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Abstract 
Images of Women in Western Civilization is a university distance-learning undergraduate course 
offered by a New York state college, which focuses on women’s art and gender issues in the Western 
world. Most students attending the specific course are non-art/art education majors, who tend to focus 
on gender issues that they have experienced or understand (e.g., ideal body image, unequal pay, 
motherhood). Whereas students’ views of Western world and gender issues are limited to American 
women’s life experiences, an intercultural dialog that developed for a three-week period between them 
and a group of Greek art education graduate students aimed, at allowing both groups of students to 
study women’s life experiences and gender issues in different cultural contexts and produce 
personally meaningful but expressive artwork. Students’ interaction took place on a Moodle platform in 
forums where students presented their initial artwork and explanation, gave feedback to the work of 
others in the form of raising questions or making suggestions about a knowledge 
base/media/symbols/possible processes/studying artists and artworks, and discussed issues. At the 
end of their interaction, each student could, either reconsider, revise and resubmit their art work or 
reconsider and describe how they might revise their artwork. Students’ artworks, initial descriptions 
and final reflections were analyzed based on the symbolism and the degree that each student was 
able to visualize the personalized big idea. Students’ peer feedback comments were analyzed based 
on their connection to stages of meaningful artmaking, which include personalizing big ideas, building 
a knowledge base, problem solving, and setting boundaries. Results showed that visualizing and 
illustrating gender issues can be challenging for students but peer feedback that aims at the self, task, 
process, and regulation levels helps them understand the creative process as meaning making and 
produce personally meaningful and expressive artwork. 

Keywords: meaningful artmaking, gender issues in art, international collaboration, higher art 
education.  

1 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
Research shows that demographic diversity might be an essential factor to ensure better performance 
on problem-solving tasks [1], therefore, any art instructor who views artmaking as a problem solving 
process, would seek diversity in order to facilitate his/her students’ creative expression. 

Since the second half of the twentieth century, art educators have transformed the notion of artmaking 
as the creative self-expression and “disengaged learning” to artmaking as a meaning making process 
[2] [3]. This paradigm shift advocates artmaking as a means to investigate issues not only centering on 
the nature and formal qualities of art but also humans’ lived experiences. To do so, it is important to 
develop contextual understanding of the subject matter and aesthetics through cross-cultural inquiry, 
conversations, and collaborations among the artists [2]. “Big ideas” are particularly proposed [3] to 
expand student artmaking concerns beyond technical skills, formal choices, and media manipulation 
to human issues and conceptual concerns. In creating artistic work, students should first be guided to 
select big ideas that could be overarching issues or perceptions important to humans’ lives and 
subject matters that could serve as context or topics surrounding big ideas. Students would then 
personalize big ideas by finding their relationships with, experiences with, or interests in big ideas; 
develop a knowledge base including technical knowledge and knowledge of big ideas; construct 
and/or identify artmaking problems for probing big ideas; and set artistic boundaries with media, formal 
qualities, subject matter, technique, and context [3] [4].  

The artmaking as meaning making paradigm has led art educators [5] [6] to promote socially 
conscious artmaking and teaching in art and art education classrooms. In artmaking processes, these 
art educators steer their students to investigate various social issues ranging from racism, sexism, to 
poverty endangering humans’ dignity and lives. They maintain that socially conscious artmaking can 
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cultivate students’ abilities to produce art intellectually and aesthetically, and meanwhile, pursue 
artmaking as a form of social justice. Social-justice art and pedagogy [6] challenges artists and the 
public to confront injustice by imaging endless possibilities of creating what ought to be, and then 
actually putting those imagined responses into action, informed by or through artistic ways of living 
and being in the world. Social-justice art, thus, corresponds to meaningful artmaking process [3] as 
students address broader human issues through art. 

