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Introduction 
Welcome 

About your course 
Welcome to Visual Skills 2: Visual Exploration. The course is designed to 
support an increasingly self-directed approach to exploring and articulating your 
personal creative voice by extending a process-led approach to how you 
generate your ideas, develop visual and technical skills across a choice of media 
and technologies, and by establishing new ways of working by undertaking 
self-initiated projects and reflecting on the creative processes of other 
practitioners. 

Visual experimentation and idea development is important in generating creative 
outcomes, establishing innovative ways of working and developing your own 
creative voice. The unit provides an opportunity to deepen your understanding 
of your creative practice by extending a process-led approach to visual research 
through which you will generate, test and develop your visual ideas.  You will be 
encouraged to develop these ideas through a choice of media, explore links 
between them and establish your own project to help articulate your personal 
creative voice. Sketchbooks and/or worksheets are an important element in 
developing your creative approach from which ideas will emerge and will be 
extended into finished artwork to a high visual standard.  The unit aims to 
support the integration of digital software, hardware and other technologies 
within your practice by examining how digitalising and other forms of 
documentation can help improve the visual quality of your work. 

Building on your learning at Level 1 (HE4), this Level 2 (HE5) course encourages 
you to deepen your approach to how you develop and test your skills, knowledge 
and understanding. The course was written by experienced academics and 
creative practitioners in collaboration with OCA and aims to help you: 

● Use experimentation to inform your visual practice and develop personal 
expression. 

● Use a range of visual and contextual research skills to inform your 
practice. 

● Develop further your visual and technical skills across a range of media 
and technologies. 

● Explore and understand the historical and contemporary contexts for your 
visual practice and reflect on your own practice. 
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The course is divided into six parts, each with a series of projects, research tasks, 
exercises, and an assignment. 

Part One of this course enables you to begin thinking about and organising your 
workplace, consider your working process, and examines some concepts and 
ideas key to visual thinking like flow, play and how they can be used to develop 
thinking and making processes. 

Part Two develops these concepts and ideas to examine a number of 
approaches and show how ideas can be generated through controlled, 
randomised and accidental working methodologies. There are a series of 
exercises which are brought together in a final assignment where they can be 
creatively combined and considered. 

Part Three gives you a range of possible creative approaches to duration and 
scale in creative making. The exercises are themed around the ideas of ‘Fast’, 
‘Slow’, Big’ and ‘Small’ and are designed as multiple choice exercises so there are 
potentially a large number of technical, stylistic and creative processes to explore 
and experiment with. 

Part Four gives you a choice of three possible themes to develop your own 
visual research, experimentation and creative process culminating in a body of 
original artwork. 

Part Five is an opportunity to create your own theme or focus for research, 
continue to develop your ideas experimentally and produce a body of work for 
your assessment. 

Part Six is where you focus on completing your 2,000 word critical review and 
prepare your work if you have chosen to go forward for formal assessment. You 
should work on your critical review throughout this course. It’s much easier to do 
this than wait until the very end and you’ll have more opportunities for feedback 
from your tutor. 
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You will be supported through the course by receiving formative feedback from a 
tutor, and at the end of your course you will be able to submit for summative 
assessment. Your work will be assessed on the following criteria: 

● Creativity (35%) – Employing creativity in the process of observation, 
interpretation, problem analysis, proposing, visualising and/or making; 
articulating independent judgements and a personal creative voice.  

● Research and idea development (20%) – Sourcing, analysing and 
assimilating research and developing, testing, and evaluating ideas in 
order to generate ideas and solutions. 

● Visual and technical skills (25%) – Using visual skills in visualising, 
making and presenting, and materials, techniques and technologies to 
communicate ideas and information.  

● Context (20%) – Exercising awareness of appropriate historical, critical, 
professional and/or emerging contexts, debates; be informed by 
underlying concepts, principles and working practices; and use critical and 
reflective skills to support a self-directed and sustained personal and/or 
professional position. 
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Getting started 
Through Level 1, you will have experienced studying with OCA and developed 
study skills that work for you. Alternatively, you may have recently joined OCA 
through accreditation of prior learning or experiences. This section briefly recaps 
on studying at OCA through a series of quick research tasks and exercises.  

Being an OCA student 
As a distance learning student you receive learning materials that take you 
through the content of each course unit. Your materials provide case studies, 
links to resources and suggested research, and are typically structured into five 
parts covering a number of different topics. Each part contains research tasks, 
exercises, and projects that encourage you to undertake your own research, 
make work, and reflect on your progress.  

Work your way through one part at a time in chronological order, undertaking 
any tasks and documenting your work as you go in your learning log. These tasks 
are designed to be as accessible as possible, so all students, regardless of their 
circumstances can participate. There is usually room to adjust tasks to suit your 
needs and this is something OCA can support you with. Once you complete a 
given part, you will submit a selection of your work and your learning log to your 
tutor, who will review it and provide you with formative feedback. 

Research task: Study tips 
Visit OCA’s WeAreOCA blog and read through the study tips section: 
https://weareoca.com/category/students/study-tips/ 
These posts are regularly added to, so keep an eye open for new additions. You 
can also comment on existing posts, or contact OCA if you would like to see new 
posts on a specific topic. 

Research task: Student handbook 
You will have received a current Student Handbook when you enrolled. Read 
through it to find out more about how OCA works and what it can offer you. 
Refer back to your Student Handbook if you have any questions at a later date. 

Research task: Online resources 
The OCA student site [www.oca-student.com] will be a key resource for you 
during your studies with OCA, so take some time to familiarise yourself with it. 
Log onto the OCA student website and watch the video guide to using the 
website. You can find the video here: OCA Student Site Guide. 
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The OCA discuss site [https://discuss.oca-student.com/] helps to connect OCA 
students together for subject related discussions and mutual support. 

