
Chapter 1 

Vanishing without trace: the search begins 

It has always been quietly recognised that the vast majority of art school graduates vanish 
with out trace (Alan Lee, 1998:12). 

What this research is about 
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This research is about the lives of visual art graduates, their identities and roles, both 

as artists and beyond the arts. The study aims to reveal an understanding of how these 

lives were influenced through art-school attendance, and generate fresh perspectives 

with which to think about art in the context of higher education. The learning of 

visual art graduates and how it is played out in life after graduation is central to such 

thinking. 

What began in 1997 with the simple question: What are the benefits or influences of a 

visual art higher education in the life of a graduate? became a journey into a range of 

false assumptions about art education. My question was not a theoretical question 

that might arise from a philosophy of art, but a practical question that required 

examination of the practice of art in higher education, and its influence in graduates' 

lives. At the time I had little understanding of how loaded the above question could 

be. I did not see that the result would require a complete change in my own 
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understanding of life as a visual art graduate:> or that the research would point to a 

difficult relationship with "elite art" in the lives of graduates. 

Over the course of three years:> the research led mostly by data collected from twelve 

graduates, has journeyed on towards a model on how and why, artists are considered 

the way they are, both in and beyond higher education. This model became necessary 

in order to fully understand the change in graduates' transition from before study, 

through the art school, and on into the period well after graduation. By returning to 

concepts of art education found in education literature and relating it to the results of 

my researc~ I could construct a new model for understanding the dynamics of art 

education at a tertiary level. Through this construction I could point to some new, and 

perhaps more useful perspectives for viewing art education. The model showed that a 

range of perspectives from government, the tradition of art, commerce, and academia 

were dominant in the creation of a current art-school culture. However, the intent of 

the graduates in studying art, their progress through art school and events after 

graduation, suggested that a perspective of adult learning might be usefully applied 

for a better provision of art education. 

During this period I have also reinterpreted my own position as artist-researcher, and 

this in turn has allowed further interpretation of the research data. The research 

process could be conceived much like a search for a lost tribe by a researcher, who is 

later to be revealed as one of the tribe's own members. This inter-relationship 

between researcher and subjects not only generated more data, but generated the need 

for this new model, the revelation of these perspectives, and dynamics of art 

education. The building of this relationship also contributed to understanding the link 

between adult education and art education within the higher education sector itself 

The way it was when the graduates were noticed to be missing 

Professor Alan Lee's words at the heading of this chapter refer to a simple fact that 

while art-schools claim to be educating or training practising artists, there are nowhere 

near the resulting numbers of artists practising professionally. The graduates simply 
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'vanish without trace'. His words conjure up a vision of a lost tribe, somehow 

disappearing into thin air, or lost in the desert. 

The apparent disappearance of so many tertiaty graduates should highly alarm arts 

educators and policy-makers, but remarkably they hardly seem to notice. As Lee 

(1998:12) says~ 'it has always been quietly recognised' (my italics). It is easy to 

presume that some policy-makers would be more than ready to reduce art education 

provision on the grounds that no benefit could be proven to have arisen from the 

education of graduates who simply disappear. Disappearing into space is not an easily 

acceptable outcome of education. However, even more remarkable than the 

graduates' disappearance, is the popularity of visual arts courses and the enthusiasm of 

any number of willing candidates for art education, for example enrolments in art 

courses increased 45% in the first half of the 1990s (Seares 1997). 

Snell (1998) attributes art school popularity to the intellectual challenge and enjoyable 

nature of the visual arts courses, but almost any higher education discipline could 

make this claim for its participants, especially when the source of the data has come 

from course evaluation sheets. What is needed to understand the value of art school 

education and its rising popularity, is an understanding from those graduates who 

choose such courses. 

By looking at the benefits and influences of art school attendance in graduate lives, it 

is possible to also gather insights into how graduates are in tum influencing art school 

popularity. Even if most graduates "go missing" from an arts culture, it is still 

reasonable to presume they become visible in the community at large, and therefore in 

their tum have some influence over fresh enrolments. 

The problem was an interesting one. I was ready to don my white lab-coat as 

researcher, and investigate what it was that made this form of education so attractive. 

