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The following five chapters were edited from research projects by the 17 graduate students who 
participated in our Fall 2015 Visiting Artist Seminar titled “A Labor of Love.” This document pieces 
together an account of the state of fine arts higher education in the greater-Atlanta region––its history, 
recent conflicts, and possible futures. While the resulting research is not comprehensive in scope, it 
does provide a window to frame the central debates that are defining this contentious moment in arts 
higher education. And it is our hope that this compendium will serve as a useful record of conditions 
at Georgia State University and the Ernest G. Welch School of Art and Design in 2015. 

At a time when economic concerns drive policy and extensive restructuring of degree programs 
in higher education, the Welch School is in an enviable position as it grants tuition waivers to all 
students enrolled in Master of Fine Arts programs. This funding is provided in large-part from a four-
million dollar combined gift to the art school from Ernest G. Welch and his sister Frances. The Welch 
endowment is the reason we were able to spend the final five months of 2015 as the Welch Artists-
in-Residence. We live and work in New York City and are grateful for the gifts of time, space, and 
support made possible through the Welch Fund. In addition to leading weekly seminars and directing 
the student research contained herein, we were intent on producing work that responded to the 
context of our host institution.

Naturally, this report begins with an account and analysis of the GSU School of Art & Design before 
and after the Ernest G. Welch donation and concludes with a look at the proposed Creative Media 
Industries Institute (CMII), which recently received the largest grant in the university’s history––a 
$22.8 million gift from the Robert W. Woodruff Foundation. These two funding streams for the study 
of art and creative disciplines bookend this document, and provide case studies that invite a broader 
debate on the character and function of creative fields within higher education. The differences 
are distinct: Each year the Welch Fund allocates a measured sum to supplement the core mission 
of studio-based art and design practices, while the CMII gift is slated to go strictly towards the 
renovation of a former Downtown Atlanta bank that will become a yet to be defined interdisciplinary 
institute. The Woodruff Foundation grant has allocated no funds for staff or equipment.

Capital investment for training a creative industries workforce is designed to feed the recent growth 
in the film and television industry. It is well-known that Hollywood’s commitment to this regional job 
market is directly linked to generous tax-incentives provided by the state of Georgia. The fourth 
chapter of research was carried out to untangle the governmental-industrial-academic matrix that 
has pinned its hopes on the Hunger Games. Not surprisingly, it was concluded from aggregated 
nationwide studies that tax-policies which prop-up film and television not only appear as a negatives 
on final balance sheets, but also refashion the university towards vocationally-based training.

That is not to say that disciplinary divisions at many art schools maintain a structure that is any less 
vocational. It is simply more difficult to quantify these forms of professional training as the academy, 
like a business, has becomes obsessed with results-based performance. The incommensurability 
of our field to future models of higher education was the stated reason for the elimination of Emory 
University’s Visual Arts Department in 2014. The closure was announced in 2012 and was followed 
by a two-year struggle between the student body, faculty, and administration. This conflict is the focus 
of a chapter of research in this compendium. Another section provides a general history and timeline 
of Atlanta-area accredited colleges and universities that grant art degrees.
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This collected research shares a title with our exhibition, Prospects for a Labor of Love, which is 
set to open in the Welch School of Art & Design gallery on January 14, 2016. The exhibition is the 
culmination of our residency at GSU, while this report constitutes an extension of the topics and 
debate that emerged in the classroom for our seminar, A Labor of Love. It seems to us that there 
is a special autonomy that is worth preserving within the confines of university classrooms, where 
we might still ask if art-work is a labor of love. Or to ask whether art objects are expressions of 
incommensurability. If art is produced as a commodity, does it only become one when it is sold? 
This line of questioning may appear to some a bit like navel-gazing, but if the mandate is to now 
model the art school for research-based and interdisciplinary practices, then research should include 
contending with systemic problems at the intersection of the art field and the academy. We hope this 
will eventually lead to more meaningful prospects for our labors of love. 

-João Enxuto and Erica Love, Atlanta, Georgia, January 2016
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INTRODUCTION

In 2009, the Ernest G. Welch School of Art and Design received a bequest of approximately $4 million 
from its namesake. Mr. Welch’s intention was simple: the money was to be endowed in the Georgia 
State University Foundation to be used for the sole purpose of benefitting the School of Art and 
Design and the future generations of students who would study there. 

This was a completely unrestricted gift that was given out of Mr. Welch’s admiration for the school. 
Exactly how the money would be allocated or used was up to the faculty and administration of the 
Welch School at the time. Their proposal of what to do with the funds was submitted and approved 
by the Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences, Lauren Anderson, and the University Provost, Risa 
Palm. In 2011, Mr. Welch’s estate was settled, and the endowment became available for the School’s 
use. The funds are now annually allocated to five major categories that benefit the graduate students 
and faculty of the Welch School. 

Through the use of biographical stories, interviews, testimonies, and data visualization, the following 
report provides a dual narrative of Mr. Welch’s inspiring life and the progress that the Welch School 
has made since the installment of his endowment. 

The Welch School is poised to do its first major assessment of the efficacy of its use of the funds in 
2016. This research anticipates the forthcoming assessment, and will serve both as a resource and 
living historical document for future assessments. The story of Mr. Welch’s gift to the School of Art 
and Design is an exceptional example not only of philanthropy, but passion. It is our responsibility as 
faculty and students of the Welch School of Art and Design to keep Mr. Welch’s memory and vision in 
mind, as we all benefit from his exemplary generosity.

This research would not have been possible without the time and generosity of Michael White 
(Director, The Ernest G. Welch School of Art and Design), Adrienne Gonzalez (Business Manager, 
The Ernest G. Welch School of Art and Design), Ralph Gilbert (Professor, Painting and Drawing, The 
Ernest G. Welch School of Art and Design), Joseph Peragine (Associate Professor, Drawing and 
Painting), Chad Van Gorden (Graduation Auditor, Office Of Graduate Services, College of Arts and 
Sciences), and several Welch School graduate alumni.
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CONCISE TIMELINE OF THE LIFE AND ACCOMPLISHMENTS OF ERNEST G. WELCH

1906

1928

1944

1972

1990

1996-99

1999

2000

2003

2009

1983

Ernest Gaines Welch is born May 3 
in Lafayette, Alabama

Earns a Bachelor’s Degree in 
Business from Georgia Tech’s 
Evening School of Business

Serves as a counterintelligence 
agent in WWII

Attends workshop with Ansel 
Adams

Retires from Sonoco Products 
Company

Returns to college, enrolling at 
Georgia State University

Estimated timeframe of when Welch 
makes $150,000 endowment to 
Photography Program; no date has 
been confirmed by our sources.

Earns Bachelor of Fine Arts in 
Photography from Georgia State 
University at the age of 93

School of Art and Design receives 
letter from Welch’s trustees 
stating that Mr. Welch had made a 
bequest of approximately $4 million to 
the School

On May 6th, Georgia State 
University renames School of Art 
and Design in honor of Mr. Welch 
and his forthcoming gift

Ernest G. Welch passes away at 
103 years old in Atlanta, Georgia
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ERNEST G. WELCH BIOGRAPHY

Ernest Gaines Welch was born May 3, 1906, in Lafayette, Alabama. His 
father, Dr. Ernest Braxton Welch, was the town dentist and his mother, 
Scenus Lucinda Peavy, tended to the home, raising Ernest along with 
his three siblings, Frances, Margaret, and James. Mr. Welch spent the 
majority of his childhood in Lafayette, a small agricultural town during 
the time, where cotton sold for ten cents a pound. With too many 
patients that were unable to pay his father, the Welch family decided 
moved to Atlanta in 1921. Dr. Welch had gone to school there and 
knew multiple dentists in the area. This move enabled him to open a 
successful dentistry practice in the Candler Building. The family would 
remain in Atlanta throughout the rest of their lives. 

In 1921, Ernest G. Welch started his first year of high school at Tech High School. He had a hard 
time adjusting to life in the big city after growing up in small town Alabama. Once he became settled, 
Welch excelled in school and considered studying medicine like his father, grandfather, and two 
uncles. Money in the family was tight, so Mr. Welch looked to colleges in the area to make the costs 
more affordable. “My dad was a good dentist, but he was a very poor businessman. So he couldn’t 
send me,” Mr. Welch explained.1 Therefore, he started taking evening courses at Georgia Tech while 
working a day job to support his studies. Under the instruction of Fred Wenn, Mr. Welch studied 
business. “Mr. Fred Wenn...taught me corporation finance...From that background, it taught me a 
great deal that applied later. Today I’m well off financially because...I learned how to invest money.” 2 
He earned a business degree from the Georgia Institute of Technology in 1928. 

Following graduation from Georgia Tech, Mr. Welch worked for twelve years with Equifax, a consumer 
credit reporting agency. After his time there he joined the National Paper Co., which was later bought 
by Sonoco Products Co., a global supplier of industrial and consumer packaging. He would remain 
with Sonoco in the sales department for the next thirty-five years. As he puts it, Mr. Welch was not 
much a “desk fella.”3 His work in Sonoco’s sales and marketing departments gave him a job that 
required constant travel. In a 2003 interview with the Georgia Tech Alumni Magazine, he said he 
always was armed with a 35-mm camera on his travels.4

During World War II, Mr. Welch was drafted to serve as a counterintelligence agent for the army. 
He landed at Omaha Beach in Normandy ten days after the invasion. He sent his mother a letter 
requesting that she send his Kodak camera overseas. While stationed in Belgium, Luxembourg, 
Germany, and France, he took photographs of the war effort and became enamored with French 
culture.5 After three years of service, the war ended and Mr. Welch returned to Atlanta, where he 
continued his work at Sonoco Products Co. He never married or fathered any children. 

In 1971 Mr. Welch retired from Sonoco Products Company to devote more time to his favorite 
pastime, photography. His passion for photography took him on a six month journey around the world 

1  Welch, Ernest. Interview by Marilyn Somers. Georgia Tech Living History. Georgia Tech Living History, 2003. 
Web. 28 Nov. 2015.
2  Ibid.
3  Ibid.
4  Leslie Overman. “Class of 1928 Alums Tom Edwards and Ernest Welch: In Memoriam.” Georgia Tech Alumni 
Magazine. Feb. 26, 2010. Web: http://gtalumnimag.com/2010/02/class-of-1928-alums-tom-edwards-and-ernest-welch-2/  
5  Kim Cretors. “Memorial Service for Philanthropist Ernest G. Welch, Photographer, alumnus, and namesake of 
Georgia State University’s Art School.” Georgia State University Foundation. Jan. 15, 2010. Web: http://netcommunity.gsu.
edu/page.aspx?pid=263&storyid921=29&ncs921=3
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from photographing the animals of the African wild to the gardens and landscapes of his own 
neighborhood in Druid Hills. With no formal training, Mr. Welch was eager to take photography 
classes. He had to take eight workshops as a member of the Friends of Photography non-profit 
organization before he was finally able to take a class with renowned photographer, Ansel Adams. 
Welch’s specialty was platinum palladium prints—a process also used by pioneering photographers 
Irving Penn, Paul Strand, Alfred Stieglitz and Edward Weston, among others. In 1990, Ernest G. 
Welch formalized his study of photography by enrolling in Georgia State University’s art school at the 
age of 84.6

6  Kim Cretors. “Memorial Service for Philanthropist Ernest G. Welch, Photographer, alumnus, and namesake of 
Georgia State University’s Art School.” Georgia State University Foundation. Jan. 15, 2010. Web: http://netcommunity.gsu.
edu/page.aspx?pid=263&storyid921=29&ncs921=3

Recruitment poster for the Ernest G. Welch School of Art and Design at GSU
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THE HISTORY AND DEVELOPMENT OF THE SCHOOL OF ART 
AND DESIGN AND THE MFA PROGRAM AT GEORGIA STATE 
UNIVERSITY

Georgia State University’s School of Art and Design, which began as a “one studio program with forty 
students” was established in 1953 by Professor Emeritus Joseph Perrin.7 The graduate program, 
which was a Masters of Visual Arts program, began around 1970.8 This research does not include 
extensive information about the earlier years of the School of Art and Design. However, Assistant 
Professor Joe Peragine, who received his MFA from Georgia State University in 1995, notes that 
prior to his receiving his master’s degree the graduate program was excessively large and had no 
requirement for students to attend full-time. Therefore, there no mechanism in place to ensure that 
students would graduate in three years. He insists that one of the most significant developments 
that the School of Art and Design has undergone was the implementation of funding for graduate 
students. Peragine was one of the first MFA graduates to receive a stipend in the form of a state 
allocated Graduate Teaching Assistantship.9 

Around 2002, Ralph Gilbert, who was then the Director of the School of Art and Design, realized 
the disadvantages of an excessively large graduate program. Under his direction, changes were 
implemented that limited the amount of graduate students that were accepted and funded. These 
structures and limitations were intended to increase the quality of the graduate program by 
decreasing the number of graduates and funding only the most qualified and promising students.  

Graduate funding and decreasing in the program size were the first steps toward making the graduate 
program more competitive and reputable. Today, all Georgia State University MFA graduates are 
awarded tuition waivers as part of state allocated graduate assistantships that total $6,000 per year 
for three years. Alternative merit-based awards and fellowships are available for graduates that range 
from $8,000 to $18,000 per year. The most notable of these awards are: the Winnie Chandler Art and 
Design Scholarship (a merit-based award of $2,000 per year for three years), the Dean’s Award (an 
award from the College of Arts and Sciences that offers an additional $625 per month during regular 
semester months, totaling $11,000 per year for three years), the Scholar of Distinction (a University-
wide merit-based award given to graduates 
working toward terminal degrees, totaling 
$16,000 per year for three years), and the 
most prestigious and competitive of the 
awards, the Welch Fellowship, which became 
available in 2011. The Welch Fellowship 
provides two graduates per graduating class 
a stipend of $18,000 per year for their three 
years of study.10 Fellowships, scholarships, 
and awards are all merit-based and awarded 
to incoming graduates through a process that 
includes faculty from all areas of the 
department.11 

7  “Joseph Perrin Obituary,” The Atlanta Journal-Constitution,10 Apr., 2014. Web: http://www.legacy.com/obituaries/
atlanta/obituary.aspx?pid=170577681.
8  McWilliams, John. Email Interview. 7 Dec. 2015.
9  Peragine, Joe. Personal Interview. 30 Oct 2015.  
10  Gonzalez, Adrienne. Personal Interview. 25 November 2015. Also: Georgia State University College of Arts and 
Sciences website: http://www2cas.gsu.edu/grad_funding.html.
11  Michael White, Michael. Personal Interview. 7 October 2015.
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ERNEST ENROLLS AS A RETURNING STUDENT

After seeing an advertisement for photography classes being offered at Georgia State, Mr. Welch 
scheduled an appointment to meet with the School of Art and Design’s director, Larry Walker. With 
Walker’s guidance, Ernest G. Welch started taking photography classes at Georgia State University 
in 1990. He began studying under John McWilliams, a renowned photographer and recipient of the 
Guggenheim Fellowship and a National Endowment for the Arts Fellowship. “The thing I have always 
liked about GSU is that the university went out of its way to make education available to everyone 
regardless of handicaps or age. Ernest was a wonderful example of this,“ says McWilliams.12 “Nobody 
knew anything about him, except that he was a returning student,” says Ralph Gilbert, former director 
and Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences.13 During his studies, Mr. Welch wanted to set-up a 
darkroom of his own at home, but was having difficulty getting started. John McWilliams and his 
wife, Nancy Marshall, an established photographer in her own right, offered to help. Mr. Welch was 
extremely grateful for their assistance and called McWilliams a short time later to offer $150,000 
to the photography program. This had never happened before. Surprised and thrilled, McWilliams 
agreed to the donation and the photo department went through a major upgrade as a result.14  

Mr. Welch continued to take classes at Georgia State for the next nine years. He decided to branch 
out from photography and began taking classes in drawing and painting, under the instruction of 
Ralph Gilbert, Tim Flowers, Pam Longobardi, and Joe Peragine. He was a very fastidious person, 
who was always prepared and the first one to class.15  He wore a blue lab coat over his fine clothes 
and shoes. He drove himself to school everyday in a big Lincoln Continental and would park at the 
Marta station to take the train into campus. Surrounded young students with blue hair and tattoos, 
it did not bother Mr. Welch to be around students whose mode of dress and behavior was so wildly 
different than his own. “They accepted me well. I made friends with a lot of them. That’s another 
reason (why) I liked to keep going...because I’d meet ‘em in the hall and they’d call me by my first 
name. It was a big thrill,” Mr. Welch said.16 McWilliams says, “The students loved him...He thrived on 
the association with the younger students. For me, knowing Ernest and working with him was one 
of the highlights of my times at GSU.”17 “He was sort of adopted by the school,” Gilbert remembers 
fondly.18 With the encouragement of McWilliams, Mr. Welch had his first solo exhibition at the 
Callanwolde Fine Arts Center in January of 1995. He had two other exhibitions at the Arts for All 
Gallery in Atlanta and the Welch School galleries at Georgia State. In 1999, Ernest G. Welch earned 
his BA in Photography at the age of 93.

