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The main aim of this booklet is to exemplify standards for those teaching Cambridge IGCSE / O Level Art & Design, 
and to show how different levels of candidates’ performance (high, middle and low) relate to the subject’s curriculum 
and assessment objectives. 

In this booklet, candidate responses have been chosen from the November 2020 series to exemplify a range of 
answers. 

For each question, the response is annotated with a clear explanation of where and why marks were awarded or 
omitted. This is followed by examiner comments on how the answer could have been improved. In this way, it is 
possible for you to understand what candidates have done to gain their marks and what they could do to improve their 
answers. There is also a list of common mistakes candidates made in their answers for each question. 

This document provides illustrative examples of candidate work with examiner commentary. These help teachers 
to assess the standard required to achieve marks beyond the guidance of the mark scheme. Therefore, in some 
circumstances, such as where exact answers are required, there will not be much comment.

The questions and mark schemes and pre-release material used here are available to download from the School 
Support Hub. These files are: 

 November 2020 Paper 1 Mark Scheme

Past exam resources and other teacher support materials are available on the School Support Hub:

www.cambridgeinternational.org/support

Introduction

http://www.cambridgeinternational.org/support
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How to use this booklet
This booklet goes through the paper one question at a time, showing you the high-, middle- and low-level response for 
each question. The candidate answers are set in a table. In the left-hand column are the candidate answers, and in 
the right-hand column are the examiner comments. 

Example Candidate Response – high Examiner comments

1  The candidate produces 
a confident composition in 
response to their theme: 
‘Nature’, for their coursework 
component. AO4.

The composition is developed 
from the candidate’s direct 
observation of a range of 
natural forms and structures 
within the portfolio. AO1.

Research into other 
artists clearly informs the 
candidate’s decision making 
in terms of composition and 
content. AO3.

How the candidate could have improved their answer
• The candidate produced a creative response to their chosen theme of nature. They demonstrated excellent qualities

of development and exploration of media to produce a well resolved and carefully thought-out final piece. Although
they recorded from a range of different plants to inform their composition, they could have looked in more detail at
the structure of some of the plants before integrating them with the figure. This would have helped them to consider
different ways for integration.

• The candidate decided to include a figure in the composition to develop the idea of Mother Nature. It would have
been interesting to record a range of figures, perhaps of different ages, to show a wider range of recording in the
early stages of the project. A dramatic study of the face covered with shadows of leaves began to explore the use of
negative space, which the candidate could have continued with. This would have provided the candidate with more
options of different compositions and ways to add more depth in the composition.

Examiner comments are 
alongside the answers. These 
explain where and why marks 
were awarded. This helps you 
to interpret the standard of 
Cambridge exams so you can 
help your learners to refine 
their exam technique.

Answers are by real candidates in exam conditions. 
These show you the types of answers for each level.
Discuss and analyse the answers with your learners in 
the classroom to improve their skills.

1

This section explains how the candidate could have 
improved each answer. This helps you to interpret 
the standard of Cambridge exams and helps your 
learners to refine their exam technique.
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High

Example Candidate Response – high Examiner comments

1  The candidate produces a 
confident composition in response 
to their theme: ‘Nature’, for their 
coursework component. AO4.

The composition is developed from 
the candidate’s direct observation 
of a range of natural forms and 
structures within the portfolio. AO1.

Research into other artists clearly 
informs the candidate’s decision 
making in terms of composition and 
content. AO3.

1
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Example Candidate Response – high, continued Examiner comments

2  The candidate uses art-specific 
vocabulary to confidently reflect on 
their use of media and to record 
their thoughts and observations. 
AO1, AO2.

3  The candidate explores their 
chosen theme by drawing from 
a range of natural forms. They 
demonstrate a confident ability in 
a range of media to record their 
observations of the texture, tone 
and surface quality of the leaves 
and plants. AO1, AO2.

2

3
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Example Candidate Response – high, continued Examiner comments

4  The candidate researches a 
relevant artist to generate ideas 
for their own artwork. Annotation 
demonstrates an excellent ability to 
analyse the artwork. For example, 
they observe how the artist's use of 
overlapping the pumpkins creates 
rhythm in the composition. AO3.

5  The candidate takes this idea 
of overlapping forms into their own 
studies of sweet corn and tomatoes. 
The candidate starts to consider 
how the use of contrasting colours 
effects the overall composition. 
AO3, AO4.

4

5
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Example Candidate Response – high, continued Examiner comments

6  The candidate continues with 
the idea of using contrasting colours 
by including a yellow background 
to the purple colour of the grapes. 
AO3.