Feedback from your tutor 
Tutor feedback can be verbal or written, or a combination of both, depending on 
what you would rather receive. Written feedback will be in the form of a PDF 
tutor report. Verbal feedback will be provided online through Google Meet or by 
telephone with a summary written by your tutor. All tutor feedback will be timely, 
well-grounded, constructive, and challenging. It will reflect on the work you have 
produced and provide pointers on how you can improve. Tutors provide 
feedback at the end of each part of the course unit. 

Research task: The role of the tutor 
You can find out more about the role of your tutor through watching this short 
video: [https://vimeo.com/180282269] 

You may also want to find out what kind of practitioner your specific tutor is by 
looking at their profile: https://www.oca.ac.uk/our-tutors/ 

Tip: Reflecting on your feedback  
It’s important to reflect on feedback in your learning log, identifying what you feel 
are the key themes and areas for development. This will help you develop a 
better understanding of what you are taking from your tutor’s feedback, help you 
develop a reflective approach to your studies, and help your tutor in how they 
tailor their feedback for you. 

If you’re using a public facing blog, and want to quote from the feedback, please 
refer to ‘your tutor’ rather than by naming them personally. You should act on 
this feedback as you progress through the course unit and can rework any 
elements prior to submitting for assessment.  
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Assessment 
Once you have completed each part of the course and received feedback from 
your tutor, you can submit for summative assessment to one of three annual 
assessment events. For assessment you’ll need to submit a cross-section of the 
work you’ve done on this course unit, as outlined in your assessment guidelines, 
available from: 
www.oca-student.com/resource-type/assessment-guidelines 

Your work will be assessed using your degree assessment criteria, available from: 
www.oca-student.com/resource-type/assessment-criteria 

If you have any queries about assessment, make a note and ask your tutor. 

Further research 
While it’s useful to know how you are being assessed from the start of your 
course, there’s plenty of time to prepare. Further information about assessment 
can be found in your Student Handbook, and more detailed information in your 
Student Regulations. There is staged information throughout to help guide you 
through the assessment process. 
 
Supporting your learning 
Alongside providing learning materials and access to a tutor, OCA supports your 
learning by providing access to key texts, an online library, and other online 
resources. 

Throughout the course unit you will be asked to undertake research into the 
work of other creative practitioners or to conduct your own research. Use the 
library and other resources available to you. You might also want to access other 
reliable online resources. 

Research task: Accessing the library and key texts 

As an OCA student, you have online access to UCA’s online library resources. To 
find out how to log on, and what resources are available, please visit: 
www.oca-student.com/resource-type/online-libraries/uca-online-library 

To support your studies, OCA has provided a number of key texts related to your 
course unit’s reading list as scanned and downloadable articles, available from: 
www.oca-student.com/resource-type/scanned-library-articles 

8  Visual Skills 2: Visual Exploration 

http://www.oca-student.com/resource-type/assessment-guidelines
http://www.oca-student.com/resource-type/assessment-criteria
https://www.oca-student.com/resource-type/online-libraries/uca-online-library
http://www.oca-student.com/resource-type/scanned-library-articles


Research task: Harvard Referencing 

By Level 2 you should be familiar with the Harvard referencing system to cite 
any research you undertake. The system can be applied to books, quotations, 
images, films and any other work you wish to reference. Through written 
citations it helps locate work and prevents any accidental plagiarism. To remind 
yourself how to use Harvard, please look at this resource: 
https://www.oca-student.com/resource-type/academic-referencing 

Exercise 1: What do you want / need from the course 
unit? 
At Level 2, the course unit aims to develop your ideas and practices by providing 
a deeper sense of contexts you are working within, and for you to further 
explore how you can creatively and critically respond to these. Level 5 is very 
much about deepening your approach, so it’s a good starting point to consider 
what you might want or need to develop, based on your learning journey so far. 
For example, are there areas you have already explored you are now keen to 
develop further, areas you would like to expand upon, or study skills you would 
like to improve on. Write a short paragraph or around 5 bullet points 
identifying what you want and what you might need from the course unit. 

To help support your learning it’s also useful for your tutor to get a sense of your 
own creative and learning background, your expectations of the course unit, 
motivations, and any other information you‘d like to share. Write a short 
paragraph or 5 bulletin points highlighting what you’re bringing to the course 
unit.  

Tip: Sharing your needs 
Exercise 1 may be a good opportunity to consider any personal or health issues 
that might impact on your ability to study. Contact Learner Support to make 
them aware, and to access guidance and support: [learnersupport@oca.ac.uk] 
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Learning logs  
As an OCA student you need to keep a learning log as a way of documenting your 
creative responses to course activities, your reflections on your progress, and as 
a way of sharing your work with your tutor.  

A learning log should be a summary of your creative process, documenting the 
various stages you have gone through, with visual examples, and a brief 
explanation and reflection on your creative process and outcomes. It is helpful if 
your learning log makes reference to each part of the course unit including any 
exercise titles or research tasks.  

OCA students choose to keep their learning log as an online blog, notebook, or 
as a digital file. One advantage of using a blog is that it allows you to document 
your work as you progress, in a format that is ready to submit to your tutor. It 
makes sharing your work simple, especially if you have a lot of digital elements. 
Keeping one blog per course unit makes it easier for your tutor and assessors to 
access.  

You may also find it useful to have notebooks to support their blog. For example, 
to take notes at gallery visits which can then be typed up with any photos onto 
your blog afterwards.  

Some students use their mobile phones to flick through sketchbooks to add to 
their blogs, rather than posting them. Alternatively, you can produce short audio 
or video logs (vlogs) to record your reflections on your blog. 

Tip: summarising your learning 
Whatever form of learning log you decide to use, get into the habit of going 
through what you’ve produced and summarising your key learning for your 
tutor. See this summary as a signpost to your learning, so you’re pointing out key 
moments or blog posts. This will save them having to read, watch, or listen to 
your entire log to find out what’s been important to you. It also encourages you 
to be more reflective and succinct in your approach. 
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Exercise 2: Setting up your learning log 

Set up an online learning log use the OCA blog template guide to help: 
https://www.oca-student.com/resource-type/study-guide/oca-wordpress-blog-te
mplate 

If you’re not using a blog, establish how you might use folders, sketchbooks, or a 
digital file as your learning log. 

