Department of Visual Arts Handbook for Master of Fine Arts Degree Program

SECTION 1 Publication and Communication

1.1 Format and availability

1.1a. All degree programs must have a student handbook. For the purposes of clarity and consistency
across campus, handbooks must be referred to as handbooks and not program requirements, student
manual.

1.1b. Program handbooks are publicly available on the program website or on the Divisional page.
1.1.c. July 1, 2026

1.1d. Handbooks are reviewed, revised, and published annually.

SECTION 2 Information about University and Divisional/School Policies and Resources

2.1 Student Manual

The Student Manual is the official statement of University policies, regulations, and expected standards
of student conduct that are applicable to all students. While students should be familiar with the manual
as a whole, the following are commonly referenced by graduate students: Student Life & Conduct,
Leaves of Absence, University Grievance Policy for Graduate Students, Policy on Harassment,
Discrimination, and Sexual Misconduct, Policy on Title IX Sexual Harassment, Policy on Religious

Accommodation for Missed Classes, Assignments, and Exams, Academic Honesty & Plagiarism, Graduate
Student Parent Policy, Registration for Students in PhD Programs

2.2 Divisional Manual/policies

This section contains important policies that are applicable to graduate students in the Division of Arts
& Humanities. Divisional policies can be found here and includes information on Incomplete Coursework,
Student Employment, Candidacy, Dissertation and Defense, and Leave of Absences/Withdrawal.

2.3 Collective Bargaining Agreement

The terms and conditions of employment for certain graduate students at the University of Chicago who
are employed to perform instructional or research services will be determined by a Collective Bargaining
Agreement (CBA) between the University and Graduate Students United (“GSU-UE”) for the duration of
the assignment to perform such services. Students can access the CBA and review frequently asked
guestions about graduate student unionization on the Provost’s office website.

SECTION 3 Department/Program Policies and Degree Requirements

3.1. Academic Requirements, Standards, & Academic Probation (i.e. what constitutes good academic
standing in all phases of the student’s degree program)

ACADEMIC REQUIREMENTS FOR MFA STUDENTS
The MFA degree is completed over a span of two years. Students must complete a total of 1800 units, or
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18 courses. Students register for 300 units (three courses at 100 units each) in the autumn, winter, and
spring quarters. The Division of the Arts and Humanities does not provide tuition aid for summer
courses or for more than three courses per quarter in the regular academic year.

Course requirements consist of four components:

500 units of ARTV 42000 (studio hours)

400 units of ARTV 40000 (crit class)

300 units of MFA Seminars (taken in each quarter of the first year)
600 units of Electives

TOTAL: 1800 units

Each component is described in detail below.

ARTV 42000 Graduate Studio Project (500 units)

ARTV 42000 is a means for students to receive academic credit for the independent work they do in their
studios. There is no formal class for students to attend. The Director of Graduate Studies (DGS) assigns a
pass/fail grade in consultation with the full faculty, based on participation in individual studio visits and
quarter-end critiques, as well as attendance at Open Practice Committee lectures and other
departmental events.

ARTV 40000 Graduate Crit Class (400 units)

Every autumn and winter quarter, a faculty member teaches ARTV 40000as a formal course for all first-
and second-year students. ARTV 40000 does not meet in the spring quarter. The course is organized as a
weekly critique. The faculty teaching the class invites outside guests and other faculty to attend the
critiques as needed. The course also serves as a potential venue for all faculty, students, and staff to
gather for discussion and/or larger group critique. Students receive a pass/fail grade that is determined
by their attendance, participation, and performance in the class.

MFA seminars (3 Courses / 300 units)

In their first year, MFA students take a series of three seminars, one each quarter, that facilitate their
own investigations into their artistic practice. These seminars also help develop the community within
the cohort. Students come from a wide variety of aesthetic and philosophical perspectives, and these
seminars serve to develop a shared experience and language to work through the artistic and theoretical
concerns of the field. Questions around critical thinking, artistic practice, as well as the historical
contexts with which the student artists are working are discussed and metabolized through readings,
assignments and presentations. The seminar sequence serves to provide a common language with which
to discuss and make art - their own as well as others. Readings range from political and historical to
aesthetic and philosophical. Students are encouraged to be creative and analytical as they examine their
personal visual vocabulary and intellectual underpinnings.

Electives (6 Courses / 600 units)

Students are required to take a total of six graduate-level electives numbered 30000 and above. At least
three must originate in departments outside of DoVA. Students may take more than three of their
electives outside the department if they choose. Electives can also be fulfilled with Independent Study
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(ARTV 39700), which is a one-on-one class with an individual member of the faculty. Please contact the
Associate Director with any questions about Independent Study or selecting elective courses.