To motivate students to engage in artmaking beyond personal expression and to pursue big ideas 
concerning social justice, students need to engage in a meaningful and purposeful dialogue about big 
ideas with their peers. Unlike other forms of classroom communication (e.g., lecturing, chatting, 
arguing, questioning-and-answering, and so on), dialog is an activity directed toward discovery and 
new understanding, which stands to improve the knowledge, insight, or sensitivity of its participants 
[7]. Effective dialog requires participants to build a dialogical and social relation sustained by 
cooperation, mutual respect, concern for and interest in each other, and an attitude of reciprocity 
across cultural, intellectual, or positional differences. Classroom dialog has been advocated as a 
primary instructional strategy to ensure that students are actively engaged in their learning, learning 
from each other, and learning from multiple perspectives [5]. Diverse perspectives allow students to 
become aware of different cultural values, beliefs, assumptions, and practice through which they are 
able to critically re-examine personal knowledge and assumptions about big ideas and to develop a 
complex knowledge base about big ideas.  

Art educators strongly support cross-cultural dialog as a means to enhance students’ understanding of 
big ideas or subject matters and social-justice artmaking [5] [8] [2] [6]. Gender issues have been 
identified as social-justice based big ideas or human issues. Gender is considered a universal point of 
reference in world art [9], therefore, cross-cultural dialog about artmaking and gender can intrigue 
students’ learning and making of art. It is suggested for students to use reversal, or disruption and 
opposition, as an artmaking problem to probe gender issues. The exclusion of female perspectives in 
a Eurocentric skills-based art teaching tradition in higher education has been recognized and triggered 
attempts of cross-cultural artmaking and dialogue about artmaking with female artists [2]. Feminist 
visual culture art educators [9] [10] are particularly concerned about gender inequity in the institutions 
of the art and teaching of visual culture. They suggest that only through a critical dialogue about 
gender issues in artmaking and art education could educators begin undoing gender injustice in the art 
world and visual culture education.  

2 PURPOSE AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE PROJECT 
Images of Women in Western Civilization is a university distance-learning undergraduate course 
offered by a New York state college, which focuses on women’s art and gender issues in the Western 
world. Most students attending the specific course are non-art/art education majors, who tend to focus 
on gender issues that they have experienced or understand (e.g., ideal body image, unequal pay, 
motherhood). Students’ views of Western world and gender issues are limited to American women’s 
life experiences. 

Distance-learning art education graduate students at the University of Nicosia in Cyprus, who enrol in 
the course Artistic Expression and Evaluation, work towards understanding artmaking as a meaning 
making process. Whereas the students are required through their various assignments to apply the 
characteristics of what is described as meaningful artmaking [3], however, the instructor sought a way 
to examine if students were also able, as future art teachers, to guide other individuals through a 
personally meaningful artmaking process. 

Studies on the effects of feedback in computer-based environments concluded that even though 
feedback affects learning positively, not all methods for providing feedback are equally effective [11]. 
An intercultural dialog that developed for a three-week period between students aimed at allowing 
both groups of students to study women’s life experiences and gender issues in different cultural 
contexts and produce personally meaningful but expressive artwork, while examining the possibility of 
a moodle platform to become a fruitful art making and teaching context.  

3 CONTEXTS, PARTICIPANTS AND METHODS OF INQUIRY 
The context of the project described and the source of this study’s qualitative data was a Moodle 
platform accessed by the instructors and students of both distance-learning courses. One of this 
courses was “Images of Women in Western Civilization” offered by SUNY Empire State College, New 
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York and is a distance-learning undergraduate course. This course was designed to fulfill SUNY 
general education requirements for the arts and Western civilization. In this course, students learn 
about women’s roles and lives in and contributions to the development of Western civilization through 
examining women’s creative work and art in the major Western societies and historical periods. Two 
male and fourteen female students between their early twenties and late fifties enrolled in the course. 
These students were characterized as non-traditional/adult students. The majority of students took the 
course to fulfil general education requirements and came from the college’s nursing program. Using a 
gender-based critical lens, this online course encouraged students to use the arts to examine issues 
and experiences relevant to women and the students.  

“Art Production and Evaluation” is a graduate level course in the Distance Learning program for a 
Masters degree in Education – Direction of Arts in Education, of the University of Nicosia, Cyprus. The 
main goal of the course through Moodle includes the development of each student’s personal artistic 
creation based on an interactive study of theories for facilitating and evaluating the process of art 
production in education. Through the course units, the students are introduced to processes and 
strategies related to artmaking as meaning making described by Walker (2001). The role of the 
instructor is to introduce students to professional artists’ artmaking processes and organize interactive 
activities for feedback during students’ personal artmaking. The twenty students enrolled in the 
specific course were in the third semester of a two-year program. They were three males and 
seventeen females of mean age 25.4, with an education background.  

