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As the entry point for higher education,
first year programs are tasked with bringing students into the community as well as
teaching in ways that open up possibilities
for further study. How do we make that
first year meaningful and provide not just a
bridge to the future but a true, life-changing experience?
Many of us have responded to this
question by incorporating activities such as
collaboration, physical learning, interaction
with the public, play, and personal research
with the hope that these will encourage
deep lasting experience. While these activities can transform a classroom, they may
not go far enough to reset the old idea that
foundations is but a bridge to where you
really want to be.

We need a quiet revolution that upsets
this particular viewpoint, not just for our
students, but for our institutions as a whole.
We need to start by asking who are we
teaching? And what do they really need to
learn? We need to rethink, redesign, and
not just tinker with our structures to make
being present in the experience of learning our first goal. We need to dive off that
metaphorical bridge with our students
and savor the learning that happens together in deep waters. We need to search for
ways to make ourselves and our students
live in the presence, and avoid yearning for
the future at the expense of the moment.

a group of creative people who connected their own
lived experiences to national trends. They question
a costly educational system that does not always
align with future occupation possibilities for our
students and their future earnings. Using the Census
Bureau’s 2012 American Community Survey they
looked at artists’ demographics, occupations, and
education. They reveal some surprising actualities.

Maybe more surprising is the lack of overlap
between working artists and arts graduates. Only
ten percent of BFA graduates become working artists. And only sixteen percent of working artists
are arts graduates. Might having an arts degree
make it less likely that you will become a working
artist? So again, who are we educating, and what
do they need to learn?
2. Think bigger. Find courage. Start fresh.

1. Stop and Ask: What am I teaching? What do
my students need to learn? Do they match up?

How do you know what your students need to
know? Have you asked recently? Get to know what
knowledge students bring to the classroom and find
out about their passions and goals. Then, take a
reading of the field—the infield, the outfield, and
the stands. What is happening? What is new? What
is ever important? Ask other creatives and, by all
means, draw on your own experience.
Learn more about the facts. One great source
is Artists Report Back 1 a national study on the lives
of art graduates and working artists. It’s put out by

Using current frameworks to build new programs
can allow inherent problems to go unnoticed. It can
be hard for us to question our own assumptions and
to notice patterns that we take for granted.
We all have heard it: “That can’t be changed.”
“That isn’t possible.” “We’ve tried that before.”
Take courage. We are creative folk, we are trained
to see new ways to make things better. Dismantle
and build up anew. Take small generative steps, but
question everything. Identify and disabuse ourselves from our own sometimes invisible limitations.
Think about places where people do
things differently.
Take inspiration from Professor Justin McDaniel who is teaching a new course at the University
of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia. They meet once a
week for seven hours. There is little speaking. They
bring dinner to trade with someone in class and eat
silently together. What are they doing? Reading.
They read until eleven then blast into a great big

discussion. At midnight, they go home. There is no
homework, they just return the next week to read
together again. He solved a problem that he recognized— students were just not reading enough.

3. Teach what is between. Then name it.

There are many common ideas, skills, and goals for
teaching first year students, but ask yourself what is
19
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Out of two million arts graduates nationally, only ten
percent (or 200,000 people) make their primary earnings
as working artists.

Foundations in Art: Theory and Education

Our programs are made up of different constituencies, histories, and challenges. Our differing positions allow us to affect change in varying degrees.
The following points are meant to be adapted to
your circumstances and to fuel creative thinking,
exchange, and action. They are offered as quiet
whispers that ask you to slow down, lean in, and
notice, rather than as a blast of new rules to follow.
May the following thirteen whispers enter
into your quiet conversations and mingle with your
own thoughts as you create meaningful moments
of learning for and with your students.
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important that isn’t named? What are you missing?
What are you teaching that you have not verbalized?
For me, teaching students to notice is important.
Think for a moment. It is an essential skill for artists
and designers. We notice. We notice our experiences,
what is around us, we notice new connections and
we use our work to share, comment, or evoke discussion about what we noticed. Why doesn’t it appear
on a list of art fundamentals?
By saying what you are doing out loud you can
share what truly is happening in your classroom.
Better yet, make these important points part of your
creative mission statement. Once they are out there,
discussed and visible, you see how they are real and
important to others. Students can take hold of these
lessons and understand why they are doing what
they are doing. They can take up the flag!
vorite ideas, methods, and modes. They become like
worn security blankets that outlive their usefulness.
4. Forget linear. Forget consistency.
Cultivate an awareness in yourself for what is
Life is organic, experiences are diverse, learning
working and what is not working as much. Be nimcircles around and happens in patterns in ways that ble. Be willing to change midstream or make a 360
are different for all of us (even those who share an
degree turn. If nimble is not your style, then prepare
experience.) It is in those unwieldy relationships
by building a long list of beautiful ideas, learn a new
and repetitions that we as people understand and
skill, or swap assignments with a friend. Remember
create new knowledge. It is messy and hard to track. we don’t often know if an idea is a good idea until it
Resist the pressure to provide a ‘consistent’ learning is put into practice. So start big or start small. As you
experience for all. Focus instead on developing a
gather momentum, consider letting go in another
shared vision between those who are teaching. Settle way, release overflow ideas online or in your commuon trust. If you are running a program, hire people nity. Then sit back and be inspired by what others
who bring needed skills and share the vision. Then
created with your good ideas.
encourage everyone to teach to their strengths. As a
teacher, make time to share ideas, achievements,
6. Grading can be bad for the soul.
and resources with others, especially if it is not reI admit it. That is an overstatement. But we have to
quired. Work towards that shared vision. In this
wake up and pay attention to our systems for evalumodel, communication is key.
ating success and giving feedback to our students.
When we give a letter grade to each assign5. Let go.
ment, or every action that happens in class, we are
Ok, you’ve heard this one before. We can’t envision inadvertently creating a cycle that points back to us.
new ways without letting go of old familiar ones.
This cycle places importance on the outside evaluaSometimes we just hold on way too long to our fation rather than helping to develop an insightfulness
into one’s own learning. Do something to break that
20

think about the work. As a final, give them a
chance to chart out what they learned on paper.
Then spend time looking and evaluating the
classes learning together. Doing this, we might
learn more about our own work as well.
7. Quit the long syllabus. Customize Education. Surprise students.

