
I hereby announce my retirement after 31 years as a professor of graphic design. 
Actually, I’m resigning due to current circumstances as much as retiring, but I’ll save that 
story for later in this essay.

In 1989 I accepted a faculty position at Northern Kentucky University, four miles 
south of Cincinnati, Ohio. With my Stanford University MFA and an inflated sense of 
self-worth, this felt like a disappointment. But in reality, going to a minor institution 
with open admission, few resources and modest expectations for scholarship gave me 
a chance to build a thriving program, develop creatively, and grow into an effective 
teacher. The local design scene was robust and freelance opportunities were plentiful. 
Plus, the program across the Ohio River at the University of Cincinnati enjoyed a 
national reputation and set a high bar for area professional practice. 

My starting salary was $28,000 that year, the teaching load was three courses per 
semester, and I was the first faculty hire who contractually required a desktop computer. 
Dominique and I financed the move from California, costing $1500, on our credit card. 

Many of the NKU students, first generation learners from humble backgrounds rooted 
in Appalachia, were thirsty for knowledge and were creatively experimental. One young 
woman wouldn’t wear shoes until the first frost in November. Several young men would 
show up to class with a plug of tobacco between their gums and brownish teeth and spit 
the juice into an empty soda can (I banned it). My seniors once brought ingredients and 
cooked a Southern-style breakfast in the art building. I took a group of 20 students to 
London for five weeks – for some, it was their first flight. Our annual student trip to 
Chicago was always fun and often educational.

What I thought might be a short stint en route to something grander turned into nine 
years at NKU. We bought a little house. Alice was born in 1990. John was born in 1993. 
We bought a bigger, nicer house. Dominique left the law firm where she was a paralegal 
and got a better job in the health care insurance field, commuting to Cincinnati daily. 
My design work began to garner local, regional and national recognition. When the 
Houghton Library at Harvard acquired one of my artist’s books, and when the Swiss 
publication Graphis awarded my poster in its international competition, some people 
noticed. The “Designer as Author” exhibit I co-curated in 1995 at NKU is still mentioned 
in academic circles – two scholars’ presentations at a Yale conference last year cited its 
ongoing influence. 

Alice began first grade the year the Fort Thomas, Kentucky public school district 
declared that it would allow bible study every Wednesday afternoon. Non-participants 
would get to read alternative books in the corner. A public school! We were ready to 
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leave, both for aspirational career reasons and to join a state with “our [blue] people.” 
Minnesota offered. 

The University of Minnesota hired me in 1998 at my then-rank of associate professor, 
but required that I undergo a tenure review three years later due to not having had 
experience teaching in a graduate program. Okay I thought, fine, my salary went up 
40%, U-Minnesota lavished support money on me and my teaching load dropped to two 
courses. Dominique was hired by Allianz right away, and because the U paid our moving 
expenses, the company just gave her a wad of money as a signing bonus. It was a win-
win move (except for the four months of a much more severe winter).

I was the only MFA-degreed tenure track faculty member in a department mostly 
consisting of PhDs, not designers or creative practitioners in the least. They were – as 
my former Stanford professor David Kelley says of this type – “designologists.” The 
culture shock I felt coming from the art world cannot be overstated: professional 
design practice, journalistic writing and exhibition records were diminished while the 
peer-reviewed journal article, grant-sponsored research and academic book publishing 
reigned supreme. It was also a consensus-oriented culture – maverick thinking was 
tolerated but rarely enacted. 

I pledged to myself that I would succeed in this foreign environment. Frankly, it was 
easier than I thought. Academic paper manuscripts come back with comments by 
peer reviewers – they tell you what to do to make it publishable. Plus, feedback on 
papers is often provided at conferences. Gosh, getting creative work into national 
and international exhibits and purchased by institutions, which I continued to do 
with gusto, is much more competitive with 80, 90, even 95% rejection rates! Straight 
thumbs up or down, gladiator. Still, I’ve had art and design work in over 130 juried and 
invitational exhibits. 

The top-ranked American design journal, and number two worldwide, is Design Issues, 
published by the MIT Press. It publishes around 20% of submissions. Of the 75+ faculty 
in the College of Design, I am the only professor who has published a peer-reviewed 
article in it. And I’ve published in numerous other top-ranked journals: Design and 
Culture, Communication Design, Visual Communication, AIGA Dialectic, Visible Language 
and The Design Journal (I’m on the editorial board of this last one, the official journal of 
the European Academy of Design). Unfortunately, the department doesn’t have a metric 
for quality – they simply count productivity, typically enabled by prolific co-authorship, 
in all manner of arcane, sub- or extra-disciplinary journals. As a favorite colleague 
of mine puts it: “The Journal of How Many Green Handbags Were Sold in Beijing on 
Tuesday.” I have also written numerous essays for Eye, the London-based graphic design 
magazine, which has enabled me to reach discerning professional designers. 