From your experience on previous OCA courses you may already have a learning 
log that you want to continue to use. If so, you will need to establish a way in 
which to clearly indicate when your old course ends and your new one begins, 
for example by tagging your posts. 

Further reading 
You can find more guides on the OCA student website on Introducing Learning 
logs and Keeping an Online Blog. https://www.oca-student.com/ 

There are many blog posts on weareoca.com about learning logs. Do some 
research to see how other students have approached theirs. 
https://weareoca.com/?s=learning+log 

Managing your time 
Your course unit requires around 600 learning hours which can be undertaken 
flexibly, part-time, or closer to full-time study, depending on how quickly you 
want to learn. You have a maximum of two years to complete these learning 
hours, but if you spread your learning over too long a timeframe it’s easy to lose 
momentum. With this in mind, you might want to aim to complete this course 
unit within 18 months (at 8 hours per week), 12 months (working approximately 
12 hours per week), or at a full time rate of around 6 months (at 24 hours per 
week). These timeframes will depend on how much time you can commit to 
study, so it’s good to be realistic about what is manageable for you. 

Allow around 20% of your learning hours for reflection and keeping 
your learning log up to date. 

During the course unit your tutor will suggest dates by which your next 
assignment is due based on which of these time frames you want to work within. 
Deadlines can be renegotiated in discussion with your tutor, so long as they fit 
within the overall maximum time frame for the course unit. 
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Allocating regular time for your studies will help you balance your course work 
with the rest of your life. It’s important to be realistic about what you can 
achieve. For example, don’t try to undertake the course full-time, while working 
full-time, and juggling everything else you do. You’ll end up seeing the course as 
‘another thing to do’ which won’t be useful for your motivation or creativity. It’s 
much better to give yourself some breathing space to enjoy the challenge of your 
studies. 

Elizabeth Nunn, Paper Sculptures (2017) OCA Image Library. 

Tip: Asking for help 
Remember that if you have difficulty with any of your deadlines please get in 
touch with your tutor. Additional support is available from OCA Head Office: 

● Student Services [studentadvice@oca.ac.uk]  
if you have queries around study resources, time frames, finance and 
funding, or any general enquiries.  

● Learner Support [learnersupport@oca.ac.uk]  
if any personal or health issues begin to impact on your ability to study. 
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Exercise 3: Managing your time 
Depending on your circumstances, you might allocate time in different ways - a 
day a week, an hour a day, larger blocks of time such as weekends or holidays, or 
a combination of approaches. 

Ask yourself the following questions? 
● How much time will you allocate to study each week?
● What is my most/least productive time of the day?
● How well do I manage time?
● What is a realistic schedule to undertake Part One (around 80 learning

hours) and when might you set your first deadline?

Make some notes in your learning log and discuss your schedule when you talk 
to your tutor. 

Resources 
To get the most out of your study you will need to access OCA’s online and social 
resources, and develop your own physical resources and working/study space. 
These will differ depending on what subject you’re studying. 

Try not to feel limited by the resources or space you have available at the 
moment, creativity can flourish anywhere and there’s plenty of time to acquire 
the equipment you need. Working at a distance can have advantages to working 
in University studios and classrooms as the resources you develop over time 
belong to you and meet your specific needs. 

General resources 
You will need drawing and writing tools like pencils, pens and coloured markers, 
paper, sketchbooks and sheets of A3 and A2 paper or card. A large roll of cheap 
newsprint or paper would be useful to cut down for some exercises - these can 
be bought online or sourced from local printers. 

Having some photography equipment is an advantage when working at a 
distance to help document your work. The camera on your phone will often be 
fine. If you have an SLR Camera even better. A tripod or ‘gorilla grip’ style flexible 
mount (for camera or phone) will be really useful. You won’t need professional 
lighting but make sure you have a few sources of ordinary lighting, both to make 
sure you work in decent light levels at all times and to use for documenting your 
work. 
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Digital resources 
Here is a list of digital resources and software you will need: 

● A personal computer you have reliable and regular access to, and is 
equipped with up to date software and has this operating system installed. 

● Google Drive, which is a free service provided by Google. It is an online file 
sharing system based on the cloud, so you can access it from anywhere. 
You will be expected to upload files from your computer and share them 
with your tutor, and submit documents for assessment using Google 
Drive. 

● Google mail, this service hosts all OCA email addresses as a free service 
through Gmail. Personal email addresses should not be used for OCA 
studies. 

● Online learning logs are required for the update of supporting studies by 
the OCA as a distance learning institution. The OCA recommends 
Wordpress, however any online blogging platform may be used. 

Some courses require the use of specialist software, so along with a computer, 
you will also need to download and install these applications. Where possible we 
have highlighted ‘freeware’ options, that are available free of charge, as well as 
industry standard software you may want to purchase. 

Course resources  
Think about any other materials, tools, or other resources you might need, as 
well as items from the above specialist subject-related equipment that would be 
useful.  

Tip: Student discounts on software 
All students enrolled with OCA are encouraged to register for an NUS card. The 
card entitles you to discounts on thousands of products including software and 
apps, as well as buying materials in local art shops. 

Your working space 
You will need a space to make your work, be it the kitchen table, a spare room or 
an existing studio space, somewhere to work on your learning log or work 
digitally, access to a computer, and space to read and reflect which could be 
much more flexible and also slot into other times, for example reading on the 
train on the way to work. 
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Exercise 4: Identifying resources 

Prepare a list of the equipment and other resources you might need to use. 
What do you currently have and what might you need to get? Don’t worry if you 
don’t have everything now, there’s plenty of time to build your resources as you 
progress through the course unit and degree. If you’re not sure of what you 
need, then prepare a list of questions to ask your tutor.  

What space or spaces are you going to work in? Consider where you will do most 
of your study, and prepare it so it’s an environment you’ll enjoy working in and 
you are able to store your equipment and resources.  

You may want to take a photo of your studio space to share with your tutor via 
your learning log. 

