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Introduction
The study of art enables pupils to understand, appreciate and contribute to a dimension of life that taps into and expresses human innovation, imagination and thought.[footnote 1] In this review, we use the term ‘art’ to include the traditions of art, craft and design.
At an individual level, a high-quality art education can build pupils’ ability to ‘appreciate and interpret what they observe, communicate what they think and feel, or make what they imagine and invent’.[footnote 2] At its best, the subject is both intellectually challenging and creatively demanding.
As a subject studied in school, art includes a range of practices, as well as theoretical and philosophical ideas and interests. The building blocks of the subject enable pupils to see, to know and to experience art. Pupils learn how to view, discuss and make art in its multifaceted, complex and contested forms.
This review explores some factors that contribute to a high-quality art education. Art and traditions of art education are broad and diverse. There is no single way to provide a high-quality education in the subject. In this review, we emphasise the curriculum, which is the ‘substance’ of what pupils learn.[footnote 3] This connects the review to our inspection methodology.[footnote 4] Further details about the purpose of this and other reviews can be found in ‘Principles behind Ofsted research reviews and subject reports’.[footnote 5]
In this review, we:
explain the national context of art and design
summarise our review of research into factors that can affect the quality of education in art and design
consider curriculum progression in art and design, pedagogy and assessment, and the impact of school leaders’ decisions on the provision
We draw on a range of sources, including our ‘Education inspection framework: overview of research’ and the 3 phases of our curriculum research.[footnote 6] We also draw on research into art education, specifically sources that explore art curriculums in schools. Through this work, we hope to contribute to raising the quality of art education for all young people.
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Context
The nature of art, craft and design
Art is a rich and varied set of practices central to human civilisation. Art itself is not static, and its purposes, materials and methods are always evolving. Historically, it has served a range of purposes, including representing nature, expressing feelings, embodying formal beauty, and preserving or criticising social norms. Major art forms include painting, sculpture, drawing and printmaking. Since the early 20th century, art has broadened to include photography, performance, installation and new digital media. Art is closely related to design and craft in graphics, typography, textiles and ceramics. It is not easy to draw a clear line between art, craft and design, because the boundaries between them have changed over time; these fields continue to inform and enrich each other. Together, they are the basis of art education in schools.
Art, craft and design are practical in nature, and are partly based on studio practices. They are also informed by related academic disciplines, including the history of art, aesthetics and art criticism. The school subject of art draws on concepts and ideas from all of these traditions. The possible content is vast and subject leaders and curriculum designers need to be selective in what they include in their art curriculums.
Just as art, craft and design are wide-ranging, so too are the ideas, perspectives and approaches to art education. Art education concerns why pupils are learning the subject, what they might be taught, and how to teach and assess them. It is beyond the scope of this review to explore every tradition of art education, and we recognise that there are various and sometimes competing ideas about it.[footnote 7] This is to be expected in a subject where both the content of the curriculum and the tradition of art education itself are influenced by cultural, social, economic and political factors.
The education inspection framework states that a high-quality education includes an ambitious curriculum that gives pupils ‘the knowledge and cultural capital they need to succeed in life’.[footnote 8] Our review considers the nature of an art curriculum that achieves the aims of the national curriculum (see ‘Curriculum’ section). We do not explore wider ideas about the indirect uses or benefits of art education, such as the idea of art as a ‘playground for experimentation’ or as a way of promoting self-esteem and well-being.[footnote 9] These areas of research may be valuable, but they are beyond the scope of this discussion about what pupils learn in art.
The national context
Art makes an important contribution to pupils’ overall education. Schools must offer a broad and balanced curriculum, according to the law.[footnote 10] This expectation is reflected in the national curriculum and is at the heart of our education inspection framework, which states that a high-quality education consists of pupils being taught ‘a full range of subjects for as long as possible’.[footnote 11]
Early education and primary schools
Children first encounter art and design in the early years foundation stage (EYFS). In the EYFS statutory guidance, ‘expressive arts and design’ is a specific area of learning and development.[footnote 12] The guidance says it is important for children to engage with the arts regularly and to explore a range of materials and media.[footnote 13] This helps them to work towards the early learning goals, such as safely using and exploring a variety of materials, tools and techniques. High-quality practice in the early years stimulates children’s interest and imagination in the materials and media they encounter, and provides the necessary foundations for future learning.
In the national curriculum, art and design is a compulsory subject at key stages 1 and 2.[footnote 14] A report has highlighted a decline in both the quality and quantity of art education in primary schools.[footnote 15] There may be a range of reasons for this, including:
a decline in real-terms funding, so pupils have less access to specialist resources and support[footnote 16]
schools focus more on core subjects and less on foundation subjects[footnote 17]
primary teachers lack the skills, training and experience to teach a high-quality art curriculum[footnote 18]
Secondary schools
In secondary schools, art is often a separate subject in the timetabled curriculum. This is the first time that many pupils are taught art by a specialist teacher. The key stage 3 curriculum is important for a variety of reasons. Key stage 3 may be the last opportunity for a pupil to engage critically and creatively with art during their education. It is the time when pupils build on the knowledge they learned at primary school, and when teachers address gaps in pupils’ subject knowledge. The key stage 3 curriculum also needs to give pupils the breadth and depth of knowledge necessary for them to be successful at key stage 4 and beyond. An art curriculum that significantly limits the amount of time given to the subject is unlikely to benefit pupils.
In 2021, the Department for Education reported that there were 1,040 fewer art and design teachers in 2020 than there had been in 2010. This equated to a decline of about 8%.[footnote 19] There was no change between 2019 and 2020.[footnote 20] A report by a subject association also suggested that pupils were taught fewer hours of art and design at secondary level in 2020 than in 2010.[footnote 21]
At key stages 4 and 5, pupils have the opportunity to study art both for its own sake and to further their career aspirations. They can gain both depth and breadth of knowledge, which enables them to pursue a range of artistic interests and specialist pathways. Data from the Joint Council for Qualifications (JCQ) suggests there were more entries for GCSE art and design in 2022 than in 2010.[footnote 22] However, compared with 2002, the number of entries for GCSE art and design in 2022 were at a similar level.[footnote 23] Notably, the number of entries for other arts-based subjects, such as design and technology, fell significantly over the same period.[footnote 24] For some pupils, the art and design curriculum is the only subject available to them that aligns closely with future training, education and work opportunities within the creative industries. In 2019, the creative industries made a significant contribution (£115.9 billion) to the UK economy.[footnote 25] Many roles in these industries require a qualification in art and design.[footnote 26]
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Curriculum
Summary
The art and design curriculum in schools sets out how pupils can ‘get better’ at the subject.

Pupils can develop practical knowledge of how to create art, craft and design, for example by learning the methods and techniques that artists, craft-makers and designers use.

They can also build theoretical knowledge of the tools, materials and history of art, craft and design.

In addition, pupils can acquire disciplinary knowledge of the concept of art itself, such as the ways it is judged, valued and evaluated.

Pupils make progress in the art curriculum when they build practical, theoretical and disciplinary knowledge (which we define below) and learn the connections between them. A high-quality art and design curriculum sequences the knowledge that pupils learn. This helps pupils to get better as they move through early years, primary and secondary education.
The national curriculum and the school art curriculum
There is an important distinction between the national curriculum and the school subject curriculum in art. The national curriculum sets out the aims of the subject and an outline of the content pupils should study. Our discussion of quality in art education uses these aims and considers what pupils need to learn, over time, to achieve them. However, the national curriculum does not set out the exact range and depth of the content, concepts and practices that pupils need to learn. This means that teachers, subject leaders, and curriculum designers are able to select content. In this section on curriculum, we consider what high-quality art curriculums might look like. We focus on the content that they might include to meet the aims of the national curriculum.
All pupils in maintained schools are expected to study the national curriculum. This includes the requirements for art and design in key stages 1 to 3.[footnote 27] Academies are expected to offer pupils a broad curriculum that should be ‘similar in breadth and ambition to the national curriculum’.[footnote 28]
The current national curriculum states that the aims of art and design are to make sure that all pupils:[footnote 29]
produce creative work, exploring their ideas and recording their experiences
become proficient in drawing, painting, sculpture and other art, craft and design techniques
evaluate and analyse creative works using the language of art, craft and design
know about great artists, craft-makers and designers, and understand the historical and cultural development of their art forms
The national curriculum does not set out how to sequence the content that pupils study in art.[footnote 30] Some art educators have commented that the national curriculum does not include detail about how schools should build on each stage of development.[footnote 31] Therefore, in this review, we will consider how schools might sequence the content in the art curriculum. The national curriculum also does not go into detail about the content that pupils should learn. This means subject leaders and curriculum planners need to have some sort of idea of what might be ‘cumulatively sufficient’ or ‘collectively enough’ content for the curriculum to be high quality.[footnote 32]
Domains of knowledge
There are many ways of ‘carving up’ domains of knowledge in art education. The subject literature uses a range of terms for the domains. In this review, we suggest 3 domains:
‘practical knowledge’, which is about developing technical proficiency
‘theoretical knowledge’, which is the cultural and contextual content that pupils learn about artists and artwork[footnote 33]
‘disciplinary knowledge’, which is what pupils learn about how art is studied, discussed and judged
These terms are helpful for discussing the different types of knowledge that pupils build in art, and for describing good-quality art education. We do not expect schools to use this terminology.
