
Evaluating the Art History Major 

I am going to assume that you have all looked over the proposal to delete the art history major from our 

programs. It is the product of many semesters of consideration on my part, during which time decisions 

made regarding the program have now made it inevitable. This decision was based on three important 

factors. First: what are the elements that define a viable and successful program? Second: What is the 

history and current state of our own program and is there any reasonable expectation that we can reach 

the level defined in the first factor? And third: Has there been any demonstrated willingness on the part 

of the art history faculty or administration to do what is necessary to sustain the program? 

What follows includes my assessment of these factors, based on the NASAD criteria, expectations for 

entry into graduate programs, and internal factors such as numbers of majors, and more importantly, 

numbers of graduates and time to degree. If we are going to offer degree programs in this department, 

it is all of our responsibility to insure that they serve students not just adequately and barely, but 

effectively and reliably. If, after you hear this, and the response to it from other faculty members, you 

firmly believe that there is a reasonable expectation that we can meet standards for a viable and 

successful program, you should vote against my proposal. If you believe there is not a reasonable 

expectation that this can happen, you should vote for my proposal to eliminate the program. 

Concerns Centered on Accreditation and Other Standards 

A part of this question involves established standards for such programs. This is the specific language 

included in the NASAD 2013-2014 handbook (and included in part in my proposal): 

G. Major in Art History  
1. A liberal arts major in art history requires a thorough grounding in the liberal arts, with a concentration 
of coursework in art and art history normally equaling 30-45% of the total credits required for graduation, 
and the remainder in general liberal arts studies.  
2. Upon completion of the major, graduates must have attained the following:  

a. A general knowledge of the monuments and principal artists of all major art periods of the 
past, including a broad understanding of the art of the twentieth century and acquaintance with 
the art history of non-Western cultures. This knowledge should be augmented by study in 
greater depth and precision of several cultures and periods in the history of art and 
concentration in at least one area to the advanced seminar level. Study at the advanced level 
should include theory, analysis, and criticism.  
b. A general knowledge of world history.  
c. Knowledge of the tools and techniques of scholarship. Active research and the writing of 
analytical and critical essays should continue throughout the program.  
d. Functional knowledge of the creative process. Normally, this is accomplished through one or 
more foundation or other studio courses; however, there are many methods of ensuring this 
competence.  

3. The student should achieve adequate mastery of at least one foreign language to support research 

through the reading of primary source materials. 

1. Acquaintance with the Art History of Non-Western Cultures 

History: In Summer 2003 I offered a Special Topics course called “Art: Asia Africa Americas”. This 

semester another Special Topics course called “Nonwestern Art History” was offered. There have been 



no others. The hiring of Jennie Liston included discussion of the possibility of developing a Pre-

Columbian Art course, but that never materialized. 

Outlook: We do not currently have any permanent courses on the books that treat the art history of 

non-Western cultures. Such courses have only been offered as Special Topics courses, and can only be 

staffed at present by adjunct faculty hired specifically for the purpose. There is no guarantee that 

funding will be available to make this a regular occurrence, such as would be necessary to meet 

expectations of accreditation. Current tenured faculty members have not expressed any interest in 

offering future non-Western subjects themselves. It is possible that the position currently open might be 

filled by someone who is capable of offering such courses regularly, though there is no guarantee that 

the department will even recover this position for a search, and there is no guarantee that its position 

description will include or be focused on non-Western subject matter. The Department’s studio faculty 

members have expressed as much interest in craft history and graphic design history as in non-western 

art history. Directing a hire at a requirement which serves only a handful of students does not seem to 

me an entirely judicious use of our scarce resources. 