Social resources 
While it might often feel like you’re studying on your own, it’s worth 
remembering that there are lots of other OCA students doing the same. Your 
fellow students can provide fresh perspectives, feedback and encouragement, 
and creative opportunities for collaboration or sharing. 

You can make contact with fellow students through our OCA discuss site: 
[https://discuss.oca-student.com/].  

You’ll find a welcome section here: 
https://discuss.oca-student.com/c/welcome-introduce-yourself-here 

You can also talk through your email group, which you were added to when you 
enrolled onto your course unit. Its purpose is to make it easier for students 
studying the same course unit to talk to one another, upload images and critique 
one another's work. Through these groups you have access to the experience of 
students who are further along in their studies who can offer advice and 
guidance and you can take comfort in knowing there are others at the same 
point starting off, who may share the same worries or concerns. These course 
discussion groups utilise ‘Google groups’ to operate. Click here: 
https://www.oca-student.com/content/course-discussions-feature-launched for 
more information. 

Remember to communicate respectfully and responsibly with other students and 
OCA staff online. For further information listen to this short piece on Netiquette: 
https://www.oca-student.com/resource-type/online-guide-elements/getting-grips
-netiquette 
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Research task: OCASA 
OCA’s Student Association (OCASA) [www.ocasa.org.uk] is available to you as a 
student. One of their activities is organising joint study visits with OCA tutors. 
Visit: https://weareoca.com/category/study-visits/ to identify any study visits you 
would like to attend, either virtually or in person. 

Exercise 5: Saying hello to your fellow students 

Get in touch with other students to say hello, and to share something about you 
or your practice. Use the OCA discuss site and/or the email group.  

Working alongside other OCA students can help provide a social support for your 
studies by providing fresh perspectives, feedback and encouragement, and build 
working relationships and collaborations. Think about how you can build regular 
student contact into your creative practice throughout the course unit. 

Exercise 6: Say hello to your tutor 

For your final exercise, get in touch with your tutor to arrange a 15-20 min 
conversation. This is an opportunity to say hello to your tutor and put a voice to a 
name. It’s also a chance to discuss how best to schedule your time, document 
your work, and share it.  

The previous exercises and research tasks will have helped you prepare for this 
conversation and identified any questions you’d like to ask. Use your notes from 
these exercises as a starting point. 

Reflect on this conversation in your learning log as a way to identify any key 
points and as a starting point to refer back to later on. Don’t forget to refer to ‘my 
tutor’ online rather than by name. 

Finally, you may want to reflect on doing this introduction as a whole. Has it been 
useful and are there things we could do differently? Make some notes in your 
learning log and feel free to get in touch with OCA directly or use the forums to 
help us improve our support if you have any ideas. 
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Starting your course unit 
You should now be ready to start Part One of your course unit. Don’t worry if you 
are still getting to grips with using your blog, adjusting to this form of learning, or 
don’t have all the resources you need. There’s plenty of time to develop these as 
you progress. Remember that if you get stuck along the way there’s support 
available from OCA and encouragement from your fellow students.  

Enjoy the rest of your studies! 
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Visual Exploration 

Part One: Being 
Creative 

James Pyman, Zero to One (2002) Image courtesy of the Author. 
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Introduction 
Welcome to the first part of your course. Hopefully you will find this experience 
enjoyable, inspiring and sometimes challenging. The aim of this Visual Skills 2 
course unit is to encourage creative risk-taking, experimentation, and directions 
on how to develop a range of process-led approaches to developing visual ideas. 
Being able to produce creative ideas from scratch, and to continue to push your 
ideas through a process of thinking, making, and reflecting is crucially important 
for any visual practitioner, whether they are a graphic designer, photographer or 
an illustrator. 

In order to do this, we will examine different methods and approaches to visual 
thinking. Generating ideas, applying problem-solving, using a process-led 
approach to visual communications, and exploring good habits of creativity will 
be looked at in this first part of the course. To support learning you will hear 
from other OCA students and creative practitioners from a range of different 
disciplines, about how they approach generating ideas. As well as suggestions for 
graphic designers, illustrators and photographers to research, the exercises and 
research points in this course unit will also recommend artists from other 
disciplines like literature, fine art, cinema and music. These practitioners are 
relevant because their working methods and approaches can be considered and 
adopted for all disciplines and any recommendations may expand your 
awareness of the broader field of the arts. 

In this part of the course we will introduce you to particular concepts of working 
creatively. A series of visual and written exercises based on these concepts will 
ask you to consider your workspace and reflect on your own creative process. 
The first assignment will ask you to creatively experiment with the notions of 
flow and play. 
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Where do good ideas come from? 
The assumption that creativity is based on inspiration is rooted in a romantic 
image of the artist that stretches back to Greek mythology’s relationship between 
artists and their muses. However, today it is not really possible to wait for divine 
inspiration to strike before starting to work on a painting, poem or piece of 
music. Having a creative spark that ignites a project certainly does happen, but 
waiting for inspiration to strike can be too slow and unpredictable to be relied 
upon, especially when ideas are urgently needed for a deadline. 

Karl the Elder, Postcard depicting Robert Schumann with Muses (c.1910) Bridgeman 
Images. 

Developing ideas, or ideation, is a key skill for any visual practitioner, and one 
that is required upon for each new project. So, how can we develop a creative 
process that supports an ongoing and productive sense of creativity? Firstly, it’s 
worth remembering that American inventor Thomas Edison’s saying ‘Genius is 
1% inspiration and 99% perspiration’ is closer to the reality of what makes 
creativity tick. Rather than seeing ideation as purely inspiration, it is much more 
useful to think about the conditions that we need as creative thinkers and to 
develop day-to-day strategies that help support and encourage creative 
activities. In this sense, creativity is something that can be nurtured, encouraged, 
and as a process, taught. A good place to start exploring the question of how we 
develop a creative process is by looking at how successful practitioners and 
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students operate, and to start unpicking some of the key notions around 
creativity by looking at a range of underlying principles and theories.  

Research Task: Where do good ideas come from? 

