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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this research study aimed to critically examine personal and 

professional issues related to a small group of visual arts MFA graduate students and 

myself as we participated in a semester-long course entitled, ÒIssues of Relevance and 

Character in the Fine Arts,Ó at a large public university in the United States. In the form 

of a colloquium series, the course aimed to explore a graduate studentÕs developing sense 

of self and its impact on the different roles he or she often embodies while pursuing an 

MFA in a School of Art. These roles include those of an individual, a student, an artist, a 

teaching assistant, and a future professional in the field of the visual arts.   

Employing a participatory action research methodology, I was also a participant 

in the study. I regularly documented the oral, written, and visual data that emerged from 

the participantsÕ considerations of their immediate circumstances both inside and outside 

the School of Art as well as their interactions with the reflexive pedagogies utilized in the 

colloquium sessions. This dissertation also reviewed research studies conducted on 

graduate student development, students in visual arts MFA programs, the historical 

development of the MFA degree, as well as faculty members in MFA programs and their 

curricular and pedagogical practices.  

 Findings indicated the following: First, strong convictions seemed to be intrinsic 

to the participantsÕ pursuit of their MFA degrees. They appeared eager to learn about 

becoming a professional in the field, and each participant expressed interest in teaching 

the visual arts as instructors in higher education. Second, participating in a course such as 

ÒIssues of Relevance and Character in the Fine Arts,Ó seemed to offer the participants a 
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receptive and reflective platform to convey the voices of the ÒcharactersÓ they embodied 

as MFA students. For example, the participants appeared to clarify intra- and inter-

personal priorities, educational goals and artistic aspirations. Their personal and 

professional development was influenced by the complex relationships they shared with 

others in their MFA programs. The MFA participants grappled with the connections and 

disconnections that appeared to exist between their professors, peers, and themselves. A 

third theme addressed the impact of my participation within the study. With an 

established background in both teaching and taking courses in the studio arts and Art and 

Visual Culture Education, the findings suggest that I was able to empathize with the three 

other participants on several fronts. Fourth, the findings also address the curricular and 

pedagogical strengths and limitations of the course.  

The implications of this research study suggest the need for (a) more action 

research studies of MFA graduate students, as the methodology seemed to enhance the 

reflexive and exploratory nature of self-inquiry; (b) a series of required courses within 

MFA curricula that help graduates to systematically reflect upon their roles as graduate 

students in terms of their immediate goals, as well as their aspirations for the future; (c) 

research and professional development opportunities for faculty members so that they 

might become more aware of the ways that their MFA curricula and instructional 

practices influence a graduate student's sense of self both positively and negatively; and 

(d) research on how art and visual culture educators can be involved in assisting MFA 

graduate students and faculty members develop new perspectives related to their 

instructional and mentoring practices. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Mary and I chuckle now as we recall the satisfying high five we raucously 

exchanged while sporting graduation gowns several years ago. We had each effectively 

rounded out an academic accomplishment that reflected our passion for creating and 

looking at thought-provoking art. Completing three years of intense academic and artistic 

training, exhibiting thesis projects that represented our individual accomplishments, and 

passing our Òorals,Ó the final critique among a committee of university professors, Mary 

and I had each earned the terminal degree in the visual arts, a MasterÕs of Fine Arts 

(MFA). Inspired to move forward with our lives, we resigned from regular introspective 

peer-driven discussions, routine engagement with our creative work, and the camaraderie 

we shared in our university studios. With nearly perfect grade point averages, we left our 

academic artistic community and understood that with our degrees, we were armed to 

approach the elusive, theoretical, conceptual, yet now slightly less mysterious 

professional world of the visual arts beyond the campus. There would be no more 

fractured days of darting between classes, working as a teaching assistant (TA) for 

undergraduates, catching a required evening lecture, and then consuming a bag of 

microwave popcorn before we returned to our studios. Finished with school, we planned 

to go forward by submitting our artwork to the biennials at noteworthy museums, 

speaking at professional conferences, teaching in higher education, and going into the 

business of selling our art. With tassels dancing at our cheeks, the entire class that 

graduated with us from the School of Art seemed confident, bursting with enthusiasm, 
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and ready to unleash well-versed creative energies. We understood that our diplomas 

indicated, and even verified, that we were artists. 

Recently, I called Mary. We assembled stories of isolation, rejection, self-doubt, 

and little studio progress. Now, in the real world, we were exhausted and broke, not to 

mention spiritually bereft. We sarcastically talked about our fellow MFA graduatesÕ 

ÒsuccessesÓ as brutally as we condemned our own. Chuck was teaching at a high school. 

Mike was working in construction. And Nina had signed on as a visiting artist for one 

year at a university on the opposite coast. Along with our peers, Mary and I were deeply 

disillusioned and felt that we were not living the lives that we had strived for as visual 

arts graduate students. We reflected on the lives our former studio instructors modeled 

and recalled the implicit understanding that MFA students would often become MFA 

instructors. We hushed the frustrations that, in time and despite our thoughtful intentions, 

were replaced with resentment. The phone calls that followed included disheartened and 

reflective questions: What had we become?  How had the experience of earning an MFA 

degree so elegantly framed our na•ve expectations?  

At this point, as was typical among my peers, I was a masterÕs-level visual arts 

graduate unprepared for the artless living of contemporary American life. We shared 

what appeared to be a prevalent sensation of disconnect between a life motivated by 

scholarly and creative investigation and life in general. I guessed at what I had missed, 

screwed up, not taken seriously, or done wrong during my years in art school. I was 

distressed that most of my colleagues and I, with terminal degrees in hand, experienced 

the uncomfortable and discouraging reality of being formally educated artists struggling 
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to become relevant ÒauthenticÓ artists. My questions continued: Why was I becoming less 

motivated to make art? What, exactly, do art students want to gain from an MFA 

program? What, if anything, had the program promised us when we applied to the 

program? I wondered if I had been sold a Òbill of goods?Ó Given the pride I once had for 

having been accepted into one of our countryÕs competitive graduate studio art programs, 

why did reflecting on having earned an MFA haunt my inner purpose? I felt defeated. I 

wondered about the mission statements of schools for the visual arts. I wanted to know if 

the curricular design of MFA programs actively considered helping students grow as 

creative citizens of the world? I wondered in what ways, specifically, were the graduates 

of MFA programs trained to walk into the contemporary world with a sense of purpose 

and a relevant education? Questioning a distorted sense of self, I wondered, what is the 

artist in me good for? 

The purpose for this research study was to address these questions and explore 

what led Mary, myself, and my peers to grapple with unsatisfied lives after graduation. I 

began to investigate issues related to understanding student self-awareness in higher 

education, the curricula and pedagogies of MFA programs in the visual arts, and the 

personal and professional circumstances of those who earned an MFA degree.  

 

Rationale 

MFA students in the visual arts on university and college campuses around the 

United States find themselves graduating into uncertain living circumstances and vaguely 

defined career choices. College graduates, Òenter the unfamiliar world outside education 
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with concerns that center around establishing careers, developing meaningful 

relationships, being able to manage lives of their own, eventually establishing families, 

and being satisfied and happyÓ (Magolda, 2001, p. 36).  As Magola (2001) has noted, 

students leave higher education Òwith an initial awareness [for having] to make their own 

decisions, but without internal mechanisms to do soÓ (p. 36).  

I was no exception to MagoldaÕs (2001) premise. At the time I earned my MFA 

degree, several factors contributed to my ongoing sense of self -doubt. I did not own my 

home or a car, nor did I possess a responsible amount of financial savings. My material 

possessions included two cats and many cumbersome yet meaningful sculptures that I 

had made as part of defining my sense of self as a graduate student. Living nearly two 

thousand miles from relatives, these pieces of art were ÒfamilyÓ and I could not have 

been more proud. I had converted a garage space into an art studio and pursued 

opportunities to show and sell my artwork professionally. Sporadically, during the 

following five years, I had exhibited artwork around the country between jobs in 

advertising and retail, sold handmade greeting cards, and had numerous part-time 

college-level teaching positions as an adjunct instructor. Throughout this time, extended 

correspondence with friends and colleagues from around the country illuminated how the 

circumstances of my isolated life, which included unpredictable wages and scarce studio 

time, aligned with theirs. 

This was not right. I knew it was unacceptable that a handful of degrees earned 

from my years of study within higher education afforded a life disconnected from each of 

my former institutionsÕ distinct missions. As I began to read the literature, it seemed as 
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the Dean of the Yale Law School, Anthony Kronman (2007) had expressed in his book, 

EducationÕs End, that the Òtrue purpose of education has been lost, namely, a deep 

exploration concerning the meaning of lifeÓ (p. 8). Who was I? What did it mean to be an 

artist, a greeting card maker, or worse, a four-time college graduate asking such a 

question? 

Motivated to change this widespread condition for MFA graduates, I returned to 

higher education to study art and visual culture education. In order to do so, I was again 

embedded in what had become a familiar cycle of taking on more part-time jobs to 

financially support earning another degree. Regardless, I was keenly motivated to apply 

my renewed curiosities about issues related to the practices of art making, teaching and 

learning in visual arts programs in higher education, and ways to best support the 

personal and professional futures of MFA graduate students. I was inspired to explore 

how Òcurrently, there is a large gap between educatorsÕ expectations of their students and 

the studentsÕ own expectations for successÓ (McGuire & Williams, 2002, as cited in 

Brancato, 2003, p. 60). As a doctoral student, my goal has been to examine the personal 

and professional development that occurs amid the experiences of earning an MFA 

degree in the visual arts at colleges and universities in the United States.  

My examination has included looking at how MFA students develop a sense of 

self in graduate school, in conjunction with exploring the relevance of MFA curricula to 

the living situations of those who have graduated from MFA programs. My investigations 

are not only informed by a range of arts education studies (Efland, 1990; Egan, 2005; 

Eisner, 2002) and research on MFA art programs (Daichendt, 2012: Elkins, 2001; 
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Ritchie, 1966: Singerman 1999), but also by the literature on teaching within higher 

education (Beudert, 2006; Madoff, 2009; Palmer, Zajonc, & Scribner, 2010; Shulman, 

2005).  

During this pursuit, I noted the parallels between how I engaged my values and 

beliefs directly when creating works of art and when I wrestled with, identified, and 

attempted to clarify my individual sense of self. For example, I practiced art making 

simultaneously with considerable introspection that critically considered the ÒstatementÓ 

with which I aimed to visually communicate. In a similar fashion, I considered my 

personal values and strengths as I aimed to professionally employ myself as a teacher and 

as a citizen of the world.  

My doctoral minor, higher education, informed my examination of Òhow our 

values shape our everyday lives as students, teachers, and leaders in the higher education 

contextÓ (Lee, 2011, p. 1). In a course, taught by Dr. Lee entitled, ÒValues, 

Consciousness, and Professional Practice,Ó students evaluated higher educationÕs impact 

on issues of identity and character (Astin, 1993; Chickering & Reisser, 1993), intellectual 

growth, relating to others, defining values (Greene, 1995; Palmer, Zajonc & Scribner, 

2010), seriously navigating career choices (Daichendt, 2010; Pascarella & Terenzini, 

1991), and anticipating a quality of life after college (Bok, 2006; Kessler, 2000). 

The pedagogical activities in the ÒvaluesÓ course included practices related to 

understanding emotional intelligence (Goldman, 2006; Gradle, 2011), writing reflectively 

(Cameron, 1992; Tolle, 2005) and exploring different types of meditation (Kabot-Zinn, 

2006; Tolle, 2005). I began to realize that I wanted to critically study these strategies, as 
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they were similar to the ones that I applied as an MFA student in order to seek my artistic 

voice and professional purpose, and an understanding of the impact of self-awareness. 

The experience of and reflections on taking this course contributed to the impetus for this 

research study. I designed a course intended for MFA graduate students in the visual arts 

entitled, ÒIssues of Relevance and Character in the Fine Arts.Ó The curricula and 

pedagogies I included addressed issues related to the personal and professional lives of 

those in pursuit of the terminal MFA degree. I believed that Ò[n]ot only students, but also 

college faculty and administrators, must take a leap of faith in truly questioning their own 

beliefs and valuesÓ (Lee, 2012, p. 6) and hoped to help MFA graduate students practice 

reflexive actions, examine individual convictions, and maximize their experiences in 

graduate school both inter-personally and as future professionals. 

In general, this research study allowed me to conduct my course and to gather 

data within an MFA program. The class members (the studyÕs participants and I) would 

explore the educational experiences that impact the participantsÕ personal and 

professional development, in terms of their sense of self, while earning the degree. As 

Òeach formal discovery was a self-discoveryÓ (Singerman, 1999, p. 119), this research 

study aimed to clarify both implied and inferred purposes of, and intentions for earning 

an MFA degree in the visual arts today and, more specifically, help future MFA students, 

once clad in their graduation gowns and tassels, leave graduate school with a sense of 

purpose and an education relevant to contemporary life. 
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Research questions 

The question that guided this research study was: 

How do the experiences related to personal and professional development within 

an MFA visual arts program influence a graduate studentÕs individual sense of self?   

In order to address this overarching research question, I posed the following sub-

questions: 

1. How do MFA students within a course that addresses the curricula and 

pedagogies of their graduate programs and their experiences as MFA students 

describe themselves as individuals, students, artists, teachers, and future 

professionals in the field of the visual arts?   

2. How does participating in the course allow MFA students to examine and reflect 

upon their personal and professional growth as well as their graduate experiences?  

3. How does my role as the teacher-researcher-artist of the course enable MFA 

students to critically examine and reflect upon their experiences and their 

developing sense of self as MFA students?   

 

Theoretical framework 

The participants in this research study comprised three MFA graduate students 

and myself as we collaborated within a course entitled, ÒIssues of Relevance and 

Character in the Fine Arts.Ó The research utilized educational and participatory action 

research methodologies  (Basten, 2012; Blair, 2010; Burgess, 2006; Kemmis & 

McTaggert, 2000; McNiff & Whitehead, 2011; Pine, 2009; Vozzo, 2011), which 
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progressed along a spiral-like and cyclical path as the study progressed. The data 

collected, which comprised participantsÕ actions, reflections, and responses, were 

analyzed through a theoretical framework that combined concepts relating to two 

educational theories: the first was Jack MezirowÕs (Mezirow & Taylor, 2009) 

Transformative Learning Theory, which considers the ways oneÕs future actions are a 

result of revised interpretations of oneÕs experience. The second was Jack WhiteheadÕs 

(1989) Living Educational Theory that draws on findings from the participantsÕ 

involvement with their own educational experiences. 

The participants in the study were challenged to analyze how their beliefs, values, 

and knowledge are interconnected and to investigate, Ò[h]abits of thoughtÉ to 

understand the deep meaning, root causes, social context, ideology, and personal 

consequences of any action, event, object, process, organization, [or] experienceÓ (Shor, 

1992, p. 29). During the 15-week study, the emergent and ongoing data we collected 

conveyed transformations in the process of creating, re-creating, and living oneÕs own 

theories. 

 

Overview of research methods 

Action research is often used as a form of qualitative inquiry (Creswell, 2009). 

According to Krauss (2005), Òqualitative research and qualitative data analysis, in 

particular, have the power to be transformative learning tools through the ability to 

generate new levels and forms of meaning, which can in turn transform perspectives and 

actionsÓ (pp. 273-274). The combined theories of Transformative Learning Theory 
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(Mezirow, 2009) and Educational Living Theory (Whitehead, 1989) can offer a research 

framework in which personal and professional experiences could be interpreted and re-

interpreted collaboratively in this study.  

Teacher-researchers who use educational action research methods build rapport to 

develop open, student-centered, and supportive relationships with their research 

participants. This approach encourages the participants to relax and be more inclined to 

offer their full participation in a study (Blair, 2010). Participatory action research (PAR) 

methods situate the studyÕs participants, including the teacher-researcher, as a single team 

of investigators that emphasizes the inherent and beneficial nature of ongoing 

collaborative change. It should be noted that according to Hutzel, ÒIdeally, PAR methods, 

from the generation of research questions to analysis of data, involve collaboration. In 

practice, however, collaboration does not necessarily happen at every phase of the 

research processÓ (Buffington & McKay, 2013, p. 266). As McTaggart (1997) suggested, 

participatory action research methods include authentic or ÒrealÓ participation and the 

relevancy of ÒworthyÓ actions. In addition, the iterative and collaborative process of 

educational participatory action research can allow for thorough interpretations of 

theories and practice that, when combined, ultimately reveal new knowledge (Schratz, 

1992).  

For this study, the MFA student participants and myself Òlived,Ó scrutinized, and 

transformed our individual perspectives. We planned, practiced, and re-evaluated issues 

related to curricular and pedagogical aspects of their MFA programs and personal and 

professional development, in conjunction with reflexive strategies for exploring concepts 
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of oneÕs developing sense of self. As Pine (2009) has suggested, ÒThe educational action 

research paradigm empowers the participants to take charge of their classroom, to 

improve teaching, and to advance student learningÓ (p. 79).  

By the end of this study, three types of data had been collected that included 

various oral, written, and visual artifacts, such as audio-recordings, surveys, teaching 

plans and reflections, visual journal entries, artist statements, reading responses, digital 

images of selected artworks, and evidence of electronic correspondence. Collected at 

regular intervals, each individual datum was thematically categorized in relation to each 

participant. 

 

  Definitions of terms 
 

For the purposes of clarity and this research, the following definitions are 

provided in order to offer further understanding of relevant terms. 

 

Sense of self  

The phrase, sense of self, references the concepts that relate to oneÕs individual 

perspectives with regard to oneÕs self and/or oneÕs own being. It is a phrase that is not 

universally defined within the literature (Palmer, 2004). 
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Pedagogy  

This term refers to an activity or series of teaching activities that were designed, 

implemented, and practiced by the teacher-researcher-artist and MFA student participants 

within the context of this research study. 

 

Educational action research 

The nature of this research method engages teacher-researchers who build rapport 

to develop open, student-centered, and supportive relationships with their students, who 

are also research participants. These participants are encouraged to relax and be inclined 

to offer their full participation in a study (Blair, 2010). Educational action research 

Òempowers the participants to take charge of their classroom, to improve teaching, and to 

advance student learningÓ (Pine, 2009, p. 79). 

 

Participatory action research  

Participatory action research methods situate the studyÕs participants, including 

the teacher-researcher, as a single team of investigators. Emphasizing ongoing change, 

the iterative and collaborative process of educational participatory action research can 

allow for thorough interpretations of theories and practices that, when combined, 

ultimately reveal new knowledge (McTaggart, 1997; Schratz, 1992). Participatory action 

research addresses Òknowledge within a team context to create innovation and 

transformation as collective actionÓ (Burgess, 2006, p. 422). 
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MFA student 

Referenced often throughout this dissertation, the term MFA student refers to a 

graduate student who is pursuing a masterÕs-level fine arts art degree in the universityÕs 

School of Art's studio visual arts program. 

 

Studio art faculty 

This group of instructors includes the tenure-eligible and tenured faculty members 

who teach visual arts studio courses in the MFA program at the universityÕs School of 

Art. 

 

Limitations of the study 

As is typical of qualitative research, findings from this study were not 

generalizable as three MFA visual arts graduate students and myself represented one 

School of Art at a single university. None of the studyÕs participants came from other 

disciplines in the College of Fine Arts, such as theater, dance, music, and creative 

writing. The three MFA student participants were of the same ethnicity (white) and in 

their late 20Õs and early 30Õs. Potentially they did not represent a well-rounded sample of 

the types of individuals who attend graduate school in the visual arts. The participants 

also volunteered to participate in this study, as they were interested in exploring the 

issues that were advertised in the course description and flyer. Over the duration of the 

study, the findings revealed that the students participated fully in the course. Because this 
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population was specifically defined, the study may lack external validity (McNiff & 

Whitehead, 2011).  

My own background as an MFA student may have been a limitation. My input 

was influenced by years of experience as a visual artist, as a student in higher education, 

and as an instructor of the visual arts. I had earned my MFA degree seven years prior to 

this research study that took place at the same university. At the time of this study, I was 

a well-practiced, professionally trained art educator facilitating research that purposefully 

focused on the curricular plans and pedagogical practices of instructors (often, not trained 

as educators) in an MFA program. The objectivity that was required of me was 

challenged given my various levels of experience. 

