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This paper considers virtual education not only as a means of pedagogical innovation for the field 

of social art practice but equally as a means for socially engaged artists to open new spaces for 

understanding art making, place and space. Virtuality facilitates innovation in the delivery of social art 

practice at the University of the Highlands and Islands and fosters experimental approaches to teaching 

practice compared with similar, but non-virtual, 

postgraduate programmes in this field. The new 

technologies of the late 20th and early 21st centuries 

have impacted significantly on the ways artists, 

teachers and researchers work from remotely 

situated communities such as those in the Highlands 

and Islands, allowing them to engage more readily 

with peers as well as professional and educational 

contexts nationally and internationally. 

Figure 1. The Virtual Symposium, Shetland College 
University of the Highlands and Islands (2014). This 
event was created for the pilot research project, 
Networked Learning for Participatory Practices. 
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The feasibility of virtual tools to teach participatory forms of visual art practice and promote 

connectivity among students, lecturers and professional arts practitioners in the Highlands and Islands 

was tested through an Artworks Scotland pilot research project in which new undergraduate and 

postgraduate elective modules in socially engaged art practice were developed at the University of the 

Highlands and Islands. (Permar, 2014)  Research findings from this project and subsequent teaching 

experience show that virtual tools can indeed be used to teach effectively the practical skills and 

qualities students need to practice socially engaged art as well as  promote connectivity among 

students, foster a community of practice and facilitate networks locally, nationally and internationally.  

Synchronous technologies proved the most effective form of distance learning for students in this 

field, specifically the opportunity for live discussion with each other in seminars and the opportunity 

for virtual symposia. The research findings directly informed the development of the Master’s 

programme Art and Social Practice. This programme, which commenced in 2017, is specifically 

designed for full 

virtual delivery and 

has attracted 

students who live 

“on the edge” 

whether through 

geography, 

mobility issues or a 

Figure 2. Islands With Views, Mary Carol Souness, MA Art and Social Practice, 
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desire to take risks. The programme provides access to advanced study for students in the Highlands 

and Islands who have previously not been able to study at this level without leaving the region. 

Additionally the programme attracts students who live and work in similarly remote or rural locations 

both in Scotland and throughout the rest of the world. Students currently range in age from twenty-five 

to sixty-nine years old. 

Synchronous technologies, used in combination with vle and other virtual communication tools, 

are well suited to teaching the subject of socially engaged art practice as they create a community and 

place students within a framework that mirrors participatory projects where the participant is placed at 

the centre. Furthermore, virtual tools require an emphasis on learning rather than teaching and 

acknowledge that learning is social. (Stiles 2007) 

While virtual teaching demands re-appraisal of teaching methods, fundamentals of best teaching 

and learning practices employed in real life apply to virtual teaching, too. Thus the emphasis on active 

learning, including student-centred learning, students learning from each other and learning by doing, is 

as effective in virtual education as in real life. Conventional one-to-one tutorials as practiced in art and 

design higher education in the United Kingdom remain central to virtual teaching, too, although play a 

more significant role in helping to build relationships with lecturers by breaking down virtual barriers 

and providing reassurance in addition to academic support. 

Despite some overlap in teaching and learning practices, the virtual experience is, of course, 

significantly different from face-to-face teaching and learning in real life. Students can initially feel 

isolated, and the combination of new course material with the new virtual way of learning (for the 
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majority) can be overwhelming, creating confusion, self-doubt and panic. Without the benefit of chance 

encounters, such as in a hallway, canteen or residence hall, or even five minutes after a seminar, 

students can accumulate unspoken anxieties which can undermine their confidence. For lecturers it is 

difficult to gauge student engagement without seeing the physical nuances we sense in real life through 

body language because everyone is only visible from shoulders upward, or their image may be blurred 

through pixelation, and their vocal responses be delayed by slow broadband speeds.  