Below are a range of quotations from OCA students describing their creative 
process and a short film about where good ideas come from. Engage with this 
material, reflecting on your own creative approach, and identify which 
statements you might agree with, and why. This is an opportunity to start to use 
your learning log to record your thoughts. 

“I generally start with an idea and a plan. But the plan usually changes 
during the process.”  

Ros, OCA Textiles, Level 1. 

“I have not been making art for very long yet and only just started to 
reflect on the process. For OCA exercises I tend to start with realistic 
pencil drawings in order to get to know my subject. I then gradually 
leave that by changes in media and bolder interpretations. It is at this 
stage I feel creativity kicking in. I try to do many different versions 
because the doing sets in motion a chain of thoughts, ideas and things 
to explore. I stop when the ideas cease or I have a picture I am happy 
with. 

For my own work I go a similar path if I start with an idea of what I want 
to do. If I haven't I mess around with water and water soluble media 
until I see something emerge. I then use that as a starting point. This 
makes for very surprising subjects and often abstract ones. 

Ideas pop up at unexpected times and I have started to jot them down. 
When I am not able to develop them visually I use words. I think I 
should combine the two - visual and verbal - as they lead to different 
things. Verbal is faster and so allows for a train of thought to flow more 
freely. Visual development takes hold of a first idea and develops that 
out of the processes involved.” 

Sibylle, OCA Drawing, Level 1. 
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“I often start out with an intention but the work finds its own way 
somewhere else and that’s ok. Sometimes work that I’ve done for an 
exercise will offer itself up for development into something else and 
that’s fine. Once the work’s started it often feels as if I’m chasing after 
it rather than guiding the work.” 

Kate, OCA Photography, Level 1. 

‘Where Good ideas Come From’ is a short (4 mins) animated lecture by Steven 
Johnson, produced by RSA and illustrated by Cognitive Media, that asks where 
good ideas come from. Johnson explores this question from a scientific 
perspective, drawing on the idea that ideas or hunches need time to develop, 
and contact with other hunches to fully develop. For this to happen, social 
connections between scientists is important, so different ideas can come in 
contact with one another. As Johnson concludes, chance favours the connected 
mind. 

Watch the video at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NugRZGDbPFU  

Ask yourself and make some notes on the following questions: 

● Do you agree with Johnson that ideas take time to develop? 

● Are his ideas equally applicable to creative disciplines? 

● Do you think collaboration is important to creativity? 

● Given the opportunity, who would you collaborate with from another field 
or discipline? A scientist, for example, or a writer, or painter?  

Respond to the issues raised by these quotes, the film and the questions in your 
learning log. 
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Where do you begin? 

One of the most common questions asked in any creative practice is ‘Where do I 
begin?’ The short answer is that you can start anywhere. For some creative 
practitioners this might be going for a long walk, breathing in the air, taking 
mental pictures, experiencing the world and gaining inspiration, whether it is 
from nature or the city. Or it might be quietly reading a newspaper and visually 
responding to the day’s current affairs, political events or social issues. Or it 
could simply be the routine of pencil sharpening, equipment checking, tidying 
your workspace, and setting off by simply putting pencil to paper and starting to 
work with text and images. 

Having something in mind can give you the initial motivation to start a creative 
project, but it also starts to set up expectations of where the project will head, 
the likely outcomes, and results. Before you know it you’ve fully planned a 
project before you’ve even made any work. But while having some intention is 
useful to help shape a project, it can also get in the way. Having a strong mental 
image of your outcomes can make it hard to live up to. Therefore it’s important 
to start a project by making work, and to continue to visualise your thinking at 
every opportunity. Hopefully this making will lead your creative thinking rather 
than your making always trying to catch up with your ideas. Ideally there’s a 
balance between these two approaches - of ideas finding visual form, and visual 
forms sparking new ideas. 

If you do find yourself racing ahead with ideas before you’ve started making, 
don’t worry, this might simply be the way you naturally work. You can respond to 
this by sketching out your finished ideas immediately. Jump any research and 
ideas development stages and put down what’s in your head. Now that you’ve 
visualised your ideas, you can mothball them, confident in the knowledge that 
you have an idea to return to. This will hopefully free you up to explore the 
project afresh, and to find new challenges to tackle.  

You can define a starting point to a project in lots of different ways - it could be 
an image, a title, a description of a process, a creative problem, or a rough idea 
of a territory you might want to explore. These starting points might be helpful to 
articulate, so you can return to them. Equally, you might simply want to start 
your project by defining what you are going to do: drawing, photographing, 
designing, etc., and perhaps how you might want to do these: carefully, 
carelessly, quickly, outdoors, in unexpected places, etc.  
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In undertaking visual research it can be useful to have a question that you 
respond to. This can help if you are enquiring into a particular area. For example, 
“how can a limited colour palette create a realistic landscape painting?” or “how 
can I use photography to visualise my dreams?”. These questions presuppose 
already existing knowledge, and help in probing or deepening your 
understanding. Equally, research can be undertaken as a much more exploratory 
investigation, in which you ask more open ended questions, such as “what 
happens if ...”. Having a question as a starting point is useful as it already 
contains a creative challenge. 

Where do you work? 

Finding space to work is just as important as the time and energy it requires. 
Depending on your practice and circumstances, your creative space may be your 
own studio, but it could also be the kitchen table, your computer desktop, a 
more portable set-up you carry around with you, or a combination of all of these 
things. 

Establishing working practices that allow you to pick up ideas where you left off 
can help build a sense of continuity, making it easier to return to the previous 
day’s activities. This can be achieved by leaving something undone, ready to 
complete tomorrow. 

A bit like hermit crabs, who inhabit the shells of others, the scale of your work 
can often be dictated by the space you have to work in. If you have a small 
studio, the chances are you’ll be making smaller work. On one level this could 
lead to frustration if you’ve always wanted to make monumental pieces of work, 
on another, it’s a restriction you can creatively respond to by finding ways to 
make larger pieces in modular ways, or with materials that are more flexible for 
a smaller space. 
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Exercise 1: Thinking about your Workspace 

Wayne A Munn, All manner of fascinating objects, art, and gifts adorn writer Ray Bradbury's 
home office and overflowing work desk (n.d) Bridgeman Images. 

