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Empathy as a Design Methodology 
 

Anthony Woodfield Acock, Cal Poly Pomona, United States of America 
 

The success of a professional designer is intrinsically tied to their ability to empathize with the client or issue. In my 

paper, I will discuss a methodology to best empathize with both sides of a polarizing issue in effort to holistically 

understand the challenge, and grow as a professional.   

 

Using an example from a class in which the students were to pick a controversial topic of their choice, and create a: 

logo, poster, and website mockup. In this process they would write a short annotated research paper covering the issue 

as passionately as possible.  

 

Unbeknownst to them, once complete, they would then do the same task, for a new organization that was diametrically 

opposed to the first. This proved challenging as the first topic was based off of their personal passions, now they had to 

challenge those with equal vigor. The prolife students had to design for the prochoice community. The pro death 

penalty students, had to design for the anti death penalty community.  

 

In the end, they would write a third paper, outlining ways in which both sides can come together to find common 

ground. They would then use design thinking to organize a conference in which both organizations would be present. 

They were tasked with designing a poster, logo, website, and brochure for the conference. They were also challenged 

with picking a logical location for the conference, as well as a selection of speakers, from both sides.  

 

By requiring the students to start from a place of personal passion, and then counter design against their very being, 

the class grew as a whole. The critiques ranged from political debate, to formal design conversations. In the end, the 

students felt their empathy towards the opposition had grown, and in some cases, the students had major philosophical 

changes on the issue.  
 

Keywords: Graphic Design, Empathy, Debate, Polarizing Opinions, Opposites, Design for Advertising, University of 
Central Missouri, Cal Poly Pomona, Non-Profit, Social Advocacy 

 

Design for Advertising,  Fall 2012 

Introduction 

here is a growing field of advocacy-based design, and this is a fantastic opportunity for 
students and design educators to explore. The idea of “cause” marketing has become the 
primary source of philanthropic corporate dollars, and giving students the skillset to 

navigate in this climate seems fundamental to the success of a junior designer in an ever 
changing market place.  
 

T 
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Each year, over 700 million dollars1 are spent on such efforts. As designers, we can use 
social advocacy design to raise public awareness, and create outreach campaigns that serve as a 
call to action for political or societal reform. I will, through this paper, encourage social 
advocacy amongst students, in such a manner as to generate, pride building, humanization of 
“others”, and empathy. However, to do so with only the similar minded, misses the greatest 
opportunity for growth of an issue.  

 
The key to effective advocacy is to listen to what the publics actually desire. The most well-

intentioned project can fail miserably by the designer not fully understanding the personhood of 
the community they are working with, representing, or targeting. An example of this can be 
illustrated by looking at the Hearing For All project by Godisa Technologies Trust. 

 

“Initially, we started with a body hearing aid, but deaf people everywhere prefer to not 
be conspicuous and have a big gadget on their bodies, so we took the conventional 
behind-the-ear hearing aid and used solar technology to recharge the battery.” 

 
By actively collaborating with their public, Godisa Technologies Trust was able to better 

understand the needs of people who are deaf, and in the case of this project, the environmental 
implications of hearing devices, and how to keep them charged. This becomes more complicated 
when dealing with a community that has an antithetical community geared against it, which 
presumably, the deaf community does not.  

 
Similar to graphic design challenges, in which the author of a design piece seeks to convey a 

message, or counter an argument. How can we instill in students the ability to design with 
empathy to those they are trying to persuade? To illustrate this challenge, I will use two 
examples, Nike’s Major Threat Skateboard Tour, and Aim High Enough’s Down Syndrome 
Awareness Poster Series. Two obviously different audiences, however in one case the designers 
used deep empathy to allow their audience to communicate for themselves, and in the other, a 
misguided nod turned into cultural appropriation.  

 
Nike’s Major Threat Skateboard Tour from 2005 (Figure 1) sought to invite the punk rock 

contingency of skateboard culture by repurposing the imagery from punk rock band, Minor 
Threat’s EP. Nike changed the name on the graphic from ‘Minor Threat’ to, ‘Major Threat’, and 
removed the emblematic combat boots, replacing them with Nike skate shoes. The intent was 
relatively benign, however, by not understanding their target audience –those involved in punk 
rock, and skateboarding, they managed to expose their ignorance in a fantastic manner.  

 

                                                        
1 Judith Schwartz, “Socially Responsible Advertising. Altruism or Exploitation?,” Citizen Designer. ed.  
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Figure 1: Minor Threat, EP (left), Nike Major Threat (right) 

Sources: Minor Threat, 1984, Nike, 2005 
 
 
Ian Mckay’s response open letter to Nike exposes the root of their error, and a lack of 

empathy from the part of Nike. 

“What the hell were they thinking? …to set the record straight — Nike never contacted 
Dischord, nor Minor Threat, to obtain permission to use this imagery, nor was any 
permission granted. Simply put, Nike stole it and we’re not happy about it… To 
longtime fans and supporters of Minor Threat and Dischord, this must seem like just 
another familiar example of mainstream corporations attempting to assimilate 
underground culture to turn a buck. However, it is more disheartening to us to think that 
Nike may be successful in using this imagery to fool kids, just beginning to become 
familiar with skate culture, underground music and D.I.Y. ideals, into thinking that the 
general ethos of this label, and Minor Threat in particular, can somehow be linked to 
Nike’s mission.”2 

The end result of this misguided attempt to court punk rock skaters ended with an open 
apology from Nike, a whole lot of back tracking from Wieden and Kennedy, who evidently did 
not design this particular Nike ad, and a whole sale obliteration of any evidence. Today, if you 
try to Google this Nike Skateboard Tour, all you will find are articles criticizing how horrible the 
design ideas behind it were.  

 
On the opposite end of the spectrum, a great example of how design can reflect the 

community it hopes to advocate for would be the subway poster campaign, Down Syndrome, 
Aim High Enough. A series of posters designed to help raise awareness and illustrate similarities 
between people with Down Syndrome to their typically abled peers.  

                                                        
2 “Nike Uses Minor Threat: Sneaker Outfit Apologizes For Borrowing Punks’ Album Art,” Rolling Stones, 

http://www.rollingstone.com/music/news/nike-uses-minor-threat-20050628, (June 28, 2005) 
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Design as a tool for advocacy –in particular for people with disabilities– is flooded with 

well-crafted sympathy generating campaigns. While well-intentioned, these types of campaigns 
miss the mark and reinforce the concept of ‘otherness.’ While working with the Kansas City 
based non-profit organization, The HALO Foundation, I remember being curtly told, ‘No Sarah 
McLaughlin’s,” generating pity does little to promote empathy or awareness.  

 
In Aim High Enough’s People First Campaign, they embody the spirit of empathy in 

communication. By allowing the participants in the photos to dictate who they are, they clearly 
present themselves how they see themselves. “I am a breakdancer, I have Down Syndrome.” 

 
This is not a sympathy generating campaign, rather a celebration of personhood and 

individuality. Individuality of people who happen to have Down Syndrome. These posters were 
hung in Japanese subways during the disability awareness month, and are often cited as an 
example of a great “people first” campaign.  

 
Often when we think of advocacy-based design challenges, we think of rallying cries, and 

illustrations of pride, which –while certainly valid– forget that at least half of their audience is 
not rallying behind the cause. Often times, they are rallying against. For advocacy-based design 
to truly be valid, we need to think how the message will be perceived by those who oppose the 
cause. How will the prolife community respond to a prochoice campaign, and vice versa? 

 
It’s easy, and perhaps comfortable to raise flags of solidarity, and share them with the like 

minded, however, the effectiveness of that, from a messaging and social change perspective, falls 
into question. How can we as design educators, get students and junior designers to design with 
the counterpoint in mind?  
 

The Design of a Fictional Non Profit Organization 

Round One 

“The graphic designer must have empathy for whom and what they are designing. 
Building research into the design process avoids resultant design solutions serving only 
to satisfy the designer or paint over the cracks of an issue”3 

In the Fall of 2012, I was given the class, “Design for Advertising” at the University of Central 
Missouri in Warrensburg Missouri where I was starting my very first tenure-track teaching 
position after completing my MFA at Pratt Institute in New York City. Advocacy-based design 
challenges are of a personal interest to me, and so I sought to find a way to interject this practice, 
in conjunction with research, writing, and planning, into a Design for Advertising curriculum.  
 

On the first day of this project, I asked students to think of polarizing issues they cared 
about. At first, the ideas were slow to trickle out into the public forum. People mentioned budget 
deficits, and generic concepts of ‘the economy,’ as polarizing, with little understanding of how 
the economy is an “issue” and how it can be divided into pro and con communities scenario.  

  

                                                        
3 Mike Bond, “Approaching + Reacting to Research. Design is About Understanding,” A Designer’s Research Manual: 
Succeed in Design by Knowing Your Clients and What They Really Need,” ed. Jennifer and Ken Visocky O’Grady 
(Singapore: Rockport Publishers, 2009), 109-111. 
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After a few minutes, one student raised her hand and said she was adamantly prochoice. 
Perfect, now we were getting somewhere. After a few consensual nods, I asked the class who 
was prolife. No one raised their hand, or said a word. After a moment of awkward silence, I 
brought up the fact that, statistically, at least 49% of the class was likely somewhat prolife, even 
if they didn’t want to admit it publically. And with that, the floodgates opened.  

 
Soon, students were debating Roe vs. Wade, concepts of consent, sexual reproduction, what 

it meant to be a ‘slut,’ Planned Parenthood. This lead seamlessly into other topics. Military 
Funding, Gay Marriage, Pirating Music, and Software. Everyone had passionate opinions on 
every topic. From that moment on, the majority of class that day, resembled more of a debate 
lecture, than an art class.  

 
To start the project, the students were tasked with finding a gap in the non-profit landscape 

of their issue, and creating a fictional non-profit group to fill it. To do so, they would need to 
name the organization, design a logo, a poster, and a website for the group. While doing this, 
they were to write a research paper –not on advocacy-based design, but rather on the issue that 
their group was advocating for.  

 
For example, the adamantly prochoice student was now to write a research paper on why 

abortion should be legal. The prolife student was to write a research paper on why abortion 
should be illegal.   

 
The designed results, the logo, poster, and website, for this phase of the project were 

relatively predictable. Those who felt attached to certain issues had clear preconceived notions as 
to what the visual language of these communities should look like, resulting in work that passed 
through the critique with comments such as, “it looks like a real logo” whatever that means.  

 

The Design of a Fictional Non Profit Organization 

Round Two 

After phase one of the project was complete, the second phase, and the idea that the semester was 
going to be engulfed in this project came to light. The students were tasked with the challenge of 
doing the same thing, this time however, for the opposite end of the spectrum.  
 

Students who had previously designed for the prochoice communities had to now do the 
same body of work for the prolife community. Those who had passionately written research 
papers defending a woman’s right to abortion, now had to write equally passionate research 
papers about the sanctity of life and how abortion should be illegal.  

 
This created obviously tense moments during the project brief period. On the other hand, 

however, it forced students who had previously viewed each other as philosophical adversaries, 
now as allies. Students against capital punishment had to sit down with students for capital 
punishment, and –with empathy– listen to why that student felt America needed capital 
punishment. 

 
For many it seemed as if this was the first time they had not only considered the opposition, 

but empathetically engaged in it’s premise. Arguments were sparked, and friendships were made. 
The class dynamics shifted radically as students actively sought opinions that were countered 
their own.  
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Students were required to check out books from the library that supported their new forced 

theses and form convincing arguments that were antithetical to their original projects.  
 
The final design pieces, without exception, were exponentially better, more unique, and 

more refined than the originals. It seems that by requiring students to investigate and research 
areas that they are not familiar with, they do so more honestly, with more empathy, and when it 
comes to hitting the drawing table, they do so less instinctually, and more carefully.  

 
This created moments where students were critical of their own work, and certainly critical 

of their previous work. Instead of designing logos that ‘looked like real logos’ they were 
designing conceptual pieces that hit key factors of the issues’ fundamentals.  

 
Along with formal critiques, students asked those diametrically opposed to themselves if 

their final pieces effectively communicated what the other felt. “Is this really how the pro gun 
control community feels like?” One student even commented that, much to their disappointment, 
upon research, the other side had a much better argument. 

 

The Design of a Fictional Non-Profit Organization 

Round Three. The Common Ground Conference 

Now that the students had a more holistic grasp on both sides of their issue, I introduced the 
concept of Design Thinking into the classroom in effort to help prepare the students for their next 
task. 
 

Design thinking, as defined by CEO and President of IDEO is,  

“…a human-centered approach to innovation that draws from the designer’s toolkit to 
integrate the needs of people, the possibilities of technology, and the requirements for 
business success.”4 

The third, and final phase of the project would use Design Thinking to create a “Common 
Ground Conference” that would bring together both sides of the issue, in effort to bridge the 
divide.  

 
Students were tasked with: designing a logo (figure 2 and 3), a poster (figure 4), a brochure 

(figure 5), and a website (figure 6), as well as naming the conference, strategically choosing its 
location, selecting a group of speakers from both sides of the issue, and what those speakers 
would be speaking about. 

 

                                                        
4 “About IDEO” IDEO, http://www.ideo.com/about/, (accessed: February 15, 2014) 
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Figure 2: PRO 2012 Conference Logo 

Sources: Roxann Elder, 2012 
 

 
 

Figure 3: Universal Animal Conference 2012 

Source: Samantha Maschman, 2012 
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Figure 4: Future of Defense Conference 

Source: Jason McClintock, 2012 
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Figure 5: Future of Defense Conference 

Source: Jason McClintock, 2012 

 

 

Figure 6: Future of Defense Conference 

Source: Jason McClintock, 2012 
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During phase three, students who had paired up with opposition best, were now suited to 

once again collaborate. How can Prochoice America, and the Right to Life Foundation agree on 
anything? Who is best equipped to speak on the issue from both sides of the story? What is the 
most logical location for the conference? When will it be? How many days?  There were so many 
moving pieces at this point that the students had no choice but to collaborate with one another to 
best create not only graphic design pieces, but design whole systems.   

 

The Design of a Fictional Non Profit Organization 

Post Mortem 

Upon reflection, the project was a success. Students created a body of work that had practical 
implications for their portfolios. Students were able to say, here is a website I designed, here is a 
logo I designed, here is a brochure I designed. In the long view, however, the implications are 
much greater. 
 

Students learned to defend their design choices, as well as defend and respect their moral 
and philosophical differences. Students learned better ways to research, to write, to collaborate. 
More importantly, at the end, they learned to more empathetically relate to, and design for target 
audience, which may in fact be the opposition.  
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Beyond Good Intentions: A Potential Research 
Framework for Social Impact Design 

 
Audra Buck-Coleman, University of Maryland, United States 

 
Social impact design is hitting its stride within design education. Programs across the country are incorporating social 
impact design into their curricula, with the general aim of bettering local and global communities. However, too many of 
these integrations are missing the crucial aspect of implementation assessment. Without measurement means, how can we 
know what change has transpired, if any? Projects with possibilities of clicks, hits, and monetary transactions can use 
these as measures of success, but what of those without them? How can we measure the value and impact of these 
efforts? Design and design educators need to move beyond anecdotal evidence and incorporate frameworks and 
assessment measures for socially oriented design projects. Social psychology’s Symbolic Interaction offers a possibility. 
Social psychology seeks ways to understand individuals and communities through examination of cultures, structures, 
behaviors, values, and norms. Social impact design seeks to (re)shape individuals and communities through visuals and 
engagement. Social psychology addresses social inequities and the reasons for them. Social impact design often seeks to 
address social inequities and to create awareness through design responses. This paper will describe how social impact 
design can leverage symbolic interaction as a research framework and assessment. Social impact design is at risk of 
overpromising its potential without an established means to verify project impact. Scrupulous analysis can have far-
reaching, positive implications for design’s role in business and society. As the design profession continues to address 
society’s complex problems, it must also address its own: proper implementation assessment. Having a greater 
understanding of how and why social impact design succeeds or fails can further this sub-discipline and bolster the 
design profession overall. 

  
 

Keywords: Social Impact Design, Design Education, Symbolic Interaction, Assessment 
 

Introduction 

ocial impact design (SID) has experienced an increased emphasis in both the profession 
and design education. (Lasky, 2013) U.S. programs including Herron School of Art, 
School of Visual Arts, and MICA have begun degrees in this design field. AIGA’s Design 

For Good, the Winterhouse Symposium on Design Education and Social Change, the Social 
Impact Design Summit, Design Ignites Change, and others have helped boost SID efforts.  

We have a multitude of terms to refer to this work: Socially responsible design. Socially 
responsive design. Design for good. Design for social change. Human-centered design. Social 
change through design. Public interest design. Social change. Transformation design. 
Humanitarian design. Social innovation design. Design and Social innovation, Design activism. 
Each has its subtle shading. (Carey & Meron, 2014.; Lasky, 2013: 20) Carey and Meron 
definition states, “Social impact design calls specific attention to the need for designers to test, 
prove, and document the impacts of their work, particularly emphasizing the importance of 
demonstrating rigorous measurable social impacts.” (2014)  

Hosts of websites showcase these and other social impact design projects:  Project H 
Design. Project M. HERO Housing. Think Lab. Tinkering Studio. PieLab. Sticks + Stones. 
Design Against Crime. Create Don’t Hate. Moving Design Intervention on Water. Real Food 
Farm. Safe Agua. The D3 Lab. The list is seemingly infinite. Some of these projects we can 
assess with simple measures, such as hits to a website, visitors to an event, and money garnered 
from a fund-raising effort. But what about intangible projects without easily measurable 
components? Assessment for projects that aim to raise awareness or influence individual and 
group attitudes is more challenging.  

S 
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For much of this work, assessments are not being included.1 Others have noted this need 
as well. (Walker, 2014; Lasky, 2013; Drenttel, 2013) I want to clarify that I am in support of 
these efforts. I, too, incorporate social design projects in my classroom, most notably through 
Sticks + Stones, an international collaboration with Ann McDonald and Mark Biddle. The social 
impact design premise is worthy: to use design artifacts and design thinking to address local and 
global issues such as social differences, tolerance and community building. These are 
commendable efforts that need encouragement. However, we need to frame projects with an eye 
to assessments and rigorous research methods. Students need to engage their audiences with 
specific, research-focused questions to gauge the success of these social design endeavors.  

Social psychology and specifically symbolic interaction offer a lens through which to 
view intangible social design exchanges and to frame implementation assessment. I pose this not 
as a rigid methodology that requires strict adherence but rather as a framework to consider social 
design and its results. By rethinking the way we approach intangible social design undertakings, 
we can integrate processes that allow for better assessment measures. Without theoretical and 
research frameworks, the undergrounded social design movement will falter and over-promise on 
unrealized outcomes.  

Social Psychology 

Social psychology is a discipline shared and distinguished between multiple disciplines, 
primarily psychology and sociology. Different branches of social psychology differ in addressing 
the macro or micro, the assumptions of existing social structures and the meaning between 
human contact. Psychological social psychology (PSP) is mainstream psychology’s social 
psychology. PSP scholars focus on how social stimuli influence an individual’s behaviors, 
attitudes, cognition and motivation. (House, 1977) However, this branch of social psychology is 
not a strong fit for social design for three primary reasons. First, PSP focuses on individual micro 
processes and tends to disregard group thinking and macro behavior. For design that is trying to 
influence and change communities and thought groups, interaction is a key consideration. 
Second, in PSP societal structures are assumed and static whereas social impact design is often 
concerned with altering social structures. Third, PSP is experimental research often conducted in 
labs. (Thoits, 1995) Detractors claim this setting is too artificial and too far removed from 
authentic daily experiences. If you remove a person from his or her social structure, then you 
have changed the relevance of an individual’s behavior. Interactions within a naturalistic 
structure are much more telling of the social forces at play. (House, 1977; Stryker, 1977)  

Symbolic Interaction 

Symbolic Interaction (SI) is generally categorized as the social deviant of social psychology. 
Symbolic interactionists focus on how humans imbue, interpret and react to meaning of objects 
and interactions. (House, 1977) SI focuses on two connected aspects of social life: how do 
humans understand themselves and others and how does that understanding influence their 
interactions with others and within themselves? SI scholars believe that people act with purpose 
and meaning. This meaning is determined by what we know, what we intuit, and what is 
abstractly referenced. SI focuses on how we process the meanings of situations, interactions and 
objects, how we determine our actions and cognition based on the behavior of others and our 
own lived experiences. (House, 1977) People, unlike animals, are able to respond to inferred 
meaning as well as to the literal actual object or gesture. For example, humans respond to an 

                                                        
1 For example of the 20 case studies showcased in in Shea’s Designing for Social Change, only 
five included information on implementation assessment. Further, Shea does not include 
implementation assessment as a strategy of social design projects. (2012) 
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expensive car with meanings of wealth, exclusivity, desire, privilege, and potential corruption. 
Animals do not respond beyond the literal representation of an object.  
Further, people distinguish themselves and become human because of social interactions and 
their ability to understand inferred and abstract meaning. SI scholars address how individuals 
create meaning of objects and gestures. It is these meanings that bias and influence our 
interactions with others. Sometimes interpretations are shared between group members and other 
times these meanings are personally constructed.  

For SI scholars, our daily behaviors, thinking and attitudes are guided by social structure. 
When there are stable patterns of interaction, these reinforce the meaning we hold of ourselves 
and of others. Inherent in this theory is the assumption that humans are capable of self-reflection. 
This self-reflection is what shapes our actions and our attitudes. It determines how we interact 
with others and if and how we respond to objects and prompts. It premises that people use 
symbols and meaning to determine their behavior and interactions with others. People do not 
simply look at an object and react to that, but they also react based upon their understanding of 
the object and its implicit meanings and abstract references. People also create their individual 
meanings, rather than taking another’s meanings at face value. (Ritzer and Stepnisky, 2013) 

SI scholars employ a variety of methods to address their research questions about meanings 
and exchanges. Examination of data sets, one-on-one interviews, content analysis, secondary 
research, and behavior observations are but some of the ways they conduct research. Thorough 
research pursuits start with a strong, answerable question. Quantitative, qualitative and 
experimental methods are all considered, however, the focus is on the interaction, whether 
normally viewed or abnormally scripted. This helps frame the data they gather and analyze. 
These scholars, as other disciplines, build off the work and theories of others to contribute 
breadth and depth to the canon. These described methods are not distinct to SI. However, it is 
this framework, which includes an answerable research question and data analyzation about the 
above theory, that holds possibilities for social impact design.  

Connecting To Design 

Designers prompt others to act in directed, meaningful ways. We want communities to come 
together. We want people to recycle more. We want more thoughtful, tolerant consideration of 
language when we talk to “others.” We count on people making direct and referenced 
connections to these visual messages, but does this transpire? To know this, we need keen 
understanding meaning and the ways audiences interpret that meaning. How does it influence 
individual cognition? How does it influence how individuals interact in groups? As design 
educators, we need to (re)frame our assignments to consider the impact a project might have on 
the ways an individual might reconsider himself, the way she might interact with groups, the 
ways the groups might influence individuals, and the way these potential changes influence 
social structures and systems. These possibilities can align with SI. 
 Many of design’s disciplines share SI’s foundation about human’s capacity to create 
infer meaning and influence behavior and cognition. Graphic design is using imagery and text to 
references both literally and figuratively represented. Participatory design creates meaning 
through social exchanges. Service design builds upon known behaviors to create better 
experiences. By carefully examining individual responses, group responses, and social deviants, 
we can better examine and asses the impact of design projects. Further, for experimental projects 
that seek to create awareness and change behaviors, deliberate focused manipulation of norms 
and expectations can be revealing about social impact design’s effect. Incorporation of the SI 
framework will guide social impact designers on how to build and assess social design projects 
that aim to change behavior, awareness and other intangible problems. 

One example of symbolic interactionism applying to social impact design is Millard’s 
examination of Dove’s 2004 “Real Beauty” campaign (2009). For her examination of this 
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campaign, Millard interviewed sixteen women and used symbolic interaction and dramaturgy as 
question frameworks. Millard queried these women about the processes they undergo to interpret 
the multiple meanings of beauty and how they construct their own actions with respect to beauty 
and to others. Through this, she was able to capture the ways the interviewees identify 
individually with the meaning Dove’s idea of beauty. The women describe the campaign’s 
positive effects on themselves and the potential positive impact on other women. It is also 
possible to evaluate this campaign via product sales and social media hits, but the SI approach 
offers a rich account of the Real Beauty campaign’s social impact on these women. 
Generalizations about the campaign’s impact can be made about the campaign based on those 
results. Millard was an independent researcher and not associated with the Dove campaign, 
however her approach could be replicated by social impact designers. 
 

Potential Stumbling Blocks 

As design educators, we need to leave room in the course window for implementation 
assessment. The project is not finished upon delivery. If social impact design is changing 
something, as it proposes, what has changed? How long does this change last and at what level of 
impact? What are the short-term and long-term impacts of the project? Has an awareness 
campaign created just that, and if so, for how long? What were the resulting changed interactions 
between individuals and groups? How long does a participatory design exchange linger in the 
mind of individuals and groups? How does this influence the participants’ everyday behavior and 
interactions with others? These questions can first be assessed through immediate impact 
surveys, but they are best assessed through long-term repeated surveys that give a richer picture 
of lasting impact.  

Designers have become accustomed to the instant gratification that comes with the 
release of a new application or website, the sight of a printed project rolling off the press, and the 
excitement of a live participatory exchange. We need to become accustom to the long-term 
practice of assessment that might not show results for years to come. However, this level of 
assessment is difficult if not impossible to achieve during one semester, let alone one quarter. 
Design educators can look for funding to outsource long-term assessment measures, but this, too, 
takes time. Without assessment support, having to continually assess existing projects can 
truncate future ones. One obvious way to conduct assessment is through our students. This can 
elucidate their understanding of the relationship between design and social change. Again, this 
will probably mean fewer design projects are undertaken, however the students will have better 
understandings of the successes and shortcomings of the ones they do.   

In addition, social impact design will have more concrete data and results to share with 
non-designers. We are advocating for the change we believe social design can create. Making 
good on that promise means having data and clear findings to validate this claim. If nothing else, 
we need to know concretely that our classroom efforts have adhered to the golden rule of social 
engagement of “first, do no harm.” 

Conclusion 

Today’s social design projects vary widely in ranges of scope, funding levels, timeframes, 
targeted groups or communities, and other variables. Collective ideas about how to evaluate 
project implementation and results are fragmented and absent. Longitudinal implementation 
assessment efforts need to be included in design project timelines. Building common research 
and assessment frameworks can begin to solidify the foundation. By borrowing from and 
building upon another tested theory, social designers can jump start this process. Although 
symbolic interaction is not without its criticism and shortcomings, it does have application 
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possibilities to social impact design. Each project’s assessment and framework will need to be 
tailored to the objectives and specifics of those projects, but for now, it is a good place to start.  
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A multi-level model for critical discussion  
of interaction design objects 

Anthony Carton, South Dakota State University, United States 
 

In this paper, I present a preliminary model for better understanding and explicit discussion of the goals, visual 
representation, and implementation of an interactive system to aid in the design and critique of design objects that lie 
increasingly towards the center of a continuum between digital and tangible. I then outline a recent pilot study involving 
university design students and present preliminary results before proposing future development of the model. 
 
As the boundaries between design fields continue to blur, professionals and students alike need to strengthen their ability 
to critically discuss interaction design with the same confidence and skill at which they are able to critique the formal, 
rhetorical, and semiotic qualities of a designed object. To facilitate this discussion of the shaping of the behavior of an 
interactive system, I propose a model based on David Marr’s Three-Level Model for analysis of information processing 
systems in the brain, specifically used to theorize about the visual processing system at the levels of computation, 
representation, and implementation. 
 
In this pilot study, students have been asked to 1) critique an interactive system with comments noted for reference and 
comparison. 2) I then introduce the adapted multi-level model for analyzing an interactive system at each of the three 
levels of computation, representation, and implementation. Finally, students are asked to 3) critique a similar interactive 
system using this model to focus and guide their discussion. Further development of the adapted model is then 
recommended based on student responses.  
  
 

Keywords: Interaction Design, Critique 

Introduction 

he purpose of this work is to present an adapted model for critical discussion of 
interaction design based on David Marr’s Three-Level Model for understanding complex 
information processing systems in the brain. (Dawson, 1998) Results of a pilot study of 

student use of an adapted multi-level model to facilitate critical discussion of the behavior of 
interactive systems are presented. Twenty-two (22) sophomore graphic design students were first 
asked to discuss the interaction design of a dance-activated music video in an open response 
format. Students responded on the appropriateness of the content for the interaction, positive and 
negative responses to the experience, lack of discoverability, novelty of the interaction and 
attempted to describe their mental model of the workings of the system. 

The same students were then introduced to an adapted version of Marr’s Three-Level Model 
and asked to use it as a framework for discussion of the interaction design of the system, with 
interaction design defined as the shaping of the behavior of the system. (Löwgren & Stolterman, 
2004) This time students responded by discussing the goals of the system, and the representation 
media of the input and the output. Some students communicated confusion with the model, 
especially in the representation and implementation levels. Going forward, further work is 
required to adapt the model for use by undergraduate design students. 1) The model will need to 
be easier to understand by students through short explanation, 2) the representation level may 
provide an outlet for student discussion of visual design aspects as part of a larger context of 
interaction, and 3) the role of the implementation level requires further examination in its role in 
the adapted multi-level model.  

Marr's Three-Level Model 

David Marr, a cognitive psychologist, developed the Three-Level Model to describe the 
processing of visual information in our brains by the visual processing system. Through 
description at each of three levels, the computational level, representational and algorithmic level 
and hardware implementation level addresses what the system does and how it does it. (Dawson, 
1998) While intended for understanding complex information-processing systems in the brain, I 
immediately thought it might be helpful for students to better understand the interaction they 
were struggling to discuss during critiques, with a bit of adaptation. 

T 
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Marr’s computational level is the most abstract, addressing the system’s goals, This level is 
about theorizing what the system does, what is being processed, and why. For explanation, Marr 
presents an analysis of a cash register. At the computational level, the goal of a cash register is 
arithmetic, and it does this because addition is the appropriate method for arriving at a total cost 
of items purchased. 

Marr’s representation and algorithmic level addresses how a system accomplishes its goals. 
For the cash register, we describe how arithmetic is accomplished. This requires the making of 
two choices. First a representation must be chosen for the input and output of the process. For the 
cash register, this means choosing a system of numbers, Arabic in the US for example, to 
represent the input. It also means choosing an algorithm by which the transformation may 
actually be accomplished, so choosing a method for adding. The cash register accomplishes its 
arithmetic by adding least significant digits first, and carrying a value to the next significant digit 
if the sum exceeds nine. 

At the hardware implementation level these goals, representations and algorithms are 
implemented physically. It is important to note that, according to Marr, the same algorithms may 
be implemented in different ways when different technologies are used. A digital cash register 
would implement the algorithm, the method of addition, with a configuration of wires and 
resistors, while a mechanical cash register would do so with a combination of gearing. (Dawson, 
1998) 

Adapted Multi-Level Model 

This method of multi-level description was developed as a way to better understand visual 
information processing in the brain, but Marr’s choice of the cash register example to explain the 
model is interesting for us as a good example of an interactive system. We supply input to the 
cash register, it performs some algorithm for calculation depending on the transaction, and then 
we are given output of the total due for payment. This is a strong interaction; we do not receive 
the same input back in a slightly different modality or format, and we aren’t simply taken to a 
different place, but instead we are given new information as a result of the interaction with the 
system. As such, Marr’s levels of explanation, especially the computational and the 
representational and algorithmic levels might provide a thorough means to discuss the 
interactivity of a system alongside the graphic qualities.  

Computational Level 

Adapted for critical discussion of interaction design, the Computational Level deals with system 
goals. Students are asked to talk about the overall goal of the site. Questions like, “What does the 
site do? What does it allow them to do? How does it respond to their interactions?” help students 
to formulate an answer at this level. In the second introduction video, students were given a 
description of the goals of the previous video they were asked to watch, relating it to their 
previous discussion. 

Representation Level 

At the Representation Level, students were given a short explanation of the concept of 
representation and then asked to discuss the input and output being represented in the Bear71 
documentary. They are also give examples both from Marr’s cash register example and from the 
previously viewed sprawl2 video. 

Implementation Level 
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At the implementation level students were asked to discuss the medium rather than the goals or 
the representations that are moving in our out of the system. For instance, in the sprawl2 video, 
the medium of the input was the webcam footage of their bodies, or in many cases their hands. 
The video reassured students that advanced knowledge of computer vision was not required but 
that a computer is able to recognize their movement and adjust video playback and rhythmic 
skipping accordingly. 

 

Table 1.1: Adapted Multi-level Model and Student Discussion Questions 

Computational Level Representation Level Implementation Level 

What is the overall goal  
of the system? 

What concept is being 
represented for the input? 

What is the medium  
for the input? 

How does the input help 
accomplish the goal? 

What concept is being 
represented for the output? 

What is the medium  
for the output? 

What strategy might the 
system use to achieve  
the goal? 

How is the website 
converting these concepts 
from input to output? 

What transformation has to 
happen that connects these 
media together? 

 

Method 

In this preliminary study, twenty-two (22) sophomore graphic design students in an introductory 
web design course at a university in the Midwestern United States were divided into pairs and 
asked to discuss the interaction design of two systems, an interactive dance video and an 
interactive documentary. While multiple definitions and descriptions of interaction design have 
been formulated as the field continues to develop, for this study interaction design was defined 
for students as the shaping of the behavioral aspects of the system. (Löwgren & Stolterman, 
2004) Students were told that these elements complement each other but that they both require 
adequate means for critique. For many of these students, this was the first time interaction design 
as an area of design has been introduced. For their discussion of the second system, students 
were presented with the adapted multi-level model, an adapted version of Marr’s Three-Level 
Model and asked to use it as a means to discuss the interaction design of an interactive system. 

Of the twelve student pairs, one group failed to submit the second critical discussion, while 
two other groups failed to view all of the introductory materials before completing the exercise. 
As a result these three student pairs were excluded from consideration. The two student groups 
that did not watch the introductory video for the second exercise were confused, frustrated and 
visibly upset in their second videos. Further work developing materials that can support a single 
mode of instruction if students are to be presented with just a written project description may be 
required. 

Stimuli / Interactive Systems 

Part 1: Pretest 

Sprawl 2, a dance-activated music video 
By AATOAA studio 
www.sprawl2.com/ 
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Sprawl 2 functions on several levels, it’s a quality music video without the interactivity, a non-
interactive version is also available online. The video takes in both webcam footage and mouse 
interaction, and then transforms that interaction into directional information that is then used to 
control the speed and direction of the playback of the music video to encourage fans to dance 
along with the video. The band Arcade Fire is known for their experimental videos and online 
experiences. 

Part 2: Post Test 

Bear71, an interactive documentary 
By Jeremy Mendes and Leanne Allison with interactive design, 
development and programming by Jam3 
http://bear71.nfb.ca/ 
 
Bear71 is the story of a bear that is tagged and tracked throughout her life in Banff national forest 
in Canada. The story discusses the difficulty for survival of the grizzly bears native to the 
wilderness there, and how the encroachment of humans has had multiple negative effects. In 
addition to the interaction with the map of the national park, the system takes the input of your 
webcam feed, and broadcasts it to any other users viewing the interactive video at that time. As a 
result the user is added to the story in real time as a visitor to the national park. When viewing 
the interactive film, students reported encountering other students interacting with the system at 
the same time. This capture of user video data is added to a matrix of video feeds, some 
prerecorded of animals in the park, some live feeds of other users, allowing you to encounter 
other tourists like yourself in the bear’s habitat. 

Results 

Part 1: Pretest Results 

In their response, students almost universally commented on the novelty of the interactive dance 
video format in one way or another with most students commenting on the ability to move in 
front of the webcam and to control the speed of playback. 

Students in four groups (G1, G3, G9, G12) responded on the appropriateness of the content 
with comments like this one from group 12, “the music worked well with the glitchy site because 
it was choppy and robotic itself.” Students familiar with the band also said that this type of video 
is typical for their style and works well for that band. 

Two groups (G1, G3) viewed the interaction negatively, saying that the interactive dance 
video was annoying, irritating or boring. Sitting in front of a computer and having to wave at the 
webcam in order to keep the video feed going is a chore, and that the novelty wore off quickly. 
One student notes, “You would have to be really into the music to want to keep doing it.” 

Students experienced confused discoverability, at times not knowing what to do. Three 
groups (G2, G3, G12) were confused by the dual input modes or were not sure their actions had 
any effect on playback. Group 2 comments that the tutorial screen works differently than the 
video. Groups 3 and 12 both mentioned a steep learning curve. 

Though no students used the term “mental model,” many of them attempted to explain their 
own thoughts on how the interactive system worked. Within these responses, several themes 
emerged. 

Only one group (G8) seemed to possess an appropriately matched mental model of the 
interaction, noting that movement from dance activates the music video, and recognized the 
directional nature of hand movement and clicking, as well as speed being variable as well. 

Five groups shared this matched mental model of the interaction, but incorrectly believed 
that interaction was limited to hand interaction with the webcam. Groups 8 and 9 suggest that the 
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webcam is searching for and tracking hands as a way to move the video forward, one member of 
group 9 suggested a limitation of the webcam only being able to track one or two hands but not 
four. 

Two groups (G2, G7) possessed an incorrect mental model of the interaction. Group 2 
believed that faster hand movements resulted in louder music, while group 7 believed that the 
site was matching their gestures with images that contained similar movements and gestures. 

One interesting note, group 1 comments on the social aspects of participating in an 
interactive dance video, stating that unknowing people will like not understand what is going on, 
and respond negatively to the interaction. One student tells her partner that if he weren’t there she 
would probably be dancing, suggesting that she knows it isn’t just about waving her hands across 
the screen, but instead that the goal is to dance with the video. 

Two groups (G5, G6) also discussed the graphic design of the site even though all groups 
were asked to focus on the interaction design. Group 5 perceived the site as being very well laid 
out and neat, while a student from group 6 commented sarcastically about keeping things hip and 
cool, but that the function of the system was not understandable as a result, communicating 
confusion and frustration. 

Part 2: Post Test Results 

In part two, students were asked to answer these questions explicitly. Five of nine student groups 
(G2, G3, G6, G8, G12) went through the adapted multi-level model level by level using the 
associated questions introduced in the introductory video and project description. Four student 
groups (G1, G5, G7, G9) chose to use the levels only as a loose model, while no student groups 
ignored the levels all together. 

At the Computational Level all groups identified the overall goal of the system being to 
create empathy with the animals in Banff National Forest. Some groups mentioned emotional 
appeals but all groups identified this as the main goal. 

The groups also all mentioned their movement as being the input that accomplished the goal 
of creating empathy between then and the animals. Group 12 adds that the narrator’s female 
voice was the input that accomplished the goal. Though incorrect, this representation of the 
content does likely aid in the accomplishment of the goal. Group 2 presents an especially good 
response, “our movement of the mouse is what is driving our movement through the landscape, 
allowing us to be able to act as if we are the bear, or with the bear along their life journey.” 

