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It began with a brainstorming session between Jim Elniski, Director of first-Year 
programs at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago and me, as Foundations 
Coordinator at Northern Illinois University. 
 
The program at NIU is very traditional, while the SAIC program is very experimental. 
However, delivering consistent and substantial Foundation information over multiple 
studio sections is a problem for both. Jim oversees around forty studio sections, and 
works with a pool of over fifty adjuncts; NIU generally runs 30 studio sections per 
term, with 85% of the classes taught by graduate students, adjuncts, and visiting 
assistant professors. In both cases, program success is highly dependent on 
mentoring and teacher training. 
 
We both noted a serious mis-match between the amount of training beginners need 
and unavoidable constraints on their time.  
 
I told the story of one of my adjuncts, who was teaching seven courses (requiring 4 
different preparations) at NIU and two community colleges. With per-course pay 
averaging around $2700 and lingering graduate school debt, he took on this 
extraordinary load in order to cobble together the salary needed to support his 
family. He was eager to attend teacher training sessions but often had conflicts. That 
he maintained any serious studio practice during this time was a minor miracle. 
 
Clearly, this situation is extremely detrimental to the emerging artist/educator and to 
the Foundations program in which he or she teaches.  
 
So, Jim and I hatched a plan. We decided to bring together Foundations faculty and 
administrators from around the country for an intensive discussion of problems and 
possible solutions. 
 
As an experimental format, we deliberately limited the size to twenty-five 
participants. This group included Foundations Coordinators from Montana, Arizona, 
Indiana, Colorado, Virginia and Georgia, the Dean of Instruction from Rocky 
Mountain Collage of Art and Design and Departmental Chairs from Central 
Connecticut State University, Elgin Community College and Kennesaw State 
University. Arnold Carlson and Chad Andrews from Interlochen Center for the Arts, 
bought a unique perspective from their residential high school for the arts. Five 
participants hold doctorates in Art Education. We had two text recorders for the 
Thinktank: Jodi Kushins, who is working on an Art Education doctorate focusing on 
Foundations Programs and Amy Sacksteder who had recently accepted a position at 
Eastern Michigan State University. Adam Kallish provided extensive photographic 
documentation. 



Jim arranged housing for the group in a beautiful dormitory at the School of the Art 
Institute. To maintain critical mass throughout two major workdays, we provided six 
simple meals, buffet-style. By economizing, we were able to offer the entire package 
of meals, housing, and meetings for $375. per person.  
 
We began by defining exemplary teaching and teachers. 
 
Amy Metier, (from Metropolitan College in Denver), noted that "a good teacher 
instills confidence, courage, and discipline. An inspirational teacher encourages 
questioning, imposes difficult challenges, and exposes students to a new world. " 
Her colleague, Sandy Lane noted that the best teachers are students themselves, 
constantly exploring new approaches. 
 
Martha MacLeish (from Indiana University) said that teaching could be seen as a 
spiral, through which we address to the same points repeatedly, but at a deeper and 
deeper level. 
 
Amy Sacksteder, suggested that a good course is choreographed, with each 
assignments building on the previous and leading to the next.  
 
Tommy White (from Virginia Commonwealth University) noted the importance of 
balancing rigor with humor, and emphasized the importance of honesty. 
 
Many speakers noted the importance of asking the right questions. 
 
Dr. Richard Siegesmund, (from University of Georgia), suggested that "teachers 
facilitate the process through which students learn to recreate themselves," and 
emphasized the importance of asking authentic questions--that is, questions which 
the teacher hasn't already answered. 
 
Jim Elniski noted that by "living in the question," we can arouse our imagination, and 
create all sorts of unexpected linkages, while Paul Hopkin, also at the School of the 
Art Institute of Chicago, noted the value of forgetting previous knowledge in order to 
open up space for new experiences. He commented that both students and teachers 
need to "embrace your inner dork!" 
 
The teacher as guide was noted by others. Dr. Cora Marshall, (from Central 
Connecticut State University) noted that "a great teacher is a pathfinder who guides 
students to discover their potential"" while John Regan, from NIU suggested that an 
effective teacher "urges the unique path, offers reflections, asks questions rather 
than simply provide answers." Marybeth Koos (from Elgin Commmunity College) 
suggested that teaching is like*creating a mythology, a guide through the forest of 
knowledge," while Kevin Haran (from University of Central Florida) and Jeff 
Sheppard (Rocky Mountain College of Art + Design) noted the importance of our 
own experience as practitioners. Ann Coddington (from Eastern Illinois University) 
compared a teacher to "a doorman on a long hallway, guiding students to new 



possibilities, and helping to remove self-imposed limitations." Adam Kallish (also 
from NIU) suggested that a great teacher "turns doubt and stress into positive 
energy," while Chad Andrews (from Interlochen) noted that a teacher is "a catalyst 
for idea generation," constantly encouraging students to rethink their initial solution. 
This was reinforced by Jenny Stevenson (also from Rocky Mountain), who 
suggested we support what students know coming in and then challenge them to 
take their ideas further. 
 
