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Introduction 
Welcome to Understanding Visual Communications.  

This first Stage 2 course unit on the degree programme builds on the practical 

and contextual introduction to the span of visual communications from the 

three Stage 1 units. It continues to develop your practical skills, contextual and 

creative understanding of visual communications, begins to locate your practice 

in a professional context by undertaking client-led projects, and starts to define 

your own creative voice and visual language within your work. 

The relationship between a client, a brief, and you as a creative practitioner is 

central to your understanding as a visual communicator. This unit will begin to 

explore this relationship and support you in applying creative problem-solving 

techniques, developing briefs and approaches, interpreting the desires of clients 

and audiences, and finding effective ways of communicating your ideas and 

developing the critical skills to evaluate the results. 

Visual communications overlaps and integrates with many other areas of 

creative practice, such as journalism, fashion and product design, architecture, 

animation, book and magazine publishing and television, film and online visual 

content. 

Visual communications can be split into discrete areas of practice, each with a 

slightly different focus, depending on the types of communications being 

developed or the media through which these messages are sent. In this unit you 

will begin to explore these various areas of practice and their expanded visual, 

illustrative and design approaches. 

For example, within journalism you will investigate editorial illustration, the use 

of reportage to describe and record events, and the way design can 

communicate social and geo-political information through maps, graphs and 

page layouts. Within book and magazine publishing you will creatively explore 

the integration of typography and visual elements within layouts, examine grid 

forms, type samples and fonts, thumbnail, draw, and produce mock-ups, 

focusing on how best to design and layout eye-catching and impactful covers 

and spreads. You will also consider many specialist areas of image-making and 

illustration such as architectural, travel and fashion illustration, and how to 
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incorporate this visual content into books, magazines and other publishing 

contexts such as leaflets, pamphlets and posters. 

The unit also offers distinct options into specialist study where you can continue 

to explore the span of visual communications in a wider range of creative 

contexts, from book and magazine design and visual exploration to comics and 

graphic novels. 

An appreciation of the historical and contemporary contexts of visual 

communications will be developed by reviewing the work of other graphic 

designers, illustrators and creative practitioners. You will be encouraged to 

critically reflect on your own work, use your learning log as a space to reflect on 

the results, make connections to wider contexts and begin to identify your own 

personal voice within your work. This writing will form the basis of your critical 

review, which can be a 1,250-word piece of writing or a 10 minute audio-visual 

presentation. 

Unit content and activities provide a flexible structure to support a range of 

research methods and outcomes. Throughout the unit you will be supported by 

tutors providing well-grounded, constructive, and challenging formative 

feedback, and opportunities for group learning supported by tutors and peers. 

Course Breakdown 

The course unit is divided into ten projects, each with a series of research tasks, 

exercises and an assignment. 

Project 1: Visual Exploration is an overview of creative and critical strategies to 

support you to further develop your work from your Stage 1 studies.  

Project 2: Visual Space explores ways of creating visual or pictorial space in an 

image, such as using perspective, creating images with their own internal logic, 

or working in a flat way.  

Project 3 : Visual Dynamics reflects on graphic design as a practice, what it 

means to be professional, and helps shape how you approach the subject and 

how you begin to develop your voice within it. 

Project 4: Reportage considers how to capture a sense of place through 

illustration and drawing which can be used in editorial illustration, journalism 

and travel illustration.  
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Project 5 & 6: Electives I and II are where you can specialise in studying from a 

choice of Comics, Book Design or Visual Exploration. 

Project 7: Visual Studies explores specialist areas of Illustration and image-

making such as fashion, architectural, botanical and travel illustration, focusing 

on working with people, clothing, spaces, objects, buildings, specimens and 

locations.  

Project 8: Responding to a Graphic Design Brief explores how graphic design 

fulfills different roles in different contexts and is delivered through an 

increasingly diverse range of media. 

Project 9: Responding to an Illustration Brief works through the process of 

responding to an illustration brief to put it into a more client-led, or self-directed 

context, in preparation for you writing your own brief. 

Project 10: Your Brief. In this final project you have the opportunity to bring 

together the research, learning and making from this unit in a self-directed 

project built around your own brief. 

Course Resources 

Here’s a general list of what you may need for this course unit: 

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. 