At the Representation Level, the input to the system was the student’s mouse movements, 
their arrow key input, and the web cam footage that we being recorded. As a result the concept 
represented in the input would be their own exploration of the map, and their participation in the 
storyline. Group 2 was likely the closest, but this topic seemed to be almost universally difficulty 
for the groups. For instance, while group 2 suggested that the concept represented in the input 
was the navigation through the map, groups 6 and 12 suggested it was the concept of the bear’s 
story, represented through the narrator’s voice.  

Similarly, the output of the system is the visual combination of the student’s movement with 
a pre-recorded set of movements and video playback, thus the concept represented in the output 
is the story of bear71 including users as in a dual role as active participants and as the bear 
itself resulting in a mixture of empathy and co-experience. Students in group 2 supposed that a 
sense of the landscape was the concept. Groups 6 and 9 felt as though the output was blended 
with the input, while group 12 suggested that the concept represented in the output was the bear’s 
life in general. 

At the Implementation Level, the input and output for the system Bear71 are mouse 
interaction, arrow button interaction and webcam footage, and each of these have a medium. The 
medium of mouse movement is the coordinate system upon which the spatial data is represented, 
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similarly the arrow button interaction and webcam footage. The media of the output is the audio 
and video playback of the system. 

Students in four groups (G2, G3, G8, G9) all mentioned the video feed and/or mouse 
movement, while two groups (G9, G12) mentioned the interactive map itself. Students in three 
groups (G3, G8, G12) all identify the medium of output as the video playback, while the other 
student groups did have difficulty. One group (G9) confuses goals with output medium, saying 
that the output is our caring more about the animals.  

When asked about the transformation that needs to happen to connect the input medium with 
the output medium all groups are able to formulate an answer. Group 2 discusses mouse input, 
while four groups (G3, G6, G8, G12) all discuss webcam input and video playback. 

In addition to the three levels, students also discussed the topics of interaction as a means for 
engaging the viewer, additional features, confusion due to poor discoverability, and confusion in 
relation to the use of the adapted multi-level model. 

Four groups (G1, G5, G6, G12) all discussed interaction as a means for engaging the viewer. 
Group 1 stated that the interaction facilitated multi-tasking tendencies for their generation, 
affording them the ability to watch different feeds and jump back to the narrative at will. Four 
groups (G3, G5, G6, G12) expressed sadness or other emotional experiences, and group 6 found 
this to be in line with the goals of a documentary, but more impactful as a result of the 
interaction. A student from group 5 claims to have gasped when the bear dies. 

Groups 2 and 8 experienced confusion, and seemed to have trouble discovering how to use 
the system, and were unsure if their actions had an affect. 

Discussion 

In Part 2, students seem to have grasped the goals and input of the system, however the question 
of strategy to achieve the goal with the available input was much more difficult for the student 
pairs to answer. An appropriate answer would have been something along the lines of, “by 
affording the user the opportunity to explore the forest from the point of view of the bear, while 
also occasionally being shown their own likeness as one of the objects of surveillance of the 
system, users can develop a sense of empathy of the animals in the habitat.” Most students 
responded with first a long pause, and then struggled to communicate an answer. Group 8 
guessed that the system could track where their mouse was moving across the map, or that the 
map always shows you where the bear is. 

At the representation level, the groups also had difficulty differentiating between the 
representation of the input and that of the output. Interestingly, the groups that chose to discuss 
graphic design, or the visual aspects of the system in the computational level did a good job 
describing the way concepts were represented, but they did so during their discussion of the 
computational level. In the future it might make sense to more explicitly encourage students to 
discuss the visual elements or graphic design of the system at this representational level, as it 
likely would give them increased confidence and a better understanding of the purpose of the 
representation level. 

Interestingly, during their broad discussion of the representation level, group 5 identifies the 
concept of surveillance as being represented through the video instead of any of the other 
concepts discussed by other groups. Though they do not use the provided questions to formulate 
their responses, theirs is among the best formed of the student pairs. Perhaps as students learn to 
integrate these questions into an understanding of each level, the answers may become more 
holistically formed. 

For the majority of students, the implementation level was a difficult one. In Marr’s Three-
Level Model, the hardware implementation level theorizes about the hardware upon which the 
representations and algorithms run, however, this may not be relevant to an undergraduate 
student in design. As a result, in the adapted multi-level model, hardware implementation is 
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adjusted to deal with the medium or mode of the input and output, as a way to better allow 
students to understand the requirements of an interactive system that employs more than mouse 
interaction. This level looks to give students an opportunity to think about the different modes of 
input and output that are becoming possible. More development is required on this level, as 
evidenced by several group’s total inability to address this level. 

Students seem to develop a better grasp of the input and output when asked to describe the 
transformation that must occur to the input to create the output. Group 8 responded, “they take 
your feed and they show it off to others so you can see your feed with other people’s feed.” This 
group hinted at video as the medium of the input and the output, and the statement shows a better 
understanding of what is happening to the video as input, and what is going in the system to 
create the output. 

Three groups exhibited difficulty with the adapted multi-level model in addition to the two 
who did not watch the interactive videos.  Group 3 seemed to have a good deal of difficulty with 
the model. When they came to the question about the strategy of the system, they respond, “I 
don’t even know what that means.” The course management system was checked to ensure that 
at least one member of the team viewed the introductory videos, as they were instructed to work 
as a team. Group 3 did view the video, but has a difficult time with the model. Group 9 states that 
the notes included in the assignment description are very confusing and that accept for the video 
they would have been lost. 

Group 7 spent a good deal of time describing the formal elements of the map, talking about 
the representations in place. They then move on to the representational level where they begin 
talking about their interaction with the environment and the reasons they do so. Seemingly, a 
total failure of the adapted multi-level model to work for these two students, they almost 
completely switch the two levels. This further supports the notion that a representation level 
needs to provide students an outlet to talk about the graphic design of the interactive system. 

Conclusion 

Overall, the adapted multi-level model is a positive start as the majority of students were able to 
use it, formulating a response to many of the associated questions. The responses for the goals of 
the system seem especially useful for the students in their ability to critique the interactive 
system. 

Going forward, further development of written materials for the explanation of the 3 levels is 
required as students apply the discussion of an interactive system for critical discussion. In 
addition, the value of the third level, the implementation level likely needs further investigation. 
Does the difficulty and confusion that some of the students experienced warrant the opportunity 
to discuss extra modalities of interaction? 
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Abstract: 
This paper compares the design methods developed and employed by user experience and interaction designers with the 
design methods developed and employed by board game designers. We base these comparisons on a series of interviews 
and observations conducted over the past year, as we examined how designers created, adopted, and evolved these 
methods into practice. By studying several methods used in board game design, including prototyping, playtesting, and 
evaluating the qualities of a successful board game, we gained insight into how these board game design methods may be 
applied by general user experience and interaction designers: rigorous playtesting (i.e., user testing) is conducted blindly 
and with novice as well as with expert users; playtesting is done with the intent of “breaking the game,” and games are 
designed with the understanding that users will develop variants and encouraged to do so. Each group of designers—
general and board game—may profitably reflect on the development experience of the other; each set of methods 
becomes a lens for the other, to the benefit of both. 
 

Keywords: user-experience, interaction design, board games, method design, development 

Introduction 

The rate at which technology evolves has increased year by year, and so the complexity of the 
artifacts that we design rapidly accelerates too. As this trend progresses, there has been a surge in 
the development of new design methods in the last decade. How these methods are being 
developed, adapted and used in practice warrants closer scrutiny. What makes a method “good,” 
“desirable,” or “useful” in the trenches of practice? How might we improve the ways that we go 
about developing new methods or evolving existing methods? This paper is aimed at the analysis 
and application of a potential model for developing design methods. 

Method Development 

In our research we have identified three general categories of people who are involved in the 
development of new methods: 
 

• Practitioners — designers who are working for clients or doing other project-based 
work 

• Academics — professors who are working with students and conducting research 
• Academic/Practitioners — designers who do client or project-based work and who 

also work with students and/or conduct research 
 
Most of our interviews have been with people who are academics or who might be considered to 
be both academics and practitioners. All three categories seem to have challenges as well as 
benefits in how they develop new methods. 

Some practitioners develop new methods to improve the efficiency and efficacy of their 
client work. But many practitioners learn new methods from the works and writings of 
researchers, new employees, co-workers or students. They adopt only those methods that are 
efficient, effective and to some degree enjoyable. Even when a method is picked up and used in 
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practice it is often adapted in such a way that leaves it looking much different than the original. 
In the research we have conducted to date it has been our experience that most practitioners who 
develop new methods do not think of themselves as methods developers. 

When a method is developed strictly in the context of academia, the mental models of 
practice that are referenced are often idealized models. In many ways this inhibits academics 
from generating methods that are effective or desirable for practitioners. Even for someone who 
may not be an academic, it is tempting to design a method to impose an idealized model on his or 
her view of practice. We believe that this is a quality with which most designers struggle, 
whether it be an artifact they are designing or a design method. Designers become attached to 
their designs. They want so badly for it to succeed that they treat it too gently so that it will 
survive intact throughout the development process and then launched into the world. It becomes 
an emotional issue for the designer sometimes to make the changes necessary to improve their 
design. 

Many methods that are adopted into practice are those that have been developed by 
designers who have one foot in academia and the other in practice. We found in our interviews 
and observations that it is mostly the methods designed by the academic-practitioner that most 
commonly moves from development to wide spread usage. At this point in our research we can 
begin to speculate why this is the case.  

Through The Lens of Board Game Design  

In this paper we will compare the process of designing a board game with the process of 
developing a design method. Why board game design? We became interested in board games 
nearly a year ago. Initially, our interests were more social than academic, employing board 
games as a form of relaxation. However, it quickly became a focus of our attention, not merely 
because it met our social expectations but we recognized the implications to user-experience and 
interaction design. Contemporary board games provide a rich, immersive and often very complex 
experience. We began to see parallels between the design of tabletop games and interaction / user 
experience (IX/UX) design. These parallels seem apparent at many levels, but as our research has 
been aimed at the “design” of design methods, it is at this meta-level that we have focused. 
Method design is a meta-design process. 

Many people believe that the board game industry is entering a golden age. For over ten 
years the market for board games has experienced consistent and notable growth. Many of these 
contemporary games are designed by hobbyists, people who design for their love of tabletop 
games. It is an extremely competitive market and yet these designers are open and sharing with 
other board game designers. They use each other to improve and refine their games and their 
craft. They have an intuitive understanding of the processes, mechanics and systems that are used 
to develop successful games. For those who are interested in developing methods for IX/UX 
design, there may be much that can be learned from examining the processes, skills, methods and 
tools that board game designers employ. 

A good board game provides an experience that incorporates interesting, diverse and 
meaningful decisions (Costikyan, 2011). These decisions are facilitated through the “mechanics” 
of the game. Every board game has a unique flavor that in some way reflects the tastes of a 
targeted type of player. But, there are loosely defined categories of tabletop games. Generally 
speaking, most contemporary tabletop board games are referred to as “hobby games” or 
“designer games” (Woods, 2012). These are parsed further into euro, ameritrash, miniatures, war, 
role-playing, abstract and others. We do not propose that board game design is the perfect 
analogy for methods development and improving the processes that it involves. But rather, we 
suggest that there is much to be learned that might inform methods development. 

Early in our study of board game designers we were constantly made to think how these 
game designers might do so much better if they were to study experience or interaction design. 
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As our study of these hobbyist designers progressed, however, it has been striking how their 
methods might inform people involved in the development of design methods. As we have begun 
to write about board game designers we find it interesting that in most instances we should just as 
well be writing about IX/UX methods developers. 

Interview study 

We had the opportunity to interview many designers engaged in the development of experience 
and interaction design methods. Numerous interviews have been conducted informally. This 
paper is based primarily on a set of ten formal interviews conducted over the last year. The 
subjects of these interviews have all been involved in academia and formal research.  Half of the 
subjects have also been involved in practice. 

Many of the methods developers we spoke shared similar concerns and insights about the 
way that methods are being developed. Those concerns and insights include: 
 

• Method-development has been seen as user-center design where the user is the 
designer who will use the method. 

• Methods are built, adapted or evolved from other ideas (bits/pieces/whole).  “This 
method is a mix of many methods...”   “This is not a ‘method’ but a practice 
combining a number of different methods...”  There are some basic foundational 
methods that all others are built from…  or taking an existing tool and using it in a 
way that might never have been done before. 

• Academics’ mental models of practice are idealized models inhibiting academics 
from generating practitioner-accepted methods. 

• Methods should be effective, efficient and enjoyable. 
 

User Research 

Many methods developers would describe themselves as proponents of human, user-centered or 
even goal-directed design. Yet, when developing new methods, they often forget that they are in 
fact designing an experience — a method or process to be used by designers who are indeed the 
users. User research is even more important when doing this type of meta-design. However, 
when comparing the process of developing a method to that of designing for experience or 
interaction, user research is often completely overlooked. Perhaps this is due to the reality that 
designers of methods identify themselves as the user and disregards their previous knowledge of 
designing for others. We believe that this is a significant mistake in design judgment. 

User Testing 

If methods development should be thought of as user-centered design then not only is user 
research of extreme importance but user testing is also. User testing in the design of methods is a 
particular weak spot. Testing is often done too gently and for those with a foot in academia the 
testing is done with students or novices. 
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Board Game Design Study 

Over the course of the last year we have had the opportunity to conduct dozens of informal 
interviews with designers, publishers and others in the board game industry. These interviews 
were situated in various conferences where we were also able to spend hundreds of hours 
observing board game designers as they pitched, promoted, designed and tested their games. 
Many of these interviews were with designers who might be considered as hobbyist designers. 
These designers are generally people who, driven solely by their love for games, have spent 
many years playing and analyzing games. Some of the interviews we conducted were with full-
time board game designers.   

General Findings 

While it’s true that most of these designers are “hobbyist” designers, it cannot be stated strongly 
enough that even in their day-jobs these are people that see everything through lenses of games 
and design. Interestingly it seems that a disproportionate number of them come from careers 
either in education or some form of engineering. Board game designers are systems designers 
with an intuitive understanding that they have the potential to facilitate rich player experiences 
(Nunn, 2014). They are experience and interaction designers in a very social, physical and 
pragmatic sense (Salen, Zimmerman, 2004). They are almost never the graphic designer or the 
illustrator—i.e. they work on teams toward the end of the development with these specialists. 
They develop complex systems with all of the elements associated with such systems (Easley, 
Kleinberg, 2012). Board games facilitate decision making through a designed system. 

Notable Characteristics of Board Games and Their Design 

Mechanics and Theme… 

There are two general aspects that encompass a board game design. These are the theme and the 
mechanics. Although some designers begin with the theme, the mechanics are always important 
(Jaffee, 2013). Moreover, some games can be very abstract and have no theme whatsoever. 
Game activities like rolling the dice and moving a pawn are sometimes considered to be 
mechanics. More often though a mechanic is more concepts oriented as in the case of “voting” or 
“drafting” each of which might be facilitated in many different ways. 

It could be said that it is the thoughtful and inventive integration of mechanics and theme 
that is the hallmark of many good contemporary games (Marriot, 2013). Almost all board games 
facilitate the telling of a story. Even a very abstract game like chess that is almost entirely 
mechanics and has very little theme may tell a story. But, more often when stories emerge from 
the playing of a board game it is because the game design is much less abstract. Board game 
designers are keenly aware of this connection and use it to craft games that target the varying 
types of players. 

Prototyping 

Rapid prototyping allows designers to repeatedly make quick changes as their games go through 
hundreds of hours of playtesting by themselves, by other designers and by gamers. As we 
observed events where designers came to have their games tested, it was surprising at first to see 
many designers with games that were little more than a handful of plastic pawns and 4 x 5” cards 
with numbers, letters or symbols on them. This crude means of prototyping allowed the designers 
to quickly make changes to their games before, after and even during game play (Pulsipher, 
2012). 
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Playtesting 

Hundreds of player-hours go into testing a board game. Many designers understand that 
playtesting is the very core of design (Trzewiczek, 2014). There are several organizations that 
throughout the year host events to facilitate playtesting for board game designers. Two of these 
are Protospiel and UnPub. These organizations schedule events that bring together designers and 
serious gamers or experts and connoisseurs in order to playtest games. 

Playtests are done throughout the process of game design and fall into five general 
categories— solo play, friends play, experts play, general play and blind play. Most game 
designers understand that it is best to test using all of these types of groups. But, depending on 
the type of game being developed, some are more important than others. 

In the early stages it is not uncommon to simply play the game with friends and relatives. 
This allows the designer to run through a game without much pressure and get a general feel for 
how the game might play. This level of playtesting may reveal major flaws and prompt some 
early refinements. 

Solo play goes without saying; it’s simply not possible to design a game unless you are able 
to test it by yourself. This requires the designer to be able to assume the roles of multiple gamers 
and gamer types playing a single game session. Blind testing is also extremely important 
(Stegmaier, 2013). A group must be able to play the game without the designer in the room or 
have any influence on the learning and playing of the game. Possibly the most important 
category of playtest is done by a group of experts or connoisseurs. These players will test the 
limits of the game and be able to communicate their experience to the designer. 

Each of these is conducted for several reasons. These reasons are made up of three general 
categories for which the designer wants feedback — efficiency, effectiveness, and enjoyment. 
These categories encompass the testing of mechanics and theme, testing structure, relationships, 
flow, rules clarity, learning time, setup time, turn time, play time, scoring and numerous other 
details. Long discussions between the designer and the testers often follow the playing of a game. 
Before leaving the table however it is not uncommon for a designer to ask the play testers three 
very simple questions:  Was it fun? Would you play it again and if so then how soon? Would you 
pay X-number of dollars for this game? 

 

 
Figure 1: Game designer at a protospiel running a playtest for an untitled board game. 
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Breaking the game 

One of the primary goals of playtesting is to find problems with the game. Often, testers are 
actively looking for flaws in the mechanics, the ways that mechanics work together and the 
efficacy of how the mechanics work towards meeting the goals and objectives of the game. 
Players will sometimes try extreme strategies in order to reveal possible flaws. Other possible 
flaws might include imbalance in the gameplay and mechanics or inefficiency in the number or 
combination of mechanics (Talton, 2011). Some gamers describe this as trying to break the 
game. A broken game may have one or more problems—for example a game may accommodate 
unforeseen player strategies allowing run away winners (Elias, Garfield, Gutschera, 2012). 

Variants 

Most board game designers understand, depending on the type of game they create, that gamers 
are gamers. Gamers will ever be looking for ways to change a game; gameplay is a meta concept 
that governs literally everything they do. Many modern board game designers develop games 
that accommodate or even welcome variants. Many contemporary board games are initially 
designed with an eye toward a future of variants and expansions, some of which will be designed 
by the original designer. Player generated variants are not viewed necessarily as a bad thing. In 
fact online game discussion forums often include sections encouraging discussions about variants 
and it is not uncommon for the original designers to participate in these. Some variants are 
officially published as “expansions.” When this is done the designer of the variant receives credit 
as co-author along with the original designer. 

Discussion/Comparison 

Mechanics and theme, playtesting, breaking the game, and variants — each of these qualities in 
board game design hold interesting implications if adapted, applied or otherwise used to inform 
the process of IX/UX method design. We believe that methods design might benefit from a 
closer look at these characteristics. Of particular interest are the notions of playtesting with 
experts and trying to break the game. Regarding this, academic methods designers have a 
challenge: many test their newly designed methods with their students. But most of these 
students are inexperienced designers and their ability to expertly playtest or break the method 
eludes them. We recommend, therefore, that if academics use these board game methods, they 
seek experienced IX/UX designers to test and possibly break their newly proposed design 
methods.  

Conclusion 

“Methods developers.” We believe that this term may be part of the problem. Though it may be 
subtle, we see a need to begin calling this “methods design.” That is how we really need to be 
thinking about this. Yes, it can become a mouthful saying “designing design methods.” But, we 
think it’s important that we realize that when we develop a method it is an act of design. When a 
method is designed it is very much the same as designing a user experience or an interaction. As 
such it must be considered in the same way that we approach any other design project. Using 
board game design can be a powerful analogy for us to consider. Some of the qualities of board 
game design may not be a perfect fit. But, there is more to borrow than not. 

Contemporary board games are held to a different standard than the games that were 
produced twenty or even fifteen years ago. Board game designers intuitively understand that their 
process must be user-centered and goal-directed. They also understand that the artifacts that they 
create must also embody these qualities. These characteristics are the driving force for all that 
they do. They provide a useful model for us interaction / experience designers. 
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Characterizing the perceptual abilities of 
designers: what are the effects of training? 

 
Mary C Dyson, University of Reading, UK 

 
Abstract: The effects of expertise on perceptual judgments have been researched in many areas (e.g. face perception, 
colour perception, perception of musical intervals, letter perception). A common objective underlying these studies is to 
establish whether qualitative differences in perceptual abilities emerge following training. An issue that is relevant to 
teaching typography is identifying what characterizes typographic expertise. In so doing, we may be better informed as to 
how to train students in the visual discriminations that are required of typographers and type designers. These 
discriminations include attending to stylistic variations in letterforms, such as x-height, letter width, length of ascenders 
and descenders, size and shape of serifs, ratio of thick-to thin strokes (contrast). A question arises as to how these 
judgments differ from the more general skills of readers who need to recognize letters regardless of the typeface which 
changes their visual form. This paper describes the application of psychological methods to exploring how designers 
process letters and typefaces, adopting techniques used in other perceptual studies. One experiment uses the paradigm of 
Categorical Perception (CP) which is a phenomenon whereby we perceive categories where none exist in the physical 
world. To investigate CP with the multidimensional shapes of typefaces, a continuum of fonts is created by interpolating 
between two typefaces. There is some evidence that designers can perceive typefaces categorically, which is likely to lead 
to more efficient discrimination. A second study compares typographers and non-typographers on their discrimination of 
typefaces in upright and inverted orientations. This reveals that typographers engage in configural processing to identify 
typefaces, whereas non-typographers do not, probably because this conflicts with the requirement of normal reading. 
 

Keywords: Typeface Identification and Discrimination, Categorical Perception, Inversion Effect, Expertise 

Context 
 
 
n normal reading we process letters in order to identify the letter, which requires that we 

abstract the essential or structural form (Johnston, 1945), rather than pay attention to the 
typeface. However, typographic designers (who select typefaces for use according to the 
particular context) and typeface designers (who create new typefaces) are trained to pay attention 
to variations in letterforms that are not ‘diagnostic of letter structure’ (Walker, 2008, p1025), i.e. 
do not contribute to letter identification. Two studies are described which explore the perception 
of typefaces and aim to capture the nature of designers' perceptual abilities.  

Study 1: Categorical Perception 

Introduction 

Categorical perception (CP) is a psychophysical phenomenon whereby we perceive categories 
where none physically exist. A classic example of categorical perception is colour perception 
where we perceive discrete hues rather than gradually changing ones (Bornstein, 1987). Colour 
perception corresponds to changes in a single dimension (the wavelength of light) but categorical 
perception also occurs when there are multidimensional changes, e.g. faces (Beale & Keil, 1995; 
Campanella et al., 2003). Typefaces vary along multiple dimensions: weight, contrast, 
proportions, basic shapes, terminals and serifs (Baines & Haslam, 2005). The ability to 
distinguish among typefaces, recognize categories of typefaces, or identify individual typefaces 
is part of typographic training. In the field of music, Burns & Ward (1978) have shown 
categorical perception of musical intervals in musicians but not in those without musical training. 
This study explored whether CP of typefaces could be demonstrated in typographic design 
students of varying levels.  

I 
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Method 

Materials 

Unlike colour, no natural continuum exists between typefaces. In order to investigate CP of 
typefaces, it is therefore necessary to create a continuum with equal steps between two typefaces, 
in this case Times and Helvetica. Figure 1 illustrates the 12 step continuum, Timevetica, 
developed and modified by graduates of the University of Reading's MA Type Design 
programme. 

 

Figure 1: Twelve steps of the Timevetica continuum from  
Times (1) to Helvetica (12) 

Procedure 

Two tasks are used to test for CP: identification and discrimination. For the identification task, 
eight participants were shown a paragraph in one of the 12 steps and asked to indicate whether it 
was more like Times or more like Helvetica. In the discrimination task, ten new participants were 
shown one paragraph for one second, followed by a second paragraph (of different words) for 
one second and asked to indicate whether they were in the same font or different fonts. If 
different, the two paragraphs were in fonts from two points on the continuum, separated by two 
steps.  

Results 

Identification 

Figure 2 illustrates how often each of the 12 steps/fonts on the continuum is identified as Times 
(black line) or Helvetica (grey line). The category boundary is where half of the responses are 
Times and half Helvetica (at point 7.11).  The font closest to the boundary (7) is illustrated in 
Figure 3. This might be considered to have as many characteristics of Times as Helvetica and is 
the most ambiguous to categorize.  
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Figure 1: Average percent identification of fonts 

As would be expected, the fonts that are near the Times end of the continuum (low numbers 
in figure 1) are mostly identified as Times, and a similar pattern is found for Helvetica. One of 
the criteria for CP is reliable identification within a category and a steep gradient between 
categories (Studdert-Kennedy et al, 1970). These group results are consistent with CP.  

 

Figure 3: Font closest to the boundary where half responses are Times and half Helvetica.   

However, it is interesting to look at the data from two individual participants which shows 
very different patterns of results. Figure 4 is an example of very clear CP as there is a steep drop 
from identifying font 5 as Times to identifying font 7 as Helvetica. In contrast, Figure 5 
demonstrates rather erratic responses but with a general trend of decreasing Times responses 
from 1 to 12. This is an example of continuous perception.  

   

Figure 4. Identification of fonts by one participant who shows CP 
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Figure 5. Identification of fonts by one participant who does not show CP 

Discrimination 

Figure 6 shows the average discrimination scores at various points on the continuum. The best 
discrimination (i.e. where participants can more easily recognize different fonts, as opposed to 
same fonts) is when comparing font 5&7 or font 6&8. These pairs are shown in the top two parts 
of Figure 7; based on the identification data, we can assume that the first font of the pair is 
categorized as Times and the second categorized as Helvetica. This therefore facilitates better 
discrimination. 

A second criterion for CP is that there is a peak of discrimination at the category boundary 
with poorer discrimination within categories (Studdert-Kennedy et al, 1970). As the group 
category boundary (Figure 2) falls around 7, these results are also consistent with CP. When the 
two fonts are both categorized as Times (e.g. 1&3, 2&4, 3&5, 4&6), it is more difficult to 
discriminate between them (the discrimination index is lower). The bottom pair of fonts in Figure 
7 illustrates two fonts within the Times category.   

 

Figure 6: Average discrimination scores 
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Figure 7: Examples of pairs of fonts that are easier to discriminate (crossing the category 
boundary) or less easy to discriminate (both categorized as Times) 

The important distinction between categorical perception and the alternative (continuous 
perception) is the participant's creation of categories, with their defining characteristics. In this 
case, typography students implicitly determine what makes characters Times-like and therefore 
not Helvetica-like and/or vice versa. The physical differences between the pairs above are 
similar, i.e. 2&4 vary to the same extent as 5&7 or 6&8. On this basis, we would not predict that 
it would be easier to tell the difference between 5&7 compared to 2&4.  

Study 2: Inversion effect 

Introduction 

A well-researched phenomenon is the face inversion effect (Yin, 1969) where faces are 
considerably more difficult to recognize when they are inverted. Diamond & Carey (1986) 
explored the effect of expertise on the inversion effect, comparing dog experts and novices on 
their recognition memory for photographs of dogs in upright and inverted orientations. Experts 
were impaired by inverted photographs compared to upright, whereas novices were not. 
Although the exact nature of the processing that is disrupted when objects are inverted is not 
resolved, the effect is commonly attributed to the disruption of configural processing (Kimchi & 
Amishav, 2010, p1035). Configural properties refer to the second-order spatial relations between 
components. On a face, these are the space between features. The spatial parameters of typefaces 
are the interrelations between letter parts (Sanocki & Dyson, 2012), for example positioning of 
the thick and thin strokes. The prediction is therefore that typographers will be more impaired in 
their judgments of fonts when text is inverted than non-typographers, because they are trained to 
attend to configural properties.  

Method 

To be able to control the difficulty of the task, a continuum was again developed between two 
existing typefaces: Stempel Garamond and Berthold Bodoni (Garadoni). As in the discrimination 
task described above, a paragraph of text was shown and followed by a second paragraph; 
participants were asked to indicate if the two were in the same or different fonts. Each pair of 
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paragraphs could be in a normal orientation or inverted, in which case the letters were rotated 
along the horizontal axis resulting in an inversion and mirror-reversal (Figure 8). Twelve 
typography students and twelve non-typography students completed the study. As non-
typographers would find the task more difficult, the number of steps between different fonts was 
increased so that differences would be more obvious.  

 

Figure 8: Example of inverted letters  
where the two fonts are different 

Results 

The results indicate that typographers show an inversion effect for typefaces and non-
typographers do not (Figure 9). When text is in an upright orientation, designers find it easier to 
discriminate between fonts on the continuum, than when the text is inverted. This is not the case 
for non-designers who show no difference between the two orientations. 

 

Figure 9: Average discrimination scores 

Based on the arguments put forward for the inversion effect with faces, typographers may 
process the fonts in a configural manner and use spatial relationships to make judgments, rather 
than just recognizing components, such as serifs or terminals. The inversion reverses the pattern 
of contrast between thick and thin strokes and thereby disrupts the cues used for recognition. 
Experience with typefaces will have taught designers that a strategy of configural processing aids 
in typeface identification (cf. Diamond & Carey, 1986; Wong et al, 2009).  

Some letters retain their basic configuration on inversion (see Figure 10).These illustrate the 
disruption of second-order spatial relations; these properties are conjectured to be what 
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typographers use in upright orientations. In the ‘c’ and ‘x’, the positioning of the thick and thin 
strokes is altered; the angle of stress of the ‘o’ changes. Typographers are trained to observe 
these (normal) relations between elements of letters and without these, typeface discrimination is 
more difficult. In such circumstances, typographers may have to use what non-typographers use, 
e.g. small differences in the size or shape of serifs.  

 

Figure 10: disruption of normal cues to typeface identification  
when letters are inverted 

Discussion 
Both studies support the view that expertise, developed through design training, leads to distinct 
changes in the perceptual processing of typefaces. The first study demonstrates that typefaces can 
be perceived categorically by typographers, although it did not include a comparison with non-
typographers. However, the lack of natural categories for typefaces makes it highly likely that 
typographic training, attending to differences among typefaces, establishes these categories 
which increase the efficiency of discrimination.  Goldstone (1994) trained participants to make 
perceptual discriminations of saturation, brightness, and size of squares and explored whether 
training resulted in the acquisition of distinctiveness or similarity.  Acquired distinctiveness is an 
increase in perceptual differences that are relevant to a categorization (Gibson, 1969). 
Typographers and type designers are trained to attend to the specific dimensions along which 
typefaces differ, e.g. weight, contrast, proportions. Acquired similarity, where we learn to be less 
sensitive to differences that do not affect categorization, is important for identifying letters and 
reading, but not for discriminating typefaces. If design training were to facilitate categorization at 
the expense of less sensitivity to differences in stylistic details, this would be counter-productive.  

The inversion effect found with typographers also demonstrates a perceptual ability that 
appears to be qualitatively different to non-typographers and to the processes used in normal 
reading. Non-typographers who are experts in letter identification do not demonstrate effects 
indicative of configural processing. Attending to configural properties of typefaces conflicts with 
the requirement of normal reading to identify basic shapes and ignore different forms. Configural 
processing may also underlie categorical perception of typefaces by designers. The combination 
of cues (e.g. x-height, letter width, length of ascenders and descenders, size and shape of serifs) 
and their second-order spatial relations provide a richer basis for categorization than individual 
components.  

These findings allow us to identify the heightened perceptual skills requisite to informed 
decision-making in type design and typography. Knowledge of the changes that can occur in the 
nature of perceptual processing may inform what or how we teach students, drawing attention to 
particular aspects of visual material.  If considered desirable, tests based on the above studies 
might serve as diagnostic tools as a study of CP with musical intervals found that the degree of 
CP appears to relate to the level of musicality (Howard et al, 1992).  
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Design and the Doctorate: A Call for Participation 
in the Disciplinary Discussion Surrounding 

Doctoral Education in Design 
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Abstract: Graphic design continues to struggle with the question of the terminal degree. Should the MFA remain the 
field’s terminal degree, or should it be replaced with the PhD, a professional doctorate, or both types of doctoral 
degrees? In response to this question, this study has two goals. First, this study investigates the contribution that graphic 
design educators have made to  the literature exploring the development of doctoral education in design. It argues that 
we have failed to participate in this literature in a sustained and meaningful way. This argument is supported by 
reviewing a complete sample of the scholarly literature written between 1990 and 2013 and indexed in the Art and 
Architecture Complete database and the Design and Applied Arts Index under the search terms “design” and “doctor.” 
Graphic design is severely under-represented in the sample, with only 2% of the relevant indexed literature emerging 
from authors with a disciplinary affiliation with graphic design. Second, the study reviews the full extent of the scholarly 
literature surrounding the question of doctoral education in design. Though graphic design has failed to contribute 
significantly to the literature, the fields of architectural, industrial, product, and interior design have addressed the 
question of doctoral education for designers. This study argues that graphic design education ignores this important and 
growing body literature to our own detriment. It seeks to offer a brief yet thorough overview of the relevant literary 
terrain. Finally, since graphic designers have failed to participate in the broader discussion about doctoral education in 
design, that discussion is framed and conducted by designers with other disciplinary affiliations. Therefore, at its 
conclusion, this study calls on graphic design educators to respond to an urgent need: the need for our discipline to 
participate fully in the transdisciplinary and on-going conversation about doctoral education in design. 
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Reviewing the Literature of Doctoral Education in Design 

earching the abstracts of peer-reviewed literature indexed in Art and Architecture 
Complete and Design and Applied Arts Index for the keywords “design” and “doctor” 
(which also returns results for “doctoral” and “doctorate”) returns a combined results list 

of forty-seven peer-reviewed articles written in English between 1990 and 2013 that pertain to 
the structural, philosophical, and/or pedagogical issues surrounding doctoral education in design. 
Of these, only one is written by an author whose primary disciplinary affiliation is graphic 
design. Meredith Davis’ discussion of the need for a design-specific research database (Davis et. 
al., 2007) is one of four articles in the sample that addresses the specific library and database 
needs of art and design researchers at the doctoral level. The remaining forty-six articles in the 
sample emerge from a range of other disciplines, including the design disciplines of architecture 
(eight articles), industrial design (ten articles), and interior design (three articles). Authors with 
disciplinary affiliations in fine art (eight articles), education (eight articles), and library and 
museum studies (five articles) also make substantial contributions. 

Significantly, two articles that directly address the need for doctoral education in graphic 
design (Davis, 2008; LaMere, 2012) are not returned as results by searching peer-reviewed 
abstracts. (This holds true even when the qualifier of peer-reviewed literature is removed from 
the search algorithm, although the journals in which the pieces were published are indexed in the 
Design and Applied Arts Index.) These articles are, at best, difficult to find via other search 
mechanisms. Full-text searching for the terms “graphic design” in combination with either 
“doctoral education” or “doctoral degree” lends zero results in Art and Architecture Complete. 
Full-text searching the Design and Applied Arts Index lend zero results for either “graphic 
design” or “visual communication design” in combination with “doctoral degree” and one result 
(LaMere, 2012) for “visual communication design” and “doctoral education.” The same article is 
not returned with a full-text search for “graphic design” and “doctoral education.” The Davis 
article is not indexed at all, though its full text is available online through the International 
Journal of Design. Based on this comprehensive literature search, it is safe to say that graphic 
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design has not contributed significantly to the indexed, searchable, scholarly literature on the 
subject of doctoral education in design. 
 

 

Figure 1: Peer Reviewed Literature Contributions by Discipline 

Unlike graphic design, other disciplines have not remained silent. The extant literature on 
doctoral education in design may be modest in scope, but its quality is robust and its quantity is 
growing. A review of the existing scholarly literature reveals themes that are applicable to 
graphic design education and should not be overlooked as graphic designers begin to participate 
in the broader disciplinary discussion. This review organizes the literature around three central 
themes: understanding and differentiating among degree structures; obstacles to doctoral 
education in design; and distinct areas of concern for graphic design as it addresses the question 
of doctoral education.   

Understanding and Differentiating Among Degree Structures 

The first fact that graphic designer educators must recognize is that the MFA is not equivalent to 
a doctoral degree. This observation holds true across the design disciplines, where a variety of 
professional master’s degrees that were once intended to be terminal degrees no longer function 
as such for those who hold them. Examples include the Master of Architecture, Master of 
Industrial Design, and Master of Landscape Architecture degrees. As Michael Kroelinger, who 
developed the PhD program in Environmental Design and Planning at Arizona State University, 
wrote in 2008, “Professional degrees [at the master’s level] simply are not equal [to doctoral 
degrees] and are intended to prepare students for very different roles upon graduation. I find this 
true across the design disciplines” (p. 15). While graphic design educators may wish that the 
MFA could remain a widely acknowledged terminal degree, the disciplinary dialogue of design 
at large has long since moved beyond attempts to justify the terminal master’s degree (see, for 
instance, Newbury, 2000). Ignoring this state of affairs will not benefit graphic design faculty or 
students. Within the university system, a terminal master’s degree often places faculty at a 
disadvantage, as many authors have observed. “The ‘terminal master’s’ denotation is problematic 
when graduates attempt to teach courses or conduct research in a cross-disciplinary manner,” 
architecture professor Michael Richards writes. Among other problems, degree holders “may 
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have difficulty in securing tenure, grants, and respect among colleagues, peers, and students due 
to the lack of ‘doctor’ in the title” (Richards, 2009, p. 46). Instead of perpetuating our structural 
disadvantage by clinging to a degree that no longer serves us well in the academy, graphic design 
educators must come to grips with the need for doctoral education in our field.  

Acknowledging the need for doctoral education in design is a first step toward design’s full 
participation in the academy. Proponents of doctoral education still must grapple with the 
question of degree structure, however. Many design educators have raised “concerns about one 
degree model supporting a professional practice (studio-based) path, a scholarship/research path, 
and a teaching path” (Kroelinger, 2008, p. 17). To address these concerns, many leading 
contributors to the literature suggest the professional or practice-based doctorate. “The 
professional doctorate is worthy of  exploration as a complement to  the Ph.D. – the former with 
a professional practice basis and the latter with a research basis” (Kroelinger, 2008, p. 17). 
Proponents of the professional doctorate support both a research-based model (the PhD) and a 
practice-based model of doctoral education. Generally speaking, they propose the PhD for 
historical studies, critical analysis, theory building, and methods development. Meanwhile, the 
practice-based doctoral degree prioritizes the production of design solutions. Both degree models 
include significant training in research methods, but the outcomes – roughly and sometimes 
falsely divided into “written dissertations” and “design solutions” – differ in both form and 
function.  