2. Concentration in at least one area to the advanced seminar level 

History: Some years ago, a change was made to the art history major which deleted the requirement for 

ARTHIST 421: Art History Research. This was a capstone course serving only art history majors, but low 

numbers of graduating majors (average 1.25 per year) made offering the course as part of load 

impossible. It was therefore offered as “Independent Study”, which placed undue burden on faculty, and 

could not provide the “seminar” experience integral to that course. In Fall 2013, I offered the first 

Undergraduate Seminar course. When I made this proposal, I indicated an interest in making such 

seminar courses a regular offering and a requirement of all art history majors in order to provide 

students with advanced-level “theory, analysis, and criticism”, as well as art historical methodologies. It 

would also expand the existing range of courses available to the students. While two of the art 

historians determined this to be a logical course of action, and expressed interest in offering such 

courses, the third did not, and as such it has not been included as a requirement of the major. 

Outlook: I no longer have the ability to develop another offering the Undergraduate Seminar, and the 

other art historians have shown no interest in pursuing it. There is no expectation that our program will 

meet this requirement of accreditation. The absence of such a research-intensive offering compromises 

the requirement that students acquire “knowledge of the tools and techniques of scholarship”. For 

comparison, the far more successful history major includes a two-semester capstone involving primary 

research. 

3. A general knowledge of world history 

History: There has never been a requirement that art history majors take history courses other than the 

basic GENED 120 or 140 course option, and even there, we have made no recommendations that 

students should take the “Global Perspectives” course rather than the US-based “Historical 

Perspectives”. And while history majors frequently take art history courses as electives in their major, 

art history majors are not required to take any history courses beyond the GENED requirement. 



Outlook: This is a change that could be made, adding an elective history course. And just as we do in the 

BSE-Art Education degree, a strong recommendation could be made that students choose GENED 140 

over 120. 

4. Functional knowledge of the creative process 

History: The Art History major has never required completion of a studio art course. Again, art history is 

required for studio artists, but studio art is not a requirement for art historians. 

Outlook: While the NASAD language suggests there are “many methods” to address this, the most 

obvious and logical in a Department of Art and Design is practical experience. A change would need to 

be made to the major to include a studio art requirement. 

5. Mastery of a foreign language 

History: Some years ago the foreign language requirement for the art history major was loosened to 

allow students to take three semesters of one language and one of another. This was done because 

students could not effectively move through both the schedule-intensive language courses and the art 

history offerings at the same time, as they frequently conflicted. Many graduate programs require full 

four-semester preparation, as most language programs are constructed around a four-semester plan of 

initial grammar and vocabulary. This initial development constitutes “mastery” sufficient to support 

research through primary and secondary source materials.  

A significant stumbling block for practical satisfaction of the language requirement is the scheduling of 

art history courses in conflict with language courses. The four-semester language requirement cuts a 

huge swath through a student’s schedule over a long period, and because of scheduling conflicts, limits 

the options available to students, and slows time-to-degree. 

Outlook: Unless the department is willing to change the language requirement back to four semesters, 

and is willing to do the requisite exploration to minimize time conflicts, and the art history faculty 

members are willing to adjust their schedules accordingly, there will always be an issue. Course 

scheduling within the department, and particularly in art history, is further constrained by classroom 

usage, and by the demands of WOTA instruction on the art history faculty. Time slots left for the upper-

level art history courses are not nearly as flexible as they would need to be to avoid conflicts. 

Local Considerations 

Besides the general concerns outlined in the accreditation guidelines, there are other concerns that are 

more specifically related to how we implement the day-to-day operations of the major locally. This 

includes such issues as course scheduling and time to degree, faculty willingness to take the necessary 

steps to insure the success of the program, and student perceptions of programmatic needs. 

Much of the reason for finally considering the elimination of this major is the cumulative effect of 

soliciting student feedback about the program. Universally, students have lamented a lack of course 

options while scheduling, and have noted the problems with time conflicts with language courses. They 



have noted also a lack of non-Western offerings, and those who were considering further graduate work 

in art history had concerns about the deficiencies they saw when comparing the requirements of our 

program with the entrance requirements for graduate programs. They also saw their peers in the history 

department engaged in a far more rigorous and rewarding program that included opportunities for 

seminars and directed research projects. 

