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Abstract. As universities move to virtual learning, the need to explore the
most effective practices for remotely teaching art and design students
became very critical. It is very important to examine the strategies
universities are using to efficiently transfer skills and knowledge and
meet the needs of students through an online learning environment. Art
and design classes involve hands-on activities and requirements that
cannot easily be met in digital environments. Therefore, the study aims
to investigate the creative approaches that art and design educators
adopted to transition to remote teaching. The study involved conducting
an online focus group with eleven art and design educators at The
University of Bahrain to investigate the experiences, perceptions, and the
challenges they faced while teaching art and design remotely during the
Covid-19 Pandemic. The focus group engaged the educators in a semi-
structured discussion in order to gather qualitative data that would allow
for a descriptive analysis of their online teaching experiences and the
most effective approaches they implemented. Thus, the study is
undertaken to determine the most effective practices that can be
employed by educators to engage students and enhance the distance
learning process in an art and design online environment. The findings
suggested that the main challenges that are peculiar to art and design
distance learning include difficulty in clearly seeing the value of the colors
in a student’s artwork on screen and the unavailability of features that
support art and design remote teaching in the currently available learning
management systems.

Keywords: distance learning; remote learning; art; design; Covid-19;
Bahrain

1. Introduction
Although the challenges and experiences posed by the shift to remote learning
during the Covid-19 pandemic vary widely across countries (Rasheed et al., 2020),
disciplines, and universities, these challenges call for a fundamental rethinking of
art and design education. For art and design educators, one-to-one interaction
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with students while they paint or design has always been essential to artmaking
and teaching. Therefore, they may consider distance learning a transformative
challenge without prior guidelines to inform their pedagogical practices. These
educators have had to swiftly redesign, plan, and prepare their digital course
content and experiment with various approaches to figure out how to mitigate
learning loss and make remote learning work successfully for art and design
education. As the pandemic has taken its course, several educational needs,
challenges, and opportunities emerged for educators and students as they
struggled to deal with some conceptual and artistic limits that the online
environment imposed (Dilmag, 2020; Tusiime et al., 2020). In light of this
transformation and all its consequent challenges, Meyer and Norman (2020)
urged design educators to “modify design pedagogy to accommodate the many
different styles and goals of 21st century design” (p.22). Hence, the main objective
of this research is to analyze these challenges, needs, and opportunities and
explore the most effective adaptive practices to facilitate and boost students’
engagement, motivation, and participation during online learning in a virtual art
and design classroom.

In the Kingdom of Bahrain, the implementation of distance learning in art and
design higher education revealed several opportunities as well as challenges to
universities, educators, and students. Fortunately, the basic foundations of
distance learning exist in the Kingdom of Bahrain due to its robust technological
infrastructure, which led many educational institutions to successfully face the
crisis, transition to e-learning, and maintain the continuation of teaching.
Nevertheless, art and design education in particular usually requires face-to-face
and one-to-one interaction due to the nature of the hands-on activities and
artworks it involves. Trying to teach fine arts remotely, for instance, posed some
challenges to art instructors and their students.

Among the challenges that may have intensified during remote learning is getting
students to participate and interact through the online platform. According to
Mukuna and Aloka (2020) distance learning does not effectively allow for the
affective interaction offered through face-to-face interaction. Digital platforms
may create a communication and interaction barrier between art educators and
students by making it hard for the educator to give feedback by pointing at certain
elements on the students’ canvases while they paint. Moreover, students may not
know when to talk or express their opinions. For a discipline that involves artistic
taste and requires aesthetic appreciation, students cannot visually determine,
through body language and facial expressions, whether the instructor appreciates
their artwork or not. Additionally, online discussions and presentations of artistic
and graphic artworks, which are usually of a large file size, are often hindered by
difficulties in students” access to technology and by technical issues and concerns.
As a result, despite the universities” provision of the latest online educational
platforms (such as Microsoft Teams and Blackboard), many educators may have
to ask students to submit work over other channels such as google drive or email.
This can also exacerbate if the educator lacks competency in using technology
(Ocal et al., 2021), and lacks digital literacy or the ability to use distance learning
technologies including learning management systems (LMS), massive open
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online courses (MOOCs), and other e-resources (Tabieh et al., 2021). This
incompetency is considered an intrinsic challenge by Tusiime et al. (2020) who
categorize the challenges that art and design educators face with distance
education into intrinsic and extrinsic challenges, where intrinsic challenges relate
to the educator while extrinsic challenges relate to the educational institution. In
some cases, the incompetency may be due to resistance to the use of digital
technologies by some educators who may not consider technology to be part of
their fundamental teaching roles and goals (Tusiime et al., 2020).