On a similar note, another limitation in this study may include the degree of 

subjectivity that is innate to findings of qualitative action research. Action research 

engages Òliving theoryÓ (Murray, 2012; Whitehead, 1989; Whitehead & McNiff, 2006), 

and only I, as the teacher-researcher-artist, decided what data would substantiate the 

findings. The challenge of withholding my motivation to activate changes in MFA 

program curricula provides a strong example of the ways methods of action research are 

Ònot a value free processÓ (Reason, as cited in Pine, 2009, p. 75). 

Another limitation to this study is that my research primarily focused on an MFA 

graduate student's sense of self. Given this focus, I may have overlooked other research 

aspects that emerged within the context of this study.  

Finally, issues related to time may have influenced this study in some ways. 

Having designed the course that was approved by the Division of Art and Visual Culture 
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Education several months prior to the study, I came to understand the lengthy and 

complex process of implementing new curriculum at the university. Given the scheduling 

circumstances, I was obliged to offer the course as a colloquium series and use an art 

education (ARE) course prefix rather than list it as an ÒARTÓ prefix. This necessitated 

that MFA students had to register for a one-credit course outside their MFA program; 

thus this may have discouraged students enrolling in the course, a rare ÒelectiveÓ 

opportunity for them. In the end, however, once these limitations have been considered, 

they do not overshadow the importance of this study. 

 

Significance of the study 

Action research is infrequently used as a method of researching issues in higher 

education today. Moreover, there has been little systematic research carried out within 

visual arts graduate programs. This study aimed to counter this lack of knowledge by 

exploring the complex experiences encountered as MFA students learn and begin to teach 

undergraduates while they participate in an MFA program. By using a participatory 

action research framework, this study not only explored graduate studentsÕ involvement 

within their MFA studies, but it also demonstrated how participatory action research can 

be a viable research approach within visual arts higher education.  

This study is important because it examines the development of a sense of self in 

graduate visual arts students. This research has been informed by the literature on college 

student development and issues of student identity and character within higher education 

(Chickering & Reisser, 1993; Lee, 2011). This literature base, along with information 
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related to student affairs, has seldom been considered when examining MFA visual arts 

programs.  

Not only are various concepts of a studentÕs sense of self explored in this study, 

but more practical issues are addressed as well. For example, the study examines how to 

investigate the ÒvoicesÓ of the undergraduate students in the foundations courses in which 

MFA students teach. This entails the TAs having a consideration for, and the knowledge 

of undergraduatesÕ personal values and beliefs as well as professional goals. This study 

also documents the various relationships that make an impact on an MFA studentÕs 

academic experiences, the types of professional development courses that support those 

approaching the field of the visual arts, and exercises that activate the integration of an 

MFA studentÕs theories and/or philosophies with his or her creative practices. This study 

also addresses pedagogical and curricular decision making in MFA programs as well as 

documents teaching practices in higher education. Few studies exist not only about how 

faculty members model teaching within colleges and universities but also within visual 

arts higher education (Beudert, 2006). This study has considered the complexity of the 

pedagogical and curricular decisions made in MFA programs. 

As the field recognizes that Òapplications to US-based MFA programs are at a 

record highÓ (Beck et al., 2009), it is important to examine the courses that MFA students 

are required to take. However, as current discussions about curricula are taking place 

within the field, the colloquium series at the center of this study created a platform for 

participants to critically examine and question existing curricula as well as propose 

changes for the future. 
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Organization of the study 

 The purpose of this first chapter has been to provide the context, research 

questions, and research framework that underlie this study. Chapter Two offers a review 

of literature that relates to the impact of a developing sense of self on students in higher 

education, the historical and contemporary circumstances surrounding visual arts MFA 

programs, and selected curricular and pedagogical approaches within the visual arts. 

Chapter Three describes the research methodologies employed in this study, including the 

data collection methods and how the data were analyzed. Chapter Four presents a series 

of profiles of the participants in the study. Chapter Five describes the curriculum and 

pedagogy of the colloquium series. Chapter Six presents the data analysis and its 

subsequent findings. In Chapter Seven, I discuss my findings and their implications for 

graduate students and faculty members in MFA programs, as well as for the field of art 

and visual culture education. I also offer several suggestions for future research.  
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This research study focused on an understudied cohort: graduate students in MFA 

visual arts programs in the United States. A lack of research exists relating to the 

curricular content of MFA programs as well as those who inhabit the programs, in 

particular students and faculty members. This chapter presents the backdrop for my 

collaborative and reflexive action research study that has aimed to elicit new knowledge 

about the ways an MFA studentÕs sense of self is influenced by his or her personal and 

professional development. 

 

Defining sense of self 

Arthur Chickering, an expert in the field of educational leadership and policy, 

opened his collaborative text entitled, Encouraging Authenticity and Spirituality in 

Higher Education by stating, "Although American higher education can justifiably take 

pride in its capacity to develop the studentÕs ability to manipulate the material world 

through its programs in science, medicine, technology, and commerce, it has paid 

relatively little attention to the studentÕs ÒinnerÓ development Ð the sphere of values and 

beliefs, emotional maturity, moral development, spirituality, and self-understandingÓ 

(Chickering, Dalton & Stamm, 2006, p. vii). 

Issues that relate to concepts of ÒselfÓ and having a Òsense of selfÓ are central to 

this research study. During their years in higher education, young adults refine personal 

aspirations that help them Òdevelop those habits of mind and character that will enable 
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them to desire and pursue worthy goalsÓ (Ryan & Bohin, 1999, p. 102). Attempting to 

define Òsense of self,Ó Parker Palmer (2004) wrote:  

Philosophers haggle about what to call this core of our humanityÉ Thomas 

Merton called it true self. Buddhists call it original nature or big self. Quakers call 

it the inner teacher or the outer light. Hasidic Jews call it a spark of the divine. 

Humanists call it identity and integrity. In popular parlance, people often call it 

soul.  (p. 33) 

Palmer (2004) contended that mere efforts to determine one single definition of a 

sense of self indicates that society is, at least, attempting not to diminish humanity in 

terms of biology, social constructs, or raw material. Ultimately, as part of his personal 

scholarship, Palmer (2004) asserted that, ÒA strong community helps people develop a 

sense of true self, for only in community can the self exercise and fulfill its nature: giving 

and taking, listening and speaking, being and doing. But when community unravels and 

we lose touch with one another, the self atrophies and we lose touch with ourselves as 

wellÓ (p. 39). Louise Parsons who has studied visual practices in art education claimed, 

ÒWe are continually remaking our sense of self, our ÔIÕ, in relation to refusing and 

revising established codes. The construction of new music, new art, new forms of writing 

overlap with new constructions of selfÓ (Parsons, 1999, p. 152). 

Researcher Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1993) has claimed that one's Òself is more 

in the nature of a figment of the imagination, something we create to account for the 

multiplicity of impressions, emotions, thoughts, and feelings that the brain records in 

consciousnessÓ (p. 216). He has argued that oneÕs self is partly defined by moments of 
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Òflow,Ó or sensations of being Òin the zoneÓ and embodies an unconscious engagement 

with fulfillment where, ÒEvery action, movement, and thought follows inevitably from 

the previous oneÉ. Your whole being is involvedÓ (Geirland, 1996, p. 57). 

Csikszentmihalyi identified a personality trait that he called Òwork orientation.Ó It is 

characterized by Òachievement, endurance, cognitive structure, order, play, and low 

impulsivity,Ó and this orientation can be a predictor of a studentÕs achievement of his or 

her long-term goals (Csikszentmihalyi, 1993). 

Reflecting back to Palmer's work (2004), ÒWhen we are rooted in true self, we 

can act in ways that are life-giving for us and all whose lives we touch. Whatever we do 

to care for true self is, in the long run, a gift to the worldÓ (p. 39). In the following 

sections the importance of acknowledging notions of a studentÕs sense of self are 

inextricably interwoven within the literature on student development in higher education. 

 

Graduate student development 

According to the literature, ÒStudents, especially nontraditional students, are 

increasingly demanding that education be more relevant to their personal lives and 

professional goals. They want to know that value has been added to their lives as a direct 

result of their educational experiencesÓ (Brancato, 2003, p. 60). The American Council 

on Education (ACE) stated as early as 1937 that, Òeducators must guide the Ôwhole 

studentÕ to reach his or her full potential and contribute to societyÕs bettermentÉ the 

personal and professional development of students is a worthy and noble goalÓ (as cited 

in Evans et al., 2012, p. 8). The ACE revised its statement in 1949 stating that faculty, 
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administrators, and student personnel workers were to encourage the development of 

students and recognize their Òindividual differences in backgrounds, abilities, interests, 

and goalsÓ (as cited in Evans et al., 2012, p. 9).  

My research interests pertain to issues related specifically to the personal and 

professional development of graduate students in MFA visual arts programs; however, 

the literature is limited. The following literature introduces issues relating to graduate 

student development in various disciplines outside the visual arts, as Ògraduate training 

may be distinguished from earlier education because of its goal of professionalizationÓ 

(Egan, 1989, p. 201).  

 

The process of re-socialization in graduate school 

EganÕs 1989 unpublished dissertation entitled, Graduate School and the Self: A 

Theoretical View of Some Negative Effects of Professional Socialization, examines the 

identity transformations of graduate students and their readiness as academic 

professionals upon leaving their programs. She examined the settings of graduate 

programs and their intended outcomes as she investigated Òchanges in studentsÕ self-

images, attitudes, and thinking processesÓ (p. 201). Egan questioned the re-socialization 

or the Òprocess designed to ensure that [graduate students] adopt a new, predefined 

professional selfÓ (p. 204) required of graduate students as well as the suitability of 

current social structures in graduate education. As these students let go of former identity 

and intellectual perspectives for the acquisition of new characteristics, Egan noted 

graduate studentsÕ feelings about the Òconstant pressure to perform, to do moreÓ and their 
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Òguilt over time spent away from studiesÓ (p. 204). The graduate students in her study 

believed that they were expected to act independently, yet comply with the innately 

subordinate environment of higher education. As a result, inner conflicts emerged within 

the students. Egan concluded that enduring the intensity of graduate school in an 

atmosphere which fostered self-doubt left graduate students to believe their challenges 

most often stemmed from personal inadequacies (Egan, 1989). 

 

Graduate students and self-authorship  

Baxter-Magolda (2008) found that college environments often do not create the 

conditions necessary for developing what she calls, self-authorship. This can be defined 

as Òthe internal capacity to define oneÕs belief, identity, and social relationsÓ (Magolda, 

2008, p. 269). Employing Òconstructive-developmental pedagogyÓ or simulations and 

real-life projects that emphasized inviting the self to be a central component of 

knowledge construction, Baxter-Magolda conducted a longitudinal study that started with 

101 students at Miami University, Oxford, Ohio and ended with 39 college student 

participants; 17 of whom were graduate students (Magolda, 2001). Baxter-Magolda's 

study began in 1986 when each participant entered college and lasted for 14 years. She 

followed the participants through their years in college and as they moved through their 

twenties and thirties. Each one was interviewed once a year, at which point Baxter-

Magolda gathered data related to the ontological issues encompassing individual realities 

that change over time. The three questions that took precedence in the regular exchanges 
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between Baxter-Magolda and her participants included: ÒHow do I know?Õ ÔWho am I?Õ 

and ÔHow do I want to construct relationships with others?Ó (Magolda, 2001, p. 15). 

Essentially, Baxter-Magolda documented the epistemological aspects of their 

human development experiences in college, and after college, by observing the 

participantsÕ Òsense of themselves and their relationships with othersÓ (Magolda, 2001, p. 

343). She assessed the participantsÕ choices related to values exploration and their self-

determined paths to Òenter the unfamiliar world outside education with concerns that 

center around establishing careers, developing meaningful relationships, being able to 

manage their lives on their ownÉ and being satisfied and happyÓ (Magolda, 2008 as 

cited in Evans et. al., 2010, p. 184). She observed which participants grew through self-

direction and which participants grew because of their understanding of what she called 

Òindividually tailored nuancesÓ or individual experiential knowledge building. These 

subjective learning circumstances revealed findings of cognitive and intellectual 

development (King & Kitchener, 1994). Magolda found that students and graduates often 

struggled with challenges for which they were ill prepared. She found that the 

epistemological development of her participants was tightly intertwined with the 

development of their sense of self and relationships with others. She concluded that, Òself 

is central to knowledge constructionÓ (Magolda, 2001, p. 436).  

 

A studentÕs sense of fragmentation 

Though his focus is not that of examining graduate students, sociologist Parker 

Palmer, whose studies are rooted in adult development, examined the factors in higher 
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education that can lead to a studentÕs sense of ÒfragmentationÓ (2004; 2010). Palmer 

(2004) claimed that, ÒWholeness does not mean perfection: it means embracing 

brokenness as an integral part of lifeÉ As adults, we must achieve complex integration 

that spans the contradictions between inner and outer realityÓ (p. 21). Today, he continues 

to promote this concept of humanness through engaging curriculum, pedagogy, and 

student assessment.  

Palmer (2004) has written about the circumstances that affect college students and 

how, as a result of their environment, these circumstances reflect ever-changing, 

morphing, and sometimes volatile positions of responsibility throughout any given day, 

month, and year. His theory of education has posited that students acquire knowledge 

from the traditional practices of education, yet their actual existence is separate from this 

knowledge; thus obtaining this knowledge becomes Òan end in itself.Ó According to 

Palmer (2004), ÒAs the outer world becomes more demanding Ð and today it presses in 

on children at an obscenely early age Ð we stopÉ entering the world of the soul. And the 

closer we get to adulthood, the more we stifle the imagination that a journey requiresÓ (p. 

15).  

 

Related issues in studies on undergraduate students 

Here I acknowledge the research of two scholars, Arthur Chickering and 

Alexander Astin, who currently address issues related to concepts of self within 

undergraduates. Often referenced within the discipline of Student Affairs, both 

Chickering and Astin have explored notions of identity, student development, and 
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professional goals. These scholars have addressed complicated issues that often reflect 

the diverse growth occurring within college students themselves, and Òstudent affairs 

professionals appear to have the strongest and most consistent voice in the academy 

articulating concern for the human growth and development of studentsÓ (Evans et al., 

2010, p. 20).  

 

Seven vectors of good practice. Arthur Chickering has conducted many positivist 

studies engaging Psychosocial Developmental Theory that assists in identifying a college 

studentÕs ability to develop competence, manage his or her emotions, and strengthen 

connections between vocational and recreational interests. Chickering and Reisser (1993) 

defined ÒselfÓ in terms of Ògenetic predispositions, family norms, cultural traditions, and 

experiences as a member of a majority or minority ethnic groupÓ (p. 188) and have 

claimed that identity establishment is at the ÒcoreÓ of student development. ChickeringÕs 

book, Education and Identity, was originally published in 1969 and became a Òmust 

haveÓ for professionals in the field of student affairs. The book described a set of seven 

vectors (or principles) related to understanding college student development. Each vector 

aimed to reach college students Òwhere they live [and]É connects significantly with 

concerns of central importanceÓ (p. 3). Together, the vectors represented Òmajor 

highways for journeying toward individualizationÓ (Chickering & Reisser, 1993, p. 35).  

By 1993, new studies in identity development led Arthur Chickering, together 

with Lisa Reisser, to revise and update the seven developmental vectors. The updated 

principles examine college student identity in terms of the following qualities: developing 
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competence, managing emotions, moving through autonomy toward interdependence, 

developing mature interpersonal relationships, establishing identity, developing purpose, 

and developing integrity (Chickering & Reisser, 1993). Chickering and Reisser's research 

is viewed as important for faculty members as they interact with their students. For 

example, the researchers have encouraged ideas such as the importance of establishing 

student-faculty contact both in and outside of class, addressing concepts that are 

collaborative and social, not competitive and isolated, and providing opportunities for 

college students to Òtalk about what they are learning, write reflectively about it, relate it 

to past experiences, and apply it to their daily livesÓ (Chickering & Ehrmann, 1996). 

Chickering and Reisser aimed to serve faculty members in higher education by offering 

strategies to organize student programs that would systematically enhance student 

development. 

 

 Theory of Involvement and lifeÕs ÒbigÓ questions. AstinÕs (1984) Theory of 

Involvement acknowledges Òthe amount of physical and psychological energy that the 

student devotes to the academic experienceÓ (p. 297). Within it, he postulated that 

studentsÕ experiences occur along a continuum and that their involvement can be 

quantitative (i.e. measurements of time) and qualitative (i.e. measurements of attention) 

(Astin, 1984, 1993; Evans et al., 2010). His studies have focused on facilitating student 

development rather than exploring student development, as he has contended that 

teachers need to offer specific opportunities and create programs for students to become 

involved in their educational environments both inside and outside of classrooms. Astin 
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has measured, in degrees of increased student involvement, the effectiveness of these 

activities, programs, and policies.  

The research conducted at the Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) at The 

University of California Los Angeles (UCLA) has included studies that relate to 

interdisciplinary issues and policies in higher education. Astin, as founder of the Institute, 

has conducted multiple studies that consider spirituality and studentsÕ quests for the 

answers to lifeÕs Òbig questions.Ó The results of AstinÕs 2001 study entitled, ÒNational 

Study of College StudentsÕ Search for Meaning and PurposeÓ were added to a national 

database on student and faculty attitudes toward meaning and purpose, and have 

prompted the development of new curricula in higher education. In general, the findings 

in his research indicated that students grow the most when actively engaged with Òinner 

workÓ of self-reflection, contemplation, or meditation (A. Astin, H. Astin, & Lindholm, 

2007). 

 

MFA p rograms in the United States 

The intriguing story of the Masters of Fine Arts degree in the United States is 

crowded with transformations that are as unique, indefinite, and perplexing as the nature 

of art itself. Documentation of, and research studies on the MFA degree, its history and 

influence are rare, yet rich. They reveal an account of one of the most mysterious 

disciplines within higher education that, to this day, resides in the somewhat dim 

interpretations of a subjective, yet ardently popular academic structure (Daichendt, 2010, 

2012; Lackney, 1999; Morrisroe & Roland, 2008; Singerman, 1999). I approached the 
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review of the following literature with an understanding that Ò[MFA programs] still 

occupy a somewhat awkward place within the structure of the modern universityÓ 

(Stinson, 2013, p. 1).  

 

The awkward history of an esoteric degree 

The formal training of artists on college and university campuses in the United 

States began late in the 19th century (Efland, 1990). George Comfort, a professor at 

Syracuse University and John Weir, Director of the School of Fine Arts at Yale 

University, were among the first academics to recognize the importance of incorporating 

the education of studio artists into academia and the role of professional art schools 

(Ritchie, 1966). Also, the American Industrial Revolution had intensely impacted the 

practices of and rationalizations for professional art training in private schools, colleges, 

and public universities. At this time in history, most studio-oriented courses were situated 

in teacher education programs that were beginning to address the countryÕs need for 

training teachers to educate the growing workforce in the United States (Efland, 1990).  

Liberal arts schools maintained their stance, however, by offering studio art 

courses only as adjunct to art history courses; thus, keeping any media specialization in 

the studio arts at bay. Liberal arts studies emphasized student development and continued 

to support the holistic values gained from a broad education in the areas of philosophy, 

humanistic science, natural science, history, and literature. Students graduated from these 

institutions having gained not only a professional skill, but also a whole body of 

knowledge or a Òunified understanding called insightÓ (Singerman, 1999, p. 15).   
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Early in the twentieth century, visual art programs in higher education faced new 

challenges. One of these challenges was to balance the need for skilled and trained 

craftsmen (who could continue to address the demands and influences of changing times) 

with a more philosophical concern for whether art could be taught in the first place. In 

1912 when the College Art Association (CAA) was established, its comprehensive 

purpose was Òto promote art interests in all divisions of American colleges and 

universitiesÓ (Ball, 2011, p. 19). The association debated the purpose, content, and 

intentions for earning an art degree in higher education until well into the twentieth 

century.   

Acknowledging the discipline of art history and its research, the utilitarian 

significance of studio practice and the contribution of the visual arts to the development 

of liberal culture, Harvard University created division leaders for each arts-based 

program on its campus. This was the earliest effort to place all arts-related disciplines 

within the boundaries of a single university. Harvard awarded its first art history doctoral 

degree in 1913 (Singerman, 1999). 