The 3 domains build on the different ways that knowledge about art has been discussed in recent research. For instance, some researchers put forward ‘foundational art disciplines’, which include art production, art history, art criticism and aesthetics. They suggest that pupils build knowledge in these domains when they study art.[footnote 34] Some literature refers to ‘productive’, ‘critical’ and ‘cultural’ domains in art education.[footnote 35] Other approaches refer to the types of knowledge that pupils learn when they learn ‘about’ art, ‘with’ art, ‘in’ art and ‘through’ art.[footnote 36] Although these approaches use different words from the ones we have chosen, they all recognise that it is important to be clear that there are subject-specific forms of knowledge in art. The terms we have used (practical, theoretical and disciplinary) incorporate many of these ideas, as we go on to explain. We have chosen them because, first, they align with the aims of the national curriculum for art and design and, second, they link to wider traditions in art education.
Our education inspection framework prioritises the knowledge that pupils learn in the curriculum.[footnote 37] Some researchers have expressed concern about focusing on ‘knowledge’ in arts education, when the meaning of the term is limited to accumulating disconnected facts.[footnote 38] Our school inspection handbook highlights problems with pupils ‘memorising disconnected facts’.[footnote 39] The definition of knowledge in our review is broader than this. We use the term to refer to what pupils learn in art (sometimes called the ‘curriculum objects’), including concepts and/or principles.[footnote 40] When pupils learn this subject knowledge, they build the capacity to appreciate and create art. There are a range of capacities and competencies that pupils could develop from learning the art curriculum. However, they depend on the smaller building blocks of art knowledge that pupils will learn. Various art educators and theorists have used terms such as ‘qualitative intelligence’, ‘visual literacy’, ‘aesthetic literacy’, ‘visual aesthetic literacy’ and ‘enlightened cherishing’ to describe such capacities.[footnote 41]
The forms of knowledge that we will explore are types of expertise that pupils can build over time. This expertise is both productive (pupils becoming proficient in the aspects of art or producing art) and receptive (pupils learning about aspects of art). The national curriculum for art and design gives examples of both of these types of expertise.[footnote 42] This suggests that each of the 3 domains of knowledge include receptive and productive elements. For example, within the domain of practical knowledge, pupils may ‘develop proficiency in drawing, painting, sculpture and other areas of making’ (productive expertise). This is because they learn about methods and techniques used in drawing, painting, sculpture and other areas of making (receptive expertise).[footnote 43] Both forms of expertise are essential to the traditions of art education. This is because, while the knowledge that pupils need to learn must be clear, what they do with that knowledge may be unexpected, unpredictable or unanticipated.[footnote 44] It is important for leaders and teachers to recognise that defining the knowledge that pupils need to learn through the curriculum is not the same as restricting or prescribing the artwork they produce.[footnote 45]
In summary, there are 3 subject-specific forms of knowledge that subject leaders and curriculum designers might plan and sequence in the art curriculum.[footnote 46]
Practical knowledge
Pupils develop practical knowledge through the art and design curriculum. This knowledge is necessary for when they make and create art. Practical knowledge allows pupils to make choices based on what they know about the limits and possibilities of materials and media. This practical knowledge is specific to ways of creating art. The National Society for Education in Art and Design recognises 12 different ‘areas of making’.[footnote 47] These include:
drawing
painting
printmaking
sculpture
ceramics
creative craft
collage
textiles
photography and lens-based media
installation and site-specific work
digital and new media
design and graphic design
Of these areas of making, 3 (drawing, painting and sculpture) are specified in the national curriculum.[footnote 48] The national curriculum also refers to ‘other art, craft and design techniques’. This suggests that schools will include areas of making beyond these 3.[footnote 49] There is therefore a broad range of content for subject leaders and curriculum designers to choose from. A school art curriculum is unlikely to be able to cover all the areas of making in sufficient depth for pupils to engage meaningfully with them. Therefore, subject leaders and curriculum designers need to choose which areas to include. Schools may achieve the aims of the national curriculum in different ways. For example, in addition to drawing, painting and sculpture:
primary schools may teach:
collage, because they have included ‘pop art’ in their curriculum and think this is the most suitable way to teach it, and because a range of everyday items are available for pupils to use
ceramics, because they may have access to particular equipment, such as a kiln oven
secondary schools may teach:
textiles, to give pupils the opportunity to visit and see the work of contemporary artists and craft-makers, and to get a glimpse of career pathways such as fashion and textile design
photography, so that pupils learn a form of artistic visual representation
Subject leaders and curriculum designers should have a sound rationale for why the combination of areas of making they include in the curriculum is cumulatively sufficient (together these areas provide pupils with a coherent understanding of art). They will need to have a rationale for which areas of making they teach and revisit over time, and which areas they will not teach. This prevents the art curriculum from collapsing into a superficial tour of different areas of making. Once subject leaders and curriculum designers have made these choices, they can broaden the curriculum by exploring in detail the various ways that artists, craft-makers and designers have expressed these areas of making.
Although the different areas of making sometimes overlap and have similarities, each has its own materials, media and technical language as part of a specialist tradition. For this reason, subject leaders and curriculum designers need to be clear about which materials, media and technical terms they want pupils to learn. For instance, when the following areas of making are taught, teachers will want to plan for pupils to learn foundational aspects of that area of making:
In drawing: concepts such as line, shape and form; the use of different media such as pencil, ink or pastels; technical terms and phrases, such as ‘observational drawing,’ ‘outer edges’ and ‘where lines intersect’, which help pupils to draw what they are seeing, rather than what they imagine they see; and drawing media other than pencils, brushes and pens, such as wire or string
In painting: concepts such as colour mixing; the associations between mixed colours, meanings and emotions; and different media, such as watercolour (a translucent paint), gouache (an opaque paint) and/or acrylic oil paint
In sculpture: concepts such as form and space; and key terms pupils need to know when they manipulate clay, such as ‘slabbing’, ‘coiling’ and ‘pinching’
In photography: concepts such as light, dark, balance and ‘the rule of thirds’; key terms about photographic processes such as film, print, slide, transfer; and key terms about digital photographic processes such as ‘manipulation’ and ‘resolution’
In textiles: concepts such as texture and appliqué; different fabrics, such as woven and felted textiles; and terms such as ‘threads’ and ‘cords’
Practical knowledge also includes the various components of artistic practice. These are the elements of practical knowledge that give pupils the ability to represent physically whatever they have envisaged. These skills, techniques and practices learned in the art curriculum are underpinned by specialist and subject-specific knowledge.[footnote 50]
Practical knowledge can have both receptive and productive sides. In each area of making, pupils learn about materials and techniques, the vocabulary to identify them (a kind of receptive expertise), and how they themselves can use those materials and put those techniques into practice (a kind of productive expertise). The distinction that can be made between receptive and productive expertise is illustrated below:
In drawing, pupils learn drawing-specific meanings for line, colour, form and shape (receptive expertise), and how to create lines using pencils, brushes, pens, wires or string. They learn how to use colour, generate form and depict shape for themselves (productive expertise)
In painting, pupils learn elements such as shape, colour (including ‘cold’ colours and ‘warm’ colours), form and value (receptive expertise). They learn how to mix colours, to use complementary or contrasting colours and value to give the illusion of light, and to create shape and form (productive expertise)
In sculpture, pupils learn the meaning of shape and form, the way 3-dimensional forms occupy their space (receptive expertise), and how to manipulate materials such as clay into 3 dimensions to create form. At the early stages of sculpture in particular, they also learn how to join elements and how to carve or incise surface detail (productive expertise)
In photography, pupils learn about elements such as light, focus and repetition, specific compositional tools, and how photographers use equipment and materials (receptive expertise). They also learn how to select an image, how to use light and exposure, how to apply compositional tools such as the rule of thirds (and, where appropriate, to break rules) and depth of field (productive expertise)
In textiles, pupils learn about techniques such as appliqué, beadwork and sewing stitches, and how craft-makers use machinery (receptive expertise). They also learn how to create 2- or 3-dimensional, abstract or figurative works using a range of techniques (productive expertise)
Practical knowledge includes sensory aspects that are linked to areas of artistic practice. For example, pupils learn sensory aspects of drawing when they use different mediums and techniques (such as fine-liner pens or brushstrokes) to affect the ‘quality of line’. There is a tradition in art education that reflects on the idea of ‘tacit knowledge’ or ‘intuitive knowledge’ gained through the senses.[footnote 51] One writer described this as ‘unspoken and uncodified words, that [occur in artistic practice] and [become] a matter of habit’ and the ‘thousand little everyday moves that add up in sum to a practice’.[footnote 52] All areas of making also have spoken and codified components that pupils need to ‘get better at’. Subject leaders and curriculum designers can identify these for teaching.
