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Disrupting the Masculine Canon in Fine Art 
Education: Equal Futures through More  

Female Role Models 
Helen Gørrill,1 The University of Edinburgh, UK 

Abstract: In order to disrupt the masculine canon in fine art education, teaching staff could be encouraged to introduce 
greater parity in the provision of artist role models for the subject area’s majority-female student cohort. This article 
argues that the segregation of a masculine and feminine art history is problematic for both educators and learners, and 
that many female graduates are dropping out of practice due to few female role models and subsequent lack of 
confidence in career progression. 
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emale art students outnumber men, yet despite their greater numbers doctoral research
evidences that artwork made by women artists is far less likely to achieve success through
economic or symbolic valuation, with women’s art achieving up to 80 percent less than 

men’s in auction sales, alongside disproportionate and tokenistic museum representation (Gørrill 
2016, 2019). 

According to the UK’s Higher Education Statistics Agency data, 74 percent of the UK’s fine 
art graduates are female; across the Atlantic, US students are also disproportionately imbalanced: 
“Females make up 60 per cent of arts graduates but only 46 per cent of all working artists” 
according to Artists Report Back, a national study on the lives of art graduates and working 
artists in the United States (Jahoda et al. 2016). Several high-profile artists such as Judy Chicago 
(2014, 13) and Tracey Emin (Alexander 2014) have suggested this is due to artists opting for 
motherhood and trying to over-balance responsibilities, although the issue of why women drop 
out and men succeed is a wider question that has been posed from many different angles. 
Nevertheless, this article will explore the possibility that the lack of female role models presented 
in art education contributes to a lack of female confidence in career sustainability due to the 
perceived masculinity of the art world. The article is written from the perspective that “feminism 
is simply the quest for equality of the sexes” (British Library 2013), or according to the 
Cambridge Dictionary: “the belief that women should be allowed the same rights, power, and 
opportunities as men, and be treated in the same way.” 

New research is presented from a range of interviews and studies conducted between 2014 
and 2018 with international artists/fine art lecturers in the UK, and a sample set of fifty students 
at various stages of a BA (Hons) visual arts course at a British institution in 2016. Respondents 
in this survey are anonymous and referred to as Lecturer A, Lecturer B, Student A, Student B, 
etc. 

According to the Oxford Dictionaries, a role model is “a person looked to by others as an 
example to be imitated.” In the art world, we are inundated by male artist role models that male 
students may wish to imitate, but according to museum inclusion and acquisition statistics (see 
Gørrill 2016 and 2019), there are far less female role models whom our emerging female artists 
can emulate. The lack of female role models was noted in Apollo by the American-born artist 
Susan Hiller: 

1 Corresponding Author: Helen Gørrill, The Centre for Open Learning, Paterson’s Land, The University of Edinburgh, 
Edinburgh, EH8 8AQ, UK. email: helen.gorrill@edinburgh.ac.uk 
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It took a long time for Hiller to come out as an artist, “Because I never had any role 
models. I never heard of any female artists who were really wonderful.” I mention I read 
she had a portrait of Georgia O’Keeffe [the subject of a Tate Modern retrospective this 
year] hanging on her wall when she was younger. “That was when I went to 
University,” she explains. “But I didn’t want to make work like Georgia O’Keeffe so 
there was this dilemma. There was a cultural sense that women’s art was deficient. As 
someone who did anthropology I’ll tell you that cultural bias runs very deep.” (Stevens 
2014, 56) 

During a 2015 interview with the British artist Margaret Harrison, she described how her 
husband, the artist Conrad Atkinson, also sought to redress the lack of promotion of women 
artists in education by starting up a women’s group with his postgraduate students at a prominent 
American university. The students said they believed they knew of equal numbers of female and 
male artists, but when Conrad asked them to write down how many male artists they knew, and 
how many female artists they knew, the gap in knowledge was described as substantial. The 
discussion with Margaret Harrison instigated another survey for this research article, through a 
2016/17 survey conducted with fifty BA (Hons) Fine Art students at a UK institution. The 
students were at various stages of their degree programs and comprised of forty female students 
and ten male students ranging in age from eighteen to forty-five. After completion of their annual 
program of art history and contextual studies seminars, students were asked to give the names of 
their top five role models in fine art practice. The results are as follows: 

201 artist role models (80 percent) cited by female students were male, 49 artist role 
models (20 percent) were female. 
 