You’ll need to have access to computer resources such as Photoshop and 

desktop publishing software, a printer and a scanner. These will allow you to 

scan your work, create and manipulate images, and print out the results. You 
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may need to develop your skills in using this technology, but since technology 

moves so fast, and as there are plenty of tutorials available elsewhere, this 

course doesn’t go into the detail of each software package. It does, however, 

assume that you have access to and familiarity with basic techniques such as 

scanning and image manipulation, and laying out images and text, and that you 

will practise and develop your skills with your specific software during the 

course.  

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.  

Course Aims 

The course unit was written by experienced academics and creative practitioners 

in collaboration with OCA and aims to support you to: 

A1: Use experimentation to inform your understanding of your practice and 

develop personal expression 

A2: Use visual and contextual research skills to provide a framework for 

understanding your practice 

A3: Further develop your visual communications skills in print, analogue and 

digital media 

A4: Demonstrate your understanding of  communications briefs and approaches 

and reflect on this in your own practice. 

Learning Outcomes 

The learning outcomes for the course unit are to:  

LO1: Evidence your engagement with experimentation through your practice 

(A1). 

LO2: Demonstrate how research has informed your practice understanding (A2). 

LO3: Develop a body of work that is rigorous in its engagement with conceptual 

and practical skills (A3). 
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LO4: Situate, reflect and critique on visual communications practices and reflect 

on your own learning (A4). 

Feedback and Assessment 

You will be supported through the course unit by receiving formative feedback 

from a tutor, to help you develop your work. At the end of your course unit, if 

you are working towards a qualification, you will be able to submit for 

summative (formal) assessment. 

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.  

You can access both Assessment Guidelines and Assessment Criteria via the 

Assessment Guidance section available on OCA Learn. 

If you’ve any questions regarding assessment, please speak with your tutor. 
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Getting Started 

If you are new to OCA and to distance learning, the following sub-course will 

help you get started. It will introduce you to OCA study, what it means to be an 

OCA student, and provides guidance and signposting of essential and useful 

resources, contacts and details on joining in with the OCA Community. If you 

have already studied another unit or Foundation course with OCA, you may 

want to use this as a refresher, or to help guide you around OCA Learn.  

Getting Started: An Introduction to OCA Study 

Another important area for you as a student will be your degree department 

space (available under ‘My Courses’). Here you will find links to your course 

materials and additional resources which are designed to support your learning. 

You can connect with your fellow students, and can also use this area to access 

online group sessions, ask questions to the tutor team and send messages to 

your tutors and peers. 

Starting your course unit 

You should now be ready to start 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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Project 1: Visual Exploration 

 

 

Developing a personal voice within your work is an important consideration for 

any illustrator or designer, it is more than just having a style or a recognisable 

visual approach to your artwork. It’s about developing a visual language to work 

with, understanding your own creative processes and identifying the kinds of 

projects you’re interested in applying your skills to. It links together your creative 

thinking with your visual output and it’s as much about the content of your work 

as it is about its visual form.  
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Developing a voice is about finding out who you are as an illustrator or designer, 

what you’re good at, what you enjoy doing, what you might want to say with 

your artwork, or where you might want to use your skills. It’s about bringing 

yourself into your work as much as possible, through your decisions, image-

making and design, areas of interest and focus. 

For some visual communicators, finding their voice is about developing content 

that’s at the heart of what they’re interested in, authoring their own content, or 

pushing their artwork in a particular direction. 

For any visual communicator, there’s no set way to tackle the development of a 

personal voice, but you might want to take on board the following pointers: 

● Learn to play and learn through playing. Allow yourself the space to 

play with your ideas without worrying too much about getting things right 

all the time. Test out your ideas for the fun of it. Ask yourself ‘what 

happens if I just do it like this...?’ 

Playing suggests not taking things too seriously; try not to be too precious 

about your work. Getting things wrong is a good learning experience so 

don’t be afraid to start again, change direction or try something 

completely new. Experimenting with new ways of working, taking risks 

and trying things out will broaden your understanding of how you work 

and help you become more confident in your approach.  

● Enjoy yourself. Enjoying what you’re doing is a good benchmark to its 

likely success. If you’re not enjoying a particular aspect of your work, don’t 

stop doing it but try and redirect it in a way which is more interesting to 

you. That might mean rethinking your approach. Enjoying your work is as 

much about dealing with challenges as anything else.  