7  There is evidence of self-
analysis and critical understanding 
in the annotation as the candidate 
reflects on the effects of the various 
colour combinations in the two 
different colour studies. AO3.

8  The candidate continues to 
record from different natural forms, 
exploring different arrangements 
such as overlapping different plants 
of contrasting qualities, including the 
palm leaves and the palm fruit. AO1.

7

8

6
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Example Candidate Response – high, continued Examiner comments

9  The candidate experiments with 
media to explore the qualities of the 
bark, using torn paper to represent 
the texture. The detail achieved in 
recording natural forms such as 
bark and pinecones demonstrate an 
excellent ability to control the media. 
AO2.

10  The candidate uses annotation to 
constantly reflect on their work. They 
observe that they want to include 
animals and people in their work, 
making the connection to Mother 
Nature which is an idea that they 
build on throughout the portfolio. 
AO1, AO3.

9

10
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Example Candidate Response – high, continued Examiner comments

11  The candidate uses art-specific 
language to communicate their 
understanding of formal elements 
in their annotations, such as using 
line in a variety of different ways 
to reflect the contrasting textures 
of the hair and the avocado. The 
detail in the drawings reflects this 
understanding and is of an excellent 
standard. AO1, AO4.

12  The studies with the figure 
among the leaves and fruit show 
how the candidate is experimenting 
with visual elements such as colour, 
viewpoint, line, tone and reflecting 
on the outcomes, describing the 
effects they present. This is evidence 
of an excellent ability to investigate 
their theme in detail, using self-
analysis to reflect on their progress 
and influence the development of 
their work. AO1, AO3.

11

12
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Example Candidate Response – high, continued Examiner comments

13  The studies explore different 
ways to integrate the natural forms 
with the figure to communicate 
the idea of Mother Nature. There 
is evidence of excellent use of 
the visual language such as tone, 
colour, form and composition in 
these studies. AO3, AO4.

14  The candidate builds on their 
ideas from the previous studies 
introducing stronger colour, trying 
out different background colours 
and different leaves and fruit. The 
candidate is trying out a range of 
compositions demonstrating an 
excellent ability to reflect critically on 
the outcomes. AO3.

15  There is evidence of exploration 
using a range of media. The 
candidate demonstrates excellent 
skill in controlling each of the media 
used and is able to reflect on their 
work which influences their choice 
of media appropriate to intention. 
For example, they observe that the 
process of smoothing chalk pastel 
to blend the colours and create tone 
reflects the smooth quality of the 
flowers. AO2.

16  The candidate considers which 
composition is best to communicate 
the feeling of joy in the composition 
and how the use of contrasting 
colours affects the feel of the 
work. They consider details such 
as the hairstyle common to the 
local culture, which demonstrates 
excellent development of 
ideas using effective critical 
understanding. AO3.

14

13

15
16
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Example Candidate Response – high, continued Examiner comments

17  The candidate reflects on 
the work of another artist to help 
develop their own composition. 
The artist’s work is relevant and the 
candidate is able to reflect critically 
on elements such as subject content 
and composition comparing it to 
their own work. This research helps 
the candidate to consider covering 
the model’s eyes with natural forms 
to communicate the idea of the 
importance of nature in our lives. 
AO3, AO4.

17
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Example Candidate Response – high, continued Examiner comments

18  The studies continue to explore 
compositions, building on the ideas 
of the natural forms covering the 
face, as though the plants and the 
figure are as one. The candidate 
draws new plants to include in their 
work, showing a confident ability 
to record from a variety of sources, 
relevant to their theme. AO1, AO3.

19  The drawing and colour 
studies show confident realisation 
of intentions and the progress 
of the candidate's ideas is very 
well communicated through a 
range of visual language such as 
composition, tone colour, form of the 
figure, plants, flowers and fruits for 
example. AO4.

20  The studies on this page show 
excellent exploration of media, 
including experimenting with mixed 
media such as pen and ink, pastel, 
paint and watercolour pencil in one 
image. AO2.
Mark for AO1 = 20 out of 25
Mark for AO2 = 21 out of 25
Mark for AO3 = 21 out of 25
Mark for AO4 = 20 out of 25

Total mark awarded =
82 out of 100

How the candidate could have improved their answer
• The candidate produced a creative response to their chosen theme of nature. They demonstrated excellent qualities 

of development and exploration of media to produce a well-resolved and carefully thought-out final piece. Although 
they recorded from a range of different plants to inform their composition, they could have looked in more detail at 
the structure of some of the plants before integrating them with the figure. This would have helped them to consider 
different ways for integration.