12  McWilliams, John. Email Interview. 7 Dec. 2015.
13  Gilbert, Ralph. Personal Interview. 20 Oct. 2015.
14  The current faculty of the photo department have failed to comment on the date and use of this gift.  
15  Ibid.
16   Welch, Ernest. Interview by Marilyn Somers. Georgia Tech Living History. Georgia Tech Living History, 2003. 
Web. 28 Nov. 2015.
17  McWilliams, John. Email Interview. 7 Dec. 2015.
18  Gilbert, Ralph. Personal Interview. 20 Oct. 2015.
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PHOTOGRAPHS AND DRAWINGS BY ERNEST G. WELCH
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THE LETTER // THE BEQUEST

In 2000, the School of Art and Design received a letter from the trustee of Mr. Welch’s estate, stating 
that Ernest had made the School of Art and Design at Georgia State University the main beneficiary 
of his and his sister’s will. 

Ernest’s brother, James, had died earlier and left his estate to their two sisters, Margaret and 
Frances. Before they could settle James’ estate, Margaret died. She left her estate to Frances, with 
Ernest as the trust officer.19 Although the accumulation of their siblings’ estates increased their wealth, 
Ernest and Frances Welch were strategic in their investments and owned shares in Coca-Cola and 
Ford Motor. Ernest was told by his accountant that he and Frances had too much stock in these 
companies. They were advised to diversify their assets by selling and investing in other entities. Once 
his stock was sold, he could either pay $150,000 in taxes or he could donate that amount. This is how 
the Ernest G. Welch Photography Scholarship Endowment came to be. 

His sister, Frances, had no connection to the School, but she and Ernest were extremely close 
and spent most of their lives living together in their home in Druid Hills. They were a sibling-couple 
of sorts. Frances had originally convinced Ernest to give $50,000 to St. Mark’s Methodist Church, 
where they had been members since moving to Atlanta in 1921. Despite his clear instructions on 
how the money was to be used by the church, his wishes were ignored. When Ernest realized this, 
he withdrew his bequest and removed St. Mark’s from his will. Consequently, he replaced the church 
with Georgia State, making the School of Art and Design the main beneficiaries of his estate.20  

The culmination of Ernest and Frances’s combined estates was close to 4 million dollars. As outlined 
in the Georgia State University Foundation Annual Report from 2009, “the most common form of 
deferred gift to the foundation is a bequest contained in a person’s will or revocable (living) trust. 
Bequests can be written for a specific amount, a percentage of the estate or the remainder of the 
estate.” The report also indicates that “bequests and similar gifts usually take effect at the donor’s 
death.”21 Thus, although Mr. Welch’s trustees announced his bequest to the School of Art and Design 
in 2000, the funds from his endowment were not available for use until 2011, two years after his death 
in 2009. This research was unable to include the official bequests made by Ernest G. Welch and his 
sister Frances, as donor records and endowment agreements are protected in the Georgia State 
University Foundation.22  

19  Welch, Ernest. Interview by Marilyn Somers. Georgia Tech Living History. Georgia Tech Living History, 2003. 
Web. 28 Nov. 2015.This research could not locate the obituary information of Margaret or James Welch. Further explora-
tion could be done through the Dekalb or Fulton County Courts.
20  Ibid.
21  Georgia State University Foundation Annual Report 2009. Web: http://netcommunity.gsu.edu/NetCommunity/
Document.Doc?id=452: 
22  Gonzalez, Adrienne, and Laura M. Sillins (Senior Director of Gift Planning & Major Gifts, Georgia State Uni-
versity) and Dale Palmer (Assistant Treasurer and Chief Financial Officer of the Georgia State University Foundation). 
Email Interview. 18 November 2015. It was also advised by the GSU Foundation that the data and biographical notes this 
research gathered from the Art Department are more relevant and useful for the scope of this research than the official 
bequest would have been, due to the format and complex language used in the bequest.
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NAMING THE ERNEST G. WELCH SCHOOL OF ART AND DESIGN

Ernest G. Welch made this bequest to benefit young people. “He didn’t expect any recognition,” says 
Gilbert, who was director at the time. “He told me that he knew we needed the money and he wanted 
to warn me that his mother had lived to be 103... so we might have to wait.”23 As it turned out, Mr. 
Welch lived to be 103. 

Through the joined efforts of the art department faculty, Georgia State University renamed the School 
to the Ernest G. Welch School of Art and Design on May 6, 2003, honoring Mr. Welch during his 
lifetime.

23  Gilbert, Ralph. Personal Interview. 20 Oct. 2015.
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ALLOCATION OF THE WELCH ENDOWMENT FUND

The principal of the Welch Endowment Fund (approximately $4 million dollars), is held and managed 
by the Georgia State University Foundation.24 Each year, a spending allocation of approximately 4% 
is provided from the interest collected on that principal the previous calendar year. That spending 
allocation is what is annually disbursed according to the chart below. If there is a remaining balance 
at the end of a fiscal year, it can be returned to the Foundation and reinstated into the principal. Thus, 
the principal of the Welch Endowment Fund can grow, affecting the annual return that is collected 
from the interest each year.25

24  Georgia State University Foundation Website: http://giving.gsu.edu/college-of-arts-sciences/. 
25  Gonzalez, Adrienne. Email Interview. 11 November 2015.



 14

FIVE-YEAR PROPOSED WELCH FUND IMPLEMENTATION PHASE-IN 

Students Total Spent

2010-2011                   Welch Graduate Fellows

2011-2012                   Welch Graduate Fellows
Exhibition/catalogue

2012-2013                   Welch Graduate Fellows

2013-2014                   Welch Graduate Fellows
                                    Exhibition/catalogue

2014-2015                   Welch Graduate Fellows

2010-2011                   Welch Visual Art Symposium

2012-2013                   Welch Visual Art Symposium

2010-2011                   Applications accepted late Spring 2011 

                                           for Fall 2011 Welch Faculty Research/ 

                                           Exchange Seed money Award Fund

2014-2015                   Welch Visual Art Symposium

2012-2013, 2013-2014, 2014-2015: Continue as above

2011-2012                    Applications accepted late Spring 2012 

                                            for Fall 2012 Welch Faculty Research/ 

                                            Exchange Award Fund

2013-2014                   Welch Artist-in-Residence – 1-semester

2011-2012                   Welch Artist-in-Residence – 1-semester

Program Enhancement

Faculty Research/ Exchange

$22,000.00

$44,000.00
$28,000.00

$66,000.00

$66,000.00
$28,000.00

$66,000.00

$12,000.00

$38,000.00

$12,000.00

$38,000.00

$12,000.00

$10,000.00

$10,000.00

$10,000.00
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Budget Chart for the Welch Fund Proposal 

Students Total Spent

Welch Graduate Fellows $66,000.00 per year

$14,000.00 per year

$38,000.00 every other year

$12,000.00 every other year

$10,000.00 per year

$15,000.00 per year

$25,000.00 per year cost 
(half-time, temporary position) 

Exhibition/catalogue

Program Enhancement

Welch Artist-in-Residence (One-semester)

Welch Visual Art Symposium

Faculty Research/ Exchange

Welch Faculty Research/ Exchange  Award Fund

Advertising

Staff

Total Spent

2010-2011, 2011-2012, 2012-2013, 2013-2014, 2014-2015

Staff: annual salary

Total Expenses per year   

Average per year costs for first five years

Average cost per year beyond first five years 

2010-2011 

2012-2013

2013-2014

2014-2015

2011-2012

Advertising

$15,000.00

$25,000.00

$74,000.00

$160,000.00

$128,000.00

$128,000.00

$128,000.00

$134,400.00

$155,000.00
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The Ernest G. Welch School of Art and Design has around 70 individual budgets, which includes 
everything from lab fees to faculty payroll.26 The most relevant budgets for the scope of this research 
are charted above in Chart 2. The general instructional budget ( ARTI), the graduate research 
assistantship budget (ARTR), and the Welch School Galleries budget (ARTGI) are the annual 
appropriations made to the School of Art and Design from the State of Georgia. 

The average annual allocation of the Welch Endowment Fund, $169,444, is just a fraction in 
comparison to the total of these four annual average budgets (ARTI, ARTR, ARTGI, and the Welch 
Fund Allocation), $3,304,445.

There is a flexibility within the structure of the Welch Endowment in the sense that the Welch Fund 
Faculty Committee members vote on initiatives that the Welch Endowment sponsors  (the symposia, 
research projects, fellowship recipients, and visiting artists, as noted in Chart 1). As the Welch Fund 
Faculty Committee members change every two years, the initiatives funded by the Welch Endowment  
at any given time will be variable in theme and scope. The average annual state allocation that the 
School receives does not allow for this flexibility, as it is designated for specific purposes like faculty 
payroll and graduate research assistantships.  

Thus, although the Welch Endowment is small in comparison to the state allocation, it does allow us 
the School to engage in enrichment activities that enhance the program in ways that wouldn’t be 
possible on the budget of the state allocation alone. 

26  Gonzalez, Adrienne. Personal Interview. 23 November 2015.

2013

2012

2015

2014
2016

Welch Endowment Funds become available for use by the Ernest G. Welch School of Art and Design

Welch Fellowships awarded to Aryn Rosenbaum and Jack 
Deese.
Ernest G. Welch School of Art and Design hosts first 
Welch Artist-in-Residence, Ayanah Moore.
2013 Welch Symposium on Creativity and Imagination 
takes place.
Third-year MFA students participate in Aqua Art Miami for 
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The Ernest G. Welch School of Art and Design has around 70 individual budgets, which includes 
everything from lab fees to faculty payroll.26 The most relevant budgets for the scope of this research 
are charted above in Chart 2. The general instructional budget ( ARTI), the graduate research 
assistantship budget (ARTR), and the Welch School Galleries budget (ARTGI) are the annual 
appropriations made to the School of Art and Design from the State of Georgia. 

The average annual allocation of the Welch Endowment Fund, $169,444, is just a fraction in 
comparison to the total of these four annual average budgets (ARTI, ARTR, ARTGI, and the Welch 
Fund Allocation), $3,304,445.

There is a flexibility within the structure of the Welch Endowment in the sense that the Welch Fund 
Faculty Committee members vote on initiatives that the Welch Endowment sponsors  (the symposia, 
research projects, fellowship recipients, and visiting artists, as noted in Chart 1). As the Welch Fund 
Faculty Committee members change every two years, the initiatives funded by the Welch Endowment  
at any given time will be variable in theme and scope. The average annual state allocation that the 
School receives does not allow for this flexibility, as it is designated for specific purposes like faculty 
payroll and graduate research assistantships.  

Thus, although the Welch Endowment is small in comparison to the state allocation, it does allow us 
the School to engage in enrichment activities that enhance the program in ways that wouldn’t be 
possible on the budget of the state allocation alone. 

26  Gonzalez, Adrienne. Personal Interview. 23 November 2015.
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CHANGES MADE TO THE WELCH FUND SPENDING ALLOCATIONS 
SINCE THE FUNDS WERE INCEPTED

Since 2011, a few changes have been made in regard to the initiatives that the Welch Endowment is 
designated to fund.27  These changes include:

 ■ Originally, the Welch Fellowship awarded two incoming graduates a three-year annual award of 
$12,000 in the form of a stipend. Effective January 2015, the School of Art and Design was able 
to make another fellowship available to graduates, the Scholar of Distinction award. This was 
made available from Georgia State University, and awards select incoming graduates from across 
the University a three-year annual stipend of $16,000. In order to keep the Welch Fellowship 
the most prestigious award offered by the School of Art and Design, the Welch Fellowship 
award was increased from $12,000 per year to $18,000 per year (a $500 per month increase). 
Without question, this increase was welcomed by the Welch Fellows. Though the original Welch 
Fellowship was a generous amount, the increased stipend provides even more financial stability, 
an essential part of any graduate education. 

 ■ In the 2010 Welch Fund Proposal, it was outlined that the Welch Artist-in-Residence Program 
and the Welch Symposia would operate on a biennial schedule, each program alternating with 
the other year by year. Now, it is not required for these two initiatives to adhere to such a rigid 
scheduling structure. Just as the School may not host a symposium every other year, there may 
be multiple years in a row that the School hosts Artists-in-Residence, who rotate on a semester 
basis. 

 ■ The current logic is that a Welch Symposium, which is organized by a faculty member with funds 
from the Welch Faculty Research/Exchange Fund, will only take place when it is most appropriate 
and strategic for the School of Art and Design to host a symposium. For example, in 2017, the 
annual Southern Graphic Council International conference will take place in Atlanta. Strategically, 
the School is planning on co-hosting this conference and holding a printmaking symposium that 
will correlate with the conference.28 

 ■ Effective September 2015, limited funds from the Welch Endowment are now available for 
current graduate students in the form of Graduate Supplemental Funding. Each fiscal year, 
$12,000 from the annually allocated Welch Endowment fund is set aside to support a variety of 
external graduate student initiatives, for example, residencies, exhibition application fees, travel 
awards, shipping costs, etc. Access to these funds are competitive, like most professional grade 
grants. Awards are determined via an application process through the graduate program review 
committee, made up of a cross-section of Art and Design faculty (i.e., studio, applied design, art 
education, and art history).

