wide range of styles to collate their thoughts and 
ideas, sometimes solely in word format and on other occasions supported by collected and hand-
rendered visual imagery. The use of digital techniques is seen in one example with a PowerPoint page 
printed out to exemplify the student’s initial thoughts for a project on food. Gel pen, biro, fine-liner, 
pencil crayon, paint, self-adhesive lettering and graphic presentations are also used in the examples 
selected to present the students’ personal collections of initial ideas. 

In some samples of work, the students use arrows, pointers and colour coded lists to group their ideas 
together, representing possible ways forward throughout the creative journey. In all instances, the 
evidence submitted fulfils the requirements for AO3 by presenting personal ideas, observations and 
insights, much of which will be progressed in greater detail through the development of ideas. 

Some examples reflect on suggested media, techniques, processes, source material, themes and 
intended audiences. As a result, the work also contributes towards evidence for AO1 by demonstrating 
critical understanding of sources, and AO2 evidencing the selection of appropriate media, materials, 
techniques and processes. 
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(ii)	 Written annotation: quick notes
This selection of examples shows how written evidence can be presented in the form of quick notes. 
Within this context the purpose of writing is to convey information in a very brief, concise format. 

All of the examples relate to accompanying images. Some of these images are drawings, providing a 
range of either developmental or final ideas. Some reflect on technical aspects related to the production 
of prior drawings. Some begin the process of analysing source material through a digital presentation, 
whilst others support the organisation of thoughts and initial ideas through the production of a mind 
map. All contribute to the provision of evidence for AO3, the recording of ideas, observations and 
insights. 

In addition, some sets of work featured, because of the reflective content about technique or source 
material used, are able to support judgements relating to investigations into sources which evidences 
AO1, as well as exploring ideas and experimenting with appropriate materials, which evidences AO2.
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(iii)	 Written annotation: labelling
The labelling of observations and insights can document a range of activities, materials and technical 
terms used. The reasoned judgements and statements of intent are pertinent and relevant to intentions 
in AO3. The purpose of these labels is to consolidate thoughts and feelings, relate their ideas back to 
contextual sources and to draw attention to meaning. 

The written label notes alongside the drawings in the shell sample, explain the technical processes that 
the student intends to use when constructing the resolved outcome. Labelling appears throughout the 
sketchbook, emphasising relevance and understanding of progression. In addition, this is also seen 
in the art, craft and design sample, where the student has proposed alternative ideas, materials and 
solutions. The adding of small reference photographs to illustrate where the ideas have come from, not 
only identifies the sources in AO1 but also gives context to the written comments. 

The combination of labels alongside drawings, sketches and trial pieces in the textile design externally 
set assignment (ESA) sample allows the student to enhance their understanding prior to manufacture. 
This becomes the core of the creative journey and qualifies the thought process.
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(iv)	 Written annotation: extended prose
Some students may choose to use extended prose to communicate their thoughts, ideas and 
observations in AO3. This may be at any stage during the creative journey as a way of consolidating 
their initial ideas, charting their thought process over time, examining materials, techniques and 
processes or evaluating a final personal response. It may be presented in a variety of different ways: as 
handwritten notes, in printed format or as a digital blog.

In the graphic communication portfolio the student relates and responds to a visit to London Zoo at the 
early stage of the design process. They identify the key characteristics of what they have experienced 
and relate that back to the contextual elements of graphic design. 

Another student uses extended prose to investigate the work of contemporary ceramicist designer 
Stine Jespersen. Following initial investigation into first hand sources the student experiments with a 
range of media, materials and techniques. This investigation, and the comments made, clearly informs 
the later work as the student reflects on the influence that the designer has on their own work. 

The graphic communication student takes a similar approach, producing written work in response to 
their photographic shoot before continuing the process into hand-rendered illustrations. 

The three-dimensional design student has taken the opportunity to assess and analyse the production 
process and the influence of the knowledge and understanding gained through the manufacturing. This 
appears at the end of the project and supports attainment within AO4. 

The photography student uses a written blog constructed over time to chart progress and to analyse 
the creative process. Insights gained and information gathered informs the work and enhances the 
meaningful response. 



16

GCSE Art and Design Guide to written annotation. Version 1.0



17

GCSE Art and Design Guide to written annotation. Version 1.0



18

GCSE Art and Design Guide to written annotation. Version 1.0



19

GCSE Art and Design Guide to written annotation. Version 1.0



20

GCSE Art and Design Guide to written annotation. Version 1.0



21

GCSE Art and Design Guide to written annotation. Version 1.0

(v)	 Written annotation: bullet points
Bullet points have been used in these examples to simplify and organise thoughts and ideas. They 
have also been used as a way of presenting a list, in one case as a record of materials used by a 
chosen artist, and in another as a reminder of actions and subjects intended to address a Component 1 
topic loosely based on ‘Identity’. The character of written evidence for this purpose is succinct and 
is intended to convey information concisely. In both cases the student provides relevant evidence for 
assessment in AO3, recording ideas in the hand written list and insights or observations in the digital 
presentation.
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(vi)	 Written annotation: annotated links to visual evidence
In the examples seen, the students have provided annotated links to visual work through the addition of 
written information. The comments included by the students support the visual evidence, as opposed 
to acting as a substitute for it. Work is produced in a range of media. 

In one example the student has worked digitally and the accompanying annotation to the student’s own 
photographs explains links to sources and personal choices made. 

In other examples, the students have worked through ideas for compositions or designs within the 
creative journey, using annotations to explain the development of ideas or how problem-solving has 
taken place. Critical reflection is evident in all examples, showing links with AO2 whilst supporting 
the recording of ideas, insights and intentions within AO3. Links to sources in AO1, such as ceramic 
artists, textile practitioners and designers are also in evidence in the work, and consideration of working 
methods, styles, materials and purpose are all linked to the students’ own practice or intentions. 
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(vii)	 Written annotation: word frames/writing templates
Written annotation in the following example illustrates the use of a word frame to support a student in 
the production of evidence, with respect to the development of ideas. The guide created by the teacher 
shows a command structure to assist the student in both their written analysis and visual recording of 
ideas, thus fulfilling the requirements for AO3.
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