‘Not knowing’ can be an important learning tool.
Not knowing, causes us to focus on the now, the
process, the discussion. It keeps us from jumping
ahead, truncating our learning.
Find ways to respond specifically to your
students and to the unique makeup of the class

8. Get rid of the desks.

Look around. How are you using the physical space
of the classroom? Think about how space reinforces
hierarchies, how it influences how we move or use
a space, how comfortable we feel or how difficult
it makes interaction. What would happen if you
removed all the furniture or if you reconfigured it?
What would happen if you didn’t stand in the front
of your classroom?
A friend recently visited Tyler School of Art,
at Temple University in Philadelphia. He told me
about a big open-use room that has many types
of chairs that are hung upon the wall. Each of the

9. Slow down, speed up, change pace.

Model many different methods of thinking, exploring, researching, and making in class. Ponder,
21
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community, strive to customize their education.
Leave room for them to play a role in developing
the structure of their own learning. Resist the day
by day charts.
We ask our students to revel in the process.
To not just follow their first idea and execute it.
We should ask the same of ourselves. Make time to
learn what this specific group needs, set up structures for listening, allow yourself to become a more
responsive experience-maker and teacher.

chairs bears the name of the place in the community
who donated it. I love this idea. It allows the room to
transform and cost nothing.
Change how students move in the space, have
them stand or bring their chairs together in a circle.
Body movement also keeps brains moving, it helps
to jump start thinking and mixes students up to talk
with others. It helps to make the class more inclusive
and less passive.
Once you do that, look for resources beyond
your classroom or off campus. Meet on a nearby
rooftop, or somewhere different each week. Better
yet, take inspiration from artist-professor Jon Rubin
who teaches at Carnegie Mellon University. He
started a real business, a waffle shop that featured a
live community TV show as part of his Art in Context
class. Place matters. Changing perspective can be
a great teacher. Venture out into the world if you
want students who respond to the world.
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cycle. Change the focus. If you can, don’t assign
letter grades at all and come up with new ways to
help students understand where they are in their
learning. Create process crits. Pair students to talk
about the work. Invite in outside reviewers. Write
secret notes. Have them collaborate. Get their work
out to wider audiences. On a bus. On a billboard.
Have them interview people to learn what they

change the pace. Fill the room with ideas fast and
to have room for mistakes, so that we can see the
generate more than you can cover. Or, take inspira- problems and make them stronger. Dive in, take a
tion from “The Line,” an Alfred Foundations
risk and reap the benefits.
course,2 and send your students out to find an
invisible mile-long line. Have them walk it as slowly
as they can, noticing everything. Then ask them to
change their perspective, to travel it with their bike,
or to lay on their backs and watch the clouds above
it go by. Have them describe their experience, in
words, as charts, as tracings, on video, as a rap song,
or a new map. Switch things up, do a Jane Fonda
workout, or ask students to go interview people who
live nearby.
We all learn differently and according to
Howard Gardner, the best thing that we can do is
to ‘pluralize our teaching’.3 Providing many ways to
understand important concepts, skills, or technologies will help more students to be successful.
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11. Allow life to enter the classroom. Keep one
foot in the world.

10. Risk taking for everyone.

We want risk takers as students. Are we taking any
risks? Growth of new programs and courses need
22

The world enters the classroom—politics and academics are not separate. Stand up for and celebrate
diverse ideas, choices, and beliefs. Bend in places
that you don’t normally bend when the times demand it. Build equality in the classroom and caring
for each other. Look for ways to help students to
be involved, or to lend their creative skills to issues
they care about. Portland State University professor
Ralph Pugay often pairs student art exhibitions with
smoothie-making booths, parades, or other events
that help to raise money for local organizations.
These experiences draw students together and model
for them ways to engage as caring citizens.
Listen, and don’t walk away from moments that
scare you. You are not perfect—nobody is. But be a
rock for someone. Say out loud what you are thinking, and be willing to change your mind.

13. Seek to create paradise.

Facilitating Excellence in Art Foundations

I’m inspired by bell hooks when she says, “The
academy is not paradise. But learning is a place
where paradise can be created. The classroom with
all its limitations remains a location of possibility.”4
We each must recognize our classrooms as
places of deep possibility. They can be transgressive
and liberating. They can model respect for difference and inclusion. They can provide life-changing
experience for our students and ourselves. They can
also reach beyond the walls of our institutions and
make real change happen in our communities and
world. Speaking together, our individual whispers
gain strength and volume that will bring us all
closer to paradise.
Let the revolution begin.

Not all students will understand your lessons in the
moment. So, do what you know, be your own kind
of teacher, teach for the long term. And bask in it
when they return years later.
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12. Time-lapse effect. Good teaching sometimes isn’t recognized in the present.
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