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Introduction: 

 

What is an Artist? What is a Designer? What constitutes as an educator? Simple and honest questions many 

student artist-teachers ask themselves, including myself. I currently hold a bachelors’ degree in Design but am 

currently completing a Professional Master of Education (PME), in Arts, Crafts and Design. In short, I will be a 

Visuals arts educator. The three opening questions are things that I constantly ponder, as a result could this 

cause a conflict with both my creative identity solely as a designer and/or my Artist-teacher identity? In this 

reflective piece both elements will be explored and reflected on through three chapters: chapter 1- The Designer 

in me. In this section I will discuss my own personal practice as a designer, a designer’s professional identity 

and using reflection as a pedagogy for my Artist-Teacher identity and practice. The second section: chapter 2- 

The Artist-teacher becoming will explore the transition of a practicing artist/designer into the role of an educator 

with reflection on how I applied my experiences as a designer to the current Visual Arts curriculum and 

implemented these elements into a studio style classroom.   

 

The final chapter will include both a reflective and conclusive conversation about how these two identities 

inform and interact with one another. The relationship between the design work I practice and both the art and 

design I teach will be embed throughout the piece, supported by the works of Art educationalist writer; John 

Dewey and other academic writers such as James Daichendt, Morgan Williams. A philosophical aspect will also 

be apparent in this essay drawing on the work from Richard Hickman, Steve Herne and other academic papers. 

 

The Designer in me: 

 

Is there a key difference between art and design? Historically art as a subject, a study and an educational tool 

came long before design. (Daichendt, 2010) In Artist Teacher: A Philosophy for Creating and Teaching, James 

Daichendt discusses how “Schools of Designs was a theory to improve taste and morals—an idealism that was 

good in theory and an earnest struggle to order the world in a particular way.” (Daichendt, 2010) (p86). After 

reading his book as a young designer this collided with my own ideal of design education and becoming an art 

teacher. Not to look at it in a negative or isolated way. I identity as a designer, a creative individual, yes. But I 

do not consider myself to be a fine artist. I often struggled with the fine art process, finding the meaning behind 



a piece of work if it was not aesthetically beautiful or showed a high level of skill. Even in school I thrived for a 

brief, clear instruction and an end outcome that was accompanied by an extensive body of development work.  

 

During both my career as a Textile and Interior designer I often struggled with declaring or finding my 

Designer’s Professional identity (DPI). (Kunrath, et al., 2017) It was not something I felt I needed to establish 

nor understand until I commenced the PME programme at NCAD in 2019. To me my DPI was having a job and 

a pathway to become a senior designer and climbing the ladder of the industry I found myself in. However, 

when I started the PME I was confronted with the unknown and a sense of conflict in ultimately knowing what 

my practice was and what it was I wanted to use in order to educate young students. In the academic paper, 

Designer's identity: Development of personal attributes and design skills over education, the below abstraction 

helped me understand what DPI was and how to apply it to my Teacher identity and practice in a meaningful 

way: 

Designers’ Professional identity (DPI) is a social- and self-perceptive construct through which 
designers are able to identify themselves. To understand the development of DPI, not just as a 
profession but also as an educational process, there is a need to consider the designer as both individual 
and trained professional. These interactions become also a necessary foundation for professionalism 
that is especially important for design activity. (Kunrath, et al., 2017) 

 
Following on from DPI as a young designer I found personal reflection and showing the ability to reflect on my 

design work, hugely instrumental in my development as a designer and in my practice. Tracey and Hutchinson 

describe the importance of reflection to a designer in ‘Developing Designer Identity Through Reflection’. They 

say “Design Reflective practice appears to be a natural avenue for supporting identity development in novice 

designers, as it challenges students to think deeply about concepts and experiences through interpretation, 

evaluation, and revision.” (Tracey, 2013) Through my own practice this is a process I am still battling with to 

this day. My first real experience of practice reflection was on my first interior design project. I was working 

solo for the very 1st time, all the way through from the initial brief, to design drafts, concept development and 

execution. By having feedback sessions with senior designers I was able to be critiqued on my ideas and 

develop and constantly improve. Having these experiences over and over again resulted in stronger work, better 

development and holistic ideas. In Figures 1.1 Early 2019 joinery design 3D and 1.2  Later 2020 developed 

joinery design 3D there is evidence of development in my design work. In Art as Experience (1934), John 

Dewey discusses how experiences with art can be separated from ordinary occurrences by an awareness of 

entirety and union. At the end of each experience, there is a sense of enjoyment and realisation. (Dewey, 1934) I 



often apply Dewey’s theories to my own personal reflection on practice and teaching practice and think they 

apply to both art and design.  