Drawing is central to art and design curriculums at primary and secondary level.[footnote 53] The national curriculum mentions drawing specifically as a ‘way of making’.[footnote 54] Research on the teaching of drawing gives some examples of components:
	Components of drawing
	Examples of components that pupils can practise at appropriate stages of the curriculum

	Fine motor control[footnote 55]
	Pencil grip
Range of marks
Series of lines (for example in cross-hatching)
Applying pressure to affect tone
Shading to suggest form

	Repertoire of lines and shapes,[footnote 56] which become symbolic systems or semiotic codes[footnote 57]
	Simple marks
Dots
Vertical lines
Horizontal lines
Lines that enclose spaces
Circles

	Knowledge of elements of art[footnote 58]
	How light and dark can be represented by pencil control
Orientation of drawings

	Knowledge of art language, such as spatial language[footnote 59]
	Accurate use of art-specific words such as shape, line and colour

	Techniques or methods[footnote 60]
	Hatching
Cross-hatching
Stippling
Finger blend



These are examples of components that are part of the curriculum. Pupils can learn and practise them. Some literature identifies other factors that can support the teaching of drawing:
conditions that help pupils to think and concentrate[footnote 61]
tuition and modelling[footnote 62]
recursive encounters over time[footnote 63]
While important, these other factors are concerned with pedagogy. They are different from components of drawing on which teachers can focus their teaching.
Curriculum planners do not need to prioritise traditional expressions of art. Once pupils have learned the components of drawing, they can gain further knowledge and explore creative possibilities. For example, if a curriculum focuses on drawing, it would be appropriate for leaders or curriculum designers to select content taken from the whole history of drawing and the different traditions within it.[footnote 64] Pupils might be taught content, methods and techniques, and do practical work, from this range of traditions. For example, pupils may be taught:
the use of the sketch and the development of preliminary ideas in Italian Renaissance art
the use of line drawing during the Japanese Nihonga period
This applies to other areas of making. For example, in painting, children in the early years and pupils at key stage 1 may begin to develop forms of control by being taught:
the form of control that gives the appearance of distinct dots of colour in the traditions of pointillist styles of painting
the form of control that gives the appearance of distinct dots of colour in the traditions of indigenous Australian art
Pupils at key stage 2 might be taught the use of bold colour in 2 different traditions, such as in:
Indian Madhubani paintings that depict religious and cultural events, and that include geometric and floral patterns
Fauvist art that uses strong colour and gestural paint strokes
In sculpture, pupils may be taught:
abstractions of the human form in Western art (used by sculptors such as Barbara Hepworth and Henry Moore)
abstractions of the human form in prehistoric art
In these ways, the curriculum can be broad while also concentrating in enough depth on specific areas of making, to ensure that pupils gain some proficiency in that area. The breadth of the practices within an area of making are important. This is because, over the course of the curriculum, the methods, techniques and styles taught help pupils to build up knowledge of the diversity of drawing or painting or sculpture (or any other area of making). Theories of cognitive science highlight how knowledge of concepts is sustained by the range of examples that we have of them.[footnote 65] While pupils will not be able to engage meaningfully in each tradition if the curriculum is ‘a mile wide and an inch deep’, the various components that pupils are taught through the curriculum are, nonetheless, what give them a broad and accurate conception of drawing, painting, sculpture and so on. Pupils therefore build up different examples of the diversity of art, craft and design traditions. They go on to construct and produce their own art within this framework.
Theoretical knowledge
The second domain of knowledge in the art and design curriculum is theoretical knowledge. This enables pupils to make connections between art’s past, present and future.
The national curriculum states that pupils should know about great artists, craft-makers and designers. They should also understand the historical and cultural development of their art forms. The theoretical knowledge, including art history, that pupils gain is not simply knowing dates or facts about artists and their artwork. It is the knowledge pupils learn about:
meaning and interpretations
materials and processes
journeys and connections through time
Pupils’ theoretical knowledge puts into context much of the practical knowledge that they learn in the art and design curriculum. In making artistic decisions, artists themselves draw on personal experiences, and the work of their contemporaries and artistic predecessors. However, art educators have not always recognised the important interplay between practical and theoretical knowledge, or seen it as essential to curriculum design. Some researchers have commented that art education focuses on ‘practical skills’, sometimes at the expense of learning theoretical knowledge.[footnote 66]
When pupils learn theoretical knowledge about art, craft and design, they learn about themes and diverse connections that have existed over time and in different places. One writer has described this as pupils recognising the way that art and art practices are ‘embedded’ in ‘socio-cultural matrices’.[footnote 67] The meaning of images, objects and artefacts can also change over time. Art takes place within cultures, societies and history. If teachers do not contextualise art, craft, and design traditions, pupils can build profound misconceptions about the ways that humans make and understand art.[footnote 68]
High-quality art curriculums should plan for pupils to develop sufficient knowledge to make sense of artists, artwork and art traditions. For example, primary schools often teach pupils about Vincent Van Gogh. Pupils can make sense of Van Gogh as an artist and his work when they are taught, for example:
about the post-impressionism movement
how this movement emerged and its purposes
the influence of Japanese woodblock printing on his style and work
how Van Gogh used tools and techniques, particularly his brushwork and use of colour
the themes and meaning in his work
The broad range of curriculum content, beyond a single painting, helps pupils to avoid simplistic or narrow perspectives such as ‘Van Gogh worked in the field of impressionism and painted sunflowers’.
A sculptor sometimes studied in primary schools is Andy Goldsworthy. Pupils can make sense of him and his work when they are taught, for example:
how he uses natural materials to create sculptures
about the tools and techniques he uses with natural materials
about the relationship between the artist and the movement of ‘environmental art’
how his works fit into the natural and urban environments they are positioned in and how this can change how the viewer perceives the work
why he has chosen different shapes and forms
It is important not to confuse theoretical knowledge about the historical and cultural development of art forms with a focus on a very narrow group of artists and artwork.[footnote 69] In high-quality art curriculums, pupils build an accurate impression of the range of art, craft and design work that humans have produced. This will include Western and non-Western traditions of art, craft and design. Subject leaders and curriculum designers should think carefully about the examples and case studies they include in the curriculum to illustrate the variety of established, contested and neglected stories of art. High-quality art curriculums will give examples of the diversity of art in different areas of making by including, for instance:
art, craft, design work produced outside Europe
artists, craft-makers and designers from diverse communities
traditional and contemporary forms of art, craft and design
For example, primary curriculums might include:
geometric and natural forms expressed through patterns in Islamic art, when teaching theoretical knowledge in ceramics or painting
flat planes of colour or pattern, and strong line, as used in Japanese ukiyo-e prints, when teaching theoretical knowledge in printmaking
It is important for leaders and curriculum designers to carefully plan the theoretical knowledge pupils should learn in the art curriculum. It helps pupils understand that art is a product of human culture, and is affected by human culture.[footnote 70] Subject leaders need to make sure they identify and teach this type of knowledge. It would be ‘unreasonable’ and ‘a fallacy’ to assume that pupils will acquire it simply by learning practical knowledge.[footnote 71]
When introducing case studies or examples, subject leaders and curriculum designers should think carefully about which components pupils need to know to make sense of them. For example, in a secondary school curriculum, subject leaders might include the study of Chila Kumari Singh Burman’s ‘If There is No Struggle, There is No Progress – Uprisings’ (1981). For pupils to make sense of this piece, they will need to know about:[footnote 72]
the materials and techniques the artist has used in printing, such as etching and lithography
the processes the artist has used, such as layering and fragmenting, to convey meaning
ideas such as conflict, racial discrimination and social justice in relation to the piece
ideas such as inclusion and ‘visibility in relation to artist identity
social and political knowledge to contextualise the references to unrest and protest, such as historical knowledge of the Thatcher government and the unrest and protests in the UK in the summer of 1981
broader historical context, such as ‘the Windrush generation’ or ‘colonialism’ to foreground the themes in the artist’s work
A secondary curriculum may include design work by the architect David Adjaye, such as his ‘Gwangu River Reading Room’. The theoretical knowledge pupils would need might include:[footnote 73]
the materials and techniques used in the construction of the building, such as concrete and timber
design-specific concepts such as ‘shape’ and ‘form’
context-specific concepts such as ‘revolt’, ‘memory’ and ‘storytelling’
the social, political and historical context of the Gwangju Revolt
concepts such as ‘monument’ and ‘landmark’
These examples show how curriculum designers and subject leaders can identify important component knowledge when introducing pupils to complex art, craft and design content. There is a vast range of art and artists that teachers and curriculum designers can choose from. This means the component knowledge that teachers include may differ greatly from school to school. However, in all cases, the component knowledge acts as building blocks to allow pupils to build in-depth theoretical knowledge.
