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CHAPTER 8

THE CASE OF ARTIST IN CONTEXT SEMINAR  
AS AN EXAMPLE OF NON-FORMAL PRACTICE  

IN BLENDED ART EDUCATION

Abstract: The aim of this study was to examine the case of Artist in Context 
seminar as a blended learning model in non-formal art education and to evaluate 
the possibilities of such practice in overcoming challenges brought by COVID-19 
pandemic. The seminar was created to offer additional support to young artists who 
are currently in the beginning of their formal art education. An action research case 
study was conducted to analyse the project’s success. The results of the study show 
that a non-formal educational program with blended structure can have multiple 
positive outcomes in overcoming the challenges of communication, feedback and 
practical exercises. A course described in the study can help learners and educators 
adapt to new circumstances by developing new, easily managed communication 
channels between participants and supervisors. Additionally, it can offer new, ef-
fective models of progress tracking through adequate online platforms, and even 
complement the formal curricula of art schools and faculties in certain aspects of 
art education.

Keywords: blended approach, online teaching, art education, supervision, 
non-formal education.
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INTRODUCTION

Pinpointing the challenges  
in art education during health crisis

The situation during COVID-19 pandemic affected education by bringing 
limitations in terms of participants’ physical presence. Educators found it difficult 
to maintain the quality of teaching practice, especially in those areas that depend 
on face-to-face communication, practical demonstrations and student collaboration 
(Burke 2021). The health crisis has put traditional learning models and education-
al systems to the test, causing a shift from direct, face-to-face communication, 
to various approaches dependent on the use of information and communication 
technology (ICT). The quality of art education, specifically, was jeopardised – as 
it depended greatly on visual stimuli and image-based instructions. A recent study 
conducted in Western Australia focused on online teaching in art and singled out 
some of the problems occurring during the time of pandemic, namely: 1) poor 
technology connectivity and platform instability, 2) heavy workload burdens, 3) 
inadequate communication between teachers and school authorities, 4) insufficient 
support, 5) lack of personalised, teacher demonstrations and feedback (Paris et al. 
2023). Other studies show similar results, underlying the problem of “digital divide”, 
non-adequate or lacking support resources, resistance shown by educators who 
lack training in certain software etc. (Bajardi et al. 2015; Graham 2006; Kara 2021).

Blended learning models
Graham offers a clear distinction between three most common definitions 

of the term blended learning (BL) found in literature: 1) combining instructional 
modalities, 2) combining instructional methods, 3) combining online and face-to-
face instruction. As the first two definitions include almost all forms of learning in 
contemporary education practice, the third one proves to be most useful in today’s 
pedagogical science (Graham 2005). For that reason, the term BL will be used in this 
research to refer to educational practice that combines online and face-to-face com-
munication. Flexibility, cost-effectiveness, ability to promote collaborative learning 
and to democratize education are just some of the benefits of BL models observed 
by scholars in the past two decades (Graham 2005; Medina 2018; Saichaie, 2020).

From formal to non-formal education

Introduced by UNESCO Institute for Statistics, the ISCED 2011 classification 
offers a detailed, systematic overview of types of education on all levels. According 
to this system, all organised education can be divided in two categories – formal 
and non-formal education. Formal education is institutionalised, intentional and 
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planned through official educational organisations, recognised by national author-
ities and includes initial and vocational education, forming the base of national ed-
ucation system. Non-formal education is also (mostly) institutionalised, intentional 
and planned, but outside of official curricula and usually leads to non-standardised 
qualifications (UNESCO IS 2012). Dib estimates that non-formal models (or al-
ternative education, non-conventional studies etc.) are less rigid and can answer 
the needs of individuals with greater success (Dib 1988).

This paper focuses on educational practices in the non-formal register, whose 
open structure allows flexibility and quicker modifications in response to any new 
situation. A study conducted by Orhan gives insight in how education in creative 
disciplines can benefit from both formal and non-formal programs, and suggests that 
these should be conducted simultaneously; the two perspectives can complement 
each other (Orhan 2020). Non-formal approach is especially important in art, as 
this field tends to be overlooked in formal educational systems (Russell et al. 2013).