In the 1920s, different approaches to studio art education emerged. For example, 

as one art professor used standards for which he or she determined good art or bad art, 

another instructor, a skilled craftsman, taught students how to make beautiful things. The 

curricula at university art schools, technical schools, and liberal arts schools evolved 

slowly. During this time, professors at Yale University took great pride in their ability to 

create artists who went out into the world and made paintings and sculptures for 

commissions. The other kind of artist Ð the one less inclined to create artwork to satisfy 
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the requests of individual patrons Ð was considered by visual arts education professors to 

be one of those who entered the world with less promise for a lucrative life.  

In a similar vein, R. L. Duffus, a surveyor for the Carnegie Foundation in the 

1920s, claimed that a person who chose to go to art school sought a certain kind of life, 

not a career. In his book, The American Renaissance (1928), he suggested that, ÒThe 

majority [of art students] will drop out in a year or two. Art is not for them. For those 

who remain the struggle will be long and desperateÓ (p. 49). Duffus positioned himself on 

the ÒsideÓ arguing that art could not be taught.   

In 1937, when the American Council on Education (ACE) asserted that personal 

and professional development was a worthy goal, traditional academic institutions were 

extending faculty positions to practicing painters, sculptors, printmakers, and craftsmen 

(Singerman, 1999, p. 15). Additionally, academic courses were added to the list of 

requirements for earning a bachelors degree in painting, as the Bachelor of Fine Arts 

(BFA) was deemed the terminal degree in the studio arts (Ritchie, 1966).   

In order to encourage students' artistic development through the engagement of 

academic curricula, various assessment tools were implemented to evaluate studentsÕ 

abilities and examine their concerns. With the influx of students going into higher 

education after World War II, the CAA (1946) called for standards to regulate the 

training of teachers in higher education in the visual arts. A similar call from the CAA, 

earlier in the century, had failed to materialize such standards.  

During the 1940s, the University of Iowa's Lester Longman made dramatic 

changes to the universityÕs visual arts programs when he created one, ÒArtÓ department to 
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encompass the entire discipline by including courses in art history, art studio practice, as 

well as the curricula he had developed for the "teaching of artistic theory, criticism, and 

aesthetics" (Singerman, 1999, p. 198). Hired from Princeton University to head the studio 

arts at the University of Iowa, Longman had created and fulfilled a new role: that of the 

artist-teacher. Longman taught studio classes in the graphic and plastic arts and aimed to 

bring together all arts from their adoptive disciplines across the campus, including home 

economics, education, and architecture into the new Art Department at the University of 

Iowa. According to Singerman (1999), Longman Òsaved art history from the grasp of 

archeology and the classicsÓ (p. 199).   

Longman went on to institute the BFA and the MFA degrees at the University of 

Iowa, since he believed that, sequentially, the two degrees provided a path that led 

directly to the profession of the artist. His initiatives inspired other universities and 

colleges within the United States to recognize the relationship between personal and 

professional aspects of student development in the visual arts. His vision largely 

promoted a new profession for artists - the profession of the visual arts teacher. At this 

juncture in higher education, an artist Òcould instruct undergraduates in the practice of art 

as it exemplifies Ôproblems pertaining to esthetics, theory and the philosophy of artÕÓ 

(CAA, 1946, as cited in Singerman, 1999).  

According to Allen Weller in a 1959 article for the College Art Journal, the 

Midwest College Art Conference had passed a resolution confirming that the best market 

for MFA graduates included formally acknowledging the MFA as Òthe terminal degree 

for teachers of studio art coursesÓ (Singerman, 1999, p. 188). After considering this 
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endorsement, the CAA adopted the recommendation one year later, and it became an 

official rule in 1966; thus, taking the ÒterminalÓ distinction away from the BFA. The 

MFA degree was to be, Òused as a guarantee of a high level of professional competence 

in the visual artsÉ [and] a certifiable level of technical proficiencyÓ (Singerman, 1999, p. 

190). It should be noted that, at this time, members of the CAA did not consider that a 

studio-art based Ph.D. was an appropriate degree in the visual arts as it would be 

Òwasteful of talent to spend time on getting a degree beyond the MasterÕs at the expense 

of oneÕs development as an artistÓ (Ritchie, 1966, p. 83).  

As thousands of World War II veterans gained admission to colleges and 

universities under the ÒServicemenÕs Readjustment Act of 1944,Ó informally known as 

the GI Bill, liberal arts colleges included studio art activities in their art history courses 

despite some administrators' ongoing philosophical concerns about the educational 

objectives of specialized professional art schools. Nonetheless, faculty members at liberal 

arts institutions began to change their perspectives about art and teaching given that the 

number of students who were ÒprofessionallyÓ dedicated to the visual arts had grown 

immensely and the expansion of corresponding studio art programs in American colleges 

and universities had been dramatic. The discipline of studio art had finally broken 

through the restraints of academic skepticism and its growth encountered general 

enthusiasm. By the 1960s, enrollment in undergraduate studio art programs across the 

country totaled approximately 43,115 students (Lackney, 1999; Ritchie, 1966; 

Singerman, 1999). In 1940, only 11 institutions (with 60 candidates) offered studio art 
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graduate programs; however by 1978, 118 institutions offered accredited MFA degree 

programs (Singerman, 1999).  

The fervor and popularity of graduate studio art education existed in contrast to 

the reflections of Raymond Parker, a veteran studio art instructor. As a graduate from the 

University of Iowa who earned his MFA in 1948, Parker wrote an article for the College 

Art Journal (1953) about MFA programs. He noted the following:  

[The faculty members] accept the responsibility of developing skills useful to 

commercial and applied arts. They stand behind the education they offer as 

relevant to art history, art appreciation, and the cultivated man. They produce art 

teachers and patrons. But the popular Masters of Fine Arts degree reflects a 

dilemmaÉ since art escapes the formulation of standards and methods. (p. 29)   

Writing in the College Art Journal, Steppat (1951) claimed that, Òall one can 

teach are techniquesÉ artistry is completely a matter of endowment and self-induced 

personal growthÓ (p. 385). That same year, an instructor from Bard College argued that, 

ÒAll but the most elementary techniques are fundamentally not teachableÓ (Hirsch, as 

cited in Singerman, 1999, p. 38). The perceptions of the Òman-as-artistÓ in the 1950Õs 

included his liberal education and notable masculinity (Singerman, 1999, p. 39).  

This issue of defining what it meant to be a professional was addressed at a 

roundtable discussion at the New York School1 in the early 1950Õs. According to 

Singerman (1999), artist Ad Reinhardt defined a professional artist as Òone who 

                                                
1 The New York School most often refers to a group of innovative American painters in the 1940s and 
1950s, also known as the Abstract Expressionists (West, 1996). 
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considered art a way to make a living.Ó Willem de Kooning rebutted, ÒYou canÕt call 

yourself ÔprofessionalÕ unless you have a license, such as an architect has.Ó Barnett 

Newman simply added, ÒÔProfessionalÕ for me means ÔseriousÕÓ (Singerman, 1999, p. 

189). 

In 1957 when Sputnick was launched and money was poured into higher 

education in an effort to compete with the Soviet Union, all disciplines benefitted, as the 

entire educational system was perceived to be in need of improvement. ÒAmerica became 

education crazyÓ (Neher, 2010, p. 5). According to RitchieÕs 1966 report to the CAA, 

visual arts programs were embraced by college and university administrations in response 

to the growing public appeals for teaching the arts. It was not unusual for a faculty 

member in a school of art to be provided research grants, benevolent teaching schedules, 

financial contributions for exhibitions and, though rare, a nearby studio space and art 

supplies (Ritchie, 1966). Despite this, instructors in the studio arts were generally not 

paid salaries comparable to their colleagues in other university and college departments 

(National Association of Schools of Art, 1964-1965). 

It should also be noted that at this point in the twentieth century, disciplines in 

human behavior, including psychology and sociology, were well advanced and fostered a 

desire to better understand the demographics of college students. Attention given to the 

importance of the ÒselfÓ made an impact on higher education in the 1960s as institutions 

hired human development specialists to care for studentsÕ welfare and created the Council 

of Student Personnel Association (Winston, Miller, & Prince, 1979). New instruments 

were designed to measure student development (Evans et al., 2012; Pace, 1984; Winston, 



 49 

Miller, & Prince 1979) and descriptive theories emerged in terms of studentsÕ cognitive 

skills, intellectual capacities, and learning styles (Chickering & Reisser, 1993; Josselson, 

1996; Merriam, Caffarella & Baumgartner, 2007; Widick, Knefelkamp & Parker, 1975).   

On some campuses in the 1960s, art making was perceived to be less important 

than discussions about art and its history in more academically structured courses 

However, on other campuses, life as an art student was considered empowering as 

students in the fine arts enjoyed opportunities for scholarship support, access to creative 

research resources, and participated in cultural activities (Ritchie, 1966). CAA Assistant 

Director and a former dean of an arts technical school, Norman Rice, argued in 1963 that 

it was possible to create, Òan environment that is conducive to the development of artists 

spiritually, intellectually, and technicallyÉwhere students can discover themselves and 

accomplish initial artistic growth.Ó However, Rice ultimately clarified his comment about 

the art school environment with this explanation: ÒI did not say [conducive] Ôto become 

artistsÕÓ (as cited in Singerman, p. 21). RiceÕs claim advanced the decades-old 

philosophical debate between whether or not schools could ÒmakeÓ an artist. 

 Some studio art faculty members in the 1960s found themselves on college and 

university campuses having recognized that such circumstances might not reflect the 

ÒbestÓ environment for artists, yet they ÒcouldnÕt define what that would beÓ (Ritchie, 

1966, p. 57). Faculty members were more likely to stay in their artist-teacher positions as 

the academic environment sustained their interests, productivity, and inspiration. Some 

believed that teaching in urban institutions was advantageous to their visual arts careers 

(Ritchie, 1966). In his 1966 CAA report, Ritchie concluded that those studio art faculty 
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members, who had the desire to teach and had the skills to do so, could make themselves 

at home on a campus "rather effortlessly.Ó However, by the end of the 1960s the validity 

of the artist-teacher label had begun to fade. The title had come to indicate a person who 

was not fully an artist or a teacher (Daichendt, 2010; Elkins, 2001; Ritchie, 1966). 

What it meant to be an artist remained unclear on into the 1970s. Fluxus2 artist, 

Allan Kaprow, claimed that an artist was the professional Òman of the world,Ó yet 

American minimalist3 artist, Dan Flavin argued that art making was a Òmature decision 

for intelligent individuals with a prerequisite of sound personality and construed 

educationÓ (p. 164). Sociologist Judith Adler (1979) added to the debate by stating that, 

Òthe college and university milieu jars with the mores of the bohemian subculture in 

which many artists still participateÓ (p. 17).  

When the art market Òexploded during the Regan era,Ó the title of ÔArtistÕ became 

represent a glamorous profession and successful artists appeared in Vogue as well as in 

Artforum. For many, the allure of the MFA degree was the "lure of fame and fortuneÓ 

(Neher, 2010, pp. 122-123). Art historian Howard Risatti wrote in 1991 that, Òat the very 

heart of the problem of educating the artist lies in the difficulty of defining what it means 

to be an artist todayÓ (as cited in Singerman 1999, p. 3). According to Daichendt (2010), 

ÒArtists throughout history have redefined themselves; a 19th century artist was very 

different from the artist of the 1950s and now the 21st centuryÓ (p. 64). And finally 
                                                
2 Fluxus is a group of artists in the United States that were most active in the 1960s. They Òassumed an anarchist 
stance by objective to the professionalization of the art marketÓ (West, 1996, p. 439). 
 
3 Minimalism is a movement in art history that became prominent in the 1960s as a reaction against Abstract 
Expressionism. ÒMinimalismÉ [introduced] into the domain of art an increasingly wide and eclectic category of 
objects that cannot be easily differentiated from objects in the non-art worldÓ (West, 1996, p. 663). 
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todayÕs Òartist-researchers in the MFA program are invested in becoming part of the 

contemporary art landscape that art historians of the future will studyÓ (Leousis, 2013, p. 

137). Americans continue to try to define the Òartist-teacher.Ó As Neher (2010) noted, ÒAt 

Pratt, for example, a course titled ÔPaintingÕ is not a hands-on studio course that addresses 

issues of perception and technique, but rather a weekly three-hour ÔtalkÕ seminar on any 

subject of the professorÕs choosingÓ (p. 122).   

A recent article published in Art in America (2007) entitled, ÒArt Schools: A 

Group Crit,Ó brought together the opinions of 13 educators from several art schools, 

colleges, and universities in the United States including Howard Singerman, Leslie King-

Hammond, Dave Hickey, James Elkins, and Robert Storr. They had been asked to 

address their ideas regarding the Òissues of todayÕs booming art schoolsÓ (p. 99). The 

many topics they addressed in this article encircled what skills an artist should acquire in 

school, what role might the art market play in a studentÕs education, what new vocabulary 

will comprise the post-modern generation of artists, and in what ways might art schools 

address issues related to, as James Elkins claimed, ÒThe studio art Ph.D. is coming and 

thereÕs no way to stop itÓ (p. 108). He surmised: 

U.S. institutions have the opportunity to rethink the [Ph.D.] degree, and make it 

into something truly interestingÉ [an] arrangement [that] is an exemplary use of 

a university. The juxtaposition of painting and chemistry, or sculpture and 

anthropology, is genuinely interdisciplinary because neither the supervisors nor 

the student know what shape the interaction might take.  (p. 109). 

Research studies and MFA visual arts programs 
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In this section, I discuss research studies that have focused on MFA programs and 

MFA students. Actual and systematic research conducted on specific MFA visual arts 

programs has been rare, although several scholars and artists have contributed to debates 

about what MFA programs should comprise and look like. For example, James Daichendt 

(2010) has written about the scholarship of being an artist as well as the ways in which 

required writing activities could have a positive impact within programs. James Elkins 

(2011) has published many books about artists, art schools, and art teaching. He has also 

addressed the ideas related to the development of an arts-practice based Ph.D. in the 

United States. Howard Singerman (1999), who was an important source of information 

for the history of the MFA degree, was originally inspired to do his research given his 

own experience of earning an MFA degree in sculpture. Steven Henry Madoff (2009) has 

pulled together the voices of various contemporary artists and art educators as they 

addressed new ideas and suggestions for art schools today. This section closes with the 

literature about the quantitative study entitled the ÒStrategic National Arts Alumni 

ProjectÓ or SNAAP, as it annually assesses the lives of the alumni of fine arts programs. 

James Daichendt (2012), a professor of art at Azusa Pacific University, discussed 

the state of art education in higher education and aimed to bring attention to the 

importance of writing as it accompanies art making by the Òartist scholar.Ó He suggested 

that, in general, there is room for MFA students in the United States to improve their 

writing skills in order to better understand how writing contributes to the 

professionalization of a discipline. In his investigations into Òthe place of scholarshipÓ in 

the studio arts, he forwarded that writing, as a tool for thinking, is also a way of thinking. 
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He has suggested that the acts of art making are in line with the acts of writing; 

essentially they are promising partners in an artistÕs practice of inquiry as they are Òtwo 

distinct types of thinkingÓ (p. 88). Like the introspection that emerges in a critique, 

Daichendt argued that writing can be ÒpragmaticallyÓ used to improve on oneÕs art 

making.  

As the Chair of Art History, Theory and Criticism at the School of The Art 

Institute of Chicago, James Elkins is known for his provocative writing. He addresses 

such questions as, ÒWhat do courses on visual studies teach?Ó within his publications 

with titles including, Why Art Cannot be Taught (2001), What Happened to Art 

Criticism? (2003), and Is Art History Global? (2010). His research has brought to the 

field's attention seemingly basic questions. However, he also demonstrated that he 

understands that no one will likely agree on any answer. For Elkins, it has been important 

to focus on and highlight these complicated issues even as, most often in doing so, they 

become more complicated.  

In his discussions about studio art degrees at the postsecondary level, Howard 

Singerman has ultimately promoted that being an artist is about building and acquiring an 

identity, and that the position involves Òa serious commitment to a way of beingÓ 

(Singerman as cited in Pearse, 2012, p. 187). Inspired by his personal experience of 

earning an MFA degree, Singerman published the book, Art Subjects in 1999 within 

which he has taken a comprehensive look at contemporary MFA programs in the United 

States. He has thematically addressed many aspects of the degree, including its origin as a 

teacherÕs and a womanÕs degree, the expansion of visual arts programs in higher 
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education after World War II, and the effects that the Òart starsÓ (p. 189) of the 20th 

century have had on higher education in the visual arts. His research has been guided, in 

part, by the questions: ÒWhat is a professional [in the visual arts] and why is the 

university the place to be one?Ó (p. 189). Singerman also discussed how becoming an 

artist is Òintensely psychologicalÓ (p. 130) given Òthe cruelty of the crit,Ó and how it has 

been Ònecessarily psychologized and personalizedÓ (p. 211). The critique, according to 

Singerman, often confronts the person rather than the artwork or artistic technique. 

Intending to enhance the experiences and purpose of earning the MFA degree 

today, Steve Madoff, a senior critic at Yale UniversityÕs School of Art edited, Art School 

(Propositions for the 21st Century) (2009), which is comprised of written essays from, 

and interview transcripts of prominent artist-teachers as they reflected on their 

experiences in art school. Acknowledging the various types of pedagogical practices 

employed by the teachers in their former art schools, these artists offered ideas on new 

initiatives for visual arts programs in the 21st century. Some of the ÒvoicesÓ that Madoff 

pulled together to discuss the Òpressures, challenges, risks, and opportunitiesÓ for artists 

and art educators in the future, include Ann Hamilton, Mike Kelley, Marina Abramovi!, 

and John Baldessari. 

 

The Strategic National Arts Alumni Project 

  The researchers involved with a series of recent studies, the Strategic National 

Arts Alumni Project or SNAAP, have hoped to make an impact on perceptions that 

concern fine arts programs within higher education in the United States. ÒSNAAP is 



 55 

dedicated both to providing confidential alumni data to participating institutions as well 

as to looking at some of the major issues facing the arts school of the 21st centuryÓ 

(SNAAP, 2013, p. 6). The project's mission has been, in part, Òto investigate the 

educational experiences and career paths of arts graduates nationallyÓ (p. 2). A news 

release from Indiana University, where the survey is based, announced that SNAAP had 

received a national award for arts research and quoted Sarah Cunningham, the Arts 

Education Director at the National Endowment for the Arts in 2009. It said, ÒSNAAP 

results will allow us to see how high-quality, deep training in the arts guides professional 

careers of creative American citizens.Ó (Retrieved from 

http://education.indiana.edu/news/2009-11-16-01.html). 

The survey continues to be developed at the Center for Postsecondary Research 

and Center for Survey Research at Indiana University in cooperation with scholars from 

the Curb Center for Art, Enterprise, and Public Policy at Vanderbilt University, and has 

surveyed more than 80,000 arts graduates on-line annually since 2008 (SNAAP, 2013, p. 

10). The survey has included questions related to former art studentsÕ participation with 

their institutionÕs educational resources while enrolled as a student. It has inquired about 

the history of and income from full-time and part-time work in occupations associated 

with the arts, as well as the level of engagement they have had as alumni with the training 

they received while in art school. Researchers hope that the responses to such questions 

can serve as Òan invaluable tool for institutions in their ongoing quest for good and 

meaningful data for evaluating relevant school-based outcomesÉ [and provide] a system 



 56 

that arts training institutions, policy makers, and arts graduates value and useÓ (pp. 26-

27).  

The report on the findings from the first two surveys were combined and focused 

on myths related to arts alumni. For example, a common view of the lives of art school 

graduates is that few make a living doing art and that opportunities to do so are limited 

(SNAAP, 2010). One report noted that: 

[I]n large part, [arts alumni] have found meaningful employment, are satisfied 

with their lives, work in diverse settings, and are glad that they went to arts 

schoolÉ These reports also reveal ways in which arts alumni feel their 

institutions could have improved their experiences Ð for instance, by offering 

entrepreneurial and financial training and by expanding their career-related 

services.  (SNAAP, 2013, p. 10) 

The SNAAP researchers also reported that, ÒArts training in postsecondary 

education exists within a complex ecology of pathways and opportunitiesÉ [A]cross all 

social groups, alumni show high levels of overall satisfaction with their experience 

studying the artsÓ (p. 24). As accountability demands in the field of higher education 

strengthen, SNAAP has considered reporting future findings through the lens of the wage 

gap between men and women as well as issues related to students developing Òcreative 

identitiesÓ that are sustained throughout their lifetimes (p. 26).  