• The candidate decided to include a figure in the composition to develop the idea of Mother Nature. It would have 
been interesting to record a range of figures, perhaps of different ages, to show a wider range of recording in the 
early stages of the project. A dramatic study of the face covered with shadows of leaves began to explore the use of 
negative space, which the candidate could have continued with. This would have provided the candidate with more 
options of different compositions and ways to add more depth in the composition.

• By changing the colours and the expression on the face of the model, the candidate began to explore how to create 
a particular mood in their work. They could have researched at least one more artist who explores identity in their 
work through the use of visual language such as colour, composition and subject matter. This may have presented 
them with possible ways to build on this interesting idea more fully.

19

18

20
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Example Candidate Response – middle Examiner comments

 

 

ref' 

1  The candidate produces a 
competent composition in response 
to their theme 'Seeds' for their 
coursework component. AO4.

The composition is developed from 
the candidate’s direct observation 
of a range of seeds, exploration of 
media and composition within the 
portfolio. AO1.

Some research into other artists 
informs the candidate’s decision 
making in terms of media use and 
content. AO2, AO3.

1

Middle 
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Example Candidate Response – middle, continued Examiner comments

2  The candidate shows 
photographs of the pumpkin seeds 
and a wooden spoon from a few 
different viewpoints showing a 
competent ability to investigate their 
subject matter. AO1.

3  The candidate explores a variety 
of different seeds using competent 
drawing skills to record the shape 
and form. They use a range of 
media, such as pencil, oil pastel 
and watercolour, to try and describe 
textures and colours. AO1, AO2.

4  The candidate uses annotation 
to explain how they created the 
images and what techniques 
they used. The writing is mostly 
descriptive but there is some attempt 
at analytical thinking and reflection. 
For example, they comment that 
by adding shadows to the pumpkin 
seeds it makes them look more 
realistic. AO3.

2

3

4
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Example Candidate Response – middle, continued Examiner comments

5  The candidate introduces a 
wider range of seeds, exploring their 
theme in more depth. They record 
more images from a wider range 
of sources, including secondary 
sources taken from the Internet. In 
the written annotation, they clearly 
identify the source of the image. 
AO1.

6  The technical skill in a range 
of media is of a competent ability. 
The candidate demonstrates good 
control and is able to mix a range of 
tones to describe the surface detail 
of the sunflower seeds and the form 
of the ciku seeds. AO1, AO2.

7  The candidate experiments 
more with media, trying out different 
techniques such as cross-hatching 
and stippling with pen and ink, as 
well as different painting effects. 
They have tried painting on black 
paper and are beginning to explore 
the media more fully. AO2.

5

6

7
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Example Candidate Response – middle, continued Examiner comments

8  All of the colour studies are 
copied from photographs, on white 
backgrounds and the media used is 
of a competent standard. AO1, AO2.

9  The photographs are 
reproduced in different media 
such as pen and ink, paint and 
watercolour paint with ink. The 
annotations reflect on the colour 
studies and there is good use of art-
specific language to communicate 
the candidate's thoughts. For 
example, the candidate notes that 
the watercolour and pen and ink 
studies make the image look more 
like a cartoon, whereas the acrylic 
paint studies allow them to add 
more tonal qualities. AO1, AO2.

10  The candidate continues to 
record from relevant images, 
including photographs of flowers, to 
explore the theme further by looking 
at the possibilities of seeds as they 
grow into plants and flowers. AO1.

8

9

10
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Example Candidate Response – middle, continued Examiner comments

11  The candidate applies the same 
doodle style to their pumpkin seed 
drawing to manipulate their images 
and develop their ideas. AO3.

12  The candidate uses the cross-
hatching technique that they have 
researched in one of their artist’s 
copies in their own reproduction 
of the avocado seed to explore 
different media techniques. AO2.

13  The candidate looks for more 
images of flowers to use in their 
final outcome and takes another 
photograph of a flower. AO1.

14  The candidate researches 
a couple of artists to help them 
develop their own images of seeds. 
AO1, AO3.

11

14

12

13
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Example Candidate Response – middle, continued Examiner comments

15  The image of the sprouting 
seedling is repeated in a range 
of media showing component 
media control and exploration. The 
candidate begins to consider the 
background in their composition 
through these media studies. They 
experiment with paper to create a 
collage of the image. AO2, AO3.

16  The candidate uses photography 
to record the process of the seed 
growing into a seedling in order to 
develop their theme more fully. AO1.

17  Research into another artist 
inspires the candidate to consider 
the use of colour in the background. 
AO3.

15

17

16
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Example Candidate Response – middle, continued Examiner comments

18  In this image, the candidate 
manipulates their images by 
combining the flower and the seed 
to develop their ideas. AO3.