210 artist role models (84 percent) cited by male students were male, 40 artist role 
models (16 percent) were female. 

As a student, the feminist art historian Griselda Pollock became aware that she was taught about 
the lives and work of male artists rather than female artists. Pollock (1996, 13) “felt the 
impossibility, within the existing framework of art history, of imagining women as artists.” Yet 
despite Pollock’s considerable influence on the academy, little seems to have changed in the 
pedagogical approach to the inclusion of female role models, other than “add on” or optional 
feminist art history programs in many higher education institutes in the UK (and elsewhere). The 
results of the questionnaire above show that male and female students’ gendered role models 
were not dissimilar in that men are still looking to female artists for inspiration, and that it is the 
role models introduced through their institutionalization who may be having the biggest impact 
upon art students. In common with the experience of Susan Hiller, the lack of female artist role 
models presented as inspiration will therefore have a big impact upon female students in 
particular, who may suffer from a lack of confidence as a result of having few women with 
whom they can emulate. 

Similar findings have been reported in other industries where females have stated that there 
are less role models for them than there are for men. In an analysis of university education and 
student options, Bettinger and Long (2005, 152) estimated “how having a female faculty member 
in an initial course affects the likelihood that a female student will take additional credit hours or 
major in a particular subject.” They stated, “If students choose their courses and major based on 
their experiences during their initial exposure to a subject, then the instructors they face early in a 
discipline could influence these decisions” (152). The research concluded that “female faculty 
members do have the potential to increase student interest in a subject as measured by course 
selection and major choices” (152). While this relates primarily to the sex of the educator, for the 
purposes of this research, several fine art lecturers across the UK were interviewed on the subject 
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of gender and equality in role models through art history and contextual studies pedagogy. 
Lecturer A stated: 

Equality in teaching of art in art schools is still this male preserve. In this department the 
majority of students are women. Up until recently we didn’t have any senior women, 
and what kind of message are we giving to young women if there are no women 
professors in this department? Recently I was asked to attend an interview for the 
recruitment of a new lecturer. Every single one of the lecturers presented an art history 
PowerPoint of mainly white male artists, and I was dismayed that not one of them had 
considered including an inclusive and wide range of role models for our students. 

How can we understand the endurance of the male canon which operates within a female- 
dominated environment? In order to establish the importance of early and lifelong education to 
achieve gender parity, let us examine the statements of Education For All (EFA), a global 
movement led by UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization), 
which aimed to meet the learning needs of all children, youth, and adults by 2015. The EFA 
goals also contribute to the global pursuit of the eight Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), 
including MDG 3 on gender equality in education. Goal five was to achieve gender parity by 
2005, and gender equality by 2015. In their report Gender and Education for All: The Leap to 
Equality (2003, 15–16) UNESCO state: 

In no society do women yet enjoy the same opportunities as men. They work longer 
hours and they are paid less; their life chances and choices are more restricted than for 
men. Girls’ unequal access to, and performance in education is both a cause and a 
consequence of these disparities. The importance of female role models is widely 
accepted as a means of promoting greater gender equality. Yet the number of women 
teachers remains extremely low in many countries […] Closing the gender gap also 
means confronting the reality of sexual violence and harassment that is responsible for 
underachievement and high drop-out rates. 