Other scholars that have examined the ProjectÕs findings have researched ways 

ÒÉ many artistic aspirants who do not work within the arts still incorporate artistic 

elements within their diverse careers and often engage in art avocationallyÓ (Lindemann, 
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2013, 465). Lindemann (2013) claimed that there are Òcompelling reasonsÓ to study the 

Òalternative waysÓ (p. 465) artists are putting together creative careers.  

Elizabeth Lingo from NexusWorks and Steven Tepper (2013), the Research 

Director of SNAAP argued that: 

[A]rtists need to be masters of navigating across historically disparate domains, 

for example, specializations and generalist skills, autonomy and social 

engagement, the economyÕs periphery and the core, precarious employment and 

self-directed entrepreneurialism, and large metro centers and regional art markets.  

(p. 337) 

 

Graduate students in MFA visual arts programs  

Some scholars and administrators have argued that there are too many artists 

graduating with the MFA degree at the present time. According to Grant (2011), Michael 

Aurbach, a sculpture professor and past president of the CAA, said that, ÒThe problem is 

we are producing far too many MFA graduates for the number of existing jobsÓ (Artist 

MFAs Find Teaching Jobs in New Venues section, para. 2). He elaborated further that, as 

the result of this circumstance, artists seemed to be exploring new educational venues 

such as art museums, community colleges, and private schools.  

Potential reasons for why artists attend graduate schools may include a desire to 

focus on improving their artwork or to obtain high-level feedback and mentoring from 

established artists. Limited li terature on this issue suggests that there appears to be no real 

consensus about why graduate students pursue the visual arts MFA degree. However, the 
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existent literature, though sparse, has addressed issues related to MFA students and 

teaching. For example, according to Daniel Grant (2011), a regular contributor on the arts 

for The Chronicle of Higher Education, many artists "want the degree so that they can be 

candidates for teaching jobs at the college levelÓ (Helping Fine Artists Become Fine 

Teachers section, para. 2). Joe Girandola, Director of the MFA program at the University 

of the Arts in Philadelphia, concurred with GrantÕs statement: ÒIÕd say most, if not all, of 

our MFA students are thinking about teaching at some college, and they know that itÕs 

almost impossible to get hired without the degreeÓ (Helping Fine Artists Become Fine 

Teachers section, para. 3). 

 

 Graduate students as teaching assistants 

Despite what Morrisroe and Roland (2008) reported that, "The general 

assumption among university art faculty is that students come to MFA programs to hone 

their artistic skills, and teaching assignments or assistantships are often seen as simply a 

way to provide financial support to graduate students while they work in their studioÓ (p. 

87), many MFA graduate students have pursued teaching assistant opportunities in the art 

schools they attended. For example, Michael Hardesty, coordinator of the MFA program 

at The Ohio State University, has stated his beliefs on why artists apply to his program. 

Grant (2011) disclosed that, according to Hardesty, ÒThe primary focus of [MFA 

studentsÕ] time at OSU is their development as artistsÓ yet approximately 90 percent of 

the MFA students want to be TAs while earning their degrees" (Helping Fine Artists 

Become Fine Teachers section, para. 5).  
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I have uncovered no research studies about why MFA graduate students like to be 

TAs; but it makes sense that both teaching aspirations and financial concerns may figure 

into their already complex world of earning a graduate education. I found one study, 

however, that occurred in 2011 at the University of Virginia and addressed graduate 

student TAs within the fields of science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 

(STEM fields). Though not conducted in the field of the visual arts, this studyÕs findings 

put forward two potential advantages that gradate students who have worked as TAs 

might gain. I propose that these same advantages could be true of MFA graduate student 

TAs. According to Breene (2011), David Feldon, an assistant professor at University of 

VirginiaÕs Curry School of Education, studied more than 140 masterÕs and doctoral 

students from three universities, some of whom worked as TAs and some of whom did 

not. He determined that Òstudents spending time both teaching and researching 

outperformed the research-only colleaguesÓ (U.VA Study Reveals Grad StudentsÕ Work 

is Better When Teaching and Research are Part of the Mix section, para. 9). He suggested 

two possible explanations for his findings, which included Òpractice makes you betterÉ 

The more they worked with their students on [various] challengesÉ the more they 

practiced their own research skills,Ó and, Òstudents who explain how they perform the 

skills they are trying to learn tend to learn more quickly and develop better skillsÓ (para. 

10-11).  

Returning back to issues within the field of the visual arts, I discovered that issues 

related to preparing MFA students as studio art instructors have been recurring concerns 

at regional and national conferences, such as those held by the CAA, Foundations in Art: 
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Theory and Education (FATE), and the Society for Photographic Education (Morrisroe & 

Roland, 2008). The ways in which teaching assistants are prepared appears to vary across 

institutions. For example, there are no teacher training opportunities at some institutions 

compared to a year of mandatory teacher training coursework at others. Additionally, 

according to Grant (2011), Howard Quednau of the Minneapolis College of Art and 

Design has suggested that MFA student TAs sometimes lack confidence in expressing 

themselves in words and are not proficient enough in the subjects they are expected to 

teach. He pointed out that, ÒSomeÉ MFA students need to get [their own] remedial helpÓ 

(Artist MFAs Find Teaching Jobs in New Venues section, para. 17). 

Subsequently, new courses related to studio teaching have emerged in selected art 

schools and departments across the country. For example, the University of Florida added 

an elective course to its curricula entitled, ÒTeaching Art in Higher EducationÓ in 1998, 

which was taught by an art education professor. Its premise was that of teaching graduate 

students about pedagogy and the basic principles and practices of teaching or the Ònuts 

and boltsÓ of university teaching (Morriroe & Roland, 2008, p. 89). Eventually, topics of 

theory, academic freedom, and academic responsibility became part of the curriculum for 

the course as well. When this became a required course for entering MFA students in 

2003, the University of Florida added a position titled, Foundations Coordinator. This 

faculty member was responsible for supervising graduate TAs, hosting regular group 

meetings to discuss experiences related to MFA studentsÕ teaching, and examining the 

quality of the undergraduate student work as a means of assessing the TAs' teaching 

abilities (Morrisroe & Roland, 2008). 
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At the University of the Arts in Philadelphia, faculty members have designed and 

taught a course called, ÒIn the Classroom.Ó The Maryland Institute College of Art has 

developed a two-year program that has led to a Certificate in College Teaching in Art. 

Other approaches have included required summer courses for incoming MFA students 

hired as TAs as well as mandatory attendance at teaching workshops (i.e. designing 

courses, writing syllabi, developing studio projects, etc.) during MFA studentsÕ first two-

semesters as teaching assistants. The Ohio State University has required MFA students 

employed as TAs to take a one-semester seminar course for credit called, ÒTeaching in 

the Studio Classroom,Ó while they shadow a full-time studio art professor. According to 

Grant (2011), The School of the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, where full-time faculty 

members provide nearly all MFA classroom instruction, has allowed MFA students, upon 

the completion of their degrees, to teach two courses at the school as postgraduate 

teaching fellows (Helping Fine Artists Become Fine Teachers section, para. 13).  

  

Faculty members and graduate student development 

            David Brooks (2001) has reminded us that, ÒFor the sake of the students, 

educators must help the academy to recognize the value of the whole person concept and 

the theory that contributes to studentsÕ growth and changeÓ (p. 21). There is limited 

research on how such concepts and theories are viewed within MFA visual arts 

education; however, Salazar's (2013) research has aimed to examine how art faculty 

members view their students and teaching. She has suggested that one of the primary 

goals of art school professors has been Òto help students construct a life around art, 
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conceptualize personal definitions for happiness and success, and develop confidenceÓ (p. 

253).  Her research also aligns with the CAA's ÒStandards and GuidelinesÓ (2008), which 

state that, ÒEach student deserves the staffÕs careful consideration of individual needs and 

conscientious direction in planning an appropriate course of studyÓ (Studio Curriculum 

section, para. 11).  

Salazar (2013) has also suggested that, Òstudio instructors who discuss curriculum 

and pedagogy with colleagues might become more aware of pedagogical choices, 

question curricular assumptions, and expand pedagogical possibilitiesÓ (p. 254). Her 

research concluded that in order for art schools to meaningfully meet their goal to 

develop Òthe personÓ in their studio art students, Òcareful thought must be given to 

crafting curricula and pedagogy relevant to citizens of the 21st centuryÓ (pp. 255-256). 

ÒThe emphasis on doing is not simply about being able to produce a skilled performance, 

but is about understanding what it means to be a skilled performerÓ (Shreeve, Sims, & 

Trowler, 2009, p. 128).  Salazar (2013) suggested that, Òwell-crafted curricula will not be 

enough: artist-teachers must be able to integrate their studio expertise and curricular 

content with the creative inclinations of their studentsÓ (p. 256). 

 

Graduate students and faculty members as professional models 

As we have seen, once a visual arts graduate student is decorated with an MFA 

degree, he or she is often already in the process of pursuing employment within one of 

the limited number of open studio art faculty positions in higher education. Even as many 

MFA graduates seem to aspire to such positions, the literature relating to these issues in 



 63 

visual arts teaching in higher education has tended to discourage making the assumption 

that recipients of the MFA degree are capable of meaningfully leading a classroom of 

visual arts students. It has been argued that such an assumption can be misleading, and 

even harmful to the maintenance and longevity of the field. For most of these graduates, 

their ÒteacherÓ training consisted of the experiences they had while working as a TA for 

undergraduates and the observations they made of the ways faculty members modeled the 

profession.  

MFA graduate students may also observe conflicting matters related to how a 

studio art faculty member is promoted. For example, the CAA (2008) has asserted that 

faculty members' successes in MFA programs have depended ÒprimarilyÓ on their 

teaching abilities, despite the fact that many MFA instructors have not been trained as 

teachers. On the other hand, Robert Sommer's (1999) research on the role that a studio art 

program has at a research university contradicts this claim. He said that, even though 

"faculty in studio art are neither recruited nor trained to teach lecture coursesÉ 

promotions and merit increases are based primarily on creative work and secondarily on 

teachingÓ (pp. 42-43).  

In general, ÒTeaching to a high level of learning is often a struggle, because 

[university] educators are frequently not knowledgeable about a variety of teaching 

strategiesÓ (Smith & Geis, 1996, p. 5). Specifically, literature related to teaching at high 

levels of visual arts programs suggest that potential challenges to studio art educators 

exist as they are often not trained as pedagogues (Anker et al., 2007; Daichendt, 2010; 
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Elkins 2001). According to Barrett (1988), ÒÉstudents may well teach as they have been 

taughtÉÓ (p. 27). This circumstance impacts the ways instructors model the profession. 

 ÒThe way we teach will shape how professionals behave Ð in a society so 

dependent on the quality of its professionals, that is no small matterÓ (Shulman, 2005, p. 

59). Elliot Eisner (2002) has written that, Òthe aims of any field are not determined solely 

by its subject matter; they are also determined byÉ teachers who decide what is 

important to teachÓ (p. 70). Salazar (2013) wrote in her article about art making in the 

21st century that, Òby engaging students as equals and sharing stories from their lives, 

teachers model what it means to be practicing artists and ÔrealÕ peopleÓ (p. 252). 

Ultimately, as Singerman (1999) has pointed out, ÒTeaching does not come without 

metaphysics. It is not offered, nor is it heard, outside an ensemble of representations, 

values, and beliefs woven in and out of course assignments, studio critiques, and modeled 

rolesÓ (p. 5).  

Atkins, Brinko, Butts, Claxton, and Hubbard (2001) have forwarded that, 

"Educators need toÉ engage in professional development activities that promote among 

them a renewed sense of accountability, innovation, and connection to the organizationÕs 

missions and goals while also promoting professional and personal growth (as cited in 

Brancato, 2003, p. 60). 

 

Curricula and pedagogy within MFA visual arts programs 

According to Saul Ostrow of the Cleveland Art Institute, Òthe fact that graduate 

programs have not significantly changed structurally or pedagogically is a concern for 
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many of us involved in the question of how artists are to be educatedÓ (Anker et al., 2007, 

p. 106). He also recognized, however, that todayÕs programs are confronted with what he 

called Òthe corporatization of education,Ó and thus, arts institutions are challenged to 

Òbalance their commitment to addressing evolving cultural standards with the 

institutional tendency to see those solutions that are most readily marketableÓ (p. 106). 

 

Requirements and recommendations of National Standards  

The National Association for Schools of Art and Design (NASAD) was 

established in 1944 and continues to determine the standards required of the nationÕs 

graduate and undergraduate visual art programs and oversees the peer review process that 

determines an art schoolÕs accreditation. As an organization, NASAD has developed a 

core set of National Standards that art schools or departments of art must meet in order to 

be represented among schools with the highest levels of teaching and curricula within 

visual arts higher education. An art schoolÕs accreditation places its visual arts program in 

the top 50 percent of programs at the nationÕs more than 600 art schools (NASAD, 2008).  

Miller, Bender, and Schuh have written about the accreditation process and the 

ways NASAD has determined whether or not schools or departments in the visual arts are 

doing what they claim to be doing. Flexibility does exist within the standards as each 

school can define its own purpose and determine its curricular requirements. For 

example, the NASAD Handbook (2000) indicates that: 

Each institution is responsible for developing and defining the specific purposes 

of its overall graduate program in art and/or design, and of each graduate degree 
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program it offersÉ [including] requirements for such areas studio research, 

scholarship, and preparation for teaching in terms of (a) the specialization, (b) 

support for the specialization, and (c) breadth of competence. (p. 124)  

NASAD recommends that, Òstudents should be encouraged to acquire the 

professional development skills necessary to advance themselves according to their area 

of specialization and their own career objectivesÓ (p. 126). It has also recognized that, 

ÒMany of those who are in graduate degree programs in art and design are or will be 

engaged in art and design teaching of some type during the course of their professional 

careersÓ (p. 126). Therefore, ÒInstitutions are strongly encouraged to give attention to the 

preparation of graduate students as teachersÉ [and] should include an introduction to the 

pedagogy of subject matter considered fundamental to curricula for undergraduate art and 

design majorsÓ (NASAD, 2000, p. 126). These recommendations, along with those of 

CAA, indicate that studio art faculty members should play key roles in designing and 

developing MFA programs.  

Established in 1912, the CAA recently celebrated its 100th anniversary and 

reflected on its long, diverse, multi-faceted history. One of the most significant 

contributions the Association has made to the field of the visual arts came about in 1977 

when the Association deemed the MFA degree as the terminal degree in the field of 

studio visual arts. The CAA standards for the MFA, in part, demand "the highest level of 

professional competency in the visual arts and contemporary practicesÓ (as cited in 

Morrisroe & Roland, 2008, p. 88). It is the AssociationÕs high level of standards that 

place the MFA degree as equivalent to other terminal degrees, such as the Ph.D. or Ed.D. 
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Today, the CAA retains a comprehensive purpose: Òto promote art interests in all 

divisions of American colleges and universitiesÓ (Ball, 2011, p.19).   

Some people within the field contend that both NASADÕs and CAAÕs definitions 

of what the visual arts comprise have become so open-ended that the needs of visual arts 

education are also open-ended and less accurately defined than they should be. For 

example, the CAA Standards and Guidelines for MFA programs were updated in 2008 to 

suggest that MFA curricula address verbal, written, and conceptual skills. The standards 

in the 2007-2008 NASAD Handbook indicate that earning an MFA degree requires 

Òwriting and speaking skills to communicate clearly and effectively to the art and/or 

design communities, the public and in formal or informal teaching situationsÓ (NASAD, 

2008). 

The professional organization, Foundations in Art: Theory and Education 

(FATE), was established in 1978. Though the organization does not dictate specific 

standards, its biennial conferences around the country have concentrated on defining and 

understanding issues related to foundations-level studio art programs in higher education. 

FATE has also published scholarship related to issues of art school faculty members and 

students.  In particular, two articles published in FATE in Review, address visual arts 

students and the benefits of learning quality writing skills; a topic that relates strongly to 

the intentions of the written activities is this study. 

It has been argued that writing helps students to learn better and more deeply. 

Students can actively understand and better retain knowledge, what Earl Tai (2005) from 

Parsons, The New School for Design has called Òwriting to learnÓ (p. 35). In his article, 
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ÒWriting in the Art and Design Curriculum,Ó he argued for the integration of writing into 

postsecondary visual arts programs. Tai (2005) suggested that writing is a tool to be used 

in processing information and knowledge as it can ÒstabilizeÓ ideas as well as integrate 

visual and written language that allows visual arts students to access broader knowledge. 

Tai also stated that new writing exercises that are introduced with the visual arts 

curriculum would differ considerably from the familiar written project brief and artist 

statement. Instead, writing would take on a new form and occur within the process and 

aid brainstorming and concept development, annotated sketching, and production 

journaling (p. 37). 

In the article ÒBridging the Gap between Art and Writing,Ó Calvert (2010), an 

MFA student at Portland State University, developed a series of case studies that 

addressed the significance of writing activities in art school. She discussed several 

writing activities that were supportive of students becoming better informed with regard 

to their practice and ideas. For example, students in CalvertÕs study wrote about the 

descriptions of their artistic processes, the feedback they received from critique sessions, 

and their own perceptions of the strengths and weaknesses of their projects. Additional 

sets of writings included three different written proposals the students prepared before 

beginning a project. In each project, they considered different themes including critical 

studies of the self, political ideologies, and the project in terms of its formal elements and 

principles. Before the critique, students also prepared a written final statement to 

accompany their project, and after the critique, students wrote in response to the prompts 

they received during the review from peers. This practice represented the belief that, 
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ÒMaking art may be thought of as a kind of Ôconversational learningÕÓ (Bamberger & 

Schšn, 1983 as cited in James, 1996, p. 151). The process of this critical evaluation and 

therefore, the understanding of what happens in each of the phases of making an artwork, 

deepened the connection that students had with their individual pieces and required them 

to articulate different approaches to the same work, regardless of whether or not they 

used them as they revisited their processes. 

 

Required and elective courses in professional practice  

 The curricula for most MFA programs are related to exploring studio art concepts 

and earning specific credit units in the area of art history. Distinct to a small number of 

art schools, some MFA students have the opportunity to take specific courses in 

pedagogy in order to learn about teaching in higher education. This group of art schools 

includes the University of West Virginia, the University of Illinois Chicago, and the 

University of North Texas. Various programs have offered visual arts students advice 

about jobs; however as Grant (1998) has argued:  

Information about jobs is not enough. Art programs also need to maintain current 

listing of upcoming art competitions, exhibition opportunities, affordable studio 

and living spaceÉ deadlines for grants and fellowshipsÉ offer occasional 

workshops or seminars that focus on particular aspects of the business of being an 

artist, such as laws affecting artistsÕ intellectual property or ways to find dealers 

and collectors.  (Fine-Arts Programs School Teach Career Skills, Not Just 

Technique section, para. 8).  
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As more schools develop courses that address professional practices in the field of 

the visual arts, including those similar to ÒIn the ClassroomÓ at the University of the Arts, 

ÒTeaching in the Studio ClassroomÓ at the Ohio State University, and ÒTeaching Art in 

Higher EducationÓ at the University of Florida, it seems that MFA students will have 

more opportunities to gain practical knowledge about the art world as well as knowledge 

related to the work and lifestyle of an artist-teacher. 

 

Approaches to teaching in visual arts higher education        

            As I address issues related to teaching approaches in the visual arts, I begin this 

section with a discussion about action research, the methodology I employed for this 

study. Though I elaborate on the methodology in the next chapter, here, I bring attention 

to the few researchers who have successfully used action research in the field of art and 

visual culture education. I also bring attention to the ways that notions of mindfulness 

within teaching have been considered within higher education and visual arts education.  