What these complementary, practice-based doctoral degrees might be called remains subject 
to debate. Pedgley and Wormald (2007) suggest “‘research with a practical design element,’ 
‘research incorporating a design project,’ ‘design-oriented research,’ or simply ‘research through 
designing’” as “alternatives to the awkward term ‘practice-based’ research” (p. 73). Jones (2006) 
suggests that “a studio doctorate of fine art (DFA) that operates within and as an extension to the 
conventions of the taught MFA might be more appropriate and valuable [to practitioners] than 
the PhD,” and adds that “already DFAs can be found in Australia and New Zealand” (p. 127). In 
architecture, the designation Doctor of Architecture (D.Arch.) is gaining traction (Richards, 
2009, p. 56-7). Finally, the designation Doctor of Design (D.Des.) has been proposed for 
terminal degree candidates “motivated chiefly by the prospect of becoming a better designer” 
(Pedgley and Wormald, 2007, p. 73). In the United Kingdom, practice-based doctorates are more 
common in both art and design and, historically, have been awarded as PhD degrees (Candlin 
2000, Candlin 2001). 

In the United Kingdom, some art and design educators argue that differentiating between the 
traditional PhD, the practice-based PhD, and/or the Doctor of Fine Arts will “institutionalize 
existing divisions between theorizing and practicing, writing and making, intellectual activity and 
studio activity.” This, in turn, “reproduc[es] the very divisions between intellectual and manual 
labor and the valorization of abstract theory at the expense of reflective practice that many of us 
would want to question” (Bell, 2008, p. 176). Meanwhile, in the United States, some leading 
contributors to the literature argue that “the expectation for someone with a PhD in design should 
be that he or she is capable of designing something” (Margolin, 2010, p. 76). This position 
effectively erases the differentiation between research-based and practice-based degree models. 
In both cases, the argument is being advanced that there should be multiple routes to the same 
terminal degree (the PhD), rather than multiple research trajectories that conclude in distinct yet 
equally valued doctoral degrees. By and large, however, the literature suggests that differing 
needs require differing degree structures. Graphic design educator Kate LaMere (2012) 
concludes that “the coexistence – and growth of – professional and philosophical doctorates for 
visual communication design” will “contribute meaningfully to the profession.”  She argues that 
“it is essential that both pathways for doctoral education in visual communication design be 
advanced” (LaMere, 2012, n.p.). 

Even when the practice-based doctorate is offered as an advantageous solution to the 
problem of the terminal degree in design education, the degree raises raise problems of its own. 
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One of the most pressing of these is the issue of equivalence. Some proponents of the practice-
based doctorate report “an anxiety [within the art and design disciplines] that if practice-based 
doctorates were acknowledged as such, they would undermine and devalue conventional 
doctorates.” Therefore, it has been “important to ensure that art [and design] practice was not 
considered an easy route to doctoral status” (Candlin, 2000, p. 97-8). In arguing that practice can 
be a viable research trajectory for doctoral candidates, designers must articulate how and why an 
individual instance of practice contributes to the broader development of the design discipline. 
“The primary goal [of doctoral research] is the improvement and gains to be had by the 
communities targeted by the research.” To support this conceptualization of the purpose of 
research, “the integration of design activity within a PhD must be as a means to an end, and not 
an end in itself” (Pedgley and Wormald, 2007, p. 73). As a relatively young discipline, design 
cannot afford to regard – or even seem to regard – practice as the easy route to a terminal degree. 
“A worrying tendency emerging in the field is the propensity of a claim for an activity to be 
‘practice-led’ research to assume that this is all that needs to be said on the matter,” Judith 
Mottram and Chris Rust (2008) write. “That is not an acceptable model for use within an 
academic community that has only a short history of engagement with the responsibilities of the 
academic environment” (p. 149). If graphic design as a discipline wishes to advance the practice-
based doctorate as an alternative terminal degree to the PhD, it would be wise to heed the advice 
of those who urge methodological and philosophical rigor.  

Obstacles to doctoral education in graphic design 

As observations about the widespread lack of rigor in practice-based research models should 
warn, the design disciplines lag behind other professional fields in terms of considering and 
articulating the issues surrounding doctoral education. David Durling and Ken Friedman (2002) 
observe that “our field has yet to undertake the deep consideration of form and structure [in 
doctoral education programs] that other fields have undertaken” (p.  134). Design in general 
straggles behind fields such as law, medicine, and even music (Jones, 2009) when it comes to the 
question of structuring the terminal degree. Graphic design in particular is even less participatory 
than design writ large. Victor Margolin (2010) notes that “the communities of product and 
communication designers have not been engaged in discussions about doctoral education in 
design” (p. 74). Our lack of engagement with the broader disciplinary dialogue – an already 
limited field of discussion – is disturbing. To those in other design disciplines, our lack of 
participation implies that graphic (or communication) design is not concerned with building a 
body of significant research or advancing the discipline as either a professional or an academic 
activity. If we wish to claim that we are interested in practicing research and advancing the field, 
we must overcome the obstacle of non-participation in the research-based dialogues of the design 
disciplines. 

In order to participate in design as a research practice, “designers need explicit, quality 
education and experience in research methods” (Hanington 2010, 25). Yet many contributors to 
the literature suggest that teaching research methods is highly problematic for design fields 
because “few design instructors that have the experience or educational qualifications to teach 
research methodology” (Hanington, 2010, 21). In design, there is a broadly noted “lack of an 
academic research tradition at [the doctoral] level” (Hockey, 2007, p. 157). “The increasing 
number of studio-centered PhD graduates at UK universities who lack a proper foundation in 
research methods and comparative research methodology” concern many observers of the 
European practice-based doctorate scene. “Once these graduates are awarded what is presumably 
a research degree, they are supposed to be qualified as tutors for the next generation of PhD 
students” (Durling and Friedman, 2002, p. 135). They must, in other words, be “trained 
researchers” (Newbury, 2002). These concerns underscore the fact that our field lacks a 
“significant pool of experienced art and design supervisors available to pass on expertise to 
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research students” and also lacks “a readily available spectrum of exemplars of art and design 
practice-based PhD research” from which faculty and students can learn (Hockey, 2007, p. 157). 
Again, graphic design stands out among the design disciplines in its half-hearted approach to 
teaching methods. For instance, Bruce Hanington (2010) writes that “graphic design has an even 
shorter history of experience with human-centered research [than other design disciplines]; 
courses in human factors are significantly absent from most graphic and communication design 
curriculums” (21). Formal training in research methods is absolutely critical to successful 
education at the doctoral level, and graphic design education cannot continue to ignore questions 
of methodology if we wish to participate in design as a research-oriented academic discipline.  

Research-based academic writing is also problematic for the design disciplines. A study of 
practice-based PhD students in the United Kingdom suggests that attaining proficiency in 
academic writing is a significant educational hurdle for doctoral students whose previous 
educational experiences have been more oriented toward the production of design solutions 
and/or art objects. In addition to a general lack of experience with academic writing, “the 
particular codified language form required for a doctoral thesis appeared to [students] to be 
obscure, difficult to master, and rigid in terms of its form. They contrasted this with their 
previous experience of freedom of form in their creative making” (Hockey, 2007, p. 165). Art 
and design students, unlike students in the humanities or social and physical sciences, often fail 
to encounter academic writing as part of their discipline-specific program of study. For art and 
design students, artifacts almost always trump texts as research outcomes. The field is in need of 
exemplars, models of academic writing that address practice-based issues and incorporate 
making into the research paradigm (Macleod and Holdridge, 2004). As Hockey (2007) notes: 
“Academic research in art and design can only really develop if there is an adequate 
infrastructure to support this development.” He suggests that a useful design research 
infrastructure must include ways to “expose students to [academic research] during their 
educational experiences prior to doctoral study” (p. 169). Additionally, design students need 
professors and advisors who are familiar with the conventions of research-based writing 
(Hockey, 2000, 2003, 2007). Avoiding research and writing until the first semester of dissertation 
credit is hardly a model for success. Graphic design education needs to address its lack of 
coursework that would prepare students more fully for the pursuit of a terminal degree. We as 
educators also need to develop in ourselves the research and writing skills that doctoral students 
will need to learn from us. 

Distinct Areas of Concern for Doctoral Education in Graphic Design 

Perhaps the most pressing question for graphic design in relationship to doctoral education is not 
“How is our discipline special?” but rather “How is our discipline typical?” Mottrom and Rust 
(2008) observe that art and design faculties “are working across two realms, that of the 
professional context of creative practice and that of the academic context, and have the capacity 
to contribute significant value to both.” However, they caution that “this does not mean they 
should be treated differently to other disciplines, many of which also operate in such a manner” 
(p. 144). By focusing on how graphic design is a special case, we run the risk of overlooking the 
ways in which our discipline is in fact quite typical. Within the design fields, architecture 
(Heynen, 2006; Richards, 2009; Radu, 2006; Younes, 2006) and industrial design (Er, 1999; 
Jones and Jacobs, 1998; Melles, 2009; Pedgley and Wormald, 2007; Pizzocaro, 2002) are both 
well ahead of graphic design in terms of addressing the content and structure of practice-based 
doctoral education. Interior design has also contributed (Kroelinger, 2008; Rabun, 2007). The 
visual arts have established a robust discussion of the issues related to practice-based doctoral 
education, as well (Baxter et. al., 2008; Bell, 2008; Candlin, 2000; Francis, 2010; Hockey, 2007; 
Jones, 2006; Knudsen, 2002; Mottram and Rust, 2008; Paltridge et. al., 2011). To argue that 
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graphic design is a special case to such an extent that our discipline cannot model its approach to 
practice-based doctoral education on any of these existing foundations is, at best, ill-advised. 

 In considering how doctoral education in design might best be conceptualized and 
structured, some contributors to the literature do warn that though Doctor of Fine Arts (DFA) 
programs offer some excellent structural models for incorporating making into the research 
process, design and fine art are not identical pursuits. “It is important in any discussion of design 
to avoid becoming mired in debate about fine art, which may share some practical concerns with 
design but has some very different concepts of enquiry” (Rust, 2002, p. 144). At its core, this 
observation points back toward the concern with research methods training, because design must 
be concerned with audiences, users, functionality, and systems in ways that fine art may not need 
to address. So while DFA programs can offer insight for practice-based doctoral programs in 
design, it is wise to be aware of “the consequences of awarding a research degree to graduates 
who may be eminently component artists or designers while being incompetent in research” 
(Durling and Friedman, 2002, p. 135). The literature clearly agrees that, regardless of whether it 
is practice-based or not, doctoral study in design must engage the question of research 
methodology in the traditional academic sense. This will further the necessary work of, to 
paraphrase Michael Kroelinger, promoting the intellectual development of the design disciplines 
(Kroelinger 2002, 193). 

The conceptualization of graphic design as a special case is problematic precisely because it 
prevents our discipline from engaging fully with research culture. In her discussion of why 
design needs doctoral study, Meredith Davis (2008) points out that designers on university 
faculties “spend much of their time making the case that they are special rather than integral to 
the overall research mission of the university.” Davis suggests that special treatment for faculty 
with MFA degrees, who make objects rather than conducting research, might make sense in the 
context of an art school but certainly does not in a research university. She concludes that the 
“dilution [by design faculty] of the traditional concept of university research stunts American 
efforts to launch a research culture in design and distracts faculty from the hard work necessary 
to move a discipline forward” (Davis, 2008, n.p.). Instead of asking how our discipline is special, 
it seems much more useful to ask how we could fully participate in academic research culture 
and to model our responses to this question on successful efforts undertaken by conceptually or 
structurally similar disciplines.  

Moving Forward  

Graphic design educators and practitioners have largely failed to participate in the peer-reviewed 
literature regarding doctoral education in design. The contributions that graphic design has made 
remain invisible at the level of the literature review, primarily because they are not returned as 
search results in the leading research databases. The discussion about doctoral education in 
design is therefore framed and developed by designers with other disciplinary affiliations. Failure 
to contribute our voice to the emerging dialogue strongly implies that we are not stake-holders in 
the discussion and that we do not see our discipline as contributing to either the present or the 
future of design research. If graphic design wishes to continue claiming its place as a fully 
recognized design discipline, then we must join fully into the broader disciplinary discussion 
regarding doctoral education in design.  



GRIFFIN: DESIGN AND THE DOCTORATE 

 
 

REFERENCES 

Baxter, K., Ortega Lopez, H., Serig, D., & Sullivan, G. (2008). The Necessity of Studio Art as a 
Site and Source for Dissertation Research. International Journal of Art & Design 
Education, 27(1), 4-18. 

Bell, D. (2008). Is There a Doctor in the House? A Riposte to Victor Burgin on Practice-based 
Arts and Audiovisual Research. Journal of Media Practice, 9(2), 171-177. 

Candlin, F. (2000). Practice-based Doctorates and Questions of Academic Legitimacy. 
International Journal of Art & Design Education, 19(1), 96-101. 

Candlin, F. (2001). A Dual Inheritance: The Politics of Educational Reform and PhDs in Art and 
Design. International Journal of Art & Design Education 20(3), 302-311. 

Davis, M. Why Do We Need Doctoral Study in Design? International Journal of Design 2(3), 
n.p. http://www.ijdesign.org/ojs/index.php/IJDesign/article/view/481/223 

Davis, M., Peterson, M., Cunningham, K., & Harjula, S. (2007). Making Sense of Design 
Research: The Search for a Database. Artifact: Journal of Visual Design 1(3), 142-148. 

Durling, D., & Friedman, K. (2002). Best Practices in Ph.D. Education in Design. Art, Design & 
Communication in Higher Education 1(3), 133-144. 

Er, H. A., &  Bayazit, N. (1999). Redefining the ‘Ph.D in Design’ in the Periphery: Doctral 
Education in Industrial Design in Turkey. Design Issues 15(3), 34-45. 

Francis, M. A. (2010). ‘Widening Participation’ in the Fine Art Ph.D.: Expanding Research and 
Practice. Art, Design & Communication in Higher Education 9(2), 167-181. 

Hanington, B. M. (2010). Relevant and Rigorous: Human-Centered Research and Design 
Education. Design Issues 26(3), 18-26. 

Hockey, J. (2000). The Supervision of Practice-based Research Degrees in Art and Design. 
International Journal of Art & Design Education 19(3), 345-355. 

Hockey, J. (2003). Practice-Based Research Degree Students in Art and Design: Identity and 
Adaptation. International Journal of Art & Design Education 22(1), 82-92. 

Hockey, J. (2007). United Kingdom Art and Design Practice-Based PhDs: Evidence from 
Students and Their Supervisors. Studies in Art Education 48(2), 155-171. 

Heynen, H. (2006). Unthinkable Doctorates? Journal of Architecture 11(3), 277-282. 
Jones, J. C., & Jacobs, D. (1998). PhD Research in Design. Design Studies 19(1), 5-7.  
Jones, P. M. (2009). The Doctor of Musical Arts in Music Education: A Distinctive Credential 

Needed at This Time. Arts Education Policy Review 110(3), 3-8. 
Jones, T. E. (2006) The Studio Art Doctorate In America. Art Journal 65(2), 124-127.  
Knudsen, E. (2002).  Doctorate by Media Practice. Journal of Media Practice 3(3), 179-185. 
Kroelinger, M. (2002). Issues of Initiating Interdisciplinary Doctoral Programmes. Art, Design & 

Communication in Higher Education 1(3), 183-95. 
Kroelinger, M. (2008). Defining Graduate Education in Interior Design. Journal of Interior 

Design 33(2), 15-17. 
LaMere, Kate. (2012). Reframing the Conversation about Doctoral Education: 

Professionalization and the Critical Role of Abstract Knowledge. Iridescent: Icograda 
Journal of Design Research 2(1), n.p. 
http://iridescent.icograda.org/2012/12/09/reframing_the_conversation_about_doctoral_e
ducation_professionalization_and_the_critical_role_of_abstract_knowledge/category16.
php 

Macleod, K., & Holdridge, L. (2004). The Doctorate in Fine Art: The Importance of Exemplars 
to the Research Culture. International Journal of Art & Design Education 23(2), 155-
168. 

Margolin, V. (2010). Doctoral Education in Design: Problems and Prospects. Design Issues 
26(3), 70-78. 



JOURNAL TITLE 

 
 

Melles, G. (2009). Global Perspectives on Structured Research Training in Doctorates of Design 
– What Do We Value? Design Studies 30(3), 255-271. 

Mottram, J., & Rust, C. (2008). The Pedestal and the Pendulum: Fine Art Practice, Research and 
Doctorates. Journal of Visual Art Practice 7(2), 133-151. 

Newbury, D. (2000). Foundations for the Future: Doctoral Education in Design. The Design 
Journal 3(3), 57-61. 

Newbury, D. (2002). Doctoral Dducation in Design, the Process of Research Degree Study, and 
the ‘Trained Researcher.’ Art, Design & Communication in Higher Education 1(3), 149-
160. 

Paltridge, B., Starfield, S., Ravelli, L., & Nicholson, S. (2011). Doctoral Writing in the Visual 
and Performing Arts: Issues and Debates. International Journal of Art & Design 
Education 30(2), 242-255. 

Pedgley, O., & Wormald, P. (2007). Integration of Design Projects within a Ph.D. Design Issues 
23(3), 70-85. 

Pizzocaro, S. (2002). Re-orienting Ph.D. Education in Industrial Design: Some Issues Arising 
from the Experience of a Ph.D. Programme Revision. Art, Design & Communication in 
Higher Education 1(3), 173-183. 

Rabun, J. H. (2007). Defining Graduate Education in Interior Design. Journal of Interior Design 
33(2), 19-21. 

Radu, F. (2006). Inside Looking Out: A Framework for Discussing the Question of Architectural 
Design Doctorates. Journal of Architecture 11(3), 345-351. 

Richards, M. (2009). Architecture Degree Structure in the 21st Century. Multi: The RIT Journal 
of Plurality & Diversity in Design 2(2), 44-59 

Rust, C. (2002). Many Flowers, Small Leaps Forward: Debating Doctoral Education in Design. 
Art, Design & Communication in Higher Education 1(3), 141-149, 

Younes, C. (2006). Doctorates Caught Between Disciplines and Projects. Journal of Architecture 
11(3), 315-321. 



Using Multiperspectivity as a Method for 
Teaching Design History 

 
Sheila Hart-Fowler, Kent State University, United States of America 

 
Abstract: Multiperspectivity is, as the name implies, a strategy for understanding people, objects and events from 
multiple points of view. It has gained attention and positive response as a method for teaching because it helps enrich 
understanding of other cultures, allows for diversity and inclusivity in practice, works toward developing critical 
thinking, and allows students to apply these ideas to real world scenarios.  
 
In recent years professional design organizations have been encouraging educators to apply pedagogy that resembles 
multiperspectivity to help shape the decision-making and critical analysis skills needed within the field. This ties nicely 
with the historical design knowledge students of the graphic arts are expected to have acquired upon entering their 
profession. Yet the teaching of design history is often limited to a singular perspective approach that focuses on the 
aesthetics, its creator, and the immediate reaction that artifact produced. This is a traditional learning model that leads 
students to conclude that design evolves solely from peer inspiration. It overlooks the social and cultural effects that were 
important in that artifact’s development.  
 
This paper will address how the impact of technology, culture, society and economics, taught side-by-side with artistic 
innovation, connects a student’s historical understanding of the way design truly developed in any given era. This is the 
opposite of the singular perspective approach that offers only a superficial overview of the historic timeline. Teaching a 
multiperspective approach has been proven to create higher retention and engagement among students because it allows 
them to internalize the lessons. Once students recognize the reasoning of the design creator, this method allows them to 
apply critical thinking skills and to appreciate the myriad influences from which trends, styles and movements evolve in 
present day. 
 
 

Keywords: Multiperspectivity, Cultural Influences, Social Context, Technology Limitations, Economic Constraints, 
Design History, Critical Analysis Skills, Cognitive Skills, Singular Perspective 

 

A Basis for Study 

n present day, innovation comes fast, so fast that it is almost impossible to predict what the 
future holds, even just five years ahead. Many colleges and universities openly acknowledge 
that large numbers of their students will go on to careers that have yet to be conceived. It is 

safe to say then that design is evolving, and for future designers keeping up with innovation and 
achieving success means being smarter, more analytical and increasingly more adaptable than 
ever before.  

In 2008, AIGA and Adobe Corporation conducted a field analysis that forecasted changes to 
the design industry. Entitled “Defining the Designer of 2015,” their list outlined thirteen core 
competencies that they anticipated educators and employers would need to shape curricula and 
recruitment. Two of their points addressed critical thinking skills, citing the need for:   

Broad understanding of issues related to the cognitive, social, cultural, technological and 
economic contexts for design; 

and 
Ability to respond to audience contexts recognizing physical, cognitive, cultural and 
social human factors that shape design decisions.  

 
In 2011, a NASAD working group (Hughes et al.) presented their own assessment of future 

competencies, stating: 
 Designers have to be mindful of physical, behavioral, social, cultural, technological and 
economic factors in addition to traditional visual, functional, formal and human 
concerns.  

 
It should not be a surprise that these competencies are similar. Their points relate to the real 

world aspects the design professional faces. Working designers are expected to understand target 
audiences and demographic preferences, to unite those with social, cultural, technological and 

I 
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economic constraints in problem scenarios and from there create solutions using varied media in 
ways that are efficient, effective, and visually pleasing. Designers must be analytical and have 
the skills to predict consumer response. They must have well-considered reasoning for the 
solutions they provide. They must understand human reactions and trends.  

So how do designers gain these skills? Often it is in their educational years that they engage 
in critical thinking exercises. This is where they become practiced at asking questions and 
speculating on the varying aspects of design scenarios while also focusing on aesthetics. Usually 
it is their studio work that this happens, but these points also describe the objectives of well-
conceived design history studies. It is possible for students to gain these skills in that coursework 
as well.  

Teaching Design History  

Many institutions are coming to recognize the benefits of giving students an education that 
includes design history. They see that in addition to gaining an aesthetic appreciation and 
comparative reference, design history promotes questioning of social, technological and cultural 
concerns (Hollis 2005) – those same core points noted in the AIGA and NASAD competencies. 
With the knowledge such coursework gives, students then come to recognize the link between 
the past and the present. As Steven Heller (2004) puts it, “[U]nderstanding our past through the 
discipline of critical history will enable us to learn how to learn about our present.”   

Unfortunately design history often is not taught with those competencies in mind. It has been 
thought of as an add-on within the traditional educational curricula, seldom addressed beyond its 
most rudimentary form as a means to broaden a student’s ability to communicate design ideals 
through examples of the past. Mundane courses of this type simply give context to the success of 
those artifacts without delving into any consideration of the environments in which they were 
produced. They bypass the connections to the social, cultural, technological and economic 
constraints within the data being presented.    

This may well be because too few tools presently exist for teaching design history beyond 
this rudimentary level. In the last decade, numerous design leaders and educators have echoed 
complaints about the lack of broader, more comprehensive textbooks on the subject (Davis 2005, 
Heller 2004, Boradkar 2005). They recognize the multiple perspectives of cultural, social, 
technological and economic narratives are missing from the standard readings. This is a need that 
must be addressed. But even without updated comprehensive tools, there are ways to teach 
design history so it isn’t just the base study our textbooks present. We have references and 
models to follow; we can look at how general history pedagogy has moved beyond a singular 
perspective approach and into multiperspectivity – the act of looking at a topic from various 
viewpoints -- and then use that as our template. 

Multiperspectivity gained wide use as a teaching method in Europe starting in the 1990s 
(Stradling 2003). UNESCO, the European Union and the Stability Pact for South East Europe 
have endorsed it. The National Council for the Social Studies in the United States in its 2008 
position statement advocated teaching from a multiperspectivist stance for all their practitioners. 
The Council of Europe and EUROCLIO, the European Standing Conference of History 
Teachers’ Associations, have organized history conferences, seminars and in-service teacher 
training workshops promoting multiperspectivity because it has been deemed beneficial in 
promoting diversity and cultural inclusion. Further research and practice analysis done by Robert 
W. Maloy and Irene LaRoche (2010) found that multiperspective teaching created higher 
retention and engagement among students and that critical thinking skills were enhanced as a 
result of its use. 

We can start to see that it is a viable method for teaching. The question then comes as to how 
to apply it in a design history curriculum. As Dr. Robert Stradling presents in his paper 
“Multiperspectivity in History Teaching: A Guide for Teachers” (2003), the key to this 
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methodology is having educators willing to expand beyond the standard textbooks, seeking other 
reference sources. If that is the case, it seems the method could be used in any number of 
curricula (as the endorsements listed above prove). For teaching design history, it seems the 
requirement of willingness to step beyond the standard material is the issue we already face; we 
have textbooks that are not speaking on the subject within social, cultural or economic context. 
So let us begin to put a multiperspective practice for our history into effect. 

Using Design Skills  

Many design educators are also design practitioners. We understand problem-solving because we 
deal with the tasks clients establish in their project concerns. Adapting design history for 
multiperspectivity requires adjusting our methods. And if we take off our educator hats and put 
on our designer hats we may realize that the type of thinking needed to present multiperspectivity 
is already there in the work we do as professionals. Put succinctly, we must think as we would 
when faced with a design task. 

As design creatives, before we ever pick up 
a pencil or start to develop a layout for solution, 
we ask questions. For teaching design history, 
we must do the same, asking questions when 
presented with historical artifacts. “Who was 
this designed for? Why did it look this way? 
Why did the designer choose this medium? 
What made it successful in its time?” We must 
analyze the data from multiple angles and 
sources just as we would in doing client 
research. Essentially as designers we are 
already practiced at thinking this way in real 
world scenarios. Let’s look at an example of 
how this is done in gathering the material for 
teaching. 

Demonstrating Multiperspectivity in Design History 

Many design history books start in the Victorian era. This is an ideal period to look at because 
the visual aesthetics of this period were pervasive and far different from the aesthetics we 
typically apply today. This begs us then to look at the overall aesthetics and to question why 
design of the Victorian era had the appearance it did.  

 
 

 

Ask questions as a designer would:  
For any given artifact, investigate to 

understand the social circumstances, the 
cultural influences, the technological 

limitations and the economic constraints in 
which it existed while asking questions 

related to who, what, where, when, why and 
how it came to be. 
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Figure 1: Questions that arise in a multiperspectivist approach to design history: 
Looking at this poster, identify the product being sold. Who would have been the demographic 
audience for this ad? Do you think the people in the ad would have been the ones to operate this 

machine? What clues tell you this? Do the graphic elements in the poster match the way this 
product was used? Why do you think the designer chose to embellish the ad as he did? 

 

Meggs’ History of Graphic Design (2012) is considered by many to be the “go to” 
comprehensive resource for teaching design history. Yet, as thorough as this book is, its coverage 
of Victorian aesthetic is left wanting:  

Victorian graphic design captured and conveyed the values of the era. Sentimentality, 
nostalgia, and a canon of idealized beauty were expressed through printed images of 
children, maidens, puppies, and flowers. Traditional values of home, religion, and 
patriotism were symbolized with sentimentality and piety. 

This reading summarizes the superficial appearance of Victorian graphics and indeed of the 
ad being displayed in this example, but it doesn’t explain why the Victorians favored them. 

Stephen Eskilson’s Graphic Design: A History (2012) perhaps does a little better: 
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The idea that the Victorian age lacked significant new design ideas and instead relied 
solely upon revivals of historic styles is arguably the greatest of the misinterpretations 
visited upon the Victorians. It is of course true that the first half of the nineteenth 
century witnessed a wealth of revival movements as designers successively embraced 
diverse styles including Greek and Roman Classicism, Egyptian, various medievalisms 
encompassing both the Romanesque and Gothic, and Islamic design, as well as 
ornamental European trends ranging from the Cinquecento to Rococo and Louis Quinze. 
These revivals should not be reviewed as the desperate flailings of a degraded design 
culture, but rather as embodying the spirit of empirical inquiry pioneered during the 
Enlightenment… That being said, it is true that as mass culture came to the fore, less 
estimable design workers often mixed historical styles in a haphazard and 
disharmonious fashion that was also theoretically unsound.  

In this we come to understand the Victorians were being experimental in their designs, and 
that is clear in the example, but still it doesn’t tell us why puppies, maidens and flourishes were 
the imagery of choice. 

Left with only these summarizations, a student has no real understanding of what cultural 
pressures, social norms, technical limitations or economic concerns a designer in these times 
might have been experiencing. They might conclude that it was enough in itself to ply imagery of 
puppies, maidens and flourishes to the works they were creating, that no other thought went into 
it than that. Do we, as designers today, create in this manner? Do we simply apply grunge or 
retro techniques to annual reports, haute couture labels or computer packaging because they trend 
popular? The problem-solvers among us will respect trends but we also consider our audience 
when we formulate solutions. We don’t necessarily conclude that street art will work for a 
corporate client. Do we think designers of the Victorian era were less capable at making these 
decisions? If we answer no, we must then delve deeper to find the answers as to why then the 
aesthetic prevailed. 

Reading and research beyond Meggs and Eskilson will draw a more complex picture. As we 
delve into the plentiful articles, books, websites and documentaries other astute historians have 
compiled on the culture, society, technology or economics of the time, we discover a rich history 
that links nicely to the aesthetic practices we are investigating. We learn: 

•  The English Victorians had a rich history of imperialism and nobility. “The sun never 
sets on the British Empire” was an oft-quoted mantra that proved their pride over 
advances and innovations of the time. This was the prevailing culture.  

• As a world power, the British were also the de facto tastemakers of their time.  
• There was a tremendous expansion of the middle class felt worldwide in this era. It was 

comprised largely of people who were newly rich, earning their societal gain through a 
combination of business savvy and favorable economic circumstances.  

• The newly formed middle class were insecure. They came to their modest wealth with 
humble pedigrees. After all, they were experiencing gains their ancestors never had.  

Taking into consideration these points -- their cultural pride and that already prevalent desire 
to imitate those who were on top -- it is not hard to imagine that the middle class sought to 
imitate the class above them, those with society’s more respected hereditary wealth. We 
understand this because we still see it today in our fascination with pop culture icons. 

We begin then to recognize the soul-searching to which Eskilson alludes. The Victorian 
English middle class peoples were seeking to emulate society’s elites. They would have seen that 
embellishments prevailed on the acquisitions of the educated upper class but they had no tutelage 
themselves to interpret the work properly. Instead, they came to believe that simply applying 
flourishes was enough to prove their raised status. Can we not see examples today where this is 
the case? And just as it is now, ignorantly they fell into a pattern of believing such designs 
denoted affluence, and in turn they came to think that the more they applied the more highly they 
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would be regarded. After a time these tastes grew and austerity came to be seen as proof of lower 
social status. This fits into the model of societal structure too which is uncovered in our research.  

•  Households in the middle classes became reliant on staff to carry on the more menial 
tasks of their operation. Having servants, something made possible by the economic 
conditions of the time, was another means of imitating the nobler classes.  

• With more hands doing the work, more free time was made available to the 
homeowners who could then occupy themselves with more frivolous pursuits – like arts 
and crafts.  

• Middle class tastes in art remained uninformed. John Ruskin, a leading art critic of the 
time, called the middle class “industrial bourgeoisie,” mocking their ineptitude in 
perceiving quality over quantity.  

Yet taste is something that is cultivated by exposure and education. 
• The lower and middle classes did not have the ready access to art that the upper class 

would have had. Art was a thing for private collections mainly held by the wealth class. 
• Books with reproductions of classic works were not yet being produced.  
• Few art museums existed in those days so the lower and middle classes didn’t have 

many opportunities to improve their knowledge.  

Is it any wonder then why Owen Jones’ 1856 book, The Grammar of Ornament, was so 
favorably received? People were hungry to cultivate respectable tastes. And the true upper 
classes, unwilling perhaps to tutor those beneath them, were happy to let such ignorance prevail; 
it emphasized the divide between the classes.  

And what of those overburdened and underpaid lower classes?  
• With 16 to 20 hour work days, the servant class had no time or funds available to either 

create or purchase decorative works. Thus they were forced to live and dress sparely 
reinforcing the stereotype that only people of class owned ornate goods.   

It is then that by applying a fundamental understanding of economics we can conclude then 
that -- just as it is now -- the scale and tastes (good or bad) of the most dominant class -- in this 
case the middle class -- were largely responsible for creating the demand that industry was 
responding to. The outpouring of goods in this time was created to appeal to those who were 
buying the most goods. That would be the unsure and artistically untrained middle class. 
Multiply this with the knowledge that other nations sought to match world power status with 
Great Britain and we may see how these designs came to filter to all parts of the world. 

Now the Meggs and Eskilson readings become relevant. We see that designers were 
choosing flourishes in the designs they were creating because they understood those would 
appeal to a middle class audience who wanted to think they were equivalent to those above them. 
We can begin to think about what it was like to live as a member of this society and can start to 
create dialogues connecting these examples to our own lives.  

None of this is explained in the history books. Not directly at least. If we go back and 
examine the Meggs and Eskilson text we can see they were hinting at these conclusions, but the 
point is not clearly stated. It really can’t be without undertaking some investigation to piece 
together the facts. But if we press for more answers we can bring greater benefit to our students 
by allowing them to relate what is learned in a more practical way. Once they grasp the 
significance of the culture on the design solutions being displayed, questions can be posed to 
which students can more readily relate. They can discuss and consider tastes and how, even in 
present day, those may be affected by class. Based on what they learn of the past they can start to 
analyze what is presently influencing style. They can consider how technology has molded 
design in the world we now live just as it did in times of the past. They can examine the 
responsibilities that come from being a world leader. These are the bigger, more analytical points 
that design history can teach us. And these are drawn out through multiperspective methodology. 
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Putting Multiperspectivity into Practice 

Once we accept this method has merit, the real issue is where to find the time to delve into it to 
create richer subject matter. Time is problematic for many instructors, and most of us do not have 
multiple semesters in which to truly explore the study. Stradling (2003) acknowledges this and 
suggests teaching with selective case studies. Indeed, even in the most crowded syllabi there is 
room to introduce some analysis of past culture and social effects. That is essentially what is 
being applied in the demonstrated Victorian aesthetic example. This can work well for design 
history because often, once the influences of an era are revealed, the motivations behind the 
artifacts typically align with others from the same period. Analysis resumes when historic 
artifacts unveil new questions related to technological, cultural, social or economic shifts.    

In his own practice, Stradling appears to favor a student-centered style where conclusions 
are drawn by posing questions about the validity of the source material. He offers contrary 
accounts of historical moments and asks the students to piece together the true events based on 
the material presented.   

Steven Heller suggests in his essay, “The Case for Critical History” (2004), that design 
history curricula be revamped entirely, moving the study from one or two semester courses into 
three year studies that are integrated with a school’s studio work. He suggests that the first year 
be one of immersion, where students are shown numerous chronological artifacts of design 
history. Aside from coming to identify them, the students are pressed to integrate those objects, 
styles, and even methods into their work. Year two becomes more scholarly as students are 
tasked to begin speculating and analyzing the social, critical, technological and economic aspects 
related to those first year artifacts which are still integrated into their designs. Their projects 
would then center around the storytelling and narratives that link to the historical works. By the 
third year, students learn to critique and analyze in contemporary context, developing a thesis 
that applies historical theory and practice and relates it to present day problem-solving. 

And certainly we can hope new textbook material will present itself in the coming years, just 
as Meredith Davis (2005) and Prasad Boradkur (2005) call for in their respective articles. And if 
we start teaching in a multiperspective manner, sooner or later the product will catch up to the 
demand.  

The point is that multiperspective design history can be demonstrated through many means, 
that what is important is that we start applying it to the curricula. If it is agreed that design 
history can be more than a study of artifacts, then a need appears to match that study to meet the 
competencies being forecasted by AIGA and NASAD, being applied by the Council of Europe 
and UNESCO and the National Council for the Social Studies, and being suggested by Heller 
and Boradkar and Davis. We may not have ready-made tools but we cannot let that hobble us. 
Multiperspective design history methodology addresses a need. Now we must apply it. But until 
supply catches up with the demand for textbooks and tools that make this easier to do, educators 
must find more creative solutions to teach this subject matter. Who better to do this than 
designers? 
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Abstract: There are gaps between research and practice in many professions. In the area of user experience, over the 
past few years, various activities have tried to create interest, document the challenges, discuss the issues, and propose 
solutions related to this gap. The label “user experience research-practice interaction” (UXRPI) has emerged as a loose 
term to help connect the conversations over time and across disciplines. This paper recaps some of the major UXRPI 
activities to date in the hopes of adding design educators to the dialogue.  
 

Keywords: Research, Practice, User experience, UXRPI 

Introduction 

To fit in with the “Connecting Dots” theme, this paper strives to use challenges around the 
research-practice gap to help connect the dots across various disciplines, professional 
organizations, and educational efforts:  
 

• Disciplines: Design (graphic and communication), user experience, information 
architecture, human-computer interaction, interaction design. 

• Professional organizations: AIGA, UXPA, IAI, ACM SIGCHI, IxDA. 
• Educational initiatives: AIGA Design Educators, IAI teaching IA workshop, IxDA 

Education Summits, SIGCHI education community. 
 
Finding the common research-practice problems and awareness of various solutions that are 

being tried might encourage collaboration across disciplines and professional organizations, for 
example. 

User experience research-practitioner interaction 

In the user experience world, “research” can mean many different things. In this context, we are 
focused on “scientific research” where we are trying to learn about how people behave and use 
technology in a general sense that may be applied across several contexts. Within a project, a 
team will also perform “user research” to help them design for their specific project. The two are 
related: the same methods can be used for both, but the level of rigor and focus are different. But 
in UXRPI, we are focused more on the academic/scientific/basic types of research, and how to 
improve practice based on what the research shows. 

From a practitioner's point of view, one of the challenges is embodied in Steve Krug's 
“Religious Debates” comic in his book Don't Make Me Think (Krug, 2005). In the comic, a 
design team is arguing about whether or not to use pulldowns for a product menu list. One person 
asks “Do we know if there's any research data on pulldowns?” in order to get away from personal 
opinions on what the design should be. The subtitle is “Rick attempts an appeal to a higher 
authority....”. Without any research to help the team reach a decision, two weeks pass and they 
start debating all over again. “Research” is often seen as that “higher authority” to guide practice. 

To get into what UXRPI means a bit more, here are some questions that have been used to 
start a conversation about user experience research-practice interaction challenges (Instone, 
2010a): 

• If you are a user experience practitioner, what types of challenges do you face often that 
you wish you had a "scientific" answer to? Have you tried to find answers in the 
research literature? What roadblocks did you encounter when looking for answers? 
What successes have you had in taking research findings and improving your practice
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• If you are a researcher, what is the value in engaging with practitioners? What is in it for 
you? Do you have any examples of success stories, where your research got better 
because of interactions you had with practitioners? 

• What should students of HCI, interaction design and other user experience disciplines 
be taught about research to better prepare themselves for the practitioner world? 

 
The CHI 2010 workshop “Researcher-practitioner interaction” (Buie, etal, 2010) kick-started 

the recent set of UXRPI activities and also provided a framework to talk about the problems and 
opportunities (Instone, 2010b). 