It is clear from analysis of lecturer-respondents within this sample that the presentation of a lack 
of female role models introduced by both male and female lecturers was definitely not a 
conscious and deliberate action, and all the lecturers (both female and male) described 
themselves as either feminists or supporters of gender equality. Lecturer B commented that even 
though she held strong feminist views, she also had a lack of equity relating to her role models. 
In an online spoof Radio 4 Desert Island Discs with her peer group on Twitter, the friends 
decided to compile an art list, and she observed: 

So I worked out what would be my art list and there were only about 2 women on there, 
you know what you like, but then you sort of think to yourself how many women artists 
can I actually name, and there aren’t masses, you know, there’s just the few obvious 
ones. It’s the art history books, I’ve been taught from them myself, we go on to teach 
from them, and I’m still asking—where are all the women? I’m very cautious about 
books which focus on just women’s work, because that seems discriminatory in itself! 

Lecturer D, a course leader at a different institution, also concurred with this: 

I try to teach a bit of both, female and male work, because of my own interest in 
equality, although there aren’t any guidelines (that I know of!) that say you should. 
Perhaps there should be? It would be easier to have the guidance than setting it up 
yourself because there’s this stigma attached to being seen as a feminist, which is 
ridiculous because feminism is only about equality not exclusion. Nobody wants to 
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exclude men, that’s why I had a problem with Judy Chicago’s Feminist Art Program in 
the States because it was women-only, but I think she’s reneged on that and is now 
inclusive to both women—and men, which is a good thing. 

In 2003, Griselda Pollock published Vision and Difference: Feminism, Femininity and Histories 
of Art, which argued that inequality is sustained through the visual depiction of women, and that 
creativity in itself is presented as masculine. According to Jakubowicz (2017, 12), the publication 
of Pollock’s Vision and Difference has “meant that more female artists are being studied by art 
history undergraduates.” In 2003, Pollock (xxi) suggested that “with more women studying and 
teaching, there will be a gradual change in what is taught and how,” although according to the 
respondents in this sample, ffiteen years later such a shift is not as significant as we might have 
hoped. Lecturer D refers to differencing, in that the work of women artists should somehow be 
examined away from the work of men, aligning with the views of Pollock whose earlier 
observation of art history suggested that “the principles that were used to identify and assess 
artists had been designed around men, and this precluded or invalidated the work of women” 
(Jakubowicz 2017, 16). 

A paradoxical situation arises with differencing, in the examination of women-only writing 
about women only—or women-only teaching women only as highlighted by Lecturer D. It is of 
course arguable that this also contributes to an inadvertent inequality through the segregation of 
the genders. The big question here is why should we want to exclude men, if after all we are 
seeking gender equality? Indeed, this issue has frustrated many of the artists and gatekeepers 
spoken to during the course of this research, and their criticism of endless books and almanacs 
hypothetically titled Women’s Art and Art by Women etc.—for example, 50 Women Artists You 
Should Know (Weidemann 2017), 13 Women Artists Children Should Know (Schuemann 2009), 
and Women Artists (Grosenick 2003). 

The respected feminist art journal n.paradoxa up until its cessation in 2017 “publishe[d] 
scholarly and critical articles written by women critics […] on and about the work of 
contemporary women artists” as does the Australian Feminist Studies journal published by 
Routledge/Taylor and Francis, who noted in an email “By the way, no ‘Sirs’ here!” as though the 
lack of men in their office were something to celebrate (Australian Feminist Studies 2016). This 
anti-men stance could stem from a feminist reaction to earlier studies on art practice and 
creativity in academic research, but it is certainly an issue that both lecturers and students are 
aware of, and of which many are uncomfortable with in contemporary art education. 

Lecturer B is a third-year female practice-led PhD candidate and a lecturer in fine art at a 
UK institution. As an informed practitioner, she perceived that due to her own fine art education 
in the 1990s she had retreated to teaching in “more or less” the same way that she had been 
taught herself, by referring to the work of mainly male artists in lectures and tutorials. “It’s a 
pattern I seem to have fallen into,” she explained. “I’m a feminist! So it’s certainly not done with 
any intention.” When questioned on her greater knowledge of male artists, Lecturer B perceived 
this may be due to more male artists being promoted through her own UK art education and from 
museum inclusion—or exclusion—of women artists. Lecturer B also argued that it was difficult 
to promote the work of women artists when, as she noted, “the Tate only collected 13 per cent 
women last year.” Lecturer B argued that “museums are full of men, and because ultimately 
students are ambitious and like to think they could be part of the museum collections themselves 
one day, they would emulate the work of the [male] artists within the walls of the museum rather 
than looking elsewhere for prospective [female] role models.” Of course, there is no reason why 
women artists cannot be inspired by male artists and vice versa, although the research conducted 
by Bettinger and Long (2005) suggests there are long-term implications in whether one’s role 
models are of the same gender as how one defines oneself. 