The changes implemented above have been approved by the Welch Fund Committee and 
the College of Arts and Sciences, as they stay within the scope of the funds’ intended use as 
outlined by the Welch Fund Proposal.29 These logical changes have been made for the sole 
purpose of benefitting the School of Art and Design’s graduates, undergraduates, and faculty 
members. 

27  White, Michael. Email Interview. 11 November, 2015. 
28  Art&Education website: http://www.artandeducation.net/announcement/call-for-applications-10/
29  White, Michael. Personal Interview. 23 November 2015.
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ASSESSMENT

The success of the Welch Endowment can be observed on the timeline (Timeline B) that charts how 
the funds immediately began benefitting students, faculty, and artists-in-residence as soon as the 
funds were made available to the Welch School in 2011. Each year after that, the number of activities 
that the Endowment has funded has remained constant or increased, with the most activity taking 
place in the years 2012 and 2015. 

The timeline allows for an observational analysis of the Welch School’s use of the funds. In addition, 
the 2010 Welch Fund Proposal outlined criteria to assess the efficacy of the Welch School’s 
programming initiative.30 As stated in the Welch Fund Proposal, 

Every five years, the Ernest G. Welch School of Art and Design will review and assess 
performance of all aspects of its Welch Fund programming. Success will be determined by 
improvements in the following criteria: 

A. Increases in the number of graduate and undergraduate applicants each year.

B. Geographic breadth of applicant pool.

C. Quality of feeder institutions

D. Quality of applicants: undergraduate scholarships, awards, exhibitions. 

E. Success of our grads in exhibiting their work, reviews, job placement, awards and grants.31

As of fall 2015, the Welch Endowment has been available for the School of Art and Design’s use for 
four years. What follows is an assessment that analyzes the five criteria outlined above in regard to 
the Welch School’s MFA program.32 

30 Georgia State University Foundation 2011 Annual Report. “Ernest G. Welch: Sharing the Art of Living, Learning.” 
Web: http://netcommunity.gsu.edu/NetCommunity/Document.Doc?id=1094.  
31  Welch Fund Proposal, 2010. Ernest G. Welch School of Art and Design. Georgia State University. 
32  Additional research and resources are required to analyze these criteria in regard to the Welch School’s under-
graduate program and/or MA program. 
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33

34

33  Data for Chart 3 provided by Chad Van Gorden (Graduation Auditor, Office of Graduate Services, College of Arts 
and Sciences, Georgia State University). Email Interview. 1 December 2015.
34  Data for Chart 4 provided by Chad Van Gorden. Email Interview. 1 December 2015.
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THE FUTURE OF THE WELCH ENDOWMENT

Given the discretionary nature of the Welch Endowment, a major concern is that some form of 
protection is put in place so that the funds continue to be used for their original purpose as the School 
of Art and Design advances into the future. The language in the 2010 Welch Fund Proposal exists 
as protection against misuse of the funds, as it outlines the specific designations the funds are to be 
used for. Additionally,  any change in the use of the funds has to be approved by not only the Welch 
Committee, but by the College of Arts and Sciences and the University Provost (as was the case for 
the three changes that have been made to the fund’s designations since 2011, as stated previously).35 

One thing the funds cannot be used for are operational expenditures, for example, new facilities.36 
Though the School of Art and Design does not have top-notch facilities, and would greatly benefit 
from an overall upgrade, the current students and faculty make due with what they have. Moreover, 
completely new facilities would exhaust the Welch Endowment funds entirely. The beauty of the 
Endowment is that as an endowment, it will always be available for use by the Ernest G. Welch Welch 
School School of Art and Design.

Additionally, the Welch funds will not be affected by Georgia State University’s new Creative Media 
Industries Institute, a center focused on the music, film, game, and media industries. Not only is 
this institue already heavily funded by the Robert Woodruff Foundation (it has about four times as 
much funding as the principal of the Welch Endowment), it is independent of the College of Arts 
and Sciences and the Welch School of Art and Design, barring any potential access to the Welch 
Endowment.37 

CONCLUSION

As graduate students in the Ernest G. Welch School of Art and Design at Georgia State University, we 
are proud to present this collected research surrounding the life of Ernest G. Welch and the history 
of the Welch School. Mr. Welch is an outstanding example of someone who clearly had a passion 
for life. He upheld his belief that education does not stop with a degree, and he proved that one can 
continue to educate themselves at any age. 

This research serves as both a biographical narrative and an assessment. It charts the life and 
accomplishments of Ernest G. Welch, the inspiring force behind the Ernest G. Welch Endowment, 
which funds designated enrichment activities in the School of Art and Design. It also serves as 
perhaps the most thorough document available that historicizes the School of Art and Design at 
Georgia State University. It is hoped that the analysis within this document will serve as a resource to 
the five-year assessment that the Welch Fund Faculty Committee will undertake in 2016, which will 
analyze the Welch School’s use of the Welch Endowment funds from 2011 to 2016. 

This research concludes that Mr. Welch’s vision and legacy are being fulfilled by the Welch School of 
Art and Design’s logical, efficacious, virtuous, and transparent use of the Welch Endowment funds. 
As students, faculty members, and professionals who are invested in, affiliated with, and funded by 
the Welch Endowment here at the School of Art and Design, we must remember the man and vision 
behind this gift that has made so much possible. 

35 Michael White, Michael. Personal Interview. 23 November 2015. 
36 Ibid.
37 Blau, Max. “GSU receives $22.8 million donation for media production center near Woodruff Park.” Creative Loaf-
ing 24 November 2014. Web: http://clatl.com/freshloaf/archives/2014/11/24/gsu-receives-228-million-donation-for-media-
production-center-near-woodruff-park.
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Atlanta was re-established as a bustling city beginning in the 1860’s. Education was becoming an 
important part of the city as well. In the late 1860’s, the city took its first steps in realm of public 
education. Starting in 1872 public schools were established only for white students and there were 
only three grammar schools made available for Blacks/African-Americans. It took two decades, but 
public schools were eventually established for the black community as well. However, discrimination 
laws in Atlanta kept the races in separate schools. 

By the early 1900s, many African American schools of higher education had opened in Atlanta. The 
five Black private schools in Atlanta were Clark, Spelman, Morehouse, and Morris Brown colleges 
and Atlanta University.

Not meant to be exhaustive, several individuals had a significant impact on the arts in developing 
Atlanta. While not all-inclusive, their contributions are listed below.

Mary Bland Rogers Gregory

“Mary Rogers Gregory was born in Florida and studied at the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts. 
Later as an active painter in Atlanta, Georgia, she received numerous commissions for portraiture, 
both privately and from the Georgia State Legislature.”1

Henry Ossawa Tanner 

Henry Ossawa Tannaer was the first African American painter to gain international approval. “He 
taught at Clark University and earned several commissions. Tanner became known in part for his rich 
Georgia landscapes influenced by the Barbizon School, but one of his most important works of the 
South is entitled The Banjo Lesson. “2

Oscar Wilde

“[Oscar] Wilde’s influence was clear when two days after his presentation, the Atlanta Constitution 
made reference to the aesthetic notion of art as self-improvement. They called upon the Atlanta 
citizenry to attend art exhibitions, which would ‘dignify your nature, and will tend to the cultivation 
of the pleasures of your mind. It will bestow upon you a refinement of taste and purity of manners.’ 
Later the Atlanta Constitution published no less than twenty-three articles mentioning the aesthete, 
at times also calling him ‘Wild Oscar’ but confirming that ‘Oscar Wilde’s influence sweeps the state.’ 
Furthermore, after Wilde’s trumpeting of aestheticism, the Atlanta Constitution included “Art Notes” 
columns, reprinting New York newspapers’ art happenings, as well as articles by roving reporters 
visiting Atlanta art galleries. And it has been suggested that in the aftermath of Wilde’s visit to Atlanta, 
“aestheticism: became synonymous with the frequently used term “high art.”3

1  Ask Art. “Mary Bland,” http://www.askart.com/artist/Mary Bland 
2  Pollack, Deborah C. Visual Art and the Urban Evolution of the New South, (Columbia, SC: University of South 
Carolina Press, 2015), 37.
3  Ibid.
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SCHOOLS & PROGRAMS

Atlanta has numerous art schools that work to provide artists with opportunities to strengthen their 
careers. Located in the downtown area, and neighboring cities many of these accredited institutions 
provide artists of diverse disciplines with the tools they need to pursue are career in the arts.
Atlanta has multiple options available for students coming from both local and out of state 
communities within the realm of public education. While not all schools offer art programs, there 
are several schools worth noting: University of Georgia, Kennesaw State University, Georgia State 
University, and Georgia Institute of Technology. These schools offer the opportunity for undergraduate 
students to receive their Bachelor’s degree tuition free as long as they had a 3.0 or better graduating 
GPA from a local high school. One school, Georgia State University, also offers the opportunity for 
Graduate education tuition free. The remaining schools offer scholarships for their Graduate students, 
as well as assistantships.

It would seem that multiple qualifying programs in close proximity would undermine and compete for 
students, and thus, state funding. However, each of these schools occupy a unique area of focus 
while occupying a different demographic of the metro Atlanta area. These programs do not accept 
their undergraduates into their own graduate programs. This gives the rising student an opportunity 
to explore other schools without leaving the state – if they so desire. Below you will find additional 
information about each of the programs offered by these schools, as well as their role in the Atlanta 
community.

Georgia Institute of Technology - 1888

Georgia Tech was first established as a trade school in 1885. From foundations in a “shop” program 
of black/metalsmithing, they added Civil Engineering in 1897 and a French Textile School in 1899. 
Although not all disciplines have survived to present day, the Department of Architecture was 
formalized into a school in 1948 and the school offers both Architecture and Industrial Design 
degrees.4 It offers a 3 1/2 year Master’s degree in Architecture (M.Arch) and is accredited by the 
Southern Association of Colleges and Schools Commission on Colleges to award baccalaureate, 
master’s, and doctoral degrees.

University of Georgia - 1925

The University of Georgia (also originally known as Franklin College of Arts and Sciences) was first 
established in 1801. It was initially chartered by the Georgia General Assembly for higher education, 
but like many other schools suffered setbacks during the Civil war. 

In 1925-26 the Home Economics department began introducing Art and Design classes into their 
catalog. By 1937 the new school of art was formed as Georgia artist Lamar Dodd joined the school 
as associate professor. His appointment was “part of a national movement to put working artists into 
universities.”5 

Offering degrees in nearly every artistic endeavor: Art Ed, Art Studio, Art History, Ceramics, Drawing, 
Painting and Printmaking, Design, Photography, Sculpture, etc. the programs at Franklin continued to 
flourish over the 20th century. 6 The school was named in honor of Dodd’s contributions in 1996 after 
his passing. 

4  Eiland, William. “Georgia Tech Living History.” Georgia Tech Living History. Accessed November 17, 2015. http://
livinghistory.gatech.edu/new/timeline/timeline.html.
5  “Georgia Tech Living History.” Georgia Tech Living History. Accessed November 16, 2015. http://livinghistory.
gatech.edu/new/timeline/timeline.html.
6  “Lamar Dodd (1909-1996).” New Georgia Encyclopedia. Accessed November 20, 2015. http://www.georgiaency-
clopedia.org/articles/arts-culture/lamar-dodd-1909-1996.



 25

Kennesaw State University - 1967

Established in 1967, Kennesaw State University art program offers multiple degrees in the fine arts. 
Their undergraduate program is accredited by NASAD and their recent constructing of the Zuckerman 
Museum of Art allows for students and local artist to exhibit their work. Offering degrees in Art, Art 
Education and Art History, Kennesaw State provides a space for artist and art advocates to work in a 
space beneficial for their artistic endeavors.

Georgia State University - 1970

Georgia State established the Ernest G. Welch School of Art and Design in 1970. Named after the 
late Ernest G. Welch, the school of art and design offers Bachelor of Arts degree, Bachelor of Fine 
Arts and Master’s in Fine Arts and Studio. The Ernest G. Welch School of Art and Design offers M.F.A 
degrees in Ceramics, Interior Design, Drawing and Painting, Sculpture, Graphic Design, Photography 
and Textile and is NASAD accredited. 

Ernest G. Welch was not only a photographer but he was also a philanthropist who contributed to 
Atlanta’s art community generously. Ernest left behind a generous endowment to Georgia State’s 
Master’s of Fine Arts candidate that gives a full tuition waiver for M.F.A candidates. Easing the burden 
of finances for school allows artist to fully engage in their studio practice and the flourishing art 
community surrounding them. 
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Amelia Carley

Joseph Hadden

Nuni Lee

Elizabeth Sales

Nuni Lee, Visual Arts Gallery, Emory University, Decatur, GA (10/30/2015, 1:13 PM), 2015, photograph. 
Courtesy of the artist.  With the eradication of the Visual Arts Department, the Gallery in the Art Building 
no longer serves its once envisioned  purpose; instead, this space is now occupied by a group of students 
who are working independently on fashion-related projects.
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INTRODUCTION

In Spring 2014, Emory University’s permanently closed its Visual Arts Department following the 
announcement of the department changes in September 2012. Robin Forman, Dean of Emory 
College of Arts and Sciences, stated in his letter to the college community that the financial 
challenges of the recent years have created a situation in which too many of Emory’s promising 
programs have been under-resourced relative to their missions and potentials. In order to fulfill 
Emory’s goal of providing a world-class education to its students, Forman and the Faculty Financial 
Advisory Committee decided to close four academic departments – the Division of Educational 
Studies, the Department of Physical Education, the Department of Visual Arts, and the Program in 
Journalism. By claiming that this decision had been essential in order for Emory to maintain its place 
as one of the top liberal arts universities in the nation1, both the dean and the financial advisory 
committee seem to have considered the study of visual arts as a subordinate area of study in its 
liberal-arts curriculum.  

The eradication of Emory University’s Visual Arts Department is not just a single case in Emory, but 
reflects rather a larger trend throughout other institutions within the nation. For example, Atlanta 
College of Art (ACA), an institution which prided itself on its relatively intimate curriculum with a small 
student to professor ratio, has chosen to merge with a comparatively larger and commercialized 
institution, Savannah College of Art and Design. This is in line with the larger trend of corporatization 
of academic institutions: the merger was principally compelled by the opportunity to piggyback on the 
SCAD’s immense annual budget of $143 million. Another common topic raised in the undercutting of 
studio arts is the substantial administrative authority displayed by principal figures, such as the 

1  Forman, Robin. Emory College of Arts and Sciences Dean’s Letter, September 14, 2012. Letter. From Emory 
University, Emory College announces new directions, 2015, accessed November 7, 2015, http://news.emory.edu/special/
EmoryCollegePlan/ECASDeanLetter.pdf.

Nuni Lee, Visual Arts Building, Emory University, Atlanta, GA (11/29/2015, 4:12 PM), 2015, photograph. Courtesy of the 
artist. The Visual Arts Building at Emory University houses faculty offices, a student lounge, and the Visual Arts Gallery.
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President and Dean. As seen in the recent cases of Emory, Cooper Union, and University of Southern 
California, the governance of a single administrator affects the entire faculty and art student 
community.