SAMPLE COURSE SCHEDULES

Below are two examples of how students might plan their first and second years of the program. Please
note that courses marked with “R” are required, meaning that they must be taken in the quarter
indicated.

Students have some flexibility in scheduling their electives, and they also have flexibility in scheduling
studio hours. For instance, in the second year, students will often take two electives in one quarter so
that they can have one quarter with all studio hours (see example 2).

EXAMPLE 1

first year of MFA program
Autumn Winter Spring
Crit Class (R) Crit Class (R) Studio Hours
MFA seminar (R) MFA seminar (R) MFA seminar (R)
Elective Elective Elective

second year of MFA program

Autumn Winter Spring
Crit Class (R) Crit Class (R) Studio Hours
Studio Hours Studio Hours Studio Hours
Elective Elective Elective
EXAMPLE 2
first year of MFA program
Autumn Winter Spring
Crit Class (R) Crit Class (R) Studio Hours
MFA seminar (R) MFA seminar (R) MFA seminar (R)
Elective Elective Elective

second year of MFA program

Autumn Winter Spring

Crit Class (R) Crit Class (R) Studio Hours

Studio Hours Elective Studio Hours

Elective Elective Studio Hours
QUARTERLY CRITIQUES

Autumn Quarter

The department holds an end-of-summer critique for second year students early in the autumn quarter;
all MFA (first and second year) students are required to attend. Faculty attend, as schedules allow. For
this critique, all faculty and students will travel together in one large group to visit and discuss the



installed work.

The department holds a quarter-end critique for first year students at the end of the autumn quarter; all
MFA (first and second year) students are required to attend. Faculty attend, as schedules allow. For this
critique, small groups of faculty and students will visit each artist in their installation space.

Winter Quarter

The department holds a quarter-end critique for second year students at the end of the winter quarter;
all MFA (first and second year) students are required to attend. Faculty attend, as schedules allow. For
this critique, small groups of faculty and students will visit each artist in their installation space.

Spring Quarter

Second year students will be reviewed at their group thesis exhibition, which takes place near the end of
the spring quarter. These reviews consist of the individual student and the faculty and function like an
oral defense in a PhD program The review is intended to be a verbal articulation of what the student is
doing (exploring, questioning, etc) in their practice. They are expected to prepare a presentation,
around five minutes in length, to start off the review, which will then be followed by questions from the
faculty.

The department also holds a quarter-end critique for first year students at the end of the spring quarter;
all MFA (first and second year) students are required to attend. Faculty attend, as schedules allow. For
this critique, all faculty and students will travel together in one large group to visit and discuss the
installed work.

OPEN PRACTICE COMMITTEE

Attending events organized by the Open Practice Committee is a required part of the MFA curriculum.
The OPC curator will make every effort to program as many events on Monday evenings as possible and
students should keep that evening clear so that they can attend these required events.

MFA students are required to sign up for at least two studio visits per quarter with visiting artists
brought in by the OPC. Students should also schedule at least one studio visit per year with the OPC
curator.

MFA THESIS AND COMMITTEE (SECOND-YEAR STUDENTS ONLY)

Before the start of their second year, students are assigned to a thesis committee, which consists of two
faculty members and two or three second year MFA students. Over the course of their second year,
students work on their MFA thesis, which is a 1000-word abstract of the student’s project and work. It
should be clear, concise, and written for a general audience. It should include a header with the
student’s full name and graduation year, and it addresses the following (which do not need to be
addressed in order; responses to these questions may be woven together):

1. Include references to three major influences on your work. These influences mightbe historical
events, things in the world, or work coming from other disciplines.

2. Trace the arc of your work overtime, letting us know how your work has come to be what it is
now.

3. Describe the physical and visual character of your work, that is, its formal structure.

4. How do you believe that your work generates meaning for those who experience it? How does



the formal character of the work intersect its meaning?

5. How do you see your work placed in the flow of art history? Do you feel that you need to carve
out something new in that history, expand on what's already been done, or do verywell
something that is already well articulated by others?

A meeting schedule will be established by each committee, and it is recommended that committees
meet once a quarter. Students are responsible for sharing their writing one week in advance of
scheduled meeting times.

The final version of the MFA Thesis is due to dova@uchicago.edu by the Monday of the fourth week
of spring quarter. The final version will be distributed to all faculty in advance of the final review.
Faculty may not read a student’s thesis in advance of their review if this deadline is not met. The thesis
is required for the student’s degree and will be posted on the departmental wiki.

