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1. PROJECT DESCRIPTION

Otis College of Art and Design in Los Angeles will engage in a multidisciplinary art and design project during the Fall 2008 with residents of Laton, California, a small farming community in the San Joaquin Valley. 

Sponsored by the Ford Foundation, this project includes Otis students at every level of study –from high school students (OTEAM: Otis Teens, Educators, Artists and Mentors), to undergraduates (Integrated Learning Program), to graduate students (MFA in Public Practice program) – who will discover with residents, cultural and community leaders ways in which they can effectively support the town through creative production and public scholarship.

In June 2008 a faculty planning team, including project planners, classroom teachers, and advanced students, made an initial visit to Laton, California, to meet with a selected group of local leaders and business people. On the way there they visited with Dolores Huerta, co-founder of the United Farmworkers Union, and with regional farmers. From an initial three-day conversation with Laton residents, Otis agreed to site four courses in the town over the course of the Fall 2008 semester, each bringing resources as identified as needed by local partners (such as materials for production and exhibition). Otis courses are partnering with the Laton Unified School District, including students and teachers at both high school and middle schools, and with families as supported by the Neighborhood Activity Center, a local agency and service provider. A Laton Community Advisory Group will be established to work with the Otis administrative and faculty team on the planning and implementation of a series of projects.

In August 2008 an interdisciplinary group of 8 faculty and 40 students from the College’s Integrated Learning, OTEAM, and MFA Programs will be introduced to fieldwork with a three-day preparation workshop at the Otis campus. Subsequently, students and faculty will spend an intensive week in Laton, working in schools, on farms and in the town, with various institutions and organizations. After returning to the Otis campus for the beginning of the Fall semester, these students will complete reflection, analysis, and creative projects—all of which will be realized and reported to residents at the end of the program. 

The August field trip also serves as a first point of contact for an advanced group of practitioners, including 10 MFA students and Otis alumni, who will continue to work in the community over several months on individual or collective projects in collaboration with residents. Community members, designated as a Community Advisory Group, will provide ongoing local guidance and expertise to facilitate this aspect of the partnership. 

Even Otis faculty are framed as “learners” within a uniquely conceived “faculty seminar course” led by a public scholar, providing opportunities for faculty reflection, reading, and an opportunity to enhance synthesis and sharing of rural, ecological, environmental themes emerging from this project. We will communicate with Otis staff, community partners and the general public on topics of mutual interest through a dedicated Wiki website hosted by the College (http://wikis.otis.edu/sjv).

In January 2009 exhibitions that include a middle-school garden and photographic project, a high school video game design, a series of illustrated family chronologies for the web, and so on will be staged in Laton and on the Otis campus. Community evaluations and residents reflections will be combined with evaluation of Otis student and faculty learning, using criteria and indicators suggested by all participants. 

Through this Project Otis will explore a campus-wide, multi-level integration of several curricula within a common site, offering an opportunity for more impact within the community. This project will provide a unique learning opportunity for our interdisciplinary students and a moment for the College to reflect on our recently developed projects and programs that serve our Strategic Plan Initiative.

2. WHY THE SAN JOAQUIN VALLEY?

The San Joaquin Valley was selected for several reasons: 1) the region has personal significance for project leadership (three leaders are from the region and two carry on creative work practices based there); 2) the project aligns with a state-sponsored strategic plan to improve the region; and 3) has social and economic factors that are relevant to both Otis’ students and community and to global trends in food production and farming, rural to urban migration, rural identity, and the environment. 

According to the California Partnership for the San Joaquin Valley created by Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger, the Valley is “A region rich in resources and important to California’s heritage, economy, environment and identity. One of the most productive agricultural regions – home to farmlands that feed the nation and the world, its people are hardworking and representative of many cultures, races and nationalities. Improving the economy and the well-being of the people of the San Joaquin Valley requires a concerted, coordinated and creative response from government and from community members.”

Coined “California’s Appalachia” based on its persistent poverty and non-resident corporate growth and land use practices, six San Joaquin Valley counties are among the 52 counties with the highest poverty rate in the United States. Although rich in resources and recognized as one of the most productive agricultural regions, it is also one of the most challenged. For example:

· Lowest reading rates among third graders; highest drop-out rates among high school students; and low college attendance rates compared to the rest of the state.

· One of only two regions in the nation to be identified by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency for repeatedly failing to meet air quality standards.

· Higher violent crime (by 24%) than other parts of the state.

· Lower access to healthcare (by 31%) than other parts of the states.

The San Joaquin Valley is quite different from most of California, with large and diverse populations of, for example, Azorean Portuguese, Assyrians, Dutch, Sikhs, and Yugoslavians. In recent years, large numbers of Pakistanis and Indochinese immigrants have arrived. The Valley made headlines during the 1960s with the end of the “Bracero Program”; the farm workers grape strikes in Delano; and the United Farm Workers organizing led by César Chavez and Dolores Huerta. Both first-generation Mexican immigrants and well-established Chicanos are enormously important populations in the San Joaquin Valley. 
The San Joaquin Valley is one of the fastest growing regions of California. During the past 10 years, the region has gained more than one million new residents. By 2005, its population reached 6.5 million, more than the population of 38 states. The expansion of suburbia into rural regions is particularly marked here, “where the growth of the traditionally agricultural San Joaquin Valley has the potential to recast the state’s political and social calculus.” (Mark Sappenfield, Christian Science Monitor, June 08). Unseen connections between rural and urban life are key to understanding many current and coming social problems, including those from oil production, hunger, and environmental degradation. 