● Be persistent in your enquiry. The only way you’ll find your voice is 

through working at it regularly and by reflecting on your experiences. All 

of which takes time and patience. 
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Research Task 1: Reflective Practice 

Reflect on your illustrations or designs, drawings and sketchbook work from 

Level 1 of the course and identify the pieces that best reflect a personal 

voice. Pick out the pieces you’ve most enjoyed, the ones that you feel are closest 

to what you’re interested in doing or reflect your interests the best. You might 

not select the most finished work, or those pieces that other people have found 

successful. Focus on work that you connect to. 

What do your choices say about your developing voice as an illustrator? How do 

you see yourself developing in the future? What sort of projects are you 

interested in exploring and what skills do you need to develop? Document your 

reflections in your learning log.  
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Visual Language 

We’re visual beings and most of the information we know about the world we’ve 

gathered through looking. Just as we develop a spoken and written vocabulary, 

so we develop our visual literacy through all the cultural references, visual styles 

and images we encounter. Our visual language is this image bank of pictures 

and meanings that we draw on all the time. It differs from person to person and 

from culture to culture. Developing an understanding of your own visual 

language will help you in developing your voice as an artist by broadening your 

understanding of visual culture and pinpointing what you’re interested in. 

Visual language is not something that happens in isolation. The whole idea of a 

spoken language is that it’s shared and understood by other people and the 

same is true of visual language. An illustrator, or designer, is someone who is 

‘visually literate’, has an awareness of audiences and understands how to use 

this visual language to create meaning. 
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Developing Your Drawing 

Despite all the digital developments affecting graphic design and illustration, 

drawing remains one of their cornerstones. Drawing has perhaps become even 

more important, because it offers a way of thinking and working that the 

computer cannot replicate. 

Drawings do different things in different areas of visual communications. Rough 

thumbnail drawings in your sketchbook act as a way of visualising your 

thoughts. Sketches and studies from life gather visual information through 

observation. Illustrations themselves rely heavily on the drawn line, its qualities 

and nature often marking one illustrator out from another. Having the ability to 

make an original mark, unhindered by technology, still remains one of the 

cornerstones and most immediate ways that visual communicators work. 

This isn’t to devalue the usefulness of digital processes, but the making of the 

drawn mark links the eye, body, and brain in unique ways, and can lay at the 

heart of what makes one creative practitioner different to another. Drawings do 

different things in different areas of practice. Rough thumbnail drawings in 

sketchbooks act as a way of visualising your thoughts. Sketches and studies from 

life gather visual information through observation, and working diagrams can 

plan out your next moves when working on complex or collaborative projects. It 

can be a step on the route to something else or an end in its own right. 

Drawing as a Process 

Drawing is a very physical thing. We perform a drawing through hand gestures 

or, if we’re standing up, then we might be drawing from the elbow or shoulder. 

Drawing is an act that involves the eye, the brain and the hand in equal 

measures. It’s about looking, making decisions about what we see and how we 

represent it, and then making our mark. When we draw we are testing out our 

thinking and observations, putting lines on the paper to see if they work. Often 

the lines that are wrong tell us as much about what we need to do next as the 

lines that we think are correct. Erasing lines is a part of the drawing process as 

well; we’re drawing through our use of the eraser as much as the pencil. 
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Taking a more contemporary art perspective on drawing, anything that leaves a 

trace can be a drawing. So a footprint in the sand is as much a document of the 

human form as a life drawing. This contemporary art perspective opens up 

different ways to think about mark-making, bringing in new materials and 

approaches, and also gets us to think about drawing as a process in more 

innovative ways. 

Learning to draw isn’t about making good drawings you can put in your 

portfolio, it’s about learning the process of drawing. It’s not about the drawings 

themselves but understanding how to make them. Try not to be too precious 

about your drawings as you develop. Take risks, push things too far, make 

mistakes, and discard your best work. What’s important is learning your own 

drawing process and understanding how your eye, brain and hand work 

together. 
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Rough Drawings Versus Finished Artwork 

The word ‘finished’ when applied to drawings, illustrations or designs often 

results in work that is less confident and more rigid than the ‘rough’ work that 

preceded it. Perhaps it’s the idea of finalising the artwork that makes us self-

conscious about getting it right. 

The pleasure of rough drawing often lies in the fact that we’re not too worried 

about getting things wrong. We’re willing to take risks and try things out, to test 

out multiple lines before we find the one that describes our thinking or 

observations. 

The dynamic created by testing our thinking through drawing is important to the 

overall feel of a drawing. All the lines on the page help to create the energy of 

the piece, including the lines that are ‘wrong’. Alternatively, if your drawing is a 

lot simpler and pared down, then the testing might take place over multiple 

drawings in which you refine your line, trying it out again and again. Find ways to 

harness the energy of your drawing in your finished artwork by re-thinking what 

you mean by ‘finishing’. 