These brief examples demonstrate the larger trend that has rapidly arisen in higher education to 
increasingly narrow and corporatize universities, focusing on areas of studies that involve sciences, 
business, and technology.  Overly conscious in school rankings and profit-making, many national 
research universities are drifting away from a broader support of art education, and art education as a 
part of liberal arts education. The following paragraphs will touch upon Emory’s closing of the Visual 
Arts Program, Atlanta College of Art’s merger with SCAD, and other instances of structural changes in 
art programs that exemplify the trends mentioned above.

EMORY UNIVERSITY’S CLOSURE OF THE VISUAL ARTS 
DEPARTMENT 

The sprawling 600-acre campus of Emory University is nestled in the historic neighborhood of Druid 
Hills, an affluent suburb of Atlanta.  Wandering through Emory’s pristine campus, you’ll find the art 
building is somewhat hard to identify and off-set from the hustle and bustle of the rest of campus 
[Figure 1].  Jovanna Jones, student at Emory and President of the Black Student Alliance at the time 
of the closures, describes the location, “The building was set kind of far off campus, you would really 
have to walk to it in order to see it. You would have to walk past frat row, past the lower baseball 
fields, and then there was the Visual Arts building. For a lot of students it was like ‘out of sight, out of 
mind’…” This peripheral location mirrors Emory’s philosophical position towards the study of Visual 
Arts and reflects the marginalization of the subject throughout much of Emory’s history.

Making national headlines in 2012, Dean of Arts and Sciences, Robin Forman announced that there 
would be some closures and modifications of multiple programs within the University.  Admission 
for Graduate studies in Spanish, Economics, and Institute of the Liberal Arts (ILA) were no longer 
going to be accepted and full closures were planned for the Program in Journalism, the Division of 
Educational Studies, the Department of Physical Education, and the Department of Visual Arts.  As 
local and national disapproval of these closures spread, students and faculty at Emory organized 
meetings and protests to express their objection to these plans. The protests drew students and 
faculty from an array of departments and later attracted attention from local anarchists as well as the 
Emory Black Students Alliance. However, these movements had little effect on the Dean’s decisions, 
and the department closures and restructuring continued, resulting in the closure of the Visual Arts 
Department in 2014.

The Visual Arts Department’s closure significantly affected both its faculty and students. Jason 
Francisco, who was appointed as the Associate Professor of photography in 2008, was hired by 
Emory in an attempt to develop and strengthen the Visual Arts Department. However, soon after his 
appointment, the financial crisis of 2008 hit, and the college’s plan to expand the arts program came 
to a halt. Before he had a chance to present his newly planned curriculum, the Dean of the Arts and 
Sciences made the announcement to close the program, without communicating with the faculty 
members in advance. Jason Francisco, who was the only tenured professor, was reassigned to the 
Film Department where he continues to teach photography classes. Most of the other faculty 
members no longer teach at the school. Without a department and enough number of instructors to 
teach, it has become difficult for the remaining faculty members to build a structured program that 
extends beyond introductory courses.2 The Integrated Visual Arts Co-Major has been created in place 

2  Francisco, Jason. “Interview on the Closure of Emory’s Art Department.” Interview by Amelia Carley and Nuni 
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of the former studio art program to allow undergraduates to take a few studio art classes while 
pursuing their primary major.3 However, this program which consists of only four intro/intermediate 
level studio courses, does not have the caliber to fulfill its mission to merge the visual arts to other 
areas of study.

To fully understand how and why this closure took place, it’s essential to understand the position of 
the Dean of Arts and Sciences and the history of Studio Arts at Emory. The Studio Arts Program at 
Emory began in 1967 under the Art History Department and began offering supplementary courses in 
visual arts with no major or minor field of study within the University. The program had been housed 
in a different facility up until 1995 when it was moved to its current location on Peavine Creek Drive 
[Figure 2]. It wasn’t until 2004 that the program was renamed the Visual Arts Program. The retitling 
coincided with a $1.5 million dollar expansion of its facilities, which included adding faculty offices, a 
student lounge, and Gallery4 [Figure 3]. Julia Kjelgaard, faculty since 1996 and Chair of Visual Arts 
from 2011-2013, said the expansion and renaming was in part due to a campus wide interest in art 
courses, “... there was a consistent and large student demand for courses, which were limited in size 
by the existing facilities and faculty. Large wait lists for classes, lack of offices for faculty, a gallery, 
support spaces, and staff limited the ability of the faculty to effectively meet student demand for both 
beginning level course work but also for more advanced studies by individual students.”5 During this 
period, the faculty members teaching in Visual Arts were predominantly part-time and contractually 

Lee. Emory University, October 30, 2015.
3  Art History Department. IVA Co-Major. Atlanta: Emory University, 2015, accessed November 7, 2015, http://arthis-
tory.emory.edu/home/undergraduate/IVA Co-Major.html. 
4  “Visual Arts Building and Gallery.” Arts at Emory, accessed November 9, 2015, http://arts.emory.edu/plan-your-
visit/venues/visual-arts-building.html.
5  Kjelgaard, Julia. Interview by Amelia Carley. November 30, 2015.

Nuni Lee, Emory University Visual Arts Building, Emory University, Atlanta, GA (11/29/2015, 4:05 PM), 2015, photograph. 
Courtesy of the artist. The Visual Arts Building and Gallery is located on 700 Peavine Creek Drive. The Studio Arts 
Program at Emory moved to this current facility in 1995.
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hired, semester-to-semester, with little guarantee of rehire the following year. This created a growth 
of animosity and a sense of apathy amongst the faculty, says Jason Francisco, who was the first and 
only tenure-track faculty hired within the Visual Arts Department during its brief existence. 

Francisco was hired 2008 with the anticipation of the responsibility to develop the program and 
curriculum, under the impression that he would be the first of many tenure-track faculty in the 
department.6 At this point, there were several other lecture-track faculty teaching within the Visual 
Arts at Emory. In 2009, the Visual Arts Program became its own Department with support of Dean 
Robert Paul.7 Just prior to the formation of the Visual Arts Department, the country was hit with the 
2008 Financial Crisis putting many developments within Emory on hold. “Three weeks after I started, 
the crash of 2008 happened and the best laid plans were ... on halt.” Francisco explained, “It turned 
out – though I didn’t realize at the time – they were actually cancelled, pretty much from that point 
on.” 8 Francsico was appointed chair of the department in his second year, states Kjelgaard, “... 
during his term he was asked by Dean Robert Paul to step down…a decision that he did not agree 
with and that he protested virulently.” Kjelgaard goes on to explain that Francisco’s tenure, “... had 
been fraught with interpersonal difficulties…”9  This coincided with the departure of Bill Brown, senior 
lecturer in both Film and Visual Arts, who requested Francisco be transferred permanently to the Film 
department which resulted in a larger Film presence within the Visual Arts building.10  Dean Robert 
Paul, who had been an advocate for the formation of the Visual Arts Department, stepped down 
from his role in May 2010 to be succeed by Robin Forman as Dean of the Emory College of Arts and 
Sciences in July of that same year.11

In mid-September of 2012 Dean Robin Forman released an official, four-page letter outlining the 
closures and modifications to various programs throughout the school.  Within the letter Forman sites 
limitations on resources that “place in doubt our ability to sustain our accomplishments” and goes on 
to discuss how some programs have such stretched resources that he believed that it, “... leaves us 
in danger of falling short of our goal of providing a world-class education for our students.”12  Forman 
specifically references the Financial Crisis as a source of pause within the growth of the institution. 
What’s rather confusing about this mention of financial insecurity is the fact that Emory University in 
2011, the year just prior to these cuts, the University ranked as having the 16th largest endowment 
of major educational institutions within the United States - a title they still hold today.13 Essentially, 
it’s difficult to claim that finances had any influence over this decision. Forman goes on to explain 
within this statement that when making the decision to cut these particular programs, he had ask 
such questions as, “Which programs have achieved distinction, what new investments are required, 
and which programs are truly essential for a twenty-first century liberal arts education?”14 Emory has 
continuously received large corporate endowments that have been provided to strengthen business, 
health, and science schools. Most notably, Emory University received $262 million from the Robert 
W. Woodruff Foundation in 2006, most of which was intended to improve medical buildings and 

6 Francisco, Jason. “Interview on the Closure of Emory’s Art Department.” Interview by Amelia Carley and Nuni Lee. 
Emory University, October 30, 2015.
7 Kjelgaard, Julia. Interview by Amelia Carley. November 30, 2015.
8 Ibid.
9 Ibid.
10 Ibid.
11 Sauder, Ron. “Campus News.” Emory College Names New Dean. April 12, 2010. Accessed December 8, 2015. 
http://www.emory.edu/EMORY_REPORT/stories/2010/04/12/college_dean.html. 
12 Robin Forman, Letter to the Emory College Community, September 14, 2012.
13 “U.S. and Canadian Institutions Listed by Fiscal Year 2011 Endowment Market Value and Percentage Change in 
Endowment Market Value from FY 2010 to FY 2011.” NACUBO.org, Accessed November 12, 2015.
14 Robin Forman, Letter to the Emory College Community, September 14, 2012.
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advancing the university’s strategic plan.15 Emory University’s 2013 Annual Report of the President 
states that the purpose of this ten-year strategic plan was to determine what Emory is most able to 
do and acknowledging that it (Emory) cannot do everything.16 In this case, the solution was closing 
the four academic departments, which included the Department of Visual Arts. Yet the troubling part 
of this statement lies in the philosophical implications of considering which programs are “... truly 
essential for a twenty-first century liberal arts education”.17  Obviously, in the mind of Dean Forman, 
the Department of Visual Arts fell short of these requirements. Julia Kjelgaard, department chair at the 
time, says she was given no warning of the cuts, “... I was in close contact with the chairs of the other 
departments and programs that were affected and I do not believe any of them had any warnings –
quite the opposite in fact- although Dean Forman repeatedly claimed otherwise in the press.”18

The closures and modifications announced at Emory in 2012 reflect a national shift within the 
structure of higher education in the United States, coexisting with an increase of reliance on higher 
tuition paid by international students.  At Emory, with the closures and changes announced in 2012, 
Lisa Tedesco, Dean of the Laney School of Graduate Studies announced an increase in investment 
of resources surrounding doctoral education and professional development in the area of China 
Studies alongside Digital Studies and New Media, Neuroscience and the teaching of science.19  This 
shift away from graduate studies in Spanish towards an increase in China Studies parallels the recent 
National rise in International Students from China. The increase in international students within the 
United States is up 70% since the years 2000.20 At Emory the international student population totals 
15.3% of total student body with a majority of those International Students originating from China.21  
Many of these cuts favor programs that Emory is quite well known for as well as the programs many 
International Students favor as areas of study such as medicine, finance and business. 

STUDENT ACTIVISM

Once these proposed cuts were announced in December of 2012 more than 200 students and faculty 
gathered in the quadrangle on Emory’s campus to protest. Students wore attire with slogans such 
as, “We are Emory” and “Cut Forman” and held large letter spelling out “Reject the Cuts”. Students 
staged a sit-in on the fourth floor administration building near offices including that of University 
President James W. Wagner.22  They occupied the building for six hours demanding a meeting 
with the President. University administrator Gary Hauk arranged a meeting with the protesters and 
Wagner after the protesters voted on the meeting.  To the surprise of some, a local anarchist group 
wearing all black joined in on the protest movement and handed out fliers promoting anarchy. They 
were asked to leave the protest after vandalism was reported in the building.

15  Associated Press. “Gift for Emory University”, The New York Times, November 17, 2006, accessed November 7, 
2015, http://www.nytimes.com/2006/11/17/education/17brfs-EMORY.html. 
16  Wagner, James W. Annual Report of the President 2013. Emory University, 2013, accessed November 7, 2015, 
http://www.emory.edu/president/annual-report/ar2013/report.pdf.
17 Ibid.
18  Kjelgaard, Julia. Interview by Amelia Carley. November 30, 2015.
19  Tedesco, Lisa. “The Laney Graduate School Community.” September 14, 2015. Accessed November 7, 2015. 
http://news.emory.edu/special/EmoryCollegePlan/LGSDeanLetter.pdf. 
20  Haynie, Devon. “Number of International College Students Continues to Climb.” US News and World Report. 
November 17, 2014. Accessed November 7, 2015. http://www.usnews.com/education/best-colleges/articles/2014/11/17/
number-of-international-college-students-continues-to-climb. 
21   “Emory University International Student and Scholar Services.” Facts & Figures. Accessed November 12, 2015. 
http://www.emory.edu/isss/about/facts_and_figures.html. 
22  Emory Wheel. “Protesters confront Admins at Sit-In.” December 12, 2012. Accessed November 10, 2015. http://
emorywheel.com/protesters-confront-admins-at-sit-in/
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A meeting with Wagner was arranged with a selection of protest representatives composed of 
undergraduate and graduate students as well as the Chair of the Department of Visual Arts, Julia 
Kjelgaard. After a three hour meeting with Wagner, Forman was brought into the conversation with 
little success. Multiple participants involved described the discussion “awkward” since the Dean was 
brought into the conversation late and his participation in the discussion described by David Mullins, 
a college junior participating in the talks, described Forman as “hesitant” and “vague”.23  After the 
meeting concluded, Wagner made a statement later that evening implying he was impressed with the 
students efforts but that he fully supported Forman’s decisions and authority to modify the department 
and stated that the cuts would remain.24  Reflecting on the protests in November 2015 Kjelgaard 
stated, “I do not believe that the student protests made much of a difference to the administrators 
who made the decisions.  It was a very corporate maneuver in the way that it was executed, except 
that each of the programs had to continue for an additional two years to fulfill obligations to existing 
students.”25 

Protests and discussions of rejecting the cuts continued into the Spring semester of 2013 and were 
catapulted into national news once again after a controversial column entitled “As American as… 
Compromise” written by President Wagner. In the piece, published in Emory Magazine in February, 
he advocated for compromise citing the 1787 “3/5ths compromise” in the U.S. Constitution, “One 
instance of constitutional compromise was the agreement to count three-fifths of the slave population 
for purposes of state representation in Congress … The two sides compromised on this immediate 
issue of how to count slaves in the new nation. Pragmatic half-victories kept in view the higher 
aspiration of drawing the country more closely together.”26 He continues to say that some might 
consider this compromise as “the lowest common denominator” but he goes on to argue it showed 
both sides could “temper ideology” and work towards “common aspirations”.27  Wagner issued a 
public apology after his statement caused outrage expressing regret of any implied endorsement of 
slavery and asking for forgiveness.28  

The effects of this racially charged statements incited the Black Student Alliance on Emory’s 
campus to join into a second wave of protests. With this reignited a protest march which interrupted 
Wagner giving a speech on campus at an exhibition reception entitled, “And the Struggle Continues: 
The Southern Christian Leadership Conference’s Fight for Social Change”.  Around 45 students 
participated in the protests holding signs reading “This is 5/5 outrageous”, “Shame on James” and 
calling for his resignation. The protests made a powerful visual and symbolic statement interrupting 
the speech by the University President at an exhibition reception highlighting the history of the fight 
for equality in Atlanta but made no significant change to the closures. James Wagner announced his 
resignation in September of 2015 simply stating, “The time is right, both for me personally and for 
Emory”.29

