
How Artists Work
The intersection of

AP Art & Design, Studio Habits of Mind, and more



You do more when you make art than you realize!
● You ideate/brainstorm to come up with ideas
● You research aspects of that idea
● You plan out what you are going to do
● You get better at using your materials 
● You experiment with ideas and materials
● You use visual organization (P&E design) to create a composition
● You choose the best materials and process to get your idea across
● You reflect on your work & You get feedback on your work
● You make changes to your work based on critique and reflection
● You don’t give up



You ideate/brainstorm to come up with ideas



Artist have to come up with ideas of what to make, so they ideate/brainstorm

SHOM: 
Envision (Imagining & Planning)
Observe (Looking Closely)

APAD:
Formulate questions that guide a 
sustained investigation through art and 
design.

 

Right: Picasso sketchbook page



Right: (source unknown)



Jasper Johns



Right: Playstation



You research aspects of that idea



Artists research other artists, 
the world around them, 
using materials, and 
social/political/physical 
aspects of their topic. 
SHOM:
Observe (Looking Closely)
Understand Art Worlds (Domain & 
Communities)

APAD:
Inquiry & Investigation - 
Investigate materials, processes, and 
ideas.

Right: Eugene Delacroix: Notes from a 
Journey to Morocco



Above: Architectural sketches in a sketchbook done during a tour of Italy by architect Charles Mackintosh, 1891, contain careful 
pencil studies of exteriors, and a few interiors, capitals and floor plans. Materials, and sometimes measurements and sculptures, 
are included in his notes.



Right: Leonardo DiVinci



Right: (source unknown)



Right: (source unknown)



You plan out what you are going to do



Based on ideation and 
research, artists plan 
how to make their art 
before they make it

SHOM:
Envision (Imagining & Planning)

APAD:
Not specifically addressed, but part of 
the inquiry based on the guiding 
questions.

Right: Jasper Johns



Above and right: Christo & Jeanne Claude 
- Gates project, NYC



Above: Leonardo da Vinci - Study for the Last Supper



You get better at using your materials



Artist get better at using 
materials by practicing skills 
and techniques

SHOM:
Develop Craft 
(Technique & Studio Practice)

APAD:
Practice
Practice is repeatedly using a material, 
process, or idea over a period of time. 
Practice should support learning and 
development.

Right: Michelangelo 



Above: Mary McAndrew - http://marymcandrew.com/

http://marymcandrew.com/


You experiment with ideas and materials



Artists try things out that 
may or may not work
SHOM:
Stretch & Explore (Play, Use Mistakes &
Discover)

APAD:
Experimentation
Experimentation is testing a material, 
process, or idea. An experiment can 
begin with a question as simple as What 
if . . . ? Experimenting involves trying 
something different. Results can be 
surprising, sparking new ways of 
thinking about and using components.

Right: Sue Lawty



You use visual organization (P&E design) 
to create a composition



Artists use strong 
design principles keep 
the viewer engaged
SHOM:
Not specifically mentioned.

APAD:
Make works of art and design that 
demonstrate 2-D, 3-D, or drawing skills.
2-D skills: use of two-dimensional 
elements and principles— point, line, 
shape, plane, layer, form, space, texture, 
color, value, opacity, transparency, time, 
unity, variety, rhythm, movement, 
proportion, scale, balance, emphasis, 
contrast, repetition, figure/ground 
relationship, connection, juxtaposition, 
hierarchy

Right: Joshua K Jackson



You choose the best materials and process 
to get your idea across



What artists show, 
how they show it, 
and what materials they use
should purposefully help to 
get the idea across

SHOM:
Express (Finding & Showing Meaning)

APAD:
Make works of art and design that demonstrate synthesis of materials, processes, and ideas.

Above: Olivia Parker - Vanishing in Plain Sight
““Vanishing in Plain Sight” is my imagination’s journey through my husband John’s continual changes due to Alzheimer’s disease. I
began with tangible things: the notes he wrote to help him remember and the office supplies he feared would be gone. When a 
subject or a camera moves during an exposure the subject disappears partially or entirely. I found that this characteristic of 
photography was well suited to the images I wanted to create next. As John became more and more disconnected from the world 
around him my photographs began to depart from what my eyes saw. The assumed connection between photography and reality 
remains giving voice to my imagined images.”



Above: Kara Walker - A Subtlety, or the Marvelous Sugar Baby, an Homage to the unpaid and overworked Artisans who have 
refined our Sweet tastes from the cane fields to the Kitchens of the New World on the Occasion of the demolition of the Domino 
Sugar Refining Plant.
“The piece is situated in a highly contested space in Williamsburg: the former Domino Sugar Factory, a site that’s become a 
lightning rod for discussions about post-industrial urban identity, the moneyed forces of gentrification, and the uneasy 
relationship of arts patronage and developers.”
“Walker’s work doesn’t explore any of the site’s recent past, focusing instead on the shadowy history of the sugar industry in the 
Americas and its reliance on slave labor for centuries.”



You reflect on your work & 
You get feedback on your work



Artist think about their 
own work, and ask for 
input from other people
SHOM:
Reflect (Question & Explain and Evaluate)

APAD:
Feedback on practice, experimentation, and 
revision can provide insight about the effects
of those activities.
Reflecting on relationships of questions and 
practice, experimentation, and revision with 
materials, processes, and ideas.
Exchanging constructive feedback about 
visual evidence of sustained investigation 
and practice, experimentation, and revision 
guided by questions in each other’s work.

Right: a crit at RISD



You make changes to your work 
based on critique and reflection



Based on internal/external 
feedback, artists make changes

SHOM:
Nothing specific in the habits, 
except perhaps Persist or Reflect

APAD:
Revision
Revision is intentionally making a 
change. Revision can be spontaneous, 
quick changes made during the working 
process. Revision can be methodical, 
complex, substantial changes made after 
stopping to evaluate work. Revision is 
often based on bringing together actual 
and desired states of work. It can include
consideration of relationships of 
materials, processes, and ideas. 

Right: Thomas Spande



You don’t give up



Show GRIT! Artists don’t give up because it is hard. 
SHOM:
Engage & Persist 
(Finding Passion & Sticking with It)

APAD:
Not specifically stated.