Do you already have a studio or a space where you can creatively experiment 
and make your artwork? This could be a room, or a shed, a darkroom, or simply a 
desk. Is it an extension of you? For example, does it have personal objects or 
photographs in it, things you have made or have value for you? Or is it just a 
functional site that holds your equipment and materials? You can put your 
written thoughts about these questions in your learning log or blog. You can also 
include photos of your studio or workspace, and examples of any of your 
artwork or sketchbooks to contextualise your work for your tutor. They will be 
really interested to see where you have already made work.  

If you haven’t had a workspace before now, start to think about what your 
relationship to it might be. Again, put these thoughts in your learning log or blog. 
This could also include designs or drawings of what your workspace might be 
like. In a sketchbook can you visualise your relationship with your new space? 
This can be with images, mark-making or words, or a combination of these. 

Think about the pictures, objects or other things you might want to make in your 
workspace in the future. These could be large drawings, book designs, sculptures 
to photograph, or anything that interests you. Make an inventory of the 
equipment and materials you would need to realise these artworks. 

Write down your responses to these creative possibilities and options and 
respond to each in your learning log. 
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Creative problem solving 
Not all visual communication is simply about creative problem solving, other 
forms of communication exist which aim to persuade, entertain, reveal, or 
inform through visual means. Each of these applies creativity in different ways, in 
terms of thinking about how the visual can be packaged up and presented, 
structured over time, or how you choose to look at and represent your subject. 

Illustration, for example, especially within the context of editorial design, aims to 
reveal, supplement, or visualise a text it accompanies in some way. To illustrate 
is to respond to something, adding additional meanings in the process. 
Illustration imparts information and tells stories, as does some graphic design 
and photography, through the construction of visual narratives. These forms of 
communication require more divergent thinking than problem-solving, in that 
they’re trying to bring more to a text, and therefore need to go on a wider visual 
journey to do so. However, they still need convergent thinking to help distill your 
ideas and research.  

Visualising your ideas 

Having an idea, and communicating it to others, are two different things. Words 
can describe your intentions and proposals, and images can map out your 
thoughts, or begin to find visual forms for your words. However, the way you 
present your ideas might start to deviate from what you had in mind, and your 
written proposals move away from what you can or want to achieve visually, 
both of which can lead to frustration in not quite articulating what you wanted.  

It’s worth seeing the processes of showing and telling your ideas as two different 
outcomes. Try visualising your ideas through images only, to see how these 
might take form, and how that form then starts to suggest new potential ideas 
and outcomes. How much visual information do you need to put into these ideas 
to make them self-explanatory? Try describing your idea through words, 
identifying the key concepts, motifs, or themes in them. Think about words that 
are important, and can these words help to feed back into your ideas? Even if 
you are not presenting your ideas to others, it’s worth going through these steps, 
so you can sit back and assess the idea yourself. 
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Unknown Artist, Physiognomy image (phrenology) from Collectio Operum by Robert Fludd 
(Robertus de Fluctibus) (17th century) Bridgeman Images. 
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Creative practice as work 

Here are some quotes from significant creative practitioners: 

“We know that athletes, musicians, and actors all have to practice, 
rehearse, repeat things until it gets into the body, the ‘muscle 
memory’, but for some reason, writers and visual artists think they 
have to be inspired before they make something. Not suspecting that 
the physical act of writing or drawing is what brings that inspiration 
about.”  

Lynda Barry [Cartoonist & Teacher] Syllabus: Notes from an accidental professor (2014) 
Drawn & Quarterly.  

“Rule 7: The only rule is work. If you work it will lead to something. It’s 
the people who do all of the work all the time who eventually catch 
onto things.” 

John Cage [Composer] & Sister Corita Kent [Designer], Immaculate Heart College Art 
Department Rules (1968). 

“Creativity is a habit, and the best creativity is a result of good work 
habits. That’s it in a nutshell.”  

Twyla Tharp [Dancer & Choreographer] The Creative Habit (2003) London: Simon & 
Schuster Paperbacks. 

As the above quotes suggest, a consistent and engaged approach to making 
work is key to developing a creative practice. The more you do, the more ground 
you cover, and therefore the more experience you have to draw on. Recognising 
that you might not get results immediately, but if you ‘trust the process’ that 
eventually results will emerge, will put less pressure on you to be ‘creative’. 
Following your nose to find things you’d like to do will, in itself, give you the 
motivation to explore, experiment, and through the process, be creative.  

Having time to work is crucial, especially blocks of time which are uninterrupted 
and open enough for ideas to grow organically. Having said that, such blocks of 
time are hard to come by, so it is also worth being creative with the time 
available. For example, by identifying time in which ideas can be thought about 
such as the time spent commuting, waiting, or the gaps in-between other 
activities.  
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If time is tight, then another creative approach is to use the lack of time to your 
advantage by working quickly and resourcefully with the time and materials at 
hand. One way of structuring this kind of working process is by setting short time 
limits to accomplish a task, for example by breaking an hour into three 20 
minute slots which allow you to try and retry a task, rather than spending the 
whole hour slowly developing one piece. Alternatively, you might want to allocate 
time over a week, month, or year. Spending fifteen minutes each day doing one 
drawing will soon build over time into a substantial body of work.  

Creativity does take energy, both physically and mentally, so it’s worth 
recognising your optimum times to work. For example, whether you’re a morning 
person or a night owl. Identify when you’re most alert and receptive and try and 
build your creative practice around these times. 

A boy comparing the time on his watch to the time shown by Third Time Painting by 
Robert Rauschenberg at the 32nd Art Biennale (1964) Bridgeman Images. 
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Research Task: 365 projects 

“If I just do something, and keep doing it, something will happen.” 