These concerns have been conveyed by me to the other art historians, to the Chair, and to the Dean. 

They have been ignored. I have encouraged the administrators to sit down with the art history majors as 

a group and listen to their concerns. To my knowledge, this has not happened. The students have not 

themselves initiated these conversations because they entrusted their concerns to me, they know I have 

passed them on, and they know nothing has been done. They have told me that if I cannot get the ear of 

my own colleagues, how can they expect to?  

6. Diversity of Offerings and Course Rotations 

History: The Art History major requires nine elective courses to be taken above the required surveys. 

Until recently, because we have had three permanent art historians, rotations were therefore expected 

to include at least three different offerings by each instructor, and ideally four, so that it would be 

assured that there would be sufficient course options for students each semester. Instructional 

schedules were assigned accordingly. Starting in Fall 2010, that expected rotation was abandoned, and 

for the next seven semesters, as you can see in the chart in the proposal, the same two courses 

(ARTHIST 318 and 319) have alternated over and over again. My protestations regarding how this 

affected the available of course options for students have been ignored and the practice has continued 

to this day without explanation. Appeals to the Dean have gone unanswered, literally. Appeals to my 

colleagues have been characterized as “unsupported accusations”. 

We have heard reported to us that NASAD has recommended that we develop formal course rotations 

for art history and make them available to students. For the last three years such requests have been 

made of my colleagues by me, and while one responded, there has not been any response from the 

other. An appeal to the Chair resulted in a similar request from that office, and yet it remains unfulfilled. 

There are only eleven different art history elective courses currently on the books, though ARTHIST 420 

– Art Theory is so similar to 318 and 319 as to not constitute a viable option for students who have 

already taken one or both of those courses. ARTHIST 420 is intended to serve a different audience, and 

should not be viewed as a legitimate option for majors. For that reason, the instructor has actively (and 

legitimately) dissuaded art history majors who have taken the other courses from taking it. This is also 

somewhat true of ARTHIST 320 – Graphic Design History. It was originally a requirement for the old 

Multimedia Design major, and in fact one of the art history positions owes its existence to that course. 

This leaves nine practical options for the students – exactly as many as they are required to take. 

With so few permanent courses, the program historically has relied on routine offerings of Special 

Topics and Travel Study courses to increase the diversity of options available to students. Since 2001 

when I arrived, twelve of these courses have been offered: four special topics courses, seven travel 

study offerings, and one undergraduate seminar. Except for one additional travel study offered by a 



faculty member who is no longer here, and the Non-Western course offered this semester by an adjunct 

instructor, all of the remaining ones have offered by me.  

As students approach graduation, they are increasingly cognizant of the fact that they may have no 

course options in one or more of their remaining semesters – they’ve already taken those being offered. 

So, they come to us asking for Independent Study, and more often than not they have been turned 

away. Independent Study should be for legitimate projects, initiated by the students, not a solution to 

poor planning on our part – the students can’t be blamed because they had no way of knowing which 

courses would be offered when. For one student this has been the case each of the last two semesters, 

and in the upcoming Fall. That student has come to me requesting Independent Study, and due to my 

current circumstances, I cannot commit to it. 

Outlook: Clearly, besides myself, none of the art history faculty members have shown an interest in 

developing new courses or in projecting course offerings into the near future. Both are absolutely vital 

to the maintenance of the program. Because of my own current circumstances, I am no longer in a 

position to continue to develop new courses, and history has demonstrated that the void created by this 

will not be filled. Academic staff hires cannot be expected to develop new courses to teach, and as 

always, there is no guarantee that funds will be available to even make such hires.  

7. Facilities 

History: For many years both CA 30 and CA 2 served the art history area. When the enrollment numbers 

for the surveys were lowered, and the need for additional sections of WOTA created additional 

pressures, art history surveys were moved from CA 30, a room with tiered seating, to CA 2, a low, flat 

space. This space has proven difficult because the vast majority of the students have “obstructed view” 

seating. Recent changes to the technology of the room have done nothing to remedy this, and the 

switch from the old 4:3 projection format to the new 16:9 widescreen format, without increasing the 

width of the screen, has resulted in a 25% reduction in projection size. (Just imagine watching a 

letterbox movie on your old non-flat-panel TV – just dead space above and below the image). 