Theoretical knowledge also helps pupils to develop their practical art-making. Subject leaders and curriculum designers can link theoretical and practical knowledge in a variety of ways, including to:
improve pupils’ command of practical knowledge; for example, pupils can use knowledge of the forms and conventions of past art to reflect on their own drawing techniques or craft skills
frame discussions about pupils’ ‘personal style’; for example, pupils can explain their own artistic influences
develop a common classroom language for discussing, comparing and contrasting artwork
build pupils’ knowledge of cultural norms, conventions and categories, such as authorship, artwork and exhibition space
help pupils to understand current issues for artists, craft-makers and designers, such as sustainability in design projects
Disciplinary knowledge
The domain of disciplinary knowledge is very broad. It captures the idea that, through the curriculum, pupils learn:
how aesthetic judgements are formed and claimed
how art is studied
how to participate in the discourses of artists, scholars and critics
It is important for pupils to learn disciplinary knowledge because art is not fixed. It is fluid and dynamic. It changes through encounters and exchanges with new technologies, new ways of thinking and new opportunities. When pupils learn disciplinary knowledge’, they participate in discussions about big ideas in art. They explore, among other things, concepts of quality, value and purpose.[footnote 74]
Disciplinary knowledge is central to recent developments in art education which focus on the formal and substantial teaching of art. Some art educators have explained how disciplinary knowledge should inform the art curriculum, such as basing it on ‘foundational art disciplines’.[footnote 75] This review does not advocate any specific disciplinary approach. Instead, we emphasise the importance of knowledge that helps pupils to make sense of what the subject is and how it came to be.
Disciplinary knowledge relates to theoretical knowledge, but is different. Theoretical knowledge is about specific forms or works of art (including their medium, origins, provenance and production). By contrast, disciplinary knowledge is not bound to a specific ‘way of making’. Instead, it transcends different areas of making, and focuses on the norms, products and purposes of art. It is about how art itself is thought of as a discipline. This knowledge contributes to pupils’ capacities to interpret art.[footnote 76] Some commentators have suggested that art education is weak or incomplete if it does not give pupils the knowledge to discuss contentious issues.[footnote 77] For these reasons, it is important for curriculum designers and subject leaders to include disciplinary knowledge content. There are many ways that they can do this. For example, they can include content about:
disciplinary questions, such as ‘how is art made?’, ‘what is art?’, ‘how is art judged?’, ‘what is the purpose of art?’, ‘how does design affect the lives of users?’, and ‘how does design affect human environments?’
what artists have done across cultures and throughout history to draw attention to the influences of art
different pathways, practices and industries linked to art, craft and design
how commentators and critics judge and evaluate art
concepts such as ‘aesthetic judgement’ and ‘value’
age-appropriate content that explores how thinkers have drawn attention to aspects of art that shape the stories humans tell through art (‘art histories’), including their perspectives on social, political and moral issues[footnote 78]
artistic approaches in other areas of making that pupils do not study in depth, or in new and emerging technology such as in film, sound and photography
the different ways of working in the disciplinary field, such as the roles of illustrators, critics, commentators and curators
When pupils learn this type of content in the art curriculum, they can begin to make sense of, interpret and judge claims and propositions that are sometimes made about art. They can join in conversations about the nature of art, drawing on the disciplinary concepts and examples of theoretical knowledge they have learned. Pupils might then analyse playful claims and tentative propositions about art, such as:
‘the value of art cannot be measured by money alone’
‘all art is equal in value’
‘art can never be separated from the artist’
‘artists build on the work of previous artists; artists subvert the work of previous artists’
‘artists create images for the purpose of being seen’
Statements like these can be helpful to curriculum designers and subject leaders when they are choosing practical and theoretical knowledge to include in the curriculum. This is because, if pupils are to build up sufficient knowledge about these abstract ideas, they will need curriculum content that is well-selected and diverse, and includes a range of forms and cultures. The content should illustrate the plurality of art, craft, design and associated traditions. When pupils are familiar with this content, they can learn disciplinary knowledge about art.
Disciplinary knowledge is important as it enables pupils to see how (what might appear to be) contradictory ideas can co-exist and be connected within the traditions of art. At the same time, it can give teachers a useful planning tool. They can ground their curriculum content in the kinds of questions that artists, critics and scholars ask. When leaders and teachers include disciplinary knowledge in their art and design curriculums, they induct pupils into the ‘manner of thinking and acting’ found in communities of artistic practice and analysis.[footnote 79]
Curriculum progression
Our definition of progression is that pupils know more and remember more of the planned curriculum, and that they are therefore able to do more with the subject-specific knowledge that they learn. This is what we mean by the phrase ‘the curriculum is the progression model’. As we have said above, knowledge that is learned and remembered should not be understood just as disconnected facts or prescribed processes.[footnote 80] It should be understood in nuanced, subject-specific terms.
As pupils move through an art curriculum, they should build the 3 forms of knowledge that we discussed above. When pupils ‘know more’, they can develop latent capacities to ‘do more’ in art, and so develop their expertise.[footnote 81] When we talk about ‘developing expertise’ in art in this review, we do not mean that we expect pupils to become experts or masters of art, craft and design, although some may do so. But it is an aim of the national curriculum that pupils become ‘proficient’ in different areas of making.[footnote 82] So, ‘developing expertise’ means that pupils build sufficient knowledge and skills that could enable them to achieve high degrees of specialism and proficiency in art.
Progression, or ‘getting better’, in subjects is complex, as it is a ‘process of qualitative change as well as cumulative acquisition’.[footnote 83] Subject leaders and curriculum designers have to think carefully about the content that they include in the curriculum. They need to make sure it is sequenced so that it brings about this qualitative change in pupils and helps them to achieve the subject-specific goals of the curriculum. They also need to help pupils become familiar with procedures for gaining and validating new knowledge in different subjects.[footnote 84] Curriculum designers and subject leaders can explore these further in the following sections.
Sequencing art and design content towards end points
High-quality curriculums build on what pupils already know and prepare them for what is to come.[footnote 85] This is important because it is pupils’ breadth of knowledge that they draw on to make sense of new content or engage in new ideas.[footnote 86] Pupils’ cognitive development depends on, among other things, having the knowledge necessary for the next stage of learning.[footnote 87]
In art, ‘sequence pertains to the organisation of activities so that they [the activities] challenge, develop, and build upon the ideas and skills that students have previously acquired’.[footnote 88] When sequencing learning, curriculum designers need to consider what pupils already know.[footnote 89] This principle can be applied across lessons, schemes of work or schooling phases. For example:
In terms of practical knowledge, when pupils know colour theory, they are better equipped to use colour to communicate a particular mood and suggest meaning
In terms of theoretical knowledge, when pupils know about the diverse ways that artists have explored the theme of ‘identity’, they are better equipped to create an original response, drawing on approaches used by artists, designers and craftspeople across time and cultures
Some curriculums in art, craft and design have very high-level ideas as end goals. These might include ‘the way artists represent places and spaces’ or ‘the way artists represent nature in art’. There are different approaches to designing the art curriculum to achieve these goals. One is a thematic approach that organises (mainly theoretical) content according to themes such as ‘places and spaces’ or ‘art and nature’. Another is to consider relevant traditions in art, craft and design history (theoretical knowledge) when studying particular techniques. Whichever curriculum structure teachers choose, they will need to make sure pupils gain a sufficient combination of practical, theoretical and disciplinary knowledge to achieve the curriculum goals. Pupils will need this to appreciate works connected with the themes, and to develop the ability to produce their own work around the themes.
Building towards divergent and convergent end points in the curriculum
When leaders set ambitious end goals for the curriculum, it is important that they do not confuse the content pupils need to know with the artwork that they create. As in other subjects that promote original thought, when pupils study art and design, they will make interesting and unexpected connections between content and generate their own creative ideas. The curriculum sets out what pupils need to know. It may or may not also specify ways for them to use that knowledge or to perform with it. Sometimes the work that pupils do is static or fixed, for example all pupils:
practise mixing secondary and tertiary colours
follow the same steps to become competent in making reduction prints
At other times, pupils may create artwork that is diverse and radically different from other pupils’ work. For example, they may produce work where they have:
used different materials
applied different techniques
created a single object, while other pupils have created multiple objects
The first examples are outcomes that have been prescribed so that pupils learn a specific curriculum object. In the second examples, pupils use what they have learned as well as drawing on their personal and creative thoughts and feelings to produce individual work.[footnote 90]
The distinction above draws on research in art and design that considers both the convergent (more prescribed) and divergent (less prescribed) goals of the art curriculum.[footnote 91] Sometimes, art educators also use the language of pupils learning ‘about’, ‘with’, ‘in’, and ‘through’ art.[footnote 92] When pupils achieve convergent goals in art education, we describe them as learning ‘about’ and ‘with’ art. When pupils achieve divergent goals, we describe them as learning ‘in’ and ‘through’ art. Subject leaders and curriculum designers may need to be clear about which type of goal the art curriculum is building towards. We will briefly explore convergent goals, and then divergent goals.