Bryan Eccleshall (2013) 

OCA drawing tutor Bryan Eccleshall set himself the challenge of undertaking a 
drawing a day for a year. Here are his reflections on the experience: 
https://weareoca.com/subject/fine-art/bryan-eccleshall/  

(viewing time: 3 minutes 54 seconds) 

You may want to explore how other designers and artists have developed 
projects over time. Some suggestions are artist Christian Marclay’s film ‘The 
Clock’ and also the artists Douglas Gordon, On Kawara, Tatsuo Miyajima and 
Alfredo Jaar, but you may find others. Reflect on these, and how you might take 
up a similar challenge. Ask yourself: 

● How might you produce a similar daily project?

● What could the subject or content be?

● Think of things that happen regularly but might change slightly, like going
to the shops, or reading a newspaper, or a domestic routine.

● How could the way you record it vary, or what form might your record of it
take? Could it be drawn in a diary, or as a calendar? Could it be 365
photographs of the view outside your window, or a series of collages from
the daily newspaper?

Write down your response to Bryan’s project and some of the suggested 
artists’ work and respond to each in your learning log. 
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Documenting your work 

While OCA provides a framework in which to present your work for assessment, 
these suggestions are there to make documenting your work manageable, and 
to provide a level of parity. Having said that, within this framework there is a lot 
of flexibility as to how best document your work. It is important to find a way of 
working that suits you first, then can be adapted to suit OCA’s framework. 

Reflecting on your work 

“Rule 8: Don’t try to create and analyse at the same time. They’re 
different processes.” 

John Cage [Composer] & Sister Corita Kent [Designer], Immaculate Heart College Art 
Department Rules (1968). 

“Worrying about its worth and value to others before it exists can keep 
us immobilized forever. Any story we write or picture we make cannot 
demonstrate its worth until we write it or draw it. The answer can’t 
come to us any other way.” 

Lynda Barry, Syllabus: Notes from an accidental professor (2014) Drawn & Quarterly.  

As these two quotes suggest, making and reflecting are two distinct activities that 
can get in the way of each other if done at the same time. When we get into the 
flow, producing work with enjoyment and energy, we are still reflecting on what 
we’re doing and making decisions. Crucially, these decisions are responding to 
the work as we make it. So, you’re not stepping back and judging the work 
immediately. Allow yourself the room to make first, then later on reflect on the 
process of making the work, and your outcomes. After all, it may be the process 
that needs altering in some way.  

Good working habits 

Establishing the conditions in which you thrive creatively is very important. Giving 
yourself the time, room, and stimulus to make work requires a certain amount of 
planning and discipline, in earmarking sufficient time, regularly undertaking 
work, and finding a balance between absorbing the work of others, and exploring 
your own ideas. Finding out what works for you takes time, a process of trial and 
error, and is dependent on the type of creative practitioner you are. Developing a 
reflective approach to your practice will help you identify what works for you, 
and to recognise the types of creative challenges you need to continue to grow. 
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Exercise 2: Good working habits 
Now read through the following list of questions and respond to each in your 
learning log: 

● What do you need to be creative?

● Are there certain factors that are important for you to develop your work?

● When, where, and how do you work? How might you develop this
approach further?

● Given your creative process, how do you best document your work?

● What kinds of questions do you use to reflect on your work?

● How important is reflection to your process?

● Can you develop new questions or prompts?

● How does this reflection help feed back into your making?

● How would you describe your creative process?

● What sort of stages do you go through to initiate and develop your ideas
and work?

● How important are restrictions to the process?

● Do you start with an idea or proposal, start making and see where it takes
you, or work in a different way?

● Do you have any strategies to deal with creative blocks or obstacles?

● What does experimentation look like to you?

● Where do you work, what kind of physical spaces do you need?

● When do you work, and how best can you structure your time?

● How do you draw on inspiration to feed your creativity?
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Flow & Play 

We are all familiar with the experience of playing from when we were children, 
when we become so fully engaged with a toy, or in a making process, that we 
lose track of time and any sense of the world around us, but are completely 
immersed in the activity. However, as adults our ability to play often diminishes 
through our self-consciously wanting to be taken ‘seriously’. Psychologists have 
understood for a long time that, as well as giving pleasure, play is a vital 
component of any creative activity; it allows us to become absorbed in a self or 
group-defined challenge, and presents us with an ongoing process through 
which we can be transformed. In this way it is a learning process that promotes 
physical ability, cognitive skills and social skills. It is increasingly used in the 
workplace, particularly in the technology sector.  

This flexibility of play as a process is incredibly helpful for creative practitioners, 
as it allows for a process to be made and re-made as we work through it. When 
we play, we are using our imagination, testing the ideas we have in how they 
might be made or constructed, experimenting with possibility and sharing our 
ideas conceptually, technically and visually. 

Like play, the idea of Flow is something we might have experienced, but is worth 
considering in a little more depth. In 1975 the psychologist Mihaly 
Csikszentmihalyi identified ‘Flow’ as a mental state in which we are so absorbed 
in our activity, we lose ourselves in the optimal experience of total involvement. 
The term ‘flow’ was coined to describe the feeling because Csikszentmihalyi’s 
interviewees described the sensation of ‘flow’ as similar to being carried along in 
a water current. ‘Flow’ is also referred to as someone being in ‘the zone’. 
Although these are relatively recent terms, they have roots in Eastern mystical 
traditions such as Buddhism, Hinduism and Taoism. 