The duration of the project was predefined by the instructors and was approximately three weeks, 
beginning at around mid-semester for both courses. The instructions given to both students were the 
same. During the seventh week of the semester students were given access to a Moodle platform. 
Each student then started a separate discussion forum for uploading personal artwork and describing 
the related big idea. During the following weeks students commented on peers’ postings and 
developed intercultural dialog. The project ended when each student submitted a final reflection and/or 
a revised artwork. The instructors mainly observed students’ online behavior related to the project and 
chose to participate by giving feedback only around the end of the project to specific students whose 
work had not been given extensive or substantial peer feedback.   

The analysis was conducted by describing and decoding students’ artworks in terms of elements and 
principles of design and their connection to the big idea. More specifically instructors examined how 
colors, lines, texture, and composition functioned as symbols for supporting the host of concepts that 
formed the big idea and students’ personal connections to it as described in each student’s initial 
description (see Table 1). Considering that the majority of the undergraduate students participating in 
this project were non-art majors, their instructor did not apply high artistic expectation to the analysis 
of their meaningful artmaking process [3] and their uses of elements and principles of art. Analysis of 
the elements (and principles) of art was determined by the sensible use of the symbols, symbolism, 
color, line, composition, focal point, contrast, etc. in the students’ artwork and explanation. For 
example, in the cases of students that either used most of the above elements in their artwork without 
clear written explanation or wrote about their use of elements of art, but their works were not 
necessarily visually effective, “elements of art” were rated as 1 (minimally meet expectation).  

Table 1.  Rubric for analyzing students’ artwork and written explanation. 

Name: big idea (or 
subject 
matter/theme) 

Presented in the student’s 
initial art work 

Presented in the student’s initial explanation 

elements of 
art 

Visual 
connection 
to big idea 

personal 
connections 

knowledge 
base 

artmaking 
problems 

Artmaking 
boundaries 

        

Presented in the student’s 
discussion, or (description 
of) revised art work 

Presented in the student’s discussion or final reflection 

      

Rating: 0 (did not meet the expectation at all), 1 (minimally meet expectation), 2 (meet expectation), n/a (not 
applied) 
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Knowledge base was determined by the students’ knowledge of subject matter that was beyond 
personal opinion and art-related knowledge such as technique and media. Artmaking problems was 
determined by how clear the student planned to use art to investigate the big idea / subject matter / 
theme or related artmaking problems to the big idea / subject matter / theme. Artmaking boundaries 
were determined by the student’s self-awareness or critique of the limitation of art media, what media 
is suitable for the big idea/subject matter, and their artistic ability.  

Each student’s feedback to his/her peers’ comments was also analyzed. This, combined with the 
student’s description of revised artwork or actually revised artwork and final reflection, allowed 
instructors to identify what peer comments students found most helpful and if they had improved their 
artmaking based on meaningful artmaking processes suggested by peers.   

4 RESULTS 
Most of the graduate students offered suggestions to improve undergraduate students’ knowledge 
base, use of elements of art, and artmaking problems. A few of the undergraduate students made 
drastic changes to their final artworks, and some even tried new art media for the first time but these 
improvements were directly related to their peers’ encouragement and suggestions. (see Table 2) 

Table 2.  Example of student’s initial and revised artwork based on peer feedback. 

  

Re:	  Equal	  Pay	  Someday	  
by	  E.	  P.	  -‐	  Tuesday,	  15	  December	  2015,	  4:57	  AM	  
	  Hi	  K.,	  
I	  liked	  how	  you	  depicted	  the	  issue	  of	  equal	  pay,	  which	  includes	  gender	  and	  race	  segregations.	  	  
Women	  have	  ability	  to	  perform	  as	  same	  as	  men	  at	  any	  workplaces.	  However,	  it	  seems	  that	  motherhood	  is	  a	  huge	  burden	  for	  equal	  pay	  
for	  women.	   	  Maternity	   leave	   is	  one	  of	   reasons	   for	   less	  pay	   for	  women.	   	  In	   the	  United	  States,	  women	  do	  not	  get	  paid	   for	  maternity	  
leave.	   The	  U.S.	   is	   the	  only	   country	  doesn’t	  mandate	  paid	  maternity	   leave	  among	  34	   countries	   in	   the	  Organization	   for	  Economic	  Co-‐
operation	   and	   Development	   (OECD)	   (Kurtzleben,	   2015).	  	   The	   maternity	   leave	   strains	   families,	   especially	   single	   mothers	   who	   are	  
breadwinner.	  The	  government	  should	  consider	  women’s	  needs	  and	  place	  support	  and	  protection	  for	  motherhood.	  	  	  
Reference	  
Kurtzleben,	   D.	   (2015).	   Lots	   Of	   Other	   Countries	   Mandate	   Paid	   Leave.	   Why	   Not	   The	   U.S.?	  NPR.	   Retrieved	   from	  
http://www.npr.org/sections/itsallpolitics/2015/07/15/422957640/lots-‐of-‐other-‐countries-‐mandate-‐paid-‐leave-‐why-‐not-‐the-‐us	  
	  