I eventually packaged my longstanding interest in, and research into, design authorship 
as the book The Designer As... Author, Producer, Activist, Entrepreneur, Curator and 
Collaborator: New Models for Communicating, published by BIS Publishers, Amsterdam 
in 2013. It has sold almost 2000 copies and is in libraries around the world, with six in 
Singapore libraries alone. It has been used as a textbook at schools from Michigan State 
University to the American University of Kuwait (where a government censor marks out 



a penis in a tiny photograph of Ron Mueck’s “Dead Dad” sculpture!). This book is one of 
my proudest accomplishments.

The department I joined at Minnesota – Design, Housing & Apparel – was in the 
College of Human Ecology. In 2006 DHA merged with the College of Architecture 
and Landscape Architecture to become the College of Design. Yippee, I thought – a 
new structure that will privilege creative production as much as publishing and 
provide a more design-centric environment. Unfortunately, DHA didn’t change in any 
significant way, and hasn’t to this day. The culture remains one of awkward disciplinary 
cohabitation. Efforts at community-building and being creatively humanistic were 
embraced by my first department head, but have languished since. Faculty from six 
programs make tenure and promotion decisions on others without deep expertise, vie 
for dwindling resources, shrug at change, avert their eyes with apathy.  

The graphic design program is the second largest major in the College after architecture. 
It has 10 fulltime faculty and over 350 majors. Yet landscape architecture enjoys 
departmental status – disciplinary autonomy, budgetary authority, personnel decisions, 
dedicated space, etc. – with fewer faculty and students. It is easily argued that graphic 
design as a field is more different from other DHA programs like retail merchandising 
or housing studies than landscape architecture is from architecture. Most of our 
national peers have departments of graphic design. After a decade of trying to convince 
two deans that graphic design would do better as a department, I conclude that bias, 
intransigence, a lack of imagination and privileging administrative over academic 
structures will prevent the program from becoming fully self-actualized. 

I’m slipping into bitterness. Let’s celebrate my accomplishments!

International travel has always been one of my most enjoyable experiences, both by 
taking students abroad and by presenting at academic conferences. Learning Abroad 
trips to London, Glasgow, Dublin, Birmingham, Amsterdam and Porto were a ton of 
fun, and educationally and personally transformative for the students. Some of the 
places around the world that I’ve had the good fortune to present my scholarship or 
do research: Bangkok, Thailand; Sydney, Australia; Dakar, Senegal; Lisbon, Portugal; 
Bordeaux, France; Asmara, Eritrea; Portsmouth, England; Belfast, Northern Ireland; 
Katowice, Poland; Istanbul, Turkey; Santiago, Chile; Montréal, Canada. Even Peoria, 
Illinois – my undergraduate school, Bradley University, brought me back to campus to 
give an “esteemed alumni” talk.

What is teaching – the transference of knowledge from the informed and experienced to 
the curious and receptive, right? I have taught graphic design (typography, publication 
and packaging design, senior thesis, grad studios and seminars, etc.) for more than 
three decades, beginning with a night class at Ohlone College in Fremont, California. 
It’s a very satisfying endeavor when students grow and develop in front of one’s eyes.  
When they take their degrees into the world and prosper, it’s validating – I mattered! 
I’ve had many wonderful students over the years and still enjoy contact with some 
who’ve become valued friends. 

But when students view education as transactional, when they shelter behind all 
manner of excuses (many undeservedly enabled by the University’s “disability 



accommodation” infrastructure), when they don’t care about this unique transitional 
time to adulthood, it’s disheartening. Teaching no longer provides the sense of 
purpose that it used to for me. Perhaps the tipping point was when my department 
administrator and program director put 52 students in my senior thesis course that 
was supposed to cap at 30. The students felt resentful and gave me the lowest course 
evaluation scores of my career, even though I busted my butt to deliver the same 
material equally. (In the years since I have not even opened the course evaluation results 
from any course. I know I’m a good teacher.)

I’ve witnessed the evolution of higher education in the US, and it is not going in a 
positive direction. Student debt load is a national disgrace. Administrative costs have 
grown about 6% annually while faculty salaries tread water with inflation at about 
2%. Infrastructure costs are bloated for counseling, advising, gyms, fancy dorms, 
communications, legal, financial, marketing, technology and sports empires. The U’s 
football coach makes $4.6 million a year and his two assistants’ $770,000 each is more 
than the University president’s pay! More courses are taught by adjunct faculty and grad 
students – some good, some not. Highly salaried suits who do not contribute to the 
core missions of teaching and research make decisions that were previously handled by 
faculty governance. Bureaucracy reigns, corporatization persists and mediocrity ensues! 