There has been much research conducted into the saying “faculty teach the way they were 
taught,” because, according to Oleson and Hora (2013), “[educators] receive little formal training 
in teaching before entering the [higher education] classroom.” Lecturer B was also aware that 

26

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Christiane-Weidemann/e/B001JONZ1W/ref=sr_ntt_srch_lnk_9?qid=1533536096&sr=8-9


GØRRILL: DISRUPTING THE MASCULINE CANON IN FINE ART EDUCATION 

 
 

many of the art history or theory books both her and her students were using were also 
“massively male dominated” despite recent efforts to revise content. Art history books 
recommended as standard texts in UK universities such as the original print of Ernst Gombrich’s 
Story of Art (first published 1950) contained no women artists at all, as did Horst Janson’s 
History of Art (1962), who stated that no women artists deserved inclusion in his work, according 
to Griselda Pollock (1999, 5). Edward Lucie-Smith’s Movements in Art Since 1945 (1984) 
contains hardly any women artists except for chapter ten, which Christine Battersby, author of 
Gender and Genius: Towards a Feminist Aesthetics, notes “functions as a kind of appendix” 
(1989, 224); and “the world’s bestselling art book” (according to the publisher), Gombrich’s 
latest edition of The Story of Art mentions only one woman artist. Following Clark et al.’s 2015 
investigation of the visibility of women artists in recent art history textbooks, they presented the 
ratio of 10.9 women for every 100 male artists. Early studies on art practice and creativity in 
academic research such as that conducted by Emanuel Hammer (1964, 414) did not even mention 
female artists because historically, art practice was considered to be a male-dominated sphere of 
activity. It is poignant that The Story of Art, with its one female artist, is still recommended as a 
key text by numerous UK University programs, including those at King’s College Cambridge, 
Leeds University, and the Open University. This latest edition of 688 pages contains only one 
image of work by a woman, a clear lack of female role models to inspire our future artists and art 
historians (Gombrich 2015, 566). Lesser known in the UK and widely used in the United States 
is Stokstad and Cothren’s Art History (2017), which challenged Horst Janson’s original text and 
exclusion of women artists. 

During the design of a new preparatory art and design course at The University of 
Edinburgh, the author and another postdoctoral art historian had no choice but to insert “books of 
men” into the course reading list, balanced by texts such as Old Mistresses: Women, Art and 
Ideology (Parker and Pollock 1981). This presents its own problems in that the work of women 
and men is not analyzed side-by-side within the texts. This was found to be unsatisfactory, and as 
such, the author decided to implement a quota to the introduction of female role models through 
the students’ early higher education. This, it was deduced, could help to shift the balance in 
creating the possibility of equal futures for both male and female artists, rather than accepting the 
lower economic and symbolic valuations of contemporary art made by women (see Gørrill 2016, 
2019). 

