
From the Dean, College of Fine Arts
July 2011

Dear College of Fine Arts Alumni and Friends:

You have perhaps heard about the relationship between dress hemlines and the 
economy. The theory goes: as one rises, the other declines. There’s a bit of evidence to 
support that theory, as fluctuations occurred in the 1970s, 80s, and the past decade.

I wonder if there is another correlation today between graduates’ shoes and the 
economy. Since I have a front-row seat at commencement, I have the opportunity to 
look closely at our graduates as they receive their diplomas, and I’ve noticed remark-
able change. 

It was the summer 2005 newsletter that reported graduates presenting themselves with 
fashion-flair footwear at commencement. Instead of traditional dress shoes, they opted 
for fancy flip flops, care-free sandals, sky-high stilettos, and strappy rhinestone styles. 
The economy was robust and the footwear was flamboyant.

Both the economy and the graduates have changed in 2011. The economy is less 
robust, and shoes are more conventional, practical and no-nonsense. 

What does this have to do with educating students in the arts? There is a creative, 
pedagogical link I would like to share with you. It is found in a strategic step we are 
taking in our programs to help students move their careers forward. Without sacrific-
ing the academic intensity and artistic creativity of their studies, we are fortifying our 
students with more practical preparation for careers.

One of the ways to help students be more “career ready” is to position them in the 
various industries in which they would like to work. That experience not only refines 
the student’s concept of what it takes to be an artist in a certain field, but it also opens 
up different career options. 

Our departments and schools are immersing and networking students into professional 
practice within their programs. The Department of Theatre, for example, has insti-
tuted a professional affiliation with Chicago Shakespeare Theater. So, in addition to 
experiencing educational campus-based theatre, students observe, learn, and interact 
with professional urban theatre. They travel to Chicago to experience all aspects of 
theatre (management, front of house, technical theatre, design, acting and directing). 
Additionally, professionals from the Chicago Shakespeare Theater come to campus 
throughout the academic year for workshops and continued training. As a result, our 
students have first-hand knowledge of industry standards and a cadre of professional 
contacts in the industry.

The immersion is distinctive in that we are systematically pursuing networks for profes-
sional development. Feedback from alumni affirms that this curricular move is “spot 
on” for career development. 

Next Steps: 
Immersion and 

Networking



Your insights about career preparation have been taken seriously. Thank you to the 
alumni of 1990, 1995, 2000, and 2005-09 for participating in the Strategic National 
Arts Alumni Project. The survey findings gave us insights on the following:

• how you rated your institutional experiences
• how well WMU helped you develop specific skills and competencies
• your sense of what skills and competencies are important in your career
• what careers you have been and are pursuing

Our response rate was very close to the national response rate 
of 21 percent. Thus, we are able to compare our findings with 
national results. Here are just a few highlights we are examin-
ing closely: 

As the data suggest, there is strong satisfaction with instruction 
and academic advising; however, there is room for improve-
ment in providing networking and career advising. Thus, we 
will pursue development of professional affiliations between 
our programs and the industry. Developments are underway 
this fall in the visual arts, dance, and music to emulate the 
theatre model.

We genuinely appreciate your feedback, because it informs improvement in our cur-
ricula, policies and other educational initiatives. We trust more alumni will participate 
in the survey next year.

It’s always a pleasure to answer the question, “What’s new in the College of Fine Arts?” 
There is a lot of good news. Here are some brand new developments:

New Leadership
First, we have a new director of the Frostic School of Art, Professor Trish Hennessy. 
While Trish has been a member of the faculty for more than 23 years, the Board of 
Trustees approved her leadership position in June. Trish holds a graduate degree from 
the Basel School of Design, Switzerland. She replaces Professor Patricia Villalobos, 
who has returned to the faculty to pursue teaching and creative research. 

Trish has been the educational director of WMU’s Design Center and professor of our 
award-winning graphic design program. She previously taught at the Rhode Island 
School of Design and was a partner in professional practice. Trish’s executive experi-
ence in leading the Design Center, as well as her business skills from private practice, 
make her an ideal appointment for this leadership post. 

She is busy preparing the Frostic School of Art for the arrival of a visiting team from 
the National Association of Schools of Art and Design, as part of our re-accreditation 
process.