 
Table 1: The problem space for UXRPI 

Research challenges Gap-bridging challenges Practice challenges 

HCI research culture 

• Publish for researchers, not 
for practitioners 

• Expanding field 
• Status within academia 

Communication 

• Little shared language 
• Speed-of-operation 

differences 
• Finding each other 
• Fragmented professional 

organizations 
• Mapping “research answers” 

to “practical questions” 

UX practice culture 

• No time for “research”: 
good enough 

• Rapidly evolving practice 
• Status within corporations 

 Knowledge 

• Need shared knowledge 
base 

• Hard to organize research 
for practical use 

• Multi/inter-disciplinary 

 

Research culture 

• “Publish or perish” 
• Answers narrow questions 
• Open sharing 
• Experimentation 

Education 

• HCI education vs. practice 
• Amateur practitioners 
• HCI education for CS (etc.) 

degrees 
• Training for practitioners 

Corporate culture 

• “Produce or perish” 
• Wants broad answers 
• Strategic advantage 
• Fear of failure 

Important aspects of the problem space: 
• There is a "pillar" of challenges associated with the research culture overall and the HCI 

research culture in particular. Those are on the left. 
• Similar pillar of challenges on the right: the corporate culture overall and user 

experience practice culture in particular. 
• It is hard to change culture. There may be some opportunities to address some of the 

challenges directly in each/both pillars, but be aware what you are getting yourself into 
if you try to tackle them. 

• There are 3 levels of bridging, across the middle: Education (fundamental training and 
schooling), Knowledge-sharing (helping researchers and practitioners by sharing details 
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on a regular basis) and Communication (just making sure we can talk with each other in 
an intelligent way). 

• Improving simple communication between researchers and practitioners is one place to 
start. Sharing knowledge is harder (but has the bigger pay-off) and forming an 
educational foundation should lead to the ability to address deeper challenges. 

 
Examples of specific gaps at the cultural levels: 
• Researchers are focused on openly publishing answers to narrow questions, while 

practitioners want broad answers, quickly, that they can apply for a strategic advantage. 
• Researchers are often focused on publishing to gain credibility with other researchers 

(for tenure, for example), especially for HCI, where it may not be a respected part of 
computer science. Practitioners are often not given the time by stakeholders (who do not 
value UX) to understand core principles from research, instead pressured to just do 
“good enough”. 

• Both researchers and practitioners are having a hard time keeping up the pace of 
technology change and the rapidly evolving design landscape as a whole. They each 
have too much to learn to just keep up with their “day jobs” and no time or energy left 
to interact with each other. 

 
Examples of specific challenges in “bridge building” areas of communication, knowledge 

and education: 
• It can be a challenge just to find the right people “on the other side”: for example, 

locating a researcher who is studying something that a specific practitioner needs help 
with. When a good match is made, it can be hard for researchers and practitioners to 
speak the same language and to find ways to collaborate (e.g., a researcher on a several-
year grant working vs. a practitioner who needs to make a decision within a few weeks). 

• At a more fundamental level, it is hard to translate “research questions” to “practical 
answers”. Some researchers have a hard time explaining what the practical implication 
is of their research. Many practitioners have a hard time explaining what they really 
need to know (in a way that can actually be researched). 

• In this multi- and inter-disciplinary area, it is hard to build common knowledge bases 
that work for either researchers or practitioners, let alone something that works for both 
at the same time. 

• The educational setting is an ideal place to “start off on the right foot” but the rapid pace 
of technology, the difficulty in teaching both foundational theory and practical skills in 
higher education, competition from the private sector, and the disciplinary upheaval 
makes it difficult to accomplish basic educational goals, let alone something that is often 
considered a “nice to have” like having graduates who understand research. 

 
The next sections are reviews of the challenges from various communities perspectives, 

along with some some of the activities they are doing to try to improve the interaction between 
researchers and practitioners. 

ACM SIGCHI (HCI) Community 
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In addition to being to the host of the workshop that helped kick off the recent focus on research-
practice interaction, SIGCHI has formed a community (Buie, 2012). Its goals (SIGCHI, 2014): 

The Research-Practice Interaction community is a bridge between research and practice 
in HCI, including all flavors thereof (user experience, usability, interaction design, 
information architecture, etc.). We aim to promote the exchange of information between 
researchers and practitioners, such that research and its results are more accessible to 
practitioners and that practitioner information needs are conveyed to researchers. 

One of the key ways that ACM SIGCHI's main conference, CHI, tried to be more relevant to 
practitioners was with conference communities: “They are the primary entry points and guides 
for researchers and practitioners new to CHI...They help attendees and authors find ways to 
connect with the conference more effectively” (Lund & Begole, 2012). Two initial communities 
were “User experience” (which helped spawn UXRPI as a thread of discussion) and “Design” 
(which covered topics of interest to communication design).  

An example of a CHI conference presentation that looked at the UXRPI issue is “Design 
research at CHI and its applicability to design practice” (Vredenburg, 2013; Roedl & Stolterman, 
2013) which found that only 7% of the CHI 2011 papers were oriented towards supporting 
design practice. Another design-focused CHI example is “Understanding interaction design 
practices” (Goodman, Stolterman & Wakkary, 2011) where it is proposed that HCI researchers 
do more frequent and more intensive studies of interaction design practice. 

The Indiana University research program “Research into Interaction Design Practice” is very 
relevant to UXRPI: “how design-practitioners understand their own practice, their design process 
and how they evaluate, select, and adapt design methods” by doing analytical studies of HCI 
research results presented as “implications for design” (Stolterman, 2014). 

The role of theory and how it relates to practice was the focus of a workshop at CHI 2012 
(Obrist, etal, 2012).  

A special interest group at CHI 2013 was focused on research practice interaction (Hooper, 
2013) where  practitioners and researchers were matched up in groups to talk about wants and 
needs. 

For CHI 2014, communities has become “Spotlights” with “Interaction science” one that is 
addressing some of the research-practice interaction issues (Howe, etal, 2014), such as engaging 
researchers and practitioners in the reviewing process. 

Information Architecture Community 

The information architecture community started talking about the role of research in 2006 at a 
panel at the IA Summit (Instone, 2006). Fast's (2006) reply: “there is no discernable body of IA 
research”. The Journal of Information Architecture has since been formed, where practice-led 
research was proposed (Hobbs, Fenn & Resmini, 2010). 

At the 2010 IA Summit, Resmini & Instone (2010) hosted a session about current 
relationship of research and practice in information architecture and had participants draw 
pictures on napkins to show their view of the current state. Some of the goals that emerged: 

 
• Build long-term relationships between researchers and practitioners, through common 

channels and meeting points. 
• Disseminate IA-specific conversations in related communities, conferences and 
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meetings 
 
The IA Summit has been the host of a subsequent “Academics and Practitioners Round 

Table,” where it was proposed that closing the gap required looking at it as both an experience 
design and organizational change problem (Instone, 2013a). In 2014, the 2nd roundtable will 
focus on teaching IA (IAI, 2014). 

Interaction Design Community 

Ladner (2010) issued a call to action for interaction designers to figure out how they want to 
draw their theoretical boundaries, where they build upon the scientific tradition, and in general, 
what constitutes interaction design research. IxDA, the main organization for interaction 
designers, has not really addressed research-practice challenges directly, but some arise in the 
context of their “Interaction Design Education Summit” activities (IxDA, 2014). 

User Experience Practitioners Community 

With its origins as a “practitioner spin-off” from the HCI community in 1991, the Usability 
Professionals' Association (now the User Experience Professionals Association) has regularly 
included sessions at its annual conference aimed at presenting the latest research to practitioners. 
One example is the “Research in Practice” tutorial by Kath Straub (UXPA, 2013): an annually 
updated tutorial containing an informative survey of key and emerging research that will shape 
practice. A sample of what is presented in the tutorial is available at Straub (2013).  

An example of a practitioner who struggles to make sense of the research is from UPA's 
Journal of Usability Studies: Problems and Joys of Reading Research Papers for Practitioner 
Purposes (Jarrett, 2007). 

The Usability Body of Knowledge project (UXPA, 2012) is often cited as a project that 
would be good to help at the “knowledge” layer of the bridge between research and practice. One 
of the goals is “define the knowledge underlying the usability profession” and some of that 
knowledge is research which practitioners need to understand. 

The “Toward usable usability research: Building bridges between research and practice” 
workshop at the UPA 2011 conference (Buie, Dray & Straub, 2011) focused on defining what 
practitioners need. 

At the 2013 UXPA conference, Instone (2013b) hosted a discussion to generate ideas for 
solutions to UXRPI challenges. The ideas were clustered around creating hubs of activity, 
publishing, higher education, practitioner DIY, and influencing decision makers. 

Other Activities 

Don Norman (2010a) has argued for the need for a new discipline, “one that can translate 
between the abstractions of research and the practicalities of practice”. Initially called 
“translational development” and later called “translational engineering” (Norman, 2010b), the 
term “translational entrepreneur” has also been proposed (Instone, 2010). The model is 
“translational science” in the healthcare industry (Zerhouni, 2005). 

A recent masters project called Smarticle (Walmink, 2014) focused on one specific UXRPI 
challenge, designing a system that makes academic work more accessible to a larger audience. 

At the 2010 Internet User Experience Conference (Instone, 2010c), a panel was organized to 
explore UXRPI, including having attendees do napkin sketching of their view of the challenges 
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and opportunities. Some of the issues identified include: One body/two heads (drawn by a 
practitioner) vs. One head/two bodies (drawn by a researcher), how to do research on the practice 
itself, why overcoming the gap is important, and why it is so hard. 

There are many more related activities: this is just a sample to help start the dialogue. Over 
the long term, there are other disciplines to include: human factors, industrial design, technical 
communication and information design, to name a few.  

AIGA & Design Educators 

The Connecting Dots theme of “Design educators and professionals are challenged with 
identifying what constitutes appropriate and effective research” fits in nicely with UXRPI 
problems. 

For AIGA and its members overall, user experience research-practice interaction challenges 
are wrapped up in the larger expectations for design education (Grefe, 2012). “The Disciplined 
Designer” (Benson, 2014) covers the same overlapping-circles discussion that many other UX-
related disciplines are having. A strategic proposal to “Find methods to ensure knowledge born 
of design research be best utilized by design practitioners” indicates there are research-practice 
needs coming to the forefront for the AIGA Design educators community. 

Topics for Discussion 

If this recap of user experience research-practice interaction workshops, discussions and 
initiatives has been valuable, then it should have triggered questions about what it means to 
design educators. No answers, just questions. 

 
• What other UXRPI-related challenges have already been documented by AIGA Design 

Educators and AIGA as a whole? What solutions to these problems have been tried 
(successfully or not), are in progress or have been proposed? What things is AIGA 
doing well that the other professional organizations can leverage? 

• What cultural gaps are the same? Which ones are unique to this design community? 
What cultural shifts  are on the horizon that could make bridging UXRPI gaps easier in 
the future? What needs to be “blown up” and re-invented from scratch? 

• Which bridging challenges (communication, knowledge and especially education) are 
most important for this design community? Where are the bridging challenges the same 
and different than what has been documented here? 

• If there is some UXRPI common ground for AIGA Design Educators, then how does 
collaboration happen across disciplines and across professional organizations? For 
example, what would a combined “education summit” across disciplines look like? How 
do the dots get connected to help improve research-practice interaction? 
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What Exactly is Critical Design?  
And what does it have to do with interaction design pedagogy? 

We need to move beyond designing for the way things are now and begin to design for 
how things could be, imagining alternative possibilities and different ways of being, and 
giving tangible form to new values and priorities.1 

As interaction design educators, who chose to prioritize creating the conditions for meaningful 
— and new — user experiences, ‘Critical Design’ helps to further free us from the confines of 
what students know how to develop. When students focus on what they know how to make, the 
results are often stagnant, expected and dull. Students get hung up with the increasingly complex 
development and ignore the most important issue — the people. To prepare students for a design 
profession that is rapidly changing, it is most imperative to encourage students to speculate 
wildly and comprehensively research when designing interactive experiences. They should 
design for five to ten years out, not now. But, when designing in such speculative ways, how can 
students be prepared to enter the workforce and hit the ground running? How do we prepare 
students to think wildly, conceive of new modes of user interaction, and focus on meaningful 
user experiences while also preparing them for entry-level positions? 

In Paola Antonelli’s article, States of Design 04: Critical Design, she discusses where the 
term ‘Critical Design’ originated. Giving credit to Anthony Dunne (of Dunne and Raby), 
Antonelli explains that ‘Critical Design’ is not concerned with creating immediately useful 

                                                        
1 Paola Antonelli,  "States of Design 04: Critical Design," domus, July/August 2011, accessed January 30, 2014, 
https://www.domusweb.it/en/design/2011/08/31/states-of-design-04-critical-design.html. 
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objects, but rather sparking ideas and potential for future artifacts and experiences. “To do this,” 
explains Dunne and Raby, “we need to move beyond designing for the way things are now and 
begin to design for how things could be, imagining alternative possibilities and different ways of 
being, and giving tangible form to new values and priorities." 2 Furthermore, Dunne and Raby 
state: “Its opposite is affirmative design: design that reinforces the status quo.” 3  

Many people question whether Critical Design is in fact design, or if it should be more 
appropriately placed firmly in the arts. (Image Set One, Flirt Project) Dunne and Raby contest 
this, but one could argue that Critical Design is even further from what many view as web or 
interaction design, a field often thought to be practical and pragmatic. (Image Two, 
Amazon.com) However, when focusing on the big ideas of Critical Design — imagining 
alternative possibilities, pushing back against the status quo, etc — direct ties to innovative 
interaction design pedagogy begin to surface.  

Teaching design in the 21st century is a constantly changing task, factor in teaching courses 
that are focused on technology and there is little to hold on to from year to year. To say that the 
technology has become complex would be an understatement. These advances offer designers 
and audiences experiences that were unimaginable mere years ago (Image Set Three, 
Fontwalk.de), but create challenges in knowing how to properly prepare design students. 
Movements and ways of thinking like Critical Design inspire alternate ways to approach the task 
of preparing students to be critical thinkers. It allows educators to place value on the speculative, 
the ‘what if’, and frees us from the confines of what is currently possible. This approach allows 
educators to prepare students to be thought leaders, who have the skills to continue pushing back 
against the status quo.  

Interaction design is a perspective that approaches the design of products by looking to 
the future-seeing things as they might be, not necessarily as they currently are.4 

Why Prioritize Speculative Approaches? 
 
With the technology industry on the rise and the need for all companies, services, products to 
have an impactful online branding presence, the demand for designers continues to prosper. This 
brings about an expanded range of skill sets required to work in the areas of interaction design, 
information architecture, user experience design, experience architecture, etc. which further 
complicates our approach to teaching students for these roles. There are many approaches and 
perspectives on how to best prepare design students for a possible career in this emerging field. 

One common approach to teaching design students skills for interaction design is to dive 
head first into coding language. While this provides a set of hard skills for the student to tack 
onto their resume, it limits them to being technical thinkers first rather than critical thinkers. It 
also creates a situation where students quickly get hung up on what they know how to do versus 
speculating about what could be possible.  

                                                        
2 Paola Antonelli,  "States of Design 04: Critical Design," domus, July/August 2011, accessed January 30, 2014, 
https://www.domusweb.it/en/design/2011/08/31/states-of-design-04-critical-design.html. 

3 Anthony Dunne and Fiona Raby, "Critical Design FAQ," Dunne & Raby Co., nd, accessed January 30, 2014, 
http://www.dunneandraby.co.uk/content/bydandr/13/0. 

4 Robert Reimann, "So You Want to be an Interaction Designer," Cooper, May 15, 2008, accessed February 14, 2014, 
http://www.cooper.com/journal/2008/05/so_you_want_to_be_an_interacti. 
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To practice interaction design is to live on a fault line: the landscape shifts and swells 
below you in a way that is constant (occasionally seismic). The purview of the 
discipline is in persistent flux. Beyond any particular programming fluency, the single 
greatest aptitude of future interaction designers may be the ability to embrace and shape 
the flux — to work within existing constraints and ask, "what might be?"5 

Prioritizing a speculative approach to teaching interaction design opens up the opportunities 
for students to develop their soft skills such as empathy, problem-solving, and critical thinking. 
According to Robert Reimann of Cooper, a design and strategy firm in San Francisco, interaction 
designers must be able to: 

• Learn new domains quickly 
• Solve problems both analytically and creatively 
• Be able to visualize and simplify complex systems 
• Empathize with users, their needs, and their aspirations 
• Understand the strengths and limitations of both humans and technology 
• Share a passion for making the world a better place through ethical, purposeful, 

pragmatic, and elegant design solutions6 
Finding the opportunities to approach interaction design from both perspectives remains to 

be an obstacle in an already tight graphic design curriculum. With so many topics integral to the 
education of a graphic designer, it becomes difficult to cover all the aspects of interaction design. 
Educators would better serve their students by focusing on the soft skills during that allotted time 
rather than the hard skills. With a plethora of online resources available, one can quickly learn 
coding on their own, while it is far more difficult to independently learn skills that are more 
subjective, complex and fuzzy. 

This isn’t a discussion unfamiliar to design educators, we grapple with the obstacles and 
opportunities every year and debate about it at every conference. It is what makes our jobs 
exciting and challenging. In our current contexts, we — Marty Maxwell Lane of The Kansas City 
Art Institute and Rebecca Tegtmeyer of Michigan State University — have implemented a 
speculative approach to teaching interaction design at our respective institutions. Marty will 
share her approach and project examples that have proven successful at The Kansas City Art 
Institute. Rebecca will share a new interdisciplinary degree program being developed at 
Michigan State University.  

Interaction Design At The Kansas City Art Institute 

The long standing pedagogical approach in the Graphic Design department at The Kansas City 
Art Institute has been to avoid media silos. Faculty attempt to integrate all media into all courses, 
allowing the artifact to respond appropriately to each design problem. One exception to this anti-
siloed approach is our scaffolded junior and senior interaction design courses; Information 
Architecture and MultiMedia Experience. So, while students may touch interactive projects in 
small ways in other courses, ex: iPad editorial in Typography Two, the focused study of 
interaction design takes place in two courses. 

Information Architecture 

                                                        
5 Cady Bean-Smith, Senior Art Director, VML and Principal, MIGHT 

6 Robert Reimann, "So You Want to be an Interaction Designer," Cooper, May 15, 2008, accessed February 14, 2014, 
http://www.cooper.com/journal/2008/05/so_you_want_to_be_an_interacti. 
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Information Architecture takes place in the Spring semester of the junior year — along with User 
Experience and Professional Practice — and begins to slowly introduce best practices, methods 
and theories. 
The Course Objectives:  

1. Account for affordances of the online environment as a news source,  
considering: social networking, online credibility issues and user control 
2. Organize information for a time based environment, considering sequencing and users 
3. Demonstrate an understanding of typography, aesthetics and current visual trends for the 
web 
4. Present content in a manner that is useful and meaningful, accessible and engaging 
5. Plan & develop an interactive website 
6. Visually render a site’s content in a clear, engaging & cohesive manner 
7. Develop strategies for content comparison and data visualization 
8. Research an audience and identify a task scenario for a mobile application 
9. Organize and present information in a way that is appropriate to a mobile device 
 

The course addresses the above objectives in the web and mobile contexts via three projects, 
student and professor lectures, assigned readings, critiques and collaborative exercises. The first 
project, Online News Redesign, asks students to explore the affordances of the online space as a 
source for news and focuses on the top three objectives listed above. (note: i will visually 
annotate the objectives list in the camera ready paper). This project dedicates much focus to the 
development of both analog and digital wireframes, sitemaps, and user scenarios. (Image Set 
Four, Analog and Digital Wires). Students create the visual design in Photoshop and use 
typefaces available through Google Fonts. This means of production allows us to discuss best 
practices regarding workflow as well as technical limitations of using type on the web. Despite 
these practical limitations, students are asked to speculate and reimagine online news considering 
contemporary issues like online credibility and user control, while also pushing past what they 
know to be possible. (Image Set Five, Visual Design) The second project, Collection Exhibit7, 
focuses on objectives four through seven, and asks students to curate an online exhibit that 
introduces the user to a collection in an engaging and informative way. This project is unique 
from the others in that students work in Adobe Muse to develop a functioning website. Prior to 
development, students create wireframes, sitemaps (in Muse) and visual design concepts. Adobe 
Muse allows students to gain the skills in developing a basic website in a designer friendly way. 
Muse helps students develops an understanding of how typography works on the web, minimal 
css, image preparation, hosting — skills that they might use in the future for boutique sites, 
portfolio sites, template modifications, working with developers, etc. This experience gives them 
a basic understanding of how the web works and prepares them to communicate with developers, 
the people who would more likely be the ones to produce websites. (Image Set Six, Wovenstripes 
website) The final project in the semester, Tailorable App, asks students to create a tailorable 
(customizable) iPhone application that will assist a specific user group with a task. The project is 
brief and the students execute only two user scenarios. This is the first time that students in the 
Graphic Design curriculum are exposed to designing for the iPhone, so much of the discussion is 
around the mobile context — what type of content do people need from mobile devices, what 
behaviors are best for touch screen, how do we signify feedback without rollovers, etc. Students 
again create analog wireframes, then digital, then move into visual design modifying the existing 
iPhone GUI to fit their visual style. (Image Set Seven, Flock application) This course ultimately 

                                                        
7 Project Developed by Jamie Gray, formerly of KCAI.  
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serves to provide students with a basic foundation in interaction design — a foundation in which 
they are encouraged to explore the balance between speculation and practicality. 

MultiMedia Experience 

MultiMedia Experience takes place in the Fall semester of the senior year — along with 
Typography Four and Spatial Experience — and serves as a capstone interaction design course in 
which students are asked to build on previous knowledge, deeply research an audience and 
speculate wildly about the future of interaction design.  
The Course Objectives:  

1. Apply user research to inform both your concept and design 
2. Demonstrate an understanding of online communities, in relation to education 
3. Speculate, aka, futurecast the possibilities of interaction design 
4. Plan screen-based systems that rely on and respond to user input 
5. Create the conditions for a holistic experience that occurs at both the component and 
system level 

The Course learning Expectations: 
1. Apply previous knowledge of interface design and information architecture concepts to 
projects at an advanced level 
2. Apply previous knowledge of linear narrative skills (editing, motion graphics/ 
typography, sound, and animation) to projects at an advanced level 
3. Further develop critical thinking and articulation skills in informal class discussions and 
formal critiques 
The course addresses the above objectives through one semester long collaborative project, 

in addition to assigned readings, critiques and collaborative exercises. The semester long project, 
Online Community, asks students to design a multimedia system8 for a community of individuals 
involved in a common learning activity. This system should move content fluidly across 
platforms/mediums to display, map and share information.9 Students must define ways to 
facilitate interaction and sharing, finding ways to collect information from the real world to send, 
analyze, and visualize in the electronic world. A learning community can simply be thought of as 
a group of people engaged in learning something together. Students spend time researching 
learners, educational systems, learning challenges, learning objectives and goals, etc. Students 
look at the ways in which technology, participatory culture and collaboration are creating 

                                                        
8 Design a multimedia system for a community of individuals involved in a common learning activity.This system should 
move content fluidly across platforms/mediums to display, map and share information. Define ways to facilitate 
interaction and sharing, finding ways to collect information from the real world to send, analyze, and visualize in the 
electronic world. You will work collaboratively with a partner for the entire project. 
You will be required to address 3 of the 4 following: (#1 is mandatory) 
1) An online hub will respond to the needs of the whole community. 
2) An iPhone application designed with the individual user (on-the-go) in mind. 
3) An iPad application designed with the individual user in mind. (context matters. where are iPads used within your 
community?) 
4) A large scale touch screen device designed with multiple users or individuals in mind. * 
* You may propose another speculative concept for consideration. 
Typically, the workload breaks down as one student in the group being responsible for the online hub, while another is 
responsible for the other two platforms. This breakdown can shift if all parties agree it is appropriate (approval is 
required). 
 
9 MultiMedia Experience has been a course at KCAI even prior to my arrival. It was originally developed by Jamie Grey, 
Michael Eppelheimer and Tyler Galloway. I have modified the course, updating objectives, project goals, subject matter, 
structure, etc.  
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paradigm shifts within our educational systems and work to speculate and design an intervention 
to improve some aspect our current educational landscape.  

Students are asked to consider both available and hypothetical technologies when 
concepting, focus on the ideas and visual design and not to worry about what they don’t know 
how to program. Those students inclined and interested in deeper technologies are encouraged to 
develop those skills and use them for prototyping. Regardless, all students are required to create 
concept videos that show the interfaces in motion — which requires them to consider user 
feedback in the interface — and in context.  

Students spend much of the semester researching an identified learning community, 
executing both primary and secondary types of research such as field interviews and visual 
audits. (Image Set 8, research posters). The workflow functions much like their experience in 
Information Architecture: personas and scenarios, low-content wireframes, high-content 
wireframes, sitemaps, visual design exploration, photoshop comps and animation. An exercise 
that is unique to this class is the three-dimensional interface sketching. Students work in groups 
to identify two or three task scenarios to create with basic analog supplies. These models allow 
students to work abstractly and think dimensionally to get outside of the “box land” that is so 
common when sketching interface concepts. (Image Set 9, 3D Sketching). Students are asked to 
translate these analog sketches into the digital realm with the design of the interface.  

This lack of development may seem odd for an interactive capstone course, but over the past 
few years, we’ve seen this model work time and time again. It shapes students into wild 
conceivers of ideas who push us (the industry) past the status quo. (Image Set 10, Final Video 
Stills). These students have gone on to work in the technology world, in digital advertising 
agencies, and are able to hit the ground running with appropriate workflow skills and vision. 

Now turning to a larger university setting that offers opportunities in fields outside of the 
arts, we demonstrate how to balance the possible and the practical in a new interdisciplinary 
curriculum at Michigan State University. 

Interaction Design at Michigan State University 

Initiation/Justification of Degree Development 

A few years ago, in the College of Art & Letters several discussions were in circulation about the 
possibility of beginning an interdisciplinary degree within the college. Various structures of the 
degree were in consideration at the undergraduate, graduate, and even PhD levels. The main goal 
driving these discussions was to give students an educational experience that would cross the 
boundaries of multiple disciplinary areas in the college and even the university. Often at a 
university that is the size of MSU, it is difficult to break past the silo-ed approach common in 
institutions of higher education. Curriculums are developed to give students a dive deep into one 
area of study, while this is appropriate for some professional degrees, for others it is an obstacle. 
It was revealed that students were cherry-picking courses from various disciplines and creating 
their own multi-faceted educational experience, however, their transcripts and degree titles did 
not reflect their multiple areas of study. 

These students were consistently floating between the areas of technology and humanities. A 
student wanting a more humanistic approach to talking and learning about technology would find 
themselves in the College of Arts and Letters but continuing to take a few classes in the College 
of Computer Science and Engineering. Upon graduation, these students easily landed jobs in the 
user experience industry. We wanted to create a degree program that would provide a similar 
path to students in a more structured way.  

A look to how the current user experience (UX) industry operates informs us that the nature 
of UX projects are speculative and most successful when approached from a collaborative 
context. It is next to impossible to approach these kind of people-centered projects in isolation, 
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therefore making it necessary to offer this type of working and learning environment to students 
prior to their advancement into professional practice. Our new degree offers students a much 
more collaborative, and interdisciplinary, learning environment.  

Curriculum Development 

This context initiated the need for a new degree at MSU, one that offered students the 
opportunity to learn across disciplines. A small group of faculty was charged with developing 
this new degree. Myself, a professor of graphic design in the Department of Art, Art History, and 
Design and Liza Potts, a professor of digital rhetoric in the Department of Writing, Rhetoric, and 
American Cultures wrote the core curriculum with support from Janet Swenson, the Associate 
Dean and Bill Hart-Davidson, Associate Professor in Rhetoric and Composition. 

We completed this daunting task by keeping a singular goal in mind; “Create a curriculum 
that gives students enough knowledge about graphic design, content management, and 
programming to be dangerous,” as stated by Liza Potts.10 

This goal kept us on track in the development of a BA in Experience Architecture (XA). A 
degree offered by the College of Arts and Letters that sits between our respective departments. 
This degree will prepare students for a future career as an active participant or even leaders of 
speculative and collaborative interactive projects. Students enrolled in this major will develop 
theoretical knowledge and advanced skills in experience architecture with an emphasis on 
experiences in digital environments. Although they will not be experts in graphic design, content 
management, or programming, they will be able to work with designers, information architects, 
and programmers within a collaborative team. Graduates will be prepared for a variety of careers 
and typical entry-level positions for graduates include: 

• User Experience Architect 
• User Experience Researcher 
• Usability & Accessibility Specialist 
• Web Designer 
• Web & Mobile Front-End Developer 
• Content Strategist 
• Information Designer 
• Project & Team Management 
• Social Media Producer 

We went about crafting the curriculum by strategically selecting current courses offered in 
both departments (Department of Art, Art History, and Design and Department of Writing 
Rhetoric and American Cultures). In doing this we consistently looked to collaborative teams in 
industry to inform the skill sets needed by graduates entering the UX job market. This process 
identified gaps in the existing courses and from there we created new courses to fill those gaps. A 
collection of core courses were created and will remain at the college level rather than within a 
department: 

Experience Architecture Core Courses 
• Introduction to Experience Architecture 
• Researching Experience Architecture 
• Managing Experience Architecture Projects 
• Prototyping Experience Architecture 
• Experience Architecture Capstone 

                                                        
10 Liza Potts, Ph.D., Assistant Professor of Digital Humanities , Michigan State University 
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• Experience Architecture Internship 
These new courses are paired with graphic design courses from the Department of Art, Art 

History, and Design, professional writing courses from the Department of Writing Rhetoric and 
American Cultures, and a philosophy course from the Department of Philosophy: 

Graphic Design 
• Design Thinking 
• Concepts in Graphic Design 
• Interactive Web Design 

 
Professional Writing 

• Information & Interaction Design 
• Content Management 
• Advanced Web Design 
• Digital Rhetoric 

       Philosophy 
• Practical Logic 

A few course offerings from the College of Computer Science and Engineering were added 
to fulfill an overview of the programing languages commonly used in industry. With those CS 
courses, a lab discussion course will be paired with it for students to take in tandem so that they 
can continue to relate what they are learning in those classes back to their other courses which 
are rooted in the humanities. 

• Fundamentals of IT 
• Programming I & II 

Together, all the courses balance theory with practice combining hands-on learning of the 
research, theory, and practice of creating compelling experiences.  

Graphic Design within the New Degree 

When assessing the courses we currently offer in our graphic design area, we had to determine 
which ones would be most appropriate for students of this new degree to take. Remember, we 
were focused on giving these students knowledge about “design” not educating them be 
“designers.” Our graphic design curriculum is built on a traditional fine arts foundation, making 
each class a requirement for entry into the next. This made it difficult to find entry points into the 
courses for students not concentrating on graphic design. We also had to consider if these 
students would be able to keep up with their peers in the course given that other students had the 
prerequisite courses upon entry. When approaching the graphic design courses from this 
perspective it was evident that we had even more gaps to fill for the new degree. Our existing 
Graphic Design curriculum prepares students to be practicing designers. However, our new 
interdisciplinary curricular vision is focused on exposing students to critical design thinking — 
vs being practicing designers — so we had to ask ourselves, is it possible to prepare someone to 
think like a designer without becoming one? If so, what are those hard and soft skill sets they 
need to acquire through the design courses? 

The answer to this question remains to be answered as we are still in the initial phases of 
implementing the degree curriculum, but in order to create new graphic design courses for the 
degree we had to attempt to answer the question. Here are three possible answers: 

• They (students) need to be taught how to think critically and speculatively. 
• They need to know processes and methods to enable them to think critically and 

speculatively. 
• They need to know the basics of design principles and concepts. 
• They need to come at all of the above by always putting the audience first. 
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We developed two new courses within the graphic design curriculum to meet these 
objectives; a course in Design Thinking and another in the concepts of Graphic Design. These 
became a part of the core courses for the new degree along with an existing course, Interactive 
Web Design. The courses in Typography and Time & Motion are offered as electives.  

The course in Design Thinking will dive deep into the core concepts and methods practiced 
by the best creative problem-solvers and seekers in the industry today. Through collaborative 
projects, the course will challenge students to rethink their place in the intersection of the 
environment and technology. Students will complete the course with the skills necessary to 
create new ideas and carry them forward, either as an independent or collaborative contributor to 
human-centered problems. 

Design is about delivering a satisfying experience. Design thinking is about creating a 
multipolar experience in which everyone has the opportunity to participate in the 
conversation.”11 

The Concepts of Graphic Design course will give students an overview of form and 
communication analysis and manipulation. Students will investigate theory, concept, and visual 
tools central to developing visual communication systems. 

In the existing Interactive Web Design course students become acquainted with the 
concepts and processes of interaction design and visual interface design. They explore a variety 
of process methods and account for the differences in audience goals, behaviors, and motivators 
when designing for an online experience. 

The Bachelor of Arts degree in Experience Architecture (XA) will officially launch this fall. 
Currently we are conducting a cluster-hire for tenure-stream faculty within both of the 
departments to support the new college courses and those within the departments. A freshman 
experience is in the works as well with the goal to offer incoming majors the chance to connect 
with peers prior to beginning their course sequence in their third semester. As a future outlook, 
we see degree tracks forming within the major as supported by the respective departments. This 
cutting-edge, interdisciplinary field of study and practice will offer an exciting opportunity for 
students and faculty. 

Conclusion 

While our approaches have proved successful for our specific contexts, all educators should 
adjust accordingly to their institution and specific constraints within the overall curriculum. We 
believe that privileging the soft skills, exploring the speculative, and allowing for the “what ifs” 
in the approach to teaching interaction design can happen in many ways and in many contexts. 
We believe that it is possible to balance the practical and the possible and the results are students 
who are prepared to be thought leaders and life-long learners — students who can work to move 
our industry forward into exciting new territory.  

 

 
 
 
 
                                                        
11 Tim Brown, Change by Design: How Design Thinking Transforms Organizations and Inspires Innovation (New York: 
HarperBusiness, 2009), NEED PAGE #. 
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What / So What:  
Articulating Objects Through Words 

 
Gloria Lee, The University of Texas at Austin, USA 

 
In the context of practice-based research, art and design students who are required to prepare a written report face 
multiple challenges: (1) Object production and textual commentary production typically have two distinct audiences and 
purposes (Biggs and Buchler, 2013); (2) There exists a gap between the logio-scientific or paradigmatic mode of thought 
and that of narrative; similarly, there is a gap between their associated normative standards and structures for written 
communication (Bruner, 1986; Hazel, Davies and Riley, 2011); and (3) Generally, visual thinkers grapple with the lack 
of words, the challenge of sequence, and the presumption of context (Grow, 1994). 
 By placing objects at the center of a writing exercise termed “What/So What” (W/SW), students begin to 
translate objects into words through two different discourses: exposition (description) and narration (what the object 
does or how it influences them in regards to their own research projects). While parallel in form to annotated 
bibliographies, W/SW differs in that the process of declaring is fluid—an important aspect for those who are working 
through unarticulated ideas and who may be uncomfortable with writing  
 

Keywords: Design education, design writing, design research, writing method 
 

Designers rely on visual images—sketches, elevations, isometrics and computer-
generated modeling—to manipulate potential characteristics of material objects at all 
scales of size and complexity. Consumers and users of objects and environments rely on 
non-rational visual and tactile cues to navigate the world of designed objects. Few 
people actually engage in the difficult process of translating objects into words.  
—Jeffrey Meikle (2013, 53) 

The question of designed objects, words, and research 

isual objects are both the focus and the result of the designer’s production. However, the 
graduate students in our MFA Design program at the University of Texas, Austin, as in 
many other design programs, are required to produce a written document as the 

culmination of their work. The Master’s Report (or thesis) typically includes a statement of 
philosophy or description of the intent behind each piece created; a discussion of the design 
research conducted, specifically with respect to the object’s historical and critical contexts; and 
an account of methods used. Ultimately, the report must establish the work as an original 
contribution to the field. Within an academic program, the designed objects and written reports 
have two different audiences, although they may overlap (Biggs and Buchler, 2013). 

  As Meikle suggests, few people in the design world ‘actually engage in the difficult 
process of translating objects into words’ yet that is exactly what we demand of design students. 
A designer’s education includes reflecting on and during their design process. However, writing 
a report—which involves translating objects into words—is neither integral to that process, nor a 
logical outcome. Design students, more comfortable with making than writing, often react to the 
task with uncertainty, and even concern. A common symptom of that uncertainty crops up in 
reports that attempt to match the style of academic writing in other fields, including science, thus 
obscuring rather than illuminating their own process as visual creators. 

The question of making and thinking  

Analytic thinking characteristically proceeds a step at a time. Steps are explicit and 
usually can be adequately reported by the thinker to another individual. Such thinking 
proceeds with relatively full awareness of the information and operations involved… In 
contrast to analytic thinking, intuitive thinking characteristically does not advance in 
careful, well-defined steps. Indeed, it tends to involve maneuvers based seemingly on an 
implicit perception of the total problem. The thinker arrives at an answer, which may be 

V 
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right or wrong, with little if any awareness of the process by which he reached it… —
Jerome Bruner (1960, 57-58) 

As Bruner describes, making-actions—based on prior training or expertise—are in many ways 
intuitive; however, details of the process can be revealed through reflection on the designed 
object. Reflections by students often start as a story—a description of ‘I did this, and then this’—
which may not highlight theoretical or historical concerns, as that critical context may not have 
been conscious during the act of making.  

Additionally, there is a question of voice. Hazel, Davies and Riley, faculty who work with 
art and design students at Swansea Metropolitan University, note that students may have 
difficulty grappling with the authorial voice and their own (‘my’ voice), often viewed by students 
as separate entities. Ownership of the design process may be undermined by the fact that the 
subjective voice is so often seen as ‘mere opinion, unrefined by any process of critical thinking’ 
(Hazel, et al., 2011, 241). Building a framework based upon Bruner’s two complementary ways 
of thinking, and his argument that educational culture is biased toward the ‘logio-scientific’ 
mode, they note there is a similar gap between the associated normative standards and structures 
for written communication. These two normative structures, exposition and narrative (Figure 1), 
highlight the tension for practice-based research writing: while exposition more accurately aligns 
with academic writing, narrative more accurately describes the designer’s experience of 
discovering, designing and reflection.  

 
 

 

Figure 1. Normative structures of exposition (top) and narrative (bottom)  

Source: Redrawn by the author from Hazel, Davies and Riley, 2011 

Narrative or stories are structured differently from traditional academic or scientific experiment-
based lab writing, which place the context, method, and theory up front. With narrative, there is a 
gradual arc and development, culminating in the completed story. Critical reflection, which 
occurs after the creative process, helps uncover the greater framework for the intuitive trajectory 
engaged in by creators of narratives and designs. Academic reports, by contrast, lead design 
students to experience writing as an inversion of their actual practice; theories, methods, and 
critical and historical frameworks must be presented as if known in advance. Students describe 
this approach as “dishonest,” a “post-rationalization” of their projects. In addition, visual thinkers 
frequently grapple with a lack of words, the challenge of sequence, and the presumption of 
context (Grow, 1994). 