Consequently, some questions surfaced with regards to several issues. Among
them is the extent to which educators were ready and had the necessary resources
to implement new strategies to teach art remotely. A study by Lapada et al. (2020),
for instance, revealed a strong correlation between readiness for distance teaching
and the length of teaching experience in addition to the specialization. Tusiime et
al. (2020) confirmed the connection between the educators’ specialization and
their readiness for embracing technology in their pedagogical practices. They
stated that some art teachers believe that technology is not compatible with art
education and that it led to more opportunities for students to replicate art or to
become reluctant to use their hands to draw. They also stated that the lack of
competency may also be related to age as well as to the lack of time to learn and
acquire digital skills, suggesting that higher educational institutions must give
educators more time for professional development. According to Kini-Singh
(2020), “Teachers across the world especially in the creative arts have found
teaching online to be more work, requiring greater preparation and mental effort
than in-person, classroom teaching” (p. 10). In addition, technical problems and
lack of support to resolve them may discourage educators from employing digital
tools in their pedagogical practices (Tusiime et al., 2020).

Additional issues and questions revolved around the extent of students’ readiness
and acceptance to learn art and design through distance learning, and the
possibility of verifying that the artworks submitted are actually painted or
designed by the students. Many other questions were also raised to explore which
teaching and assessment approaches can be modified and adapted for remote
learning, and which ones are less likely to be modified. In order to find answers
to the above-mentioned questions and to investigate the challenges and
opportunities that remote learning uncovered during this crisis, focus group
discussions with academics at The University of Bahrain were conducted to
gather data for this research.

1.1 Research Problem and Significance

Considering the exceptional circumstances that the world has gone through since
the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic, remote education methods have been
adopted by all educational institutions and at all educational levels in Bahrain.
The main goals were to preserve the health and safety of citizens, to invest in and
utilize all possible resources and digital platforms, and not to miss any
opportunity to maintain the continuation of teaching and learning. However,
because there was no time to predict or plan the crisis and its consequences on
education, educators had to swiftly transition to online teaching without a
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common vision and systematic research-based guidelines and recommendations
for this type of education (Kini-Singh, 2020). The implementation of distance
learning in teaching art and design, especially fine art courses has posed several
challenges due to its reliance on hands-on art-making activities and projects
(Fleischmann, 2020), which require face-to-face interaction, continuous verbal
feedback, and visual appreciation by the educator who is expected to guide,
advise, and assess the students simultaneously while they paint or design. Many
educators and students explored and experimented with a variety of approaches,
tools, and innovative practices in an attempt to overcome these challenges (Meyer
and Norman, 2020). These explorations may have led to successful experiences,
outcomes, or at least potential opportunities. In order to ensure the success of
teaching art and design remotely in Bahrain, this paper aims to identify and
understand the educators’ challenges, needs, experiences, and opportunities in an
attempt to inform future practice and professional development.

1.2 Research Questions

1) What are the most inventive and effective pedagogical practices that art
and design educators can employ to successfully integrate information
technology in education in order to remotely teach art and design?

2) What are the positive and negative outcomes of remotely teaching art and
design to higher education students in Bahrain?

3) What are educators’ challenges, perceptions, and experiences with distance
education in art and design higher education contexts?