I wanted to know what the lost tribe had found, and whether an understanding of these 

lost graduates' lives would provide an insight to the phenomenon of an increasing 

number of prospective students disappearing through the art education portal into a 
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world of apparent invisibility. My inquiry was only half-genuine, because I believed 

at the time, I already knew where at least part of the answer would lay. In the 

tradition of the positivist researcher I was going to go out and prove it. My 

hypothesis was this; that art education had been swept up in the tide of employment

related vocational training, and had simply overlooked the valuable general education 

inherent in the visual arts. My own experience had been just that (I thought). Since 

graduation some 25 years ago, I had never been short of an opportunity to find a wide 

range of interesting jobs. In these jobs I was able to work because of the broad range 

of skills and attributes acquired in art-school. I believed the view; that visual arts 

graduates were not applying their visual arts education in the workforce, was simply 

misguided (DEET, 1994). Therefore, I thought I would go out and find some 

graduates who would prove my case. However, the matter was to prove more 

complicated than I had originally perceived. This was because, even though the 

hypothesis proved true in part, the way in which artist graduates' lives were organised 

raise.d far more complex issues, than can be dealt with by such a simple theory. 

The graduates' ideas about what it was to be an artist, how artists should conduct 

themselves, and what it meant for them to practice art, or more importantly stop 

practicing art, contributed strongly to this organisation. It was an organisation that I 

came to recognise as also present in my own life-history. 

The artist researcher 

The "artist researcher" is an ambiguous term, but one that is very apt for this research 

project. Does it mean: "the researcher of artists"?; "the artist as researcher"?; or, "the 

artist turned researcher"? As I have said, "I donned my white lab-coat", indicating 

that in the beginning I saw myself in the role of clinician, a researcher of artists, but as 

I see it today, all of the different terms have applied to my position, at different times 

in the research project. While I could remain outside the role of artist to conduct 

research into my original hypothesis, it was impossible to retain such a distance from 

the subject once I recognised the similarities between the graduates' lives and my 

own. The similarities led to the realisation of a whole field of additional influences, 
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and therefore I was forced to consider my own experience and include it in the 

research. 

To begin to plot this change of role, here is a self-description I prepared when trying 

to attract visual arts graduates as research participants via the World Wide Web: 

My own career started as a fine-art student at Leeds in the U.K (Graduating in 
1972). I began exhibiting in a group show, and gained my first grant from the 
region's arts association 1970. As a young artist I enjoyed unprecedented 
exposure, at venues like the leA in London, and Bath Festival. The British 
Weekend Telegraph colour supplement, reviewing the work of students at our 
College, ran the caption, "Progressive art or subsidized freakout?" Having 
described the work and our lives, the Telegraph concluded with another 
question. "What happens when the kissing has to stop?" 

Now 25 years years on I can tell them. It never really has! at least for me .... 

After graduation I went to Hong Kong, and through personal contacts, worked 
briefly for a television station's art department, HK-TVB and then part-time 
teaching for the University of Hong Kong's extra-mural art courses. The sense 
of impermanency that H.K. engendered in those years, led me on to New 
Zealand and eventually to Australia. 

Art was put aside, but I found I could use skills I'd gained in my course, 
building fibreglass boats and in retail photographic industries. Wherever I was 
employed I found myself wanting to innovate, and often branched out, setting 
up small businesses myself. The desire for newness and new experience 
however usually led me into new fields, or further travel, long before such 
enterprises were well established or marketable. 

There was a lot of globe-trotting, oscillating between Europe and Australia, 
periods of reflection and return to the arts. In 1980 I began working in the 
area of community development with Aboriginal communities, and again 
within 18 months I had reconceptuaIized my role. Ever since I've worked 
pretty much as a consultant in community development, with the environment 
movement, developmental disabilities, neighbourhood groups and local 
festivals. I have gradually returned through the community arts and 
community development projects to build up a reputation (although still 
limited) in public art-works. Since 1993 I've also filled part-time and 
temporary visual arts/arts education teaching positions in T AFE and 
University of New England. 

So mine has been a history in, and mostly out of art-practice. I feel the most 
valuable legacy of studying in a studio-based fine art course, has been an 
ability to analyse, visualise, imagine new horizons, both for myself and my 
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clients. The down-side has been, lack of income and stability (its taken two 
marriages and a heap of children, from the second, to slow me down). 
Despite the projects with which I am involved, there is always doubt as to the 
validity of my actions, the kind of doubt implicit in the Telegraph's original 
comments. Now as a researcher and adult-educator, I'm beginning to see 
openings for viewing fine art, or visual arts education, in a completely 
different light, contributing to society in perhaps a very different way to the 
stereotypic vision of the artist exhibiting in the gallery, so frequently 
engendered. This is where I probably need your help and your experience, to 
build a picture of art education and professional development in a very 
different way. 

If you can spare the time to send your story, or if you prefer, begin by simply 
commenting on the similarities or differences in your experience, it would be 
most appreciated. It doesn't have to be a great piece of literature, views, facts, 
attitudes, and perceptions are what I'm looking for. I'll even take stories on 
cassette tape, if you like. 

