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Panel
As a professor of graphic design, I’m bombarded each fall with calls from parents of high 
school seniors requesting appointments to come in with their little Johnny or Susie to talk 
about our graphic design program. Amazingly, each conversation seems to always start the 
same way: “My son/daughter is interested in studying graphic design. We’ve already visited 
the ‘insert the name of the local private  art school or two year community college here.’ 
We’d like to be able to compare your state university program to theirs to see which may be a 
better fit.”

This got me thinking: the goal of a quality design education experience is obviously shared 
between the three models (state university, private art school and two year community 
college), but from there how are we different? Do we define our goals and methodologies 
similarly? Are there differences in expectations and skill sets of our respective students? 
What are the pros and cons of a design education in these three differing environments?

This panel session will investigate the similarities and differences of design education at 
these three linked, but distinctly different, institution models. This session will consist of 
presentations and a panel discussion with colleagues from the three education frameworks: 
Rebecca Tegtmeyer (Michigan State University), Jill Greene (College for Creative Studies), 
and James Shurter (Mott Community College). The panel session will be moderated by the 
panel organizer: Chris Corneal (Michigan State University).

The presentations/panel discussions will at times be playful, as we poke fun at the existing 
stereotypes of each contrasting education structure... but at the same time it will be 
insightful and illuminating. Case studies with visual examples (student entrance portfolios, 
assignments, thesis projects, etc.) will be strongly emphasized. Through comparison, we as 
design educators may gain a better understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of our 
own teaching pedagogy.



This paper was presented during a panel discussion of the methodologies and the goals of design education at a four year 
state university, a private four year art school and a two year community college. 

I’m Rebecca Tegtmeyer and I teach graphic design in the Department of Art, Art History, and Design at Michigan 
State University. I started my design education back in the late 90s at the University of Kansas in Lawrence, KS. I 
studied “visual communication” in the School of Fine Arts. After working for 8 years as a designer and art 
director, I went to graduate school at North Carolina State University in Raleigh, NC to receive my Masters of 
Graphic Design. As you can see from my academic experience, I have a narrow view of the design education 
environments. When thinking back to my reasons for choosing the state university path, I recall three important 
factors that came into play, they were rather simple. Money, I didn’t want to spend a lot of it (even thought I still 
did). Sports, I grew up watching Kansas Basketball and wanted to join the legacy, not as a player but as a fan. 
People, I wanted to be a part of a large student body, having come from a very small catholic high school I was 
ready for diversity.

As a young state university design student, my peers and I were quick to make stereotypes and assumptions 
about students at art schools and community colleges. These “other design students” were our competition for 
future jobs, so we needed to know where we landed. We determined that the “art school kids” were too cool for 
school because their portfolios were always trendy, therefore we assumed that their conceptual skills had to be 
subpar. We also assumed that they drank the design Kool-Aid 24/7 all together in the same room all the time. 
We also knew that art school was a huge expense making those who attended automatically labelled as “weird 
rich kids”. Then there were the “community college kids”, we feared their technical know-how and their efficient 
ways of working. We also just assumed that they all lived at home with their parents, since they were into saving 
money and all by going to community college. We ended up with the trendy art school kids on one hand and the 
techy community college kids on the other, that left us, the state university kids, in the middle where it was safe 
and we followed the rules. As I entered professional practice, I worked with designers from all three educational 
environments and our ties to where we were educated quickly faded.

Now as an educator in the state university 
setting, I see our differences might lie more in 
what student’s value rather than our goals as 
educators. To better articulate this thought, I’m 
going to use these backpacks as a metaphor.  
They all meet the same goal but offer different 
values. First off we have the art school 
backpack, it stands out in a crowd, might cost a 
bit more, and is edgy with the additional 
speaker system. The state university backpack, 
it is the popular Northface brand, good value 
for the price, and it comes in many colors, even 
Spartan green. The community college 
backpack is highly efficient, no bells and 
whistles, and it keeps the laptop extra safe.
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To test out my theory about these values, I asked my students to share what they valued about MSU. I asked 
them; Why did you choose a university to study design rather than go to an art school or community college?
Their responses weren’t too far off from my reasons I shared earlier. Some key reasons students choose a large 
university over other options: 

• less money
• more opportunities to explore other interests
• there is the option to change majors if necessary

• large networks
• wanting to be anonymous amidst lots of people

MSU lives up to all of their reasons for attending:

• It is an affordable education with in-state tuition rates of approximately $12,500.00 per year. 

• The university has over 168 undergraduate degree programs across 17 colleges, offering a breadth 
of opportunities for all students, faculty, and staff.

• Students can explore these opportunities because they don’t have to declare a major until the end 
of their sophomore year.