1.3 Research Objectives

1) To examine international successful models and best practices of remote
learning in art and design educational contexts

2) To examine art and design educators’ experiences, challenges, and
perceptions of teaching art and design virtually

3) To provide a set of recommendations that may inspire the creative and
effective use of pedagogical practices and strategies by educators to
guide their endeavors to remotely teach art and design

2. Literature Review: An Exploration of International Practices,
Approaches, and Technologies of Online Learning in Art and Design
Education

The coronavirus pandemic has started reconfiguring the teaching and learning
process (Mukuna & Aloka, 2020) and reshaping art and design education, and
changing how students are educated (Muftahu, 2020; Nili et al., 2017; Reimers &
Schleicher, 2020). Although the crisis necessitated a hasty transition to e-learning
(Kini-Singh, 2020), the solutions that educators around the world have explored
and proposed for effective teaching could bring much-needed creativity and
innovation (Li et al., 2021). Therefore, exploring the opportunities and full
potential of online learning in art and design education in this section is as
important as examining the challenges and limitations.

Many art and design educators are endeavoring to find and learn ways to

transition their hands-on teaching of studio-based art to online platforms
(Fleischmann, 2020; Kini-Singh, 2020). They are expected to redesign their courses
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and reinvent their pedagogical and assessment approaches (Hassan, 2021) while
also trying to minimize or at least understand the challenges that students are
facing, such as technical problems and internet access difficulties (Sharma &
Bumb, 2021). According to Pomerantz (as cited in Dancewicz, 2020), shifting
classes to online platforms requires educators to rewrite or modify syllabi, learn
new technology, use their own devices and data plans, and cater to the diverse
needs of their students. Pomerantz (2020) suggested that all these efforts are
exerted by educators without clear guidelines or extra payment;

“ Art educators are still troubleshooting questions about how to work with

students remotely in real-time, and the challenge is opening up existential

questions about art as much as logistical ones. These are profound

dilemmas that students and instructors are being forced to confront on

the spot, and under immense stress: professional, financial, and health-

related.” (Pomerantz, 2020, para. 4)

Since the beginning of the COVID-19 outbreak, art and design educators around
the world have explored and applied several approaches to keep students
learning while they transition to learning remotely. Their endeavors were
experimental as there are hardly any studies that offer suggestions and guidelines
for online and blended art and design learning. Many of these educators realized
the importance of cooperation and exchanging knowledge about what
educational institutions, communities, and countries are currently doing to
mitigate the educational impact of the pandemic. Therefore, they attempted to
get information, guidance, and post and share their experiences online through
blogs, podcasts, Facebook groups, and social media platforms. Some of the
professional online resources, tools, platforms, and learning management systems
(LMS) that have been and may continue to be effective in helping educators
remotely communicate with students and improve their online teaching skills are
listed in Tables 1 and 2. The purpose of these tables is to support such process of
exchange of experiences and knowledge.

Table 1. Art and design remote teaching resources and tools

Name Link Description

YouTube https:/ /www.youtube.com | Window ink workspace is a tool in

(Windows Ink | /watch?v=9xIF7INIKOk windows 10 which instructors can

Workspace) use to draw on screen or screenshot,
create sticky notes, or just make quick
sketches.

YouTube (How to | https://www.youtube.com | This video is important for educators
Write or Draw | /watch?v=gmt0029LHSQ who want to make a tutorial. It
anything on your teaches them how to write or draw
Computer Screen) anything anywhere on their
computer screen.

Plaghunter https:/ /www.plaghunter.c | Plaghunter is an image plagiarism
om/en/ website used for professionals and
educators in the visual arts field.
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Name Link Description
Adobe Education | https://edex.adobe.com/cr | The Adobe Education Exchange is a
Exchange eativity-in-education free  learning  platform  and
community, designed by educators
for educators, to ignite creativity in
the classroom. It includes teaching
resources by grade level and subject
areas.
Skill Share https:/ /www.skillshare.co | Learning Platform
m/
Free Online | https://www.coursera.org | Free Online Courses from Top
Courses /courses?query=free Universities
edWeb https:/ /home.edweb.net/ A free professional learning network
for the education community
Udemy https:/ /udemy.com/ Various online courses
Netcom Learning https:/ /www.netcomlearni | Learning information platform
ng.com/
Khan Academy https:/ /www.khanacadem | Free online courses, lessons, and
y.org/ practice worksheets
GDG MENA https:/ /www.youtube.com | A platform developed for MENA
/GDGMENA educators’ support and information
Microsoft https:/ /education.microsof | Microsoft Education Centre is

Education Centre

t.com/en-us

designed for all educators in all fields
and levels to access various courses
and resources  within  every
educational or training field.