  

Teaching within action research 

Given that most faculty members have not been professionally trained to teach, it 

is probable that they have never engaged with action research as such research often 

focuses on a teacherÕs awareness of their practices as teachers. Additionally, it is likely 

that instructors in higher education possess professional priorities related to maintaining a 

research program in their own disciplines that often overshadow those in teaching 

(Zuber-Skerritt, 1992).  
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Using artistic action research encourages all teachers to deeply consider the 

philosophies and rationales that underscore the choices they make about curricula 

(Mason, 2005). Taking part in an action research project requires its participants to 

assume self-reflexive and self-critical positions as they share decision-making that 

pertains to their teaching practices. ÒInquiry into our own practice centers usÉ in a real 

place and time with real persons, begs our questions and possibilities, makes us 

responsible for what we believe and do. When done well, teaching as inquiry provokes 

our most aesthetic, pedagogical sensibilities. It helps us to envision and craft ourselves 

and our workÓ (May, 1994, p. 124). In these ways, it seems that action research could be 

beneficial for faculty members in higher education, especially if they are motivated by a 

desire for social change and improvements in learning, teaching, and curriculum. With 

continued interaction between practice, theory, and change, action research allows for the 

revelation of new knowledge through the analysis of oneÕs own educational or artistic 

practices (Brydon & Miller, 2003; Burgess, 2006; McTaggart, 1997; Reason & Bradbury, 

2001). 

            The methodology has been advocated and utilized within art and visual culture 

education programs (Mason, 2005; May, 1993). For example, to help pre-service and 

practicing art teachers, to reflect on the choices they make within their practices more 

objectively (May, 1993), Lynn Beudert and Elizabeth Garber (2013) have reported on 

how art and visual culture education graduate students at the University of Arizona have 

conducted various qualitative research studies that have involved action research 

methodologies. Beudert and Garber have addressed the ways that their graduate students' 
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research not only allowed for the exploration of important research topics in the field, but 

also for personal inquiries into the very nature and relevance of their graduate studentsÕ 

pedagogical and artistic practices. ÒTreating oneÕs [art] classroom as a site for inquiry is 

eye-opening and career-altering for manyÓ (Hutchings, 2010, p. 66). 

Essentially, the teacher-researcher is a participant of or an insider for the study 

itself. May (1994) has suggested that the methodology of action research can help art 

educators address the following questions: 

How do we help both novice and experienced teachers experience Ôthe familiarÕ 

or ÔobviousÕ in more provocative and critical ways? If engaged in action research 

projects, what are some meaningful, creative ways in which teachers can express, 

represent, and share what they have learned or are learning? As art teacher 

educators, should we ever intervene or suggest a different direction, particularly if 

a teacherÕs practice flies against our understanding of ÔbestÕ practice and personal 

ethics or if it seriously diminishes the quality of youngstersÕ experiences in art?Ó  

(p. 122) 

Bresler (1994) noted that employing action research involves the teacherÕs ability 

to empathize and recreate the experiences of others within oneself: "The researcher is not 

seen as separate from the researched" (p. 2). As a form of qualitative research, the 

methodology fosters empathetic understanding that has been defined as including the 

voices of many with care and insight. Bresler (2006) has described it this way: ÒBoth art 

and qualitative research in the search for empathic understanding involve mediating back 

and forth between the personal and the publicÓ (p. 53). When employing empathic 
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understanding and paying attention to the Òspace surrounding the art experienceÓ 

(Bresler, 2006, p. 54), qualitative action research can offer significant value to visual arts 

education.  

 

Teaching and mindfulness 

The research of Jenny Lee, the instructor of the course I discussed in Chapter 

One, has addressed issues related to mindfulness and teaching, and she has published an 

article about the class that I took in 2011. Enthused about addressing the ways education 

seems to neglect the inner lives of students in higher education, she wrote that, ÒThe aims 

of the education course were to help students understand ways that spirituality, 

consciousness, and mindfulness can inform current educational issuesÉ the course 

required students to investigate their core beliefs and values and then to examine the 

relationship between their values and their professional practicesÓ (Lee, 2012, p. 2). She 

quoted Astin (2007) who stated that, ÒWhile experience no doubt plays a central role in 

shaping our beliefs, what many of us fail to realize is that beliefs play a role in shaping 

your experienceÓ (p. 37 as cited in Lee, 2012, p. 4). 

Lee proposed that faculty members, especially those who facilitate a course about 

consciousness and mindfulness, must first address their own assumptions and values in 

order to meaningfully Òembrace inner as well as outer transformation for ourselves and 

our studentsÓ (p. 2). During the course, I noted that characteristics of action research 

seemed to emerge as she pointed out how important honesty and accountability were to 

the role of the teacher. She noted that, ÒShe or he should be a fellow participant in the 
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course as she or he leads itÉ and share common ground that honors diverse thinking but 

also allows individuals to safely explore their own inner issuesÉ[with] a shared 

commitment to improving educational conditions served as the starting place for 

collective self-introspectionÓ (p. 4). Recognizing the complex problems in higher 

education today, Lee invited students, faculty members, and administrators to serve as 

facilitators of the process that begins to appraise the motivations that guide our visions 

for the future. ÒIt is only through immersing ourselves in problems that we can come up 

with creative solutions. Effective organizations embrace problems rather than avoid or 

ignore themÓ (May, 1994, p. 144). 

Rita Irwin suggested that contemporary education has come to emphasize the 

roles a person has in his or her life, for example, roles of parent, teacher, and artist, more 

so than the soul that resides at the heart of our interconnected selves, and that of students. 

She has argued that, ÒAn education of the soul is an education filled with feeling 

completely aliveÉ experiencing joy, compassion, mindfulness, and a sense of awe for 

what mystery that aboundsÓ (Irwin, 2007, p. 1401). She noted further that, ÒWith 

increasing demands being made on educators, parents, and those assisting with the 

education of our youth and our communitiesÉ people are longing for more meaning in 

their lives and in their educational pursuitsÓ (Huebner, 1999 as cited in Irwin, p. 1401). 

As Irwin's research endorses the claim that students remember things more deeply when 

they are mindfully engaged, she recalled that: ÒMindfulness for curriculum means 

learning how to focus and grasping meanings that are important for the individualÓ 

(Iannone, 1999, p. 3 as cited in Irwin, 2007, p. 1401). She continued, ÒOur presence and 
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our encounters with others and our selves become a curriculum [as]É artists and arts 

educators have the opportunity to open the cracks or gaps in their own learning and in so 

doing lead the way for othersÓ (Irwin, 2007, pp. 1402-1403).  

Specific research investigations by Beudert (2006) have addressed the ways that 

pre-service art teachers can benefit from practicing introspective pedagogy in order Òto 

understand how their own biographies, teaching philosophies, and viewpoints give shape 

to how they teach and who they are as pedagoguesÓ (p. 76).  As creating art is often 

practiced simultaneously with personal introspection, how MFA students view their own 

art making and teaching can be valuable and constructive in the development of their 

sense of self. 

   

Signature, emergent, and reflexive pedagogies 

Despite the fact that little attention has been paid to the pedagogical theory and 

methodology used within studio art courses in higher education (Pearce, 2012), what 

follows is literature that explains three types of pedagogy that are relevant to this research 

study. The studyÕs participants engaged in several different activities during the 

colloquium series that reflected activities with which they might engage as professionals 

in the visual arts. The term, Òsignature pedagogies" was defined by Lee Shulman (2005), 

scholar and then President of the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching. 

Shulman (2005) defined signature pedagogies as Òtypes of teaching that organize the 

fundamental ways in which future practitioners are educated for the new professionsÓ (p. 

52). 
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The routine of pedagogical practice can Òcushion the burden of higher learningÉ 

transforming the impossible into the merely difficultÓ (Shulman, 2005, p. 56). In his 

article, ÒSignature Pedagogies in the Professions,Ó Shulman explained the benefits of the 

routine practice of various pedagogies, and how they are of service to training 

professionals. The nature of repetition helps trainees to internalize practices so they 

Òthink with them" rather than ÒaboutÓ them (p. 57). He noted that if the use of signature 

pedagogies becomes a habit in the classroom, they can influence students' values and 

characters as Òvisibility and accountability inevitably raise the emotional stakes of the 

pedagogical encounterÉ [inviting] both excitement and anxietyÓ (p. 57).     

Klebesadel and Kornetsky (2009) suggested that educated artists need to have the 

ability to communicate, and therefore they considered the classroom critique, or the Ôcrit,Õ 

to be a signature pedagogy in the visual arts. Though it is believed to be an essential 

evaluation process, the critique is Òmessy, often subjective, highly personal, and as an 

outgrowth of the more traditional master-teacher modelÉ hierarchicalÓ (Gurung, Chick, 

& Haynie, 2009, p. 108). Klebesadel and Kornetsky also forwarded that, ÒCritique is a 

signature pedagogy for studio art because it teaches core disciplinary understandings of 

how the visual arts and artists function in societyÉ [and] persistent effort over time and 

learning to use reflection and self-criticism to advance artwork are necessary abilitiesÓ (p. 

111). As they develop within the field, Òvisual art students learn to accept, expect, and 

even seek [constructive criticism]Ó (p. 112). 

Barrett (1988) has also discussed ways of conducting critiques in visual arts 

classrooms; however, he has not addressed it using the term, signature pedagogy. Art 
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educators often consider critique in terms of Òa procedure of interpretation as a procedure 

of building arguments on the basis of evidence in and around the artwork, and they claim 

that interpretations are open to counter-argumentsÓ (p. 26). Barrett claimed that even as 

student work often comprised the exclusive set of objects being addressed during a visual 

arts critique, critique can help visual arts students to meet Òbroader goals of developing a 

critical social awarenessÓ (p. 26). For example, this is evident when critique discussions 

include historical and contemporary artworks as well as artifacts of contemporary visual 

culture including advertising, television, and other non-art design-heavy objects.  

According to BarrettÕs 1988 study on studio art professors, critique was 

Òexplicitly singled out as the most important aspect of their teachingÓ (p. 24). He has 

written that, ÒThose professors who expressed difficulty in achieving their stated goal of 

engaging students in dialogue about artworks might enjoy great success if they were 

more aware of the standard trilogy of description, interpretation, and evaluation as critical 

proceduresÓ (p. 27). 

According to Blair (2006), who did a study about the feedback that studio art 

students gain from large critique sessions, ÒThe crit allows the student an opportunity to 

practice and develop presentations skills and a verbal articulation of their thoughts to an 

audienceÓ (p. 83). Blair (2006) addressed the ways that visual arts students are affected 

by the environment of large critique sessions and questioned, ÒHow does this crucial 

aspect of a studentsÕ learning experience map onto their understanding of the professional 

world?Ó (Davies & Reid, 2000 as cited in Blair, 2006, p. 92). Both Barrett and Blair 
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encourage further research on this unique educational practice that takes place within 

visual art classrooms. 

Since the nature of a classroom is social, emergent pedagogy aims to promote 

interactions within a group of participants as they learn about each other, and it is the 

second pedagogy I present that is important in my research study. The use of emergent 

pedagogy entails open-ended exploration and trust between collaborative members of a 

group who understand that what their peers contribute will be worthwhile. ÒA group that 

engages in significant interactions increases everyoneÕs learning opportunitiesÓ (Dalke, 

Cassidy, Grobstein, & Blank, 2007, p. 126). According to Dalke et al. (2007), Òthe 

emergent approach facilitates both independent and collaborative thinkingÓ (p. 126). 

Emergent pedagogy requires that participants be open to Òthe uncontrollableÓ and 

consists of two central themes: Òhow we often act based on intuitive feelings, without 

knowing exactly what they are or what will follow from them; and how a very small local 

intervention can make a big difference in the classroomÓ (p. 118). Dalke et al. (2007) 

have also suggested that, ÒIn short, the emergence perspective offers potential framework 

and theoretical support for a rethinking of pedagogy that begins, not with a concept of 

pre-planned structureÉ butÉ the interaction of autonomous elements [that] can lead to a 

productive self-organizing structureÓ (p. 114). When engaging in emergent pedagogy, 

Dalke et al., (2007) have argued that students and/or participants must believe that Òtheir 

interactions with others will be better than what would have occurred without themÓ (p. 

122). The participants become Òcreative shapersÓ of their own lives, which in turn, gives 

them a ÒvoiceÓ in their immediate reform of a topic or practice. ÒLearning objectives of 
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an emergent approach have less to do with content than with process, growth, and 

developmentÓ (Dalke et al., 2007, p. 125). They are prompted, "to take responsibility for 

their own education and the education of those around them (p. 128).  

Reflexive pedagogies comprise the third type of pedagogy I present and offer 

participants opportunities for in-depth consideration, debate, and reconsideration. For as 

McKenna (1999) has pointed out, ÒThe goal of teaching perhaps should [be] to encourage 

[students] to engage with complex ideasÓ (p. 76). The concepts of reflexive pedagogy 

help to build participants' self-awareness. As a teacher and researcher interested in private 

self-expression and public communication, Bolton (1989) stated that the use of reflexive 

pedagogies can support visual arts instructors as they Òbroaden the skill-based and 

product-focused curriculum to enable pupils to become more critically aware and 

sensitive to their own work and that of others through more contemplative and reflective 

approaches to art makingÓ (as cited in Bresler, 1994, p. 14). 

ÒThe difference between reflexive conversation in action research and other forms 

of reflective conversation within practical situations is that it is systematic. It is this that 

merits the process of reflection being called a form of researchÓ (James, 1999 as cited in 

Mason, 2005, p. 574). The pedagogical practices that I employed within my research 

study included many reflective exercises comprising image making, oral exchanges, and 

written responses. Boud, Keogh, and Walker, (1985) have described reflection as "those 

intellectual and affective activities in which individuals engage to explore their 

experiences in order to lead to new understandings and appreciationÓ (as cited in Boud, 
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2001, p. 10).  As McKenna suggested, ÒI want students to have some sense that what they 

see as reality is always changing and evolvingÓ (p. 77).  

 

Context of the study 

During the three-year plan of study that is required of MFA students within the 

School of Art, students must earn AÕs or BÕs in at least 60 units of university credit, 

including 30 units in an area of concentration, 12 units in art history (however, since the 

time of this study, the required units of credit in art history have changed to nine), and 18 

units of graduate level credit in elective courses Òtaken outside the area of concentration, 

to support scholarly and professional developmentÓ 

(http://art.arizona.edu/students/programs-of-study/2d-studies/graduate-studies). At the 

time of this research study, the courses that were open to students and addressed topics 

related to professional development included two undergraduate courses entitled, 

ÒGallery ManagementÓ and ÒCareer Development for Visual Arts.Ó The graduate-level 

course that focused on the professional development of visual artists, art and visual 

culture educators, and art historians was offered through the Division of Art and Visual 

Culture Education. The course was titled, ÒVisual Arts Teaching in Higher Education.Ó 

This biennial course primarily focused on issues related to the process of becoming a 

faculty member in higher education.  

There were other benchmarks in the MFA program at the School of Art that were 

mandatory for the MFA students in this study. The following expectations were required 

to be accomplished chronologically and included passing a ÒFirst year MFA graduate 
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semester reviewÓ and a second year ÒMFA candidacy reviewÓ as well as passing an oral 

examination that was conducted by visual arts professors in conjunction with the 

studentÕs individual thesis exhibition artwork at the end of the MFA student's final 

semester.  

The succinct mission statement of the School of Art of this study reads (in part) as 

follows: ÒThe School of Art É challenges students to think, research, produce and teach 

art critically with an awareness of historical context as well as contemporary practices.Ó 

The statement continues with, ÒOur goal is to provide the practical training they will need 

to be successful as arts professionalsÓ (School of Art Mission Statement, 2011, p. 7). The 

statement does reflect genuine commitment on the part of the school to its students in 

terms of gaining a relevant education in the visual arts. 

At intervals of seven years, an Academic Program Review (APR) takes place 

within all the various disciplinary programs at the university. Separate from, but aligned 

with the School of ArtÕs NASAD evaluations and goals, the APR procedures at the 

School of Art have addressed on-going and specific goals that relate to Art History, Art 

and Visual Culture Education, and each visual arts studio medium taught within the 

School of Art. The final APR report not only highlights what has been accomplished over 

the past seven years, but also puts forth the goals that have been set for the next seven 

years.  

In 2011, the most recent report opened with the following statements: Ò[T]he 

review committee is impressed by the quality of the facultyÕs scholarly and creative 

accomplishments and dedication to student learningÉ The graduate students also 
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commented that it was often the faculty that appealed them most when they chose to 

attend the schoolÉ [and] overall, the [First Year Experience] program is widely 

supported by the graduate students for the opportunities to learn to teachÉÓ (p. 8).   

The APRÕs external review committee made recommendations for meeting the 

needs of the School of ArtÕs MFA students. For the most part, their responses were not 

different from the general needs already presented in this literature review. They included 

Òmore options for interdisciplinary projects, both within the larger College of Fine Arts 

and the entire university communityÓ (p. 9). Referencing ÒholesÓ in the graduate 

curriculum, one student was quoted in the report for having asked that there be Òmore 

professional practice courses to help them transition from student to artist [as]É current 

courses were ÔspottyÕ or taken too late in the student's careerÓ (p. 12).  

The report also addressed the School of ArtÕs collegial environment and the 

positive relationships between the Dean of the College of Fine Arts, the School of Art's 

Director, and the School of Art's faculty and staff members. In general, the faculty 

members were pleased with their working environment, and they Òstrongly expressed 

their readiness and need for open conversation across divisional ÔsilosÕ in an 

interdisciplinary, philosophical, and conceptual rethinking of the overall curriculumÓ (p. 

9). 

Regarding issues related to curriculum, other input from faculty included the 

following responses: ÒSeveral [studio art] faculty said that the overall curriculum needs to 

be examinedÉ and perhaps some revisions would be timelyÉ A number of faculty, 

undergraduate, and graduate students agreed that the ÔmenuÕ of courses offered needs to 
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be considered and new, expanded, and updated courses addedÓ (p. 2). Noting a lack of 

professional development courses, faculty members in the Division of Art and Visual 

Culture Education and Art History expressed specific Òconcern for their [studentsÕ] 

overall preparedness for entering into the creative work force and suggested that formal 

professional development coursework would be a welcomed addition to the programÓ (p. 

9). 

 

My approach to this action research study 

ÒWe cannot pursue happiness, rather, it is something that ÔensuesÕ from the 

pursuit of a worthy goal outside of ourselvesÓ (Unknown). To briefly recall the order of 

events relevant to my role in this research study, I believed my sense of self was 

transformed dramatically just after having graduated with my MFA degree. I was 

motivated to challenge, develop, and share my artist ÒselfÓ with the world at large.  

Self as defined by Thornton (2013) stated that, Òthe word ÔselfÕ is used to 

represent the singular, individual and holistic identityÓ (p. 24). He added, Òan individual 

ÔselfÕ is considered to have a number of identities, both personal and professional in 

nature, which contribute to the deeper sense of selfÓ (p. 24). ÒThe word ÔrolesÕ is used 

simply to denote more superficial social identifications that are not necessarily deeply 

personal, but which may impact on deeper personal identities and consequently the selfÓ 

(p. 24). ÒEducation could be seen as a powerful influence on identities and the self, and 

represents at least in part the culture and practices society wishes to impose on 

individualsÓ (p. 26).  
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In time, however, the facets of my life amid Òreal worldÓ settings swiftly stifled 

my motivations for art making and nearly paralyzed my fragile identity as a professional 

in any field. After returning to the university to pursue my doctorate, a course that I had 

taken in the College of Education called, ÒValues, Consciousness, and Professional 

PracticeÓ with Dr. Jennie Lee (2011) comprised part of the impetus for this study. In the 

course, Dr. Lee asked her students consider the following questions:  

Why am I interested in pursuing a graduate degree in this field? What kind of 

changes would I like to make? What drives my efforts? What are my beliefs about 

those I serve? Where do my beliefs originate? What is possible, impossible and 

why? All too often, higher education scholars and administrators are too quick to 

prescribe blanket solutions to higher educationsÕ many complex problems (while 

teaching students to do the same) without space to collectively examine their 

vision for the future and to critically question what drives that vision. (p. 6) 

Attempting to answer these questions, I began the process of making this research 

study a reality. I took to heart Dr. LeeÕs claim that, ÒAny attempt to improve educational 

conditions must begin with oneselfÓ (p. 6). So, I began to learn about and model the 

depth of investigation necessary for my own personal discoveries within Art and Visual 

Culture Education in order to study and support the needs of MFA students within the 

21st Century.  
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The study: Educational participatory action research 

I agree with Daichendt (2010) when he suggested that teaching is an Òaesthetic 

processÓ and arguably made up of Òcomponents similar to the production of artÓ (p. 67). 