Thank you for your interest, Paul Reader 
(http://www.geocities.comiparartolhistoryIFAgrad2.htmO 

As can be seen, 3 years ago I had a view of myself as a graduate who had been 

flexible, innovative, and useful in a wide variety of situations. I had in mind that 

other graduates would either have similar stories, or alternatively that their different 

experience would prove that my life had greater uniqueness than I had anticipated. I 

presumed that the likely outcome of my work would be the proving of my original 

hypothesis. 

It is strange now to see my earlier words pre-empting what I would be saying in a 

very different way, three years later. Prophetic as the last paragraphs may have been, 

I had no idea what they would come to mean to me now. I was considering the 

research would show only the diversity of employment that visual art graduates could 

gain as a result of their studies. I did not know that my 'career, if that is what you 

would call it, would hold so many similarities to graduates from art-schools, some 20 

years later, and 12,000 kilometres away from my original place of study. I did not 

expect that these similarities would be entirely different from the similarities I had 

anticipated. Still further, I did not know, as I wrote those words that I was making a 

rationale for my own life, which had in reality may well have been robbed of some 

serious content. By that, I mean that I saw myself through a series of conventions, 
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terms and meanings derived from the consequence of having; gr.lduated as an anist. 

These conventions included the idea that if onc was not exhibiting in some reputable 

venue. then there was serious doubt concerning one's status as an artisl. In a different 

way; while lack of practice calls into question the validity of the label 'artis t', at the 

same time, a convention also exists to make the label ~ artist" impossible to shed. 

Now J can see as a result of this study that J was simply not the person I believed 

myself to be. I was not so much the artist, as the artwork, a carefully constructed 

entity, placed in a context created by powerful cultural influences in our society. 

Uncannily. ! also had a premonition of such possibilities mid-way through my artistic 

training, when I posed the question; 'Where is Paul Reader?' on small hand-bills and 

posters. At the time I didn't understand what it meant. 

Here then is the artisHesearcher, a ready reference to the source and origin of this 

research project. 

Figure I: Tbe Researcher as 3n Artist 

Tho ,""""'" ......... 
artist .... ifhwork 
c.xhibiled It the 
t e A London 
in 1912 (Top 
right) 

Early success as an artist, and recognition shown here in this undated clipping from an 
edition of the British Weekend Telegraph Magazine, provided an imponanl milestone 
in the development of my self-image as an artisl 
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Figure 2: The Map of the Resea rch identifying the workf of tbe visual .a rc 
g raduate 
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The Map: A summary of the research project in its investigative stage. 

Proceeding in the role of researcher I set about discovering graduates and 

interviewing them, as I shall describe in detail in Chapter 3. By December 1999 I had 

mapped out what I thought to be the dynamics of tertiary visual art education. At that 

stage of the research, all of the data from twelve graduates had received some initial 

analysis, along with a body of literature pertaining to what is generally called in 

Australia, "the arts industry". Within the research it was possible to view what 

graduates were saying in relation to established literature about the Australian or 

International arts industry. I created a map, which constitutes a summary of the 

research project a little over half-way through its progress. The map also serves as an 

initial lens through which to begin to understand graduates' lives. What follows in 

this section are the main features of the map, which is reproduced diagrammatically as 

an up-dated version in figure 2. 

1. Motivation and conduct of the research 

My experience of art school, teaching and work experience seemed to conflict 

with the institutional framework of visual art education and the profession. By 

interviewing other, more recent graduates I created an opportunity to find out if 

my views were isolated or actually relevant to the development of visual art 

education. This had led to my engagement in this research topic and the 

subsequent collection of data from art school graduates. 

2. The Dynamic of Art Education 

From evidence collected I found tertiary visual art education creates a lasting 

impact in the lives of graduates. The gaining of specific professional knowledge 

was, for the most part, secondary to the impact on personal development. 

Candidates were attracted to art school for the prospect of lifestyle change, or the 

prospect of developing an already discovered, growing, artistic ability. This 

motive largely explained why art schools are popular choices for higher education. 

As a motive it stood in stark contrast to "outcomes" of visual art education voiced 

in the art institutional environment. 
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3. The context of Higher Art Education: 

Central to the rationale for art schools is the concept of developing "the practising 

artist", a commonly found outcome in the Universities prospectuses. Government 

funding of higher education is closely related to ideas about the creation of career 

paths, relevance to the workforce and emerging social needs. Generally, 

evaluation of education in recent years has increasingly focused on competencies 

and the graduate attributes available for application to the workforce. Such a 

framework for tertiary art education is contrary to a visual art program 

development that would maximise the benefits and interests indicated by research 

participants. Art schools survive within this conceptual framework, presenting 

staff as practising artists rather than teachers and focusing on exhibition and 

concepts of the visual-arts profession. Such a framework is ultimately contrary to 

the real purpose of their learners and professional staff. 