Bridging the gap: what / so what 

Designers and artists respond creatively to objects they have seen or experienced, and draw both 
inspiration and guidance from them. In practice-based research, students need to describe and 
understand their relationships to influences and precedents. Articulating such relationships can 

Introduction  Research   Methodology   Results    Conclusion

Turning Point  

Introduction   Development      Return       Resolution
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productively illuminate and influence a student’s present and future acts of making. Word-based 
researchers cite textual “inspirations” (influences, theories, quotations) and often spend a great 
deal of time developing annotated bibliographies—prior to the writing process—that provide a 
useful structure for summaries and analysis. By contrast, our field’s approaches, interventions, 
and acts do not have a standard format for tracking objects and articulating an analytical 
perspective. 

Some time ago, I came to the conclusion that design practitioners need to develop an 
annotated bibliography of a different sort—an annotated collection of visual influences and 
precedents. That realization eventually led to the development of a method I call What/So What. 
Students begin with a visual object, something relevant to their own work in some way, and 
begin to write about it. The translation process—from object to words—occurs through two 
discourses: “What” provides a description of the student’s encounter with an object (exposition) 
and “So What” explores the relationship between the object and the student’s own work 
(narration). 

 
What 
The thing (name) 
A description of the thing 
The immediate aftermath and short-term consequences [of experiencing the object] 
Answers the question “What happened?” 
So What 
The Influence 
Articulate specific relevance for your current research (method, time frame, materials, etc.)  
Place piece in a larger context (historical, critical) and explain insights gained 
Answers the question “What aspect of this is relevant to my work? 
 
What/So What offers a template that design students may use to describe and critically 

analyze their inspirations and influences. Unlike annotated bibliographies, W/SW has a built-in 
fluidity; the writing is not permanent, a considerable relief to those still working through ideas 
and uncomfortable with the writing process. Students clarify their thoughts by explicating them, 
at least temporarily, in written form, then post their entries to a private group blog; they can 
update and edit their words at any time. A comment space allows for back-and-forth discussions 
with peers and the teacher; these are accompanied by monthly off-line, in-class presentations, an 
opportunity for students to talk (rather than write) about the significance of each object. 

I assign each student the goal of posting ten What/So What entries on the website by the end 
of semester. What results is a landscape from which students can begin to articulate the patterns, 
differences, and similarities between their own work and the designs of others. The method 
produces a dynamic record of influences, contexts, and discussions, while also marking key 
creative choices along the way. For students uncomfortable with words, What/So What breaks 
down the writing process into more manageable bits and provides potential text to incorporate 
into the final report. 

Example one: designing objects  

As a student trained in industrial processes for the design of objects, Lindsey Culpepper focused 
her graduate studies upon the value craft in “contemporary models of sustainable 
manufacturing.” Prior to taking my class, she had completed experiments with open-source 
design, modularity, and locally sourced natural or organic materials, and planned to continue 
with these interests. Throughout the semester, however, her creative work became more focused 
upon reuse and modularity as found in cast-off industrial projects.  

Culpepper’s W/SW post about “Jar Tops” by Joree Van Ast signaled her evolving interests: 
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WHAT: Van Ast has extended the use-life of generic glass vessels by adding meaning 
and specific functionality through a series of polypropylene lids. As described by Van 
Ast, “When is a jug not a jug? When it’s a jar! By screwing on plastic tops, these readily 
available jars are turned into vessels with a specific function. A generic jar is 
transformed into kitchenware, creating more practical and emotional value. The family 
includes a sugar pot, milk can, chocolate sprinkler, oil & vinegar set and a water jug.” 

SO WHAT: This fairly simple idea is inspiring to me because it is a designed object that 
forces a repurposing of items that would generally be recycled or headed to a landfill. 
By inserting a design solution into the life cycle of generic glass jars, van Ast has not 
only given an alternative to the landfill but also the costly process of recycling. 
Interesting to note that about 75% of the world’s jars have the same diameter. As a 
thoughtfully designed addition to an average waste stream item, the Jar Tops are an 
unusual example of beautiful upcycling. (Culpepper, 2011) 

The student’s additional W/SW postings about designed objects that incorporate used 
materials eventually led her to describe a spectrum of re-use, which further informed her own 
strategies for future projects. In her Master’s Report the following semester, Culpepper’s 
description of her final project, “Task Chair Evolve: From chair base to strange furniture,” 
incorporated her W:SW post about “Jar Tops” and expanded on that post’s theoretical frame 
work concerning sustainability: 

… My most recent exploration of reuse combines themes from many of my previous 
projects. Beginning this project, I set out to identify undervalued objects that could be 
enhanced through craft and that could be found in multiples. Focusing on used office 
furniture resale networks provided constraint and direction for this project….I saw an 
opportunity to repurpose these [task chair] bases rather than recycle them. (Culpepper, 
2012) 

Posting to What/So What gave this student a dynamic structure for reflecting—in writing—on 
various influences and inspirations throughout her design process. The more she learned about 
various contexts for her own project, the more she was able to refine and redefine her ultimate 
goal. 

Example two: framing the context 

Another student, Rachel Simone Weil, whose interests involved a particular genre of 1980s 
games, struggled to find analogic examples and language that would help us (the class and the 
instructor) understand her concerns regarding the exclusion of female gamers from the often 
virulent anti-woman digital game culture. One of the few people who code in the NES game 
environment, she has created and distributed NES-based games as critical objects. Her designs 
appropriate formal qualities from that genre—graphic resolution, aesthetics, color palette—but 
much of the critical power of her work stems from the fact that a woman is coding in an obscure 
and specific technical environment. 

Weil launched her project FEMICOM in 2012, a web resource for “computer software and 
electronic games and toys featuring feminine design elements.” Her aspirations for both the 
website and her graduate studies were to “encourage comparisons among [these games] and to 
ask and answer questions about stereotypical gender roles and how they have come to shape 
modern games and computing experiences.” Weil’s website serves not only as a “museum”—an 
on-line collection of software games from the 1980s and 1990s—but also includes tools, 
downloads, and her own articles on game development (Weil, 2012). 
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In one W/SW posting for the class, Weil compared and contrasted FEMICOM’s intent with 
that of The Jim Crow Museum of Racist Memorabilia:  

WHAT:  The Jim Crow Museum of Racist Memorabilia is located at Ferris State 
University in Michigan and, as the museum’s website states, it aims to use “objects of 
intolerance to teach tolerance and promote social justice.” The museum houses a 
collection of toys, books, housewares, and other artifacts that feature racist depictions 
and caricatures of black Americans. In this fascinating video, curator Dr. David Pilgrim 
walks through and explains each of the museum’s exhibits… 

SO WHAT: When I first came upon the Jim Crow Museum’s website, I saw parallels 
between it and the FEMICOM Museum website. To some extent, both museums seek to 
preserve challenging artifacts in order to provide a teachable moment about stereotypes 
and social equality. One way in which the FEMICOM Museum differs from the Jim 
Crow Museum is that FEMICOM emphasizes the possibility that viewers could derive 
pleasure from its collection of sexist, stereotypical, unflattering, or disturbing games, a 
pleasure that may be due to nostalgia or to identification with characters, themes, or 
situations in the games… (Weil 2013) 

Another W/SW posting concerned Kevin Keller, a text that served as an inspiration and exemplar 
for Weil’s own digital games and experiments: 

WHAT: Kevin Keller is a comic book series published by Archie Comics since 2012. 
The titular character, Kevin Keller, is an openly gay high-school student who has 
recently moved to Riverdale and befriended Archie and his long-standing circle of 
friends. (Archie made his first appearance in comic books in the 1940s.) Released every 
other month, Kevin Keller has had 10 standalone issues so far, with issue #11 slated for 
release next week. Like other inhabitants of the Archie universe, Kevin contends with 
chores, school work, practical jokes, gossip, and a summer job. But Kevin too must 
occasionally handle more challenging issues, such as students and other members of the 
Riverdale community who disapprove of Kevin’s orientation and, in issue 7, for 
example, a would-be boyfriend who hasn’t yet come out to his parents. 

SO WHAT: Kevin Keller has received a lot of praise–and sales–for Archie Comics. It 
strikes an interesting balance, touching on real issues that children face regarding 
orientation while remaining lighthearted and authentic to the Archie universe. Kevin 
Keller also serves as an interesting touchstone with respect to my research interests in 
nostalgia and alternative history as simultaneous celebration and critique. Since at least 
the 1980s and perhaps before that, nostalgia has played a big role in Archie comics. Art 
styles and themes from distant decades seem to continuously reemerge in Archie covers 
and promotions. Despite being a relative newcomer, Kevin Keller has demonstrated its 
appreciation of the past, too. Consider, for example, the variant cover of Kevin Keller 
#7, a play on a 1960s cover of Josie (which would later become Josie & the 
Pussycats)  (Weil 2013) 

Through these W/SW entries, Weil’s project evolved from her initial focus upon 8-bit graphic 
resolution, color palettes and gender, to an investigation of off-modern gendered cultures 
described through the aesthetics of nostalgia. These entries also enabled her peers and the 
instructor to gain a larger, more nuanced understanding of the questions Weil was asking and the 
design solutions she sought to create. Her collection of artifacts invoked social justice issues, like 
the Jim Crow Museum, but also opened up a space for pleasure and positive nostalgia. Kevin 
Keller exemplified how nostalgic culture can be reclaimed by ‘uncovering true histories and 
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designing false ones.’ Both helped to clarify Weil’s goal of creating environments and spaces 
where these new stories can develop. This now is the framework that she carries forward when 
writing and speaking about her work. 

Conclusion 

When a practitioner reflects in and on his practice, the possible objects of his reflection 
are as varied as the kinds of phenomena before him and the systems of knowing-in-
practice which he brings to them. He may reflect on the tacit norms and appreciations 
which underlies a judgment, or on the strategies and theories implicit in a pattern of 
behavior. He may reflect on the feeling for a situation which has led him to adopt a 
particular course of action, on the way in which he has framed the problem he is trying 
to solve, or on the role he has constructed for himself within a larger institutional 
context. —Donald Schön (1983, 62)  

What/So What elicits a mode of reflection that, as Schön suggests, takes us beyond quick 
judgments based on “tacit norms and appreciations.” Instead, students are asked to look 
thoughtfully and analytically at precedents: why am I reacting to my object this way? What is it 
teaching me about my own project? Will reframing my project within a new critical, cultural, or 
historical context help me achieve my goal? These questions guide students as they contextualize 
their selected visual objects within their knowledge, experiences, and intentions, and gain 
awareness of their own design research process. 

The W/SW method makes intuitive sense to students for several reasons. The visual objects 
and written commentaries are contained in one location. Each piece of writing is structured by 
two distinct yet complementary discourses: exposition of “What” (describe your object) and 
narration of “So What” (why does the object matter to you?). The writing process remains fluid, 
interactive, and evolving; the blog and in-class presentations add multiple opportunities for 
discussion and expanded thinking. Finally, writing in the first-person helps students become 
comfortable with the authority of their own voices and perspectives.  

By the time my graduate students have finished with the class, they’ve completed ten 
reflections on the different “kinds of phenomena”—visual objects—with which they’ve 
interacted while developing their projects. Each student, in other words, has compiled a personal 
archive of annotated design objects, at once a record of the journey she took and a map for the 
report she will write. Ultimately, this is how designers work, in dialogue with the many 
fascinating objects and contexts that speak to them. I believe we should encourage these 
dialogues in the classroom by teaching our students how to articulate objects through words. 
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Core Changes: Strengthening Connections 
 

Andrea Marks, Oregon State University, United States 
 

Abstract:  Graphic Design programs need to create a core set of classes that strengthen student’s understanding of 
research and its relationship to practice. This core should be offered in addition to the mandatory graphic design 
curriculum. Most graphic design programs still rely on a set of outdated design foundation core classes offered 
throughout the freshman year, as pre-requisites to graphic design programs. These programs are often watered down 
courses modeled from the Bauhaus Foundations courses of 2-D design, 3-D design and drawing. Though a basic 
understanding of design principles and vocabulary is necessary, this freshman year introductory model needs to be 
replaced by a broader, more relevant set of core classes. Developing a design core as a set of classes across three years 
and taken by multiple design disciplines, can strengthen students understanding of the connections between disciplines, 
research and practice.   
 
In the Fall of 2012, the graphic design program at Oregon State University merged with other design discipline to form a 
school of design and the school migrated to the College of Business. This merge and migration has allowed the graphic 
design faculty to re-think the entire curriculum within the framework of how the other disciplines within the school 
(apparel design, interior design, merchandise management and business) view research in their respective fields. Over 
the summer and fall of 2013, the four disciplines worked together to create a new core, with the goal of better preparing 
students for research and practice. The new core includes classes in basic business practices, human centered design, 
collaboration and sustainable engineering. 
 

Keywords: Foundations, Graphic Design Core Curriculum, Education, Pedagogy 
 

he Bauhaus School was ahead of its time in reinventing art and design curricula for 
early20th century Germany. The forward-thinking vision of Walter Gropius and 
others influenced the future of art and design schools and lead to new ways of 
thinking about art, design, industry and collaboration. Today’s historical and cultural 

context differs from the Bauhaus era. However, there are many pedagogical changes underway at 
college and university graphic design programs due to shifting roles of the designer in society. 
Today’s educators need to create new paradigms in how students engage with design in the 21st 
century. 
Many graphic design programs still rely on a set of outdated, design foundation classes that are 
offered throughout the freshman year as pre-requisites to entering graphic design programs. 
These are often watered down courses modeled from the Bauhaus Foundations courses of 2-D 
design, 3-D design and drawing. Though a basic understanding of design principles and 
vocabulary is necessary, the freshman year introductory model needs to be replaced by a broader, 
more relevant set of core classes. A revamped design core, developed as a set of classes taken 
across three years by students from multiple design disciplines, can strengthen student 
understanding of the connections between disciplines, research and practice.  

 
Educational Influences 
When the Bauhaus School began in 1919, the traditional notion of an art academy education, 
with its focus on imitation and naturalism, was still prevalent both in Germany and Europe. In its 
short lifespan, (1919-1933), the Bauhaus masters and students developed a forward thinking, 
modernist design pedagogy that continues to influence education.  

One of its most important contributions to our vision of modern design education was the 
development of the “Vorkurse” or Preliminary Course. This first year curriculum was designed 
and taught by artists including Paul Klee, Johannes Itten, Moholy-Nagy and Josef Albers. Albers 
taught at the Bauhaus for 10 years, longer than any other faculty member. In 1928 he was 
appointed head of the Bauhaus Preliminary Course, thereby teaching all coursework required for 
admittance into the school. (Borchardt-Hume, 2006, 15-18)  
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Figure 1: Bauhaus First-Year Curriculum 

As this diagram shows, the basic 6-month preliminary course was required for all entering 
students before being admitted as a “journeyman” into one of the Bauhaus workshops. (Bayer, 
Gropius, 1938) The workshops included, glass, carpentry, ceramics, metal, weaving, typography, 
photography, stage, wall-painting and sculpture. Courses were focused on the exploration of 
materials and form, with the philosophy that students needed to unleash their creative potential 
and let go of previous visual ideas and influences. Six months of intensive studies in drawing, 
color and explorations in materials such as wood, glass, stone, textiles, paint and metal, would 
ignite a student’s interest and ability in a particular area. In Albers words: “To experiment is at 
first more valuable than to produce; free play in the beginning develops courage. Therefore, we 
do not begin with a theoretical introduction; we start directly with the material… 
(Bayer, Gropius, 1938, 114) 

The great European designers and artists, who came to the United States in the early to mid-
20th century, brought new ideas and theories about Modernism. They influenced a generation of 
Americans, who in turn became teachers and practitioners, and the cycle of influence continued 
throughout the decades. Many of the Bauhaus faculty were among this group of émigres and 
continued teaching in the States; Moholy Nagy and Gyorgy Kepes taught at the New Bauhaus in 
Chicago, (now the Illinois Institute of Design), and Walter Gropius and Marcel Breuer in the 
Department of Architecture at Harvard University. (Bayer, Gropius, 1938) 

Josef Albers immigrated to the United States in 1933 to teach at Black Mountain College, a 
new type of experimental and inter-disciplinary college in North Carolina. At Black Mountain, 
he promoted a “a ‘pedagogy of learning’ rather than a ‘pedagogy of teaching.’ “ (Harris, 1987, 
17) Albers taught a basic design course at Black Mountain called Werklehre (workteaching), in 
which students explored materials (paper, wood, cardboard) to better understand all the 
properties inherent to the material. Albers stated “the more we develop understanding of and 
respect for material, the more we can expect that both production and evaluation of form, of art, 
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will be approached with honesty and responsibility.” (Harris, 1987, 17) This basic course was 
similar to the preliminary course he taught at the Bauhaus. In 1950, he left to become head of the 
department of design at Yale University and spent his eight years at Yale, developing what 
would become known as the Graphic Design Program. Albers’ influence on design education in 
both Germany and the United States continued long after he retired from teaching in 1958.  
(Josef Albers. In Wikipedia.) 

In the United States, the 1960s and 70s saw commercial art programs give way to four year 
college and university graphic design programs; the need for a freshmen foundation year in basic 
art and design principles emerged. Most graphic design programs became part of art schools or 
were nested within art departments at colleges and universities. Coursework in 2D and 3D design 
and drawing were mandatory before moving into a more defined discipline, and many of the 
projects and investigations done in these courses was reflective of the Bauhaus model. 

Though first year foundation curriculum at many institutions has changed to include courses 
in design thinking, collaboration, culture and theory, many freshmen still take foundation classes 
within a more traditional, fine arts oriented model. It is not unusual for students, regardless of 
their discipline interest, to take up to two levels of drawing, painting and sculpture in the first 
year. Some may argue that freshmen typically have no idea what particular discipline they want 
to pursue, so letting them take a combination of fine art, design and art history courses, can help 
them with their future decisions. Though this argument may be true, there is also a critical need 
for contemporary graphic design programs to develop a new type of core, one that includes a set 
of design foundation courses coupled with a more multi-disciplinary set of classes that better 
prepare design students for the 21st century. 

 
Building a New Core  
Much has changed in the last fifteen years in graphic design education and practice. Today the 
scale and impact of design is much greater than during the Bauhaus era due to both the global 
accessibility of visual information and the complexity due to technology. As a result, graphic 
design is moving away from creating end products to a discipline that is also shaping the user 
experience. For example, Josef Albers’ 1963 seminal work on color theory, Interaction of Color, 
was released in 2013 as an interactive app for the iPad. 

Today’s graphic designers work as creative strategists alongside business leaders, engineers, 
computer programmers and other disciplines. Graphic design education needs to keep pace with 
this acceleration of change to ensure students understand the importance of design research and 
human behavior in relation to a designed experience. Rethinking both what a contemporary 
graphic design curriculum looks like and where a graphic design program resides, are necessary.  

 
The Process 
In the Fall of 2012, the graphic design program at Oregon State University migrated from the art 
department in the College of Liberal Arts, where it had been housed for over three decades, and 
joined three other disciplines on campus to form a School of Design. This new school, comprised 
of apparel design, interior design, merchandise management and graphic design, is housed within 
the College of Business. While there are only a few design programs in the United States aligned 
with a business college, the connection makes sense for many reasons, particularly since most 
students work within or alongside businesses or run their own design studios.  

OSU is a large research university, (a land grant institution with over 26,000 students), thus 
making significant changes in curriculum, (i.e. moving from one college to another) is extremely 
challenging. A 2008 mandate from OSU’s President and Provost to re-think the overall structure 
of departments and colleges was the impetus for creation of and migration to the new school of 
design, but also provided a perfect climate to think about a significant change for the graphic 
design program. The creation of a new school of design followed more than two years of 
conversations with administrators, faculty, and students. In addition, as a BFA in Applied Visual 
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Arts with an option in graphic design was no longer applicable, a new degree was proposed; a 
BFA in graphic design, a process that took an additional year. In June of 2013, the first class of 
graphic design students graduated with a BFA in Graphic Design from the College of Business.  
 One of the first conversations amongst faculty in the new school of design was how to best 
leverage our new alignment. The opportunity to collaborate across disciplines within the school 
and college seemed exciting, yet it was challenging to know where to begin. Each program in the 
school of design still retained its own curriculum, and as a faculty, we decided to first create a 
new cross-disciplinary pre- and professional core. This set of classes would be required by all of 
the roughly 700 design school professional-track majors. The new requirements were in addition 
to the university general education requirements and the individual program requirements. 
 Previously, graphic design students were required to take a set of foundation courses through 
the art department, including 2D design, 3D design and drawing. Following formation of the new 
school of design, faculty agreed that a design foundations curriculum for pre-design majors 
(freshmen), would be necessary. A new faculty member was hired to develop and teach two new 
courses required of all freshmen entering the school of design: Design Perspectives and Design 
Explorations. Design Perspectives is a large lecture class, which gives students an overview of 
how design reflects and shapes social, cultural and temporal values and contexts of design across 
many disciplines. Design Explorations is a course that covers the principles and theories of 
design through lecture and studio projects. 

These courses are taken by approximately 200 freshmen interested in graphic design, interior 
design, apparel design or merchandise management. There is no division at this point as to area 
of interest, which allows freshmen to collaborate across disciplines from the start. The freshmen 
year courses are considered “pre-professional”, and each discipline in the school has a portfolio 
submission required for entry into the professional program.  

Industry Input Sessions 
In the spring of 2013, each discipline within the school set up an industry input session and 
invited leading professionals from the Portland, Oregon area to participate. These three-hour 
sessions were lead by a moderator, and 16-18 professionals were asked to discuss seven to ten 
questions about current design practices. The entire faculty from the School of Design, including 
the Dean from the College of Business, attended each session. These sessions were valuable and 
provided faculty members more insight about their own disciplines and each other’s. Comments 
from the graphic design session confirmed the necessity of multi-disciplinary collaborations, 
understanding of systems thinking, and giving students a solid experience in design research in 
order to better understand the end user. Other industry comments included the importance of 
writing and articulating ideas and exposing students to basic business and project management 
practices. All participants confirmed that adaptability and reinvention were key attributes in the 
design profession. With technology rapidly changing, young designers need to be aware that 
what was relevant when they were sophomores or juniors will likely change by the time they 
graduate. The dialogue with professionals was insightful and helped to lay the foundation for 
building stronger relationships with industry leaders.  

 
Implementation 
Following the industry input session, program coordinators from apparel design, interior design, 
graphic design and merchandise management met regularly over the summer to develop a 
school-level core of classes for the professional-track students. The following eight classes were 
carefully chosen, and a detailed list of learning outcomes for each class was written. 
• Human-Centered Research for Design and Merchandising 
• Human-Centered Design Theory and Strategies 
• Collaborative Studio 
• Sustainable Engineering 
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• Introduction to Microeconomics 
• Fundamentals of Accounting 
• Introduction to Entrepreneurship 
• Introduction to Marketing 

 
 

 
Figure 2: Oregon State University | School of Design: Proposed Core 

 
These classes will be required for sophomores and juniors in all four of the professional 
programs. There are no core classes required in the senior year as students are typically working 
on senior capstone projects and more intensive portfolio work. Some of the classes in the new 
core already exist at the university, and the School of Design faculty had conversations with 
individual departments to negotiate the increase in course sections. 

As said earlier, change takes time at a large university, and the new school-level core will 
not roll out until the 2015-2016 academic year. Major curriculum revisions need to occur in 
phases to allow for flexibility, and a three-year phase-in period is a reasonable time frame for 
implementation. Smaller colleges and art schools with fewer cross-disciplinary opportunities can 
look to other schools nearby for collaborative opportunities. At Rhode Island School of Design, 
students are able to cross-register for classes at Brown University at no additional cost. 

When the Bauhaus began in 1919, its structure and curriculum were progressive. Walter 
Gropius and his colleagues understood the need for change in how art and design were taught by 
responding to the cultural, social and economic context of the time. Today’s design programs 
need to also respond to significant changes. With the need for more collaborative, multi-



Core Changes: Strengthening Connections 

 
 

disciplinary curriculum models, a specific core that is comprised of a diverse group of cross-
disciplinary classes can build stronger connections and ultimately better prepare students to solve 
complex problems.  
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Complex Network Visualizations as a Means of 
Generative Research in Design 

 
Andre Murnieks, University of Notre Dame, United States 

 
The search for a possible design question, or generative research, is problematic. Generative research in design often 
relies on an unseen, intangible spark of intuition that leads to a novel design approach, and not many scholars or clients 
appreciate (or trust) the abstract nature of this process. Gathering information like demographics is useful data, but it 
only provides comparative information. Though charts and graphs can make apparent what is already true in the num-
bers, they cannot reveal much more than that. They cannot, for example, reflect how a user population behaves, interacts, 
socializes, or moves. Consequently, the ways in which we navigate our world though visual communication, electronic or 
otherwise, is an increasingly challenging design problem. Seeing clear patterns for behavior is especially important in 
interaction design. Visual representations of pattern phenomena are possible with network science. The United States 
National Research Council defines network science as “the study of network representations of physical, biological, and 
social phenomena leading to predictive models of these phenomena.” (Wikipedia, 2013). Most visualizations of complex 
networks are literally represented as lines connecting dots, the dots as data points and the lines as relationships. Careful-
ly choosing the best data points, based on meaningful relationships, and applying good information design technique, 
makes a more comprehensive view of a designated design problem possible. A network visualization can be dynamic and 
three dimensional, though meaningful compositional view of a two-dimensional model can suffice. Because the data are 
visual, design decisions are more clearly communicated to both the designer and her audience. While it is possible to 
analyze the complex network with various mathematical functions—like density, clustering and connectedness—through 
these types of visualizations, a few simple examples show how powerful network science models can be. 
 
Keywords: Generative Design Research, Complex Network Science, Data Visualizations, User Behavior, Data Analysis 

 

A  Matter of Tastes 

onsider gathering the ingredient lists of popular recipes and the flavors produced when 
those ingredients combined in different dishes. Connect the various associations between 
ingredients and weight them for frequency—plus some math to help it along. The result 

is a “flavor network” that could predict, or help design, new dishes proposed in a paper entitled 
Flavor network and the principles of food pairing.1 The network also reveals cultural differences 
for taste between North American dishes and East Asian cuisine. The authors do not explicitly 
state it, but Americans skew towards bland: milk, wheat, butter, egg, vanilla, and cane molasses. 

Now consider combining the music recommendation engines of AllMusicGuide, Amazon, 
Launch-Yahoo!, and MSN Entertainment into a model that basically merges playlists, expert 
recommendations, and purchase history to discover both popular and obscure music that may 
appeal to the listener as described in a research paper entitled Topology of music recommenda-
tion networks.2 The web of interconnectedness of the combined datasets can create more and 
longer paths, or long tails, to desirable music. In other words, it could recommend music at a 
larger degree of separation—as in Kevin Bacon. Again, behind the science is a good amount of 
math. More importantly, to predict either new dishes or good music, a good deal of existing data 
must be collected and structured in a manner to allow for such discoveries. Both examples utilize 
network science to describe a structure of relationships among the data points to create a visuali-
zation that may show actionable patterns—patterns that a design researcher could apply in her 
work. 

                                                        
1 Ahn, Yong-Yeol et al. "Flavor network and the principles of food pairing." Scientific reports 1 (2011). 
2 Cano, Pedro et al. "Topology of music recommendation networks." Chaos: An Interdisciplinary Journal of Nonlinear 
Science 16.1 (2006): 013107. 
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Figure 1: A visual portion of the flavor network 

Source(s): Ahn 2011 

Network Science as Design Research Methodology 

Let us begin with an endorsement and a disclaimer. In the summer of 2012, Arts, Humanities, 
and Complex Networks — 3rd Leonardo satellite symposium, as part of the larger international 
NetSci conference, convened at Northwestern University with a mission… 

“…to highlight arts and humanities as an interesting source of data, where the combined 
experience of arts, humanities research, and natural science makes a huge difference in 
overcoming the limitations of artificially segregated communities of practice. 

“Furthermore, the symposium will focus on striking examples, where artists and human-
ities researchers make an impact within the natural sciences. By bringing together net-
work scientists and specialists from the arts and humanities we strive for a better under-
standing of networks and their visualizations in general.” 3 

From this, one would expect that two things would be apparent: 1. Designers and artists can 
work with network scientists to make visualizations more effective, and 2. Network science can 
be applied to topic areas the arts and humanities to generate new knowledge from seemingly dis-
connected, qualitative data. Both symposium objectives were realized in the papers and demon-
strations presented. Additionally, if one is viewing the work through eyes of a visual communica-
tion design researcher and problem solver, one could not help seeing another application. In each 
of the opening examples, scholarly research drives the network scientist to explore a question and 
yield her results, while the designer views the work product of the scholar’s research as potential 
data for a design project as applied research.4 In the example concerning music tastes, the de-
signer might be charged with improving on a social media platform for music and is seeking 
ways in which to innovate. The discovery of better ways to connect music lovers with their music 

                                                        
3 "Arts, Humanities, and Complex Networks – 3rd Leonardo satellite symposium - NetSci2012." 2012. 16 Feb. 2014 
<http://artshumanities.netsci2012.net/> 
4 Brown, B., Gough, P. and Roddis, J. (2004) Types of Research in the Creative Arts and Design [online]. Bristol, UK: E-
Papers, University of Brighton. 
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could influence design decisions with regard to the user experience. The network science algo-
rithms coupled with the designed delivery platform could be a differentiating advantage for a 
product in the marketplace. 

While promising, the process described will require the expertise of a network scientist. The 
picture painted in Figure 1 appears relatively easy from which to read and draw conclusions, but 
the casual viewer cannot make any assumptions that are not backed up by statistical analysis. Nor 
can the mathematical algorithms guiding the formation of the visualizations be underestimated in 
their domain-specific complexity. Therefore, the information discussed here is meant to intro-
duce the design researcher to the potential of network science visualizations as a means to gener-
ate questions, and to leave the validity of the experiments to the experts.  

Finding an Answer in a Complex Network 

Before breaking down complex network visualizations further, a simple example is offered in 
Figure 2 to demonstrate a real problem at least for instructors: the pairing of students into project 
groups. The resulting network visualization helps team everyone (nearly). Each student in class is 
asked to privately select her top two to three choices for a project partner; one of the choices may 
be “anybody” indicating a willingness to work with anyone. Each of these pairings is added as a 
record to an elegant web-based tool called Graph Commons by Burak Arıkan. Arikan demon-
strated this tool during his keynote at Arts, Humanities, and Complex Networks.5 Graph Com-
mons creates “vertices” or “nodes” from each of the unique students’ names and adds “edges” to 
represent, in this case, partner choices. 

 
Figure 2: A network of student’s three choices for studio partner 

Source(s): Ahn 2011 
 

The resulting “lattice” created visualizes the dynamics of the choices of each of the student 
nodes. Those preferred as partners more (Dan, John, James, Kerry, and Elizabeth) are automati-
cally labeled as “central nodes.” The software automatically deems them as the beginnings of 
“clusters” because they have a greater number of edges directed at them, and they also appear 
bigger. The node “Robert” was absent the day the partner preferences were submitted, but luckily 
node “Amanda” made him a choice, otherwise he would have been a disconnected outlier. The 
effort to find sets of partners that fit with the desires of the students and some conscious choices 
made by the instructor not to pair certain individuals is made far easier with the network visuali-
zation. Beyond the sheer utility, the data may indicate other traits for the nodes like perceived 
competency in the course, popularity, or perhaps other interests? Anecdotally, the central nodes 
                                                        
5 "Burak Arikan » Keynote at Arts, Humanities, and Complex Networks ..." 2012. 16 Feb. 2014 <http://burak-
arikan.com/keynote-at-arts-humanities-and-complex-networks-conference-netsci2012-chicago> 
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(“popular students”) finished the previous project quite successfully which could be adding to 
their desirability as project partners. 

Formulating a Design Question 

More often than not, designers join the development phase of a project after the primary research 
is completed. Strategy is passed along from the gatekeepers of this information, and the design 
team is charged with interpreting the data. Everyone involved hopes that it manifests itself some-
how in the final product. Even so, the data gathered is often demographics, market analysis, and 
benchmarking that do little but to validate the original, preconceived design direction that existed 
at the onset of the project. We already have asked and answered the question; now it is just a 
matter of building it. 

Generative Research 

Finding a solution to a design problem is often daunting, but what if the design researcher can 
help find the design problem? Generative research in design is the phase at which the questions 
are being asked and the problem is yet to be defined. Liz Sanders in her paper An Evolving Map 
of Design Practice and Design Research defines both critical and generative design’s aim to “to 
generate and promote alternatives to the current situation.”6 Sanders is specifically referring to a 
participatory exercise involving typical end-users in the design process. Another of a possible 
form generative research is IDEO’s “deep dive” that favors a more human-centered, ethnograph-
ic approach to gain insight about end-users needs and desires.7 Both methods are gathering data, 
albeit unstructured; and both rely heavily on perceived and intuited patterns of behavior or in-
sights. Plus, the sample population is generally low. 

Network visualization can enhance other types of generative research by juxtaposing a fo-
cused, participatory study against a network model that could express hundreds, thousands or 
even millions of data points in a meaningful way. Does data already exist that can lend itself to a 
network model? Perhaps the strategists are handing over applicable data that can be graphed with 
a method other than a pie chart? Then there is a caveat: the data must lend itself to the structure 
of vertices and edges.  

Potential Data Types 

If the visualization is going to reveal any kind of structure, the collected data must have relation-
ships that can be exposed. The potential topics may sound narrow, but the range of application to 
real-world situations is diverse: food webs, electrical power grids, cellular and metabolic net-
works, the World-Wide Web the Internet backbone, the neural network of the nematode worm 
Caenorhabditis elegans, telephone call graphs, coauthorship and citation networks of scientists, 
and the quintessential ‘old-boy’ network, the overlapping boards of directors of the largest com-
panies in the United States as noted in the article by Steven Strogatz entitled Exploring complex 
networks.8  

The kinds of relationships studied are physical, behavioral, conceptual, and community 
based. In his paper entitled The “New” Science of Networks, Duncan Watts summarizes the clas-
ses (or motifs) of network diagrams: 1. networks that process information (logic), 2. networks 
that process energy (flavor network), 3. networks that symbolize communities of knowledge 
(www). Though he is not certain how social networks should be classified. This opens up a wide 

                                                        
6 Sanders, Liz. "On Modeling: An evolving map of design practice and design research." interactions 15.6 (2008): 13-17. 
7 "Deep-Dive brainstorming technique – IDEO - RapidBI." 2012. 16 Feb. 2014 <http://rapidbi.com/deep-dive-
brainstorming-technique-ideo/> 
8 Strogatz, Steven H. "Exploring complex networks." Nature 410.6825 (2001): 268-276. 
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range of applications for the design researcher, and it is simply a matter of framing the research 
question. In the example from Figure 2, the motif appears to be a social network, but it is more 
likely a logic network because it is processing the puzzle of whom to team with whom. In a 
sense, it is visually depicting the rules to the game set by the players themselves. 

Power of Data Visualization 

In Figure 3, A Periodic Table of Visualization Methods9 groups the various graphic methods for 
rendering data into a handy chart. It is a web-enabled, interactive chart that allows the user to 
rollover each method, from “continuum” to “spray variable,” and see examples—though not the 
most designerly of examples. This chart represents the toolbox of the means in which research 
data is communicated and a huge opportunity for visual communication design. 
 

 
Figure 3: A Periodic Table of Data Visualization Methods 

Source(s): visual-literacty.org 2014 
 
Designers are probably the wrong audience to convince that the design of information is im-

portant. It seems obvious, but yet the various research and scientific communities keep churning 
out meaningful data in the least aesthetic forms possible. Are designers that difficult to work 
with? Is the underlying science that difficult? Yet the need for design in this area is becoming 

                                                        
9 "A Periodic Table of Visualization Methods - Visual Literacy." 2007. 16 Feb. 2014 <http://www.visual-
literacy.org/periodic_table/periodic_table.html> 
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more important. The very nature of a complex network is vastly more complicated to visualize 
than a typical pie chart because it is meant to summarize thousands of data points. When the da-
taset is so large, visualization may be the only way to make and sense of it: 

"Data visualization combines data and design to give insight and understanding to com-
plex issues." —Adam Bly10 

“Visualizations are absolutely critical to our ability to process complex…in presenting 
scientific results, particularly outside of a traditional scientific context, these visualiza-
tions can be extremely powerful, but they generally require creative or artistic efforts 
that are beyond the range of current computational capabilities.” —Peter Fox and James 
Hendler11 

Building a Complex Network without a Network Scientist 

Like the previous example Graph Common used in Figure 1, there are other freely distributed, 
open source software to help create complex network visualizations. In the process of writing this 
paper, the following software titles were discovered: Cytoscape (cytoscape.org), Tulip (tu-
lip.labri.fr/TulipDrupal), Graphviz (graphviz.org), Gephi (gephi.org), Pajek (pajek.imfm.si), No-
deXL (nodexl.codeplex.com), and Graph Commons (graphcommons.com). As it said in many 
papers, more research is needed to discover unique abilities or ease-of-use of each of these soft-
ware packages, and whether the nonscientist is able to utilize any of these capabilities. 

Why a Complex Network Visualization? 

Design researchers need tools that reach beyond anecdotal evidence, heuristic evaluation, weak 
surveys, and the information that comes out of strategy reports. These sources may be useful, but 
all research is better if multiple methods are employed.12 Beyond good design practice, complex 
network science visualizations have some appealing features. They may be dynamic and interac-
tive responding to user input allowing the viewer drag vertices and revolve the model to get a 
better view. As in the example shown in Figure 1, the visualization can change as the viewer 
clicks on certain nodes and relevant data are exposed, while other parts of the model are occlud-
ed. A complex network may also be based on an ever-changing large data set that exists in the 
cloud or aggregated from multiple sources on the web. This means the data can constantly 
change and the model will be updated to reflect those changes—instantly.  

“Despite the increasing prevalence of these techniques on the Web, we are often looking 
at tables of numbers, best-fit curves, or other analytic results rather than being able to 
use visual means when we interact with the complex scientific data in many fields. 
Many of the visualization tools that are available to scientists do not allow live linking 
as do these Web-based tools. Once the visualization is created, it is no longer tied to the 
data, so that it becomes an immutable information product—as the data changes, the 
visualization is no longer up to date.” —Peter Fox and James Hendler13 

Sharing the sources of design inspiration and the results of costly research are also para-
mount in academia and in the professional design world. Another advantage of a complex net-

                                                        
10 "Gaining Understanding from Data Visualization | World Economic ..." 2011. 16 Feb. 2014 
<http://www.weforum.org/videos/gaining-understanding-data-visualization> 
11 Fox, Peter, and James Hendler. "Changing the equation on scientific data visualization." Science (Washington) 
331.6018 (2011): 705-708. 
12 Zeisel, John. Inquiry by design: Tools for environment-behavior research. CUP Archive, 1984. 
13 Ibid. 
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work visualization is that it is possible for the layperson to see the results of the research in a 
compelling format. As a fringe benefit, the visualization can be quite beautiful especially as the 
density of the information increases. 

And most importantly, the process may reveal a design opportunity that would have never 
have been considered. Somewhere in the clustering of the vertices and edges, a new insight about 
the way a system works or people behave is discovered. This discovery will be the basis of an 
actionable design endeavor. As a final example to illustrate a possible opportunity for design, 
Figure 4 is a single frame from an animation that is part of an article from the New England 
Journal of Medicine entitled The Spread of Obesity in a Large Social Network over 32 Years.14 
The visualization supports a key finding represented in a longitudinal study that suggests that 
obesity can also spread through social ties with others that are obese or exhibit patterns of behav-
ior that would lead to obesity. While “these findings have implications for clinical and public 
health interventions,”15 perhaps design researchers, educators, and professionals have a role to 
play if they can understand the underlying factors. 