In the beginning, I exercised the relationships I had at the university, having sustained 

quality rapport with the students, faculty members, and administrators involved in the 

School of Art. My multiple personal and professional affiliations with the school served 

me well as the process of gaining permission to access and manage this research study 

unfolded.  

According to Thornton (2013), ÒI believe that action research, a mode of research 

in which individuals or intimate groups of professionals aim to directly improve their 

practice and consequentially the service or value they offer to others, is ever present in 

the practices of the dual professionalÉ teacher-researcherÓ (p. 128). 

My past experiences were very similar to those of this studyÕs participants as I 

was one example of a life lived beyond earning an MFA degree from this university. In 

2002, at the start of my MFA education, I had expectations for the program that matched 

those of Annika, Jenna, and Nate, the three MFA students who had consented to 

participate in my research study. I wanted to prevent the circumstances Neher (2010) 

referenced when he wrote, ÒIf art world success remains elusive after a few years of toil, 

many [art school graduates] grow discouraged and give up. And many of those who give 

up still must pay off that student debt, which has to be a bitter reminder of a poor degree 

choiceÓ (p. 118).   
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I believed that I was Òthat certain kind of teacherÓ with a personality apt for 

leading MFA students in personal and professional reflective discoveries that would be 

personally sensitive and professionally pragmatic. Butterwick & Lawrence (as cited in 

Mezirow & Taylor, 2009, p. 177) have noted in support of transformative learning, a 

theoretical framework I introduce in the next chapter, that, ÒWho is speaking and who is 

listening are key questions that need to be carefully considered before engaging with 

these kinds of [reflective] activitiesÓ (p. 43). I demonstrated early on in the course I 

taught that I held great respect for the participants and their pursuit of their MFA degrees. 

ÒWhen students trust teachers, they cross new intellectual terrain with a tread that is firm 

and confidentÓ (Brookfield, 1990, p. 454). I made clear my belief that whether rare, life 

changing, or good-humored, the choices we make as independent students in higher 

education have the potential to be profound.  

Based on the literature in this review, I was inspired to complete this research 

study. Supportive construction of a sense of self can impact studio art graduatesÕ 

participation within the world beyond their higher education. Given the context of 

todayÕs higher education and the work of artists, art educators, and researchers in the 

field, this study encompassed a close look at the significance of documenting and 

understanding contemporary MFA visual arts graduatesÕ lives. In Chapter Three, I 

explain the methodology used in this research study, and how I collected and analyzed 

the data. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 
 

In Chapter Two, I reviewed literature relevant to the background and context of 

this research study. In this chapter, I restate my research questions, describe the 

chronology of events that led up to the establishment of the study, and explain the criteria 

for participation in the study. I also describe the theoretical framework of the research, 

which is situated within the paradigms of qualitative educational participatory action 

research. I then present a review of the data collection methods that I employed and the 

processes of my data analysis. In closing this chapter, I identify the limitations of this 

study, ethical considerations, and the verification process that substantiated the studyÕs 

findings.  

 

Research questions 
 

 The question that guided this research study is as follows: 

How do the experiences related to personal and professional development within 

an MFA visual arts program influence a graduate studentÕs individual sense of self?   

In order to address this overarching research question, I posed the following sub-

questions: 

4. How do MFA students within a course that addresses the curricula and 

pedagogies of their graduate programs and their experiences as MFA students 

describe themselves as individuals, students, artists, teachers, and future 

professionals in the field of the visual arts?   
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5. How does participating in the course allow MFA students to examine and reflect 

upon their personal and professional growth as well as their graduate experiences?  

6. How does my role as the teacher-researcher-artist of the course enable MFA 

students to critically examine and reflect upon their experiences and their 

developing sense of self as MFA students?   

 
 

Chronology of the events 

As briefly mentioned in Chapter One, this study emerged from personal 

reflection, inquiry into the literature, and negotiation within the research site. The 

following chronological narrative describes the events leading up to the beginning of the 

fall 2012 semester in which I taught the course. 

 

Fall semester 2010 

I formally presented the ideas for my research within a yearly course required of 

all doctoral students and attended by the faculty members of the Division of Art and 

Visual Culture Education. This occasion was my first opportunity to collect critical 

feedback and field questions about my research interests concerning the lives of MFA 

graduate students. After my presentation, the questions and comments invigorated me 

and added to the momentum of my research. 
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Fall semester 2011 

I was fortunate to be able to present my work again the following year. My 

research interests had evolved into wanting to help MFA graduate students develop 

personally and professionally. In my presentation, I introduced the syllabus I had 

designed for a course that I hoped to teach students in the universityÕs MFA program. I 

explained the pedagogical strategies I had incorporated in order to help students 

strengthen their writing skills, communicate with different audiences, pursue professional 

funding opportunities, and engage in critical examinations of their individual interests, 

goals, and creative ambitions. Once more, I responded to feedback from my peers and the 

faculty members. I was both supported and challenged by ideas that helped me to edit the 

syllabus and consider additional topics for research. 

During this fall semester, I had also taken a course entitled, ÒValues, 

Consciousness, and Professional Practice.Ó Designed and taught by Dr. Jenny Lee, a 

faculty member in the universityÕs Center for the Study of Higher Education in the 

College of Education, the course encouraged both electronic and in-class discussions 

among the students that addressed the ways our personal values overlapped with our 

professional goals. We also participated in short meditation sessions and conducted one-

on-one interviews with class members to assess the inward-focused curriculum of the 

course. Throughout the semester in Dr. LeeÕs class, I regularly recalled my experiences of 

being in art school. I realized that as an MFA student, I had participated in meditative 

activities and how my own sense of self had been revealed in my artwork and within 
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critiques. I also recognized that other graduate studentsÕ personal values and beliefs were 

disclosed within group critiques.  

Having drawn these parallels between my experiences in Dr. LeeÕs course with 

my experiences in art school, I revisited my MFA course syllabus. I revised my goals and 

objectives in order that the MFA students might examine their personal values and beliefs 

in relation to their professional goals, which might include both teaching and art making.  

 

Early spring semester 2012 

The dissertation proposal I had submitted explained the idea for a research study 

that placed my redesigned syllabus at its heart. Entitled, ÒIssues of Relevance and 

Character in the Fine Arts,Ó the course was intended to investigate the relationships 

between the professional development of graduate students within an MFA visual arts 

program and their developing sense of self. I chose not to put the term "sense of self" in 

the course title rather I used the word ÒcharacterÓ to reference the roles (characters) 

graduate students assume in art school, such as graduate student, artist, teacher, and 

future professional.   

After passing my comprehensive examination and gaining approval from the 

Division of Art and Visual Culture Education to move forward with my research study, I 

met with various studio art faculty members in the School of Art. I had established 

relationships with many of them during my time in the MFA program, and I wanted to 

gain their input about the potential of such a course within the School of Art. We talked 

about ways that my course curriculum would complement existing MFA curricula.  
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Late spring semester 2012 

After meeting with the studio faculty members, I refined the intricacies of my 

proposed course. The course would meet for eight bi-weekly sessions on Thursday 

mornings for one hour and fifty minutes during the fall 2012 semester. Participants in the 

course would earn one unit of credit and would be assessed on a pass/fail basis. I chose to 

limit the course to 10 participants. Given the complexity of forwarding a new course 

through the university's administrative system, I chose to offer the course under an 

existing course number, which was a designated colloquium taught within the Division of 

Art and Visual Culture Education. At the same time I sought approval from the 

universityÕs Institutional Review Board to conduct research on this course (Appendix A). 

Given a delayed response from the Institutional Review Board, I was not able to 

advertise the course until late into the semester. To recruit graduate student participants I 

posted informative fliers (Appendix B) in the School of ArtÕs buildings and the 

Laboratory for Graduate Study in the Studio Arts. I also visited two graduate-level visual 

arts studio classes and announced the course on various university listservs.  

 

Fall semester 2012 

 Criteria for participating in the course required that class members were to be 

current full-time graduate students in the visual arts and were registered for this one-time, 

one-credit colloquium series. Participation in the study was voluntary; however, the 

course was also open to graduate students who did not want to participate in the study. 
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Those participants who consented to participate were asked to sign the university-

approved Institutional Review Board research study consent form (Appendix C).   

The four graduate students who attended the first colloquium session agreed to 

participate. One of the participants, however, did not attend after the first session as it 

conflicted with another course that she wished to take on the campus. The remaining 

three participants were enrolled in their second or third year of the three-year MFA 

program. The participants and myself then met every other Thursday morning during the 

semester in a familiar space, the classroom in the Graduate Laboratory. 

 

Research design  

At the heart of this study was the graduate-level colloquium series that I designed 

and facilitated. Within it, I aimed to provide MFA students with a platform to 

collaboratively engage in a process of self-discovery. The stated objectives of the 

colloquium series implied my goals of having each participant engage with an on-going 

critical examination of his or her individual sense of self and a consideration of the ways 

an MFA student develops personally and professionally. The teaching strategies planned 

for initiating these activities aimed to encourage the participants to talk about, write 

about, and visually express their assumptions, beliefs, practices, and values that related to 

their developing sense of self and to the potential of their future professional roles. As the 

teacher-researcher-artist of the colloquium series, I utilized an action research framework. 

Bogden and Biklen (1992) have written that action research with people allows them to 

Òunderstand themselves better, increases their awareness of problems, and raises 
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commitment. To know the facts first-hand is to have oneÕs consciousness raised and 

dedication increased about particular issuesÓ (p. 227). I hoped that the semester-long 

experience would empower the participants with fresh awareness for who they are as 

individuals, students, artists, teachers, and future professionals in the visual arts.  

 

Qualitative r esearch 

According to Creswell (1998) qualitative research involves participatory and self-

reflexive inquiry. It presumes that the learner actively constructs meaning as he or she 

encounters previously unexplored realities. Often, qualitative research is based on the 

assumption that interacting individuals construct reality in order to understand a 

particular social situation, event, role, group, or interaction. This form of research is 

particularly appropriate for determining how individuals develop over time (Evans et al., 

2010; Merriam & Simpson, 2000). 

The researcher, when conducting qualitative research, keeps up with the study as 

it constantly evolves and changes. This requires that he or she write Òlong passagesÓ 

(Creswell, 1998, p. 17), including quotes from the participants that represent the 

participants' different perspectives and so substantiate the studyÕs claims. Creswell (1998) 

also stated that the researcher must Òengage in the complex, time-consuming process of 

data analysis, the ambitious task of sorting through large amounts of data and reducing 

them to a few themes or categoriesÓ (p. 16). 

Qualitative research takes place within the natural setting of the field and can 

generate multiple artifacts in words, images, or both. The researcher is key to the gradual, 
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emergent, theoretical, and interpretive data collection processes (Creswell 1998; Merriam 

& Simpson, 2000; Patton, 2002). He or she emphasizes the process of inquiry that is 

focused on the participantsÕ transformed perspectives; this illustrates what Krauss (2005) 

wrote when he said: ÒPeople impose order on the world perceived in an effort to 

construct meaningÉ the resulting knowledge is idiosyncratic and is purposefully 

constructed (p. 760)É Qualitative research has the unique goal of facilitating the 

meaning-making processÓ (p.763). As the teacher-researcher-artist in this study, I 

provided a Òplatform for lifeÕs experiencesÓ (Astin, 2007) and was immersed in the real 

lives and immediate experiences of the participants.  

 

Action research 

The action research paradigm is rooted in social justice and positions the 

researcher as a participant who facilitates a studyÕs collaborative interpretations of 

various examinations, questions, problem-solving, and theorizing (Merriam & Simpson, 

2000; Pine, 2009; Schratz, 1992). ÒAction research can serve as an organizing strategy to 

get people involved and active around particular issuesÓ (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992, p. 

228). Primarily, the researcher makes possible ongoing dialogue and reflective analysis 

among the studyÕs participants (Mason, 2005; Schšn, 1983) that Òenables you to live your 

questionsÓ (Battaglia, 1995 as cited in Pine, 2009, p. 175). Action research is learning by 

doing, and Òfull involvement in the social system being studied [is] an advantageÓ 

(Flinders & Mills, 1993, p. 96). According to Altrichter, Posch, & Somekh (1996), Òit is 

characterized by a continuing effort to closely interlink, relate, and confront action and 
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reflection, to reflect upon oneÕs conscious and unconscious doing in order to develop 

oneÕs actions, and to act reflectively in order to develop oneÕs knowledgeÓ (p. 6). 

Kemmis and McTaggart (2000) asserted that the emergent nature of action 

research features a spiral of self-reflective cycles that plan a change, activate the change, 

observe the consequences of the change, and reflect on the process prompting a new plan. 

Ò[Action research] allows people to understand themselves better, as it increases their 

awareness of problems, and raises commitmentÓ (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992, p. 227). ÒThe 

action research spiral is evident in the work of both artists and teachers as they plan, 

experiment, reflect, and act againÓ (RŠsŠnen, 2005, p. 13 as cited in Mason, 2005, p. 

565). Figure 1 illustrates the cyclical nature of action research. 

 

  

Figure 1: Action research cycles. 

In this study, I wanted to understand the ways in which personal and professional 

development occurs within graduate students in MFA programs and how the processes 

affect the studentsÕ perceptions of self. Therefore, employing action research 



 96 

methodologies allowed me to do so and contributed to my analysis and 

recommendations. The methodology is also Òcharacterized by both group consensus 

concerning the values underlying the processes being investigated and the absence of a 

distinction between the practice being researched and the process of researching itÓ 

(Elliot, 1985, p. 239). Findings are immediately applicable to the participantsÕ practices, 

as Òthe language of action research (e.g., emancipation, participation, collaboration, 

actions, change, dialogue) reflects moral and political valuesÓ (Pine, 2009, p. 75). The 

practical approach of action research was appropriate given my intentions for this group 

of MFA students and myself. Action research aims to change a situation and has the 

potential to inform curricular theories that contribute to pedagogical practice and social 

improvement (Elliot, 1991; Somekh, 2008; Noffke, 2009). Aspects of both educational 

action research and participatory action research were involved in this research study.  

 

Educational action research. When the research participants are in a position to 

interpret and reflect on the potential resolutions to their educational inquiries, ÒThe 

collaborative nature of the [educational] action research paradigm empowers the 

participants to take charge of their classroom, to improve teaching, and to advance 

student learningÓ (Pine, 2009, p. 79). Within educational action research, teacher-

researchers build rapport to develop open, student-centered, supportive relationships and 

to relax the participants making them more inclined to offer full answers (Blair, 2010). 

ÒUltimately, the informal discourse exchanged between teachers and students engaging in 

educational action research studies can reveal positive change, or Ònew knowledge,Ó 
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regarding the implementation of relevant curricular design and meaningful pedagogical 

transformationÓ (p. 355). 

Schšn (1983) said that, Òwhen someone reflects-in-action, he becomes a 

researcher in the practice context. HeÉconstructs a new theory of the unique caseÓ (p. 

57). Stephen Corey at Teachers College, Columbia University, proposed that, Òteachers 

should be equal partners in Ôcooperative action researchÕ and play a major role in the 

design of classroom research and in the collection and interpretation of dataÓ (Corey as 

cited in Pine, 2009, p. 41).  

 

Living Educational Theory. Relevant to the social purpose of action research, 

Jack WhiteheadÕs Living Educational Theory addresses the contexts of ÒlivingÓ dialogue. 

Whitehead has posited that, ÒIÉ believe that [education] needs a theory which can 

adequately describe and explain the educational development of individualsÓ (1989, p. 

51). Another aim of action research has been that of improving practice, for as Whitehead 

and McNiff (2011) claimed, Òaction research has always been understood as people 

taking action to improve their personal and social situationsÓ (p. 14). They argued further 

that doing so Òshould be seen as a living form of theoryÉ as people think about what 

they need to do differently in relation to othersÉ [and] understand work as a living 

processÓ (p. 37). Not considered a spectator, the researcher is encouraged to Òfind 

practical ways of living in the direction of their educational and social valuesÓ (p. 15). 

We are reminded that, ÒEducational action research is widely seen as a methodology for 

real-world social changeÓ (p. 15) and aligns with KincheloeÕs (1991) emphasis on praxis, 
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the Òinseparability of theory and practice Ð i.e., informed practice. We must understand 

theoretical notions in terms of their relationship to the lived world, not simply as objects 

of abstract contemplationÓ (p. 57).  

 

Participatory action research. Participatory action research is distinct from other 

action research methodologies because it comprises a single community of researchers 

fully involved and actively participating in the collaborative production of critical 

knowledge aimed at social transformation. This methodology situates a studyÕs 

participants as a single team; thus, employing participatory action research within this 

study situated the MFA student participants and myself as a single group of research 

investigators. Methods within this paradigm integrate social investigation, educational 

work, and action (Hall, 1981; Kemmis & Wilkinson, 1998; Whitehead, Taket, & Smith, 

2003), and use Òknowledge within a team context to create innovation and transformation 

as collective actionÓ (Burgess, 2006, p. 422). ÒThe results of this research are 

immediately applied to a concrete situation with the goal ofÉ improving the lives of 

peopleÓ (Pine, 2009, p. 54). According to Atweh (1998), ÒIt is emancipatory, helping 

people to Ôrecover, and unshackle themselves from, the constraints of irrational, 

unproductive, unjust, and unsatisfying social structures which limit their self 

development and self determinationÕÓ (p. 24 as cited in Pine, 2009, p. 53). 

 

Transformative Learning Theory. Another theoretical framework underscoring 

this research is that of Transformative Learning Theory. This theory has its origins in 
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Jack MezirowÕs research from the 1970Õs on women who participated in college reentry 

programs, after having previously been subservient to men both personally and 

professionally. A college education or a Òmeans to achieveÓ elicited major changes in the 

womenÕs lives. ÒThese women had returned to learning in a period marked by the 

growing force of the womenÕs movementÓ (Newman, 2010, p. 39). According to 

Mezirow and Taylor (2009), Transformative Living Theory is a reconstructive theory that 

Òseeks to establish a general, abstract, and idealized model that explains the generic 

structure, dimensions, and dynamics of the [adult] learning processÓ (p. 21). This act of 

transformative learning has been defined as: 

Ò[T]he process of using a prior interpretation to construe a new or revised 

interpretation of the meaning of oneÕs experienceÉ that transforms problematic 

frames of reference [or, structures of assumptions and expectations,] to make 

them more inclusive, discriminating, reflective, open, and emotionally able to 

change.  (Mezirow & Taylor, 2009, p. 22)  

Adult education scholars Butterwick and Lawrence (2007) claimed that 

transformative learning could occur through the arts as they offer various ways to 

communicate life stories and connect to others. By inviting students to write poems, take 

photos, and participate in popular theater that Òdeeply involves specific communities in 

identifying issues of concernÓ (Lawrence, 2008, p. 65; Prentki & Selman, 2000, p. 8 as 

cited in Mezirow, 2009, p. 36), the narratives of their lives emerged. ÒThe outcomes of 

[artistic] engagements are often surprisingly profoundÉ As facilitators of these kinds of 
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activities, we need to be ready for the unexpected and be open to feedback from 

participantsÓ (Laurence & Butterwick, 2009 as cited in Mezirow, 2009, pp. 35; 44). 

As in participatory action research, the role of working as a single research team 

encourages dialogue and problem-based learning (Mesirow & Taylor, 2009). Therefore, 

following the principles of transformative learning theory, the participants and I not only 

worked together as a collaborative team, but we also considered and reflected on the 

complexities that make up MFA students' experiences. For as Mezirow and Taylor (2009) 

have written: 

The most personally significant transformations involve a critique of premises 

regarding the world and oneÕs self. A transformative learning experience requires 

that the learner make an informed and reflective decision to act or not. This 

decision may result in immediate action or delayed action, caused by situational 

constraints, or lack of information on how to act, or a reasoned reaffirmation of an 

existing pattern of action. (p. 22) 

 

Data collection 

Within action research, according to Creswell (2009), ÒThe data collection steps 

include setting the boundaries for the study, collecting informationÉ as well as 

establishing the protocol for recording informationÓ (p. 178). In this study, audio 

recordings, written or printed documents, and visual materials were the three main 

categories of data types that were collected throughout the semester. Unique to action 

research, data collection is ongoing, iterative, and informed by the questions that emerge 
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from those researchers conducting the study. In the following section, I describe the 

methods and materials I used in order to routinely collect data for this study. 