In consultation with their committee, students may also pursue an optional second MFA paper/writing
project, the contours of which are open. The second paper would not replace the 1000-word thesis; it
would be an additional piece of writing developed and directed by the student.

SERVICE
MFA students are encouraged to take an active role in departmental governance, either by acting as a
departmental student representative, or by consulting the designated student representative. DoVA
currently enlists MFA students to serve on the following committees:
e Faculty Meeting MFA Representative
Cluster Talk Committee
Interdepartmental Critique Coordinators
Dean’s Student Advisory Board
Arts & Humanities Division Graduate Student Council

ACADEMIC STANDARDS & ACADEMIC PROBATION for MFA STUDENTS
Each MFA student must maintain high standards of engagement and achievement in studio and
academic performance, including evidence of substantial growth in their work.

At a faculty meeting held each spring quarter, DoVA faculty discusses students’ performance and
participation in the program. If they report any unsatisfactory progress toward the MFA degree, the
Director of Graduate Studies will consult with the Dean of Students regarding options, including
academic probation and/or administrative withdrawal.

No permanent notice will be made on student transcripts to indicate academic probation. The probation
policy is designed to help students stay on track for MFA degree completion. Students placed on
academic probation will be informed in writing about the expectations for their return to good academic
standing and the timeline for completion. The student will be asked to confirm, in writing, receipt of the
probationary document and that they have read and fully understand the probationary terms.

Failure to satisfy the terms of academic probation will result in a recommendation to the Dean of
Students that the student be administratively withdrawn from the MFA program.
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The Arts & Humanities Division has a policy which states that students in master's programs who have
not graduated at the end of their final quarter of registration and who are working to finish incomplete
course work and/or the thesis, will be administratively withdrawn. Extended status is no longer a
permitted registration status. Summer Quarter is considered a "grace period" without status required
and can be used to complete thesis/coursework, but if the student hasn't completed by the end of
Summer, they will be administratively withdrawn. Students will still have 5 years to complete their
degree program from time of matriculation regardless of status.

3.2 Quarterly Review Procedures

As mentioned previously, DoVA faculty meet collectively each year to assess students’ progress. This
happens before the end of students’ first year and again before degrees are conferred at the end of their
second year. Faculty provide appropriate, objective evaluations of each student.

If the results of the review are broadly positive, the student receives no specific communication from
the department. If the results are broadly negative, the student will be requested to meet with the
Director of Graduate Studies and the Chair to discuss the results of the departmental review and
expectations provided for good academic progress.

If informal measures and additional support/resources have not helped and the problem(s) persist, then
a formal meeting will be held with relevant stakeholders, including the Director of Graduate Studies, the
Chair and (potentially) the student’s advisors and/or the Dean of Students to discuss further. If progress
continues to be deficient, the student will be placed on academic probation with stated expectations
and timeline to return to good academic standing. If that does not occur, the student will be withdrawn
from the program.

3.3 Exceptions/Appeals Process (if applicable)
3.4 Processes or policies related to the assignment/selection of advisers (if applicable)

MPFA student mentoring in the Department of Visual Arts is shared by all the faculty, and mentoring
occurs across a broad spectrum of pedagogical structures. In 2007, the Department embraced this
approach, and in the intervening years, it has become one of the Department’s hallmarks. In place of a
traditional “advising structure,” students are required to interact face-to-face with all faculty in frequent
and varied ways (as described below).

This structure enables and enforces a high degree of interpersonal mentorship between students and
faculty. It emphasizes breadth, and guarantees a high degree of distributed mentoring, while allowing for,
and encouraging, the depth that comes with traditional one-on-one advising. As faculty often work
collectively, this structure also allows for peer review and affords frequent opportunities for the
discussion of didactic practice.

Students are required to sign up for an individual studio visit with all in-residence faculty at least twice
over the course of the academic year, with at least once visit before the end of the autumn quarter. It is
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the student’s responsibility to sign up for meetings in a timely manner. Faculty members are not obliged
to create additional appointments if their schedule is full. They should consult with the departmental
wiki to see which faculty are in-residence as well as for instructions on how to sign up for studio visits.

Advising formally begins when a student is assigned two thesis advisors at the beginning of the second
year of the MFA program. The Department assigns second-year students to work with two faculty
advisors on a thesis committee based on student preference and availability of faculty. Students will
meet their advisors regularly during the second year (e.g., at least once per quarter)

3.5 Policies on course registration and grading

MFA students must complete a total of 1800 units, or 18 courses. Students register for 300 units (three
courses at 100 units each) in the autumn, winter, and spring quarters. See section 3.1 for more
information on specific registration requirements.