In Lockwood’s study on gender “Someone Like Me Can Be Successful: Do College 
Students Need Same-Gender Role Models?” it was argued that “because women face negative 
stereotypes regarding their competence in the workplace, they may derive particular benefit from 
the example of an outstanding woman who illustrates the possibility of overcoming gender 
barriers to achieve success” (2006, 36). In addition, Tutchell and Edmonds’ Man-Made (2015, 
61) argues that role models perform two useful functions: firstly, encouragement and the visual 
embodiment of success and/or power, and secondly, guidance to women on [feminine] 
management style and behavior. Thus, women may not feel obliged to adopt so-called masculine 
traits in order to succeed. While much other research has reported on the positive benefits of 
female role models (see for example Marx and Roman 2002 and Collins and Cooke 2013), some 
research also argues the case for a possible downside to the presence of female role models 
within female minority careers. In “Agenda Bender: The Case for the Abolition of Female Role 
Models” Moussavi (2012, 31–34) argues that women need to be considered as different, thus 
aligning with Pollock’s differencing of women in the visual arts. Moussavi proposes that a male-
majority industry such as architecture should not seek to provide female role models because this 
could actually curb the practices of other women architects. She argues that women currently 
have greater freedom and imagination to create due to the lack of female role models and the lack 
of an established feminine style or practice. It is, however, difficult to envisage how more female 
role models in painting, for example, could restrict the practices of younger aspiring women 
artists, unless such women have been enculturated in the “differencing” of women’s art practice. 
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Hoyt and Simon (2011) also perceive that if women work in industries where individuals are 
possible targets of a negative stereotype, aspiring women could actually be discouraged by high-
performing female role models: 

People may have a difficult time identifying with these extremely successful [women] 
whose success may seem unattainable. Indeed, these elite role models may serve to 
explicitly activate, but not disconfirm, the gender-leader stereotype. Thus, social 
comparison processes with these role models may result in a demoralizing, as opposed 
to inspiring, effect. 

Nevertheless, it would not be unreasonable to suggest that particularly in institutions with a 
gender imbalance of staff, more female role models are required in terms of the gender of artists 
discussed in art history and contextual studies lectures, however, there are no gender-related 
guidelines set in place within fine art higher education in the UK Quality Assurance Agency 
(QAA) for Higher Education (QAA 2008a, 2008b) or elsewhere (to the author’s knowledge). 
These Subject Benchmark Statements include a reference to the Disability Equality Duty (DED) 
which “requires public authorities, including Higher Education Institutions (HEIs), to act 
proactively on disability equality issues.” The QAA state (2008a, 2008b): 

The Equality and Human Rights Commission has published guidance to help HEIs 
prepare for the implementation of the Duty and provided illustrative examples on how 
to take the Duty forward. HEIs are encouraged to read this guidance when considering 
their approach to engaging with components of the Academic Infrastructure of which 
subject benchmark statements are a part. 

It might therefore be useful for the QAA and other worldwide assurance agencies for education 
to include gender as a category in these guidelines, in association with the Equality and Human 
Rights Commission and in line with the Disability Equality Duty mentioned above, if it can be 
demonstrated that gender is not a neutral category. Doctoral research has indeed presented the 
case that gender cannot be considered a neutral category (see Gørrill 2016, 2019) in the valuation 
and evaluation of art. 

According to Jakubowicz (2017, 35) “the construction of femininity […] is partially defined 
by visual image and how the way in which we look and what we look at is being represented in 
those images.” Lecturer C perceived that presenting women’s art to students was problematic as 
a result of conflicting and difficult feminist art theories, because rather than appraising the 
qualities of the artwork, we are cursed with a plethora of contradictions in how we should, and 
should not, read a female artist’s creative output: 

Feminist art theory has definitely created an obstacle for us in fine art education. How 
do you frame the work of a woman artist when you have to firstly wade through 
conflicting and rigid theories? Differencing the Canon [Griselda Pollock] tells you that 
women have to be seen as different and have their work judged differently, yet “Why 
have there been no great women artists?” [Linda Nochlin] says women’s work is not 
any different to men’s; then you have [Judith] Butler who stirs the pot with her fluidity, 
(Gender Trouble, etc.) there is neither male nor female. This is before you have even 
examined the artwork. So I would say that it is definitely easier to present the work of 
male artists than it is female, particularly for the first- and second-year students. This 
has repercussions though of making the art world look very masculine, and could be off-
putting to girls. 