The importance of action research  
and case studying in art education

New forms of education have proved to be more difficult to systematically 
analyse as the available quantitative data is still limited (especially on non-formal 
education). Nevertheless, there some action research case studies offering insight 
in individual educational systems. A recent qualitative study from Bangladesh 
considers a case of one course at Faculty of Science and Information Technology 
in Dhanmondi and shows that blended models can be very efficient in promoting 
student-centered environments in higher education (Islam et al. 2022). One class-
room action research conducted in Indonesia during the pandemic demonstrates 
how innovative online learning practice can improve learning outcomes in higher 
education (Soeryanto et al. 2020). Although there are still gaps in literature on this 
matter, we will single out an action research study from Sarajevo that focused on a 
distance learning model used at the Department of English Language and Litera-
ture at the Faculty of Philosophy, University of Sarajevo. The results revealed that 
students prefer BL over online learning models, and the fact that current teaching 
practices within these categories need significant improvement (Okičić et al. 2020). 
Action research case studies on specific BL models and educational practices in 
Serbia are still scarce, and the number of papers dealing with such practices in 
art education is almost negligible. This paper aims to examine the advantages of 
blended learning models in terms of overcoming the challenges brought by COV-
ID-19 pandemic, focusing on the case of Artist in Context seminar. Specifically, we 
want to show an example of how non-formal education can benefit from blended 
learning models and how blended, non-formal educational programs can be used 
to complement the formal curricula of art schools and faculties.

EDUCATION THROUGH THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC, Vol. One, pp. 132–145
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METHOD

Part I – students’ and educators’ experience: the survey
The first part of this pedagogical research was an anonymous survey that 

was designed to help pinpoint the challenges faced by participants in formal and 
non-formal art education during the pandemic. In this segment of the research, a 
questionnaire was created to collect data on students’ and educators’ experience 
of studying and teaching art during the pandemic.

The surveys were collected from 29 students and 33 educators who had the 
experience of studying or teaching art during the pandemic. The questionnaire, 
designed in Google Forms online software, was sent to students and professors of 
the Faculty of Fine Arts in Belgrade (FFA), as well as students and educators from 
Center for Art Education Šumatovačka and Artist in Context seminar. The ques-
tionnaire consisted of 12 questions – first four asked for general information on 
subjects’ experiences (whether they took part in art education during the pandemic, 
in what capacity, have they noticed any effects of the pandemic and have they had 
experience with BL models). Fifth question was in a 5-point Likert scale format, 
Question 6 was in multiple choice format, and questions 6-12 were open-ended.

Part II – the Artist in Context seminar

The second part of the research was an action research case study conducted 
to examine a new model of non-formal, blended approach in art education. We 
are using the term “action research”, as initially coined by Kurt Levin and devel-
oped by McNiff, to refer to a type of research in which the researcher also takes 
the role of a participant (McNiff 2013). As pedagogic research, this study aims to 
improve pedagogic practice through analysing educational data from a chosen 
sample - a specific educational program (Bassey 1983). The focal case of the study 
is the project Artist in Context, a seminar designed and organised by the author 
of this paper. Therefore, this study can be defined as a public case-study, with the 
author being involved in the seminar personally (as the author, coordinator and 
educator) (Bassey 1983).

The action research can be divided into three phases: 1) design phase, 2) the 
realisation of the blended seminar and 3) evaluation phase.

The design phase

The design of the seminar was done entirely by the author of this paper. 
The first draft was created before the pandemic and its execution discussed with 
representatives of the Faculty of Fine Arts in Belgrade. During October, 2020, the 
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structure of the seminar was modified to a blended model and defined in detail, 
as presented in the next chapter.

The seminar

The four-month long seminar included three months of online lectures, dis-
cussions, round tables, meetings, research exercises and quizzes, followed by the 
one-month long art-production phase, where each participant or participants’ 
group worked with their supervisor in creation of new artwork and presenting 
it in the group exhibition (Trutin 2024a). The project was realised from October 
2020. to February 2021.

All activities were coordinated by the author of the seminar and this paper. 
24 educators took part in the project – the team consisted of six professors and one 
assistant from FFA, Belgrade, one professor from Faculty of Applied Arts (FAA), 
Belgrade, one from Faculty of Media and Communications, one art director and two 
independent curators, two teachers from CAE Šumatovačka, together with seven 
emerging and three mid-career artists outside the aforementioned institutions.

The students who took part in the project were art high school students, FFA 
and FAA students, students from the Faculty of Philology and Arts in Kragujevac 
and candidates for enrolment into art faculties. Of 44 students officially enrolled, 
30 were active during the first part of the seminar, and 22 completed the seminar. 
These 22 graduates took part in the evaluation phase and are considered subjects 
of this research.