23  Emory Wheel. “Protesters confront Admins at Sit-In.” December 12, 2012. Accessed November 10, 2015. http://
emorywheel.com/protesters-confront-admins-at-sit-in/.
24 Ibid.
25  Kjelgaard, Julia. Interview by Amelia Carley. November 30, 2015.
26  James Wagner, “From the President”, Emory Magazine, updated February 24, 2013,  http://www.emory.edu/EM-
ORY_MAGAZINE/issues/2013/winter/register/president.html
27  Ibid.
28  Ibid.
29   “Emory President James W. Wagner Announces He Will Step down in 2016.” Emory President James W. Wag-
ner Announces He Will Step down in 2016. September 10, 2015, accessed November 10, 2015, http://news.emory.edu/
stories/2015/09/wagner/campus.html. 
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THE MERGER OF SCAD AND ACA

In 2005 the Savannah College of Art and Design and the Atlanta College of Art announced their 
approved merger which took place in June of 2006. This merger was highly controversial and widely 
contested amongst students and faculty alike. SCAD, founded in 1978 by Richard G. Rowan, Paula 
Wallace, May L. Poetter and Paul E. Poetter, was home to nearly 10,000 students at the time of the 
merge, dwarfing ACA with an enrollment around 330 students. The total enrollment of SCAD is now 
nearly 12,000 national and international students between their Savannah, Atlanta, Hong Kong, and 
Lacoste campuses.30

Prior to the merger, SCAD and ACA seemed to be wholly contrasting in their missions. ACA, the 
oldest art college in the Southeast with its founding in 1905, was held with high regard in the arts 
community.  The institution prided itself on its intimate classes where students could have plenty of 
one on one interaction with their prolific instructors. The program produced many working artists such 
as, the now internationally famous artist Kara Walker, known for her work that invokes themes of 
African American racial identity through black and white silhouetted images and Radcliffe Bailey, who 
explores ancestry, memory and race through layered imagery in his paintings, sculptures, and mixed 
media works.31

SCAD, on the other hand, was better known for its business-oriented curriculum that aimed to 
prepare its students for a commercial career post-graduation. SCAD has garnered a reputation for 
helping to rejuvenate Savannah by renovating older buildings in the area.  Although, this took buying 
out local businesses and competition.  In the process of eliminating competition that might inhibit 
the school’s rapid expansion, SCAD tainted the way they were viewed amongst the art community. 
Throughout the school’s rapid growth, it fought hard to dominate the region as Savannah’s primary 
arts college.  SCAD went as far as to sue the School of Visual Arts in New York in 1993 when it 
attempted to open a campus in Savannah. SCAD claimed that the School of Visual Arts and professor 
Matthew Lory attempted to destroy its reputation and business in a takeover bid, suing the school 
for $103 million but ultimately settling the case in a confidential agreement that lead to the end of the 
School of Visual Arts in Savannah.32  SCAD’s drive to dominate the area and eliminate competition 
led to the undisclosed discussions with board members at ACA about a merger.33

The Woodruff Arts Center, where ACA is located, was compelled by the significant financial benefits 
of the merge. Prior to the merger, ACA’s annual budget was $11.5 million, which is minuscule when 
compared to SCAD’s annual budget of $143 million.34 This new source of funding would’ve opened 
up many new possibilities for the Woodruff Arts Center that would relieve many funding concerns. 
However, students at ACA were nervous the merge would jeopardize both the quality of their 
education and the reputation associated with their B.F.A., M.A., or M.F.A. degrees.

The ACA faculty stood to suffer from the merger as well.  Since 1993 SCAD had been placed on 
the American Association of University Professors censure list for letting go of two faculty members 
without having a valid cause. This rightfully caused concern in the ACA faculty prior to the merge 

30  “SCAD Facts.” SCAD.edu, accessed November 11, 2015, http://www.scad.edu/about/scad-glance/scad-facts
31 Lampe, Lilly and Amanda Parmer. “It Was the Best of Times, It Was the Worst of Times: Art Education Reaches 
an Apex in the American South.” ART PAPERS, accessed November 11, 2015, http://www.artpapers.org/feature_articles/
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32  “The SCAD vs. School of Visual Arts LawsuitHEAD.” The SCAD vs. School of Visual Arts Lawsuit. N.p., 3 Oct. 
1998. Web. 07 Dec. 2015. 
33  Felicia Feaster, “The Business of Art: Is ACA/SCAD Merger a Foregone Conclusion? “Creative Loafing Atlanta, 
November 10, 2005, http://clatl.com/atlanta/the-business-of-art/Content?oid=1262462 
34  Ibid.
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and was unfortunately actualized when ACA faculty member Elizabeth Turk, chairwoman of the 
ACA photography department with a five-year renewable contract, was invited to begin instructing 
at SCAD with only a one-year contract that could be terminated at any time.  In addition, ACA also 
lost its accreditation with the Association of Independent Colleges of Art and Design. Members of 
this accreditation include; Rhode Island School of Design, Parsons and the formally sued School of 
Visual Arts in New York.35 The state of art education, as these examples have shown, is not always 
favorable to faculty, students, and the art community. The ACA-SCAD merger is just one example, 
alongside Emory’s dramatic closure, of the shifting landscape of some Visual Arts programs within 
higher education today. 

OTHER STRUCTURAL CHANGES WITHIN ART EDUCATION

Emory University’s eradication of its Visual Arts Department, along with other departments, is a 
unique example of a full closure of a Visual Arts Department in recent years; however, this is not 
an isolated example of an institution making major changes to their Visual Arts programs with a 
controversial result. The University of Southern California’s Roski MFA Arts Program dealt with 
restructuring the program and department by means of withholding information from those who 
would be affected. Deans and committees meeting without the representation of the more “lucrative” 
career returning departments seems to have been a common denominator among the collapse 
of art departments nationwide. “Throughout this grueling process of attempting to reason with the 
institution, the Roski School and university administration used manipulative tactics of delaying 
decisions, blaming others, contradicting each other’s stated policies, and attempting to force a wedge 
of silence between faculty and students.”   According to the accounts of numerous interviews and 
articles, Emory and USC handled the restructuring of their departments in a similar fashion. 

In the recent years, arts and humanities courses have been cut heavily to save money for small 
universities. While some are attempting to salvage what they can, the likelihood of money increasing 
for the spending of these departments is improbable. For example, Central Michigan University 
has made major cuts in the number art courses offered, putting instructors and students at a 
disadvantage. How institutions are handling these instances has resulted in a strain on adjunct 
faculty. “They must either constantly protest their inadequate working conditions or be tacitly complicit 
in the very system that exploits them.” 36 If a collapse in any department occurs, tenured professors 
may be relocated within another department yet adjunct faculty are left jobless. Therefore, universities 
are benefitting from a smaller number of tenured instructors, while the number of faculty continues to 
increase.

Higher education is not the only demographic affected by changes made over education in the arts. 
“Funding for arts in schools reflects a larger trend of reduced support for arts groups across the state. 
Florida’s new budget allocates only $1 million next year to be shared by hundreds of arts groups, a 
65 percent cut.” 37 Due to these circumstances, parents and students are forced to find art education 
elsewhere. “Philadelphia’s city schools are dealing with a $304 million budget shortfall by completely 
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eliminating funding for art and music programs.” 38These examples of decreased funding and 
elimination of art education within early education programs display a philosophical hierarchy of areas 
of study often reflected in the funding cuts within higher education. 

While programs like Emory and USC have suffered, there are still a multitude of thriving art programs 
and schools. Some universities are expanding, gaining more students and newer facilities. An alumni 
graduate of the Cornell University school of architecture, Mui Ho, has donated money to build a new 
Fine Arts Library. Design plans were revealed in May 2015 and the establishment is expected to cost 
millions of dollars. 39 Similarly, Stanford University built a new art and art history facility last year; the 
McMurtry building is equipped with state of the art classrooms and studios, a gallery, research library, 
and cafe. In 2009, the Tyler School of Art at Temple University built an impressive new facility to bring 
the art and architecture departments to the forefront of the school. 

While some programs have been eliminated or are shrinking, others are prospering with a bulk of 
new students, faculty, and innovative workspaces. These newly built facilities have attracted positive 
attention and promise in art departments across many universities

CONCLUSION

These cases exhibit a trend in higher education where structural changes have occurred in art 
departments and institutions due to financial pressures mirroring a corporate-like culture. In 
addition, the lack of shared governance between administrators, faculty, and students has created 
inequality between them. In their attempt to grow bigger, many of these schools have chosen paths 
to downsize, disregard, and even eradicate art programs. Society has shifted towards a results-
oriented culture, which emphasizes instantaneous and visible results. Asian international students 
who are heavily populating art programs in ivy-league universities and art institutions decide to 
pursue dual-degrees as a form of compromise with parents who are wary of their children studying 
fine arts. According to Bill Gaskin40, Visiting Associate Professor at Cornell University, pressure from 
parents tends to focus more on male art students, who, in still relatively patriarchal Asian societies, 
are expected to find lucrative jobs.41 Likewise, in many institutions today, the study of traditional arts 
is meeting its imminent downfall since art still seems to prize inherent qualities over material results. 
“We don’t have a chorus of people amplifying the perspective that art is good for you,” said Bill 
Gaskin during the interview. In an era of specialization, it seems almost inevitable that even liberal 
arts universities are forced to concentrate on a few select programs to maximize monetary profit and 
reputation. 

Julia Kjelgaard, the former Chair of the Emory Visual Arts Department, believes that the Emory case 
does not represent a trend, but an anomaly -- she believes that the recent cut in many academic 
programs could be due to the economic downturn. She remarks that “Visual Arts began many years 

38   Fang, Marina. “Public Schools Slash Arts Education and Turn To Private Funding.” Think Progress: Public 
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40  Bill Gaskins is currently a Visiting Associate Professor at Cornell University, Ithaca, NY. He chaired a panel titled 
“After Emory: Redefining Art & Art History in the American University” at the national conference of the College Art Associ-
ation in New York City in February 14, 2015. 
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ago in Quonset huts on the central campus of Emory University and grew because it was of interest 
to the students. Student interest may drive it again.” As mentioned above, student interest is the 
key to a flourishing program, and student interest can only rise collectively when society makes it 
acceptable for students to pursue their passion without portraying it as a dead end for job prospects. 
Especially after the downturn in the economy, society’s emphasis on higher education was skewed 
toward efficiency and monetization.  As the economy heals from the recession, we hope for the 
chorus of people who amplify the benefits of arts will return; after all, the human desire to express is 
innate, and art is the foundational medium to do so.
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As the effects of the Great Recession intensified, falling housing prices and rising rates of foreclosure 
put increasing pressure on state and local governments to find ways to alleviate associated fiscal 
stresses. Although many economists and independent studies have raised doubts about the efficacy, 
many states responded to the fall in revenue from decreased property taxes and rising unemployment 
by significantly increasing their use of business incentives.42 The use of tax incentives had been on 
the decline for the decade prior to 2007.43 Evidence suggests that this shift back towards the use of 
tax incentive programs to encourage business investment has little economic benefit and may even 
contribute to an increase in taxes and decreased public spending.

A large number of industries take advantage of business incentives offered by states and local 
governments.44 Manufacturing receives the largest percentage of tax dollars, followed by agriculture, 
oil and gas and the film industry receives the fourth largest amount of tax incentive spending. The 
incentives come in many forms, including income tax credits and exemptions, deductions, cash grants 
and loans, sales tax breaks, free services, as well as property tax abatement. These investments 
made on the behalf of the taxpayer comprise a significant portion of budget expenditures. This has 
real consequences, especially for states that are operating with tight budgets. 

As a number of independent and internal government studies show, a majority of states and local 
governments rarely, if ever, adequately evaluate the success of business incentive programs and their 
ability to attract investment and decrease unemployment.45 When they do evaluate, the purported 
benefits are often over-stated.46 In fact, the results can diverge significantly from the predicted 
outcomes and prove substantially more costly. As the Pew Center on the States report exemplifies, 
“States have found that a high-quality evaluation can yield a dramatically different result than a less 
thorough one. For example, in Minnesota, the Department of Employment and Economic 

Development estimated that each job created through the state’s Job Opportunity Building Zones 
(JOBZ) program cost about $5,000. After a more rigorous evaluation, the Legislative Auditor’s office 
calculated a per-job cost of between $26,900 and $30,800.”47

The consequences of these programs can be far reaching and raise doubts about the reasoning 
that underlies the use of tax incentives. There is speculation that the move towards increased use 
of business incentives can be attributed to fears that multinational corporations may move jobs 
overseas. Corporations have successfully exploited and even stoked these fears in order to extract 
generous tax incentive packages.48 In many cases, it appears that businesses would have come to 
the state even without having been incentivized with tax rebates. And those that do choose to locate 
in a state purely due to the tax incentives on offer can prove unsustainable to maintain. In the best 
cases, it is simply inefficient, as these companies are now located in a particular locale that may not 
be best suited for their needs and may require more effort and resources to sustain. And, as soon as 
states begin to limit or eliminate tax incentives, these businesses leave, abandoning the towns and 
employees that have grown to support those enterprises. 