Several of the female students appeared to have an acute awareness of the perceived masculine 
territory they encroached upon, Student B describing how she felt she had overstepped a 
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boundary seldom crossed by women through application of a particular media, which she felt 
was “implicitly male.” However, the visual arts are not the only area in which traditional male 
territory has been compromised. An interesting parallel in the world of sports may help to 
enlighten the obstacles which have endured through Virginia Woolf’s lifetime and beyond: 

Women were allowed into certain sports as early as the 1880s […] the entrance of 
women into sports was carefully guided by the “knowledge” of medical science at that 
time. Strenuous exercise should be avoided, which limited the number of sports 
“suitable” for women […] By following the expertise women did not challenge the 
structure, and they could perform sports without risking their femininity […] Over time 
women have managed to increase the number of sports “allowed” for women. This has 
not been without difficulties and gaining admission to those sports traditionally 
considered as “male sports” (such as sports involving physical contact and ball games) 
has proved to be difficult. (Gilenstam et al. 2008, 235) 

This offers an insight into an historic culture where medical experts strongly advised women 
against any kind of strenuous or physical activity, and, as such, there was a lack of female role 
models who could have influenced other women to partake in this area. In terms of art practice, if 
Gilenstam et al.’s 2008 research can be applied to the visual arts, it is likely that Victorian 
medical experts would also consider the stretching, maneuver, and execution of paint upon large 
canvasses, or the carving of enormous sculptures as being too strenuous and therefore unsuitable 
for women. Within the realm of painting, for example, it is likely that large heavy oil paintings 
were subsequently masculinized and smaller, lighter watercolors feminized. Greater numbers of 
female watercolorists acted as role models to a younger generation assisting to feminize the 
medium, with a low female visibility working with other mediums along with fewer role models 
in subjects that were clothed as “masculine.” Many of the students interviewed felt there were 
boundaries of femininity and masculinity within the art world, in relation to media and approach. 
When questioned on the views of female artist role models, some of the student respondent 
comments on the subject were as follows: 

Student A: (BA [Hons] Fine Art first year, female, 23): 
Female role models? Yeah, I guess I haven’t really thought about this very much. I just 
think the world is changing now so quickly, and we can do anything, really, so I look to 
both female and male artists for inspiration. But there are some things I wouldn’t do, 
like metal work, or working with wood. I think that’s out of my league. 
 
Student B (BA [Hons] Fine Art second year, female, 19): 
I get anxious about this. Equality really isn’t a popular subject in art school. I don’t 
think many people admit being a feminist any more. 
 
Student C (BA [Hons] Fine Art third year, female, 22): 
I wouldn’t want to kick up a fuss [about the lack of female role models in fine art 
[education] cos that would affect my marks, maybe. 
 
Student D (BA [Hons] Fine Art second year, male 21): 
I feel really awk[ward] when this [gender equality] is brought up. There’s not many lads 
in this course, and when it comes up it feels really personal, it’s not our fault. I’d be 
happy to learn about more female artists but there just don’t seem to be many out there, 
or at least not many working in my kind of stuff. 
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Student E (BA [Hons] Fine Art first year, male, 18): 
We get taught about the guys [male artists] so I remember the guys, I don’t see a 
problem with that. I look up to the lecturers and trust that I am getting the right 
information. 
 
Student F (BA [Hons] Illustration, non-gender, 25): 
We go out and research the artists we are told about. We research the artists we see in 
museums. If it’s mainly male artists we research them without question—why would we 
question it? We all want to get a good mark cos it’s hard to get a job after this kind of 
degree. 