The programme actively nurtures open communication with students. Feedback sessions are held 

on a regular basis. Each full and part-time cohort has a student representative who takes their views to 

Programme Committees. By listening to students, who are the experts in their virtual learning 

experience, new systems have been regularly implemented to address challenges as they arise. Early 

examples include a buddy system, study groups, and collaborative learning all of which enable students 

to get to know each other, fostering cohesion among the dispersed cohort and encouraging a sense of 

belonging. Students are surprised by how quickly they bond and develop a sense of belonging to the 

programme and university. Students also have their own video conference space where they can meet at 

any time to chat, study collaboratively or test virtual presentations. Students are encouraged to take 

initiative and share. They have set up collaborative projects, mini-residencies and their own ways of 

communicating, using various forms of private networking through social media, telephone and postal 

communications. 

In response to challenges presented by virtuality, new pedagogical approaches have been 

developed which have enhanced internationalisation of practice, inter-disciplinarity, and re-thinking of 
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the field of socially engaged art practice.  A huge benefit of virtuality includes the ability to attract 

students nationally and internationally without geographical limitations. By using virtual tools students 

can study from anywhere in the world including remote, sparsely populated areas. Equally lecturers, 

guest speakers and mentors contribute to the programme from diverse locations. To date students have 

met and worked with people from throughout the UK, India, North America, Europe and Australia, 

promoting greater recognition and understanding of cultural, social and political distinctions and 

commonalities. This internationalisation introduces different challenges that require re-thinking of 

course content, assignments, and language used in assessment criteria, feedback and teaching practices. 

For many students two events form the 

highlights of their studies in art and social 

practice, the annual Virtual Symposium and 

the Winter School (Figure 3). Both events 

were initiated to provide enhanced learning 

opportunities for students. The Winter School 

provides an optional residential opportunity 

for students to meet in real life, focussing on 

the university’s local region by rotating 

locations annually. Students lead and attend practical workshops, meet local professionals and visit 

regional organisations as well as engage in virtual seminars with students who cannot attend in person.  

Figure 3. The Winter School, MA Art and Social Practice. 
University of the Highlands and Islands (2018). Students 
and lecturers visited Saxa Vord, Unst, Shetland Islands 
(2018). Photo © Roxane Permar
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The Virtual Symposia provide a national and international dimension to the programme. Students 

from different universities share their projects, demonstrating that they share similar concerns despite 

working in different situations. In some instances new connections, networks and collaborations have 

emerged. In spring 2019 students and lecturers from postgraduate programmes in social art practice at 

Middlesex University (London) and Limerick School of Art and Design (Ireland) participated in the 

Virtual Symposium, Making A Difference: Social Art Practice and Higher Education. Students enjoy 

the opportunity to share their own practice and see what others are doing. The Virtual Symposia 

contribute to students’ expanded knowledge, awareness and sense of connectedness to the field of 

social art practice not only by meeting other students but equally through engagement with significant 

figures in social art practice from different parts of the world, such as Pablo Helguera (New York), Jane 

Trowell (London), Greg Sholette (New York), Loraine Leeson (London), Albha Murphy (Ireland), 

Perdita Phillips (Australia) and Grant Kester (California). 
Students benefit from the cross-cultural connections facilitated by virtual learning and raise 

varied questions about the nature of social art practice, including the benefits of virtuality, issues 

surrounding ethical engagement, 

decolonisation, identity and embodied 

practice. Some students have suggested they 

might be “introvert" social art practitioners 

and discuss ways to engage in social art 

practice for artists who are very shy. Other 

Figure 4. Examples of postcards made by participants in 
Uist and Malta for Islands With Views (2019). 
Photo © Mary Carol Souness
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students are attempting to bring different communities together including those separated by 

geographical distance.  

Virtuality has destabilised students’ and lecturers’ sense of place. In some instances, it has 

intensified place consciousness, and students have investigated their place more deeply and through a 

different lens. Some students have looked beyond their own place and strived to make connections 

between different places and communities, 

combining the familiar with the new.    