42 Warner, M. E., and L. Zheng. “Business Incentive Adoption in the Recession.” Economic Development Quarterly 
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Businesses choose their locations for a myriad of reasons, completely unrelated to tax incentives, 
often because of geography, logistics (access to infrastructure, ports, shipping lanes, etc.), as well 
as the supply of an educated workforce.49 In many instances states are subsidizing businesses 
unnecessarily. As Reid Rundell, a retired GM executive stated, “The primary factor was distribution for 
incoming parts, as well as outgoing vehicles.”50 It also appears that a portion of the tax benefits do not 
remain in the state due to the interconnected nature of the U.S economy.51 If a company purchases 
equipment from another state or decides to hire non-residents, any benefits from the tax incentives 
are quickly lost. As stated in a report by the Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy, “given that the 
federal government allows businesses to deduct many of their state and local tax payments, many 
tax incentives can actually trigger a federal tax increase… Up to a third of the amount that states and 
localities spend on tax incentives can flow into federal government coffers in this way”. Those benefits 
that remain within the state’s borders are often at the expense of another state.52 Numerous studies 
suggest that the use of tax breaks to incentivize business investment is a zero-sum game.53 Instead 
of creating new jobs, the use of incentives merely shifts jobs.54 Investment and jobs added in one 
place, mean no investment or job growth in another. This may be the most damaging aspect of tax 
incentive programs. The inter-local competition that this encourages can be very destructive and has 
had real consequences for state and local governments, as well as the U.S. economy nationally.55 
Local governments are forced to compete with other states, counties and even suburbs in a “race 
to the bottom”, offering increasingly lucrative tax packages.56 In a number of instances, they must 
compete directly with their neighbors. As the case of Kansas City illustrates, this can incite a border 
war, even within the same city. Kansas City, Missouri and Kansas City, Kansas found themselves 
in just such a situation, competing with each other to attract business investment. Each was forced 
to offer more and more generous tax subsidies. The costs associated with these competitive tax 
giveaways impact how budgets are allocated, especially for states and local governments working 
within tight budget constraints. According to the report by the Pew Center on the States, when Kansas 
City, Kansas recruited AMC Entertainment with a $36 million tax reward, the state subsequently cut its 
education budget by $104 million.57 Due to the limited budgets, any expenditure of tax dollars in one 
area, must result in a cut in public services or an increase in taxes.58 
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In a report by the economists Mildred Warner and Lingwen Zheng of Cornell University, 
“Governments that rely more heavily on tax incentives to firms face more competition and lower tax 
revenue than governments which use more incentives focused on labor and planning”. Not only 
does it appear that tax incentive strategies focused on business investment produce exactly the 
opposite intended effects for states, but there are also deleterious effects for the nation as a whole. 
When states choose to spend scant public resources on expensive tax incentive programs, the result 
is lower levels of education and more dysfunctional infrastructure, which weakens the economic 
foundation of the nation as a whole.59

Until the 1970’s, local and state governments invested heavily on education and infrastructure, 
which have long been shown to lead to direct economic benefits and job creation.60 Investment in 
infrastructure improvements, employee re-training, education and affordable housing have long been 
shown to lead to direct economic benefits.61 These types of investments are localized and address 
market failures directly. Unfortunately, they do not seem to have the same political allure as jobs 
bills or the glamour of the film industry. As Matthew Mitchell of the conservative Mercatus Center at 
George Mason University has said, “There’s an allure to policymakers, who get irrationally star struck 
and like the idea of being at a production shoot with Ben Affleck or whoever,”

Tax incentives for film and television production are particularly popular. Thirty nine states and Puerto 
Rico currently offer tax credits for film production according to the National Conference of State 
Legislatures.62 The following map shows the tax incentives that each state provides for the film 
industry.
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Georgia and Massachusetts have been among the most lucrative for film industry. Massachusetts 
offers a 25% credit, that may be used to offset tax liability, redeemed at 90% from state, or transferred 
at market rate with a $50,000 minimum spend, credits can be carried forward for 5 years pre-transfer 
and no annual or per production cap.63 Georgia offers a 20% transferable tax credit + 10% if a 
production includes Georgia promotional logo in credits, or other negotiated placements for 
production over $500,000, if a production company doesn’t need to use it against its Georgia tax 
liability, it can sell the credit to another Georgia company to help finance a project.

The long term and short-term benefits of these credits are disputed by many sources. The Motion 
Picture Association of America has funded (MPAA) a number of studies that show a positive return for 
states and local communities when they use tax incentives to attract the film industry to work in their 
state. However, those studies not funded by the MPAA show that much of the statistics cited by the 
MPAA are overstated and based on unverifiable assumptions.64

Some states such as, Michigan, New Mexico and most recently North Carolina have scaled back 
their incentive programs, while others have continued to increase the incentives on offer. Film and 
television studios take advantage of this, pitting states against each other. As long as the film isn’t 
location dependent, incentives allow the film industry to essentially shop around for the best tax 
deals. Maryland’s state budget office recently recommended that its film production incentives expire 
in 2016. Although, when The Netflix Inc., producers of the TV series House of Cards threatened to 
pull production out of Maryland, Gov. Martin O’Malley, approved an $11.5-million package to keep the 
show in the state.65 The stated goals for states seem to vary when the economic data doesn’t back 
up the political agenda. In an article from the Pew Charitable Trusts, Democratic Maryland State Sen. 
Edward Kasemeyer said, “The goal wasn’t to bring in more state revenue, but to create a film industry 
and “film culture” in Maryland.”66

Supporters of the incentives point to the jobs created during filming, from carpenters and 
electricians to caterers and drivers. However, analysts have difficulty determining local employment 
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benefits of these film productions tax credits, because the inherent nature of filming is mostly a 
short-term series projects. Employees are generally employed for periods of three months or less 
and in many cases, workers on film productions are employed for only a few weeks, or even days. 
For Massachusetts’s residents, an estimated 569 indirect full-time equivalent positions were created 
in 2012 and 447 indirect jobs in 2011. The Massachusetts Department of Revenue estimated that 
for every dollar of film tax credits awarded, the state got back only 13 cents in revenue from 2006 
to 2011. The net cost to the state was $128,575 for every film job created for a Massachusetts 
resident.67 The Louisiana Department of Economic Development concluded the state lost more than 
$12,000 for every job created by the film tax credit.68 According to Bob Tannenwald, a retired Federal 
Reserve Bank of Boston economist and a lecturer at Brandeis University “Film tax credits don’t pay 
for themselves... They have to be financed somehow, so spending has to be cut or taxes have to 
be raised elsewhere.”69 California recently tripled its tax incentives, creating unease among other 
states competing for the film industries business. Producers choose locations based on the best tax 
incentives because filming tends to be highly mobile.  “All you’re doing is moving jobs from California 
to other states,” said Joe Henchman, vice president for state projects for the Tax Foundation, a 
Washington organization and frequent critic of tax credits. “We’ve just thrown a lot of public dollars to 
make that happen. There is no net national gain.”

Georgia implemented its aggressive film incentive program in 2008, and has since become one of 
the top states for film production outside of California. The economic return on these tax credits have 
been modest at best and tend to be overstated. From the surface Georgia seems to be benefiting. An 
economist at the Andrew Young School of Public Policy at Georgia State University, Bruce Seaman 
states, “The good news, really, is the tax credits are spurring an indigenous film industry taking 
shape in Georgia,” Seaman said. “It’s incredibly complicated and you would have to look at all of 
the details on a project-by-project basis to seriously know what’s going on. The irony is, without that 
study, you are clearly overstating the short-term impacts but we appear to be understating the longer-
term impacts. We wouldn’t know without more careful study.” Advocates say that the film tax credit 
have helped with the building of the new Pinewood Studios facility, a 288-acre studio with seven 
soundstages in Fayette County, and caused the redevelopment of a Midtown facility for a new film 
and television master’s degree program at the Savannah College of Art and Design (SCAD).
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Plans for the Georgia Film Academy located in Fayetteville, Georgia70

Due to massive tax incentives provided by the state, film and television entertainment is one of 
Georgia’s prominently emerging industries. In response to the state’s budding film industry, Georgia’s 
governor, Nathan Deal, created the High Demand Career Initiative, which states,  “The economic 
development community in Georgia, led by Governor Deal, has heard from the private sector that 
one of the greatest challenges facing businesses in Georgia, nationally, and globally is the need for 
a consistent, trained and reliable workforce.”71 Gov. Deal is actively informing Georgia’s University 
system and the Technical College system about the specific skills that businesses require for hiring an 
individual, highlighting the significance of creating a more ideal, skill-specific workforce that caters to 
the needs of growing industries in the state. 

Should Georgia so readily applaud Nathan Deal and his efforts to create more qualified workers when 
this workforce is being generated for the film industry? As stated in the Baltimore Business Journal, 
“Film productions flock when states turn on the incentives spigot and bail the moment it gets shut off. 
And the results of states’ passing flirtation with big-time productions are questionable, at best, and 
harmful, at worst.”72 Even though there is sufficient evidence of the potential for production companies 
to leave, the state of Georgia continues to facilitate the film industry through large tax incentives, 
as well as film production infrastructure supporting educational programs. Examples are the Atlanta 
Media Campus and Studios and state funded Georgia Film Academy. Like many Governors, Deal 
has also participated in the bidding wars between states. Gov. Deal states, “Georgia cannot afford for 
another state to do to us what we are doing to Hollywood.”73  

The Budget and Brief for the Amended Fiscal Year of 2015 reports that $647,875 of Georgia’s 
state budget was used “to establish the Georgia Film Academy through a cooperative partnership 
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between the University System and the Technical College System.  In 2016, $2,565,600 will be 
delegated to the development of the Georgia Film Academy--a notable increase from 2015.74  The 
Georgia Film Academy is located at Pinewood Atlanta Studios in Fayetteville, Georgia, and will 
open its doors to students in January 2016.75  Jeff Stepakoff, the Executive Director of the new film 
academy declares, “the intent is to offer for-credit-courses in conjunction with the University System 
of Georgia and the Technical College System of Georgia along with continuing education course 
work.”76  Fayetteville Planning and Zoning Commission approved the Georgia Film Academy’s plans 
to build a 15,000 square foot, and 47 foot high, sound stage on November 17, 2015.77 The deputy 
commissioner of the Georgia Film, Music and Digital Entertainment office, Lee Thomas, declares, 
“We’ve had a lot of people contact us since the launch of the Georgia Film Academy--HBO, NBC 
Universal, AMC--and they all really want to be part of this.”78  Thomas also states, “I’m hoping this 
Georgia Film Academy really churns out a great workforce and I think it’ll end up being a race with 
L.A. and New York,” Thomas says.79

Production companies insist that they are unable to hire locally because Georgia residents are 
unqualified and Governor Deal is ready to accommodate.  A letter written by workforce development 
leaders of Georgia suggests, “We are very proud of Georgia being named the No. 1 place for 
business in the United States. In order to maintain this ranking, we must make sure the state’s 
economic development infrastructure including our educational assets are meeting the workforce 
needs of Georgia businesses.”80 In 2014, Georgia was ranked as the number one state for doing 
business by America’s Top States for Business Rankings by CNBC. CNBC proclaims, “Since we 
began rating the states for competitiveness in 2007, Georgia has never finished outside the top 10 
overall, with fourth-place finishes in 2007 and 2011, and a respectable eighth place in 2013.”81 CNBC 
develops their “initial metric input from the National Association of Manufacturers and the 

Council on Competitiveness and regularly refine them in consultation with a wide variety of 
business and economic development organizations, the states themselves and the CNBC Global 
CFO Council.”82 Metrics are separated into ten broad categories and points are assigned to each 
category based on how frequently a state uses a category as a selling point to promote economic 
development.83 The High Demand Career Initiative was created by Governor Deal in hopes to 
maintain Georgia’s business competitive rankings. By conversing with the state’s growing industries, 
Deal believes that Georgia can predict which jobs and facilities will aid in the growth of Georgia’s 
economy and workforce. The High Demand Career Initiative focuses on Georgia’s universities and 
technical schools, and encourages the higher education systems to provide degrees and build 
facilities that aid in film production. 

74 “Budget and Brief Amended Fiscal Year 2015 and Fiscal Year 2016.”Opb.georgia.gov. Web. 30 Nov. 2015. 
<https://opb.georgia.gov/sites/opb.georgia.gov/files/related_files/site_page/State of Georgia BIB AFY 2015-FY 2016.
FinalUPDATED08282015.pdf>.
75 Nelms, Ben. “Georgia Film Academy to Open in Fayetteville in January.” The Citizen. October 25, 2015. Accessed 
November 11, 2015. http://thecitizen.com/news-business/georgia-film-academy-open-fayetteville-january.
76 Ibid.
77 Hensley, Ellie. “Georgia Film Academy Planning Sound Stage at Pinewood Atlanta Studios - Atlanta Business 
Chronicle.” Atlanta Business Chronicle. October 6, 2015. Accessed November 11, 2015. http://www.bizjournals.com/atlan-
ta/news/2015/10/06/georgia-film-academy-planning-sound-stage-at.html.
78 Ibid.
79 Henry, Skylar. “Hollywood South: How the Film Industry Is Impacting Georgia.” 41 NBC News. Web. 2 Dec. 2015.
80 “Governor’s High Demand Career Initiative Report.” 2014. Accessed November 12, 2015. http://www.georgia.org/
wp-content/uploads/2014/04/HDCI-Report.pdf.
81 “Why Georgia Is 2014’s Top State for Business.” CNBC. 24 June 2014. Web. 11 Nov. 2015.
82 Cohn, Scott. “America’s Top States for Business: Methodology.” CNBC. 3 June 2014. Web. 30 Nov. 2015.
83 Ibid.



 50

In 2013, The Savannah College of Art and Design expanded upon its film program and provided 
B.F.A., M.A. and a M.F.A. in Film and Entertainment at its Atlanta location.84   In addition, SCAD 
Atlanta purchased the 14th Street Playhouse from the Woodruff Art Center in 2014 for 1.9 million 
dollars.85  The 14th Street Playhouse opened in 1986, and was originally known as the Academy 
Theatre, until it was bought by the Woodruff Arts Center in 1990.86  The building is now known as 
SCADSHOW, and features aTVfest, which is an international event “focused on design, creativity, and 
innovation in television and media production.”87  

In an email to The Atlanta Journal Constitution, SCAD President Paula Wallace states:  “As Atlanta 
has grown to become the ninth-largest media market in the U.S., our Midtown location has proved to 
offer a substantial and reciprocal benefit — both for our students and for the creative industries they 
are preparing to join.”88 Notably, Wallace declares that the purchase of the 14th Street Playhouse 
was not inspired by Georgia’s tax incentives that have made the state one of the top film production 
companies.89
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SCAD Atlanta has also created a new museum called SCAD FASH, which is dedicated to fashion and 
film. The museum’s first exhibition features more than sixty garments that celebrate the “illustrious life 
and designs” of Oscar de la Renta.90  Many of the garments belong to “SCAD’s permanent collection, 
or donations from collectors and celebrities who worked with Oscar de la Renta before his death in 
2014 and the pieces on display were worn by celebrities such as Maggie Gyllenhaal, Sarah Jessica 
Parker, and Taylor Swift.”91  As Washington’s Top News notes, “A red silk dress covered in delicate 
ruffles that Beyonce wore in a Vogue magazine photo spread stands alone on a pedestal, surrounded 
by curved black plastic adding drama for Instagram photos.”92  SCAD officials are currently planning 
future exhibitions and their goal is to provide a link between fashion and film. 93

The Savannah College of Art and Design, and Governor Nathan Deal, assure prospective students 
that obtaining a degree in film will secure them a career in the future. SCAD even uses a quote 
from Gov. Deal to garner appeal for their new program: Programs such as this new degree at SCAD 
Atlanta form a network of training and education that will keep Georgia on the cutting edge of film 
and television production, will attract more high profile projects to the state and will allow talented 
Georgians to practice their trade here at home.”94 

Prospective students are lured in by SCAD’s promise to meet film industry elites, participate in “star-
studded events”95 and to make friends with celebrity guests. Consequently, students will spend 
thousands of dollars on tuition in order to obtain a degree in hopes to appeal to Hollywood.

Interestingly, the Savannah College of Art is not a member of the Association of Independent 
Colleges of Art and Design, nor is the school accredited by the National Association of Schools of 
Art and Design.96 Less emphasis is placed on the importance of artistic creativity, while vocational 
skills and job marketability have become the Savannah College of Art’s selling point.  Using witty 
marketing, SCAD repeats the term “creative career” throughout its website--alliteration is nice. While 
it is undeniable that a job is a necessity, does having a career outweigh the benefits of learning for the 
sake of learning? And, are there jobs to really support these students in their chosen fields when they 
graduate? 