Laton offers a rich context for a local/global learning environment. Otis College, located in Los Angeles where the smog-ridden “Inland Empire” (formerly agricultural) is an omnipresent reminder of the coming conditions predicted for the San Joaquin Valley, has been welcomed by farmers, teachers, social workers and business owners. As Wendell Berry stated in The Unsettling of America, “…if we conceive of culture as one body, which it is, we see that all of its disciplines are everybody’s business, and that the proper university product is therefore not the whittled-down, isolated mentality of expertise, but a mind competent in all its concerns. To such a mind it would be clear that there are agricultural disciplines that have nothing to do with crop production, just as there are agricultural obligations that belong to people who are not farmers.”

3. INTEGRATED LEARNING at OTIS and in LATON

Otis has a commitment to integrated, interdisciplinary, community-based and project-based learning, as exemplified by several new initiatives. In the coming year and through this Project, Otis will be creating a strategic platform to study best practices in integrating learning with the provision of real and tangible benefits to community partners. 

Laton offers a variety of resources for our learning activities, including a church donated as classroom and meeting space, a rich fabric of community life that appears quite supportive of this project, and regional expertise and volunteerism. 

From high school to college, and from the undergraduate to the graduate level, Otis College of Art and Design seeks to educate students who will demonstrate the ability to solve current and future issues as well as learn the significant impact they can make as artists/designers and innovators. Following are programmatic and curricular initiatives that support this vision and will take place in Fall 2008 in Laton: 

High School Students - O TEAM is an academy-style, sequential year-round program for Los Angeles area high school students that takes place over a three-year period (grades 10-12) and is free to all participants. The program is a college preparatory and pre-professional program, offering high school students the same dynamic instruction, access to resources, and counseling benefits as BFA students at Otis. Students are guided to progress from one level to the next, building a portfolio suitable for college admission. 

Between mid-August and mid-September, 2008, OTEAM faculty will develop a “temporary lab” in a dedicated space within classroom of Laton High School under the mentorship of agricultural and shop teachers. In this two week after school intensive, up to 10 students will work on computer equipment provided by Otis, exploring the creation of a video game, “Virtual Laton.” These students will represent their current understandings and future dreams for their town, as well as create a short, youth-centered curriculum for Los Angeles OTEAM high school students. Teachers from Otis and Laton High School will endeavor to create on-going projects via the internet between students from both regions for the balance of the academic year.

BFA Undergraduates - Integrated Learning, an interdisciplinary curriculum, extends the classroom boundaries and requires students from various departments within the College to work collaboratively on site-based projects that involve the larger community and experts from fields other than art and design. As students apply their academic learning to real-world problems, they gain civic engagement experience. Students take 7 IL credits spread across their freshman, junior, and senior years. To our knowledge, no other nationally recognized art and design college has initiated such a required sequence for all students in socially integrated studies at the undergraduate level. 

Two courses will be taught in the course of Otis’s partnership with Laton:

The Integrated Learning Studio course brings 12 junior students to Laton at the beginning of the school semester for an intense week, working with teachers and students at the 6th grade level to (1) photograph their community and their families, (2) design a garden outside their classroom, and (3) create designs from their photographs, working with high school shop students, to propose the fabrication of metal ornamentation and signage that will distinguish their garden. In addition, a mural site has been identified for Otis College alumnae who want to offer their artistic services to the community.

The Integrated Liberal Studies course brings 10 senior students to Laton at the same time as other students are introduced. Partnering with a local community service agency and its director, two bilingual faculty will teach field research methodologies to Otis students and work with local families to identify the cultural heritages and practices that make up the unique identity of Laton. A website and published book will provide a community portrait that identifies silenced voices as part of the complex fabric of this area. The goal, identified by the site partner, is to strengthen the fabric of multigenerational family life in the region.

MFA Graduates – The Public Practice Program integrates theory and practice in art and design, to prepare students to address urbanism, civic life and social activism. Public Practice students collaborate with distinguished visiting artists to research and respond creatively to global cultures and their issues, developing models for civic engagement. 

In Laton, a cohort of 9 entering MFA first year students will make a site visit during August and working with their core studio faculty they will identify and design a collaborative project that builds on their observations, their skills, and community needs. These students will return a minimum of three days per month to work in the region, completing their project(s) by the end of December. We anticipate these students will work with both the physical environment and/or the various civic systems operative in the region, which will serve as their major classroom for the first semester of their tenure at Otis.