 

  

Figure 4: Largest Connected Subcomponent of the Social Network in the Framingham Heart 
Study in the Year 2000. 

Source(s): www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMsa066082 2014 
 

                                                        
14 Christakis, Nicholas A, and James H Fowler. "The spread of obesity in a large social network over 32 years." New 
England journal of medicine 357.4 (2007): 370-379. 
15 Ibid 
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Designing For The Others, Designing For The Better: How Can We Accomplish It? 

Guillermina Noël, University of the Americas Puebla, UDLAP, Mexico 

 
Abstract: A friend once told me that designers work only for 30% of the population: those that are wealthy, young, and healthy. There 
is a need to design for the others. Designing for the others means designing to help people live better.  

Designing for the others means working on problems such as reducing unwanted teenage pregnancy. The goal in these projects 
is to achieve a change, in people’s behaviors, attitudes, knowledge, needs, desires, or understanding. At the end of the project 
something should happen, a reduction in abortions, an increase in contraception use, fewer unwanted pregnancies.  

To design for the others we need to change our way of designing: we need to understand another’s way of living, doing, 
knowing, believing, and sharing. The design process, the methods, the tools, and the level of involvement in the project are different 
from traditional design approaches.  

Most design schools have not yet incorporated these design problems in their curricula. There is a need for design education to 
incorporate this problem and to teach a design that is, as Jorge Frascara says: evidence based, user-centered and results oriented.  

I will illustrate this with examples of my own work and the work of others.  
 

Keywords: Traditional Design, Social Design, Needs, Change, Design Process, Methods, Tools, Design Education. 
 
Introduction 
A friend once told me that designers work only for 30% of the population: those that are wealthy, young, 
healthy, and go shopping. There is a need to design for the others. Designing for the others means 
designing to help people live better and meet their needs. 

Designing for the others means working on problems such as reducing unwanted teenage pregnancy. 
The goal in these projects is to achieve a change, in people’s behaviors, attitudes, knowledge, needs, 
desires, or understanding. At the end of the project something should happen, a reduction in abortions, an 
increase in contraception use, fewer unwanted pregnancies.  

To design for the others we need to change our way of designing: we need to understand another’s 
way of living, doing, knowing, believing, and sharing. The design process, the methods, the tools, and the 
level of involvement in the project are different from traditional design approaches. I will next try to 
illustrate the difference between the traditional design approach and designing for the others. 
 
Traditional design and social design: different range of skills needed 
To illustrate this I will first use a scenario and then describe one of my projects.  

Suppose that you have been hired to design a poster about “African women rights.” You design the 
poster (Figure 1), the institution is happy, and pays you very well. The poster gest even published in a 
design magazine. Was the poster successful? Most likely not! There are two main reasons for this, first 
because the poster cannot be about something, it should do something: e.g. raise awareness about abuses of 
African women’s rights, educate African women about their rights, or activate the community where these 
women live. 

The second reason is because the poster was done by the designer in isolation, ignoring how it is to be 
an African woman. Not even reading the books by Ayaan Hirsi Ali and Mende Nazer will make the poster 
better. Working in collaboration with them, and a group of African women, would have helped understand 
better the experience of being a woman in Africa and the problems they face daily. It would have made the 
designer understand that using brown and pink was not the point. We cannot communicate what we ignore. 
We cannot reduce a problem we don’t understand. This is, in a few words, what a mean by a traditional 
design approach. 

Today, however, we need to design differently. A year ago my partner and I were contacted by a 
private university in Argentina, to improve the eating habits of its students. The project was developed over 
13 months and included a nutritionist in the team. A fundamental step in this kind of project is to begin 
recognizing that one does not understand the problem. A starting point is to recur to the experts and look at 
what specialists in the topic had found. The literature indicates that “young adults' dietary habits are among 
the poorest of all age groups, with high rates of fast-food and soft drink consumption and low rates of 
adherence to national recommendations for fruit and vegetable intake” (Pelletier and Laska 2012, p. 481). It 
is also indicated that “food patterns established during college are likely to be maintained for life and may 
have long-lasting influences on college students' future health and the health of their future families” (Ha 
and Caine-Bish 2009, p. 103). As the literature shows, nutritional experts assert that the eating habits of 
college and university students are a serious problem. Reviewing the literature is a good starting point, it 
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helps identifying some of the multiple factors affecting the problem. However, in my ten years designing 
board games and diagnosis materials for people with communication disabilities (aphasia), I have learned 
that the real experts are the users. I will make a little parenthesis here, because I am aware that some 
colleagues do not feel comfortable with the term users, and prefer to apply the term people, but I prefer to 
employ the word user here, because it implies an action, something that a person should be able to do with 
what we design. Going back, I believe that the users are the real experts in the problem. I don’t have a clue 
about what it is like to live with a communication disability, a patient with aphasia does. So to better 
understand the eating habits and preferences of students from this university we sat down with them to eat 
and talk. It can be called a focus group with students, since there were some structured questions, but at the 
end what we actually did was more than a focus group, we sat down to talk about food while we were 
drinking and eating. There were healthy drinks and soft drinks (light and not light). At the beginning we 
were all drinking water, then after the students started to drink the soft beverages, first the light, and then 
the not light. While this can be interpreted as an anecdote, it is a finding that constantly appeared in the 
project. Accessibility to healthy food is pivotal when the goal is to improve eating habits. 

Some of the main findings emerging from the literature review, the focus group, the conversations, 
and the observations in the cafeteria, were the habit to eat snacks high in fat and sugar or salt, the lack of 
knowledge about what constitutes a healthy meal, and the low intake of fruits and vegetables. A main 
reason behind these problems was the students’ lack of time management skills. This lack of skills makes 
students eat whatever is available, make them not have “time” for shopping and cooking. 

Two of our performance specifications (outcomes definition) were to increase students’ nutritional 
knowledge and increase the daily consumption of fruits. 

We recommended to introduce the topic of healthy eating in the university through courses and 
conferences, to change the food in the cafeteria, and to promote better eating habits through the design of 
communications. Some recommendations were not followed. 

We created a series of posters to tackle some of the main problems found (Figures 2a, 2b, 2c). The 
posters were shown in unexpected places such on the doors of the washrooms; we thought they could also 
be sent to the students by e-mail so that they could share this information with friends. 

After producing the posters’ prototypes we interviewed 20 students. We asked whether the posters 
were helpful in improving their eating choices, whether the information was enough, whether the posters 
were attractive, whether they were memorable, and whether the students would send the posters through e-
mails or put them on Facebook. The answers were quite consistent. If we look at the poster in Figure 2a, the 
answers regarding whether the poster was helpful were that the poster was helpful somehow, it raised 
awareness about the issue; regarding whether the information was enough most of them said it was too 
much information; regarding whether it was attractive they said that the poster was not attractive because 
the food was not tempting, it was not ready to eat, it was raw; regarding whether they would send the poster 
to a friend, they said no, it was not something to send to friends, they don’t talk with friends about this 
issue. They said that the topic was not interesting to their friends, and that young people are not interested 
in healthy eating. The most exciting aspect of consulting with users is to trip on reality, is to realize that 
despite your preliminary work, most of your assumptions were wrong. 

Based on the students’ comments, we re-designed the 3 posters (Figures 3a, 3b, 3c). In parallel, we 
evaluated their nutritional knowledge and habits, despite being aware that their eating habits were not going 
to change because of 3 posters. We asked questions such as, how many fruits do you eat per day? Do you 
know what nutrients fruits provide? We then affixed the posters on the doors of the washrooms, and a 
month later we repeated the questionnaire to a different group of students. We found some small changes: 
1) an increase in their knowledge about the benefits of eating dry fruits, green leaves, and whole grain 
flour. 2) The students recognized what was missing in their diet, and also that they were not used to eat 
some foods like fish. 3) There was a small increment in the consumption of fruits, however, we do not 
believe it will be sustained after the posters are removed. This change in fruit consumption could also have 
been produced by a season change, from Winter to Spring.  

We recommended that this kind of initiative needs to be accompanied by activities where students 
could increment their cooking and time management skills, by workshops where food is the main topic, and 
by strategies that include the environment, since as we mentioned access to healthy food is a pivotal factor. 
The cafeteria could be the main place for the intervention. Surprisingly, during our intervention the 
cafeteria was changed to a fast-food chain branch.  

Social design problems are affected by multiple factors that are difficult to tackle all at once. Design 
and research skills, and sensitivity to local cultures and habits are required all the time and at different 
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levels, to understand, to collaborate, to check (assumptions, knowledge, preferences), and to do. In this 
particular case, the problem of students’ eating habits takes place in the school but it goes well beyond it. 
Glanz and Mullis (1988) explain: 

 
Many social, cultural, and economic factors contribute to the development, maintenance, and 
change of dietary patterns. No single factor or set of factors has been found to adequately account 
for why people eat as they do. Individual physiological and psychological factors, as well as 
acquired preferences and knowledge about foods are important intraindividual determinants of 
food intake. Interpersonal or social factors are also important: family and group situations 
dominate many food acquisition, preparation, and consumption situations. (p.396) 
 

We are responsible for the impact of our designs on people, whether intended or unintended. Making 
poor design decisions is very easy. Social design problems urge us to acquire new tools and skills. We need 
to be able to anticipate, for example the opening of the fast-food cafeteria, to be flexible and quick to accept 
this unexpected change and deal with it, to be persuasive to convince the cafeteria to be part of the 
intervention, and the president of the university to introduce the topic of healthy eating in the school at 
different levels. We need to learn to collaborate with all the stakeholders. We need to learn to care for 
others, in this case for students and their eating habits. 
 
Design education: providing the necessary skills 
The practice of design has changed. However, most design schools have not yet incorporated these changes 
in problems and methods, and the necessary skills to deal with them in their curricula.  

In 2009, Steven Heller and Lita Talarico, produced an extensive account of what is going on in design  
schools around the world. The book shows project briefs, their goals, and examples. There are some 
projects where the topic is social but the goal is to allow students to express their personalities, others that 
focus on technical issues, others where students experiment with typography, and others to design identities 
for imaginary products. There are posters to raise awareness, but there is no explanation about how 
awareness was measured before and after the design intervention, there is no proof of the change achieved.  

In the context of medical education Epstein and Hundert (2002), as cited by Epstein (2009), defined 
competence as “the habitual and judicious use of communication, knowledge, technical skills, clinical 
reasoning, emotions, values, and reflection in daily practice for the benefit of the individuals and 
communities being served.” Changing clinical for design, this definition can be applied to design 
education.  

A first step to help students develop this competence is to work with real needs. In an instructional 
design class (4th term), I asked students to re-design Your 5 moments for hand hygiene created by the WHO 
to communicate to health care personnel when and why to wash their hands 
(www.who.int/gpsc/tools/Five_moments/en/). Hand hygiene is a big topic nowadays, the infections due to 
poor or inadequate hand hygiene costs millions of dollars and extra hospitalization days.  

The project lasts 8 classes of 1 hour and 40 minutes each. The design process starts with a diagnosis 
of the problems in the current document, some regarding the content (is it clear what one has to do?), others 
regarding the visualization of the information (is it easy to understand when to wash one’s hands?). In 
parallel, the students read Chapter 8 of Designing Instructional Text, by James Hartley. Students need to 
know that there is literature and research done on the topic. Students also read the Report on the burden of 
endemic health care-associated infection worldwide, by WHO, where some of the multiple factors involved 
in the problem are outlined, such as the type of facility (home, rural, emergency), the type of treatment 
(venous and urinary catheter), and the number of trained personnel. 

In a three hours workshop Frascara and I ran at the University of Alberta, on the recognition of the 
factors that affect teenage pregnancy, we taught students of medicine and design to create diagrams to 
quickly identify the factors affecting the situation. Students grouped the factors into categories, defined 
hierarchies and visualized connections. This is a way of mapping the multiple problems and recognizing 
where a design intervention could operate (Figure 4). In the project discussed here, diagramming the 
problem was not selected as a method, because the situation could be easily observed and the medical 
personnel was reachable at the university. 

After the diagnosis, students: 
1) developed a list of performance specifications to determine outcomes pursued; 
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2) observed the situation of use of the information: when do health care personnel need to find, 
attend to, and apply the information. We did this observing the simulation area in the Faculty of 
Medicine;  

3) developed and performed interviews with students or professionals in health care. Learning to ask 
questions is essential in today’s design practice;  

4) designed a first prototype, and after receiving feedback, re-design it; 
5) evaluated the prototype with users; 
6) wrote a report describing the process followed and defending their design decisions (Figure 5a, 5b, 

and 5c).  
Among the performance specifications were the need of the document to be: visible, not ignored by the 
medical personnel, and easy and quick to understand. During the interviews the students confirmed the 
need for clarity in the document since doctors were disoriented by the role of the arrows in the original and 
claimed that they were not willing to read the information in the table. In the observations the students 
realized the need for the document to be shown at the entrance of the room and between the patients beds. 
They also identified the need to locate a sanitizer together with the document. In the evaluations medical 
students claim that with the new design they were more willing to attend to the information, and doctors 
said that the information was clearer now since each moment was shown with an image, the image was 
quick to read and it worked as a reminder. Writing the report students need to plan, translate, and review 
the text (Flower and Hayes 1981). Planning is problem solving and involves setting goals, generating and 
organizing content; translating is the mental production of the message; and reviewing includes critical 
reading, text evaluation, and re-writing. During the writing process students learn to communicate and 
defend their ideas and in the process they anchor their learning. 

The projects were also evaluated by the medical personnel of the university’s Medical Services. They 
are the ones that have to wash their hands, they are the users, the ones with the final word. 

Working with real problems and people poses however some difficulties. A major problem is time, 
academic times are shorter than professional times. Jaenichen (2010) points out “a project of this 
magnitude can easily take up an entire 16-week semester, but studio courses at Chapman require a 
minimum of four major projects assigned per semester” (p. 251). The constraints of academic schedules 
affect also the possibilities to evaluate the implementation of the designs. The design process has to be 
taught throughout the program, at different stages: each project dealing with different aspects, methods to 
understand the problem, methods to reduce it, and methods to evaluate the results. 

There is a need for design education to incorporate design problems based on real needs and people, 
and to teach a design that is, as Jorge Frascara (2011) says: evidence based, user-centered and results 
oriented. There is also a need to develop research on teaching and learning design. As Mayer (2011) states:  

 
Decisions about educational practice are often based on opinions, advice, or common 
practice. In contrast, the contributors… were asked to demonstrate how educational 
practice can be guided by research evidence concerning what works in instruction (i.e., 
the science of instruction) and why it works (i.e., the science of learning) (p. vii). 

 
Conclusion 
The previous sections outlined characteristics, processes, purposes and skills relevant to social design. 
These skills relate to planning, searching, generating, and providing evidence to base design decisions, to 
evaluate the impact of projects on people, and to personal and communicational skills. It also provides an 
overview of current issues in design practice and education. 

A change in design would require: 
• Designers to explore how to make clients appreciate the efficacy of informed design decisions. 
• Instructors to explore how to develop in the students the skills society and design need today. 
• Researchers to explore how to provide usable findings and principles for practitioners, instructors and 
students. 
• Design associations to consider promoting a design practice that is effective and socially responsible. 

The combined effort of designers, instructors, researchers, and associations is necessary to accomplish 
designing for the better, designing for the others. I hope this article contributes to this effort. 
 
 



Noel: Designing for the Others 

	   5 

 
REFERENCES 

Epstein, Ronald. “Assessment in Medical Education.” The New England Journal of Medicine 356  
(2007): 387-396. 

 
Flower, Linda, and Hayes, John, R. 1981. “A Cognitive Process Theory Of Writing.” College  

Composition and Communication, 32: 365-387. 
 
Frascara, Jorge. “Design that makes sense: User–centered, evidence based, and results oriented.” Lecture,  

Fabrica Workshops: environmental, social, relational. Treviso, Italy. May 24, 2011. Retrieved 
from http://vimeo.com/26872010 

 
Glanz, Karen, and Rebecca M. Mullis, R. 1988. “Environmental Interventions to Promote Healthy Eating:  

A Review of Models, Programs, and Evidence.” Health Education and Behavior, 15(4): 395-415. 
 
Ha, Eun-Jong, and Natalie, Caine-Bish. 2004.” Effect of Nutrition Intervention Using a General Nutrition  

Course for Promoting Fruit and Vegetable Consumption Among College Students. Journal of 
Nutrition Education and Behavior, 41(2): 103-109. 

 
Hartley, James. Designing instructional text. 3rd ed. London, England: Routledge Falmer, 1994. 
 
Heller, Steven, and Lita Talarico. Design School Confidential: extraordinary class projects from  

international design schools. Beverly, MA: Rockport Publishers, 2009. 
 
Jaenichen, Claudine. 2010. “Medicine Information And Packaging Design Initiated In An Undergraduate  

Graphic Design Curriculum.” Information Design Journal, 18(3): 250-258. 
 
Mayer, Richard, and Patricia Alexander. Preface to Handbook of Research on Learning and Instruction, by  

Richard Mayer and Patricia Alexander, vii-viii. New York: Routledge, 2011. 
 
Pelletier, Jennifer E., and Melissa, N. Laska. 2012. “Balancing Healthy Meals And Busy Lives:  

Associations Between Work, School, And Family Responsibilities And Perceived Time 
Constraints Among Young Adults”. Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior, 44(6): 481-489. 
 
 

World Health Organization WHO. Report on the burden of endemic health care-associated infection  
worldwide, Geneva, Switzerland: WHO Press. 2011. 

 
 

CAPTIONS 
Figure 1. A poster to illustrate traditional design. The focus in on the visual and not on people. 
It was designed ignoring the users and what was the poster supposed to do. 
 
Figure 2a. An aspect identified during the focus groups was the students' lack of knowledge about what 
constitutes a balanced diet for university students. Based on MyPlate, we designed a diagrammatic image, 
showing what they should be eating. The poster explains the benefits of this food. 
 
Figure 2b. It was found that students had a low intake in fruits, vegetables and dairy products. The poster 
informs the nutrients this food provides. 
 
Figure 2c. During the conversations and observations it was identified that students eat lots of snacks high 
in fat, sugar and salt. This poster is aimed at showing students how to eat healthy snacks, and the benefits 
of saving money. Food cost affects food selection. 
 
Figure 3a. During the evaluation the students expressed that they wanted an appealing meal instead of raw 
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ingredients. Many interpreted the image in Figure 2a as a serving, and they did not like the combination of 
raw fish and orange. In this poster, the ingredients were transformed into a salad, a healthy and fast meal.  
 
Figure 3b. We identified that the students were willing to increase particularly the intake of apples, but not 
other fruits, vegetables, and dry fruit. We re-designed the poster in Figure 2b based on these findings. 
 
Figure 3c. These Argentine students were not willing to take their snacks from home. It was not cool. 
However they were willing to improve their snacks at home. As in the poster in Figure 2a, they wanted 
tasty snacks, something tempting. Following their desire we re-designed the poster in Figure 2c. 
 
Figure 4. Diagram designed by students at the University of Alberta during a workshop to map the factors  
influencing adolescent pregnancy, such as the media, the teenager’s social network, and her/his education.  
Students: Sunny Kim; Danielle Soneff, Catherine Roder. 
 
Figure 5a. Re-design of the document Your 5 moments for hand hygiene created by WHO. Based on the  
diagnosis and on the list of performance specifications students designed a prototype.  
Students: Eduardo Avelino García Herrera and María Fernanda Salgado Calderon. 
 
Figure 5b. Instrument designed by students Eduardo Avelino García Herrera and María Fernanda Salgado Calderon  
to evaluate the prototype with health care students or personnel. 
 
Figure 5c. Re-design of the prototype in Figure 5a after consultation with users. Medicine students said that 
the numbers were more visible than the images; that the images should be bigger and that some of them, 
those in point 2, 3 and 5 were not easy to understand. Students: Eduardo Avelino García Herrera and María 
Fernanda Salgado Calderon. 
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Abstract: Communication design research approaches for enabling positive and sustaining change is the main focus of 
this paper. The main goals of this paper are to disseminate knowledge to the design community and to raise awareness of 
designers and design educators about their potential roles and contributions in generating positive and sustaining 
change. This paper draws from the experience of three research endeavors, which I completed with communities of 
people with disabilities in Thailand between 2006-2013. The objectives of the three investigations were to generate 
knowledge for the communication design community and to enable disabled people to transform their existing situation to 
a desired one. Each investigation used a different research approach because it had different research questions and 
hypothesis. The research approach of the first investigation was a qualitative inquiry by using Action Research. The 
second investigation used a qualitative inquiry by using Participatory Action Research (PAR).  The third used a Mixed-
Methods Research by using PAR. The research outcomes have revealed that Mixed-Methods Research and PAR were the 
most effective research approaches for enabling positive and sustaining change. To achieve positive and sustaining 
change, full participation and collaboration of the participants and stakeholders are required. The roles and 
contributions of designers and design educators are also essential.      
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Introduction 

ommunication design research approaches for enabling positive and sustaining change is 
the main focus of this paper. The main goals of this paper are to disseminate knowledge 
to the design community and to raise awareness of designers and design educators about 

their potential roles and contributions in generating positive and sustaining change. This paper 
draws from the experience of three research endeavors, which I completed with communities of 
people with disabilities in Thailand between 2006-2013. The objectives of the three 
investigations were to generate knowledge for the communication design community and to 
enable disabled people to transform their existing situation to a desired one. Each investigation 
used a different research approach because it had different research questions and hypothesis. 
The strengths and limitations of each research approach will be discussed.   
 
According to International Council of Communication Design (2014), “communication design is 
an intellectual, technical and creative activity concerned not simply with the production of 
images but with the analysis, organizations, and methods of presentation of visual solutions to 
communication problems” (ICOGRADA, 2014). In my research, communication design is a 
process and object, which is created in order to communicate an idea, make complex situation 
visible and easy to understand and inspire community members and stakeholders to take action. 
As Jorge Frascara (2004:12) states, “every piece of communication design arises from the need 
to communicate a specific message and to obtain a desired response.”  Frascara also asserts the 
accomplishment of communication design is not just about looks. It is fundamentally about 
performance (Frascara, 2014).  Therefore, communication design is not only a useful object but 
also a creative process, which enables people who seek to improve their situation to investigate 
their situation and transform the existing situation to a desired one (Peters, 2011).      
 
Sustaining change is change that continues long after the research project is completed. 
Sustaining change occurs when people who seek to improve their situation have full participation 
in creating an idea, making a decision, and implementing their own ideas instead of accepting 
and implementing ideas that have been created for them (McNiff & Whitehead, 2006).  
According to Stoll, et.al, sustaining change is a dynamic process. It is not simply maintaining the 
original innovation. To nourish sustaining change, the research process is required to facilitate 
and enable community members to develop the capacity that enables them to adapt, prosper, and 

C 
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learn from each other (Stoll, Bolam, Mcmahon, Wallace, & Thomas, 2006, p. 247). To achieve 
sustaining change, full participation and collaboration of people who seek to improve their 
situation and local organizations is required, so that they can continue to support each other after 
the researchers withdraw from the community. 
 
The following sections articulate research approaches, which I employed in three different 
investigations and my roles and contributions of as design researcher. These three investigations 
were the collaborative research with disabled people in Thailand. People of physical disabilities 
were selected as participants because they were the highest population of people with disabilities 
in all regions of Thailand (Figure 1).   
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1 Population of people with physical disabilities in Thailand 
Source: the National Office of Empowerment of Persons with Disabilities (NEP), 2014. 

 
Each investigation had unique goals and research problems. Therefore, the research approach 
was selected accordingly as shown in Table 1. My first investigation focused on developing 
products with/for disabled people who produced and distributed hand-made products for a living. 
The second investigation evolved from the first investigation. The main goal was to facilitate 
disabled people to develop alternative income-generating activities that can help them to attain 
sustainable livelihoods that they desired. It was my PhD research in the School of Media and 
Communication at RMIT University, Australia between 2007 and 2011. In 2012, this research 
won Good PhD Award of the National Research Council of Thailand. The final investigation 
aimed to create a solution for the community of disabled people and local organizations through 
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communication design. In 2014, the National Office for Empowerment of Persons with 
Disabilities (NEP) of Thailand implemented this research as macro scale research.  
 

Table 1: Research design of the three investigations   
Research 

Design 
1st Research (2006-2007) 2nd Research (2007-2011) 3rd Research (2012-2013) 

Objectives - Generate knowledge for the 
design community  
- Create alternative income-
generating activities and 
increase incomes for disabled 
people who produced and 
distributed handicrafts for a 
living 

- Generate knowledge for the 
design community;  
- Enable disabled people to 
achieve a sustainable livelihood 
that they desired; 
- Generate a sustaining project 
that can continue supporting the 
participants long after the 
research project is completed.  

- Generate knowledge for the 
design community                                            
- Create a solution with/for people 
with disabilities in macro scale 
research 

Research 
Questions 
and/or 
Hypothesis 

Research Questions: 
1. Which is the most effective   
research approach for 
collaborative research with 
communities of people with 
disabilities?  
2. Which design can generate 
income activities in the 
community participants? 
 

Research Questions: 
1. What strategies and tools can 
researchers use in order to enable 
themselves and the  community 
to undertake a collaborative 
investigation?  

2. How do researchers use these 
strategies and tools in order to 
achieve research objectives?  

3. What is the contribution of 
communication designers as 
researchers for enabling the 
community to attain a sustainable 
livelihood?  

Research Questions: 
1. Which design research 
approaches and strategies are 
appropriate for macro scale 
research?     
 
2. What are potential roles and 
contribution of communication 
design and designers in the macro 
scale research? 
 
Hypothesis: 
Disabled people who are 
unemployed will be able to get a 
job after communication takes 
place.     

Theoretical 
Framework 

- User-Centered Design 
 

-Sustainable Livelihoods 
Approaches 
-Participatory Design 
 

- Human-Centered Design 
- Participatory Design 

Research 
Methodology  

Qualitative Inquiry:  
Action Research (AR) 

Qualitative Inquiry:  
Participatory Action Research 
(PAR) 

Mix-Methods Research:  
 - Participatory Action Research 
(PAR) 
-  Survey  

Research tools 
for data 
collection 

-Interviews 
-Observations 
-Group Discussions 

-Interviews 
-Participatory Observation 
- Group Discussions 
- Physical objects: photographs, 
VDO, prototype 

- Survey 
- Interviews 
- Observations 
-  Group Discussions 
- Physical objects: photographs, 
and online database  

Research 
Approaches 

- Action Research  Participatory Action Research Participatory Action Research 

Research 
Analysis 

Discourse Analysis Discourse Analysis - Discourse Analysis 
- Online Data Analysis 

Participants  Community members of the 
communities of people with 
disabilities in Nonthabury and 
Samutprakran province 

- 19 People with Physical 
Disabilities in Samutprakran 
province 
 

14 people with disabilities in 
Samutprakran province 
 

Stakeholders - The leader of a self-help group 
in Nonthaburi province  
- The President of Samutprakran 
Disabled Persons Association  
 
 
 

- Samutprakran Disabled Persons 
Association  
- Local government organization 
and Governor of Samutprakran 
Province  
- National Office for 
Empowerment of Persons with 
Disabilities, Ministry of Social 
Development and Human 
Security of Thailand 
 

Samutprakran Disabled Persons 
Association  
- Thai Disabled Development 
Foundation  
- National Office for 
Empowerment of Persons with 
Disabilities, Ministry of Social 
Development and Human Security 
of Thailand 
- Organizations for/of people with 
disabilities     
- Ministry of Labor of Thailand 
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Upon my own reflection on my roles and contributions as a design researcher in three 
investigations, I realized that my roles have been shifted from a solution provider to a change 
agent who worked as a facilitator, enabler, collaborator, and disseminator as show in Figure 2. In 
the first research, I was the center of the study. I worked side by side with the participants. I also 
provided information and solutions for the participants as if they were my design clients. After 
the research was completed, the participants did not continue using the new design, which has 
been created for them. As the community leaders explained, they did not know what and why 
they had to do after the researchers withdrew from the community.  In the second research, I 
shifted my roles from a solution provider to a change agent. I worked side by side with the 
participants as a facilitator and showed them how to investigate their situation and create a 
solution. The participants were encouraged to work collaboratively with other organizations 
inside and outside their communities. Throughout the research process, I have gradually moved 
out off the center of the study in order to provide an opportunity for the participants to create an 
idea, make a decision, and implement their own idea. In the third research, I worked 
collaboratively with the community members and local organizations as a collaborator and 
disseminator. As a result, the leader of community of disabled people and local organizations 
continued supporting each other long after the investigation was completed. The National Office 
for Empowerment of Persons with Disabilities which the government organization of/for 
disabled people implemented my research as macro scale research.        
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 2 my roles and contributions in each investigation   
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The First Investigation 

The first research was a research team project with design instructors at King Mongkut's Institute 
of Technology Ladkrabang, Bangkok in Thailand between 2006 and 2007. This research 
originated from my packaging design commission of the Department of Industrial Development  
in 2005. The commission provided me an opportunity to discuss a potential of design and 
designers to provide a solution for the local people who produced and distributed handicrafts for 
a living.  

The group discussion with local people exposed that they needed design service beyond the 
packaging. Their products were similar to craft industries. They did not know what they needed 
to do to make their products meet potential users or buyers and differentiate from existing 
products in the market.  As I have taught in the design program in the university, I strongly 
believe that design can solve their problem. Therefore, I decided to request for a research grant 
from the Thai government through my university. In 2006, the National Research Council of 
Thailand funded my first research.  

The main goals were to create new products to support income-generating activities of the 
disabled people who produced and distributed handicrafts for a living and generate knowledge 
for my teaching and the design community. The key research questions were 1) which research 
approach was the most effective one for collaborative research with communtiies of disabled 
people and 2) which design was the most successful solution.  

Theoretical Framework 

User-Centred Design (UCD) was employed as a design approach because the research aimed to 
create new products that met the need of users or people who would use the products in the 
future. According to User Experience Professional Association, UCD is an approach to design 
that grounds the process in information about people who will use the product. UCD process 
focus on users through the planning, design and development of a product (User Experience 
Professional Association, 2014). Users are the ones who know what they want or need best.    

Research Design 

The research methodology was qualitative inquiry by using multiple case studies. Action 
Research (AR) was employed as a research approach because AR has a similar procedure as a 
design process. AR has been widely used by researchers who researcher team aimed to generate 
not only new knowledge but also potential solutions for participants and/or stakeholders. The 
most common research methods for collecting data in case studies are interviews, group 
discussions, observations and physical artifacts such as photographs and video (Simons 2009; 
Yin 2009). As each research method has its strengths and weaknesses, the research team used 
multiple methods to collect data from different case studies and compare the findings.  
 
Participants were the leader and community members of communities of people with disabilities. 
The first community was a group who produced and distributed blown glass figures for a living 
in Nonthaburi (Figure 3). The other was in Samutprakran province. This community distributed 
the lottery tickets for the government every two weeks. They also produced artificial flower for 
the government commission (Figure 4). These groups formed an organization of/for people with 
disabilities. As a result, the leaders of both communities were the stakeholders.    
 
The procedures of this research composed of five phases as follows: 1) a consultation meeting 
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with potential community participants and recruiting participants; 2) collecting data of existing 
products and users; 3) groups discussions for planning an action with the participants 4) taking 
action and observation; and 5) evaluation.  

My role in this research was a graphic designer who worked as a researcher and focused on 
design for delivery. I treated these communities as if they were my design clients. I created a new 
trademark, packaging, and products for the participants. The research team launched the new 
products at local and national trade fairs with the participants. I also filed the documents for 
trademark and design registration for the disabled people with the Department of Intellectual 
Properties in order to prevent copyright infringement and unfair competition.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 Blown glass figures by disabled people in Nonthaburi province 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4 Artificial flower by disabled people in Samutprakran province 
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Research outcomes  

The case studies had shown that UCD was the effective design approach. It helped the research 
team and participants to create the new products that met the needs of potential users/buyers. The 
new package design increased 50% profits for the blown glass group (Figure 5). The handed-
made lamps and fish scales lampshade created potential income-generating activities for the 
participants and other community members in Samutprakran (Figure 6) because the participants 
were encouraged to collaborate with other groups in their community such as a woodwork group. 
Before the research team withdrew from the community, we provided two days training 
workshop for the participants. 

Approximately four months after the project was completed, I had an opportunity to revisit these 
communities to ascertain the progress that had been made. The visit revealed that the group had 
not taken up the solution that we had created for them. After discussion with the leaders of these 
communities, I found that they did not continue developing their capabilities because they 
believed that the research team had not provided essential information. They did not understand 
what they had to do and why they had to continue developing new and different products as 
market demands changed. This discussion with the community leaders helped me to realize that 
this approach to undertaking research projects did not provide a long-term solution for the 
community, nor the continued support that they need to improve their capabilities.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5 New products and package design for the blown glass group 
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Figure 6 Handed-made lamps and fish scales lampshades  

Through my reflection, I discovered a limitation of the research methodology. Action Research is 
appropriate for a project which aims to produce practical knowledge that is useful to people in 
every aspect of their lives and to bring about change in a group, an organization or a community 
which is involved in the research process (Cherry, 1999; McIntosh, 2010; McNiff & Whitebread, 
2009; McNiff & Whitehead, 2006) However, it was not sustaining change because the 
researchers tried to control all plans and procedures in order to ensure that the research project 
generated a positive outcome. The participants were treated as informants and consultants, rather 
than co-researchers. They were not given opportunities to co-create an idea or a project, which 
would be implemented in their community because the researchers already had preconceptions 
and had planned what they were going to do for the communities. This had disempowering 
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effects in the communities because there was no true knowledge transfer and a lack of incentive 
in idea and action even though the participants were involved in the research process. This 
limitation led me to seek other approaches that might be more useful for working with such 
communities. 

I realized that the role and mindset of the researchers also had effects on the research outcomes. 
The researchers had already predetermined what they would do for the participants and 
positioned themselves as solution providers. As a result, the participants did not understand what 
and why they had to do to gather information and create an idea or solution. They just accepted 
an idea and implemented a solution, which had been created for them. Even though this research 
generated a positive change, it was not sustaining. According to a literature review, sustaining 
change can occur when people who seek to improve their situation have an opportunity in 
creating an idea, making a decision, and implementing their idea in their community.  The 
researcher should work as a change agent who provides an opportunity for the participants to 
learn to create a solution through their experience, so that they understand what and why they 
have to do to improve their situation.  

Through undertaking a literature review of methodology, I found that Participatory Action 
Research (PAR) is an activist approach, which is widely employed for generating sustainable 
change in community development. PAR has empowering effects on people and communities 
which participate in long-term development projects because it gives a community or their 
representatives an opportunity to create an idea or to make a decision which affects their life, and 
to design a project which could be implemented in their community. Therefore, PAR was 
employed as the research approaches in my next research.  

The Second Investigation  
 
The second investigation evolved from the first investigation. This research aimed to generate 
not only knowledge for the design community but also the community, which participated in the 
research process. This research was also my PhD research, which I undertook at School of Media 
and Communication, RMIT University, Australia between 2007-2011. The research questions 
composed of 1) what strategies and tools can researchers use in order to enable themselves and 
the  community to undertake a collaborative investigation; 2) how researchers use these strategies 
and tools in order to achieve research objectives, 3) what are the roles and contributions of 
designers as researchers for enabling a sustainable livelihood in a community of people with this 
ability. This research won the Good PhD Award 2012 of the National Research Council of 
Thailand in 2013. 
 
This investigation commenced in the community members who were people with physical 
disabilities in Samutprakran province. At the time they had 3,500 members. They came together 
with a common interest in distributing lottery tickets for the government. They established the 
organization of/for people with disabilities about named Samutprakran Disabled Persons 
Association (SDPA) 30 years ago. After a consultation meeting community, only nineteen people 
agreed to take part. Majority were not the residents. Only four people were the resident. They 
agreed to take part in all stage with the researcher. Their main goal was to seek for alternative 
income-generating activities that could enable them to attain a sustainable livelihood.  
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Theoretical Framework 

This research has its basis in the theoretical framework established in the field of community 
development. Sustainable Livelihoods Approach (SLA) is widely employed by international 
development agencies, such DFID, UNDP, Oxfam and CARE. SLA concentrates on ways of 
understanding the practices, realities and priorities of people, including what they actually do to 
make a living, the assets they have available and the problems they face in doing this. SLA is 
considered ‘best practice’ in development and it is most widely applied to design and support 
development interventions among poor and disadvantaged people. It is also used to identify the 
main constraints and opportunities faced by poor people as expressed by themselves. Hence, 
SLA was selected for use (Peters, 2011). 

Sustainable Livelihoods Approach (SLA) is a way of thinking about the objectives, scope and 
priorities for development. This approach is people-centered because it focuses on putting people 
who seek to improve their situation at the center of development to increase the effectiveness of 
development assistance. This is because the people know their priorities (Chambers, 2005; DFID, 
1999) and the means available to them of accessing available resources in their community better 
than anyone else.  

Sustainable Livelihood Framework (SLF) was developed by The Department For International 
Development (DFID) in the United Kingdom to assist external agents in the understanding and 
analysis of the livelihoods of the local people. It is used as a tool for assessing the effectiveness 
of existing efforts to reduce poverty. SLF is like all frameworks. It is a simplification and the full 
diversity and richness of livelihoods can only be understood by qualitative and participatory 
analysis at a local level. Therefore, this investigation also employed a participatory approach. 
SLF is composed of five main components: 1) vulnerability context 2) livelihoods assets, 3) 
policies, institutions, and processes, 4) livelihood strategies, and 5) livelihood outcomes (DFID, 
1999) (Figure 7) 

 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 7 Sustainable Livelihoods Framework 
 
Research Design  
 
The research methodology was a qualitative inquiry by using a case study. Participatory Action 
Research (PAR) was employed as the research approach because of following reasons. Firstly, 
PAR has been widely employed in research projects which have a collective commitment to 
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investigate an issue or problem, a desire to engage in self- and collective reflection to gain clarity 
about the issue under investigation, a joint decision to engage in individual and/or collective 
action that leads to a useful solution that benefits the people involved, and the building of 
alliances between researchers and participants in the planning, implementation, and 
dissemination of the research process (McIntyre, 2008). Secondly, PAR has been defined as an 
approach to empower people through the process of constructing and using their own knowledge 
to increase the relevance of the research process (Balcazar, Keys, Kaplan, & Suarez-Balcazar, 
2006; Elden & Levin, 1991; Kindon, Pain, & and Kesby, 2007; McIntyre, 2008; McTaggart, 
1997)  Thirdly, PAR provided researchers with opportunities to enter the real world of the people 
central to the study as it enables researchers to co-develop processes with people rather than for 
people. Finally, PAR allowed community members or people who sought to improve their 
situation to take part in the quest for information, create ideas to guide their future actions, and 
make a decision on a project which would be implemented in their community. 