In 1993, the Savannah College of Art and Design was placed on the American Association of 
University Professors’ censure list for unjustly dismissing two faculty members, and denying them 
academic due process.97 In 2010, SCAD made attempts to change official school policy in order 
to meet the standards of AAUP, and by 2011, the only requirement the school had left was an on 
campus meeting from an AAUP representative. After numerous cancellations, SCAD president, 
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Paula Wallace, had concerns about the confidentiality of the school’s results.98 SCAD sent a detailed 
Settlement and Confidentiality Agreement and General Release of All Claims demanding three 
conditions for the visit. As reported by the American Association of Universities’ Academic Freedom 
and Tenure: Savannah College of Art and Design report, “The first of these (conditions) was that the 
AAUP would remove the censure. However, it was well known at SCAD that the AAUP can remove 
the censure only at its annual meeting. The second condition in the sentence was that the AAUP 
remove from its website the damaging 1993 report on SCAD. The last of the three conditions were 
that the AAUP representative sign a confidentiality and nondisclosure agreement and allow that 
SCAD had “sole discretion in determining the itinerary,” limiting where the representative could go 
on campus, whom could be interviewed, and what topics could be discussed.” which hardly inspires 
confidence in academic freedom at SCAD).”  Paula Wallace wanted to pay off the university’s ex-
professors.”99 The AAUP came to the conclusion that the Savannah College of Art and Design limited 
individuals from “seeking the truth,” thus stating, “academic freedom is sorely deficient.” 

The Savannah College of Art and Design has a history of indiscretion; therefore, it has been difficult to 
find reports about how the university is funding the new establishments created for their new Film and 
Entertainment degrees. As stated by Fresh Loaf: News, Arts, Pop Culture, Politics, “I know current 
and former teachers and students at SCAD, none of whom complain about inadequate instruction or 
crummy facilities. No, they all complain (if they’re not too scared) about the Big Brother-like mentality 
and infectious paranoia of the school administration.” It’s also interesting to note that in 2011, SCAD 
president, Paula Wallace, made a reported 2 million dollars a year, which is more than the presidents 
of much larger and more prestigious schools like Columbia, Harvard, or Yale.100 

As these studies suggest, Georgia should be cautious about how it spends its limited tax dollars, 
especially as a state with lower tax revenues and slower recovery from the Great Recession than 
many other states.101 Expenditures, such as tax incentive programs, need to be carefully considered 
and the ramifications need to be clearly addressed. When states choose to invest in tax incentive 
programs that purport to attract business investment and jobs, they are sacrificing spending in 
other areas. Accordingly, these investments need to be evaluated seriously and regularly.102 This is 
especially true in regards to the film and television industry, which have no direct link to job creation 
and instead seem to cost the taxpayer. As Jan Moller, a critic of Louisiana’s film program, and the 
director of the Louisiana Budget Project has stated, “A dollar you spend on films is a dollar you’re not 
spending on education or health care or to repair a bridge or put cops on the street or whatever else 
you think we should be doing.”103 It is also clear that as soon as tax incentives dry up or are better 
elsewhere, the associated jobs disappear. California has tripled the size of its incentives program 
to $330 million annually and four television shows are relocating to California--each production is 
rewarded with a special 25% tax credit.104 California is ready to bring movie production back to its 
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state; however, Governor Nathan Deal aims to “overcome the back-and-forth of state legislatures 
that have traditionally bedeviled local incentives.”105 Gov. Deal believes that establishing higher 
education programs through the High Demand Career Initiative, continuing to offer generous tax 
credits, and developing the Georgia Film Academy will make the state a permanent residence for film 
and television production. Gov. Deal assures, “If you get caught in the trap of having to defend tax 
credits to the entertainment industry vs. having to not use that money for things like education, then 
sometimes it is hard to defend. We have avoided being caught in that trap.”106

Through the increased use of tax incentives, it is clear that there has been a shift in how public 
monies are distributed and spent across the United States. Until governments calculate the true costs 
of business focused tax incentive programs, the taxpayer will continue to bear the burden in the form 
of increased taxes coupled with decreased services.
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CREATIVITY, COMMERCE AND SPECULATION:
GEORGIA STATE’S SHIFTING INSTITUTIONAL PRIORITIES

Augmented by a $22.8 million dollar contribution from the Woodruff Foundation, Georgia State 
University is creating a Creative Media Industries Institute (CMII). A three-story building formerly 
owned by SunTrust Bank will be repurposed into a powerful new business on the Institutional model. 
While many details are still in flux, according to GSU promotion and marketing the Institute promises 
to usher in a new era of market-ready students eager to be consumed by the burgeoning commercial-
arts industry in Georgia. The ideas are bold and the method is unproven, but this new venture could 
mean the beginning of another successful economic campaign in Atlanta that exploits the creative 
laborer as a commodity for financial and cultural gain. As students willingly funnel themselves into the 
machine, will this maverick project serve to close inequality gaps, or widen them?

David Cheshier, the current chair of GSU’s Communication department, is leaving his position to 
focus his energies on the development of the CMII. His desire to move outside GSU’s educational 
model is clear: “All around us, we have got to scramble in higher education to adjust to changes in 
the media industry and how we change the way we educate students.”107 This means shifting from the 
university model of GSU’s existing arts and communications programs toward the institute model. In 
an article demarcating different institutions of higher learning, the College Times stated that institutes 
“often provide vocational training for less than 4 years, i.e. ITT Technical Institute (especially in 
the United States; other countries usually have ‘technical colleges’).”108 An institute offers students 

107  “Georgia State Receives ‘Transformational’ Gift for Media Institute,” EAB November 26, 2014, accessed Novem-
ber 11, 2015, https://www.eab.com/daily-briefing/2014/11/26/georgia-state-receives-transformational-gift-for-media-insti-
tute.
108  Jesse Nickles, “Institutions: University vs. College vs. Institute vs. Academy vs. School: What’s the Actual Differ-
ence?” College Times (June 11, 2014), accessed December 2, 2015, https://collegetimes.co/institutions/.

Cornerstone of Creativity, an illustration of the future CMII by William Inman. Found in the Georgia State 

University Magazine
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classes that teach skills as opposed to a university that focuses on a liberal arts education centering 
on objective analysis and evaluation of issues. The challenges that arise in only offering work-
ready programming is that critical thinking is often left out of class material and students are only 
prepared for the job for which they were trained. The hopes of Director Cheshier are to provide a 
comprehensive program that bridges an institutional model with that of a liberal arts college; thus 
arming students with the benefits of both types of schools and an ability to tailor their education to 
their needs.

As this shift in designation suggests, GSU’s new Institute will have a strong vocational component, 
and according to a 2014 Creative Loafing article will be “designed to give students a better chance to 
land jobs in music, film, game, or media industries”.109 The CMII also promises to offer customizable 
degrees that will combine technical skill courses with business classes. Furthermore, the program will 
offer the option to combine majors. For example, students will be able to create a customized major 
joining Computer Science and Video Game Design. “The idea,” ArtsATL explains, “is to allow students 
to map majors to suit their goals. For example, a student may start out as a computer science major 
but have an interest in video gaming and create his own interdisciplinary program of the two related 
fields.”110 In theory, this proposed malleable curriculum will allow students to combine media in fresh 
ways. It should also allow aspiring business owners to learn the financial realities of their chosen 
disciplines.

Although promising, such a plan might be challenging given the red tape current degree-seeking 
students encounter. In the MFA program, graduate students receive conflicting information from 
different professors and directors regarding graduation requirements. Given that this is happening 
in a 60-plus-year-old program, how will the CMII oversee graduation plans for students seeking 

109  Max Blau, “GSU Receives $22.8 Million Donation for Media Production Center Near Woodruff Park,” Creative 
Loafing (November 24, 2014), accessed November 3, 2015, http://clatl.com/freshloaf/archives/2014/11/24/gsu-receives-
228-million-donation-for-media-production-center-near-woodruff-park.
110  Jeff Stafford, “Georgia’s University System Launches Initiatives to Train Students for Film Industry,” Arts ATL 
(June 9, 2015), accessed November 15, 2015, http://www.artsatl.com/2015/06/film-industry-georgia-state-university/.

An illustration of the planned CMII building by William Inman, from the Georgia State University Magazine.
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a CMII degree? Additionally, if the School of Art & Design were to fall under the direction of the 
CMII, how will the implementation of a corporate model affect the structure of a traditional liberal 
arts program? Albeit a coup for students eager to develop their own course of study, the program’s 
various certification programs may end up churning out students only able to fill entry-level positions. 
Unfortunately, the specifics are still under discussion, leaving it unclear just how many job-training 
programs the CMII will establish.

Counter to this notion, Cheshier presents the emerging CMII as a well-funded, cutting-edge program 
poised to produce industry-ready graduates and transform downtown Atlanta. The visibility of the 
CMII building is central to Cheshier’s plan for the Institute. Renderings depict bustling activity within 
the large windows on the first floor, strategically placed at the turning point of the streetcar. Cheshier 
stated, “we will build an iconic presence for creative industry programs in the heart of campus, visible 
to everyone who visits Atlanta and takes the Streetcar.”111 

The new institute’s sleek appearance is sure to attract a broader base of industry-oriented students, 
and Cheshier makes a good case for prioritizing job-market readiness in the curriculum. The plan to 
secure creative jobs for young graduates and to diversify Georgia’s creative class along the way 
sounds like an ambitious and admirable goal. However, the forthcoming institution’s glowing press 
seems naïvely optimistic and leads one to consider the attainability of its claims and the possible 
downsides to assessing creative success in financial terms.

In the hopes of emulating the success of other creativity-focused programs, Cheshier has researched 
and visited other institutions that have implemented a similar model. Such schools include the 
Maine Media Workshops and the United Kingdom’s Institute of Telecommunications Professionals 
(ITP). On the purely academic end of the spectrum, Maine Media Workshops and College, renamed 
from Rockport college on August 24, 2007, confers associate and master’s degrees in the arts112. 
MMW+C courts students on the promise of creative expression as its own reward. “MMW+C 
embraces historical processes as well as leading-edge technologies in image making and narrative 
expression. MMW+C is committed to fostering creativity, culture, and human communication in the 

111  Andrea Jones, “New Media Production Center to Revitalize Woodruff Park Area at Georgia State,” Georgia State 
University News (November 21, 2014), accessed November 14, 2015, http://news.gsu.edu/2014/11/21/new-media-pro-
duction-center-revitalize-woodruff-park-area-georgia-state/.
112 Ibid.

Architectural rendering of the CMII building.
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world.”113 Additionally, MMW+C offers a wide range of certification, workshop, and degree programs, 
and boasts a wide range of film technology. However, claims of their workplace applicability and job 
placement rates are conspicuously absent from the school’s mission statement, and their website 
in general.114 Is this omission meant to pivot the conversation of success away from the bias of 
economic metrics, or simply an indicator of an underperforming school? 

Although the CMII’s fields of study overlap with MMW+C, Cheshier’s focus on job placement 
and industry seems more closely akin to the ITP. The ITP outlines an apprenticeship program for 
funneling talented young creatives into telecommunications corporations. According to their online 
statement, ITP “will aim to provide a constant flow of well-trained, highly-qualified individuals into 
the businesses who need them. We are committed to working with organizations in partnership.”115 
On the ITP apprenticeship application page, they boast that “since our launch in March 2013 we 
have created more than 50 jobs in the telecoms industry.” However, due to the difficulty finding 
permanent positions, it appears that more and more telecoms graduates are remaining in these 
low-paid, tenuous positions. There are currently more UK apprentices in telecommunications than in 
any other field, yet at an average annual wage of £9,582, they are the second-lowest earners among 
fourteen apprenticeship categories.116 With an Institute thriving on tuition and a pool of corporations 
reaping the benefits of cheap, highly competitive labor, the only ones who suffer are the numerous 
ITP graduates paying off student loans on scant wages, all in the hopes of eventual prosperity and 
creative fulfillment. 

Though no evidence has surfaced suggesting that ITP receives financial incentives from corporations, 
it is difficult to deny the ITP’s symbiotic relationship with its students’ prospective job providers. 
By attracting more trainees with promises of a booming market, the job market grows even more 
competitive from further saturation. We can speculate that Cheshier has the best of intentions for 
incoming students and for Atlanta in general, but questions arise regarding the CMII’s potential 
to create a similar oversaturation of media-industry jobs if industry growth fails to live up to 
expectations.117

Given the blurriness of the CMII itinerary and a general unbridled optimism on the part of the school 
and the local press, it’s difficult to discern which of this project’s promises are based upon careful 
research of Georgia’s unique market conditions, and which are based on speculation from current, 
possibly unsustainable growth. Even positive articles contain troubling undercurrents. A Wall Street 
Journal article about Georgia’s growing entertainment sector points out that Georgia’s lower wages 
incentivize film industry growth:

The union salary for a ‘grip’ who works with a camera crew can start at nearly $38 an hour in 
California. The same position, unionized through the local chapter, pays about $26 an hour in 
Georgia. Taking into account union and pension contributions, labor costs for that position in Georgia 
are about 25% lower than in California.118

113  “Mission, Goals, and Objectives,” Maine Media Workshops and College (2015), accessed November 25, 2015, 
http://www.mainemedia.edu/workshops/about/mission-goals-objectives.
114  “Maine Media Workshops and College,” (2015), accessed November 25, 2015, http://www.mainemedia.edu/.
115  “About Us,” ITP (2011), accessed November 19, 2015, https://www.theitp.org/about_us/
116  “Apprenticeships Average Salary,” Reed (2015), accessed November 20, 2015, http://www.reed.co.uk/aver-
age-salary/apprenticeships.
117  Cameron McWhirter and Erich Schwartzel. “Georgia’s Booming Film Industry Produces Shortage of Crew Mem-
bers,” Wall Street Journal (February 6, 2015), accessed November 13, 2015, http://www.wsj.com/articles/georgias-boom-
ing-film-industry-produces-shortage-of-crew-members-1423242778.
118  Ibid.
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Although lower wages for grips in Georgia are an incentive for movie producers, they’re hardly 
inspiring for prospective students of the CMII. Consider the difficulty of paying back student loans on 
this wage. GSU tuition and fees come to $8,240 per year for in-state tuition, and $22,808 for out-
of-state. CMII tuition rates remain undisclosed, but promise to be at least that high, and probably 
considerably higher.119 Despite the sunny outlook of the media coverage, a degree is no guarantee of 
steady employment within the field. The Wall Street Journal introduced a somber note lacking in local 
coverage: “Other states have tried building a local entertainment workforce, with varying degrees of 
success.” Michigan, for instance, introduced a worker-training tax incentive in 2008, “but the training 
incentive couldn’t be used in conjunction with a production incentive, so it was dropped in 2011.”120 
Hopefully Georgia Governor Nathan Deal will not be so quick to withdraw tax incentives if the film 
boom begins to fade. As with ITP’s struggling interns, however, the parallels demand consideration.