Mary Carol Souness has experimented 

and sought to make connections between the 

virtual world and real life throughout her 

course of study, using the ancient technique 

of stick weaving to engage participants. In 

2019 she expanded the geographical scope 

of her work by taking stick weaving to two 

island communities of similar geographical 

size but very different culturally. Malta is a 

country in its own right and is located in the 

Mediterranean Sea, while Uist is an island in 

the Outer Hebrides in the North Atlantic, and is part of Scotland. In her project, Islands With Views, 

Mary Carol has used a range of methods to enable school children in the two communities to connect 

Figure 5. Islands With Views (2019). Mary Carol Souness is 
working with participants using stick weaving at the nursery 
school in Cothrom South Uist.  
Photo courtesy of Mary Carol Souness
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with each other through different forms of creative engagement, in real life, virtually and by postal 

exchange (Figure 5).  She has linked schools - Lochdar School in South Uist and St. Therese College in 

Birkikara, Malta - and partnered with cultural organisations, the Gabriel Caruana Foundation 

Art,Culture and Craft Center in Birkirkara and Taigh Chearsabhagh in Uist, to bring the work into the 

public sphere.  

Susan Timmins has also been working to connect communities both virtually and in real life. In 

her project Lost and Found (Figures 6 and 7) she invited participants to share their experience of loss 

and what they discovered as a result of what they found through this loss. She engaged with her virtual 

community of MA Art and Social Practice students and members 

of her home community in the Shetland Islands. Participants 

received materials either by post or in person in Shetland. Each 

group met either virtually or in real life to make work which was 

then displayed together at her Claesline Gallery. While the project 

confirmed there are differences in virtual and real life participation, 

it also showed that the quality of participatory experience can be 

very good either way, just different. Susan is currently working 

with two geographically distant communities on a project titled, Swapping and Squawking. The project 

will use photography and sound recordings to facilitate conversation between two northern airport 

communities situated four thousand miles apart, Tingwall Airport in Shetland and Wilderness 

Seaplanes in PortHardy, British Columbia, Canada. The project aims to enable the members of these 

Figure 6. Lost and Found, Susan 
Timmins, MA Art and Social 
Practice, University of the 
Highlands and Islands (2018). 
Virtual participants gather to 
make and talk about what they 
have lost and found. 
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two communities to share their working lives in ways that are meaningful to them and to connect 

through their shared virtual and real life experiences. 

The challenge of virtual teaching and learning for students in the field of social art practice has 

engendered benefits. By wholeheartedly embracing virtuality, programme structure, content and new 

teaching and learning strategies are constantly evolving, just as the field of socially engaged art 

changes. Virtuality has liberated teaching delivery from conventional pedagogical practices in art and 

design education. For example, theoretical content is drawn from social anthropology and cultural 

Figure 7. Lost and Found, Susan Timmins, The Claesline Gallery (2019). All participants’ work was 
displayed together on the clothes line.  Photo © Susan Timmins
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geography rather than art history and visual theory. The emphasis on process over production of objects 

is prioritised in teaching. Students are required to investigate and use conversation as the core of their 

first practical assignments, establishing a dialogical foundation upon which they hone appropriate skills 

and qualities.  The traditional Degree exhibition has been abandoned in favour of formats and forms of 

representation that best represent students’ projects, often including a longer time trajectory than the 

institutional framework allows. By striving to develop relevant learning experiences, actively engaging 

in experimentation and risk taking, as well as assertively engaging in reflection, review and self-

appraisal, both students and lecturers are united in forging new territories for the field while building a 

new community of practice.   

The Master’s programme Art and Social Practice is developing a dynamic and mutually 

supportive community of practice which contributes to new collaborative networks, different 

approaches to creative community engagement and new experiences of teaching and learning. There 

yet remains untested potential for synchronous technologies to extend meaningful virtual reach for 

teaching, learning, research and networking, such as through bespoke platforms for virtual 

collaboration in the teaching and practice of socially engaged art. Further research into the potential for 

a generative, symbiotic relationship between virtuality and social art practice is needed in order to 

further inform methodologies for teaching socially engaged art and contribute to continued evolution of 

this constantly shifting field of practice. 
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