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Sarah Pfohl is a disabled artist and teacher originally 
from Hubbardsville, NY. After two years at PrattMWP, she 
completed her BFA at Pratt Institute with a concentration 
in drawing. Sarah went on to receive her MA in education 
at Harvard and MFA in art photography at Syracuse 
University. She currently runs the photo and art education 
areas in the Department of Art & Design at the University 
of Indianapolis. Her approach to photography is to try to 
capture images that surprise her in some way. She also has 
a longstanding project of photographing the hill that she 
grew up on, often highlighting her mother as an artistic 
subject.

What inspired you to become an artist?

Just being around people who are always solving problems or being around people who are 
making things for both aesthetic and utilitarian reasons. I grew up in a place where a lot of 
people make things. My grandmother was a welder, my 
grandfather was a mechanic, and another grandmother 
enjoyed recreational painting. My grandfather took an 
adult learning class at MWPAI and I was super interested 
in what was basically his homework, his drawing practice 
outside of being a mechanic. He would sometimes start a 
drawing and I would finish it, or he would give me some 
lessons.

You put your disability status front and center in your 
work and your teaching, how does that shape your 
voice and your perspective of the world?

I foreground it in the way that I talk publicly about it. I think 
of disability as biological, but also including identity and 
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culture. As any type of identity, gender, race, etc., it shapes 
my life and worldview in a really profound way. I was born 
disabled and for a long time, felt really bad about it. I’m 
not visibly disabled, so it was very easy to pass as normal 
and I think there was an expectation that I would do that 
in order to have an easier life. One of the first times that I 
got really sick was during my freshman year at PrattMWP. 
I think moving out of my parents’ house had a profound 
impact on that as well as on advocacy and taking care of 
oneself. About 10 years ago, I started to become more 
familiar with the Disability Rights Movement and disability 
studies and concepts from both places really turned my 
thinking around. It’s not that there’s something wrong 
with me, it’s that there are issues with the structures of the 

world and normalized beliefs, and I’ve been trying to make some substantive work about 
that. One way of being a really strong artist is by offering up new perspectives to the world 
around you and living an entire life in a socially and historically marginalized body provided 
me with some of those perspectives, for better or for worse. Mining some of that, being in 
places where I did not and could not fit in cultivates a criticality that has been useful to me as 
an artist.

What do you try to impart to your students? 

Many of my students come into class loving art and making 
things, but they received a lot of social messages that 
art isn’t important and that the work that they make is a 
fun add-on to their life, but that it shouldn’t be seen as 
centralized in their life. I do try to communicate that their 
vision is important and the ideas they have for their work 
should be taken seriously. Sometimes my students don’t 
realize that they’re really good at something. So sometimes, 
it’s a matter of saying to them, “You’re exceptionally good at 
this!” 
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