Currently, the state of Georgia offers tax benefits that equal up to 30% of production costs of film and 
TV projects costing $500,000 or more to produce. The benefit appears as a tax credit for 20% of the 
production costs as long as Georgia businesses are used, and a 10% bonus credit is applied if the 
project includes an embedded Georgia logo and link to tourgeorgiafilm.com appears on the project’s 
accompanying website.121

In addition to tax breaks, the Georgia Department of Economic Development (GDED) boasts that 
the state is home to camera-ready actors and production vendors such as casting companies, post 
production facilities, sound designers, props and wardrobe, and more.122 Furthermore, Georgia 
sponsors the “Camera Ready Communities” program which provides a local liaison in over 136 
counties that helps with “scouting, permitting and other production needs.” 123 124

In addition to film production, Georgia also offers the same tax benefits for interactive and gaming 
companies doing business in the state.  The Georgia Gaming Guide125 claims 75 gaming companies 
in the state and over 2,000 students enrolled in interactive design or full gaming programs at more 
than a dozen colleges or universities, of which Georgia State University is mapped as one.126

Among the other benefits of Georgia, and specifically the Atlanta area, the GDED expects for the 
population to grow exponentially (4.6 million more people in-state by 2030, and 100,000 more people 
in Atlanta area each year). Additionally, half of the Atlanta population is between the ages of 20-54, 
the city offers a plethora of college graduates (44,000 yearly in University System of Georgia) and the 
highest college enrollment of any major education center, and Atlanta has the second highest growth 
in the number of degrees earned in the nation.127

The local press, confident in Atlanta’s growing prominence in the entertainment industry, eagerly 
awaits the CMII. ArtsATL and Creative Loafing applaud the Institute’s technophilic, business-savvy 

119  Gabbie Watts, “GSU Develops New Institute to Turn Creativity Into Careers,” WABE (June 25, 2015), accessed 
November 1, 2015, http://news.wabe.org/post/gsu-develops-new-institute-turn-creativity-careers.
120  McWhirter and Schwartzel, “Georgia’s Booming Film Industry.”
121  “Production Incentives,” Georgia.org, accessed November 12, 2015, http://www.georgia.org/industries/entertain-
ment/production-incentives/
122  Ibid.
123  Ibid.
124  “Camera-ready Communities,” Georgia.org, accessed November 12, 2015, http://www.georgia.org/industries/en-
tertainment/georgia-film-tv-production/camera-ready-communities/
125  “Georgia Gaming Guide,” Georgia.org, accessed November 12, 2015, http://www.georgia.org/wp-content/up-
loads/2013/09/2014-Georgia-Gaming-Map.pdf
126  Ibid. p. 4.
127  “Digital Entertainment” Georgia.org, accessed November 12, 2015, http://www.georgia.org/industries/entertain-
ment/digital-entertainment/
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mission statement as an astute adaptation to changing circumstances. In an interview with Creative 
Loafing, Cheshier expressed this urgent need to stay abreast of industry development: “With studios 
breaking ground every day, I felt like [GSU] had a short window to play a role in making the film 
industry in Georgia [a permanent one]… The Woodruff gift came at the perfect time.”128

As the news media portrays it, Cheshier’s new model appears altogether positive: incoming creative-
media students will exercise a new level of freedom and agency, choosing from among a broad array 
of courses to custom-build innovative degrees, then enter the workforce to employ this balance of 
technical and business expertise. But it does not appear anyone is addressing how these changes 
will affect the already-established businesses and residents of the area.

Urban theorist Richard Florida studies how urban environments are being changed through the rise of 
the creative class. His research and writing point to several examples of how these changes both 
positively and negatively affect the many layers making up an urban environment. In a 2012 NPR Talk 
of the Nation interview, Florida proposes that reinvigorating older parts of cities and repurposing 
existing buildings offers a better footing for creative endeavors to be explored over new buildings and 
highrise towers.129 This is because diversity and density within cities foster creative development as 
different groups of people can live and work together to brainstorm new ideas. This also presupposes 
that such areas will draw creatives to live and work there, but this can only happen when such areas 
offer affordable living. Challenges arise when prices are too high for mid-to-low-income creative 
people to thrive.

Florida’s research provides a model for assessing GSU’s planned remodeling of west downtown 
Atlanta. For example, one might ask how an influx of creative students (i.e. creatives) attending 
programming at the CMII might open the door to increased property values in the area? Could 
highlighting the new CMII buildings with open windows and sparkling monitors visible to passing cars 
and pedestrians assist in bringing more businesses and wealthier patrons and students to the GSU 
campus/downtown?

128  Blau, “GSU Receives $22.8 Million Donation.” 
129  Neal Conan, “Want to Make a Creative City? Build Out Not Up,” NPR Talk of the Nation (July 31, 2012) accessed 
November 25, 2015.

Interior archotectural rendering of the CMII
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In applying for the $22.8 million Woodruff grant, GSU provided plans on revamping more than just 
the site of the new CMII building. Their plans included thorough streetscaping, tying into GSU’s larger 
plans to increase its visibility and “revitalize”130 adjoining Woodruff Park. The Education Advisory 
Board says the CMII is “only the latest development in a multiyear $266 million investment by GSU 
to redevelop the Woodruff Park area in downtown Atlanta.”131 Framing Woodruff Park and just steps 
away from the new CMII building, 55 Park Place now houses the J. Mack Robinson School of 
Business, the Suntrust Building now serves as home base for the College of Arts and Sciences, and 
the new $82.5 million College of Law building at the end of the block is nearly complete.  Additional 
planning of the area includes the development of high-end student living and an entrepreneurial 
center just blocks away from the CMII. According to Georgia State President Mark Becker:

[Investment in the east side of Woodruff Park] is happening at a time when real estate on the 
southern end and the western side of Woodruff Park are undergoing new renovations and new uses. 
Throw in the opening of the Atlanta Streetcar and it’s easy to say that the development around the 
park is at an all-time high. Georgia State continues to lead the way on adaptive reuse of downtown 
buildings.132

In looking at the original renderings of the proposed CMII building, only Caucasian young adults are 
featured standing on sidewalks as high-end cars such as Mercedes, BMWs, and Bentleys cruise by. 
Fortunately, the new renderings include a more diverse collection of people and automobiles.

Although these proposed changes will provide benefits to new students and tourists, they may 
provide obstacles to longtime residents and small business owners in the area. In Florida’s article 
“The Closest Look Yet at Gentrification and Displacement”, he explores how gentrification can 
improve an area economically, but also push out and make life worse for those who are most 
disadvantaged133. In applying this duplicity to downtown Atlanta, we can look at how Woodruff Park 
has served as a meeting place for many of downtown Atlanta’s homeless and some local residents. 
If the intent is to “improve” the area around the CMII, what might this mean for these longtime 
inhabitants? The homeless shelter at Peachtree and Pine may serve as a model for how the city 
might seek to push out this population in an effort to “clean up” a desirable area. Additionally, Auburn 
Avenue, a historically black business area now seeing revitalization, has already been experiencing 
challenges with holding on to its identity as new businesses move in. It is uncertain how west 
downtown’s rich history will be affected by the many changes happening in and around the area. 
Finally, if prices continue to rise, this could affect what kinds of students can live and commingle in or 
near GSU’s campus. If only wealthy students can afford to live downtown, how does this change the 
student body and the area’s diversity?

In moving forward with additional plans to “revitalize” the downtown area, it is imperative that GSU 
not only consider how it will bring in more patrons and students but also how their actions will 
affect the established neighborhood. In driving out cultural diversity, Florida argues we also drive 
out creativity, which thrives on chance collaboration between diverse individuals134. If the goal is to 
create a significant hub of media creativity, it is vital that GSU invest in supporting those residents 
and longtime business owners near and around Woodruff Park. Additionally, it is the responsibility of 
the CMII to encourage the development of critical thinking skills beyond that of technical ones. Doing 

130  Andrea Jones, “New Media Production Center to Revitalize Woodruff Park Area at Georgia State,” Georgia State 
University (November 21, 2015), accessed December 8, 2015.
131 Ibid.
132 Ibid.
133 Richard Florida, “The Closest Look Yet at Gentrification and Displacement,” CityLab (November 2, 2015), ac-
cessed November 25, 2015.
134 Richard Florida, “The Closest Look Yet at Gentrification and Displacement,” CityLab (November 2, 2015), ac-
cessed November 25, 2015.
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so ensures the continuation of a student’s personal growth and employment beyond the entry-level 
positions provided by a fluctuating film industry. Atlanta’s symbol is the phoenix, but that does not 
mean GSU must burn down and rebuild what is already working. While adapting to Atlanta’s constant 
expansion and market fluctuations, the CMII and the school as a whole should build onto and 
strengthen the solid foundation established more than sixty years ago.

ADDENDUM: PROSPECTIVE INTERVIEW WITH DAVID CHESHIER*:

1. What percentage of media/arts graduates have found job placement within creative industries or 
academia?

DC: I don’t have those numbers on hand but I’m sure it could use improvement, such that the CMII 
would provide. In fact, I’m confident that we can triple the number of workforce-ready graduates 
produced annually by Georgia State’s Communication department.

2. It seems contradictory to speak of tripling the amount of “workforce-ready” graduates without 
information on job placement, current or projected. And, you know, since one of the CMII’s primary 
claims seems to be industry relevance...

DC: I’m sorry, you seem to have trailed off there.

3. How do you plan to blend the liberal arts approach with the more entrepreneurial model? Will 
students be able to work certification programs into larger degrees?

DC: We don’t have plans right now to incorporate certificate programs into our curricula, but students 
are and have always been able to transfer into GSU from other universities, provided they apply and 
are accepted. Our goals for the CMII will allow students to choose the educational path that’s right for 
them; that best fits our idea of professional readiness without compromising academic integrity. It’s 
important to make Georgia, and GSU, a leader in the creative-workforce production field.

4. Since the Woodruff Foundation’s $22.8 million contribution will be used to renovate the CMII 
building and finance streetscaping around it, that money will be going directly to private contractors. It 
sounds like that could leave the school itself in a precarious position.

DC: Is there a question? I don’t hear a question. Next question.

5. How will the faculty be supported?

DC: I’m glad you asked that. Faculty are the lifeblood of our institution. They’re incredibly important. 
We plan to support them very well. Without faculty students wouldn’t have any way to learn the 
professional skills they will be learning at the CMII. I mean, Photoshop is a really hard program to 
learn. Combine that with learning how to fetch coffee as a PA, and you’ve got almost insurmountable 
obstacles to economic prosperity for all. If there were no teachers, well, I suppose they could look up 
tutorials on YouTube or something. But they shouldn’t do that because, I mean, everyone knows you 
can’t trust anything given away for free. So, yes, faculty will be supported.
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6. How will CMII pay the salaries of the industry professionals you’re hiring? Will they become full 
faculty?

DC: Excellent question. I can see you have a knack for the deep thoughts. We plan to utilize strategic 
partnerships with existing corporate sponsors to maximize our synergy. We plan to create a vertically-
integrated ecology that allows for economic throughput from those with to those without. Industry 
professionals are very interested in giving back to the community so we plan to leverage that desire 
to minimize our direct responsibility toward compensatory action. If faculty positions become available 
industry professionals are more than welcome to apply for the position along with everyone else.

7. You mentioned a fifth-year MFA as an addition to music and art BA degrees. How would that work 
(as opposed to the three-year MFA)?

DC: The fifth-year MFA would allow students to complete their undergraduate and master’s degrees 
simultaneously after five years of education at GSU instead of the current seven years it now takes 
to earn an undergraduate and graduate degree. We believe the accelerated timeline will facilitate the 
decrease of time between beginning a degree and finishing it, so that our graduates can enter the 
workforce that much sooner.

8. Diversity crisis: Will there be a focus on faculty diversity as you build the CMII’s workforce?

DC: Yes.

9. Visibility of a media capital: You mentioned the importance of visibility, stressing the outward-facing 
image of the CMII, since production will be happening on the first floor. Might this conflict with the 
quality of classes taught, and student focus, to always be on public view?

DC: It’s important that we show the outside world how active our institute will be. This focus on activity 
and presentation will bring more attention to the institute to those who look inside from the outside. 
They’ll see how cool everything looks and feel left out; this will, in turn, bring in more students, more 
donors, more sponsorships and more success for all.

10. The entrepreneurial focus for those that choose it sounds like a positive move, especially in terms 
of job placement. However, in celebrating the growth of entertainment-based media (for instance, 
you’ve championed Tyler Perry’s films in previous interviews) the criteria for success seem chiefly 
based around a work’s fame and financial success. Since GSU is a research university, can you 
incentivize intellectual rigor and focus some on the conceptual side?

DC: Yes.

11. The ‘menu’ of classes that students can choose from, moving freely between disciplines, will 
certainly allow a great deal of flexibility. Are there core requirements, or simply a certain number of 
course hours that will constitute a degree? And again, if the hours are mainly comprised of technical-
proficiency courses learning software and entrepreneurial skills, where is the liberal arts aspect to 
impart non-monetizable critical thinking skills?

DC: Can you repeat the question?
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12. The ‘menu’ of classes that students can choose from, moving freely between disciplines, will 
certainly allow a great deal of flexibility. Are there core requirements, or simply a certain number of 
course hours that will constitute a degree? And again, if the hours are mainly comprised of technical-
proficiency courses learning software and entrepreneurial skills, where is the liberal arts aspect to 
impart non-monetizable critical thinking skills?

DC: Oh, okay thank you. Yes, we hope to have core requirements for success. Since we’re still in the 
early stages and haven’t secured funding for anything but the building, we can’t say for sure what the 
curricula will look like exactly, but I can tell you that GSU has excellent classes in the liberal arts that 
students can take if they so choose.

13. For students who want to join the film, game, or music industry workforce, will there be free-
standing certification programs without getting a larger degree? The cost/benefit analysis of going to 
college for five years to work an entry-level position seems problematic.

DC: We haven’t finalized any direct curriculum, but we hope students will want to join the film, game, 
or music industry workforce after graduating. It’s important for students to invest time learning various 
skills so that they’ll be ready when they eventually get promoted. Although by that time most of the 
technical skills they’ve learned will be out of date so they’ll have to do some refreshers on YouTube.

14. Can you give more details of the relationship with Georgia Research Alliance and what types of 
support they are offering for the CMII?

DC: Their support is forthcoming, but the details are still under negotiation.

15. What classes/areas of study are currently being offered by CMII?

DC: Currently? None, we haven’t finished building yet. When we open you can be sure there will be 
classes offered in areas of study.

16. How do you feel about the new City of Atlanta paid movie job training program?

DC: I think all learning is great, but the CMII will provide superior training because students will be 
paying tuition and have access to the full resources of the university and facilities their fees pay for. 
Ultimately, whatever keeps the dollars flowing into Atlanta temporarily before being sent back to the 
studios in California is good. We’ll do whatever we can to make sure GSU and its contractors receive 
a return on their investment in this promising institute of professional training. That’s all the time I 
have today. Thank you for your insightful and relevant inquiry.

 

* We had an interview scheduled for November 10, 2015 which was cancelled by David Cheshier via email on November 
9 and rescheduled for November 11. We went to his office on November 11 and waited 30 minutes. No attempt to 
reschedule was made. Because of our inability to meet with him, though based on research, this interview is fictional.
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