19  There is more evidence of 
competent media use in the painting 
study of the avocado seed as it 
sprouts. The candidate is able 
to carefully describe the peeling 
skin and the cracked interior using 
colour, tone and line. The media 
studies on this page demonstrate 
an understanding of the visual 
language such as colour form, tone 
and shape, to accurately describe 
the growing seeds. AO1, AO2 and 
AO4.

20  The candidate records further 
images of an avocado seed and 
beansprouts sprouting to reflect their 
idea of the life cycle of the seed. 
They use photography to a good 
standard to record the detail of the 
seeds as they grow. AO1, AO2.

21  The candidate manipulates their 
seed drawings by incorporating 
the doodle designs inspired by the 
artist research. Written annotations 
demonstrate their ability to reflect on 
their work as it progresses. AO3.

18

19

21

20
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Example Candidate Response – middle, continued Examiner comments

22  The candidate experiments 
with the various elements that 
they intend to include in their final 
outcome. They decide they need a 
hand to hold the seeds so they take 
more photographs that they use for 
reference. AO1, AO3.

23  The candidate continues with 
the idea of incorporating the doodle 
drawings in their image by adding it 
to the arm. AO3.

22

23
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Example Candidate Response – middle, continued Examiner comments

24  These composition studies 
explore various colour options, 
doodle drawings and possible 
backgrounds. AO3.

The technical process of collage 
and paint is well controlled to create 
effective designs. AO2.

The composition works well as the 
hands fill the space and the tones 
of blues and reds are thoughtfully 
placed to create movement and 
depth to the work, demonstrating 
good visual understanding. AO4.
Mark for AO1 = 14 out of 25
Mark for AO2 = 14 out of 25
Mark for AO3 = 14 out of 25
Mark for AO4 = 12 out of 25

Total mark awarded =
54 out of 100

How the candidate could have improved their answer
• The candidate could have recorded a wider range of observations in response to their chosen theme, for example,

by taking macro images of the seeds seen through a microscope, on different backgrounds or in different
containers. They could have drawn directly from the object, rather than always from their photographs.

• Although the candidate was inspired by the doodle drawings of their artist’s research, they did not make it clear how
they designed or created the doodles used in their own work. It is not clear if they were direct copies of the artist’s
work or if they were designed by the candidate from their own images. More exploration and documentation of how
these doodles were created would have led to a more individual outcome.

• The ideas generated in response to the artist Sari Shyrack showed an interesting approach to developing the seed
images by considering the composition, scale, use of colour and background more fully. Some of these strengths
seen in the portfolio work were not reproduced in the final outcome.

24
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Low

Example Candidate Response – low Examiner comments

1  The candidate presents a 
colourful painting in response to 
their chosen theme of ‘Sweets and 
cakes’. The outcome is informed by 
satisfactory recording of a range of 
different sweets and cakes using 
their own photography, AO1, and 
there is a satisfactory ability to 
develop their ideas through self-
analysis and reflection, as well as 
by research into the work of relevant 
artists. AO3. 

However, there is limited evidence 
of an understanding of the visual 
elements such as form, tone, 
line and composition seen in the 
portfolio and this is also reflected in 
the final outcome. AO4

1
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Example Candidate Response – low, continued Examiner comments

2  The candidate draws from 
photographs of slices of cake. It is 
not clear whether the photographs 
are the candidate’s own or if they 
are secondary-sourced images from 
the Internet, for example. There is 
some ability to reflect the shape of 
the cake and some control over the 
strong use of colour in the painted 
copy. AO1, AO2.

3  Annotations describe the cake 
and give some of the candidate’s 
thoughts about the cake, what it 
represents to them and how this 
might influence the development 
of their work. There is limited use 
of art-specific language in the 
annotations. AO1, AO3.

3

2
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Example Candidate Response – low, continued Examiner comments

4  This page shows a photograph 
of a different cake, which could be 
the candidate’s own photograph, 
whereas the image of the Astro 
Pops seems to be from a secondary 
source. AO1.

5  The candidate reflects on the 
image of the cake and begins to 
look for meaning in the various 
colours. AO3.

6  The candidate creates a painted 
study of the cake and demonstrates 
a satisfactory use of colour to record 
the layers and the form of the cake. 
The image of the Astro Pops shows 
some awareness of form but is less 
successful. AO1, AO2.

5

6

4
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Example Candidate Response – low, continued Examiner comments

7  The painted studies show that 
the candidate is able to record 
the form of the cheesecake to a 
satisfactory standard. The use of 
tone in the background creates a 
strong bold image. AO2.