First, pupils can acquire knowledge to achieve a convergent goal. This is when we are aware of how pupils will apply this information, which may be specific to a certain context. The national curriculum mentions more prescribed outcomes (convergent goals) in its reference to proficiency in art, craft and design techniques.[footnote 93] For example, pupils may learn:
colour theory and knowing that mixing red and yellow makes orange
specific techniques to command a particular skill
Second, pupils can acquire knowledge to achieve a divergent goal. This is when we do not know how pupils will use the knowledge. In such cases, pupils draw on the knowledge to create their own artwork, combining what they know in sometimes experimental contexts. The national curriculum mentions this in its reference to producing creative work.[footnote 94] For example, pupils may learn how:
colour can depict and change the mood of art
the use of different media or visual cues can convey a personal style
In high-quality art and design curriculums, subject leaders and curriculum designers structure the content in 2 ways:
At some points of the curriculum, it is important for pupils to work towards ‘convergent’ points (such as specifying the crucial concepts that they need to learn at a particular point of the curriculum)
At some points of the curriculum, it is important for pupils to work towards ‘divergent’ points (such as ensuring that they have enough knowledge to draw on when forming their own particular slant or style)[footnote 95]
In the second way, pupils’ own understanding of the world contributes to what they produce or learn. This is because it interacts with what they have learned about how art and design knowledge is formed and used.[footnote 96]
Leaders of art and design should think carefully about which end points of the curriculum need to be convergent, and which should be divergent. The rationale for this choice is important. It will depend on the nature of the content and the point in the sequence of the curriculum. High-quality art and design curriculums identify pertinent and useful knowledge that pupils need in order to make or view particular kinds of art.
Building in practice along the way
Practice is vital if pupils are to achieve the goals of the curriculum. It is often associated with pedagogical approaches to teaching particular aspects of art in lessons (see ‘Teaching the curriculum’ section). However, it is important for subject leaders and curriculum planners to recognise that practice needs to be ‘built in’ to the curriculum.
The structure of the curriculum should enable pupils to achieve particular goals. This is not the same as planning activities in steps to produce a particular creative product (such as recording initial ideas, then developing a response to an artist, and then experimenting with different media). Important as that kind of sequencing is, it is not the same as sequencing that makes sure sufficient practice is built in. Instead, ‘sequencing for practice’ occurs when subject leaders give pupils enough regular opportunities to work with related content to help them learn that content in the long term.
One example is learning how to use watercolours. For pupils to understand this, they need to be taught that the traditional transparent technique involves layering colour washes. To build their control and confidence, they may practise adding and removing washes and glaze with one type of tool (such as a brush) until that technique is secure. They then try a range of tools (such as adding or removing water with a sponge, or tissue). Next, they may practise mixing primary colours by overlaying washes. This prepares them to go on to experiment with the effects of watercolour to achieve their goals.
Pupils can build expertise in this way through the planned curriculum, and by having time and instruction to practise and master content ‘in the moment’ in lessons. Given the richness of art and design, it is perfectly possible to structure the curriculum so that pupils can re-encounter subject components in different contexts.
‘Sequencing for practice’ in art and design is the process of thinking through how to support pupils’ learning by breaking down the main components that they need to practise. These components of art, craft and design are then sequenced, with links highlighted between practical knowledge, theoretical knowledge and disciplinary knowledge. This enables pupils to become knowledgeable about art. Their own expressive works also become examples of the knowledge they have learned.[footnote 97]
Creativity
‘Creativity’ is a word frequently associated with the arts, including art, craft and design. In this section, we explore 2 ideas about the concept of ‘creativity’ that may be helpful when applied to the art curriculum:
The casual use of the term ‘creativity’ is unhelpfully broad. It is too general to be functionally useful in determining curriculum content and how art is taught.
A subject-specific use of the term ‘creativity’ includes the central idea that pupils can make creative contributions in art, craft and design if their knowledge and skills in a particular area (domain) are sufficiently developed.
Often, the term ‘creativity’ is used in a non-specific way. For example, national curriculum documents for various subjects, including art and design, design and technology, mathematics and computing contain references to ‘creativity’ or ‘creative outcomes’.[footnote 98] Art and design educators have made the point that the subject of art should not be confused or conflated with creativity.[footnote 99] Some reviewers of art, craft and design literature claim that the non-specific, casual use of the word ‘creativity’ in the subject literature is generally ‘under-theorised’.[footnote 100] ‘Creativity’ is therefore less helpful when establishing subject-specific goals of the art curriculum. For these reasons, in the previous sections on the art curriculum, we have explored subject-specific forms of progression and end points.
Nevertheless, a subject-specific conception of creativity may be useful when describing the kinds of outputs, dispositions and aptitudes that emerge as pupils journey through the art curriculum. In 2019, the Durham Commission described creativity as the ‘capacity to imagine, conceive, express, or make something that was not there before’.[footnote 101] This builds on a definition from the National Advisory Committee on Creative and Cultural Education (NACCCE) 2 decades before.[footnote 102] It is important to move beyond everyday assumptions about creativity in art and recognise that, when pupils generate ‘creative contributions’, they draw on the knowledge and skills they have developed within the domain they are learning.[footnote 103] It is also important to note that, just as the kinds of practical knowledge that pupils build through the art curriculum relate to multiple areas of making (such as printing, sculpture, photography, textiles and drawing), so each area has its own conception of what constitutes creativity within that tradition.[footnote 104] Creativity is therefore most usefully thought of in subject-specific terms, and particularly in relation to specific traditions in areas of making. It is the practical, theoretical and disciplinary knowledge that pupils build through the curriculum that provides them with the capacities to create in art, craft and design in a variety of ways.
Based on the above, high-quality art and design education may have the following features:
Curriculum content is chosen specifically to enable pupils to build practical, theoretical and disciplinary subject-specific knowledge
Curriculum content includes different ways of making and together these choices are cumulatively sufficient and provide pupils with a coherent understanding of art
The curriculum concentrates in enough depth on chosen areas of making for pupils to gain proficiency in those areas
Curriculum content includes practical knowledge about the methods, techniques, and styles related to these ways of making
Curriculum content enables pupils to understand the journey of art throughout history and culture, including established, contested and neglected stories of art (theoretical knowledge)
Curriculum content is grounded in the kinds of questions that artists, critics and scholars ask (disciplinary knowledge)
The curriculum sequences knowledge components to help pupils work towards more complex, subject-specific end goals
There are identified points in the curriculum where it is clear whether pupils are working towards ‘convergent’ or ‘divergent’ goals
Practice is built in throughout the curriculum and is sufficient to ensure pupils learn a curriculum that will build receptive and productive expertise as intended
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Pedagogy
Summary
Effective pedagogical choices help to develop pupils’ subject expertise, in practical, theoretical and disciplinary domains, over time. Pupils need many opportunities to practise, to receive feedback and to revisit previous knowledge in contexts that are fresh, but connected. When teachers model work effectively, provide clear explanations and point out connections between content, they support pupils, including pupils who need the most support, to learn the curriculum in the long term.
Teaching the curriculum
In this section on pedagogy, we explore teaching methods, approaches and means of teaching art and design. We consider which principles help pupils to learn and to remember the art and design curriculum.
Research on art and design education often blends the areas of curriculum (what pupils learn) and pedagogy (how the curriculum is taught). For instance, some literature discusses curriculum and pedagogy as a single integrated learning process.[footnote 105] Our education inspection framework recognises that, although curriculum and pedagogy (and also assessment) are clearly connected, they each have distinctive roles.[footnote 106] Art educators have emphasised the importance of making sure pupils’ learning experiences have real educative value that extends beyond engagement or interest.[footnote 107] One approach involves teachers making pedagogical choices that follow from the curriculum content they want pupils to learn. This helps them to avoid choices that focus on pupils being superficially engaged, but do not actually help them to learn crucial subject knowledge in the long-term.
In high-quality art and design education, teachers recognise that the curriculum content related to practical, theoretical and disciplinary domains is interconnected.[footnote 108]
Consider these examples:
Pupils are exploring the concept of ‘movement’ in their painting work. This requires teachers to think carefully about the kind of pedagogical activity that would develop pupils’ capacities in this aspect of practical knowledge. Teachers have also planned for pupils to learn about relevant materials and processes, and to learn about artists’ intentions by studying Op Artists such as Bridget Riley. This second type of knowledge-building (in this case theoretical knowledge) may require teachers to make different pedagogical choices about the content they want pupils to learn.
Pupils are studying the Dada art movement. Teachers introduce them to content such as Marcel Duchamp’s ‘ready-mades’. The pedagogical choices made to help pupils remember this type of theoretical (in this case, art history) knowledge may be different from the pedagogical choices made to develop, challenge and shape their emerging aesthetic judgements (a form of disciplinary knowledge).