The platforms used for the online activities were Moodle, Google Drive, Goog-
le Docs and Google Meet.

The evaluation phase

The evaluation questionnaire was designed by the author of this paper in 
Google Forms online software. It was filled out by all the participants who com-
pleted the seminar (22 subjects).

RESULTS

Part I

The majority of students (79,3%) and educators (87,9%) included in the sur-
vey reported noticing the effects of pandemic on art education. The participants 
were asked (in a 5-point Likert scale format, with point -2 standing for ‘it was 
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very negatively affected’ to 2 for ‘very positively affected’) to estimate the effects of 
the pandemic separately for various aspects of teaching process. The results show 
similar ranking of these effects in both groups (students and educators), with the 
students estimating the effects as less conspicuous. The average scores for each item 
in both groups were measured as follows (score S: the students’ answers; score E: 
the educators’ answers): delivering lectures (S: -0.75 E: -1.19) and realization of 
practical assignments (S: -0.93 E: -1.34), interactivity of the teaching process (S: 
-0.68 E: -1.19) and the content of assignments (S: -0.82 E: -1.09), student motiva-
tion level (S: -0.82 E: -0.94), tracking progress (S: -0.53 E: -0.81), giving/receiving 
feedback (S: -0.28 E: -0.81), lecture content (S: -0.21 E: -0.62), adapting to individual 
needs (S: -0.44 E: 0), quality of works (S: -0.36 E: -0.81), educator motivation level 
(S: -0.39 E: -0.37), grading (S: -0.11 E: -0.44). There was a difference in students’ 
and educators’ perception of two aspects of teaching process – these two aspects 
were considered to be affected positively by the pandemic in the student group 
and negatively in the educator group: the use of ICT (S: 0.89 E: -0.31), and the 
attainability of information (S: 0.36 E: -0.19).

When asked about the greatest challenges they faced during pandemic, both 
groups of subjects singled out the production of new artwork (72,7% of educators 
and 62,1% of students). The other aspects of teaching process were seen as challeng-
ing by the following percentage of educators (E) and students (S): supervisor-stu-
dent communication on verbal assignments (S: 6,9% E: 21,2%), supervisor-student 
communication on practical assignments (S:_ E: 60,6%), giving/attending lectures 
(S: 20,7% E: 42,4%), tracking progress (S: 31% E: 42,4%), communication with 
fellow students/educators (S: 41,4% E: 21,2%); receiving/giving feedback (S: 34,5% 
E: 24,2%).

The questionnaire included 6 open-end questions that allowed participants 
to elaborate on other challenges observed and to share their experience on how 
they coped with such issues. One question called for participants to name the ad-
vantages of blended learning models, from their experience. The students’ answers 
focused mostly on conveniences of distant learning such as easier time-manage-
ment, while almost none of the educators surveyed found any advantages to the 
BL models. The answers of both groups may suggest that, besides some resistance 
shown by participants, their attitude to blended learning is coloured by the un-
familiarity with the concept – many subjects confuse the term blended learning 
(combined learning in Serbian) with online learning, and the ones who understand 
the unlimited possibilities of combining online and face-to-face communication 
are more open to the use and development of these educational models. Many of 
them shared constructive suggestions on how these two modes of communication 
can be combined effectively.



138

Part II - Overcoming the challenges:  
the case of Artist in Context seminar

Project goals
The idea for the seminar was conceived in order to address three main issues 

observed by the author in her own art education practice, and in conversation with 
colleagues:

1. The lack of clear concept of contemporary art practice in young people 
who are interested in becoming professional artists (pre-university level or BA 
level students)

2. The lack of practical skills and knowledge needed for participating in the 
art scene (in students – future art professionals)

3. The need for more fruitful collaboration between formal education insti-
tutions (such as the Faculty of Fine Arts, Belgrade - FFA) and cultural institutions 
offering non-formal education (such as Centre for Art Education Šumatovačka) - 
collaboration between two institutions leads to “organisational ecology” according 
to Russell, and even more importantly, it can assist organisation survival (Russel 
2013)

The syllabus, types of activities and tracking progress

The structure of the seminar was blended, with most of the lectures being 
held online and some workshops in a classroom in CAE Šumatovačka, with par-
ticipants being able to attend physically or online. During the final weeks, most of 
the supervisor-student meetings were held online, and the exhibition preparation 
was done in the gallery with smaller groups of participants present at a time, with 
no formal opening event. The structure can be seen as an example of course level 
blending level – one of the four blending levels, according to Graham’s distinction 
(Graham 2005).