Masar

https:/ /masar-edu.com/

A platform for teaching creative
technology

Adobe Max 2020

http:/ /max.adobe.com

A platform that helps in building

Creativity skills in design, video, photography,
Conference illustration

K12 Distance | https://pikmykid.com/dist | Distance learning resources

Learning Resources | ance-learning-resources/

for COVID-19

Pandemic + PDF -

TED Ed

www.ed.ted.com

TED-Ed is an award-
winning education platform that
aims to spark and celebrate the ideas
and knowledge-sharing of teachers
and students around the world.

Applied HE www.appliedhe.com AppliedHE™ Pte Ltd is a Singapore-
based organization that provides
research and strategic
communication services for the
graduate recruitment and higher
education sectors.

Lynda.com ww.lynda.com Lynda.comis a leading online

learning platform that helps anyone
learn business, software, technology,
and creative skills to achieve personal
and professional goals.
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Name Link

Description

Udacity

www.udacity.com

Udacityis an online education
provider that offers online courses,
popularly known as Massive Open
Online Courses (MOOCs). It offers a
micro-credential called Nanodegree.

Google Teach from

https:/ /teachfromanywher

A hub providing information, tips,

Home e.google/intl/en/ training, and tools to help students
and educators in
remote teaching and learning

LinkedIn Learning | www.learning.linkedin.co | LinkedIn Learningis an on-demand

m

library of instructional videos
covering the latest business,
technology, and creative skills.

Table 2. Effective platforms, applications, and tools for remotely teaching art and
design

Name Link

Description

Google
Classroom

www.classroom.google
.com

Google Classroom is a free web-based
platform that integrates the user’s G Suite
for an education account with all G Suite
services, including Google Docs, Gmail,
and Google Calendar. It allows users to
create classes, distribute assignments,
communicate, and stay organized.

Zoom WWW.ZOOm.us

Zoom provides videotelephony and online
chat services through cloud-based peer-to-
peer software and is used for
teleconferencing, telecommuting, distance
education, and social relations.

Moodle www.moodle.org

Moodle is a learning management system
(LMS) that supports learning and training
needs for a wide range of institutions
across the globe.

Schoology www.schoology.com

Schoology is a virtual learning
environment and social networking
service that allows users to create, manage,
and share academic content.

Kadenze www.kadenze.com

Kadenze is a massive open online course
provider that offers courses in art, music,
and creative technology.

Remind www.remind.com

Remind is a communication platform that
helps educators reach students and
parents by allowing them to send
messages to an entire class, a small group,
or just a single student.

Class Dojo www.classdojo.com

ClassDojois a school communication
platform that teachers, students, and
families use to build communities and
share the classroom content.
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Name Link Description

Web Paint https:/ /web-paint.com | Web Paintis a Chrome extension that
provides effective tools to draw, add text,
and annotate on live web pages.

Screencastify www.screencastify.com | Screencastify is a free Chrome extension
that allows the user to record, edit, and
share videos.

Seasaw www.web.seesaw.me Seesaw is a platform that allows students
to take pictures, draw, record videos, and
more to capture learning in a portfolio. It
also allows teachers to find or create
activities to share with students.

Flipgrid www. flipgrid.com Flipgridis a video response platform
where educators can have online video
discussions and feedback with students or
other educators. Students can also provide
feedback to one another.

Adobe Spark www.spark.adobe.com | Adobe Spark is an integrated suite of
media creation applications for mobile and
web developed by Adobe Systems. It
includes three design apps: Spark Page,
Spark Post, and Spark Video.

In addition to all the above-listed platforms and tools, Google in collaboration
with UNESCO's Institute for Information Technologies launched “Teach from
Home”, which is a hub of resources and tools to assist educators during the
coronavirus pandemic. The resources, tools, and tips help educators learn how to
teach and communicate with students remotely and how to collaborate with other
educators (Li, 2020).