 

Oral data  

After the MFA students consented to participate in this research study, digital 

audio-recordings were carried out at each of the colloquium sessions. Within these 

recordings, the intricacies of the participantsÕ verbal exchanges were captured, including 

variations in the tones of their voices as well as any emphasis they placed on certain 

words, phrases, and other audible expressions. Upon listening to the individual recordings 

at a later time, I was able to examine and provide a detailed account of nearly 16 hours of 

dialogue. 

My choice to record the conversations from each colloquium sessions was 

important because it allowed me, as a co-participant, to carry out the eye contact inherent 

in establishing rapport and trust with students in a classroom. Additionally, I anticipated 

that my actions of taking notes would not allow me time to record precise statements in 

their entirety; moreover, taking notes could interrupt my participation within the flow of 

our interactions. Perhaps just as important was my knowledge (as the researcher) that 

every comment was being documented. Because of this, I was able to be fully present 

emotionally, cognitively, and physically in all of my exchanges with the participants. As 

I listened to the recordings, I employed Òthick description [as] the vehicle for 

communicating a holistic picture of the experiencesÓ (Creswell, 2009, p. 200). 
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Written data  

To establish the base from which an evolution of self could begin, I asked the 

participants to fill out an Introductory Survey (see Appendix D). In doing so, the 

participants shared demographic information, described the artists that inspired their 

work, listed goals for their futures, and articulated what the term Òsense of selfÓ meant to 

them. Other written data artifacts that I collected during the semester included artist 

statements, book reviews, personal letters as well as electronic correspondence generated 

by the participants through email and the discussion blogs on the universityÕs D2L site. 

At the conclusion of the semester, I collected feedback from the participants in an Exit 

Survey (see Appendix E) that I asked them to fill out anonymously. Within this survey, 

they indicated how meaningful and/or effective the course activities had been, including 

our group conversations, one-on-one studio visits, various visual journal entries, and 

discussions about issues related to their teaching experiences. The final question asked 

the MFA participants to explain how the experience of having participated in the 

colloquium series contributed to their sense of self.  

Additional written artifacts were those unique to my participation in this study. 

They included the pre-plans for each colloquium session, revised plans for each 

colloquium session, and eight Reflective Worksheets (see Appendix F). I had created the 

worksheets and planned to use them as a means of reflecting on each colloquium session. 

They allowed me to routinely answer the same set of reflective questions throughout the 

semester. There was ample space at the end of the worksheet to record my additional 

thoughts. I also contributed field notes and various personal memos that recorded my 
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spontaneous observations, ideas, and feelings that were triggered both inside and outside 

the colloquium sessions.  

 

Visual data 

As the MFA graduate students participants in this study were visual artists, it was 

important to this study to collect visual artifacts. According to Cameron (1992), ÒWhen 

we work at our art, we dip into the well of our experience and scoop out images.Ó She 

claimed that art is Òa language of felt experienceÓ (p. 21). The visual data methods for 

this study included making digital photographs. The first four images documented the 

one work of art that each of the four of us used to introduce ourselves at the first 

colloquium session. Several less formal visual artifacts comprised scanned images of 

various visual journal entries. I also collected the fliers that announced the exhibitions in 

which all three of the MFA student participants took part during the semester as well as 

digital images of those actual exhibition spaces. At our last colloquium session, each of 

the participants shared one work of art created during the semester of this study that 

represented their individual growth over the semester. Digital photographs of these works 

that made up the last group of visual data were also collected.  

 

Data analysis 

Multiple components comprised the on-going data analysis of this study. Given 

the various data collection methods, I needed to develop an efficient way to organize the 

oral, written, and visual materials in order to be able to report on the processes related to 
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the analyses of the data. I applied what Creswell (2009) termed phenomenological 

research analysis. This analysis is focused on Òsignificant statements, the generation of 

meaning units, and the development of what Moustakas (as cited in Creswell, 2009) calls 

an essence descriptionÓ (p. 184). I designed a series of charts on which I recorded data in 

relation to each research sub-question, the reflection worksheets that I filled out at the 

conclusion of each colloquium session, and the lists that helped me keep track of the 

many topics that spontaneously emerged during the study.  

 

Data collection charts 

 Creswell (1998) argued that he visualized the collection of data, "as a series of 

interrelated activities aimed at gathering good information to answer emerging research 

questionsÓ (p. 110). In order to organize the various concepts that fueled this studyÕs data 

analysis, I first created three data summary charts related to each of the three research 

sub-questions. Creswell (1998) has described this structure as a matrix that conveys Òthe 

depth and multiple forms of data collection, thus suggesting the complexityÉ É in an 

information-rich case study [and] might serve the inquirer equally well in all traditions of 

inquiryÓ (p. 123). During the course of the study, I constantly adjusted each chart to 

reflect the themes that emerged as I collected and analyzed data throughout the semester. 

In Chapter Six the reader will see the charts (i.e., Data Charts One, Two and Three) 

without their content. The final completed charts, which reflect the systematic 

organization of all the study's themes, can be found in Appendix G, Appendix H, and 

Appendix I.  
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I listened to the audio recordings of the colloquium series curious about ÒWhat is 

this about?Ó (Creswell, 2009, p. 186), and I took notes related to emerging themes and 

entered data based on the participantsÕ orally expressed thoughts and group discussions 

onto the data summary charts. This form of data collection provided me with a sense of 

each participant as an individual contributor within the study as well as the contributions 

of the group as a whole. When I listened to the recordings for a second time, I heard the 

recordings in ways that generated new revelations for me. I wrote additional notes, 

thoughts, and ideas in the margins of my materials and made new lists, which were 

organized according to the distinct characteristics of the individual participants. My notes 

from listening and re-listening to the audio recordings pointed to what Greene and 

Caracelli (1997) have noted as ÒParticularity, rather than generalizability is the hallmark 

of qualitative researchÓ (as cited in Creswell, 2009, p. 193). 

These important revelations, which determined the valuable differences between 

these individuals, allowed me to establish in-depth and authentic narratives about the 

participants, which were imperative to the analysis and interpretation of the data. 

 

Reflection worksheets  

At the conclusion of each colloquium session, I sat alone in order to quietly 

complete a reflection worksheet that I had designed before the colloquium series started. 

The prompts on this worksheet helped me to recall similar aspects of each colloquium 

session (e.g., the classroom environment, the individual demeanor of each participant and 

myself, elaborations of previously completed electronic discussions, a willingness to 



 106 

collaborate) and provided a comparable framework with which to pinpoint the 

participantsÕ transformations from session to session. The worksheets also helped me to 

track the directions in which this action research study took the participants and myself.  

The original set of research questions I had proposed for this study were also 

listed on the worksheet. I wanted to be reminded to read the research questions at least 

once every other week in order to keep the big picture of this overall study in my mind. 

The blank space at the end of the reflection worksheet provided a large space in which I 

could articulate any final thoughts I had regarding each specific colloquium session. 

 

Lists  

A familiar habit to me, I kept several running lists throughout the semester-long 

study that captured ideas and additional topics that could contribute to some aspect of the 

colloquium series. Most of the lists were shared with the participants at the end of our 

study because they proved to be informative and inspiring as well as a potential future 

resource for them. The lists varied considerably (e.g., reading lists, quips of art school 

jargon, critique strategies to use with undergraduate students, and so forth). I also made 

lists as reminders to myself. They included ideas for the long term such as additional 

research studies as well as ideas for the short term, including the visuals related to 

specific colloquium topics that I could use to enrich our discussions. Analyzing the data 

in these ways assisted in my interpretations and understandings of larger meanings and 

allowed me to efficiently determine the interrelationships between the data I had 

collected.   
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Limitations  of action research 

The limitations in this action research study represented those typical within a 

qualitative research design. Though I ultimately hope to contribute to MFA program 

curricula in general, the findings from this study represent a small group of participants 

that represented one university program; it was the same program in which I also earned 

my MFA degree seven years prior.  In addition, I was the one who decided whether what 

the participants did or said contributed to the findings. As Henstrand (1993) has stated, I 

Òacknowledged that the only truth I can claim in the studyÉ is my ownÓ (p. 95).  

Essentially, using action research methodology is Ònot a value free processÓ 

(Reason, as cited in Pine, 2009, p. 75) as Òit is only through authentic collaboration and 

critical dialogue among the participants in an action research study that the integrity of 

the action research process can be maintainedÓ (Pine, 2009, p. 78). Furthermore, 

according to Bresler (2006), ÒIt is impossible to estimate the transformational (catalytic) 

potential of the studies or the degree to which they empower the teacher practitioners to 

develop and change their teaching or curricula in the long termÓ (p. 574). According to 

McNiff and Whitehead (2011), ÒIt is important that you do not present your work as a 

finished product, which you now expect others to apply to their practice" (p. 172). Rather 

it is important to explain how "you have learned from the experience and what they could 

also learnÉ with and from youÓ (p. 172). 
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Ethical considerations and research concerns 

The proposal for this study was approved by the universityÕs Institutional 

Research Board (see Appendix A) and thus affirmed the actions taken with regard to 

respecting the rights, needs, values, and desires of the participants involved in this study. 

Informed consent forms (see Appendix C) were offered to and signed by students as they 

agreed to participate in this research study. Observing and documenting participants, who 

were asked to share potentially sensitive information about their lives, could be viewed as 

invasive. Bresler (2007) has put it this way, Òimmersion in the field; close observation of 

othersÕ behavior in private and semiprivate settings; uncovering personal beliefs, 

thoughts, and feelings Ð can also cause pain and harmÓ (p. 63). To help avoid causing 

pain and harm, electronic data materials were encrypted, names were removed from 

written materials, images from the study were never made public, and pseudonyms 

replaced the names of all participants in this study other than myself. As Bresler (2007) 

has reminded the research community, ÒResearch ethicsÉ involves caring for individual 

participants and for the setting, portraying them with complexity and dignityÉ on 

multiple levels Ð intellectual, affective, and ethicalÓ (p. 65). This research site, a 

classroom in the same building as the participantsÕ art studios, was well removed from 

the activity of the School of Art. It was a site that was unobtrusive to others in the MFA 

program. 
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Verification process 

As a means to substantiate findings of this study, different verification processes 

needed to be conducted. Linking validity and oneÕs moral purposes in the world is 

important (Feldman, 2003). According to McNiff and Whitehead (2011), ÒValidity refers 

to testing and establishing the truth-value of a claim, or its trustworthinessÓ (p. 161). 

During the study and my data collection, I paid specific attention to qualitative validity, 

accuracy, and reliability in order to ensure trustworthiness, authenticity, and credibility 

(Creswell, 2009). Giving coherency to the findings, the strategy of triangulation 

connected the studyÕs data collection and data analysis with information gained from 

observations, electronic correspondence, audio recordings, visual journal entries, and 

open-ended survey questions. For example, I met with the participants individually to 

verify my descriptions of their individual participant profiles and I have emailed and 

offered in person, sections of this dissertation document. Given that Òresearchers need to 

provide an accurate account of the informationÓ (Creswell, 2009, p. 91), I had the 

participants comment on sections of my research. 

The reader will gain a perspective about what actually happened in the study 

opposed to what should have happened given the thick descriptions of prolonged 

engagement with the participants are evident in the forthcoming chapters as well as direct 

quotes from the copious notes I had taken while listening and re-listening to each 

colloquium audio recording. In the next chapter, I present a series of profiles of the 

studyÕs participants.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: PARTICIPANT PROFILES 
 

In this chapter, I introduce the four research participants in this study, the MFA 

graduate students who voluntarily consented to participate in the research study and 

myself. Following the tradition of action research, I was a contributing participant in my 

roles as teacher, researcher, and artist. Pseudonyms (Annika, Jenna, and Nate) are used in 

place of the participantsÕ real names.  

 

Participant introductory profiles 

 Each profile includes some of the participantÕs demographic data and his or her 

responses to the Introductory Survey questions (see Appendix D), in conjunction with 

other data collected over the semester. The profiles reflect the participantsÕ backgrounds, 

personal and professional goals and choices of artistic media and sources of creative 

inspiration. In addition, the profiles include each participantÕs specific response to one of 

the Introductory Survey (see Appendix D) questions: ÒWhat does sense of self mean to 

you?Ó All of the participantsÕ responses on the survey were submitted to me before 

August 23rd, the day before our first colloquium session when each of us introduced 

ourselves accompanied by one piece of artwork. 

 

Annika  

At the time of this study, Annika was a full-time second-year graduate student 

from Virginia who entered the MFA program in the fall semester 2011 to study 

photography. On the initial survey, Annika indicated that she was between 27 and 31 
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years of age. She was single and spoke about how she came from a supportive family. 

She shared how her father believed that earning an MFA is the Òbest degree you can getÓ 

and the most Òhonorable thingÓ you can do with your life (8/23/12). Some of the reasons 

for her choice of going to art school involved seeking out the Òcore of who I am, what I 

believe in,Ó and Òwhat I am going to [visually] sayÓ as an artist. She explained that, ÒIÕm 

learning to be a better artist, and part of that is knowing myself betterÓ (8/23/12). Part of 

why Annika wanted to study art was because, ÒI donÕt feel able to do jobs that I consider 

meaninglessÓ (8/23/12). AnnikaÕs professional goals consisted of learning about the 

different aspects of a career in the visual arts such as working in art galleries, writing 

grants, and ÒpotentiallyÓ teaching in higher education. At this point in AnnikaÕs three-

year MFA program, she had had some teaching experience, having taught one 

foundations-level photography class during the previous semester as a teaching assistant. 

As Annika introduced herself to the class, she described her artwork that 

addressed issues related to family history and how memories, often connected with 

specific places, are handed down generationally (see Figure 2).  
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Figure 2: A photographic diptych, Annika 2012. 

Her artistic medium of choice had recently progressed from photography to working and 

experimenting with video, performance, and sculpture. Though unsure of where her new 

experiences would lead her, she was pleased and motivated by the opportunity to expand 

on her discoveries. During the semester of our colloquium series, she performed new 

works at ÒInFuse,Ó an on-going reading and lecture series that was organized for and by 

visual arts and creative writing graduate students at the university. 

At the beginning of the study, Annika reported that she had given up friends, 

dating, downtime, as well as cleaning the house and yard because she currently had 

different priorities. As an artist and a student, she created and obeyed strict schedules of 

work time in her studio. She admitted that she had often carefully considered what 

ÒcountsÓ as work. She alleged that, ÒSometimes IÕll go to Goodwill or write an art history 
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paper, but I know that if I am not regimented about [my schedule]É I wonÕt workÓ 

(9/6/12).  With a self-condemning giggle, she added that she sometimes unwinds by 

watching ÒsillyÓ television or movies.   

Playfully, Annika often referenced lively inspirations she received from watching 

various TedTalks; further, she acknowledged gaining motivation from studying the 

artistic works of Alec Soth, Bill Viola, and Robert and Shana Park Harrison. With a 

commitment to her new medium of video and performance art during this semester, 

Annika attended a weekly dance class on the mornings before each colloquium session, 

actively sought out opportunities to show her work, and participated in a group exhibition 

at the university. Part way through the semester, Annika traveled to a professional 

photography conference, and while there, she was offered a curatorial opportunity. 

Ultimately, she served as a contributing curator for a photography exhibition of works by 

MFA visual arts students from our university and two additional major Southwestern 

universities. 

Annika believed that the process of earning an MFA at the university was 

Òstressful andÉ difficultÓ and accompanied by a great deal of pressure. For her, the 

American educational system, as a whole, was often Ònarrow, especially for young kids 

that take standardized testsÓ (9/20/12). She believed that this perspective had been 

confirmed after she read Paulo FreireÕs book, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1989). She 

noted that, Òeducation should really come from the students.Ó She spoke about her 

undergraduate BFA experience at Evergreen State College, which employed an 

alternative assessment model for art students. This was a model that Annika thought was 
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not only personally relevant to individual students, but also more meaningful and helped 

students to reflect on their artistic purposes. At Evergreen, courses were pass-fail and 

final grades comprised of a collaboratively determined Òe-val,Ó or written evaluation, 

which was negotiated between individual professors and individual students.  

Annika responded to the initial survey question (what does sense of self mean to 

you?) by answering Òhaving a sense of self was similar to knowing who you are and 

having personal confidenceÓ (8/23/12). Having once heard that MFA programs can ÒkillÓ 

your creativity, she registered for the colloquium series to Ògain a better understanding of 

the MFA process and get other peopleÕs viewpoints on itÓ (8/23/12). Sometimes she 

found herself asking why she was pursuing the MFA degree, questioning whether the 

process of earning the degree was really helping her art practice, and wondering how it 

might hinder her art making. In general, Annika appeared to believe that our seminar-like 

course could provide a space in which she could talk about the issues of being an MFA 

student. 

 

Jenna 

Jenna was a full-time second-year graduate student from California. She began 

the MFA program in the area of drawing and painting in the fall semester 2011. Jenna 

was between 27 and 31 years old. She expressed gratitude for her mother, an infinite 

Òfan,Ó who had Òheld a candle for herÓ along her artistic path. Jenna reflected on how 

there was a Òshift in my relationshipÓ with her husband when she decided that she was 

going to commit to making art. She told him that he could either Òcome along or not 
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come alongÓ on her journey to art school and being an artist. Supportive of JennaÕs path, 

her husband often helped her to simplify written explanations of her artwork. Jenna also 

admitted, ÒI donÕt hang out with people. I used to be social and I try not to do that 

anymoreÓ (8/23/12). She believed that art was something you did on your own, and she 

credited her mother as the reason she was continuing to endure all the challenges of art 

school. 

JennaÕs BFA experiences at the University of California Santa Cruz were not 

unlike those Annika experienced within her BFA program. Instead of receiving 

traditional letter grades, Jenna was provided with written formal evaluations from her 

professors each semester. She articulated that once she had earned her MFA, she hoped to 

be a professional studio art instructor in higher education so she could Òteach college-

aged students the skills needed to help them further their artistic and technical abilitiesÓ 

(8/23/12). During the semester of this research study, Jenna was a TA for an 

undergraduate studio art class in sculpture foundations. She believed that, ÒItÕs a good 

thing to teach and be taught at the same timeÓ (8/23/12). This way, she could teach her 

students the constructive and meaningful things that she was learning as a student herself. 

JennaÕs artistic specialty was acrylic painting. She described her works as 

ÒlandscapesÓ where she would engage color, shapes, and patterns to reflect a Òsense of 

place,Ó memories, and memory of place. When she was painting in her studio, Jenna 

became part of a process that was intensely seeking to figure out Òhow multiple memories 

of a particular site might be portrayed in one image.Ó She worked to meaningfully 

reconcile and visually illustrate how a person can have multiple feelings and memories 
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about one particular place. Jenna introduced herself along side a triptych she had recently 

completed (see Figure 3).

 

Figure 3: A triptych of acrylic paintings, Jenna 2012. 

When our semester started, Jenna was reading the book A Heartbreaking Work of 

Staggering Genius by Dave Eggers (2000). She also noted that she found creative 

inspiration in the artworks of Lucian Freud, Alex Karversky, and Dan Bayles. She, like 

Annika, had critically considered what ÒcountsÓ as work and had concluded that reading 

art history, taking pictures, and paying attention to the aesthetics of a brief walk were 

legitimate contributions to the process of growing as a visual artist. 

She indicated that she had signed up for the colloquium series because she was a 

practitioner of self-reflection and meditation. To her, the colloquium series, with its 

emphasis on examining personal character within a seminar-like environment, seemed to 

resemble courses that she felt she missed from her undergraduate degree program. Jenna 

preferred small introspective courses that were focused on talking and analyzing what she 

was doing and why. She thought that bigger and less personal classroom settings felt 



 117 

Òmessy.Ó She admitted to having wondered, ÒWhat am I doing for the world?Ó (8/23/12); 

thus she anticipated that our colloquium series might be a safe place to critically examine 

informal written and oral perspectives regarding the complexities of art, and of a life as 

an artist. One of JennaÕs priorities was to improve the way she ÒtalkedÓ about her work. 

During the semester of the colloquium series, Jenna participated in an art 

exhibition at the communityÕs botanical gardens and in the same group show as Annika. 