The seminar was divided into 8 topics, as follows:
1. A multitude of approaches; creating an individual method - a necessity or 

a risk? (Week 1)
2. When does an artist become an artist? Formal artistic education
3. Well-rounded idea; creating an exhibition concept or a series of works
4. Art in context; public space and site-specific installation
5. The work in a digital surrounding; the use of digital tools in defining con-

cepts, planning or presenting art
• Conversation/reading week

EDUCATION THROUGH THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC, Vol. One, pp. 132–145
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6. Photography and video – a spectrum of possibilities; presenting, shaping 
and documenting an idea

7. The work transformed by the spectator; installation art practice
8. The first steps
• The exhibition

Figure 1. Prof. Mrđan Bajić’s and prof. Svetlana Volic’s lectures on art in public 
space and site-specific art; video stills
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Each topic consisted of several activities – the lectures, workshops and round 
tables were held online, recorded and subsequently uploaded on Google Drive 
platform. The themes of the lectures covered history of art education, interna-
tional program opportunities for students, art in public space, site-specific art, 
photography as a social phenomenon, artistic research etc., while the round tables 
and discussions covered the themes of art studies experiences, writing exhibition 
applications, interactivity in contemporary art and artist-curator collaboration.

Figure 2. The first topic’s page on the Moodle platform

Multiple assignments within each topic were presented and graded through 
the Moodle platform (Figure 2). The assignments asked for students to: write several 
sentences on a selected author’s methodology, to upload visual illustration for a 
certain phenomenon in contemporary art, to write a mini-essay on one of the four 
photography/video-related prompts, to take part in an online written discussion 
with one or more comments, to write a short artist statement and to implement 
corrections from the supervisor etc.

During the eighth segment of the seminar, the participants had the opportu-
nity to reflect on the matter of artistic development while creating an individual 
artistic project under the supervision of the author of the seminar and 5 other 
emerging artists from the educators’ team. Their artworks were finalised in various 
media – painting, drawing, photography, sculpture, site-specific work, video art, 
collage (Figures 3 and 4). The works showed a variety of artistic methodologies 
as a result of individualised approach of the supervisors during the last segment 
of the seminar (Trutin 2024b). The final outcome was the exhibition at the FFA 
Gallery accompanied by a catalogue.

EDUCATION THROUGH THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC, Vol. One, pp. 132–145
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Evaluation of the seminar

After delivering the finalised work for the exhibition and completing all the 
online assignments on the Moodle platform, participants were asked to fill out the 
evaluation questionnaire, allowing some insight in the level of satisfaction with 
the seminar and the success of the blended model applied. The evaluation phase 
did not include formal survey of the educators’ impressions, due to the fact that 
not many of the lecturers were acquainted with the details of the whole project.

The results of the questionnaire showed overall satisfaction with the quality 
of the seminar. The grades given by the participants on a scale from 1 to 5 were 
recorded as follows: communication with educators and coordinators (average 
score 4.95), quality of communication with the supervisor (4.77), the quality of 
course organisation (4.86), quality of video and reading resources (5), the content 
of the lectures (4.86).

The topics the participants found the most interesting (see the list of topics 
above) were the topic number 3 (67,5% participants) and topics number 1 (50%) 
and 8 (36%). The other topics were mentioned by fewer participants: topic no. 1 
(45%), no. 2 (18%), no. 4 (36%), no. 5 (40,5%), no. 6 (18%), no. 7 (31,5%).

The participants estimated that they gained knowledge and new skills, espe-
cially in terms of writing and artist statement (90%), the collaboration and com-
munication skills with artists and experts (67,5%), developing art concepts and 
well-formed ideas (67,5%). Perceived improvement of other skills ranked as fol-
lows: writing about art (54%), confidence and independence in art process (45%), 
knowledge on contemporary art (45%), creating a project proposal (31,5%), use of 
photography and video in art (22,5%), the use of digital media (9%).

The most significant and interesting activities, according to the participants, 
were the creation of new artwork (mentioned by 81%), followed by research 

Figure 3. Preparing the exhibition Figure 4. Exhibition view
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assignments (72%). Attending video lectures (63%) and reading recommended 
resources (54%) were also highly regarded as useful activities in the course, while 
open-table discussions were mentioned by 31,5% and communication via online 
forums by 22,5% participants.