Some researchers believe that social distancing and the limitations in the ability to
meet in the classroom during the pandemic “will likely limit opportunities for
students to learn” (Daniel, 2020). Other researchers believe that online learning
created many opportunities and led to various advantages including “easy
accessibility, cost-effectiveness, personalized learning, development of cognitive
abilities, prompting computer skills, developing self-pacing, and accessing
globalization” (Mukuna & Aloka, 2020, p.136). Although art and design educators
have been struggling to emulate their hands-on face-to-face teaching experiences
and many of them struggled to overcome the limitations of virtual environments,
there is no doubt that these virtual environments have offered a wide range of
online activities and opportunities (Ferri et al., 2020). If utilized innovatively and
wisely, these online platforms and tools can help educators design experiences
and create opportunities that were not possible through face-to-face conventional
teaching. Virtual environments allow for a variety of activities that can augment
the learning experience. These activities include the following: blogging and
vlogging, collaborative writing or story-making, content production, discussion
forums, e-portfolios, gamification, mind-mapping, multimedia presentations,
online drawing and sketching, video chatting and conferencing, video production
and sharing, virtual galleries, using anti-plagiarism tools, online assessment,
surveys, and webinars (International Baccalaureate Organization, 2020). Another
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opportunity that was not possible through face-to-face teaching is asynchronous
learning which allows teachers to record their lectures. This allows learners to
learn at their own pace, and to access the educational material whenever they
need it at any time and place. Thus, students sometimes learn asynchronously
and/or synchronously and collaboratively at the same time with other online
learners. Moreover, distance learning allows for the interaction between the
educator and students, and also among the students through chat and instant
messaging, or audio and video meetings, which helps with continuous follow-up
and personalization of the whole learning experience. As a result, with all its
audio-visual resources, illustrations, and animations, distance education has
transformed the learning experience into a more interactive one accompanied by
visual and audio effects that make the “static” educational process more attractive
and engaging.

Online platforms also opened for art and design students further opportunities
such as exhibiting their designs and artworks in virtual galleries and sharing
content and discussion with wider audiences across the world. There are several
websites and applications that allow students to create online art galleries, virtual
exhibitions, and 3D tours. These include Kuula (https://kuula.co/), Kun-
stmatrix ~ Art.Spaces (https://artspaces.kunstmatrix.com/en), deviantArt
(https:/ /www.deviantart.com/), and 3D Vista (https:/ /www.3dvista.com/). In
addition to the aforementioned platforms, Adobe Captivate
(https:/ /www.adobe.com/ products/captivate.html#x) allows for the creation of
virtual reality walkthroughs.

Fotaris et al. (2015) conducted a study that explores the use of deviantArt, an
online art gallery platform, as an online teaching platform for a postgraduate
course in Graphic Design at the Hellenic Open University. The study revealed
that the online teaching experience had an impact on enhancing learning and
motivating design students to propose ideas, collaborate and communicate. This
online experience revealed some advantages; it allowed the creation of online
portfolios for public exposure; it assisted students in overcoming their fear of
public exposure; it facilitated social interaction and communication among
students and the public; it strengthened the university's online presence in the
design community; it facilitated and encouraged peer-reviewing and peer-
feedback, thus allowing students to reflect on their practice.

Other opportunities and advantages of teaching art and design remotely include
the creation of breakout groups which allows for teamwork and informal
gatherings of a team of students to work collaboratively and discuss design
problems during studio hours. Breakout groups also allow for peer review, which
encourages social interaction among students and enhances their engagement in
collaborative problem-solving (Fotaris et al., 2015). Moreover, panels that judge
students” artworks or graduation projects may consist of geographically
distributed experts and lecturers. In addition, the possibility of asynchronous
communication through online learning increases the flexibility of instructors’
work schedules. Despite all the aforementioned advantages, Fotaris et al. (2015)
stated the following disadvantages:
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“[...] as the size of virtual classes tends to be larger than that of the
physical ones and written communication tends to be more time-
consuming than its oral counterpart, the large amount of data they are
required to process and the amount of feedback they must generate
increase their workload [31]. [...]. A further issue to consider is the
manner in which a reliance on asynchronous communication may affect
students: since feedback from both tutors and peers may no longer be
immediate, the development of subsequent drafts may stall or temporarily
continue in the absence of feedback [32]. This issue may be compounded
by a reduced overall engagement with the peer group due to” “assessors
of online portfolios do not always have the opportunity to see the student’s

complete portfolio at a glance.” (Fotaris et al., 2015, p.5)