According to Csikszentmihalyi, for flow to happen we need a challenge, but not 
so much of a challenge that we feel daunted. This means we need activities that 
are achievable, but challenging enough to be engaging. Finding the balance 
between achievability and challenge is something you need to adjust as you 
develop your creative ideas, by placing self imposed restrictions on your work, 
redefining the rules of the creative ‘game’ you’re playing, or attempting to 
expand, simplify, or develop your work further. 
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Kenny Scharf, Shape Flow (1984) Bridgeman Images. 
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Research Task: Flow and Play 

American graphic designer Paul Rand wrote an important essay called ‘Design 
and the Play instinct’ in 1955. To investigate Rand’s idea of Play more, you can 
access and read Michael Golec’s essay ‘Memory, Instinct and Design: Beyond Paul 
Rand’s “Play Principle”’ at the OCA library resource here: 
https://contentstore.cla.co.uk/secure/link?id=c2dda0ed-464e-ea11-80cd-005056a
f4099 

You can also search the OCA library resources and the Internet with the terms 
‘Automatic Drawing’ and ‘Concrete Poetry’ to discover relevant artists, 
designers and illustrators who use Play in the creation of their artwork. Particular 
practitioners to look for are Hilma af Klint, Joan Miro, Mary Ellen Solt, Kurt 
Schwitters, Anni Albers, Bob Cobbing and Ian Hamilton Finlay.  

Make written notes on both the Michael Golec essay and the creative 
practitioners whose work interests you and why in your learning log.  

Upload your responses to your blog so that your tutor can review them after you 
have submitted Part One of the course. 
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Assignment One: Flowing & Playing

Jean-Martin Charcot (c.1825-1893), Drawing produced under the influence of hashish, 
Bridgeman Images. 

This assignment will introduce you to thinking without making assumptions 
about the importance or value of outcomes or ‘finishing’ work. This is an 
important part of the creative process, where placing restrictions on what you do 
or how you work can sometimes stop you from responding as openly as 
possible. The aim is to test how you can work spontaneously with little or no 
forethought, and to allow the elements of image-making like form, shape and 
line to emerge from unconscious experimentation. 

There are three options for this assignment, tailored towards Illustration, 
Graphic Design and Photography: 
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Option 1: Illustration  

Take a blank piece of paper, ideally A2 size, and an ordinary HB or 2B pencil and 
begin to make marks in the top left-hand corner of the paper. At first make small, 
short marks, but as you begin to work across the paper start to make them 
larger, stronger and more varied. Continue to work across the paper and begin 
to fill it with these gestural marks. Vary the length, density and shape of the 
marks as much as possible as you draw across the sheet of paper. Perhaps small 
‘zones’ of the paper will consist of short, vertical marks, while another area might 
be formed of curling doodles or small circles. Fill the whole sheet of paper with 
marks, lines, and shapes, although you may need to sharpen the pencil as you 
go. It might take some time, maybe a few hours or even a day or two, to 
completely fill the paper. Don’t try to fill the sheet of paper in one go, you can 
take breaks and return to the paper over a period of time. The intention of this 
exercise is to reach the point where you are not thinking about the next mark, 
but simply enjoy letting the pencil and the marks you have made guide you along 
with no conscious effort. 

When you have finished, and the sheet of paper is filled with detail and variation, 
take two ‘L’ shaped pieces of card and frame five sections of the paper, about 
12-15cm square. Think about the variation of marks, density and visual content 
of each of the five selected squares. Take photographs of them and give them 
one-word titles that relate to the emotional or sensational affect you think they 
have.  

Upload images of both the whole drawing and your selected five images, 
and reflect on the process on your learning log or blog. 
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Option 2: Design 

This is similar to Option 1, but instead of mark-making you should focus on 
creating shapes, letterforms and text. To gain some initial inspiration, read 
through some newspapers and magazines, making mental notes of page 
designs, columns of type, the placement of pictures, and fonts and letterforms. 

Now take eight sheets of A4 paper and an ordinary HB or 2B pencil and begin to 
make shapes, blocks, circles, and differently sized letters and numbers on each 
sheet. Think of each sheet as a complete design, like a book or magazine cover. 
Think about the overall design of the page, how columns, boxes for possible 
images and various letterforms, fonts and letter sizes might integrate in an A4 
space. 

When you have completed your pages, arrange them in various combinations of 
four A4 pages on a piece of A2 card and photograph some possible 
configurations. The aim is not to create a resolved or coherent design, but to 
enjoy letting the shapes and forms in the pages guide you along with no 
conscious effort. Once you have experimented with various formations, select a 
design of four pages you are pleased with and glue them onto your card. 

Option 3: Photography 

Take your mobile phone camera or any other kind of point and shoot camera 
and take a walk around your house or your street. Take a number of 
photographs, as quickly as possible. Don’t consider how they will look too much; 
experiment with not looking as you click the shutter, or spinning around and 
clicking. The aim of the exercise is just to get shapes, tones, and random bits of 
image to experiment with, so blurred and out-of-focus snaps are just as useful as 
creating perfect pictures.  

Once you have taken your photographs, print them out and lay them down on a 
piece of A2 card to create composite pictures. The aim is not to create readable 
images or a logical narrative, but to enjoy letting the shapes and forms of the 
photos guide you along with no conscious effort. 
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Whichever of the three options you choose, when you have finished and your 
sheet of paper is filled with visual detail and information, take two ‘L’ shaped 
pieces of card and frame five sections of the paper, about 12-15cm square. Think 
about the variation of marks, density and visual content of each of the five 
selected squares. Take photographs of them and give them one-word titles that 
relate to the emotional or sensational affect you think they have. Upload images 
of both the whole drawing and your selected five images, and reflect on the 
process on your learning log or blog. 

When you have completed the assignment, put your name and student number 
on the back of the work and send it together with your sketchbook pages and 
learning log to your tutor. Alternatively, with their agreement, you can 
photograph your work, learning log notes and sketchbook pages and email them 
to your tutor. 

Remember that it is not your tutor’s job to formally assess your work at any time, 
but to give you constructive feedback to help you develop your skills. 
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Vasilii Vasil’evich Kamenskii, Front Cover for 'Tango with Cows' (1914) Bridgeman Images. 

‘Tango With Cows: Ferro-Concrete Poems’ is an artists' book by the Russian futurist 
poet Vasilii Kamenskii, with additional illustrations by the brothers David and 
Vladimir Burliuk. Printed in Moscow in 1914 in an edition of 300, the work has 
become famous primarily for being made entirely of commercially produced 
wallpaper, with a series of concrete poems - visual poems that employ unusual 
typographic layouts for expressive effect - printed onto the recto of each page. 
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