Aligning with the findings of the Fawcett Society (the UK’s gender equality and women’s rights 
organization), while the majority of students were pro-equality only a handful (eight) actively 
identified as feminist. In 2016 the Fawcett Society stated: “We are a nation of ‘hidden feminists’ 
with only 7 percent of people across the UK actually describing themselves as feminist.” Despite 
the majority female cohort in the sample, the survey found there was a hesitance inherent within 
both teaching staff and students in the promotion of equality through role models. One (male) 
lecturer stated: “This has not been done before by the college of art […] I do not believe it would 
be appropriate to set a new precedent.” He suggested his reputation would be at risk were he to 
challenge the status quo and insisted that the more traditional books advised as essential reading 
to his students would not change. The lecturer was keen to progress with his teaching career and 
suggested that in order to do so, he had to appear to support the historical framework of his 
institution. Similarly Griselda Pollock (1988, 1) observed that “The structural sexism of most 
academic disciplines contributes actively to the production and perpetuation of a gender 
hierarchy. What we learn about the world and its peoples is ideologically patterned in conformity 
with the social order within which it is produced.” 

Students A, B, and C (all female artists) also suggested a hesitance or lack of confidence in 
coming forward. There is a substantial body of literature that discusses the issue of gender and 
the significant lack of women’s confidence in a wide variety of occupational areas (see for 
example Ross et al. 2012 and Kukulu et al. 2013). In Too Many Women? The Sex Ratio Question, 
Guttentag and Secord (1983) argue “where females outnumber males […] they enjoy a 
corresponding rise in status.” One area of the arts where female confidence was shown to be 
greater, globally, than that by men, was in dance (Lovatt 2011), which is an area dominated by 
more women than men (McNeill et al. 2003). This suggests that greater proportions of successful 
role models may lead to higher levels of confidence for those progressing in their careers, as has 
been evidenced by research into STEM science subjects (see for example, Leslie et al. 2015). 

Nevertheless, the comments made by Student A suggest that she does not perceive a 
problem to exist in the art world, while Students B, C, and D referred to the contentious issue of 
gender equality in fine art pedagogy today. This was tackled by the author while setting up the 
new Access art and design course at The University of Edinburgh, a program that prepares 
mature students for entry to higher education. Gender equality through role models has been 
introduced through the program’s very design. Each practical skills-based workshop has been 
designed to be introduced by short seminars which embrace equality through artist role models 
for the wide variety of students the program welcomes, and to give students the confidence and 
passion required to commit to study at a higher level. This pedagogical paradigm shift was 
inspired by Eileen Cooper, the first female keeper of the Royal Academy, who has held 
discussions on art equality and the introduction of quotas (or caps) on exhibitions to ensure 
female artists are not disproportionately represented (Cooper and Morrissey 2014). It raised the 
question as to how a similar strategy could be implemented through course design and 
pedagogical awareness of gendered in(equality) through role models, particularly in the light of 
research conducted by Bettinger and Long, which concluded that female students’ interest in a 
subject was likely to be increased by having more female faculty members. 
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The new research presented here suggests that both students and lecturers feel there are still 
not enough female role models presented within art history and contextual studies seminars and 
exposed to their mainly female student cohort. In order to allow women artists the same rights, 
power, and opportunities as men after graduation, it is recommended that educators should pay 
careful attention to the role models they are presenting, and that this is proportionate to student 
groups. Institutions and education bodies could issue equality in collection guidelines for 
universities, art schools, galleries, and museums. 

If students are made aware of the reasons behind a quota on female role models (or a cap on 
male role models), then it is not unlikely they could carry this forward into future learning and 
will actively seek out their own role models if they are not provided with them in other courses. 
This is particularly important on a knowledge-founding course such as the University of 
Edinburgh’s Access course, which prepares mature students from all backgrounds to pursue 
degree courses. While the long-term results of the University of Edinburgh’s vanguard remain to 
be seen, the comments by some of the students suggest that if more female role models were 
introduced in their contextual studies and art history sessions, it would give them more 
opportunities to embrace difference and carry out independent research on more female artists in 
between classes. While the majority of art history books remain mainly male, a simple 
pedagogical strategy that is designed to instigate equality of opportunity and equal futures for 
both male and female art students is set to assist in disrupting the masculine canon in and through 
fine art education. This could eventually impact upon the gendered symbolic and economic 
values in future work made by both men, and women, and impact upon those who themselves 
become educators, such that the same equality in role models will be provided to future 
generations in order to pave the way for equal futures. 
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