MFA students are not eligible to formally audit courses (or take courses for a grade of "R".)

Specific circumstances need to be in place for coursework from other institutions to be considered for
transfer credit. These are rare and considered on a case-by-case basis by the Chair and would NOT
reduce the total number of courses the student would need to complete for the degree. They would still

be expected to register in a total of 1800 units (300 units per quarter).

3.6 Policy on residency requirements

Note that all students in coursework must be in residence.

3.7 Information about where to access program/division forms related to requirements

If forms are required, the Department will provide these to the students as appropriate.

3.8 Information about awarding of degree(s)

Second year MFA students must apply for the degree before the end of the first week of the spring
quarter. They should submit a degree application at MyUChicago. In the ‘My Information’ portlet look

under 'Academics' and set your Expected Graduation Date to the current quarter to access the
application. If students have questions, they should contact the Dean of Students office.

SECTION 4 Roles

4.1. Department Chair/Program Director
Catherine Sullivan, csullivan@uchicago.edu, Professor of Visual Arts

4.2. Director of Graduate Studies
Laura Letinsky, lletinsk@uchicago.edu, Professor of Visual Arts
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4.3. Any department/program staff members who work with graduate students

Students may also bring concerns to the department’s Point Person for Community. In 2026-2027, Joyce
Kuechler, jkuechler@uchicago.edu, Associate Director, holds this role. Students are also free to ask
academic and advising questions of any of the faculty.

4.4. Dean of Students Office

The Dean of Students Office within the Division of the Arts & Humanities provides clear and critical
support structures to students and advances the academic mission through an inclusive and student-
centered approach. In collaboration with the departments within the Division of the Arts & Humanities
as well as the broader University community, we support students’ education and development both
inside and outside the classroom. For further information about the Dean of Students Office, please visit
our website or contact us at ahd-dos@uchicago.edu.

4.5 Other Campus Resources

Additional resources like UChicagoGRAD, Student Wellness, Equal Opportunity Programs, Center for
Identity + Inclusion, Chicago Center for Teaching and Learning, Student Disability Services, UChicago
HELP, Department of Safety and Security, Bursar’s Office, Office for International Affairs are also available
to students.

SECTION 5 Concerns and Clarifications

Departments and academic programs within the Division of the Arts & Humanities have specific
academic requirements, milestones, and pedagogical training that are required of students in order to
complete the degree program. If these academic requirements are not met, there may be additional
consequences for the student, including but not limited to, academic probation, changes to enrollment
status, additional program requirements needed, and/or mandatory meetings with departmental faculty.

If there are any questions about department/program requirements, please contact one of the
following:
e The Academic Program Administrator/Director of Graduate Studies of your individual
department/program
e Shea Wolfe, Dean of Students and Associate Dean, at swolfel@uchicago.edu
e Amanda Young, Associate Director of Graduate Student Affairs, at amanday@uchicago.edu

SECTION 6 General Departmental/Program Information

6.1 Program communications and events
Departmental events are communicated via email.

6.2 Policies about appropriate usage of listservs
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dovaopportunities@lists.uchicago.edu

This mailing list serves to reach out to the DOVA community announcing various job openings,
professional opportunities, application calls for residencies, grants, fellowships etc. All incoming MFA
students are added to this list.

dovaalumni@lists.uchicago.edu
This mailing list serves to reach out to the DOVA alumni community announcing upcoming exhibitions,
gallery openings, or any other activity involving alumni.

6.3 Room reservations

Affiliated students may reserve rooms controlled by their department on a first-come, first-served basis.
Priority will be given to departmental academic and/or social programming. Room reservations must fall
within building operating hours.
To reserve space, students must email their department administrator with the following information:

¢ Name and email of the person leading the event

o Title of the event

e Description of event

e Date of event

e Start and end time(s) of the event

e Estimated number of attendees

o Preferred room

e If there will be any food served

All room requests for the purposes of administering the Collective Bargaining Agreement between the
University and GSU-UE should be directed through the UChicagoGRAD Room Reservation Form.

6.4 Teaching resources

MFA students may serve as Teaching Assistants (TAs) within the department each year based on
availability. If selected, the student will receive an assignment letter from the Dean of Students Office
the quarter before the assignment with information on position responsibilities and other details. The
specific pedagogical demands of each course should be discussed in advance with the relevant faculty
instructor/supervisor. The instructor and the teaching assistant are required to meet to discuss work
responsibilities and expectations. It is the shared responsibility of the student and supervisor to schedule
and attend such meetings.
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