When leaders recognise that different domains are involved in teaching content, they can see that pedagogical approaches should be well calibrated to the type of knowledge taught. In high-quality art education, teachers recognise that specific pedagogies will be necessary to teach different forms of subject knowledge (practical, theoretical and disciplinary).
Pedagogical considerations when teaching practical knowledge
When teachers make pedagogical decisions, they should be clear about what they want pupils to learn (the curriculum object). They should also make sure that pupils practise the building blocks of subject knowledge along the way. Just as pupils need to have sufficient repeated encounters with concepts, they also need sufficient practice ‘in the moment’ when learning practical knowledge. Teachers can support this through their pedagogical choices, drawing on insights from cognitive science about how humans learn.
Pupils need opportunities to practise techniques in order to become proficient. In art, craft and design, any technique is only one part of what pupils need to learn to develop their capacities in an area of making.[footnote 109] For instance, teachers may have planned for pupils to become proficient in art, craft and design techniques (such as in painting, drawing and sculpture, which are outlined in the national curriculum).[footnote 110] They will have thought carefully about which aspects of those techniques they need to teach in the curriculum. Teachers might choose pedagogical activities that are more likely to give pupils the chance to get used to that technique, by automating the motor operations needed for it.[footnote 111] This process can be thought of as purposeful, deliberate practice.[footnote 112] Teachers should plan activities that do not vary much, particularly when introducing new techniques for the first time. For example, pupils may:
repeat particular shading techniques, such as producing tonal scales for graphite, pencil and ink
repeat and reinforce the sequences of steps required to edit images with computer software
use sewing machines to practise the same stitch techniques repeatedly
Teachers may adopt other pedagogical approaches to support pupils who are in the early stages of acquiring practical knowledge in art, craft and design. For example, they could provide:
more guided instruction by breaking down tasks into smaller parts
worked examples that model and exemplify key techniques or aspects of techniques
more structured tasks, for example by limiting the choice of materials, or confining practice to the production of maquettes (preliminary models or sketches) rather than ‘finished’ final outcomes
Activities that isolate the technique that pupils are in the early stages of learning are especially important. People can only deal with between 4 and 7 pieces of new information at one time.[footnote 113] Research from cognitive science also highlights the importance of learning some knowledge to the point of ‘automaticity’. This knowledge can be recalled quickly and easily. This is especially important when pupils are learning new content and/or carrying out more complex tasks.[footnote 114] These insights draw on theories of cognitive load, which consider the limitations of mental efforts required to perform operations and tasks.[footnote 115] If pupils in the early stages of learning a technique are given an activity that requires them to use too many aspects of the technique that have not been learned to automaticity, they will experience cognitive overload and will be unlikely to succeed.[footnote 116]
However, as pupils get better at techniques over time, this kind of deliberate practice may no longer be enough to help them improve further.[footnote 117] Some literature suggests that pupils with greater expertise can benefit from varied practice. This helps them to build a ‘broad schema’ that is connected, ‘building more rounded, deep and durable learning’.[footnote 118] Examples might include:
activities that begin by focusing on what pupils already know before gradually including newer knowledge. For example, an activity may start by revisiting pupils’ knowledge of a technique. The teacher then focuses pupils’ attention on the relationship between the technique and the media or material[footnote 119]
a series of activities in which pupils use variants of the same technique in a range of media. For example, they might apply a particular drawing technique with a pen, with light and with wire. This helps them to learn both the limits and possibilities of using the same technique with different media
a series of practice tasks that gradually increase pupils’ independence. For example, a teacher might demonstrate a sequence of steps in a process. The pupils then practise those steps repeatedly with some guidance, and then independently with less guidance
When pupils have developed greater expertise, teachers may use pedagogical activities that reflect this. Pupils who have developed sufficient expertise may benefit from:
seeing examples of unfinished work, and suggesting how to resolve them
tasks that encourage them to draw on other forms of knowledge built through the curriculum, to consider how to demonstrate a personal response by applying a combination of techniques, media or material
longer tasks and projects that allow pupils to apply their knowledge of practical techniques to come to artistic conclusions
tasks and projects that require pupils to apply specific techniques but with undetermined end points or outcomes (see ‘Building towards divergent and convergent points in the curriculum’ section)[footnote 120]
Teachers can help pupils to become more autonomous by choosing pedagogical activities that build their competency and security in practical knowledge early in the curriculum.
Pedagogical considerations when teaching theoretical knowledge
The theoretical knowledge that pupils learn in the subject (including the history of art, craft and design) is vast, abstract and nuanced. This means that when teachers design and plan activities, they need to be clear about the knowledge want pupils to learn. Teachers should use the teaching methods that will best enable pupils to know and remember this content in the long term.
Teachers need to consider which approaches will focus pupils’ attention on the ideas, concepts and principles they want them to learn. Directing pupils’ attention in this way makes it more likely that pupils will learn the important ideas in the theoretical domain.[footnote 121] Some approaches that may help teachers to focus pupils’ attention include:
using technology to isolate portions of the art, craft or design work that illustrate the content they want pupils to learn. For example, when teaching knowledge about pointillist styles of painting, the teacher could use technology to select the distinct dots of colour in Paul Signac’s ‘Femmes au Puits’ (1892) and contrast these with the pixels and subpixels of colour on a computer monitor
highlighting connections, similarities and conflicts in art, craft or design work that may not be immediately apparent to pupils. For example, teachers in key stage 2 or 3 may explain the connections between artefacts from Baule and Guro cultures of what is today Côte d’Ivoire, and the work of European artists such as Amedeo Modigliani. Teachers may highlight that the ‘intentions’ of the objects in their indigenous context differ from the ‘intention’ of the European artwork, even though the former has influenced the latter
juxtaposing 2 pieces of art in a deliberate way, explaining and asking pupils about their similarities and differences. For example, teachers at key stage 3 might juxtapose 2 pieces by Bridget Riley, such as ‘Pink Landscape’ (1960) and ‘Kiss’ (1961). They could then show how Riley’s art shifted from using small patches of colour to represent tonal shift in her earlier work, to using stark contrasting shapes in her later work
using analogies or stories to draw pupils’ attention to specific developments in technology, materials and processes that have been used by artists, designers, and craft-makers. For example, teachers might use stories about the origins of 2 different examples of textiles, such as the Bayeux Tapestry and Grayson Perry’s tapestry series ‘The Vanity of Small Differences’. Teachers can use these stories to focus pupils’ attention on how each piece was created. For example, they might emphasise the way Perry used computer-controlled machines to create his tapestry work
Pedagogical considerations when teaching disciplinary knowledge
While theoretical knowledge is about specific forms and works of art, disciplinary knowledge is about the way that art conceives of itself as a discipline (see ‘Disciplinary knowledge’ section. This means that disciplinary knowledge is not bound to specific artworks, media or areas of making. As discussed in the curriculum section, to learn disciplinary knowledge, pupils must already have secure knowledge of enough concrete examples to support knowledge of more abstract concepts. Insights from cognitive science highlight the way that pupils’ rich and diverse schemas lay the groundwork for their future learning. When pupils learn something new, or carry out complex operations, they draw on these webs of knowledge.[footnote 122] When teachers plan a classroom activity to teach disciplinary knowledge, for example, a discussion about the nature of art, they need to be very clear about which concrete examples they require pupils to use. It is likely that pupils will have learned these concrete examples earlier in the curriculum.
When teachers want pupils to learn disciplinary knowledge about art, craft and design, they may wish to take them on trips and to events. This will show pupils what kind of art, craft and design work is currently being created and celebrated in galleries, industry and the fields of new and emergent technology. Teachers may therefore plan alternative sites for learning, such as galleries, exhibitions, community projects and/or the studios of practising artists, designers and craft-makers.[footnote 123] They may also plan activities that teach pupils about the ‘real-life’ roles, jobs and work of critics, commentators and curators. These sorts of activities give pupils a broader appreciation of contemporary art, craft and design, to help them overcome misconceptions about the subject. However, they rely on pupils already having the knowledge necessary to make sense of the experience.
As discussed previously, disciplinary knowledge also develops pupils’ capacity to interpret art.[footnote 124] Although disciplinary knowledge includes some of the most abstract concepts in the subject, it is also closely related to the human condition and to human experiences. Once teachers have planned the concepts in the curriculum that they want pupils to learn, they can choose explanations and activities that connect these concepts to pupils’ own experiences. In this way, pupils’ everyday knowledge, ideas, representations of the world and experiences can help them to learn concepts in the subject. The activities are effective because they help pupils remember this important content by explicitly connecting it to the experiences they have in their everyday lives.[footnote 125] For instance:
Teachers can use ‘in the moment’ questioning to draw out examples of pupils’ experiences of abstract concepts. They can then choose the best examples to illustrate aspects of the concept being taught. For example, teachers could ask pupils studying Kehinde Wiley’s ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’ series of paintings to bring examples of family photographs. The pupils could then see how these compare and contrast with traditional forms of portraiture, to consider the concept of portraiture in Wiley’s paintings.