Re:	  Equal	  Pay	  Someday	  
by	  P.	  V.	  -‐	  Saturday,	  19	  December	  2015,	  10:11	  PM	  
	  K.,	  
I	  was	  mostly	  impressed	  that	  in	  your	  work	  using	  simple	  means	  you	  managed	  to	  express	  your	  thoughts	  and	  reflections	  on	  an	  issue	  that	  
concerns	  our	  society	  globally.	  There	  are	  numerous	  symbolisms	  in	  your	  work.	  To	  my	  mind,	  you	  are	  rather	  mathematic	  genius!	  I	  would	  
love	  to	  see	  your	  work	  printed!	  What	  material	  do	  you	  think	  you	  could	  use	  as	  a	  background	  or	  which	  color	  you	  would	  choose?	  
Carry	  on!	  

Through students’ discussions, uploaded material and organizing techniques, choices of direction, and 
other contributions, instructors were able to identify, describe, and find examples of the strategies and 
techniques related to artmaking for meaning making. Students from SUNY Empire State College 
mostly improved their attempts to make personal connection to the big idea and build a knowledge 
base on the big idea, whereas, students from the University of Nicosia were able to offer more help on 
solving artmaking problems and building a knowledge base. Through their participation in the cross-
cultural discussion, the majority of the graduate students also managed to improve their initial artworks 
in terms of the elements and principles of design, while providing peers with initial praise for their 
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artworks (e.g. “ I really liked your art work”), and feedback directly related to their task (e.g. “Your work 
brings strong vivid feelings…”) and artmaking process for completing the task (“I suggest you use the 
word ‘drugs’ as well, because in your explanation this factor of control makes great impression to 
me.”). All students concluded the discussion with a reflection on the process and a form of self-
evaluation (e.g. “The truth is that I was in a dilemma about whether or not to mention the above 
explanations in my initial explanation, which I ultimately decided not to do because I wanted by looking 
at it to make you wonder about the purpose I chose to do it this way and raw your own conclusions. By 
seeing my classmates’ works, I really liked the fact that they directed me straight to the point. That’s 
why I believe that what I would like to change in my work would be the use of more symbols in order to 
touch the current issue more accurately – namely in labor force.”, “The poster portrayed strong 
feelings about women trafficking and abuse, therefore I could not add anything extra to it because it 
would seem too extreme.”). 

5 CONCLUSIONS 
This study sheds a few rays of light on the complex interplay of peer feedback and artmaking 
outcomes in non traditional educational contexts in higher education. Through their assignment for 
artmaking, peer feedback and final reflection of their artwork, the majority of participants from both 
groups of students (undergraduate non-art majors and graduate art education majors) were motivated 
to provide and accept peer feedback of different levels. Peer feedback that aims at the self, task, 
process, and regulation levels [13] helps students understand the creative process as meaning 
making and produce personally meaningful and expressive artwork. 

Undergraduate non-art major students can benefit from interacting with art education graduate 
students through on-line discussions on art and related social issues. An on-line platform has the 
potential of becoming the context for meaningful artmaking and for applying knowledge on teaching for 
meaningful artmaking. The results of this study showed that visualizing and illustrating gender issues 
can be challenging for students but through on-line cross-cultural discussions they can develop a 
related big idea and make personal connections, build a knowledge base, set boundaries and solve 
problems that lead to expressive art making.   
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