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I love that we were in New York City for our 70th anniversary, 
because our NAEA National Convention always seems a little 
more lit up there.

I love the Convention after-effect that’s like the dancing-in-
the-stars scene in La La Land—the electric jolt of energy that 
radiates from 7,000+ art educators abuzz in a single moment in 
time—and I love how this epic event continues to nurture and 
support the evolution of our community and our field.

I love what comes next—all that flows out of the Convention. 
When 7,000+ art educators return home abuzz with new 
ideas and aroused passion, we are capable of accomplishing 
tremendous things—that is a good thing!

The Convention theme, The Challenge of Change, inspired 
high-concept thinking—it helped us see how challenges in our 
field have been met throughout NAEA’s history and it helped us 
envision how we might face the demands confronting us today.

In fact, the demands of change challenge us to seize the 
moment—to tap into the empowerment and support provided 
through the 18,000 active members of the NAEA community—
and to take heart in Gandhi’s message to be the change you want 
to see in the world. We are living in a world of new and emerging 
realities unforeseen in our lifetime. While I would like to say 
NAEA can see the future, we cannot.

We understand the importance of perspective—and how objects 
in the immediate foreground may take on new meanings with 
the benefit of space and time; perhaps everything about the 
angry and often times ugly 2016 election will pass. The country 
will heal. And historians will get the last word on what it all 
means.

After conversations with so many of you, most of us agree that 
this election cycle felt odd and oddly disconcerting. I am not 
talking about the results of the election. In a democracy, we elect 
a president for all the people. Mr. Trump won and we wish him 
well.

The disconcert I am referring to is the image of America 
reflected back to us by the election process. We would like to 
think of ourselves as a proudly united people, sharing common 
values and a common sense of right and wrong. Instead, we seem 
to have entered an era in which the very concepts of rightness 
and wrongness are negotiable based on personal identity 
and political persuasion. With apologies to the late Senator 
Moynihan, we are navigating a landscape where everyone is 
not only entitled to their own opinion—but to their own set 
of facts. There are many explanations cited for why this is so: a 
burgeoning and largely unchecked social media; a traditional 
establishment media in retreat; an economy producing jobs but 
not necessarily good, high paying jobs; the pent up frustrations 
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of ignored and otherwise disrespected voters in what is 
disparagingly, wrongly, and foolishly called fly over country.

Amid the easy answers I see a difficult truth—an over-zealous 
approach to identity politics; no matter who practices it, such 
an approach can produce unsettling and counter-productive 
results. When the I of self-interest shouts down the we of 
consensus seeking, our common interests diverge and the 
commonwealth weakens.

It does remind us that democracy cannot be a zero sum game, 
and that the identity politics of some cannot lead to the social 
exclusion of others.

At NAEA, we believe that diversity is a source of strength, 
whether in a body politic or in the diverse places where 
learning happens. The 2016 election has taught us important 
lessons. First, an overly broad reliance on identity politics can 
trigger a host of unintended consequences. Second, diversity 
must foster widely shared feelings of social cohesion and 
economic integration.

And, I would argue that art educators are uniquely equipped to 
provide a laboratory not just for art and learning, but also for 
the spread of democracy itself. In our position statement on art 
education and social justice, NAEA upholds the importance of 
art education “to raise critical consciousness, foster empathy 
and respect for others, build community, and motivate people to 
promote positive social change.”1

In addition to learning from one other, let’s consider how the 
basic cognitive skills we nurture in students can make a critical 
difference in a politically polarized environment. I am referring 
to recognition, perception, sensitivity, imagination, and the 
integration skills needed to make sense of the wider world.2

By fostering diversity and nurturing non-linear approaches to 
student thinking and learning, art educators work to meet both 
the challenge of our times and the demands of change. These are 
factors of the art education profession and are within our power 
to heavily influence if not control.

As the new Administration transitions from plan to action, we 
will continue to step up as the nation’s leading professional 
organization for visual arts education. Leadership means 
communicating with and supporting NAEA members 
throughout our community on critical issues, organizing 
grassroots outreach, and assuring that elected officials and 
policymakers on Capitol Hill and at the U.S. Department of 
Education understand the concerns of our members.

We will also work to build a more perfect union from within the 
arts education community itself. Just as a diverse group of 
learners creates a more dynamic art education experience, a 
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