Fig 1.1 – Early 2019 joinery design 3D (Dolan, 2019) 

 

Fig 1.2 - Later 2020 developed joinery design 3D (Dolan, 2020) 

 

For me reflection was the ultimate tool to improve my practice. Tracey & Hutchinson refer to the work of Schön 

and his conceptions of “reflection-in-action and reflection-on action.” They describe how Reflection-in-action 



focuses on accounts and perceptions that take place while work is being done, while reflection-on-action is 

centred on accounts and perceptions “that emerge as prior experiences and practices are (re)considered and 

(re)constructed” (Tracey, 2013) In my teaching practice I strive to adopt a strong sense of design practice 

throughout my planning and pedagogy in the classroom with learners. Reflection practice assisted me with 

embedding it into my teacher identity. I feel a reflective teacher should have reflective students. As a result of 

my design practice and the process in which I work, it is a natural occurrence that I adopt these approaches in 

my own teaching practice. An example of this being evident in my teaching practice is by providing reflection 

sheets, project progress sheets for students, to fill out weekly reflecting on: key art/design skills, own personal 

growth and a point of contact between myself and the students. An example can be seen below in Fig 1.3 from a 

1st year project based on pattern design. Novice visual art students can clout reflection: 

to interpret and manage issues of uncertainty, instability, uniqueness, and conflicted values that are 
inherent in ill structured design problems, both during and after the design experience. Thus, reflection 
can be an important tool in supporting novice designers as they begin the important work of 
constructing design precedents and establishing professional identity. (Tracey, 2013) 
 

 

 
 
Fig 1.3 – 1st year project reflection sheet (Dolan, 2020) 



 
The Artist-teacher becoming:  

 

As a designer I have often shied away from the term artist. Believing I do not have the technical ability or talent 

to create masterpieces of work. But with design I feel that I can pinpoint a problem and create a solution for it. It 

was this conflict that pushed me into finding my teacher Identity and understanding the transition.  The term 

‘Artist-teacher’ has multiple meanings, is it a notion or a title? The quote by James Daichendt below describes 

an overall meaning and one that I was able to appreciate how a ‘designer’ might be able to utilise: 

 
“Artist-teacher” is a powerful and prevalently used term in the field of art and art education. In fact, 
“artist-teacher” rivals the traditional title of “art teacher” or “art instructor” by many working in the 
fields related to the visual arts.   (Daichendt, 2010) (p.105) 

 
Visual arts encompasses both art and design this is the term I opted to use so I could confidently bring my 

design practice into all aspects of my teacher training. The design process is a fundamental aspect of any art 

project. For example, The Design SKILLS (Fig1.4 & Fig1.5) programme implemented by the Design and Crafts 

Council in 2019 aims to advance the teaching and learning in regard the design process that is currently being 

thought in post-primary schools in Ireland. The programme allows teachers to link up with practicing designers 

to design and develop projects that students can work on. “It focuses on the very beginning of this process and 

emphasises ideation, problem solving, divergent thinking, risk taking and experimentation.”  (Design & Crafts 

Council, 2019) All of which are used in both a fine art style or a craft project.  

 

Fig 1.4 - The Design SKILLS programme implemented by the Design and Crafts Council in 2019 (Design 

& Crafts Council, 2019) 



 

Fig 1.5 - The Design SKILLS programme implemented by the Design and Crafts Council in 2019 (Design 

& Crafts Council, 2019) 

 

A fundamental writer that aided me in my transition from designer identity to my teacher identity was John 

Dewey. In particular Dewey’s philosophy that underlines the necessity of experience over theory. (Dewey, 

1934) I felt that my own experience with design and then applying this to my teaching methodologies and 

practice would aid the idea that students learn to think and contemplate by dealing with real problems that arise 

in their own experiences. Similar to those that define the purpose of design.  