The Zeitgeist’s overconcern with identity politics is also troubling. I say that as a mixed 
race person who has lived abroad in Europe and Africa, married an immigrant, is 
an atheist, and has voted for a straight Democratic ticket for 40 years. The current 
rush to being “woke” is compromising the educational system: debate is shut down, 
divergent views are “cancelled,” and one’s race or ethnicity or religion or gender is now 
foregrounded over subject matter, content, character, ideas, efforts and intentions. 
Identity politics overrides merit and qualifications in personnel decisions. White, 
straight males over sixty are increasingly not invited to the table and this is both 
exclusionary and counter-productive. This is an affront when one is an ally to the 
principles of diversity, equity and inclusion. DEI must be achieved while maintaining 
standards of excellence or it risks backfiring. 

I’m slipping into bitterness. Let’s celebrate my accomplishments!

Let me also say that in the middle of this 31 year career, running concurrently, was 
life. Our two children grew and blossomed, did great in school, had loyal friendships, 
went on adventures, both won City of St Paul track championships (Alice: 400m in 
seventh grade; John: 800m as a senior), attended neighboring state universities (Alice: 
Michigan, with a term in Milan; John: Wisconsin, with a term in Sydney). Dominique 
did well in her professional life, winning performance bonuses annually and chosen a 
top dozen employee one year (from 2000+ at North American headquarters). I resumed 
Tae Kwon Do training and was promoted to second-degree black belt two weeks after I 
turned 50. We made our house on Selby Avenue our family nest, which included Basil 
the rabbit, and my dear wife let me buy a used Porsche 911, a fantasy since living in 
Stuttgart–Zuffenhausen. 

My curriculum vitae is 42 pages long. I joke with colleagues that had it included all 
of my rejections and failures, it would be over 100 pages! I was a finalist to chair the 



graphic design department at Virginia Commonwealth University (then the top-ranked 
undergraduate program at a public university), but didn’t get it. I was a finalist to chair 
the design department at The Ohio State University (one of three finalists of sixty 
applicants), but didn’t get it. Grants unfunded. Competitions lost. Learning Abroad 
class to Cuba cancelled. No publisher for Design at Stanford. Check, check, check.

Once Dominique became ill, the window shut on possibly moving up and out, and that 
was okay. We hunkered down to “live with” (not battle with) cancer. When she died 
in 2017, I lost my wife of 34 years and my best critic, my most ardent supporter, my 
deepest friend. When I received the Minnesota Book Artist Award a few weeks later, it 
was less gratifying than had she been alive to witness me on stage thanking 900 people. 
I wore one of her scarves.

One fairly recent accomplishment that I’m proud of is the founding of the 
Communication Design Educator Awards with New York-based organization Design 
Incubation. No national award existed for graphic design educators – after the AIGA 
passed on it, I worked with DI to bring the competition to life. Rigorous standards 
were developed for acknowledging exemplary research, creative practice, teaching and 
service. It has since run for five years with stellar juries, had over 120 applicants, given 
awards selectively with an eye to excellence and originality, and has enriched the field of 
communication design education. I consider this one of my legacies to the discipline. 

I’m leaving the University of Minnesota because I don’t care for the direction of the 
institution, the college or the department. Its culture is anathema to creativity and 
resistant to meaningful change. It seems like a betrayal of principles that I am asked to 
be creative, and to teach creativity, but my own instituition is unwelcoming of it. I don’t 
want to rant, or waste energy and time on things I cannot impact, so I’m resigning at 
age 62 and taking a decade of productivity with me. 

Though discontent with my employer, I am gratified with my professional life. Much of 
what I’ve enjoyed about my career – scholarly inquiry, creative practice, inspiring and 
mentoring others – can be done as Professor Emeritus Steven McCarthy. My efforts will 
now be directed towards imaginative, fulfilling projects that are purposeful and worthy.

I’ve decided to not mention names in this reflection, for blame or for credit. Thank you 
to those who’ve supported, encouraged and mentored me over the years – you know 
who you are. Thanks to those who’ve provoked me intellectually, inspired me creatively, 
collaborated with me, provided opportunities for me – both on campus and in the wider 
community of graphic design education. It’s been an exhausting amazing journey! 

(until the University punts me off its servers...)
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