Teachers may use examples of curriculum content that pupils have remembered from other areas of the curriculum, such as history, religious education (RE) and geography, to explain connections that might exist across different places, periods of time, traditions of thought and human practices. For example, teachers may refer to curriculum content from history and/or RE that explores concepts of ‘church’, ‘state’ and ‘society’ when studying Bruegel’s ‘The Fight Between Carnival and Lent’.
Teachers may find out about pupils’ own values and assumptions about worth, value and richness when exploring how artists, craft-makers and designers incorporate other ideas about worth, value and richness in their work. For example, teachers may compare Andy Warhol’s ‘Dollar Sign’ series of prints (which communicate that the owner of the work literally has money) with Holbein’s ‘The Ambassadors’ (which, in addition to the trappings of wealth, uses images of a globe, lute and scientific equipment to communicate wealth of culture and education). Pupils can then use these examples to reflect on what they associate with wealth and success.
Teachers may ask pupils to reflect on their own interests, passions and experiences so that they can incorporate these into their personal responses. This is likely to happen at the point in the curriculum journey when teachers are helping pupils to work towards divergent end points. For example, at key stage 4, teachers may use a textiles activity to illustrate how folds, ways of joining fabrics, or leaving fabrics unattached could be used to express pupils’ own experiences of concepts in a theme such as ‘apart or together’.
These examples show how teachers can draw on pupils’ experiences and knowledge when choosing appropriate activities to teach disciplinary knowledge. In doing so, teachers’ ‘in the moment’ classroom teaching enables pupils to make further connections between complex and abstract subject ideas, and to see how they may fit within the entangled relationship between art and human life.
Supporting pupils with special educational needs and/or disabilities
Special educational needs and/or disabilities (SEND) is an umbrella term, and the needs and/or disabilities of individual pupils can differ significantly. It would be inappropriate to adopt a single, generic approach to SEND in the art classroom. Nevertheless, it is important that the art curriculum is ambitious for all children and pupils. Pupils with the most complex needs may require curricular goals to be adapted for them. But the aims and specified end points set out in the national curriculum apply to all.
The general principles from research into effective teaching outlined in this review are just as relevant for pupils with SEND, whether they are learning art and design or any other subject. Research shows that pupils with SEND do not generally benefit from differentiated teaching, activities or resources to achieve a curriculum goal.[footnote 126] Differentiation is not the same as targeted teaching to break down or reinforce aspects of the curriculum, for example repetition of important knowledge. Some pupils may therefore need to learn and practise different components of the curriculum when studying the same content areas.
It is particularly important for teachers to be mindful of theories of cognitive load when working with pupils who have additional needs or face barriers to learning.[footnote 127] Our previous research highlighted how children struggle to retain knowledge and develop schemas if their working memory is overloaded.[footnote 128] It may be useful for teachers to isolate the important aspects of a piece of work when teaching the works of artists, craft-makers and designers.[footnote 129]
Sometimes, teachers unnecessarily lower their expectations for pupils with SEND. For example, they remove parts of the art curriculum instead of adapting them so that pupils with SEND can study the same areas as other pupils. Art educators have suggested that, when introducing pupils to the works of contemporary artists, it can be useful to start with works that have identifiable subject matter rather than less concrete imagery.[footnote 130] This supports pupils who struggle to make sense of abstract ideas, while enabling them to study the same works of contemporary artists as their peers.
Teachers should think carefully about which teaching approaches and activities are both subject-specific and will enable all pupils, including pupils with SEND, to learn and to remember what they have been taught in the long term.[footnote 131] For example:
teachers can consider the most appropriate medium for exploring and recording pupils’ ideas about specific content, such as in written, photographic, film or sound form. In all cases, when teachers choose the medium, they need to make sure that the medium itself does not require excessive additional (and perhaps untaught) knowledge about how it works, which would distract pupils from the task
teachers may provide an alternative, quieter space for some pupils with specific sensory needs to complete expressive tasks such as a complex painting
teachers may provide pupils who work from wheelchairs or other modified seating with a vertical easel, so that they are able to access their artwork easily [straightforwardly]
when teaching painting with acrylics, teachers can adapt tasks for pupils with visual impairments, such as getting them to touch and feel the paint to help them learn the specific properties of acrylic paints
Recent research has drawn attention to the idea of ‘ability’ in art education, and what it means for teachers and educators.[footnote 132] Much of the discussion considers the implications of words such as ‘disability’ and ‘ableism’ for teacher practice. As a related matter, some writers have also noted that it is important for all pupils to have a range of positive role models included in the curriculum. As discussed previously (see ‘Curriculum’ section’), pupils should learn about as broad a range of artists as possible. Leaders of art may consider including specific artists such as Yinka Shonibare, Nnena Kalu or Linda Bell in the curriculum.[footnote 133]
Based on the above, high-quality art and design education may have the following features:
pedagogical choices are designed to develop the particular practical, theoretical and disciplinary knowledge intended in each lesson
classroom activities are clear about what is to be learned (the curriculum object) and enable pupils to practise it
teaching approaches take account of pupils’ level of expertise
when pupils learn techniques for the first time, teachers make sure they have enough opportunities to practise crucial components of these techniques
as pupils become more proficient in areas of practical knowledge, classroom activities become increasingly varied and open ended
teachers direct pupils’ attention to the main concepts, themes and ideas that they are exploring
when learning in other locations, such as galleries, pupils have enough prior knowledge to make these experiences meaningful
teachers make subject-specific adaptations to activities for pupils with SEND, where appropriate, instead of excessive adaptations to the curriculum or lowering expectations
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Assessment
Summary
High-quality assessment in art and design uses different types of assessment for different purposes. Formative assessment provides important feedback to teachers so that they can adapt their teaching if necessary. Summative assessment checks how much of the art and design curriculum pupils have learned. To make sure their assessments are valid, teachers need to be clear about what they are assessing and why they are assessing it. Effective assessment in art and design uses various forms of information (products) and provides feedback to pupils in the moment (process). Teachers need to be mindful of the limitations of summative assessment, especially when making evaluative judgements about artistic outcomes.
Assessment in art and design
Assessment can be a contentious issue for art educators.[footnote 134] Many have found that the nature of art and design presents unique challenges.[footnote 135] For example, if assessment is based on aesthetic judgement, this raises questions about the basis of those judgements (how valid the assessment judgement is) and the extent to which those judgements reflect the likes or dislikes of an individual (how reliable the assessment judgement is). It is important that teachers design assessment approaches that are sensitive to the nature of subject, but remain both sufficiently valid and reliable.[footnote 136] It is important to note that there is no absolute validity and reliability, not least because, in art and design, issues about subjectivity can challenge both the validity and reliability of assessment practices. Aspects of art such as ‘creativity’, ‘authenticity’ and ‘personal responses’ are often associated with ‘inner processes’. As a result, many teachers feel that assessing these is counterintuitive or overly difficult.[footnote 137] What is most important is that the assessment fulfils its purpose.
Formative assessment
Formative assessment, sometimes known as assessment for learning, plays an important role in providing feedback to pupils and teachers.[footnote 138] It helps teachers to assess whether pupils know what has been taught, and tells pupils what they could improve. Formative assessment approaches that are based around dialogue between teachers and pupils is particularly beneficial when pupils learn practical knowledge.[footnote 139] This type of feedback focuses on improvement in the immediate task. It identifies ways that pupils can modify and refine the way they are applying component knowledge. Effective dialogue between teachers and pupils is likely to be timely, frequent and bite size.[footnote 140]
Importantly, the form or type of assessment has to be appropriate for checking whether pupils have learned the components of the art, craft and design curriculum. The form of knowledge can determine whether the assessment type is appropriate.[footnote 141] For instance:
at primary level, teachers could check pupils’ written work to see if they have used the words for formal elements of art correctly (practical knowledge). They might also use formative assessment of pupils’ knowledge when re-showing images of artworks previously studied in the curriculum, to check whether pupils remember the artists (theoretical knowledge)
at secondary level, low-stakes quizzing can help teachers to establish whether pupils can correctly identify a particular type of stitch (practical knowledge), or know elements of art history (theoretical knowledge). The same assessment technique would be less appropriate for checking pupils’ grasp of aesthetic value and judgement (disciplinary knowledge)
There are a variety of subject-specific ways that teachers can check whether pupils have grasped individual components of practical knowledge in the art, craft and design curriculum. This assessment does not have to be limited to producing a ‘final piece’.[footnote 142] Some of the ways teachers can check whether pupils have learned components include:[footnote 143]
explanatory notes
excerpts from sketchbooks
vignettes from portfolios
observations of the pupils practising the component
explanations from pupils about practising the component
Teachers can make better inferences about whether pupils have learned components of the curriculum by aggregating insights from a range of sources. This also gives them a wider range of opportunities to give feedback to help pupils improve.