4. ABOUT OTIS COLLEGE

Founded in 1918, Otis College of Art and Design is Los Angeles’ first professional school of art, with a mission to prepare diverse students to enrich our world through their creativity, their skill, and their vision. Otis, fully accredited and non-profit, offers Bachelor of Fine Arts (BFA) degree in eleven major areas – Advertising Design, Architecture/Landscape/Interiors, Digital Media, Fashion Design, Graphic Design, Illustration, Interactive Product Design, Painting, Photography, Sculpture/New Genre, and Toy Design.  The college also offers Master of Fine Arts (MFA) degree in Writing, Fine Arts, and Public Practice. (www.otis.edu)

Since its establishment as Los Angeles’ first professional school of art, Otis College of Art and Design has trained generations of artists who have been in the vanguard of the cultural and entrepreneurial life of the city, including such artists as Billy Al Bengston, Robert Irwin, Roberto Gil de Montes, Masamai Teraoka, Bruce Yonemoto, Alison Saar, Sandow Birk, Gajin Fujita, Ruben Ochoa, Patssi Valdez, Jeffrey Vallance, Mario Ybarra.and MacArthur Prize-winner Kerry James Marshall.

At the most ethnically diverse independent art and design college in the United States, with a 55% minority enrollment in its student population of over 1,100 full-time degree students, many Otis students come from low-income backgrounds – approximately 80% of degree students receive financial aid and scholarships and many are the first in their families to attend college.

The College seeks to strengthen the global role of creative professionals in advancing human welfare and, at the same time, develop new models for art and design in higher education as we seek a deeper engagement in the larger world. By working in diverse contexts and locales, we provide Otis students with the opportunity to fully understand their role as global citizens in real-world settings, which has never been done on this scale in the history of Otis.

Otis is nationally recognized for promoting creative professionalism with responsible citizenry. Recently, it was one of seventy-six institutions qualified by the Carnegie Foundation of the Advancement of Teaching for its new Community Engagement classification, and was the only art and design college in this inaugural group. Between 2004 and 2007, Otis College of Art and Design launched several innovative initiatives for interdisciplinary, community-sited and project-based learning, many serving as the basis for this Ford sponsored Project. 

5. EVALUATION PROCESS

While different in many respects, the initiatives described above have in common the need to evaluate three key areas:  Student Learning, Community Experience, and Faculty Learning, including institutional readiness to support such projects. In this project we will also evaluate how various units of the college work together—across disciplines, across different grade levels, within different programmatic structures and under different managements. 

We hope to use the project in Laton as a platform to develop evaluation questions, concepts and strategies that can be applied over time across these programs and initiatives. To this end we will engage in a multi-pronged evaluation process that includes: 

· The faculty seminar, with a faculty member in charge of readings and reflections on issues relevant to the region and the project. At the end of the project this public scholar will describe the interdisciplinary intellectual territory covered by the Otis team, distilling collective learning.
· Possible visits from national scholars, e.g., from the Pratt Center and the Urban Institute, who will assist the College in formulating relevant questions and indicators and tutoring them on best practices in community arts.
· Project documentation, including exhibitions, web-based and community-sited projects in Laton and at Otis.  

· Round-table discussion at the project’s conclusion between community members and Otis staff and students.

· Qualitative and quantitative assessment of community benefit, student learning, and faculty learning by outside evaluators.
RESOURCES and PROJECT DIRECTOR BIO

The San Joaquin Valley: California’s 21st Century Opportunity Strategic Action Plan (2006)

State of the Great Central Valley: Assessing the Region via Indicators - Education and Youth Preparedness (2004)

http://www.ppic.org/content/pubs/jtf/JTF_CentralValleyJTF.pdf

http://www.fightcrime.org/ca/dropout/Cent_Val_Release.pdf

http://www.whitehousedrugpolicy.gov/hidta/rpts/central_valley.pdf

http://www.smpssf.org/pdf/ProgramFiles/Feb2007Luncheon/Central_Valley_Speaker_Presentation.pdf

Project Director: Suzanne Lacy

Artist and writer whose work includes large-scale performances and installations, photographs, video and texts on art, social justice, and the public realm. She is Chair of the MFA: Public Practices at Otis College of Art and Design in Los Angeles. Lacy is a proponent of audience engagement and artists' roles in shaping the public agenda.  She lectures widely, has published over 60 articles, exhibited internationally, and been reviewed in the L.A. Times, the New York Times, Art in America, and numerous books.  Her fellowships include the Guggenheim Foundation, The Surdna Foundation, and the National Endowment for the Arts.   Her book, Mapping the Terrain: New Genre Public Art (1995), was responsible for coining the term and articulating the practice. Recent awards include the Henry Moore Fellowship in Great Britain. She is working on a collection of essays for Duke University Press and a book describing her ten-year projects with youth and civic sectors in Oakland, California with the On the Edge research programme at Gray’s College of Art in Aberdeen, Scotland.

For additional resources, ongoing updates, and biographical information about individual project faculty and administrative staff, please visit the project’s online Wiki website:

http://wikis.otis.edu/sjv/
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