4. What the graduates' experiences demonstrate 

In art school, students are presented with images of staff as practising artists rather 

than teachers. Ideas about the "professional industry", and the ideas of the art 

school about professional practice, continue to conflict in many ways with the 

personal development goals of the graduates. The graduates reconcile these 

conflicting influences over time. Prior experience and maturity of the graduate 

also impact on the value of this art-school legacy. 

5. The Art School Idea of Success 

The art-school idea of success embodies elitism, derision of artists or craftspeople 

working in other contexts, and a narrowness of scope based on the concept of 

practising artists in an arts industry lead by high profile artists. These high profile 

artists are the exception rather than the rule in what is at best a very tenuous 

industry. 
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6. The Industry situation 

Visual artists~ community artists and crafts-people combin~ number about 

16~OOO (Throsby 1994:9). DEET Graduate Destination Surveys (see appendix 3) 

show 1733 visual and perfonning arts students graduated in Australia in 1993 and 

this figure had rose to 2255 in 1996. Employment for some of these graduates in 

design has increased from 12.5% to 27.5% over the same period. Australia 

Council data (Throsby 1994 ) shows there are some 7500 working visual artists in 

Australia. Although this number is increasing, it does not account for the majority 

of students who graduate. 

7. The Unspoken Successes 

The majority of graduates do not~ in the longer term, remain within any reasonable 

definition of a practising artist. The unspoken successes of art schools are to be 

found in areas of employment and engagement, not directly related to the concept 

of the practising artist. These successes are changes in lifestyle~ openings created 

beyond the arts~ and application of skills, knowledge and attributes to other work 

situations. Even more important successes are the recognition of capacities to 

develop existing or acquired skill bases, to higher levels. e.g. into a professional 

or management role. 

8. Exceptional Success 

In the case of graduates who achieved success closely aligned to the art-school 

idea of success~ the success can be largely attributed to factors beyond the 

influence of an art school curriculum. These factors included a high level of social 

ability, opportunity to work overseas~ high level of existing management 

expertise, and a healthy disrespect for the art-school institutional values. 
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9. The idea of being an artist is retained as a goal by graduates, despite all else. 

Having completed a visual arts degree it is almost impossible shed the idea of 

being an artist. The research participants were either participating in the arts in 

some way or hoping to return to the arts in the future. 

This was the overall picture that emerged from the research, once some initial analysis 

had been made. It was then possible to begin to re-examine the literature and 

concepts that gave rise to the theoretical position of the institutions in which these 

graduates studied. From the information provided by the participants, it was possible 

to isolate the valuable experiences and theorise as to how art institution perspectives 

might change to maximise the educational benefit for art schools' graduates. 

To travel from the concept of graduates being lost from art-school culture, to finding 

the graduates, understanding their lives, listening to what they say about the value of 

their study, and the.orising on the perspectives which give rise to art school culture, is 

a significant journey. It is a journey retraced in this thesis as a search for a lost tribe. 

Preparing to go in search of the lost tribe - The initial assumptions 

A number of assumptions were made at the outset of this study. Some were 

traftsparent and others remained hidden till later in the study. In this section I want to 

list these assumptions that informed the development of my research project at its 

commencement and in its early stages. 

Assumptions: 

1. Decisions on tertiary education, by both prospective students and tertiary 

education funding agencies, are made in relation to employment prospects or 

"vocation" in a narrow sense of earning a living. This is an assumption that 

extends to the term "practising artist", widely used in visual art education circles, 
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The validity of this particular assumption was already challenged by employment 

statistics to a significant degree. \\Illile this assumption may have been true for 

funding agencies, it did not hold true for the research participants. In some cases 

attending art-school was a goal in itself, in other cases, attending art-school was not a 

strategy targeted to employment, but to lifestyle change. 

2. Once the primary assumption is made, practising artists can be identified as an 

employment category, or profession, and there arises an issue of the theoretical 

division between "practice" and "non-practice" in the artist's profession. This 

assumption is then; that there exists some clear demarcation between professional 

practice and non-practice. Such demarcation had become the basis for statistical 

analysis of graduate performance and destinations in previous research projects 

which originally informed this study (Throsby 1994, Guthrie 1994, DEET 1995). 