Dr. L.A. Hightower (from Kennesaw State University) noted that Foundations 
courses set the stage for the entire undergraduate experience, and emphasized the 
importance of developing concepts, craft and critical thinking skills. 
 
As the Thinktank continued, Sara Mast (from Montana State University), Dan Collins 
(from Arizona State), and Cindy Hellyer-Heinz (from Northern Illinois University) 
gave extensive presentations on various aspects of teacher training. 
 
Sara's presentation focused on the urgency of teacher training in her program. A 
portfolio review at the end of the Foundations year determines which students will be 
invited into the BFA program. To provide all students with an equal chance at 
passing the review, teaching program-wide must be equally strong. 
 
Dan talked the group through the extensive ArtCore website he has been developing 
since 1994. This site provides resources and sample assignments for a series of 
inquiry-based themes, such as "the natural world," "collaboration," and "art for hire." 
Working with up to twenty GTAs, he continually expands the site to accommodate 
new assignments.  
 
Cindy noted the value of mentoring in improving curricular delivery. "My mentoring 
style is intuitive, responsive, immediate, hands-on, present." At NIU, a two-day 
Foundations intensive at the beginning of each semester provides direct experience 
with drawing and design, which is then expanded and reinforced thought weekly 
mentoring meetings and classroom visits. She emphasized the value of the informal 
mentoring that occurs when a more experienced teacher is scheduled in a 
classroom adjacent to a first-time teacher. Both teachers gain from the resulting 
interaction and discussion of ideas. 
 
The last major component of the Thinktank was a done by series of teams, ranging 
in size from three to six participants. 
 
The "Motivation" team emphasized the following: 

• We lead from known into the unknown 
• Research helps to build confidence, and creates connections between 

sets of knowledge 
• Field trips, contemporary artists talks, and films help to broaden horizons 

and increase motivation 
• Students are highly motivated when they are given more responsibility, as 



with creating a student work exhibition 
• Expectations establish groundwork and set stage for potential 

performance. 
• Faculty motivation can be increased using cross fertilization,  and higher 

standards through exhibitions of student work 
• Using "enlightened self-interest" (seeing ones' own interests in relation to 

the whole) can be a strong motivator for faculty to buy into a common 
experience. 

 
The "Evaluation / Critique" team discussed 

• Overall critique dynamics, from the predictable (and deadly) teacher 
monologue to a highly participatory group investigation 

• The importance of having specific goals for each critique, and structuring the 
discussion accordingly 

• The value of an in-progress critique as opposed to a final critique. 
They listed inventive critique strategies, including: 

• organizing projects by similarity or by difference, then discussing 
• using narrative film genres as a springboard for discussion of narrative 

drawing  
• identifying a group of solutions that communicate most effectively, then 

another group that are most technically proficient 
• In conclusion, the team emphasized the importance of moving from critique to 

individual action: students must leave with a sense of purpose. 
 
The “Curriculum team” emphasized: 

• Starting the change process within the an existing structure; 
• Making your argument for change in language that others can understand; 
• Demonstrating the value of Foundations curricular change to the department 

as a whole. 
 
The “Art Ed Resource” team used a hands-on approach. 

Dr. Cora Marshall talked all participants through the process of making a 
simple drawing, most emphasizing the number of decisions we make, 
including composition, style, and format. The entire team then facilitated a 
group discussion of similarities in thinking between the creative activity in our 
own studios and the creative process required for inspired teaching.  

 
The “Futures” team provided a wide-ranging discussion of alternatives and 
opportunities, including: 

• Discussion of major trends, including the breakdown between traditional 
categories and student desire to become more engaged in the learning 
process.  

• Examination of the role of the teacher in the twenty-first century; 
• New definitions of the classroom, as students increasingly use new 

technologies to expand their learning process, both in time and in space.  



This team concluded that future Foundations courses will be more iterative, 
with learning occurring anywhere and everywhere. Rapid prototyping will be 
encouraged and critical thinking will often merge with visual thinking. 
 
The participants found the Thinktank format substantial and inspiring, and we 
concluded with a discussion of future Thinktank possibilities, including a session in 
2007 specifically devoted to critiques, critical thinking, and critical theory.  
 
I hope we can generate a whole series of “Thinktanks” around the country during 
2008, the year between conferences. 
 
Mary Stewart, Foundations Program Director, Florida State University 
 
 
 