Research Task 2: Doodling 

Doodling is, by definition, unconscious or unfocused drawing, so doodles are the 

ultimate example of drawing without concern for the quality of the result, and 

there is research that suggests that doodling actually helps you think and can be 

extremely beneficial for memory retention. Research also suggests that doodling 

helps with problem solving, that it can be an effective tool for visually recording 

and presenting information, and is used as a form of therapy. However, as 

drawing methods go, doodling tends to be rather underrated. 

For this task, search for at least two artists who use doodling as a core part of 

their practice and log what you find.  Include some images in your log and 

discuss how each example artist uses doodling, do they use it as a support for 

more formal work? Or is the doodle treated as an artform in itself? What format 

does the doodle take? Is it in a sketchbook? Or does it feature in other spaces 

and/or surfaces? 
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Using Your Sketchbook 

Drawing is a way of gathering reference material, either for current projects or 

for future ones. Filling sketchbooks with anything and everything is a good way 

of building up an image bank you can later refer to. See your sketchbooks as a 

working notebook in which you gather visual information. 

Try and get into the habit of never leaving the house without one and build 

drawing into your daily routine – five minutes drawing each day will really help 

you develop. 

India Ritchie, Pilgrimage sketchbook pages (2020) Image courtesy of the artist. 
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Working with Reference Material 

You might not be able to gather all the information you need through direct 

observation and drawing in your sketchbooks, you may need to access reference 

material in books, or on the internet, especially if it’s something specialist, 

historical or exotic. Instead of just collecting this visual material through 

scrapbooks or your blog, use drawing as a way of recording it. Draw from your 

reference material and keep the drawing to refer back to. 

“Whilst travelling, I took tons of reference photos with my small digital 
camera. I also made many notes and very rough sketches in my 
sketchbook. When I was back in London, I went through all my photos and 
started working on the layout. I used the photos as reference to draw from. 
I’d have the photos on my laptop in front of me and drew with pencil on an 
A2 sketchpad. The colouring was done digitally.” 

Olivier Kugler (2011). 

Exercise 1: Draw, Draw and Draw Again 

1. Pick some reference material to draw from, perhaps a single 

photograph with a figure and some other details. It could be a photograph 

you’ve taken or one you’ve found. 

2. Draw what’s in the photograph – the figure, their expression, their 

clothes, the setting. Try and record all the information from the 

photograph in your drawing. 

3. Now draw it a second time, but do it quicker. Pick out the important 

elements in the image and focus your drawing on these. Leave out the 

information that is less important. 

4. Put the original photograph away and draw it again, this time from 

memory and with reference to your other drawings. 

5. Finally, draw it again, this time with no reference material at all. 
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Thinking About Your Drawing Process 

What you’re aiming to do with this exercise is spend time focusing on your 

drawing without worrying too much about the content. Repeatedly drawing the 

same material will help you focus on your own drawing process, but also, as you 

begin to take shortcuts and discard unnecessary details, help you to refine your 

approach. Making mistakes along the way might also reveal more about who 

you are as a visual communicator and what kind of drawing you can do. 

Your Tool Box  

All designers and illustrators are engaged in image-making in one way or 

another. How those different creatives go about making images, the kinds of 

mark-making tools they use, and the materials or creative approaches they take, 

largely determines the visual feel of their work. 

There’s a breadth of different visual approaches from traditional materials like 

watercolours, pen and ink, to new digital tools such as Wacom Tablets. Some 

visual communicators work in traditional ways, others explore new approaches 

and many practise a combination of the two. 

The traditional tool box for visual communicators contains: 

● Notebooks, sketchbooks, layout pads, pencils and marker pens to develop 

ideas. 

● Pencils, pastels, inks, a range of different paints, marker pens, paper, 

scalpel and cutting matt. 

● Materials for printmaking processes such as lino cuts, silkscreen and 

etching. Older forms such as engravings and lithography for image-

making and offset lithography for printing work. 

● Equipment for photography and stop motion animation, aerosols and 

other new colour and mark-making products to develop a mixed media 

approach. 
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Working with Technology 

Developments in printing technology, photography, manufacturing and the 

moving image have all helped drive changes in how graphic design and 

illustration is practised and delivered. Many of those traditional boundaries that 

defined the subject no longer exist, and the increased devolution of digital 

technology has freed up the designer to redraw their individual areas of 

practice. Whilst the computer can do a lot for us, it is still only a tool that we use. 