 The research procedure used multiple cyclical processes (Figure 8). Each cycle was composed of 
group discussions for reflection and planning of a new action followed by taking an action, 
observation, and evaluation, then returning to group discussions, reflection, and planning of 
following actions. In the first cyclical process, I worked side by side with the participants and 
stakeholders, so that I could show them how to investigate their situation and create an idea or 
solution. In following phases, the participants were encouraged to take action of all stage from 
planning, making a decision, implementing their idea, and evaluation then group discussions for 
planning a new action. They were also encouraged to work collaboratively with local 
organizations. Throughout the research process, I gradually moved out of the center of their 
activities. I observed the participants’ activities without intrusive for six months. 

 

Figure 8 Research procedures 

Source: Siriporn Peters, 2011. 

Research Outcomes 

This investigation produced four key findings. Firstly, participants stated they had achieved their 
livelihood goals. They also devised a complementary income-generating activity, which enabled 
them to continue to improve their capabilities, reinforce their value in their community, and 
reduce their vulnerability within that community. Secondly, PAR integrated with SLF were 
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shown to be effective strategies and approaches because they facilitate knowledge transfer to the 
participants, conferring incentive and ownership in their ideas and actions, enabling them to 
create and pursue their own solutions. Thirdly, this research has shown a promising sign of a 
positive and sustaining change in the community (Table 2). According to the monthly record of 
the participants, I found that they still continued producing custom-made products with their 
customers after I withdrew from the community (Figure 9) Finally, this study demonstrated the 
benefits of reorientation of the designer’s role from that of a solution provider to that of an agent 
of sustainable change (Peters, 2011). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9 Data interpretation from the monthly record between 2009-2011 

Source: Peters, 2011: 131 

During the group discussion, the participants stated that the local government organization 
agreed to continue supporting their activities and providing financial support their community 
five millions bahts each year.  They had already submitted their long-term plan to the local 
government in order to ensure that their project and activities in the next four years. This 
evidence convinced me that the participants and their community had become more self-reliant 
through this research study. They shaped their ideas to meet their own needs and priorities; 
therefore they felt that they owned the ideas. As a result, the participants and their community 
had incentive and ownership in their ideas and actions. This piece of information informed me 
that this was time for me to withdraw from the community. 
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Table 2 Livelihoods of community members before and after the investigation 
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 The Third Investigation  

This investigation commenced after the completion of my PhD research. It was an initiative 
research between the leader of the community of people with disabilities, local government 
organizations and the representatives of Ministry of Social Development and Human Security 
and Ministry of Labor in Samutprakran province.   

According to the Persons with Disabilities Empowerment Act B.E. 2550, entrepreneurs or 
employers that have more than one hundred employees in their organization must hire at least 
one disabled person. If entrepreneurs or employers fail to do so, they must pay money 
approximately 100,000 bahts (US$3,300) to the Fund for Empowerment of Persons with 
Disabilities, Ministry of Social Development and Human Security yearly until they can hire 
disabled person/people according to the numbers of their employees. As the disabled people have 
been invisible to Thai society, the local government organization and entrepreneurs or employers 
were struggling. They could not find disabled people who sought a job and met their job 
qualification. As a result, a lot of entrepreneurs or employers had to pay for the Fund. There were 
a lot of pressures on entrepreneurs or employers in Thailand. To resolve this situation, I was 
invited to investigate this situation by the President of SDPA because I had experience working 
with the community of people with disabilities in Samutprakran Province.     

The research objectives were to generate a sustaining solution and knowledge for the design 
field. The research questions were as follows: 1) which design research approach was the most 
effective for macro scale research, and 2) what were potential roles and contribution of 
communication design and designers in the macro scale research. The hypothesis was disabled 
people who were unemployed would be able to get a job after the communication took place.   

Theoretical Framework 

Participatory Design (PD) was employed as the theoretical framework because this investigation 
aimed to create a successful solution that met the need of all potential users and stakeholders.  
According to a literature review, PD is a design approach that users of products or system have 
enormous amount of collective influence the design concept and drive the design process 
(Hartswood et.al, 2002; Sanders, 2002). Design is as a reflective conversation with the material 
and a design situation. Intervention happens in the mind of designers or through conversations 
among designers, stakeholders, and sometimes people who will use the design in the future. The 
real experiments also need to be carried out in order to inform an effective design (Kensing, 
Simonsen, and Bodker, 1998).   

Research Design  

According to John W. Creswell (2014), “mixed methods research is a research design which 
philosophical assumption as well as methods of inquiry. As a methodology, it involves 
philosophical assumptions that guide the direction of the collection and analysis of data and the 
mixture of qualitative and quantitative approaches in many phases in the research process”.   
Mixed Methods Research was selected as the research approach because of three reasons. Firstly, 
it enhances the credibility of the research findings. Secondly, it helps to answer questions that 
cannot be answered by qualitative and quantitative approaches alone. Finally, it allows 
researchers to gain fuller understanding of the research problem and to clarify a given research 
result (Hesse-Biber, 2010; Creswell, 2014).  

People with physical disabilities aged 25-45 years old who lived in Tambon Bang Poo in 
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Samutprakran province. They were selected as the participants of this research because there 
were a lot of employers and entrepreneurs in this area sought for potential employees. The leader 
of the community of people with disabilities, local governmental organizations, and private 
sector became stakeholders  

According to the record of the local government, there were a hundred people with physical 
disabilities. The survey revealed that only seven people looked for a job. After that, the online 
database was created to display their information for potential employers to search (Figure 10).    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10 An online database design 

Research Outcomes 

After the online data was lunched for six months, seven more disabled people were added into 
the system by the staff of SDPA (Figure 11). Eight month later, there was one person got a job.   
One person was rejected (Figure 12). The interview of the employer who requested the data of 
disabled people and had a rejected record online revealed that the guardian of the disabled person 
did not allow the disabled person to take the job offer.  The employer also explained that the 
location of their organization was too far from the disabled person’s house. There was no public 
transportation available in the area. As a result, the disabled person had to refuse to take the job 
offer because the guardian could not drop off the disabled person before they went to work.   
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Figure 11 Data collection about a number of participants monthly 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12 Data report monthly   
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After the first design was implemented, employers or entrepreneurs used this design as a tool to 
search for their potential employees through the system. They could also post available positions 
of their organizations online for disabled people to search as well. During a group discussion 
with the participants and stakeholders agreed that this research has created positive and 
sustaining change in their community.  However, there was a few people knew about this system. 
Therefore, the stakeholders and I agreed to disseminate this design to the National Office for 
Empowerment of Persons with Disabilities of Thailand (NEP).   

In 2013, NEP fully funded this project.  This research was implemented as a macro scale 
research in 2014 (Figure 12).  After the design was introduced, 2,917 disabled people joined the 
online database. 180 disabled people had a job. There were 47 jobs posted by the employers or 
entrepreneurs. This system was created from the disabled people and employers as users to add 
and adjust their own data.  

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12 the updated design for a macro scale design 

This research exposed that mixed methods research was the most effective research approach for 
the macro scale research.  It informed the effectiveness of the research project. It also helped the 
researcher and stakeholders to monitor positive and sustaining change through the existing data. 
It also allowed the researcher to have a deeper understanding of a research result. Designers, 
especially communication designers had significant roles as change agents who worked as co-
creator to make a solution visible and easy to use. The contribution of communication design was 
recognized through its performance. Positive and sustaining change can occur in the macro scale 
research when participants and stakeholders provided full collaboration and participation.   

Conclusions 

Three investigations have shown that a qualitative research with Action Research and  
Participatory Action Research are effective approaches when they are employed in a case study. 
Mixed-methods research is the most effective methodology in the Marco scale research because 
it enables researchers and participants to have a better understanding of the current situation and 
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a given research result. Participatory Design is an effective design approach because it empowers 
the designers as researchers to work collaboratively with the participants and stakeholders in 
order to generate positive and sustaining change. 

The key role of communication designers as researches for enabling positive and sustaining 
change is a change agent who works as a facilitator, enabler, collaborator, disseminator, and co-
creator.  

A facilitator is an essential role during recruiting participants because he/she can provide an 
equal opportunity for marginalized populations within communities, such as woman or disabled 
people who are not always invited to participate in the decision-making or implementation of 
community project(Toomey, 2009) As a facilitator, a designer can help the participants to 
investigate their situation, understand their mutual goals and assist them to plan to achieve them 
without taking a particular position in the discussion.  

As an enabler, a designer can provide an opportunity for the participants to investigate their 
situation, do their own analysis, create their own ideas and make their decision. This is essential 
for generating a sustainable change in people or communities. However, enablers work best as 
part of a team with a permanent presence in an area ("A vision for a net work of community 
organisers.," 2010).  

As a change agent, a designer should work as a co-creator and a collaborator. A co- creator is 
vital in the early stage of working collaboratively with the participants because he/she can show 
the participants how to create their own ideas and transform their idea to action as well as guide 
them to develop their new products with their potential clients or customers. Co-creating with the 
clients is widely used by designers in order to ensure satisfying and successful design outcomes 
(Frascara, 2002). Therefore, this is necessary for a collaborative project that aims to enable the 
participants to create and produce products that meet the needs of all stakeholders.  

A collaborator is required when the participants are comfortable and confidence to work with 
outsiders. The role of collaborators is to encourage the participants to work with other 
community members, residents, local government organizations, or non- government 
organizations, so that they can continue supporting each other long after the researcher or 
designer withdraws from the community. These designers’ roles are not new; however, they are 
appropriate for enabling the community members to achieve a sustainable and satisfying 
livelihood because they bring about the transfer of knowledge, incentive and ownership in idea 
and action, and empowerment effects on the participants and their community. 
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The Integration of Text and Image, Its Cognitive 
Impacts for Learning with Media, and Science 

Instruction: A Ph.D. in Design Study 
 

Matthew Peterson, Ph.D., University of Illinois, USA 
 

Abstract: This paper outlines a recent quasi-experimental study in fulfillment of the Ph.D. in Design. The study stands as 
an example of new research in the formation of a discipline of design (from a practice or field), according to a statistical 
model most consistent with psychological research. (The Ph.D. in Design can also extend into historical and 
argumentative models of research.) The study outlined (Peterson 2011) addressed the design of instructional media both 
holistically and authentically by focusing on text–image relationships at the level of design strategy. Three text–image 
integration strategies are proposed and illustrated herein: prose primary (PP), with a central prose column and marginal 
imagery; prose subsumed (PS), with shorter prose segmented by imagery; and fully integrated (FI), where smaller textual 
chunks populate imagery. Over 150 middle school students participated in this study. Text–image integration strategies 
were tested for comprehension of abstract concepts, sense of difficulty, and interest level. Subjects completed 
comprehension tests using the supplied media. They rated their sense of difficulty and their interest in science textbook 
pages designed according to the outlined strategies. Their selections of interest strongly favored higher levels of text–
image integration, such that FI was rated more interesting than PS, which was in turn more interesting than PP. Interest-
level results were rated reliable and significant at a 95% confidence level. Comprehension results were less conclusive, 
with one treatment of FI proving more effective than PP, while two other treatments were found statistically insignificant. 
There was no suggestion that text–image integration strategy impacts sense of task difficulty. 
 

Keywords: Text-Image Integration, Cognitive Load Theory, Instructional Media, Science Instruction, Design Strategy 
 

Introduction 

his study approaches graphic layout from the designer’s implicit strategy for integrating 
text and image in media, and how that ultimately models or facilitates a reader’s 
experience. The integration of text and image has significant cognitive implications for 

readers. Here I will focus on the secondary science textbook and its audience. The science 
textbook is in a peculiar situation: its is a largely unwilling readership. It is also dependent upon 
imagery for much of its explanatory power. The science textbook is an ideal demonstration of 
text–image integration not only because of its inherent demand for such integration, but because 
it has specific cognitive goals—learning outcomes—that we can assess. Learning is an eminently 
testable situation.  

I will outline three distinct strategies for the integration of text and image and report on a 
doctoral study involving 158 seventh grade students at a middle school in North Carolina. The 
study looks at the impact of text–image integration on comprehension of abstract concepts, sense 
of task difficulty, and interest level in both subject matter and graphic layout.  

The study was conducted spring 2011 towards fulfillment of the Ph.D. in Design at North 
Carolina State University under the direction of Meredith Davis. Nilda Cosco, James Minogue, 
and John Nietfeld also served on the doctoral committee. My thanks to them. 

The present paper is a roughly 4,000-word summary of a 60,000-word dissertation document 
(Peterson 2011). I will discuss the findings and their implications, but I will not provide any 
significant detail on such issues as item analysis protocols, reliability estimates, hypothesis 
testing, or measured values in general. The reader may assume that for most assertions more 
detail can be found in the dissertation, which follows the same basic outline evident here. This is 
not to suggest that proper research should rely on trust from its reviewers. I am attempting a 
summary of an extensive study that is appropriate for a readership of graphic design educators in 
limited space. Those more technically inclined are encouraged to consult the exhaustive 
dissertation, which is available online (see citation).  

T 
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Conceptual Framework 

American textbooks aren’t simply resources for teachers. Textbooks play an ongoing creative 
role in classroom instruction (Woodward 1993a). Because the textbook represents such a 
demanding and complex production problem, instructional goals are too often overlooked or 
underdeveloped (Woodward 1993b; Pettersson 1998), especially considering the challenge of 
translating a reading experience into a learning experience. The process of designing a textbook 
follows the development of a prepared text, and naturally the typical layout reflects this: a 
continuous prose is flanked by marginal imagery that was developed later in production. Not 
surprisingly textbook illustrations tend to “support” or reiterate textual content rather than 
extending it (Woodward 1993b). If images don’t offer anything new, or are primarily intended to 
sell textbooks (Pettersson 1998, 7), it is sensible that readers don’t appear motivated by them 
(Levin 1979). Textbooks are assessed in terms of content provision (in textual form), and not 
how that content is functionally delivered or processed. 

In contrast, the transactional theory of reading (Rosenblatt 1978) views a text in terms of a 
reader’s experience of it, as “an event in time” (12). Such a theory naturally aligns with our 
understanding of the learning process. We’re far past believing that classroom instruction is 
simply a matter of the teacher saying the right things, and those things thus being poured into 
students’ heads. There is a structure to reader experience that shifts the focus away from simply 
what a textbook communicates to how it goes about communicating (Ciardi 1959; Fish 1976). 
This latent activity is programmed into text, image, and their relationships. 

It stands to reason that a designer who is concerned with little more than including supplied 
textual content, making appropriate visual decisions, and rendering text legible, is unlikely to 
know how his or her decisions may be modeling a reader’s experience.  

A fundamental way we understand concepts and phenomena is through metaphorical 
structuring, by selectively mapping characteristics of one thing onto another in a never-ending 
web of interrelated knowledge (Johnson 1987). What metaphor is a textbook designer operating 
under? Is the textbook a container, or an experience? Under a book-as-container metaphor, the 
reader merely extracts information, and inclusion, appropriateness, and legibility are ample 
considerations. Under a book-as-experience metaphor, such considerations appear insufficient 
(though they persist yet), and focus shifts to the reader and his or her cognitive processing whilst 
reading. 

Cognitive load theory (Plass et al. 2010) accounts for the limited resources humans bring to 
bear in interpretational processes. Human working memory, the basic architecture of 
consciousness, includes dedicated resources for processing linguistic and imaginal information 
(Baddeley 1998; Sadoski & Paivio 2001). While the amount of information that can be held and 
manipulated in working memory at any given time is especially limited (Cowan 2000; Van 
Merriënboer & Sweller 2005), schematic structures in long-term memory can increase the 
function of working memory (Mandler 1984). So too can structures on the page—information 
formatted as text and image and arranged according to meaningful relationships—which serve as 
a form of external cognition (Vekiri 2002, 282). An astute designer can extend a reader’s 
cognitive capabilities. 

Cognitive load is a quantification of the mental faculties available and utilized during a task. 
In the case of a science textbook, it’s not just a task of reading, but learning. A task has a fixed 
inherent difficulty given a learner’s expertise, its intrinsic load. For the remaining available 
cognitive load, the design of media determines how much is extraneous (due to “inefficient” 
visual design) and how much can prove germane to learning. Germane cognitive load is where 
new long-term memory structures are built, or where we learn in the traditional sense. Simple 
factors can impact cognitive load. For instance, the physical distance between related pieces of 
information on the page—separated but supplemental text and image—can increase extraneous 
load as readers are forced to hold information in working memory rather than perceptually 
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experience it as integrated (Schnotz & Kürschner 2007, 481). However abstract cognitive 
processing may appear, designers manipulate it in the most concrete ways. 

According to cognitive load theory, learning is the product of germane cognitive load, and 
involves interaction between working memory and long-term memory (Schnotz & Kürschner 
2007, 477, 492–493). Comprehension (called understanding in cognitive load theory) occurs 
entirely in working memory, and is achieved when all necessary elements of information, at any 
given time, are processed together (477). Again, inefficient design contributes to extraneous 
cognitive load and thus detracts from the resources otherwise available for germane load. 

This study seeks to interrogate the effects of text, image, and their interrelationships on the 
reader’s task. The ultimate concern is learning; the immediate concern is comprehension. This 
study limits its scope to the latter.  

There are numerous prescriptions for cognition-sensitive graphic design in the literature on 
textbook illustration, dual coding theory, and cognitive load theory (Plass et al. 2010; Sadoski & 
Paivio 2001; Vekiri 2002). But it is difficult for a designer to work from a list of prescriptions, 
and much of the work in psychology on layout relationships is done without complex and 
authentic design materials. A general cognitive view of the learning process is that it occurs 
when learners “select and build cognitive connections among pieces of knowledge” (Mayer et al. 
1995, 32).  

I propose a more general means of approaching design, at the level of strategy, which is 
more sensitive to how designers work and targets more complex and authentic outcomes. In this 
case, the outcome is print media, as two facing pages that serve as the basic experiential unit of a 
science textbook. 

The fundamental structure of a page lies in the constitution of text and image. Most 
illustrated books conform to a prose primary strategy. Prose primary is expressed as a central 
prose column (or columns) with marginal imagery. There is a proper reading order, according to 
the inherent structure of prose, which must be broken any time a reader decides to attend to a 
supplemental image. How might comprehension (and thus learning) change under a state of 
greater text–image integration? 

An extreme form of text–image integration is the diagram. A fully integrated strategy of 
text–image integration is expressed as an imaginal space, or arrangement of imaginal spaces, for 
which there is no proper reading order. The reader has complete control over attention patterns (it 
is a parallel system), with practically any locus a viable entry point. Text is broken up into 
discrete chunks embedded in the imagery, and in meaningful positions. There is text, but no 
longer a prose. 

A prose subsumed strategy takes the middle ground. Here images serve as entry points into 
short prose structures. Prose subsumed is expressed as a series of individual image–caption 
systems. The reader has more control over reading order than in prose primary, with any of the 
image–caption systems a valid entry point, but within each its own prose structure exerts control. 

These three strategies for integrating text and image—prose primary (PP), prose subsumed 
(PS), and fully integrated (FI) (Figure 1)—serve as the basic model studied here. This is not just 
a model of layout, which would concern the arrangement of given elements on a page. This 
concerns the strategy that produces layouts, where the elements’ codes (text or image) are in 
play. As the relationships are meaningful and not simply locational, a shift from one strategy to 
another involves the manipulation of the elements themselves—the elements change as the 
layout develops. The relationships are tight and interconnected. 

The primary research question becomes: (1) How does strategy for text–image integration in 
instructional media for middle school students impact their comprehension of abstract 
relationships in science material?  

The secondary research questions explore the same independent variable (text–image 
integration strategy) through other dependent variables: (2) perception of task difficulty, (3) 
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interest level in subject matter, and (4) interest level in instructional print media. These variables 
should ultimately impact learning through the reader’s approach to the learning task.  

Comprehension has already been covered. According to cognitive load theory, mental effort 
is an artificial ceiling to cognitive load, as a learner can fail to bring his or her full faculties to 
bear. Perception of task difficulty has been deemed a better indicator of instructional effects than 
what would seem to be more direct, actually asking subjects about their perceived mental effort 
(Brünken et al. 2003, 56). 

The interest level measures (in subject matter and in instructional print media) align closely 
with the psychological construct of situational interest, where environmentally derived interest 
affects many aspects of learning (Schraw & Lehman 2001, 23–24). 
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Figure 1: Three Text–Image Integration Strategies (Treatment Test #2 Forms) 

Source: Adapted from MCDOUGAL LITTELL SCIENCE, North Carolina Edition, Student 
Edition, Course 3, by Trefil, Calvo, & Cutler. Copyright © 2005 by McDougal Littell. All rights 

reserved. Adapted and reprinted by permission of the publisher, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt 
Publishing Company. Any further use is strictly prohibited unless written permission is obtained 

from Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company. 
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Methodology 

Setting & Subjects 

Both the North Carolina State University Institutional Review Board and the Wake County 
Public School System Research Review Committee approved this research study. The 
participating school is urban, with a relatively high percentage of limited English proficiency 
students, a relatively high percentage of African-American students, and a relatively low 
percentage of white students (WCPSS 2011, 35, 44 & 94; USDOE 2009). 

One hundred fifty-eight (158) students both consented to the study and survived removal 
criteria (84 female and 74 male). Subjects participated in the study on four consecutive Mondays 
in their regular science classes, making this a quasi-experimental study. Research assistant 
Rachael Huston and I proctored sessions in concurrent classes. Cluster sampling, where subjects 
in each class (cluster) were randomly assigned to relatively class-balanced groups, protected 
against classroom differences. 

Test Forms 

This study considers design holistically, seeking authenticity and ecological validity, by 
identifying strategies for text–image integration and providing subjects with fully realized 
textbook spreads. Each of the three treatment sessions presented one subject matter across the 
three strategies. Each subject experienced each strategy only once in random order. 

I generated the forms by modifying existing textbook spreads systematically according to the 
outlined text–image integration strategies. The textbook used (Trefil et al. 2005) follows a 
general prose primary strategy. Conversion was most time-consuming for fully integrated forms, 
where a significant amount of the information was transformed from linguistic (text) to imaginal 
(image) codes. All modifications were made according to meaningful relationships within the 
content. For instance, prose-based descriptions of what happens in a lake in the winter were 
broken down into smaller textual chunks and placed in appropriate spots within a cross section of 
a winter lake. When text was reduced from prose primary for the more integrated strategies, new 
images were added. For the set of forms shown in Figure 1, word count decreased from 633 to 
624 for prose subsumed, and down to 492 for fully integrated.  

Data Collection 

Bloom’s Revised Taxonomy (Anderson & Krathwohl 2001) suggests distinct factual and 
conceptual levels of knowledge. Factual knowledge has a low level of abstraction while 
conceptual knowledge has greater complexity and is organized. Performance tests were 
developed to measure comprehension according to these two levels of knowledge. Six multiple-
choice test items were developed for each knowledge type per treatment test, culled from longer 
lists used in pilot tests with undergraduate students. Conceptual knowledge items required the 
reader to put together multiple sources of information, form inferences, or both. Best practices 
were observed in the development of test items (Reynolds et al. 2006). 

All test instruments utilized Survey Gizmo, which the subjects accessed on classroom 
laptops. The forms were printed in color and available throughout testing.  

Following the twelve test items, subjects completed a task difficulty assessment (a 6-point 
forced-response Likert scale), a task difficulty explanation (constructed response), and a subject 
matter interest level inventory (4 items with 5-point Likert scales).  

A pre-test measured subject mastery using 10 multiple-choice textbook review items from 
earlier in the school year, and measured personal confidence in the subject of science, or science 
self efficacy, using eight 5-point Likert scales (from Nietfeld et al. 2006).  
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A post-test presented subjects with all three versions of each treatment test form page (for a 
total of 6 page comparison sets) in random order. This effectively revealed the basic nature of the 
study, which had not yet been explained to the subjects. The page designs were shown at 
thumbnail size (Figure 2), such that subjects were responding to the gist of the visuals: a first 
impression or approach. Subjects first selected the most interesting page from the sets, and then 
were given the same sets and selected the least interesting. 

 

Figure 2: Strategy Interest Level Item (Randomized Here to PP, FI, PS) 

 

Results 

Item Analysis & Reliability 

Item analysis for the factual and conceptual knowledge treatment test batteries was conducted 
according to strict protocols, including item difficulty indices, item discrimination indices, item-
total correlation coefficients, and distracter analyses. This was done according to standards set by 
Reynolds, Livingston, and Willson’s Measurement and Assessment in Education (2006). This 
resulted in the removal of one test item total for each treatment test. All calculations for this 
study were performed using JMP statistical software by SAS.  

The six sequence groups (subjects receiving the strategies in the same order) were found to 
be equivalent, according to ANOVA, on review test scores, aggregate treatment test scores, and 
science self efficacy ratings. 

Internal reliability of all test batteries and Likert inventories was calculated using 
Cronbach’s alpha (α) according to referenced standards of practice (Cortina 1993, 102; Reynolds 
et al. 2006, 93–97). A summary of reliability estimates is provided in Table 1. 

The distinction between factual and conceptual test item sets is difficult to justify given the 
reliability ratings. Only in treatment #2 can the factual and conceptual sets be considered 
individually. The first treatment test was found to be weaker overall than the other two. 
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Table 1: Summary of Reliability Estimates 

 

Comprehension 

The primary research question probes the relationship between text–image integration and 
comprehension. In all treatment tests, subjects using the fully integrated forms scored higher on 
comprehension than those using either of the other forms (Figure 3). However, only treatment #2 
provided statistically significant results. In treatment #2, fully integrated (FI) scores were higher 
than prose subsumed (PS) scores, which in turn were higher than prose primary (PP) scores. It 
was only the relationship between FI and PP that proved significant. The treatment #2 factual set 
(but not the conceptual set) had both FI and PS groups significantly outperforming the PP group. 
As would be expected, conceptual questions proved more difficult than factual questions in each 
treatment test. 

Summary  Rating

Review Battery 0.5284 Dubious

Treatment #1 Full Set 0.6234 Acceptable

Treatment #2 Full Set 0.7821 Good

Treatment #3 Full Set 0.7156 Good

Factual #2 Set 0.6456 Acceptable

Conceptual #2 Set 0.6757 Acceptable

Conceptual #3 Set 0.6386 Acceptable

Other Fact. & Con. Sets <.6000 Dubious

Science Self-Efficacy 0.8507 Good

Interest #1 Inventory 0.8510 Good

Interest #2 Inventory 0.8638 Good

Interest #3 Inventory 0.9013 Excellent

Task Difficulty Scales 0.7339 Acceptable 

Session Duration as a Set 0.8908 Good

Adj. Direct Interest 0.8649 Good
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Figure 3: Comprehension of Abstract Relationships, Test Score Means (Combined Factual and 
Conceptual Items). 

 

It is encouraging that the most reliable of the treatment tests is the one that produced 
significant results. It is also encouraging that all treatments, though only one was found to be 
significant, exhibited the same trend of FF highest in comprehension scores. (PS was not always 
above PP, however.) 

Interest in Instructional Print Media 

The fourth research question inquires into the reader’s interest in media design itself, not its 
subject matter. This issue was addressed in a post-test, completed immediately after treatment #3 
on the final Monday of the study. When faced with isolated page sets of PP, PS, and FI, subjects 
tended to select FI as the most interesting and PP as the least interesting (Figure 4). The true 
means for the individual strategies, when estimated using 95% confidence intervals, are 
remarkably distinct and arranged in a logical order, with greater text–image integration 
corresponding with higher interest level assessments. Among this population of subjects, FI is the 
most interesting and PP the least interesting. These are the lone unequivocal results of the study 
(comprehension results were positive but partial). 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

Form #1: PP 

Form #1: PS 

Form #1: FI 

Form #2: PP 

Form #2: PS 

Form #2: FI  

Form #3: PP 

Form #3: PS 

Form #3: FI 
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Figure 4: Interest in Instructional Print Media Strategy, Individual Strategy Score Totals (N=137) 

Base score = 5. Each selection of “most interesting” = +1. Each selection of “least interesting” 
= −1. A score of zero could indicate no selections or a balance of most and least interesting 

selections. (Due to a glitch in the instrument, only 5 comparisons apiece exist for most and least 
interesting selections, below the planned 6, resulting in an individual score range of 0–10.) 

 

Other Results 

There is no evidence that text–image integration strategy impacts the sense of task difficulty (the 
second research question), where the task is extracting factual and conceptual knowledge from 
instructional media. Interest in subject matter (the third research question) also appears overall 
unaffected by text–image integration strategy. There was one case of significant differences 
(PS>PP) but no consistent pattern overall, so that result in questionable.  

Summary of Results 

There are indications that higher levels of text–image integration may promote comprehension in 
middle school students (at least in science). The fully integrated strategy did produce the highest 
comprehension scores, but only once was the effect deemed statistically significant. This begs 
further investigation. 

It is more certain that middle school students find higher levels of text–image integration to 
be more interesting. These results also proved consistent with the assumption that prose primary, 
prose subsumed, and fully integrated represent a logical relationship of increasing text–image 
integration.  

Other variables gave little to no indication of a relationship to text–image integration 
strategy: sense of task difficulty and mediated interest in subject matter especially of note. 

Discussion 

Implications Across Disciplines 

The implications of this study on text–image integration strategy touch on multiple disciplines. 
Most obvious is graphic design and science education. For graphic design, the conceptual 
framework promises to connect what is often an instinctual practice (the experience of making 
design with “the gut”) to specific cognitive outcomes that are sensitive to human processing 
architecture.  
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For science education, text–image integration strategy offers a new means to evaluate 
instructional media. It is less prescriptive, perhaps, than other models, but counters this with its 
ability to identify more holistic and authentic materials. What it lacks in specific prescriptions it 
makes up in the breadth of its concern. Science as a target subject was chosen partly as a 
convenience, and is not the only highly visual major course of study in K-12. History also 
presents many opportunities for visualizing information. 

Much of the work that this study builds on comes from psychology, where its descriptive 
power may prove beneficial. It represents a potential collaborative direction connecting graphic 
design to psychology. 

This study should be of interest to textbook publishers. Of course, even if the prose primary 
strategy is found to be less desirable than higher levels of text–image integration, it will remain 
the most convenient strategy from a production standpoint. Fully integrated design is more time-
consuming. Favoring fully integrated would also require a restructuring of the basic publication 
model, where currently a text is developed before page layout is addressed. These implications 
are not minor, and potential implementation is not cheap. 

Future Work 

Some of the suggestions for future work are especially obvious. It would be desirable to repeat 
this study with some combination of more extensive treatment forms, more comprehension 
items, more treatment sessions, more accurate measures of session duration (collected here but 
deemed not valid), and more subjects. 

But the question of what factors might drive differential comprehension results (were such 
results more pronounced if measured more accurately) is less obvious. How might results change 
when comparing native English speakers to those classified as limited English proficiency? 
Prose primary, the dominant strategy in textbooks, requires more advanced language 
comprehension, while fully integrated converts some textual information to imagery. Are limited 
English proficiency students considerably less visually literate? It is doubtful, and as such higher 
levels of text–image integration may serve as a partial language equalizer in the classroom. 

Likewise, it would be interesting to compare relative success across text–image integration 
strategies for groups of high performing and low performing students. High performing students 
have had success with prose primary. Perhaps their low-performing counterparts would do 
especially well with fully integrated. 

If fully integrated were to prove superior overall for middle school students, does the trend 
continue through higher grades? Is fully integrated even a viable strategy for more advanced 
content?  

From the perspective of graphic design, there is more to be learned about the basic construct 
of text–image integration at the level of strategy. How might the classification of strategies 
change or expand when looking at explicitly interactive media? How might the general strategies 
be broken down into individual text–image relationships that contribute to an overall strategy? 
What are the devices that designers can utilize?  

I am currently working on a funded study of the cognitive function of imagery—one part of 
text–image integration. I also began to break down the range of possible individual text–image 
relationships in media during the course of my doctoral study, assisted by Rachael Huston, but 
ceased development and removed any discussion of that investigation from the dissertation. This 
work will contribute to what might perhaps become a complete performative model of 
meaningful media structure. But it remains to be seen. 

At its most modest, this study was about establishing text–image integration strategy as a 
holistic and authentic construct, with potential for connecting the structures of media to 
cognition. It is presumptuous to estimate the idea’s efficacy at such an early stage of 
development, but it may prove useful in science education, psychology, and graphic design 
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practice and education. As such I hope it serves as one productive interdisciplinary bridge as 
graphic design continues to transition from a practice to a research-inclusive discipline. 
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Institutionalizing the Vertical Studio: 
Curriculum, Pedagogy, and the Logistics of Core 

Classes with Mixed-Level Students 
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Brad Tober, University of Illinois, USA 

 
Abstract: The vertical studio is a single-class combination of students at different levels (in this case: sophomores, 
juniors, and seniors) in a given program of study. The particular vertical studio model discussed here seeks to make a 
virtue of larger class sizes by encouraging a wider range of solutions from a more diverse group of students, and 
leveraging that range as instructional material. This demands very specific and tightly controlled changes to pedagogy. 
The administrative benefits of larger class sizes are perhaps obvious: it is a scheduling convenience rich in instructional 
units. Less obvious is how to make the vertical studio work as a core offering, such that it becomes a benefit for students. 
This paper outlines a test run and subsequent institutionalization of the vertical studio (though still temporary) in the 
Graphic Design program at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. The integration of the vertical studio into a 
core curriculum presents a better test of the concept than does an elective. Discussion covers principles, benefits, and 
problems of the vertical studio model believed to be relevant to instruction for all disciplines of design. Program-level 
logistics are addressed. The idea of the vertical studio, and especially this particular model, is interrogated. For 
instance, is the large class size integral to the concept of the vertical studio? What factors prove integral, if any, and 
what factors are discretionary?  
 

Keywords: Vertical Studio, Graphic Design, Design Pedagogy, Design Curriculum 
 

The Vertical Studio Concept 

Pedagogical Basis 

he vertical studio concept represents an integrated approach to teaching students of varied 
academic levels in the same course. This stands in contrast to a more traditional, level-
segregated model—with sophomore, junior, and senior courses, for example. This type of 

course structure is not entirely experimental, however—the vertical studio concept is supported 
by research on a number of topics related to learning. 

Social learning or social cognitive theory suggests that learning occurs in a group or social 
context through observation, imitation, and modeling (Ormrod 2011). While these approaches 
are likely present to some degree in nearly any classroom, the vertical studio concept effectively 
magnifies their impact. Integrating students of differing academic levels introduces an equally 
varied collection of experiences into the classroom environment—allowing for more observation, 
more imitation, and more modeling to occur. 

Studio-based courses in design often attempt to emulate aspects of professional practice; 
however, communities of practice are rarely as homogeneous as the courses in a level-segregated 
curricular structure. In contrast, the vertical studio provides the opportunity for legitimate 
peripheral participation, and thus, situated learning, to occur. Legitimate peripheral participation 
(LPP) describes the way in which “newcomers develop a changing understanding of practice 
over time from improvised opportunities to participate peripherally in ongoing activities of the 
community” (Lave 1991, 68). Newcomers—lower level students, in the context of the vertical 
studio—develop a knowledge base through their observation of and increasing participation in 
the activities of the studio-community, gradually assuming an identity as an “oldtimer.” Notably, 
LPP does not characterize upper level students as teachers and lower level students as pupils; 
rather, upper level students are tasked primarily with providing lower level students with access 
to the practices of the community (Lave 1991, 68). 

 History 

As a functional and deliberate approach to curricular planning and pedagogy, the vertical 
studio is relatively new to graphic design. This distinction of deliberateness is essential, as 
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smaller programs, due to a lack of resources, may offer courses considered de facto vertical 
studios. However, the vertical studio—as characterized by this paper—typically relies on the 
critical mass of a moderate, or even large, class size. 

Other studio-based design areas have used the vertical model effectively for a number of 
years. For example, the vertical studio was introduced to the architecture, interior architecture, 
landscape architecture, and industrial design programs at the Rhode Island School of Design in 
1970 (Barnes 1993, 34), and it has also been part of many architectural design programs in the 
UK since around the same time (Parry 1995, 21). The University of Bedfordshire, UK, 
restructured its interior architecture and interior design programs to incorporate the vertical 
studio in 2004 (Layden 2010). The implementation of the vertical studio in the curricula of many 
spatially-oriented design programs (architecture, in particular) has been attributed, in part, to 
their need to “expose novice students to holistic and contextual thinking approaches,” which are 
inherent to education in these areas (Liem 2012, 36). It would seem that this argument can, and 
perhaps should, be made for graphic design education as well. 

A Particular Vertical Studio Model 

Context 

The Graphic Design program at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign is situated 
within the School of Art and Design, along with 10 other programs including Art History, Art 
Education, various studio arts, and Industrial Design. The School admits undergraduates into a 
foundation year, at the end of which students apply to individual programs. The Graphic Design 
program is competitive, with roughly three quarters of students applying in any given year 
(though many do so as a second or lower choice). The program has recently increased capped 
admissions numbers into the thirties, with 42 planned for admission in 2014. During the 2013–14 
academic year, when the primary vertical studio implementation took place, the program had 
roughly 90 undergraduate students. 

Previously, the Graphic Design program had three dedicated studio spaces, but for the 2013–
14 academic year, the program moved into a pair of considerably larger spaces. Since there are 
now two spaces, and not three, graduating classes are no longer assigned their own spaces. This 
is consistent with the vertical studio philosophy of promoting the integration of student groups. 

Structure 

The vertical studio model implemented in the Graphic Design program at the University of 
Illinois had the following structural features and prescriptions in its initial manifestation: 

 
• Sophomores through seniors are combined into level-balanced classes. This is central to 

the definition of the vertical studio. 
• Students learn from their peers. Projects seek to elicit a wider possible range of results, 

as that range is seen as a major component in learning. 
• Class sizes are larger, as a wider range of work is desired. The more participants, the 

wider the possible range of results. (Range of work and larger class sizes were 
prescribed by teacher Tony Brock, who was consulted on his experience with vertical 
studios.) 

• Team-based experiences are promoted to provide increased opportunity for peer-to-peer 
learning. Of course, working in groups is often wrought with problems, and instructors 
must plan carefully. 

• Non-majors (in this case, only from within the School) are included, theoretically 
widening the range of results. 
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• Projects cannot build on any technical expertise, as one third of the students are first-
semester sophomores (and others are non-majors). Project design must accommodate 
this. 

• Instructors teach modules, taking a project (or series of projects) from one class to 
another in rotation. This ensures that all students receive equivalent instruction. 

• Since the vertical studio includes all students at all levels in any given year, in a long-
term model, students attend vertical studio three times in their progression through the 
program. 

 
While it may seem that encouraging the more experienced students to help teach the less 

experienced students would be considered core to the idea of this vertical studio model, the 
faculty were skeptical of this assertion (especially after the pilot test; see following section). It 
was anticipated that relying on, or even promoting, such a relationship would simply frustrate the 
senior-level students. 

The argument for this core vertical studio model rested on overlapping clusters of factors 
tied to its structural features, which can be classified as either administrative or pedagogical 
benefits. The former were leveraged to secure the spaces necessary to employ the vertical studio, 
while making an expansion of the core curriculum possible. The latter were necessary for the 
program’s belief in its own idea. 