The participants were given two open-ended questions to share insights on 
their experience from the seminar. All the participants shared highly positive im-
pressions and many of them stated their satisfaction with the quality of organisa-
tion, the rich and useful content, the choice of eminent lecturers and educators and 
the ability to take part in the exhibition. When asked about their suggestions for 
improvement, most participants emphasized their satisfaction and their interest in 
other, future programs of similar kind; some suggested that, if the situation with 
the pandemic allows, more activities could be held in person.

DISCUSSION

The quality of non-formal programs and their success can be difficult to 
estimate. Dib advances that it relies on several factors, most importantly: partici-
pants’ motivation level, the quality of educational materials and the support scheme 
(Dib 1988). In art education, the goals and outcomes can vary greatly from one 
individual to another, as well as between different communities, institutions and 
programs. A detailed observation of our focal case, the Artist in Context seminar 
as an example of non-formal pedagogical practice during the pandemic, shows 
that a BL model like this, tailored to adapt to the new situation, can help overcome 
some of the biggest challenges art educators and learners faced during this time. 

Meetings with students were held multiple times to offer additional support 
and to detect possible issues. The online platforms were used, simultaneously, as 
information boards and time-management tools, as the software offers the option of 
setting specific time frames for activities. The curriculum was designed to supple-
ment formal art training with specific activities such as writing an artist statement 
or discussing the process of applying for an exhibition.

The participants’ answers from the evaluation questionnaire suggest that the 
quality of communication was not only estimated as high, but the majority of 
participants found their communication skills (in relation to other artists) to have 
improved as a result of the seminar. Traditional modes of interaction were partially 
substituted by different, less direct, but precisely structured ones. Some of them 
were integrated in the Moodle platform, such as “forum” assignments, asking the 
participants to discuss the previous lectures or round tables. These discussions are 
not as spontaneous and lively as the face-to-face discussions, but they encourage all 
the participants to share their opinion in their own time. Video meetings helped 
retain the direct and personal tone of communication, and the frequency of events 
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and meetings also had significance, according to the author’s experience. The final 
stage of the seminar was more practice-focused, and those three weeks consisted of 
frequent one-to-one conversations with supervisors, which was seen as a successful 
model, according to reports of educators and participants from various informal 
conversations during and after the seminar. One of the greatest challenges for art 
education during the pandemic was the production of new artwork – in the case 
of the seminar, the lack of shared studio time or direct interaction with the works 
was compensated by the focused attention by supervisors who dedicated significant 
time to each of the participants separately (3 to 5 participants per supervisor).

The evaluation of Artist in Context seminar did not include the analysis of 
factors with possible effect on students’ success, such as time-management. The 
survey data was gathered only from successful graduates, which makes it difficult 
to determine whether time-management skill level in participants affected the 
withdrawal rate (50%). The remaining 22 participants all declared their interest 
in becoming professional artists – 59% of them were studying art at the moment, 
and all the other participants stated that they are planning to enrol in an art faculty 
in the next few years.

CONCLUSION
As a result of this study, it is seen that non-formal, blended art education 

models such as the Artist in Context seminar can offer flexibility and can be con-
tinuously adjusted to changing conditions and participants’ needs. As the study 
involved a single educational program, any generalisation of these findings needs 
to be carried out with caution. Nevertheless, we can observe how certain non-for-
mal programs can be useful in addressing the challenges of art education during a 
health crisis, namely the issues of production of new artwork, supervisor-student 
communication and tracking progress.

It is seen that well-organised non-formal educational seminars can offer track-
ing progress and time-management through various ICT tools, and connect experts 
from different disciplines or geographical regions. Another advantage observed is 
the possibility of creating new educational content that fills gaps in the curricula of 
art schools and faculties. Cost-effectiveness is also an important factor; the matter 
of educational costs in blended learning is not being examined in this study, as it 
covers a one-time project without external funding, but the possible continuation of 
the project would most likely lead to a decrease in cost per seminar (Bowen 2014).

This pedagogical research considers a case, a „singularity“ (Bassey 1983) – 
an individual case of one seminar – leading us to multiple new research questions 
about the learning outcomes of blended pedagogical practices after the pandemic. 
We hope to inspire practitioners in art education to implement some of the lessons 
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presented in this paper, as well as to contribute to wider research of non-formal, 
blended educational practice in art, in which this case could be observed as a sub-
system, in the context of other innovative educational models.
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