She also helped to organize an informal group critique of the video works of other MFA 

students. In addition, she participated in family events including hosting her husbandÕs 

family over the Thanksgiving weekend. In her response to the initial survey question, 

Jenna wrote about how Òa sense of selfÓ could be considered similar to a personÕs deep 

feelings or soul. She elaborated further by stating that her sense of self consists of Òwho 

she thinks she is, the story she tells herself about who she is, and who she wants to beÓ 

(8/23/12).  

 

Nate 

Nate was a full-time third-year student from New Mexico who entered the MFA 

program in 3-D studies during fall semester 2010. He was also between 27 and 31 years 

of age and had earned his BFA at the University of Tulsa. Nate was married at the time of 

the study, and his wife was also a graduate student at the university. Given that Nate and 

his wife both studied and worked on the campus, they were supportive and cognizant of 

each otherÕs schedules and different academic obligations.  As he was reading Walden by 

Henry David Thoreau (1939), Nate was eager to share other books that were of interest to 
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him, such as The Monkeywrench Gang (1975) by Edward Abbey, Sirens of Titan (1959) 

by Kurt Vonnegut, and Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance by Robert Pirsig 

(1974). He found inspiration in the artworks by Andy Goldsworthy, Bruce Goff, and 

Mark Dion. 

Nate explained that he would engage whatever materials he believed were 

appropriate to the concept or idea of each of his individual artworks. He admitted, ÒI fear 

that when IÕm talking to someone [about my art]É itÕs too complex, IÕll lose themÓ 

(8/23/12). Engaging with this complexity, he introduced himself to class members and 

invited us to guess the specific social-political concerns that related to coffee 

consumption that he had represented in each of his three bonze-cast coffee mugs, two of 

which are depicted in Figure 4. Nate described his past work as having dealt with ways in 

which people interact with the natural world Òsometimes directly but most powerfully, 

through the things we consumeÓ (8/23/12). He had studied issues related to over-

consumption in the United States. His primary artistic goal was to bring about an 

awareness for the Òdisconnect between the things we buy and use and the places that they 

come fromÓ (8/23/12).  
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             Figure 4: Bronze-cast coffee mugs, Nate 2012. 

Nate expressed how he thought the universityÕs three-year MFA program model 

was very strong. He explained that he had found that the first and second years in the 

program exposed MFA students to different and important ideas. He stated, however, that 

he had felt a sense of relief as he started his final year knowing he would have more 

opportunities to act artistically on his own including completing unfinished works from 

earlier in his program. The lack of sufficient time to balance the responsibilities and 

expectations of being both a graduate student and a TA was the main reason for why 

some of his art works were incomplete. He said that sometimes he simply needed to ÒsitÓ 

with his works of art for a while, and that, Òcriticism of a work one year ends up being 

awesome to you laterÓ (8/23/12). 

During the semester of this research study, NateÕs artwork was in a two-person 

exhibition on the campus. He also openly discussed the issues he was encountering with 

the development of his final thesis exhibition project. He had started a Facebook page 
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entitled, ÒArt Show Share,Ó intending that his MFA peers could recommend media-

appropriate shows to one another. Nate indicated his frustration with some of his MFA 

student peers whom he believed had one reason to earn an MFA degree. He guessed that 

they Òjust want the piece of paper to get a job teaching [in the studio arts in higher 

education]Ó (8/23/12). He considered this practice a means of Òwatering downÓ the MFA 

degree itself and believed it devalued what his MFA degree was going to mean. 

 Nate followed what he called a Òhit-or-missÓ schedule for his studio work. He 

claimed that he needed a whole day to be truly productive in his studio and explained the 

way he found Òlittle thingsÓ to do on the partial days in his studio.  

During the semester of the colloquium series, Nate was teaching one 

undergraduate 3-D foundations studio art class entitled, ÒSpace,Ó a class he had taught 

twice before. Nate had revealed, ÒThatÕs one of the reasons IÕm going to grad school, to 

be a teacher. I really enjoy the process of teaching as it is very much intertwined with my 

art-makingÓ (9/6/12). During our semester, Nate also sought out posting for visual arts 

teaching positions in higher education and regularly approached his instructors for advice 

regarding job applications.  

Nate said that he registered for the colloquium course partly because he 

considered himself Òself-reflexive, in general,Ó and partly because he was Òskeptical of 

everything in a healthy wayÓ (9/6/12). In the survey response Nate wrote that Òself-

theories are fluidÓ and defined sense of self as, ÒA series of thoughts, ideas, concepts that 

are either picked from other sources or created by you that you relate to, agree with, and 

live by. It also involves a healthy amount of confidence in the validity of these decisions 
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mixed with just a bit of skepticism that, well, you could be wrongÓ (8/23/13). Nate also 

felt that the course would expose him to topics that would Òliterally not occur to meÓ 

(8/23/12). 

 

Barbara  

In my roles as teacher, researcher, and artist, I was an active participant in this 

study. I am a native of the Midwest and had been living in the Southwest for nearly 12 

years. I had been brought up in a family of teachers, many of whom were art enthusiasts 

and supported the creative aspirations in their communities. My life-partner is a 

photographer and employed at the same university in which this study took place.  

Prior to moving to the Southwest, I had spent eight years teaching in middle 

schools and high schools. I had earned a BFA degree at the School of the Art Institute of 

Chicago and held an MFA degree at the university in which this study took place. The 

semester that I facilitated the colloquium series, I was also teaching a contemporary art 

survey course and an Art and Visual Culture Education course for pre-service art 

educators.  

When it was my turn to introduce myself to the MFA participants, I explained 

how two different artists had inspired my early commitment to study the visual arts.  
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     Figure 5: Just a Thought, Barbara 2008. 

I shared with the participants that the poetry written by spoken-word artist and punk 

singer, Henry Rollins, in conjunction with the works of Agnes Martin, who was known in 

part for her large color-field paintings, had peeked my curiosity many years ago. 

Considering the opposing extremes that I perceived between the nature of and inspiration 

for these different types of art triggered a new depth to my interests in studying the 

creative arts. I described this early artwork (see Figure 5) as one that reflects my personal 

efforts to control chaos. The participants seemed to agree with me that the process of art 

making, in our respective mediums, is a healthy reprieve from our multi-faceted and 

densely scheduled lives.  

In the next chapter, I explain the general structure of each colloquium session and 

the bi-weekly activities that took place within them.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: COLLOQUIUM SERIES PROFILE 
 

In this chapter, I present a narrative about the eight sessions that comprised the 

course, ÒIssues of Relevance and Character in the Fine Arts.Ó I discuss how the course 

progressed and transformed over the 15-week semester. The narrative is based primarily 

on my written pre-planned teaching notes, class memos, and follow-up Reflection 

Worksheets (see Appendix F), and notes taken from the audio recordings. This chapter 

concludes with highlights from the final reflection I wrote after the last colloquium 

session while sitting quietly and unaccompanied in our classroom, a space turned quiet 

and darkened by the semesterÕs closure. 

 

Colloquium series 

The course met every other week in a classroom at the Graduate Studio Art 

Laboratory building situated a couple blocks away from the School of ArtÕs main 

building. The six-year old studio laboratory building was an unhurried place where all the 

visual arts graduate students at the university were provided secure individual studio 

work spaces, access to a wood and a metal shop, and two large open areas for social 

gatherings, critiques, and small exhibitions. With space appropriate for 40 people, our 

classroom offered plenty of room to spread out our book bags, a scooter helmet, art 

supplies, a coffee machine (brought from home), snacks, and artworks made by class 

members. The four of us sat comfortably at two standard classroom tables that we had 

pushed together and took up one corner of the room (see Figure 6). 
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Figure 6: The classroom setting for the colloquium series. 

 

Preparation 

 Two weeks before our first colloquium session, I emailed the Introductory 

Survey (see Appendix D) to the students who had officially registered for my course. 

Some questions on the survey were demographic in nature, others sought personal 

philosophical perspectives, and others were specifically intended to help me understand 

their individual artistic preferences such as their inspirational sources and media of 

specialty. Most informative were the responses from questions that asked the participants 

about their future goals, their understandings of what it means to have a Òsense of self,Ó 

and their interpretations of specific pieces of literature and selected findings from another 

survey. For example, one question asked students to respond to a finding from the 2011 

Strategic National Arts Alumni Project (SNAAP): ÒThe findings from this study indicate 
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that arts training institutions must focus on preparing their graduates for a life of 

enterprise, self-employment and entrepreneurshipÓ (SNAAP, 2011, p. 15). The MFA 

studentsÕ answers to a total of 15 survey questions provided me with a small peek into the 

backgrounds of the future participants in this study.  

Keeping in mind the MFA studentsÕ survey feedback, I solidified the plans for our 

first colloquium session. The teaching points and introductory handouts I had produced 

were extensive and dense. Teaching points on my notes for the day were denoted with 

bullet points, check marks, large print, bold print, parentheses, quotation marks, italics, 

blue ink, black ink, asterisks, arrows, and text boxes, as well as several headings 

including Òannouncements,Ó Òoptional readings,Ó and Òpurpose of the semester.Ó At the 

top of my teaching notes, I had listed my research sub-questions to help keep me focused. 

What followed on the page was a list of teaching supplies that had been edited several 

times and a colorful list of discussion prompts related to the colloquium seriesÕ goals and 

objectives. I had prepared a blank copy of my original Data Collection Chart (see 

Appendix L) in the event that I wanted to ÒcatchÓ and organize data right away.  

I wanted to begin building rapport with my new students immediately in the hope 

that they would eventually become participants in my study. To do so, I had written out a 

reminder on my teaching notes that read: ÒA conversation that begins with ideas is not as 

easy to relax into as one that begins with personal experiences. Instead of Ôwhat do you 

think of the topic?Õ ask ÔTell me a story about the topic.Õ ItÕs unlikely a story can be 

wrongÓ (Palmer, Zajonc, & Scribner, 2010, p. 48).  
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Colloquium one, August 23, 2012  

Because of overlapping teaching obligations the morning of the first colloquium, I 

walked briskly between the building where I taught an undergraduate contemporary art 

survey course and the classroom for my course. I was energized, excited, and acutely 

aware of the poignant character switch I was making along the way. I replaced the formal 

demeanor I used when lecturing to undergraduates with the casual persona I wanted to 

engage with my new class of MFA graduate students. I realized that I was nervous and 

my shoulders were tense as I traversed several blocks.  

My nervousness was exacerbated by the knowledge that my study had yet to 

receive IRB approval from the university administration. During my walk, I telephoned 

the IRB office and a staff member confirmed that I had permission to conduct my study. 

Upon my arrival at the studio laboratory building, the classroom was already set up for 

small group discussions because I had arranged the furniture early that morning when I 

first arrived on campus. The room was uncomfortably warm. A supervisor in the building 

remedied the lingering summer heat, and I turned on all the classroom lights to brighten 

the single-windowed classroom on this rare rainy day. The class members arrived and I 

introduced myself, read the course description from the course syllabus (see Appendix J), 

and left the students with my advisor, the studyÕs Òthird partyÓ who further explained the 

nature of my study and collected signed consent forms.  

Several minutes later, the intricate plans I had designed for colloquium one 

commenced. As the class period progressed, I made notes in the margins. Next to one of 

my check marks, I wrote: Òfelt like this is too Ôstudy-likeÕ.Ó Another note read Òperhaps 
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too mushy; I already made that point.Ó I talked with students who were now participants 

in my study about the course and explained the written, oral, electronic, and visual 

exchanges that we could anticipate during the semester. I provided each participant with a 

new orange-colored 6Ó x 6Ó x "Ó sketchbook and described the sketchbooks as Òvisual 

journalsÓ that we would employ to share ideas. I suggested that the journals be a place for 

the participants to keep a ÒbirdÕs-eye view on our semesterÓ as well as for their reflective 

engagements that would take place during our action research journey.  

Though strangers at this point, I disclosed details about my background in the 

visual arts and my experiences as an art educator. Since I had recently been in their shoes, 

I shared how my three years as an MFA graduate student had been enlightening, 

intellectually stimulating, and empowering. I also wanted the participants to understand 

the legitimacy of my various roles as a teacher, researcher, artist, and participant within 

the colloquium series and research study. 

I suggested that we set ground rules that established confidential and respectful 

exchanges. My intentions were to set a tone for our semester that consisted of trust, 

confidence building, creative investigation, and respect for visual arts educators in higher 

education, visual arts students, and the MFA degree itself. 

Energy among our group escalated as we each took the time to introduce 

ourselves using one work of our own art to assist in doing so. The conversation continued 

as each of us shared what our art was about. I encouraged them to try to respond with an 

Òelevator answer,Ó or a succinct explanation summarizing their work that would satisfy a 

strangerÕs curiosity while riding between floors in an elevator. Our elaborate 
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introductions set off a discussion about why each of them had decided to pursue earning 

an MFA degree, and why each of the MFA students had chosen to register for the 

colloquium series. Given their responses, I added four books to the optional reading list 

(see Appendix K) including Thich Nhat HanhÕs (1976) The Miracle of Mindfulness. After 

such thoughtful opening conversations, referring to my bullet-pointed lists seemed 

tedious and almost obstructive.  

I was already looking forward to their assistance in planning future aspects of our 

class. I mentioned the optional readings list and issued the visual journal assignment that 

asked participants to create a visual educational autobiography or a visual artistic 

autobiography. The colloquium ended after I asked that they participate with the 

upcoming electronic discussion prompt: ÒWithin the context of graduate studio art higher 

education, or MFA programs as you know them, please contribute to a definition or 

understanding of Ôthe transformative power of true art educationÕÓ (Palmer, Zajonc, & 

Scribner, 2010, p. 57).  

After the participants had left the classroom, I made a note next to one of my 

prepared lists that read, ÒCompletely forgot!Ó On my colloquium Reflection Worksheet 

(see Appendix F), I wrote about being grateful for having audio-recorded the colloquium 

session, as I had placed nothing into my data collection chart. I wrote out a reminder to 

concentrate on Òcharacter, consciousness, and sense of self.Ó More importantly, however, 

I wrote, Òwe established each of our ÔselvesÕ todayÉ [and] now have a baseline to 

support going forward.Ó 

 



 129 

Colloquium two, September 6, 2012 

 During the two weeks leading up to colloquium two, I started another set of lists; 

each one contained a header with the pseudonym I had chosen for each participant. Using 

numbers to indicate these individuals as I had originally intended felt cold as I already 

began to appreciate each individual as unique. After having arranged the classroom tables 

for small group discussion, I spread out three individual lists in order to note when ideas 

came to mind that seemed of likely interest to each individual participant. For example, I 

noted that Jenna might appreciate the subject matter of my old black and white 

photographs. Given NateÕs interest in science and specifically, HeisenbergÕs Uncertainty 

Principle, I thought he might enjoy the 2004 film, What the Bleep do we Know? Each list 

grew as I found out more about the participants. 

 I had reread my old reflection responses to the ÒValues, Consciousness, and 

Professional PracticeÓ course. Inundated with thoughts, I considered asking the 

participants questions like, Òwhere do you see yourself in five years?Ó and Òwho are your 

heroes?Ó I wondered about what they would write in a letter to their ÒartistÓ self and 

about how they took care of themselves physically each day. I added another book to our 

reading list, Integrative Learning and Action: A call to Wholeness by Susan Awbrey 

(2006). I had also wondered about practicing free writing as part of the discussion in the 

next colloquium session.  

In a separate memo, I wrote out questions that I thought would be appropriate to 

ask participants at the end of our semester, such as what topics they would find 

meaningful in a course of this nature. Inundated with pedagogical ideas that could carry 
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the course in myriad directions, I placed a Òpost-itÓ note in my class binder to remind me 

of the overall purpose for the decisions I was making. Listing the stages of action 

research, the note read, Òplanning, acting, observing, reflecting, revising.Ó 

 The morning of colloquium two, I was running short on time and ended up 

parking my car in one of the university garages in order to arrive at my undergraduate 

survey course on time. I had to miss my usual and pleasurable daily walk to campus from 

a nearby neighborhood in which I had parked. As participants slowly filtered into the 

classroom, I hid my awkward nerves and fulfilled a self-imposed requirement to be 

outwardly friendly and offer up small talk. With high expectations for myself, and every 

aspect of this project, I was nervous and did not feel well enough prepared for the 

session. However, that changed immediately as engaging conversations commenced once 

again.  

As I had done for colloquium one, I listed my research questions at the top of my 

teaching notes and began our colloquium session with an extended conversation about 

our mutual enthusiasm for cats and other animals. Shortly, we moved on to address our 

D2L discussion question about Òtransformative education.Ó This D2L exchange had 

triggered questions about values and beliefs; however, it became clear during this session 

that participants preferred to address thought-provoking questions in person rather than 

doing so electronically. Going forward from this early point of our semester, our D2L 

electronic exchanges began to fade out.  

Colloquium two simmered with talk about the stress involved with leading 

critiques as a TA, as well as participating in critiques as a student. Our conversation 
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painting. Throughout the colloquium series, Nate had continually expressed how the 

concepts behind an art piece were essential to art making and that the materials he used 

needed to relate to the message expressed by the works in some way. Hearing about and 

seeing NateÕs artwork, I became conscious of how I had approached my artwork in 

similar ways. I shared with the participants how I believed that the concept behind a work 

of my art was really important, and that the media I used to create it should match my 

artistic intent. Therefore, I also sought out opportunities to learn about different and 

unfamiliar media either in classes or on my own in order to reveal and strengthen the 

messages I wanted to express through my artwork. Not unlike NateÕs work that was 

rooted in various concepts, an example of mine is presented here (see Figure 22). For this 

work entitled, A Tribute to Time, I had cut and forged gingko leaf shapes from cold-rolled 

steel and left their surfaces untreated so that the metal would eventually rust and 

disintegrate. I believed that this process of deterioration would represent the slow passing 

of time.  

                      

  Figure 22: A Tribute to Time, Barbara 2002. 
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Grateful She knows that she needs to learn to say ÒnoÓ more 
as sheÕs doing things that others want her to do; 
she finds herself doing such duties to Òbe goodÓ 
She wishes that she could be more selfish with her 
time 
JC reminds her of her dad and admits to wanting to 
be more in touch with who you are and calm 
WOW was her response to Nate as he said that he 
isnÕt fragmented, that all his characters are the 
interconnected 
We completely relate in terms of writing 
everything down and making list after list 
She really enjoyed my small books of lists 
She doesnÕt want to throw away her journals they 
have become lists 
First thing in the morning, she thinks about when 
she will do yoga, teeth, dogs, how to be still; ÒIÕm 
a worrierÓ 
When IÕm really tired I worry about my teeth and 
teeth health; I clench my teeth so IÕm are of my 
teeth 
In general, she is really hard on herself; I told her 
as much 
She wonders what is new about her? 
She admits to being hard on herself and her worst 
critic 
Asks, ÒDo I apply everywhere?Ó will you have 
time to make your art? ItÕs hard because sheÕs 
married and theyÕll go somewhere for her or for 
him Òhow are we going to work that out? ItÕs hard 
to know. What makes money? We havenÕt worked 
that out. 
ÒJust wanted to know what you guys are doingÓ 
Offers to go to yoga with N if he chooses to do it 
again 
Wears certain jewelry when she has to do 
something difficult 
Considered reading On Longing, a gift Was 
relieved to read it as she could see that others think 
as she does 
C6: Challenges herself to ride her bike really fast, 
or seeing what all she can do in two minutes 
C6 end: has chosen the community she wants 
(artistic) even if not everyone considers it valuable 
Believes the world would be a much better place 
with more art; even if it wasnÕt, Òthis is what I 
wantÓ 
C7: used to like Thanksgiving on the farm, but 
now shares the holiday with her husband; that can 
put her on edge 
Her husband gets car sick if she reads in the car; 
she doesnÕt get sick 
Says her mom is supportive (like the pep talk she 
needs to stay in grad school) Òshe held a candle for 
meÓ 
C8: sheÕs been sleeping a lot  
She shared how she played ÒhostÓ over 
Thanksgiving so she didnÕt have to be social at the 
table; they thought it was great; but, I was being 
selfish 
 

believe that they are a big 
reason she can do what she 
does 
ItÕs best if success comes 
from the truest version of 
you 

Student (J) Response to experience of candidacy 
Likes small classes like 695 because they are like 
those she liked at Santa Cruz: introspective, 
readings, talking and analyzing why IÕm doing 
things I do 

Learning and education can 
transform spirituality 
Believes that art school 
teaches us technique and 
how to explain ideas.  

Studio visit 
























































































