• With over 461,500 MSU alumni worldwide (that’s a lot of spartans), graduates have a large 
network to connect with upon graduation.

• And finally, with an enrollment of roughly 49,000 undergrads and graduates, students can 
emain anonymous if they choose.

GRAPHIC DESIGN AT MSU

Of course our design students aren’t swimming in a sea of Spartans the entire time, once they declare a major 
within a college, their community quickly becomes more intimate. The education of graphic designers at MSU 
takes place within the College of Arts and Letters and through the Department of Art, Art History, and Design. In 
our department, students interested in design currently have the option to receive a BFA or BA in Studio Art, with 
a concentration in Graphic Design. The Bachelor of Fine Arts in Studio Art is a professional program for students 
who anticipate careers in the practice of design or for students planning on graduate study. The Bachelor of Arts 
in Studio Art is a liberal arts program focused on breadth of study rather than specific areas of study. We also 
offer a Masters of Fine Arts graduate degree program in the Graphic Design discipline.

Students also have the opportunity to participate in a few interdisciplinary degrees that our department is 
currently engaged in, a BA in Experience Architecture and a Specialization in Design. The Experience Architecture 
degree is in collaboration with the Department of Writing, Rhetoric, and American Cultures and the College of 
Computer Science. Students of this degree focus on researching, designing, and developing interactive products, 
services, spaces, and policies focused on human experience. The Specialization in Design is jointly administered 
by the Department of Art, Art History, and Design within the College of Arts & Letters and the College of 
Communication Arts & Sciences. This degree complements the depth of knowledge students acquire in their 
respective majors with a multidisciplinary understanding across a range of design areas. 

As far as the credit requirements go for the undergrads, a BFA student must complete a total of 120 credits to 
graduate. 65-68 credits are Studio Art Courses, 12-14 are Art History & Visual Culture Cognate, and 31-34 credits 
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are from courses in general education with requirements in Integrated Arts and Humanities, Biological and 
Physical Science, Social, Behavioral and Economic Science, and Math. A BA student also requires a total of 120 
credits but only 36-40 of those credits must be Studio Art Courses.

Once a student declares a Studio Art major, they begin with a year of foundational coursework. These courses are 
required for all Studio Art Majors. Courses in Drawing, Color & Design, and Three-dimensional form introduce 
them to the basic principles of creative creation and exploration. After the completion of these courses, Graphic 
Design students take an Introduction to Typography course and a Graphic Design 1 course which serve as 
prerequisites for Graphic Design 2.

When students complete these three core graphic design courses they are able to take a number of topic-focused 
courses such as: 3D Design, Typography 2, Corporate Imagery, Time and Motion Design, and Interactive Web 
Design, as well as engage in professional client-based projects through internship opportunities and Design 
Center, the student studio course. Towards the end of their education, all graphic design students take a Senior 
Seminar and Professional Practice course that aids in portfolio preparation and the execution of an exhibit for BFA 
majors only. A History of Graphic Design course is offered once a year and fulfills credit requirements in Art 
History. Outside of the course curriculum, several students participate in our active AIGA Student Group and 
attend lectures that demonstrate the wide scope of the profession, as renowned designers are brought in as part 
of the annual Visiting Artist & Scholar lecture series.

The majority of the studio courses are scheduled for two days a week for 2 hours and 50 minutes for each class 
period, the cap for each course is twenty-one students. Currently we have four tenure-system faculty with two 
more joining us in the fall and sometimes up to four adjuncts a semester to support these courses as we have 2/3 
of the studio art majors in the department concentrating in Graphic Design.

MSU DESIGN STUDENTS

Our students are eager to learn and want to do it the right way, making experimentation something that as a 
professor, I have to work really hard at to get them to do. I heard someone explain it once that because many of 
them come from a family of Spartans and blue-collar families, they are coming from cultures that don’t naturally 
take-risks, they like to play it safe. Most of them are Michigan-natives and have a lot of pride and loyalty for MSU. 
However, this pride and loyalty gets in the way almost every other fall weekend as the tailgating traditions take 
priority over doing any homework. As an educator, I have had to learn how to best plan for this in the scheduling 
of projects. Another factor that distracts them from homework is that many of our students work full-time and 
live with several roommates. These are all valuable obstacles, it just takes them some time to learn good time 
management skills. Several of our design students started in another major or transferred from community 
college to build on their skills, it is nice to get students at this stage because they have already gone through the 
“I’m not sure what I want to do” phase of their education. Upon graduation, they are quick to jump on the job 
hunt. Many stay in the state of Michigan or find their way to Chicago many have ventured into great careers in 
New York and LA.
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PROJECT EXAMPLES

All faculty look to take advantage of MSU’s largeness by engaging students in projects that involve the MSU 
community in some way. Here are selected projects that show examples of this community engagement. Many of 
the projects were initiated in the classroom and reached a broader audience upon completion:

Special Topics, Wayfinding Design, Kresge Wayfinding

Fresh colors, refined typography, clever shapes, and "green" materials have given the hallways of Kresge Art 
Center (home to AAHD) a new look. This signage project created and led by Associate Professor Kelly Salchow 
MacArthur, started in a special topics class, focused on Wayfinding Design, in fall of 2012. Students in the course 
developed the initial design and kicked it off with the design of front door graphics and an updated directory 
panel. Since the course, Kelly has continued to develop the system. She received a "Be Green Student Funding 
Grant" to research the use of green materials and production processes as well as a student research fund to hire 
a student assistants to complete the system. 

Professor: Kelly Salchow MacArthur

Students: Franny Gagnier, Shelby Kroske, 
Colleen Haller, Erin Knapp, Shelby Kroske, 

Ashley LeVasseur, Peter Lusch, Kevin Martin, 
Alyssa Morse, Emily Nott, Caitlin O'Neill, 

Kelsey Tupper, and Jill Zelenski
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AIGA MSU Student Group, The Wharton Center Signage

Through the AIGA MSU Student Group, Kelly led students in the creation of an interior system for The Wharton 
Center (MSU’s performing arts center) that invigorated the drab walls while the performing arts center was 
under construction. Students developed a geometric way-finding system to relate to the large banners already 
hanging in the space. The color palette’s hue transitioned as a viewer entered a new area or level within the 
space.

Professor: Kelly Salchow MacArthur

Students: Nathan Crandall and Chrissy Greenough
Installation Painting: Shannon McKeon

Interactive Web Design, MATRIX

This past semester in my Interactive Web Design course, I had students work with projects from MATRIX, MSU’s 
Center for Digital Humanities and Social Sciences. MATRIX houses several digital archiving projects and most of 
them reside online in a catalog based website. The students worked in small groups to conduct landscape 
analysis, and wireframes that lead to final design comps. This project for the “African Online Digital Library” will 
be produced this summer for MATRIX, as they hired one of the students from the group to complete the project.

Professor: Rebecca Tegtmeyer

Students: Tia Rogers, Franny Gagnier, Austin 

Truchan, and Mariya Avanesyan
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AIGA MSU Student Group, UURAF

As part of the AIGA MSU Student Group, active students engage in a project for University Research. Each year 
UR puts on a large undergraduate research forum titled UURAF (University Undergraduate Research and Arts 
Forum). The student group designs the program cover and supporting promotion materials for the event.

Professor: Rebecca Tegtmeyer

Students:  Jill Zelenski, Sofija Dutcher, 

Brean Pavlinak

AIGA MSU Student Group, UURAF

Today over 600 students from all 14 undergraduate colleges at MSU participate in UURAF.  The event has 
become one of the largest undergraduate research forums in the country.

Graphic Design Students at the UURAF 2014
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Design Center, MFA Catalog

This project was executed through Chris Corneal’s Design Center course, a course that engages students in 
professional practice projects. This catalog project has been completed by Design Center for several years at the 
request of the AAHD Chairperson. The DC students work individually to develop design ideas. As a group, DC 
then chooses three directions to be formally presented to the client (the dept chair, the MFA thesis candidates, 
and the AAHD Outreach Specialist). After one design is chosen, the entire class breaks into groups to prepare 
the design for printing. DC prepares the request for quote from the printer and does all pre-flight preparation. The 
payment for completion of this project comes from AAHD. DC uses a portion of this payment to cover costs of 
materials used for the client presentation and the cost of an off-campus lunch meeting.

Professor: Chris Corneal

Students: Elizabeth Haskin,James Jenks, Kelly 

Mackie, Kevin Marquardt, Pazau Moua, Holly 
Nauta, Brean Pavlinak, and Courtney Russ

Design Center, Red Cedar Review

The Dept of English Chair contacted Chris about this project. It was funded through a proposal to the Provost's 
Office. They asked DC to redesign the printed publication and design a new integrated web version. Chris and I 
worked collaboratively as faculty advisors for the project. The DC students worked in three groups to develop 
three possible new designs. After the client (the ENG Dept) chose a design, the students split into two groups: a 
print group and an online group. These two groups developed the graphic standards manuals for the two media.

Professor: Chris Corneal

Students: Elise Androkites, Kim Berens, William 
Boor, Jessica Checkeroski, Jeremy Debor, Matt Dye, 
Kevin Folk, Dan Greco, Caitlin Gromacki, Emily 

Huston, Ashley Kolodziej, Stephanie Luscombe, 
Ashley Madau, Danielle McHale, Kelsey McNabb, 

and Natalie Venuto
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