Summative assessment
Assessment can be used for summative purposes (assessment of learning) in art, craft and design. This serves a different purpose from formative assessment.[footnote 144] The purpose of summative assessment, broadly, is for teachers to determine how well pupils have learned, over time, what teachers have planned for them to learn. When pupils have learned the expanding ‘domain’ of the curriculum, they have made progress. This is what we mean by ‘the curriculum is the progression model’.[footnote 145]
High-quality assessment in art, craft and design is well calibrated to the content of the curriculum.[footnote 146] High-quality art curriculums contain practical, theoretical and disciplinary knowledge. To be effective, summative assessment needs to be able to determine how well pupils have learned and remembered these different strands of knowledge over time.
Often, summative assessment in art is linked to a complex final output. When teachers use these pieces of work for assessment, it is important that they are clear about what is being assessed.[footnote 147] They must consider how well the pupils have remembered, and put into practice, the knowledge that is being applied in the piece.[footnote 148] Teachers can use final pieces to identify which aspects of the curriculum the pupils have remembered and applied. For example, they can assess:
the elements of practical knowledge applied to the piece, such as texture, colour, line and tone
the artistic processes used to create the piece, such as how it has been assembled, the materials, processes and techniques used, and whether these choices were appropriate
how well the pupil has communicated meaning, for example whether there are clear links between the methods used and the interests or problems that are the focus of commentary, or the extent to which the piece conveys insights or emotions
When pupils complete final pieces, they will also draw on the theoretical and disciplinary knowledge they have learned in the art, craft and design curriculum. These forms of knowledge can also be assessed summatively. Sometimes they will be integrated into portfolio examples alongside the final piece. For example, pupils may explain their choices by referring to a range of historical or current creators of art, craft or design.
Teachers can use more simple assessment tasks, such as multiple-choice questions, to isolate specific aspects of pupils’ knowledge. These might include vocabulary, particular processes or techniques, or particular pieces (or portions of pieces) of art, craft or design work. However, these simpler approaches to assessment may sometimes be a blunter instrument when used to assess more complex knowledge, for example theoretical knowledge (such as the interpretation of individual art, craft and design pieces) or disciplinary knowledge (such as exploring questions about value in art, craft and design).
When the curriculum is treated as the progression model, teachers use summative assessments to determine how much of the curriculum pupils know and remember. They can do this by sampling from the knowledge that they expect pupils to retain through the curriculum journey. Teachers may construct summative assessments that use a mixture of assessment techniques to identify how much of the art curriculum pupils have remembered overall. It is important that summative assessments take place at sufficiently long intervals to allow time for enough curriculum content to be taught and learned.[footnote 149]
Based on the above, high-quality art and design education may have the following features
Formative assessment approaches help teachers to check and accurately identify gaps in pupils’ knowledge of specific content
Summative assessment is used judiciously and is clear about the forms of knowledge being assessed
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Systems, culture and policies
Summary
Various factors affect the quality of education in art and design in schools. Some of these are determined by the culture, systems and policies in that particular institution. Leaders should be aware of the impact of whole-school policies and how well they promote high-quality art and design. There are 2 specific areas of the subject that leaders’ actions can affect significantly. First, school leaders determine the scope of art and design education, including whether there is an appropriate amount of art taught in the curriculum. Second, they can promote or hinder high-quality art and design through the extent to which they develop teachers’ professional knowledge about the subject. This is important, especially given the extent to which choices about the content of the art curriculum depend on teachers’ discretion and expertise.
Do leaders’ actions support art and design through subject-specificity?
The school’s systems and policies can have a negative effect on art and design education if they do not take into account the aspects of subject education that are specific to art and design. For example, whole-school teaching strategies or assessment practices are likely to be too generic to capture the forms of knowledge that pupils build through the art and design curriculum. In some cases, the models underpinning these approaches are based on core subjects. They use pedagogical or assessment approaches that are incompatible (or less compatible) with the forms of progress in art and design.[footnote 150]
Leaders can avoid this issue by ensuring that their curriculum, pedagogy and assessment policies, procedures and practices can be adapted to specific subjects. This allows subject leaders to apply their subject knowledge to the school context. School leaders can also avoid this issue by making sure they understand how pupils make progress in art and design. This will help to inform subject-specific discussions with subject leaders.
Do leaders prioritise art and design sufficiently?
School leaders who want to develop an ambitious art, craft and design curriculum need to consider whether they have allowed enough time for the subject. This is important if pupils are to learn a school curriculum that at least meets the high-level outcomes of the national curriculum. Concerns about the amount of curriculum time given to art, craft and design are not unwarranted. Research has found that a majority of primary school teachers think there is insufficient emphasis on the arts.[footnote 151]
School leaders in primary and secondary schools have to balance many subjects in the timetabled curriculum. Whether they choose to teach art discretely or integrate it with other subject areas, leaders can make informed decisions when they recognise that:
they must plan adequate time for art, craft and design. This will give pupils the opportunity to encounter and re-encounter key learning across the subject curriculum
content in primary school art, craft and design is often linked and connected with content from other subjects, such as mathematics, religious education and history. In secondary schools, art, craft and design might be blended into work around well-being in personal, social and health education. A well-sequenced curriculum can help pupils make links and connections between different subject areas. But there are risks to the quality of art, craft and design when they are taught in carousel or lumped together with all content in the visual and performance curriculum
lengthier blocks of time given over to art and design can make up for the teaching time given over to ‘housekeeping’, such as cleaning, organising and maintaining equipment
removing art from the timetabled curriculum and teaching it optionally through after-school clubs does not give all pupils an equal opportunity to learn a full art, craft and design curriculum. This risks giving pupils a narrow curriculum
Do leaders ensure that there is sufficient support for teachers, including non-specialists?
Subject knowledge is important. Research has explored the development of teachers’ subject knowledge about art, craft and design, particularly in primary education.[footnote 152] Many art and design teachers may be practising artists. This enriches and supports their work as teachers and continually promotes their own learning. However, school leaders need to ensure that they give teachers and subject leaders enough time and support to develop their subject content knowledge and pedagogical content knowledge. If teachers lack this knowledge, they will struggle to provide a rich, subject-specific curriculum that develops pupils’ knowledge and capacities.[footnote 153]
Challenges at primary level include teachers’ confidence levels. Some research suggests that around two thirds of primary trainees did not feel confident about teaching arts subjects.[footnote 154] Other research has highlighted limitations in initial teacher education provision to help trainees develop the subject-specific content and pedagogical content knowledge they need for art teaching.[footnote 155]
Based on the above, high-quality art and design education may have the following features
School leaders understand how pupils make progress in art and design. This enables them to offer art teachers appropriate challenge and support
School policies are not unnecessarily generic. They enable leaders to match the curriculum, pedagogical practice, and assessment to the subject. This makes sure pupils can learn the subject-specific forms of knowledge in art and design
Teachers have enough professional development opportunities to acquire a wide range of knowledge about art education that will inform ongoing curriculum development. They also have opportunities to improve their pedagogical content knowledge about ways of making and teaching art and design
There is enough time in the timetable for teachers to teach an ambitious curriculum that empowers pupils to build broad, rich and detailed knowledge in art and design
Conclusion
In this review, we have shown that the content of the curriculum really matters, just as much as the pedagogical approaches to teaching it and the experiences of pupils learning it. The content of the curriculum affects the quality of art, craft and design education. By making sure the art, craft and design curriculum has sufficient scope, coherence and rigour, educators and curriculum designers can improve the quality of subject education in this area.
This review rests on the assumption that there are both intrinsic and extrinsic reasons for studying art and design. We have explored the inherent value in studying art and design, and the belief that all children are better for having studied the subject. We also recognise that the art, craft and design curriculum enables pupils who may move into a professional contexts, and how this is supported by a well-sequenced curriculum that builds towards complexity.
High-quality art, craft and design curriculums work towards end goals that are defined clearly. These end goals are ambitious when they reflect the complexity and diversity of the subject matter. School leaders can support teachers and subject leaders with sufficient training and support that is appropriately attuned to the curriculum. A high-quality curriculum in art, craft and design, together with teachers who have sufficient expertise to teach it well, enables pupils to develop sophisticated knowledge about subject content, as well as love of a subject that is genuinely fascinating and a source of inspiration.
The vastness, plurality and richness of the subject can sometimes present challenges for subject leaders and curriculum planners. Leaders can mitigate these challenges by making clear decisions, based on subject-specific reasons, about what to include in the curriculum. In art and design curriculums of the highest quality, leaders will engage intellectually with complexities at the heart of the subject, and, on that basis, will make thoughtful and sensitive decisions about curriculum construction.
This review sets out a broad conception of curriculum quality that draws on art education research, as well as traditions and associated pedagogies from art history, art criticism, aesthetics and art practice. We hope that the way that we have shown how these elements can come together in high-quality subject education will be useful to curriculum leaders and designers who are thinking through what is necessary to achieve high-quality art, craft and design education.
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