3. An alternative view could have been that the first assumption was incorrect, on the 

basis that students and graduates already had sufficient independent income and 

did not need to consider future employment in a decision to study art. This, 

however, was not my assumption, simply because of the increasing number of 

students under-taking study, and the number of graduates indicated in DEET 

statistics as looking for work. It was therefore, very unlikely that visual art 

graduates would not nee.d to consider their employment options soon after 

graduation. As it turned out, I was proved correct in this regard, the majority of 

research participants in this study undertook part-time work during their studies, 

or during vacations. For all but one, making income after graduation was an 

issue. 

4. There is the expectation that people want to practice in the profession related to 

their field of study, or at least in a closely related field. Again it is a common 

assumption, but not one that finds a place in modem society. (Candy 1994:16) 
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however demonstrates that it is quite common for graduates to move out of other 

disciplines in their life after graduation. In retrospect one might ask; Why should 

it be not so for visual arts graduates? Perhaps an answer lay in the culture of the 

art school itself. 

5. Earlier in this chapter I layed out my motivation for the study, and my hypothesis. 

Together these represent a further assumption based on my personal 

understanding, and what had happened to me in life after graduation. This 

assumption was that visual art education was a very general creative education, 

with broad applicability to a wide variety of situations. In finding and 

interviewing participants, it was clearly my intention to reveal this assumed aspect 

of visual art education. 

While these assumptions were apparent at the outset, there were also a number of 

other assumptions lurking deeper beneath the surface, which only came to light during 

the course of the research. 

6. I had presumed that government statistics accurately reflected the graduate 

destination locations of graduates. This was to be seriously questioned as soon as 

I began the search for research participants, an issue that is described in more 

detail in Chapter 3. 

7. It was anticipated that the majority of visual art students would have entered 

university directly from school or in the years soon after. This also proved to be 

inaccurate. As it turned out, less than a third of graduates fit this category. This 

was significant because of its import for the primary assumption about 

employment of graduates. All but three of the graduates in this study had replaced 

full-time employment with full-time study of visual art. Some already held other 

degrees. 

8. Lastly, there was an assumption concerning the direction of the research and 

paradigm in which the research would be conducted. As has already been said, it 
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was assumed the research would be positivist in its nature and fairly 

straightforward to conduct. I intended to conduct the research in order to discover 

what was already known to exist, that is, a lost tribe, graduates who appeared 

never to have been researched before. These were to be successful graduates who 

had 'failed' to become artists in the longer term - "artists" in qualification only, 

who were usefully employed elsewhere. 

On reflection now, it is easy to see the narrowness of this last assumption. 

Importantly, it was this assumption that initially masked many of the issues, or sub

assumptions concerned with what it is to be a researcher and the relationship between 

being a researcher and one of the tribe. This issue is also explicated in Chapter 3 and 

concerns the relationship between "self' and "others". As I would imagine is the case 

with many novice researchers, I was nowhere near as prepared for the journey to 

conduct the research project then, as I would be now. However, one personal benefit 

of undertaking the research in this way, has been the experience it has provided for 

involvement with future research projects of this nature. 

Some notes before venturing further 

In summary: tertiary visual art education, in Australia, is marked both by an 

increasing demand for course places and by an apparent lack of art practice by 

graduates of such c.ourses. These non-practising graduates make up a lost tribe. My 

research is a quest to find this lost tribe. I have laid out a map of the terrain in which 

twelve graduates were discovered. I am acting as a guide to lead the quest, and I have 

some goals. These goals are to reveal some of the real life qualities of art school 

graduates, the influences upon graduates, and to understand how such influences can 

arise both within art school culture and beyond. I want to arrive at a position where I 

can generate fresh discussion about the. assumptions underlying visual art education 

provision. The purpose is to stimulate new and more useful discussion and approaches 

to art education. 

The quest that follows is organised in the following way. Chapter Two seeks to 

identify the context of art-schools and the visual arts graduates in relation to 
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established literature. The third chapter contains the methodology of the research, the 

order and progress of the research project. Following in Chapter 4 is a presentation of 

imJX)rtant content from the raw data, as summaries of the twelve graduate lives. In 

Chapter 5 I make an analysis of this content, in which art practice and art-school 

culture can be seen in relation to other aspects of the graduates' lives. To conclude in 

Chapter 6, I present some of these alternative perspectives, that are helpful in 

reframing tertiary visual art education. These perspectives are constructed from the 

analysis of the data and literature in this project. With such perspectives, fresh 

opportunities are provided for blocking holes in the edifice of higher art education and 

consequently the prevention of further losses of graduates without trace. 


	Page 1
	Page 2
	Page 3
	Page 4
	Page 5
	Page 6
	Page 7
	Page 8
	Page 9
	Page 10
	Page 11
	Page 12
	Page 13
	Page 14
	Page 15
	Page 16