8  The candidate uses annotation 
to explain what the two cakes mean 
to them but they do not explain why 
the cakes represent the various 
emotions. AO1, AO3.

9  On this page, we see that the 
candidate is gathering more images 
of different cakes. These images 
seem to be the candidate's own 
photography. AO1.

7

8

9
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Example Candidate Response – low, continued Examiner comments

10  The candidate is copying from 
more images of sweets to explore 
their theme. They use tone on the 
coloured spheres to create depth 
and form. AO1.

11  The candidate continues to use 
paint in their media studies, mixing 
tones to apply in the background 
which helps to give interest to the 
composition. AO2.10

11
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Example Candidate Response – low, continued Examiner comments

12  In this study, the candidate 
takes inspiration from the artist’s 
work to develop their own images 
by repeating them in a grid. They 
simplify the previous image of the 
rainbow cake and paint a series of 
four repeated images in different 
colourways. AO3.

13  The candidate recognises 
similarities in the colour work of the 
artist Andy Warhol and the strong 
colours of their cake and sweet 
paintings. AO4.

14  The use of language in the 
annotation is confused at times but 
the candidate is looking at relevant 
images and making connections 
with their own art. AO4.

12

13

14
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Example Candidate Response – low, continued Examiner comments

15  The candidate is exploring 
alternative compositions by 
combining the shapes from 
their previous paintings and 
layering them together. There is 
some evidence of satisfactory 
development. For example, they 
crop the image of the rainbow cake, 
and combine the stripes from the 
Astro Pops onto the spherical forms 
of the sourballs. The images have 
some potential as bold abstract 
colour images. AO3.

16  There is some attempt to 
explore media in this composition as 
the candidate tries to combine paint 
and pencil in the same image. AO2.

15

16
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Example Candidate Response – low, continued Examiner comments

17  The candidate takes more 
photographs of a different cake and 
changes the colour slightly. This 
inspires them to create a repeated 
image of the same cake in various 
tones and to combine paint and 
pencil in the same image. AO1, 
AO2, AO3.

18  The candidate is exploring 
different compositions as they try 
to decide on a final outcome. AO3, 
AO4.

17

18
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Example Candidate Response – low, continued Examiner comments

19  The candidate uses annotations 
to describe how the images have 
certain meaning to them and the 
colours express different emotions. 
AO1, AO3.

20  On this sheet, the candidate 
tries to work out a composition from 
their images of cakes and sweets, 
exploring different background 
colours and combinations of shapes 
and colours in the foreground. AO3, 
AO4.
Mark for AO1 = 7 out of 25
Mark for AO2 = 6 out of 25
Mark for AO3 = 7 out of 25
Mark for AO4 = 5 out of 25

Total mark awarded =
25 out of 100

How the candidate could have improved their answer
• The candidate relied mostly on paint as a form of media throughout their portfolio. Exploring a range of application

processes and techniques using paint could have helped the candidate to develop their painting skills. More
exploration of different media and materials such as printmaking and collage would have been helpful to develop
the candidate’s understanding and experience of which media to select for various studies. This may have led
them to select a more successful media to express their intentions. They researched the work of Andy Warhol
and mentioned the fact that he used printmaking in his artwork. They could have used this information to explore
printing techniques in their own work.

• In their portfolio work, the candidate often referred to the idea of colours representing certain feelings and emotions
but there was little evidence to explain where these thoughts or ideas came from. This could have been explored in
more detail, for example, by looking at how different colours have different meanings in various cultures.

• The candidate did not recognise some of the stronger images in the portfolio sheets, such as the bold use of colour
and strong shadows. With more self-analysis, they may have recognised these strengths and could have explored
them in more detail. For example, they could have manipulated their images more by cropping images, repeating
forms, layering images, shapes and changing colours, to develop a more abstract image. Ideas on different ways
to manipulate their images could have been inspired by researching an additional artist whose work was more
abstract.

Common mistakes candidates made
• Researching artists that do not relate to their work or help to develop the candidates work in some way.

• Not exploring different compositions to consider the effect of background colour, form and subject content before
creating the final outcome may result in less successful outcomes, which do not reflect candidates’ strengths.

• Using only descriptive language to analyse their own work and others can limit a candidate’s ability to reflect on
their progress and make thoughtful and informed decisions.

• An over reliance on copying from photographs can limit a candidate’s ability to understand the three-dimensional
qualities of their subject. Candidates should consider recording more from direct observation.

• Not exploring a wide range of media, only using pencil or paint for example, restricting the exploration of materials.

20

19
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