New Heights and Depths
As I write, theatre students are pol-
ishing their lines; creating sets and 
costumes; and reviewing lighting plots 
for Good Death. The original script was 
developed with New York City’s Tec-
tonic Theater Project and Department 
of Theatre students, staff, and faculty—
an artistic residency made possible 
through the generous support of Chuck 
and Tucky Elliott. 

New Findings

What’s New?

Percentage of 
CFA alumni 
rating their 
overall experi-
ence at WMU:

Percentage of undergraduate 
alumni reporting their level of 
satisfaction as very satisfied or 
satisfied with these aspects of 
their time at WMU:

51% Excellent 94% Instructors in classrooms, 
labs, and studios

40% Good 87% Academic advising

6% Fair 26% Opportunities to network

3% Poor 24% Career advising
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Dealing with ethical, legal, and religious aspects surrounding end-of-life issues,  
students interviewed, researched, and grappled with complex perspectives on the top-
ic. The production now moves to the Edinburgh Fringe Festival where global audiences 
will experience the research and talent of our outstanding Department of Theatre. The 
international production is directed by Dr. Joan Herrington, chair of the department. 

And while the theatre folks are packing, some musicians have just unpacked their 
international bags and instruments from a week in Chengdu, China. The Western 

Winds ensemble, directed by Professor Robert Spradling, performed 
on three campuses and met with music and dance students to share 
artistic expression. Professors of Dance Shari Garber and David 
Curwen continued the residency at Sichuan University, giving master 
classes and recruiting students for study at WMU.

On the domestic front, another set of musicians awed audiences, 
including proud NYC alumni, during the Lincoln Center spring jazz 
festival. The WMU Jazz Orchestra, directed by Professor Scott Cow-
an, and Gold Company, directed by Bobby McFerrin Distinguished 
Professor of Jazz, Steve Zegree, presented a full concert and featured 

alumni Johnny Rodgers (BM, 1998) and Logan Thomas (BM, 2007). The awesome 
performance demonstrated the quality of our award-winning jazz studies program. 
This year individuals and ensembles earned six awards in the 34th annual DownBeat 
Student Music Awards Competition.

New (and First) WMU Composer-in-Residence
Recently retired professor Curtis Curtis-Smith has been invited to 
serve as the School of Music’s first Composer-in-Residence during 
2011-12. In addition to composing, Professor Emeritus Curtis-Smith 
will mentor select composition students. Dr. David Colson, Direc-
tor of the School of Music, looks forward to having the high-caliber 
talent of Curtis-Smith continue to influence the development of 
emerging composers.

The College of Fine Arts will celebrate its 40th anniversary in 2012. Our talented 
students in the Frostic School of Art designed this attractive logo which captures the 
youth, creativity, and legacy of our first 40 years.

To help document our college’s history, alumni and emeriti are invited to send images 
and documents for our digital collection. If you have photos or memorabilia, would 
you lend them to us this summer? We’d appreciate the materials in electronic for-
mat; however, if you do not have that technology, we will scan them and return them 
promptly. Please send them to Susan Corak (susan.corak@wmich.edu).

On the CFA website (www.wmich.edu/cfa), you will find a calendar of the 40th 
anniversary celebration events. The anniversary theme is legacy. You have been an 
important part of our legacy, and we hope you will join us to commemorate 40 years 
of traditional excellence and contemporary creativity.

Thank you for recommending excellent students to WMU, referencing WMU among 
your professional credits, and supporting our programs generously. We look forward to 
celebrating this special year with you. 

Sincerely,

Margaret Merrion, Dean

New Request

Photo by Margaret Merrion



From the Dean, College of

Fine Arts
1903 W Michigan Ave
Kalamazoo MI 49008-5421

NON-PROFIT ORG.
U.S. POSTAGE

PAID
AT KALAMAZOO MI

PERMIT NO. 478

Congratulations to Professor Dick  
Keaveny on his retirement and his artistic 
influence on alumnus Richard Mallette 
(BFA, 1991) who were recently fea-
tured in a two-person exhibition at the 
Monroe-Brown Gallery in the Richmond 
Center for Visual Arts.

Rick Mallett, The Race, 2009
Photo by Leo Sicliano


