
 “I can’t draw.” This is inevitably the first thing my Art 101 students – the majority of whom are 
non-art majors - tell me as soon as we set up the easels on the first day of class. Fortunately, they also tell 
me how much they love to draw. After two and half hours of drawing, the ‘love drawing’ usually wins over 
the ‘can’t draw’.  

My teaching philosophy is in equal part a learning philosophy. I learned Italian as a second 
language in the hermetic non-digital classroom and then spent 30 years using it in Italy (among people who 
knew it much better than I did) while teaching my first language (which I knew much better than they did). 
Practice and theory must collide constantly, and continue to collide, until they eventually merge into one 
fluent, uncontrived, beautiful delivery. My job as a teacher is getting this to happen.  

Beginning levels are for cultivating the ‘creative love’ while developing skill. The most effective 
and least boring way to do this is maximum practice applied to minimal theory: draw, paint, get familiar 
with working the tools and finding what fits. Get eureka moments to happen. Interacting individually with 
students as they are working is unquestionably the most worthwhile investment of my time and energy. 
Students want and need to know when they are ‘doing it right’, or think they are.  Nowhere does this come 
across more clearly and effectively than through one-on-one attention. From a practical standpoint, students 
become more confident, take more risks as they progress, and concentrate more on the means than just the 
ends. On a more psychological level, they become less inhibited and are more willing to approach me or 
talk directly with their peers about their work. A comfortable trend of giving and taking the good with the 
bad emerges, one that is particularly important for critiques. Direct individual interaction also benefits me 
in the long run, in that I am able to get to know individual personalities and can more successfully 
choreograph classroom dynamics in such a way that stronger personalities can encourage low key 
personalities rather than overpower them. Ideally my objective is to create a serious working environment 
where my students feel supported by me and by their own skill set, so we can make art confidently and 
contentedly for the rest of the semester and beyond. 

 Advanced levels are when theory is more effectively applied to practice. Students develop their 
own visual language through more personalized use of their skill set and are exposed to more 
experimentation with technique and materials, in-depth introspection and boldness of statement. Non-
objective work, multi-media, time-based projects and contemporary practices such as crossing boundaries 
between 2D and 3D or between traditional approaches and new technologies - these are ways to stimulate 
– and respond to – creative thought and ideas in the 21st century. Unlike introductory level courses which 
require structured syllabi with specific assignments that dovetail and are geared towards systemic 
assessment, advanced level courses prepare students to work independently. Project outlines, statements of 
intent, artist statements and complete final portfolios or websites are all an integral part of independent 
work, and assessments are based on the body of work as a whole rather than the sum of its parts. As students 
become more responsible, they become more accountable and my role as a teacher shifts so that I answer 
less and question more, particularly in the case of art majors preparing to further their education or to pursue 
artistic careers.

Artists looking to the future must look at other artists, but also other people, other places and other 
culture.  Cross  po l l ina t ion  i s  a  f ru i t fu l  p rocess .  A  fo rm of  s tudy outside the classroom, if 
possible abroad, is paramount for personal artistic development; learning a second language or 
learning from a second field of study/area of interest tantamount.  In Italy I successfully developed and 
implemented graduate level design projects in business English courses and undergraduate Art+English 
courses, while recently I have been collaborating with the engineering department at UM on innovation 
Design Thinking based courses. Creative thought and ability are justly being recognized as important 
and stimulating. My drawing and painting classes are made up of all different majors and disciplines 
whose attitudes and insight make for a very diverse classroom. It is an exciting time to be teaching art.  

As I teach and keep traditional skills relevant for the eyes and hands of the digitally distracted 
student, I learn what it means for young people today to live and work in the rapid, ever-changing 
technological landscape of our contemporary world. I try to get the two to collide.  