Ultimately, solutions to problems are dependant and should be utilised and applied based on their purpose to 

solving an issue. In my teaching practice and the design that I teach the “principal value of a project is the 

experience of doing it, not the end result” (Williams, 2017) This stems from the ideas of Design studio 

pedagogy and that it focuses around the “setting of a design problem and the students’ exploration of and 

solution to this, supported feedback from the teacher and fellow students, at various intervals during the project” 

(Applbey Donald, 2020) 



In Dewey’s pedagogy, the teacher has two major roles, both of which I often try and apply myself. The teacher 

should provide students’ opportunities to learn and experience through everyday ways, that involve solving 

relevant problems. Also, the teacher must enable the students to adapt and show ability to deal with modern day 

circumstances and to manage with new undertakings that will come along in the future. (Williams, 2017) 

 
 

A reflection on how the two identities inform and interact with one another: 

As such, we agreed that behind every good art teacher there was an artist, but critical to this was getting 
the balance right. In our beginning teaching, it was especially important to prioritise the establishment 
of sound teaching practice, as acclimatising to the reality and demands of the classroom was a 
significant challenge in itself. (Applbey Donald, 2020)(p.218) 

I associate my own two identities based on this text by Eli Applbey Donald, as a novice teacher and still novice 

designer it will take many years until I develop in my professional carrier to find “the balance”. Margaret Maben 

discusses by allowing students direct access to the way practicing artists and designers work, this can be used as 

an effective teaching tool within art education. Maben writes “Teaching through authentic activities 

complements other educational methods by providing learners with opportunities to access practitioner 

knowledge and skills, and to gain an understanding of the contextual influences that shape artistic practices.” 

(Meban, 2002) (p.9) 

 

To support Maben’s opinion John Dewey fully believed in the idea of a co-operative approaching to teaching, 

both of these approaches have influenced me in my own teaching and design practices and it is a clear link 

between two distinct identities I hold. Dewey’s views on education includes that a student engages and succeeds 

in their education when they interact with other people, working both individually and alongside other people. 

This being adapted with a direct link to an artist’s or designer’s practice. He says, “Give the pupils something to 

do, not something to learn; and the doing is of such a nature as to demand thinking; learning naturally results” 

(Dewey, 1934) 

Drawing on the writing of Richard Hickman and in particular how he describes his realisation “I had multiple 

identities which sometimes merged together, occasionally disappeared (sometimes for good) and 

metamorphosed into new identities” (Hickman, 2010) to me a perfect summary of how both my teacher identity 

and my designer identity inform and interact with each other constantly. It is moments for example during a 

lesson when both can fully interact and a sense of fulfilment for both my teacher self, by students completing a 

project and achieving strong marks and my designer self, the concept of layout of a project works out well and I 



can implement into my own practice. The below image Fig 1.6 - Reflective teachers are designers. Designers are 

reflective teachers. This image summarises the interaction of my teacher and designer identity.  

 
 
Fig 1.6 - Reflective teachers are designers. Designers are reflective teachers. (Chasen, 2020) 

 
 

Conclusion: 

In conclusion, the process of learning how to become both a professional and establishing a designer identity, 

demands both personal and vocational growth. Two major aspects these fall under are “ Personal Attributes and 

Design Skills; intrinsically related with each other and, within an economic, social, and professional context, 

and evolving over time.” (Kunrath, et al., 2017) Along with designer identity comes teacher professional 

identity. This is an ongoing process of “interpretation and reinterpretation of key experiences” (Applbey 

Donald, 2020) This outlines the importance of a teacher’s series of own personal experiences and their 

explaination of these experiences welcomes an open dialogue move towards the teacher’s opinion rather than an  

external phenomenon. According to Donald Applbey this gives a more holistic perspective of a teacher. 

(Applbey Donald, 2020) 

How an artist or designer transitions between becoming a student teacher and into professional art teaching 

practice is a long and testing process informed by many elements. According to James Hall (2010), becoming an 

art teacher requires the combination of “personal and professional identities as a teacher and an artist; personal 

and pedagogic philosophy and approach, the ethos and character of their school and the stage of their career” 

(Hall, 2010)(p. 109). Cited in (MacDonald, 2014) Finally, Tracey draws on the idea that because our identities 



develop not just based on social factors, but hugely on personal ones. Therefore by exploring the relationship 

between reflective practice and identity formation are vital of development of an artist-teachers’ identity on both 

a personal and professional level.  (Tracey, 2013) By reflecting on my own identities as a teacher and designer I 

have fundamentally opened the door to always allowing these aspects of myself interact and inform on another, 

because both need to be fully satisfied and challenged in order for me to grow and develop my professional 

identity. 
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