Other advantages that Fotaris et al. (2015) found include issues that may
negatively affect assessment and the evaluation process. They stressed that in a
virtual environment, the designs and artworks are often viewed in sequence and
“cannot be easily cross-referenced”. Moreover, in contrast to the high-resolution
designs and artworks submitted and displayed in a hardcopy format to the
instructor in a face-to-face setting, digital images usually have low-resolution and
unclear details. Fotaris et al. (2015) also believe that the process of designing
digital drafts of any design idea or concept is more time-consuming than
spontaneously hand-drawing sketches of the idea. Consequently, the process of
brainstorming, which is hindered or limited by time constraints associated with
the use of software to create sketches, may be less productive. It may lead to more
superficial ideas in comparison to the ideas generated during face-to-face
brainstorming and sketching. Additionally, instructors usually complain that
teaching online can be more demanding and time-consuming than teaching face-
to-face and that it considerably increased their workload (Fotaris et al., 2015).
Thus, teachers may face significant challenges as they may feel fatigue and stress
due to the rapid professional development that they have to undergo while
teaching remotely and the overwhelming exposure to a variety of platforms and
technical issues (International Baccalaureate Organization, 2020). However,
reduced academic and administrative load can help educators transition more
easily. According to Alea et al. (2020), the challenges that educators face and their
readiness to distance learning education vary from one educator to another
depending on gender, length of teaching experience, and geographic location.

The above challenges and disadvantages led some researchers (Fotaris et al., 2015)
to emphasize the advantages of face-to-face learning and stress the difference
between it and online learning as follows:
“The design studio differs from the typical classroom by being primarily
a space for production, personal discussions, and experimentation with
materials and tools, which takes places in a setting replete with drawing
boards, work-benches, stools, papers, images, models, as well as other
teaching aids (Fotaris et al., 2015). In this setting, students develop
sensitivities to a number of fundamental yet volatile elements of design
education such as problem-based learning, teamwork, sensitivity to
market opportunities, and the ability to generate innovation while they
create, exhibit, and discuss their work with their peers (Fotaris et al.,
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2015). The emphasis on this kind of communication and cooperation
constitutes the main feature that distinguishes this particular
environment from that of a classroom or lecture theatre.” (Fotaris et al.,
2015, p.2)

For the above-listed reasons, Fotaris et al. (2015) believe that there is currently no
virtual teaching platform or environment that can replicate the design studio
experience. They also state that existing platforms do not recognize social
engagement as a vital element to the overall learning experience.

A previous study by Baker et al. (2016) about art educators’ perceptions of e-
learning revealed “dissonance between eLearning and the nature of Arts
education, negatively perceived reasons for teaching education in an eLearning
mode, and some expressions of positive experiences in this space.” The study
investigated the perceptions of academics from sixteen Australian universities
and explored their experiences and attitudes towards teaching Arts in an
eLearning mode. The academics who participated in the study expressed the
belief that e-learning complements and does not replace face-to-face learning
(Baker et al., 2016). On the other hand, Li and Lalani (2020) suggest that learning
online can be as effective or even more effective than face-to-face learning as they
stated the following in an article published by the World Economic Forum;

“For those who do have access to the right technology, there is evidence

that learning online can be more effective in a number of ways. Some

research shows that on average, students retain 25-60% more material

when learning online compared to only 8-10% in a classroom. This is

mostly due to the students being able to learn faster online; e-learning

requires 40-60% less time to learn than in a traditional classroom setting

because students can learn at their own pace, going back and re-reading,

skipping, or accelerating through concepts as they choose.” (Li & Lalani,

2020, para. 15).

Li and Lalani (2020) believe that the pandemic has disrupted an education system
that was already losing its relevance d