The recent renovation of CA 30, initiated to bring the Music Department into conformity with their own 

accreditation requirements, resulted in that room being now unsuitable for art history instruction.  

Outlook: The space limitations and sightline problems in CA 2 cannot be corrected through remodeling, 

and a different space must be sought to improve teaching conditions, probably elsewhere on campus. 

This is something that must be pursued whether there is an art history major or not, as even if the major 

is eliminated, all of the courses will still be taught, and the enrollments will be virtually the same.  

8. Enrollments, Graduation, and Time to Degree 

History: In January, for the “Program Array Discussion”, you were provided with enrollment information 

for all of the majors. This is in fact the least useful measure of the success of a program. Far more telling 

are the graduation rates and time-to-degree statistics. It doesn’t matter how many majors you have if 

you can’t graduate them, and do so in a timely manner. Even so, the chart provided in the proposal 



shows that enrollments have not significantly changed since I arrived 13 years ago. Neither has the 

graduation rate. Because the pool of recent graduates is so statistically small (12 students since 2007), 

there’s no way to get a clear handle on time to degree, but the average credits to degree for those 

twelve students was 144.8 – that’s almost 25 credits more than is technically required for the degree. 

Only three of the students graduated with fewer than 130 credits. 

Outlook: Given the lack of course options, and the lack of staffing, there is no reason to expect that this 

will change.  

Consequences 

What happens if we vote to eliminate the program? What are the possible consequences? The major 

serves less than a dozen students at present, and those students must be allowed to complete their 

program. After that, the program would only serve minors, studio art students, history students, and 

other GA credit seekers, in other words, 98% of our current course enrollment. There would be no art 

history major to declare, and people who might have declared the major in the future will be directed to 

the minor. In short, nothing would happen, except that there would be much greater flexibility in 

scheduling courses because no student would need more than four of them. And more importantly, 

students wouldn’t find themselves in a dead-end program that they can’t finish and thus cannot 

adequately serve their needs. 

Arguments may be made that not having a major will affect recruitment of faculty. Hundreds of 

institutions across the nation have only minors, including every other comprehensive school in this state 

that offers art history courses. Is it really believed that, given the “adjunct crisis” that exists across the 

country, a tenure-track position in a school that does not have a major will somehow look less 

attractive?  

You may hear that voting to eliminate this major constitutes a “failure” because we would be “losing” a 

program, and is therefore, somehow, “bad”. This program isn’t being taken away, you are being asked 

to vote whether to retain it. Elimination by vote of a program which does not and cannot properly serve 

students reads more like the conscientious act of a self-reflective department, not a “failure, not a 

“loss”, not “bad”.  

You may hear “Let’s wait to see what NASAD says”. The NASAD visitors are not inclined, nor are they 

likely to recommend elimination of programs. Their job is to try to find a path to improvement of viable 

programs that are faltering, and that assumes that those who are part of those programs are willing to 

do what it might take to make that happen, including the faculty and the administration. In my 

estimation, based on the history demonstrated in this document, neither has shown any hint of the 

requisite ability or interest to make that happen. Is it really in our interest to jeopardize full 

accreditation by trying to retain a program which has not, does not, and will not meet accreditation 

standards? Would we rather be forced to eliminate it some short distance in the future by some outside 

agency, or voluntarily eliminate it based on our own internal assessment and volition?  



You may hear that we shouldn’t give up programs until we’re asked to, as if they are bargaining chips. 

Meanwhile, what about the students?  

What you won’t hear, and what I have not ever heard from my colleagues or the administration, is any 

argument that retaining this program is in any way in the interest of its students. Are they not who these 

programs are for? 