The ability to combine hand skills with digital processes offers you more 

uniqueness, more personality, and the chance to include happy accidents. 

Your technological tool box may comprise: 

● Computer capable of running the required software. Adobe Creative Suite 

is the industry standard software and will cover desktop publishing, vector 

graphics, image editing, web, motion graphics, sound design, and more. 

● Alternative software is also available, such as Procreate, that can extend 

your working process. 

● Access to a range of digital fonts, particularly with the full family of 

weights. 

● A scanner for creating artwork and/or inputting text. 

● A printer to proof artwork and provide samples for clients. 

● Photography equipment. 

● A digital graphics tablet. 

● Digital storage such as the cloud, or external hard drives to archive your 

work. 

Historically, graphic designers have used Apple Macs rather than PCs, because 

the earliest design software was developed for Mac computers. Commercial 

printers were also geared to work with Mac files. Today most software is 

available for each platform and it’s up to you which you choose. 

Given the pace of technological change, it’s safer to acknowledge that change 

will happen rather than assume that things will remain the same. This means 

that you should always be learning new skills and adapting to the challenges and 
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opportunities offered by new technologies. This might involve updating your 

software skills, getting to grips with developments in paper, printing or other 

output formats, understanding how your work can be made compatible with a 

range of digital devices such as mobile phones, or thinking about what you can 

do with new, unrelated technologies. 

Some technologies, such as printers and paper technology, evolve at a slower 

pace while digital technologies evolve rapidly with every new model or software 

update. The best way of responding to the challenge of keeping up is by learning 

how to learn. Becoming more aware of how you learn, and actively engaging in 

the process of learning, will help you deal with this process of continual renewal 

and development. 
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Exercise 2: Mixing and Matching 

Working around the theme of ‘hybrid’, create a series of illustrations or designs 

using the following processes: 

1. Starting on paper and moving to a computer, follow this process:  

Draw - scan - colour. 

2. Starting on the computer and then moving to paper, follow this process: 

Colour - print - draw. 

Are there other combinations of mixing and matching digital and analogue (non-

digital) ways of working you can identify and try out? 

Reflect on whether these processes have offered you something new or 

unexpected. 

Using Colour 

Colour is an important element for any visual communicator’s  tool box, but 

often the least considered aspect. We all think we know how colours work 

because we’re so used to seeing them, but getting colours to work in your 

illustrations and designs takes practice. You have already looked at basic colour 

theory in Level 1. The Basic Colour Theory booklet is available in the Resources 

section. 

Drawing with Colour 

Seeing outline and colour as two separate things is an easy trap to fall into, 

mainly because that’s often how we’re taught to make images – to draw in black 

and then fill with colour. The downside of having solid outlines is that any 

colours contained within them will not be able to butt up against each other; the 

reds and greens won’t be able to contrast against each other because there’s a 

line between them, keeping them apart. 

An alternative is to draw with colour, to create outlines in various colours that 

add to the overall colour of the image and provide a more subtle structure to 

your designs and illustrations. Drawing in colour also provides a more unified 

image. 
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Colour and Depth 

Colour can play a vital role in creating depth within your image. You can create 

the illusion of visual depth by using stronger tones in the foreground and subtler 

tones in the background. If your work functions on a flat surface your choice of 

colours can help flatten out your image by using similar tones together. 

Johannes Itten, The Itten colour wheel (1961) Showing primary, secondary and tertiary 

colours. 
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Choosing a Palette 

One of the problems with working with colour is knowing where to start. After 

all, there’s plenty of different colours to choose from and once you start thinking 

about them in combination, you can easily be overwhelmed by choice. 

Working with a limited palette can often be more successful than throwing all 

the colours of the rainbow into a design. A limited palette might consist of a 

number of tertiary and secondary colours that work well in combination, with a 

small hint of a primary or secondary colour for contrast. It’s a good idea when 

working with a limited palette to choose one dark colour, one mid tone and a 

light colour, or use different tones of the same colour to achieve the same thing. 

Working with a limited palette forces you to become inventive, exploring all the 

possible combinations and permutations and experimenting with different tonal 

variations. 

Two visual examples that use a limited palette: 
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Exercise 3: Less is More 

Identify a palette of no more than three colours that could work in 

combination; remember that black and white are also colours. Pick colours that 

work well together, provide some contrast and can be used as dark, mid and 

light tones. 

