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In my previous blog I discussed the use of the Formal Elements in the exploration of Stone
Age art. As expressed, establishing an understanding of visual art in terms of its most basic
units (line, tone, colour, form, shape, space, pattern and texture), provides an essential
foundation for students as they navigate their creative learning journeys.

In this blog you’ll find some useful starting points for further research into these elements as
well as information on how these elements can help demystifying the visual arts for learners
and provide access to concepts via the acquisition of key vocabulary.

An excellent guide to the Formal Elements for non subject specialists, as well as a good
recap for art teachers, can be found on the BBC Bitesize website. The information here is
presented in a clear and detailed (yet concise) way with videos and lots of fantastic artists
references. I think these links are brilliant for deepening your own understanding of the
application of the formal elements prior to embarking upon these concepts with students:

LINE:  
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/z3pp3k7/revision/1

TONE:     
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/z2thmsg/revision/1

SHAPE:      
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/z3ssgdm/revision/1

FORM:      
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/zypp3k7/revision/1

SPACE:      
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/zx77h39/revision/1

TEXTURE: 
 https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/ztxxsrd/revision/1

PATTERN: 
 https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/z3c4jty/revision/1
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For BBC Bitesize KS1 and KS2 coverage of the formal elements in art please checkout
the following links which include appropriate project and lesson ideas for the primary
classroom:

KS1 - https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/topics/zx8dmp3
KS2 - https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/topics/z3pnb9q

Using the Formal Elements to understand and access all forms of visual art
When young learners first start to engage with the work of visual artists, it is important
to provide them with a tool kit of vocabulary and a framework for understanding what
they are looking at. This visual literacy is essential for learners and the Formal Elements
provide an excellent way for them to demystify the visual arts and access key concepts.
A great place to start is learning the key word and different terms as children attempt
practical activities. I really like this poster with its definitions:
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Once students are confident with the meanings of the words they can apply them effectively
when approaching the work of others. There are two methods that young learners should be
able to use when they are talking about the work of artists as well as when describing their
own artwork.

Firstly - Analysis. 
Analysis in the primary years should be about describing what can be seen - the facts about
an art work. When doing this the Formal Elements provide a fantastic framework for doing
so. Students can be asked to describe what they can see in terms of lines, tones, shapes,
forms, colours, textures and space, as well as what the content of the artwork is. This is
particularly useful for conceptual and abstract work where the subject of the artwork may
not be obvious.

Prompts/Questions could include:

How has the artist used…...
LINE?         
            TONE?
                          SHAPE?
                                        FORM?
                                                     COLOUR?
                                                                      TEXTURE?
                                                                                       SPACE?

Which are the most important/dominant formal elements in the work?
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Describe what you
can see…

What is the title

of the work?

Does the title help you

understand anything

about the artwork?

When was it made?

How old is the

work?

What materials
has the artist

used to make the
work?

What would

the artwork

feel like if you

touched it?



Secondly - Evaluation. 

Evaluation is about expressing opinions about an artwork, first impressions, what feelings
are evoked, speculation about the artist’s intentions and the development of critical
abilities.
Students could be asked how the formal elements impact the intentions of the work or
how they are used to evoke feelings. For example, colour is capable of eliciting a highly
emotional response, as are the types of marks and shapes used. Sharp jagged shapes
give a totally different meaning/feeling to an artwork when compared with the use of
soft smooth shapes.

Prompts/Questions could include:

 

 

Why do you think 

they made it?

I hope that this information will help you to use the Formal Elements with confidence
when looking at and making artworks with your students. Next time I will share some of
my favourite artists to use when exploring the Formal Elements as well as links to
different activities and lessons which can be used to exemplify these important learning
points.
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Session One

What do

you notice

first?

What do you
dislike about it

and why?

What do you like

about it and

why?

What do you think

the artist is

trying to ‘say’ or

tell us about with

this artwork?

Why is 
this?

How does the
artwork make you

feel?

What do you wonder about
when looking at the
artwork?