Use this palette to illustrate five domestic items beginning with the same 

letter of the alphabet. Try the same exercise again using only two colours. 

Use your learning log to reflect on your experience. 
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Critical, Creative and Research Tools 

While drawing, technical skills and the ability to use a range of tools are 

important, illustrators and designers also need to apply critical and creative 

thinking to their work. 

The exercises and assignments in this course will enable you to test out your 

creative thinking, alongside your practical skills and growing contextual 

understanding of creative practice. The critical review provides a space for you 

to structure and test your critical thinking. 

Critical Thinking 

Critical thinking is a systematic way of questioning a set of ideas or artefacts, 

rather than taking them at face value. It requires the individual to move from a 

state of passive receiver of information, to active analysis. Within visual 

communication it can be about challenging norms of representation, weighing 

alternatives in relation to contemporary or historic contexts, and re-evaluating 

changing theory and principles of design. The individual will build a set of 

reasoned arguments to back up their new position on that topic.  

Creative Thinking 

Creative thinking is often more associated with the process of developing ideas 

during the making process, but of course creative thinking is a much broader 

and deeper term. In the context of this course, creative thinking joins the dots 

between the demands of the visual problem you’re trying to solve, your 

understanding of the context in which it sits, and your own position as a 

creative. 

There are two ways of looking at creative thinking that are useful to be aware of 

– convergent and divergent thinking. Convergent thinking is about focusing on 

a specific issue and trying to establish a single point. It’s about problem-solving 

and getting things to work. Divergent thinking operates in the opposite 

direction, trying to establish as many points of view as possible; it’s about mind-

mapping all the possibilities and exploring the limits of what you think is 

possible. Convergent is about funnelling from broad to narrow, while divergent 

thinking spreads out from narrow to broad. Generally you’ll use both 

approaches during your creative thinking and both require research skills. 
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Research Skills 

“Research is any activity that changes your relationship to the object you 
are studying. Trying every pizza shop in a five-mile radius is research, 
because, in trying the pizzas, you learn the neighbourhood and find the best 
pizza around: you have been changed.” 

Simon Downs (2012). 

Research takes place throughout a project and it can be as much visual as 

critical. Research covers a lot of different areas and it’s worth reflecting on what 

these are and where they take place, in both your creative process, and critical 

thinking. 

Research is about: 

● Gathering the information you need to move forward. 

● Testing out ideas (both visually and from a critical perspective). 

● Understanding the contexts in which you are working. 

● Following a particular line of action or thought (either visually or critically). 

Primary research covers any activity in which you can gather information 

directly, through talking to people, drawing, taking photographs or asking 

questions. Secondary research involves you accessing the results of other 

people’s primary research, such as reading books and journals (desk research), 

looking at other people’s drawings, or visual work, or listening to their ideas and 

viewpoints. 

Defining your research questions is an important step in effective research. 

What are you trying to find out? In Simon Downs’ quote, the question might be 

where the best pizza is within a five-mile mile radius, or what the neighbourhood 

is like. Defining research questions is equally important across your visual and 

written work. 

“I keep six honest serving-men (they taught me all I knew); Their names are 
What and Why and When And How and Where and Who.”  

The Elephant’s Child, Rudyard Kipling. 
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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 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 remade 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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Research Task 3: 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”. 

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 
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. 

Pick one option to focus your assignment on. 
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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 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.  
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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, 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. 

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.  
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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. 

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. 
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Tutorial preparation 

This is now an opportunity to discuss your progress on the course so far and get 

feedback on some of the work you've created. These tutorials are a part of most 

course projects, so here is your first opportunity to prepare for a tutorial: 

1. Document the work you have done for the exercises and research 

tasks throughout this Project on your learning log. Remember to be 

reflective, adding comments on what you think has been successful, and 

areas you would like to explore further. 

2. Arrange a 30 min 1 to 1 tutorial with your tutor. You will need to 

decide how you would prefer to do this. A tutorial could be a face-to-face 

discussion using online video, as a live Gdoc in which both of you type, or 

if you would rather limit your face-to-face contact you could have a two-

way written conversation via email that takes place over a longer period of 

time. A video tutorial is the recommended method, as this offers a more 

direct 1 to 1 conversation. 

3. After each tutorial please write a short reflection on the discussion, 

identifying any action points you want to follow. Use the guidance in the 

Introduction on ‘reflecting on your feedback’ to help you. 

 

  