Administrative Benefits 

This vertical studio model compresses three fall studio courses into a shared course; students 
still enroll in one of three level-segregated courses according to their progress in the program. In 
the first full vertical studio implementation, instructors then shuffled the students into three 
balanced sections. Given the size of the individual graduating classes, each official course 
otherwise would have been divided into two classes—a total of six instructor assignments. This 
is the first and most dramatic benefit of this vertical model: in the first year, three instructor 
assignments were saved and made available for other offerings. 

There is continuing pressure to increase course enrollment, and large vertical class sizes can 
increase the program’s average class size significantly. At the time of implementation, the 
program’s graduating class–divided class sizes were considered low. However, it is accepted that 
smaller classes (such as the program’s rigorous Introduction to Typography, a difficult teaching 
assignment) can be justified when balanced out with larger classes; this is the second 
administrative benefit. 

The third benefit is a product of the first two. The program is moving to take advantage of 
the mathematical implications of the vertical studio by increasing the total count of core studios 
in the curriculum, taught in part using the liberated instructor assignments. 

The inclusion of non-majors addressed administrative pressure for programs to open their 
classes to all students within the School. Such inclusion is desirable according to this model, 
where otherwise teaching non-majors in core offerings is difficult due to course prerequisites and 
reliance on program–specific hardware and software requirements. While the inclusion of non-
majors in the vertical studio represents an administrative benefit, it represents a challenge to the 
instructor preparing a project for vertical studio. 

Due to the modular structure of vertical studio, and because each instructor only teaches a 
portion of the course, it becomes possible to include instructors not affiliated with the program. 
This gives the program more flexibility and presents a certain type of inclusivity to 
administration, a political benefit. 

Pedagogical Benefits 
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The pedagogical benefits of this vertical studio model are more tenuous. Through project 
design, the faculty sought to create conditions under which potential difficulties became virtues. 
This requires a broader view of the Graphic Design studio—one that conceptualizes coursework 
in a new way, with courses fitting into one of three categories: 

 
1. Knowledge-basis coursework: lower level courses that provide depth in an area of 

study. This includes typography, interaction design, and image making courses. Later 
courses can reliably build on the relatively short, standardized projects in these courses. 

2. Exploratory coursework: courses that promote a freer form of making, standing in 
designed contrast to the knowledge-basis coursework. The repeated vertical studios 
exist here. 

3. Praxis coursework: upper level courses that cover agreed-upon methods, but that are 
topical in content. Projects are fewer to build experience in deeper investigation. 

 
This framework creates a place or a role for vertical studio, where its peculiarities are not 

seen as weaknesses, but rather serve to counterbalance the more rigid knowledge-basis 
coursework. The vertical studio becomes a place to “make” more freely. Such a division of 
coursework is not critical to the inclusion of a vertical studio in a core curriculum, but it does 
acknowledge that the vertical studio is not just another course—it has a particular character. 

The expected pedagogical benefits of this vertical studio model are: 
 
• The shared studio experience builds a sense of community across levels that must 

otherwise be promoted awkwardly by faculty. 
• Peer-to-peer learning is intensified in the instructor’s struggle to promote a wider range 

of work.  
• Seniors model better practices for the younger students, both in execution and 

articulation. Sophomores see first hand what they might become and potentially elevate 
their work and discussion. If this effect is real, it should amplify over time (a sophomore 
class elevated by seniors becomes a more advanced senior class in time, whose likewise 
contribution becomes stronger). 

• The challenge of teaching across levels encourages faculty to innovate in ways that 
normally wouldn’t be necessary. 

• Placing instructors in a shared endeavor at a shared time promotes the co-development 
of new methods and expertise. It is otherwise unlikely that faculty, with their busy 
schedules, will collaborate pedagogically.  

Case Studies 

The Pilot Implementation 

Class scheduling in the Spring 2013 semester enabled a partial test of the vertical studio 
idea. Sophomore and junior studios were held concurrently, with four instructors (Brian Wiley, 
Eric Benson, and the authors) teaching four official classes. The semester was divided into 
shared-duration modules. Instructors rotated such that they could prepare one project and then 
teach it to both sections of either sophomores or juniors, depending upon the teaching 
assignment. For two of the module slots, paired sophomore and junior instructors co-taught a 
vertical test project together. To do this, instructors combined their students into one classroom, 
doubling the class size (to about 30 students), such that they were teaching half of the 
sophomores and half of the juniors together. The paired instructors then repeated the project with 
the remaining half of students. This provided two opportunities to test each vertical project, with 
refinement possible between. 
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For their module, the authors developed an iPad-based publication project using Apple’s 
iBooks Author software (Tober & Peterson 2013). Students were assigned to mixed-level teams 
and selected a text available on Project Gutenberg, a copyright-free collection. The instructors 
provided a listing of obscure texts that were appropriate in length for the project. Individual 
students then chose subsections of the text to typeset and supplement with both visual and 
interactive material. Students’ final publications were published on Apple’s iBookstore. 

Through a series of early digital sketches, teams negotiated a general design direction for 
what was conceived of as a series from the original continuous text. Individuals were permitted 
to deviate from the team’s direction. This was permitted because forced group work is highly 
problematic when, inevitably, some students prove less dependable than others. 

Lessons Learned 

In the first module iteration, teams were permitted to more intimately negotiate their 
different sections and produce a single-volume iBook together. The expectation was that only 
teams that were collaborating productively would opt to produce a single volume book. This was 
a mistake. Most teams elected to produce single-volume works because it seemed more sensible 
to them, despite having serious internal group issues. The offer of a single-volume election was 
rescinded in the second iteration. 

Frustrations with both teamwork and software (the new iBooks Author) left students 
suspicious of the vertical studio. This was not an ideal way to enter into the following semester, 
when the vertical studio was fully institutionalized. The particular software issues would not be 
repeated, and the issues with teamwork were deemed solvable. The full semester of vertical 
studio would make the students across graduating classes more familiar with one another, and 
team-based components could be designed to leave each student more comfortably responsible 
for his or her own work. Teams, core to peer-based learning, would have to be used adeptly for 
research and feedback, without any significant sharing of design work. 

The Institutionalized Implementation 

Building off the pilot, existing core sophomore, junior, and senior-level studios were co-
scheduled in the Fall 2013 semester to enable a comprehensive implementation of the vertical 
studio. All three levels of students, along with several non–Graphic Design art and design 
majors, were mixed together and then distributed across three sections. The two authors and 
Graphic Design faculty member K.T. Meaney each taught a project module three times, lasting 
for a third of the semester (approximately 9 class sessions). Section size ranged from the mid-20s 
to the low 30s. 

Project modules emphasized a varied range of student experiences throughout the course of 
the semester. In Meaney’s module, students investigated a prairie wetlands ecosystem through 
the identification of an animal behavior, which was then represented through a series of imaging 
strategies intended to educate the patrons of a local park. Peterson’s module involved group 
analysis of the events depicted in Errol Morris’ The Thin Blue Line, focusing in on some aspect 
of the film’s story. Individuals honored the group-negotiated focus and produced infographics, 
often extending the content of the film with their own research. In Tober’s module, students 
engaged in a process of narrative plot development, structured writing, and storyboarding to 
negotiate the design constraints involved with producing a sixteen-episode season of an 
Instagram video web series. 

While the authors’ prior experiences informed the individual nature of the actual design 
work in these project modules, teamwork and collaboration were incorporated in different ways. 
Peterson’s module used teamwork during the content analysis and generation phase of the 
project. Teams shared research duties as well as underlying structure. Individuals then explored 
how to vary their investigations despite their structural similarities.  
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Tober’s module relied heavily on group discussion for purposes of peer feedback—both at 
the front end (for evaluation of initial project proposals) and throughout the remainder of the 
project. Episode due dates were spread out over the course of six classes, with in-class time spent 
primarily by groups screening their members’ episodes and preparing a written report responding 
to questions prepared specifically for each session. This report also helped direct discussion 
during the limited amount of time (approximately 15 minutes) the instructor was able to spend 
with each group during class. 

Lessons Learned 

From the instructors’ perspective, teaching the same project three times back-to-back can be 
tiring, whereas two times is seemingly more manageable. While the opportunity exists to refine, 
and slightly vary, each project module between sections, the reality is that the pace of the 
semester precludes much from being accomplished in this regard. This repetitiveness is also 
evident in some of the student work produced across the course of the semester—some later 
work was markedly less imaginative, as there was greater awareness of the work of previous 
sections. 

Willingness on the part of faculty to implement innovative pedagogy requires preparation for 
the possible consequences. While the instructors believe that the varied modules represented a 
range of learning opportunities for students, and that a great deal of successful work was 
produced, student evaluation scores for the course were some of the lowest the instructors have 
received in their time at the University. Much of this negative response can be attributed to the 
vertical studio representing a cultural shift within the Graphic Design program. Current seniors, 
some of whom wrote comments claiming to have been insulted by having to work with lower 
level students, had difficulty reconciling their experiences with those of the seniors before them. 
Beginning next year, the vertical studio will be a core experience for all Graphic Design 
students—all three levels will have had some experience with the course format in each year they 
have been part of the program. 

The larger vertical sections (students in the low to mid-30s) were difficult to manage, despite 
the philosophical justification behind the numbers. The program is opting for 4 sections of the 
course in the Fall 2014 iteration, reducing class sizes to the mid-20s—still higher than other core 
studios. This lessens the vertical studio’s instructional units benefit, but it helps ensure quality of 
instruction. Non-majors will not be included in this iteration, as they seemed to create 
instructional challenges that outstripped their special contributions. 

The authors are committed to further institutional tests of this changing model. While neither 
excessive class size nor the inclusion of non-majors is still expected to be integral to the idea, the 
emphasis on both building community and promoting a wider range of work persists. The 
pedagogical problems that the vertical studio presents may elicit new instructional methods. This 
is a final benefit of this vertical studio model: it forces instructors to innovate. It remains to be 
seen to what degree.  
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Abstract: This paper demonstrates that a reinvigorated rhetorical paradigm of graphic design provides robust 
inventional and analytical resources of visual research methodology. It is argued that a rhetorical approach to design 
research leads to appropriate and eloquent forms of visual production, as well as a critical apparatus for design criticism 
to examine broader social and political practices that surround design artifacts. A case study by Hanno Ehses is 
presented to illustrate how rhetorical theory is used in the construction of design artifacts. For design educators, 
students, and practitioners, this essay provides practical research application of formal devices and critical frameworks 
based on rhetorical theory to create appropriate and effective design strategies, as well as critical analysis. Formal 
devices of classical rhetorical theories of figurative language serve as inventional resources to develop effective design 
strategies of visual persuasion. Two critical apparatuses of rhetorical methodology, neo-Aristotelian criticism and visual 
rhetorical criticism, are presented to suggest a framework for writing graphic design criticism. A rhetorical paradigm of 
graphic design criticism moves beyond intuition and description by providing a focused, systematic analysis to examine 
the consequences of design artifacts. These possibilities demonstrate, as Ian Nobley and Russell Bestley suggest in Visual 
Research: An Introduction to Research Methodologies in Graphic Design, how rhetoric intersects with design research 
methodology in four distinct ways: the “discovery of ideas, arrangement of ideas, the stylistic treatment of ideas and the 
manner in which the subject matter is presented.” This essay follows a similar impetus of design discourse on the 
intersecting of rhetoric and design at the site of visual research, but this essay attempts to relate the two disciplines to 
develop a largely unexamined methodology of design criticism, as well as aesthetic production of visual form. 

 

Introduction 

ichard Buchanan (2007) argues that Design Inquiry unfolds in two related, yet distinct, 
lines of investigation: Productive Science—“the discipline of making, within the 
framework of products and their use”— and Rhetorical Inquiry—the “imaginative power 

of the designer” (p. 58) to ask “what aspects of products are persuasive for the members of a 
particular community” (p. 64). As Ian Noble and Russell Bestley (2011) indicate in Visual 
Research: An Introduction to Research Methodologies in Graphic Design, rhetoric intersects 
with design in four distinct ways: the “discovery of ideas, arrangement of ideas, the stylistic 
treatment of ideas and the manner in which the subject matter is presented” (p. 72). These 
conceptions prompt a need to re-examine and reinvigorate rhetorical paradigms of visual 
research methodology in graphic design. Buchanan and Noble and Bestley contribute to design 
discourse on rhetorical paradigms of graphic design; however, this essay interrupts the reductivist 
configuration of visual form and style as the main imperative of a rhetorical paradigm of visual 
rhetoric methodology in graphic design. The purpose of this essay is to present more expansive 
configurations: process/product, intuition/methodology, art/science, aesthetic imperative/ethical 
imperative, empirical inquiry/philosophical inquiry. Two major contributions form a different, 
more flexible rhetorical paradigm of visual research methodology in graphic design: inventional 
and analytical resources for 1) form-making that integrates verbal/visual communication through 
figurative language and 2) design writing and criticism as a central form of inquiry in visual 
research. 

Design Inquiry and Visual Research Methodology 

The second and subsequent paragraphs in sections are indented by .25 inches 
At first glance, visual research in graphic design may be regarded as an inquiry of and through 
visual form. As Ellen Lupton suggests, “The ultimate goal of visual research is to inform form, to 
infuse signs and surfaces with meaning” (Lupton, 2011, p. 7). One the one hand, as Lupton 
defines, visual research is first and foremost an emphasis “on making and doing, not reading and 
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writing” (p. 7). 1 On the other hand, Lupton’s description contradicts design research that move 
beyond a monism of visual form as the central process and product. As Prasad Boradkar (2011) 
argues in “Visual Research Methods in the Design Process,” “while there may be a growing 
recognition and acceptance of visual research methods in the social sciences, design research, 
over the past few years, seems to be trying to get beyond the visual” (p. 150). This is especially 
evident in the range of design research methods featured in Brenda Laurel’s (2003) Design 
Research: Methods and Perspectives, Ralf Michel’s (2007) Design Research Now, Audrey 
Bennett’s (2006) Design Studies: Theory and Research in Graphic Design, and Noble and 
Bestley’s (2011) Visual Research: An Introduction to Research Methodologies in Graphic 
Design.  

In contrast to Lupton’s description of what constitutes acceptable forms ‘visual research’, 
Sharon Poggenpohl, Praima Chayutsahakij, Chujit Jeamsinkul (2004) make a case for writing as 
central product of design research: “research in design and its discourse are largely overlooked 
by its practice-based sub-fields. Some corners of design are increasingly interested in research 
and these are the same corners in which reference terms and writing precision become important” 
(p. 580). Despite these contradictory viewpoints, it is possible to sketch a common teleological 
and ontological sketch of visual research in graphic design. One conception of visual research in 
graphic design refers to an investigation of the creative process of and through visual form, but it 
is also an investigation of “making sense of the material world in which we live” (Boradkar, 
2011, p. 166). In this sense, a design inquiry of visual research investigates and seeks to 
understand “what is connected and why it is significantly connected” (Buchannan, p. 59). Both 
modes of inquiry require “measured and intuitive sequences of investigation in order to arrive at 
new forms and insights” (Lupton, 2011, p. 7). These orientations of visual research require an 
open and flexible approaches that embrace the paradoxes of design inquiry: it is imaginative and 
empirical (Johnson, 2007), an art and a science (Frascara, 2006), generative and analytical 
(Boradkar, 2011), involves process as outcome and product as outcome (Noble and Bestley, 
2011), involves intuitive-based graphic design theory and research-based graphic design theory 
(Bennett, 2006), and is aesthetically-driven and ethically-driven (Frascara, 2006). Audrey 
Bennett (2006) offers some insight on how to move forward:. 

Looking back, one sees designers engaged in a process where intuition informs the 
development of visual rhetoric intended to evoke a response from a target audience. 
Looking ahead, one sees them engaged in a process where research is integrated into the 
design of objects and experiences for and with the audience. By adopting 
interdisciplinary research approaches, graphic design can both question and affirm their 
intuitive inclinations, and place this process in conversation with peers and even the lay 
public (2006, p. 14)  

Here, following Bennett’s call for design interidsciplinarity that combines intuition an 
methodology, I argue that a rhetorical paradigm of visual research methodology in graphic 
design allows an oscillation of looking back and looking ahead to further an aesthetic imperative 
of producing persuasive visual forms and an ethical/social/political imperative of design’s critical 
apparatuses. 

Convergence and Divergence of Rhetoric and Graphic Design 

                                                        
1 It important to note that Lupton was referring to the subject matter of Noble and Bestley’s 
Visual research: An introduction to graphic design methodologies. 
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Rhetoric is commonly associated with a study and practice of persuasion, which is largely 
influenced by Aristotle’s definition and codification of rhetoric: the “faculty of observing in any 
given case the available means of persuasion” (1355b). According to Buchanan (2007), a 
rhetorical paradigm of design inquiry positions designers to better understand “what aspects of 
products are persuasive for the members of a particular community” (p. 64). Hanno Ehses (1984) 
argues that rhetoric’s focus on persuasion provides designers with “ways to construct appropriate 
messages” (p. 53). Of course, graphic design has its own specific language of theory to define 
what is a successful product, but this terminology of visual communication is largely based on 
technical issues (Noble and Bestley, 2007, p. 16). A humanistic system of principles and methods 
is needed to evaluate the persuasive dimensions of design artifacts and produce effective 
communications. In “Rhetoric, Humanism and Design,” Buchanan (1995) proposes that rhetoric 
provides a “possibility of systematizing the discipline of design to explain how designers invent 
and develop the arguments contained in their products and how designers may present their ideas 
persuasively” (p. 26). If visual communication is substantiated by the sustainment of culture and 
meaning, then a rhetorical paradigm of graphic design is necessary to devise appropriate 
responses to and critical investigations of these artifacts. 

 
In a recent article in Design Issues, Gallagher, Martin, and Ma (2011) further examine where 

rhetoric and design intersect. For the purposes of this essay, the authors’ also describe some 
differences between the two that deserve more focused attention alongside discussions about the 
intersections. Gallagher, Martin, and Ma  develop a critical framework of visual rhetoric based 
on rhetorical theories of eudaimonia (flourishment) and enargeia (vividness) to examine how the 
persuasive dimensions of emotional appeals and visual pleasure can promote human wellbeing. 
While Gallagher, Martin, and Ma develop visual wellbeing as an analytical and inventional 
framework for rhetoric and design, they separate this framework into two functions. A 
framework of visual wellbeing in the rhetorical tradition refers to a philosophical inquiry through 
criticism to illuminate assumptions about “aesthetics and human wellbeing within the limits of 
situated human experience and creativity” (p. 30). A framework of visual wellbeing in the visual 
design tradition refers to a “positive consequence or goal of visual design” (p. 32). They explain 
two reasons for these differences. First, rhetoric is a more democratic practice in contrast to 
design’s insular practice and restriction of public discourse. Second, “rhetorical education tends 
to have a dual focus on both theory and skill development, whereas design education historically 
has been weighted more heavily toward skill development” (p. 29). These distinctions are partly 
true, but the bifurcation of visual research as criticism for rhetorical studies and practice for 
visual design studies thwarts any possibility of intersecting these two disciplines to design things 
and say things with words and images.  

 
Resolving this issue is paramount to address Teal Triggs’ (2011) question in the latest 

Icograda Design Education Manifesto: “But how do we move forward in developing new 
curricula?” For Triggs, the way forward is to not walk away from our foundations, but to also 
integrate design writing and critical engagement in design education by understanding and 
applying academic criticism and critical thinking to design beyond “narrative, storytelling and 
critical self-reflexivity.” We should continue to build rhetorical paradigms of design that focus 
on aesthetic form and visual persuasion, but we must also seek rhetorical approaches to design 
criticism and writing as a form of visual research. 

 

A Way of Rhetorically Designing Things With Words + Images 

A rhetorical approach to systematizing the discipline of design is based on two modes of 
investigation: rhetoric—a systematic study of products as “vehicles of argument and persuasion 
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about the desirable qualities of private and public life,” and poetics—the study of the aesthetic 
form (p. 26). In this sense, a rhetorical paradigm of design research supports non-mechanistic 
balance between research methodology, imagination, and intuition to investigate the connection 
between human beings, material artifacts, and “rational expressions of cultural meaning” 
(Gallagher, Martin, & Ma, 2011, p. 28). Epistemologically, a rhetorical paradigm of design 
research considers all design as having “social, moral, and political dimensions” (Buchannan, 
1995, p. 6); this requires a methodological, imaginative, and intuitive and investigation. 
Historically, rhetorical methodology has been employed in graphic design research in three ways 
to produce visual form: rhetorical figures (tropes and schemes), canons of rhetoric (invention, 
arrangement, style, memory, and delivery), and persuasive appeals (logos, pathos, and ethos).  

 
In the1984 essay “Representing Macbeth: A case study in visual rhetoric,” Ehses addresses a 

question that remains important to design research and practice: How is meaning created visually 
in design? What is the path from an idea to a materialized concept? What is the relationship the 
between figurative language and visual communication? To investigate these questions, Ehses 
reports on a research project by second-year Novia Scotia College of Art and Design graphic 
design students. They use rhetorical principles of figurative language as a visual research 
methodology to develop Macbeth posters based on certain tropes and schemes. Ehses proposes 
semiotics and rhetorical theory as analytical methods of visual research to make designers “more 
conscious of the underlying system of concept formation” rather than relying solely on intuition 
(p. 53). Students use rhetorical figures to inform their visual methods according to the third 
canon of classical rhetoric–elocution, the form of expressing communication with 
appropriateness, correctness, ornament, and comprehensibility (p. 55). Quintilian (1922) 
describes rhetorical figures as “departure from the simple and straightforward method of 
expression coupled with a certain rhetorical excellence” (p. 349). The use of rhetorical figures 
aids in producing persuasive forms of communication to communicate credible arguments, excite 
the emotions, and add brilliance to the adornment of style (1922). Ehses’s students relied upon 
four classifications of rhetorical figures—contrast, resemblance, contiguity, and gradation—to 
devise a design process based on signification and rhetorical coding (Table 1). They encoded the 
content of the play to produce an expression that departs from ordinary language, which produces 
a connotative visual forms derived from cultural meaning and symbolic associations (Figures 1 
and 2). Design theory should never be based on static stylistic conventions because of changes in 
cultural expressions and personal experience (Lupton and Ehses, 1988). Graphic design is not a 
pure science, but, as demonstrated, a rhetorical methodology integrates methodology, 
imagination, and intuition with an “open conceptual vocabulary for confronting communication 
problems” (p. 1). 

 

 
 

Figure 1 (left): Juxtaposition of Macbeth, the loyal general, with Macbeth, the evil king. 

Source: Joseph McDonald in Ehses, H. (1984). Representing Macbeth: A Case Study in Visual 
Rhetoric. Design Issues, 1(1), 53–63. 



AUTHOR SURNAME: ARTICLE TITLE 

 
 

 

Figure 2: Hyperbole of Macbeth, the loyal general, with Macbeth, the evil king. Exaggeration of 
the crown, which turns out to be an unbearable burden for Macbeth. 

Source: John Murphy in Ehses, H. (1984). Representing Macbeth: A Case Study in Visual 
Rhetoric. Design Issues, 1(1), 53–63. 

 

Table 1: Examples of the Rhetorical Figures Used in the Macbeth Posters 

 Contrast Resemblance Contiguity Gradation 
Row Title Antithesis: the 

juxtaposition of 
contrasting ideas, 
for example, “By 
the time the wallet 
is empty, life will 
be full.”  
 

Metaphor: a 
implied 
comparison 
between two 
things of unlike 
nature, for 
example, “The 
colorful display 
was a magnet for 
any-  
body in the 
room.” 

Puns: a play on 
words, using 
words that sound 
alike but have 
different 
meanings, for 
example, “Check 
in here for the rest 
of your life 
(Wandlyn 
Motel).” 

Amplification: 
the expansion of a 
topic through the 
assemblage of 
relevant 
particulars, for 
example, “He 
used all the means 
at his disposal: 
radio, TV, 
brochures, 
posters, 
advertisements, 
and so forth.” 

Row Title Irony: an 
expression that 
conveys a 
meaning opposite 
to its literal 
meaning, for 
example, 
“Robbing a 
widow of her life 
savings was 
certainly a noble 
act.” 
 

Personification: a 
comparison 
whereby human 
qualities are  
assigned to 
inanimate objects, 
for example, “The 
thatch-roofed  
cottages in the 
valley seemed to 
be asleep.” 

Periphrasis: 
circumlocution, 
the indirect 
reference by 
means of well-
known attributes 
or characteristics, 
for example, “to 
go to a better 
world” instead of 
"to die.”  
 

Hyperbole: the 
exaggeration of an 
object beyond its 
natural and proper 
dimensions, for 
example, “Jan's 
friends tracked a 
ton of mud 
through the 
hallway.” 

Source(s): Adapted from Ehses, H. (1984). Representing Macbeth: A Case Study in Visual 
Rhetoric. Design Issues, 1(1), 53–63. 
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Way of Rhetorically Saying Things with Words + Images 

The formal devices rhetorical methodology have been discussed in design discourse in terms 
of confronting design problems of form-making, but there is little discussion on developing a 
rhetorical paradigm of an analytical, yet imaginative, design criticism that illuminates broader 
social, cultural, and political process that surround material artifacts. A systematic of method of 
critical writing in design is largely unexplored (Lees-Maffei, 2012, p. 3). In other disciplines, 
visual rhetoric and design are considered as two opposite modes of visual research; the former is 
considered a critical, analytical practice while the latter is mainly associated with design-making 
(Martin, 2011). Deb Littlejohn argues that most design pedagogy is rooted in a professional 
model of “tacit knowledge and technical skills” rather than acquiring an academic model of 
“formalized knowledge and critical inquiry” (2013, p. 30). For example, an examination of 
Writing and research for graphic designers: a designer's manual to strategic communication and 
presentation reveals discourse on graphic design criticism still lacks sufficient methodology and 
analytical resources. In some regards, I agree with critiques about a systematic, academic nature 
of design criticism: Design has its own language, its own way of doing things. We must not lose 
sight of the contributions of theory and criticism from within the discipline. A rhetorical 
approach to a visual research methodology of graphic design in the form of criticism might be 
lead to a vision of what this could be.  

 
In A Poetics of Graphic Design?, Steve Baker (1994) offers a more comprehensive approach 

to writing and design. Baker urges designers to take the power of words more seriously, even at 
the syntax level, and work towards developing an imagistic form of writing (p. 251). For Baker, 
it is possible to create a “poetics of graphic design” that draws upon the rhetorical theory of 
ekphrasis to conjure visual imagery in the mind’s eye when describing design through writing. I 
would argue, like Baker, that designers may be in a better position than imagined to develop 
critical inquiry that is methodological, interpretative, and imaginative; something more than an 
“ordinary” writing of design criticism (p. 257).  First, it must be reconceived that visual, verbal, 
and written forms of language “need not always be kept strictly apart, but can escape into each 
other’s territories and beyond” (p. 259). Baker hints towards a rhetorical form of critical writing 
when he states that a new poetics of graphic design can lead to “rhetorically opening up [design] 
history to a more inquiring attitude” (p. 253). David Kaufer and Brian Butler (1996) take this 
idea further by sketching a rhetorical paradigm of design that is more concerned with the power 
words to “design histories, conspiracies, precedents, and even images of themselves as public 
agents” (p. 9). They ask: How do we “Design Things” with Words? Kelly Norris Martin (2011) 
describes two meanings of visual rhetoric that accommodates an oscillation between writing with 
words and design-making. Visual rhetoric “refers to the visual impact of the object itself” and 
“an approach rhetorical scholars have adopted to analyze the visual” (2011, p. 44). These two 
meanings of visual rhetoric as visual research are analogous to Buchanan’s description of design 
inquiry as way of understanding “not simply what and how but why design and its products and 
activities are as they are” (2004, p. 12). Here I offer two possibilities of a rhetorical paradigm of 
design research in terms of a critical apparatus of writing.   

 
Sonja Foss (2004) describes rhetorical criticism as “systematic investigation and explanation 

of symbolic acts and artifacts” to understand rhetorical processes, develop a body of research, 
improve ways to communicate, and provide principles and guidelines to devise appropriate 
messages (p. 4–8). For designers, the value of engaging in rhetorical criticism is that critics are 
enabled to approach an investigation and understanding of the cultural artifacts in a more 
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“conscious, systematic, and focused way” rather than relying on description and intuition (p. 7).2 
Foss prescribes a general system of invention for critics beginning to develop skills in analyzing 
symbolic acts and artifacts: (1) select an artifact; (2) analyze the artifacts; (3) formulate a 
research question; (4) write the essay (p.12). In addition to this generic sequence, Foss offers a 
rhetorical arrangement of the essay: (1) introduce the research questions, its contribution to 
theory, and significance; (2) describe the artifact and its contexts; (3) describe the method of 
analysis; (4) report findings; (5) discuss the contribution to theory. Lastly, Foss offers some 
standards of evaluation for critical essays: (1) justification; (2) inference; (3) coherence of 
findings. As Foss states, the general system of rhetorical criticism allows for interpretation and 
position this kind of critical writing as an art, not a science (p. 22).  

 
Taken further, this generic invention, when combined with a specific method of rhetorical 

analysis, is applicable to the concerns of visual research in graphic design. For example, a neo-
Aristotelian method of criticism follows the aforementioned general convention, but with a 
difference. When analyzing the artifact with this method, the critic reconstructs the context of the 
artifact, applies the five canons of rhetoric (invention, organization, style, memory, and deliver), 
and assesses the audience reception of artifact impact. A design critic might choose this method 
if she wishes to evaluate the persuasion dimensions of design artifacts and situations. In Elements 
of Visual Analysis, Marguerite Helmers (2006) offers more specific methodology to analyze 
visual artifacts. Helmers asks: “When you look at a family photograph, an image in an 
advertisement, or a poster on a coffee shop wall, what do you see? How might you turn your 
initial positive or negative reaction into a critical process of analysis?” To investigate the 
conditions where these artifacts exists, Helmers presents the following steps: (1) record your 
initial impression; (2) place the image in context; (3) describe the image in detail; (4) identify 
symbolic elements; (5) distinguish the absences; (6) examine your biases; (7) consider the effects 
on image on the viewer; (8) conduct qualitative or quantitative research on the image; (9) prepare 
an interpretation. These models of criticism are demonstrative of, as what Kenneth Burke states, 
an approach to methods that encompasses “a broad range of terms and possess a scope 
substantial enough to incorporate the maximum number of possible explanations for human 
action.” 

 

Conclusion 

In a special issue of Visible Language on visual rhetoric, Sharon Poggenhol (1998) outlines 
five contemporary needs of a rhetorical paradigm of design: “a critical apparatus for 
understanding information and media relationships,” “a mode of inquiry that can address social 
and cultural issues,” “reinvigorate learning,” “address ‘meaning’ in visual communication,” and 
better understand “sign context for new media” (p. 231–232). In this essay, I have demonstrated 
how these needs are still relevant to contemporary needs of visual research methodology in 
graphic design research. Specifically, I have proposed two ways of reconfiguring a rhetorical 
approach to design research: a way doing things with words and images and a way of saying 
things with words and images. The former relies on formal devices of figurative language while 
the latter relies on analytical systems of critical writing in design. What I have offered is a way to 
oscillate between rhetoric and poetics, rhetorical inquiry and productive science, and intuition 
and methodology without needing to compromise the usefulness of these tensions.  

                                                        
2 Interestingly, as Foss (2004) explains, rhetorical criticism, like design criticism, experienced a 
paradigm crisis when rhetorical scholarship of public address lacked formal principles or 
methods of criticism. Herbert Wicheln’s 1925 essay “The Literary Criticism of Oratory” set the 
context for what would become neo-Aristotelian criticism (p. 25). 
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Abstract: The continuous search for unseen visual messages can be considered as a central goal of communication 
design. Taking this description as a starting point, we can ask how the communication designer achieves her or his goal 
of continuous visual innovation. What are the implicit methodologies in the design process geared towards the 
materialization of unseen images in a context in which the convention is needed to transport a message? 
 The first part of this paper is presenting theoretical positions about the relationship between conceptual thought (word) 
and sensuous experience (image). The image-schema, as a dispositional foundation consisting of condensed records of 
past experiences, is a helpful concept to overcome the dichotomy of word and image. In analogy to the split between 
word and image we find “imagination” and “figuration” as the predominant myths of the creative process.  
In order to determine if there is a distinction between imagination and figuration, the close reading of two experimental 
design settings are presented in the second part of this paper. The first experiment is addressing the process of drawing. 
The second inquiry is focusing on the arrangement of existing photographic images. Even though both processes might 
appear clearly distinct from their visible activity, the interaction between transient contingencies appearing on paper 
and the mental images guided by dispositions can be described as identical. 
 

Keywords: Image-Schema, Disposition, Drawing, Collage, Innovation, Design Process, Design Research, Iconic 
Research, Practice-led Iconic Research, Cognition.    

 

1. The missing link as a starting point 

f we are looking for a connection between conceptual thought in language and the sensuous 
experience conveyed in images, the philosophical debate on schematism provides an entry 
into the topic. Heidegger (2010) explains his idea of the connection between a full fleshed 

experience and language based on Kant’s concept of metaphysics (1781/1787). It is emphasized 
by Heidegger that one always sees a specific object or a specific event. The ability of our mind 
to go beyond the specific instance, to find common characteristics between experiences and 
therefore to generalize, is the key to understand a continuum between words and images. 
Heidegger exemplifies the process of generalization with the photograph of a death mask. The 
death mask shows the face of an individual person. It makes a face viewable in its particularity 
but also as an example of how faces, a death mask, or a photograph can appear in particular or 
in general. Through the ability of abstraction, our mind is able to develop a continuum starting 
with the experience leading to the most generalized schematic concept, a term in language. The 
arbitrary word is attached to a schema, consisting of a rule defining the boundaries within which 
the object is recognized as such. Imagination is responsible that we relate the word to a 
sensuous experience of an image. Hearing a word activates a schema, which is formed by the 
generalized experiences of the individuals past. The Schema is neither an image as an 
immediate perception nor an image as a depiction. It is connected to the image through the 
Image-Schema (“Schema-Bild”, Heidegger (2010)).  

The term Image-Schema appears in more recent positions found in philosophical 
elaborations informed by cognitive science (Lakoff and Johnson 1980, 1999). Mark Johnson 
defines the Image-Schema as a result of recurring structures and patterns of our sensorimotor 
experience which are mental and corporal at the same time (2007). They follow a reliable logic 
and 
 

I 
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constitute an unconscious level of meaning1. They are described as “Image”-like, 
consisting of a topological structure of the perceptual whole realized in activation 
patterns in form of neural maps. This topological structure is applicable for all sensuous 
experiences and not limited to visual perception. We build such a structure for example 
if we hear music, taste food or walk in the street and store them as condensed records in 
our memory. 

In other contexts, these records are called dispositions described as condensed 
memories of our experiences stored below the threshold of consciousness (Damasio 
1999, 2010). According to Damasio’s model, these records are forming the dispositional 
space which interacts with the image space through the convergence and divergence 
processes, allowing one to address sensuous percepts explicitly. The dispositions are 
responsible that we recognize a familiar face, can formulate and understand a sentence in 
language, imagine something that we have seen or not yet seen before, and move our 
body in a certain way. I quote Damasio to avoid the misunderstanding that dispositions 
are understood as word:  

“Note that dispositions are not words. They are abstract records of potentialities. 
Words or signs, which can signify any entity or event or relationship, along with the 
rules with which we put words and signs together also exist as dispositions and come 
to life as images and actions, as in speech or signing.” (Damasio 1999) 

We have reached now the point where we can say that an image-schema, conceived 
as a disposition underlying any human expression, (be it in form of gesture, language, or 
image,) is not merely between word and image but forms a basis for both of them. In the 
function of the pre-verbal and the pre-iconic, the image-schema holds a central role in 
the question of how an unseen image can be created in design and how images are 
perceived in general. To create images can be described as working with potentialities 
and in reference to Lyotard we can define the essence of communication design in the 
creation of an aesthetic experience by intriguing, confronting and surprising the beholder 
with something she or he has not seen before (1997). Taken by surprise the passerby 
leaves behind the filtering out of irrelevant images and focuses on the image classified as 
unusual. The decision between usual and unusual is made before any conventional 
message of the communication product is recognized. According to Lyotard, it is the 
ongoing search for the difference between the images stored in the collective memory 
and the object of design which make communication design to a form of art encountered 
in the street. In opposition to communication design, propaganda is merely relying on 
the known effects of how an audience can be shocked or intrigued.  

But how is it possible to go beyond the known images resulting from socially, 
culturally and individually determined dispositions of a designer? How do we overcome 
what we have seen and experienced? 

 
 
 

                                                        
1 “Image schemas constitute a preverbal and mostly nonconscious, emergent level of meaning. […] Although they are 
preverbal they play a major role in the syntax, semantics, and pragmatics of natural language. They lie at the heart of 
meaning, and they underlie language, abstract reasoning, and all forms of symbolic interaction.” (p. 144) 
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2. Myths of creation 

The contemporary Artist Thomas Demand had titled his lecture at a conference in Basel on 
imagination in fall 2010 as follows: “If I would know where my ideas come from, I would go 
there”. The title of his contribution may sound tongue and cheek at first glance, but it reminds 
us that the inquiry into the processes of innovation is not going to be unveiled with this paper or 
any other simple formula. As Jacques Derrida has addressed in his observation on the act of 
drawing, the core of the decisions made in the process of creating a drawing eludes itself 
(2008). The intuitions leading to a successful drawing are not accessible to our conceptual 
thought. Since we can not foresee a meaningful line before it is set on paper by the movement 
of the hand holding the tool, free hand drawing is compared by Derrida with the gestures of the 
blind exploring the surroundings for possible obstacles. This has led him to the phrase: “The 
drawing of the blind is the drawing of the blind.” (Derrida 2008). Furthermore, the act of 
drawing is described as a process of the hand overcoming the conceptually achievable 
extrapolation or re-combination. With Derrida’s description we can allocate the process of 
drawing to the processes of imagination. As the term suggests, imagination is related closely to 
images and consists of the ability to form new ones. Kant has described the necessity of 
imagination to form the sensuous experience out of the schema and sensuous stimuli (Kant 
1790). For him, everybody has the faculty of imagination but only a genius is able to use it to 
achieve the beautiful in art. He writes in paragraph 46 of the Critique of Judgement under the 
title “Beautiful Art is the art of genius”: 

“Genius is the talent (or natural gift) which gives the rule to Art. Since talent, as the 
innate productive faculty of the artist, belongs itself to Nature, we may express the 
matter thus: Genius is the innate mental disposition (ingenium) through which Nature 
gives the rule to Art.” 

The idea of an individuals talent or disposition being responsible for the creative 
capacity is reappearing in different contexts. Depending on the status of the individual in 
respect to divine powers, to its autonomous constitution or to the social interaction, the faculty 
of imagination is either a result of godly influence (Assmann 2003), of genius (Kant 1790) or 
the result of social processes (Latour 2005). 

In opposition to the faculty of imagination, the preconception that there is nothing new 
can be determined. Everything we consider new is, from this point of view, either something we 
have forgotten or is the result of a re-configuration of existing elements. An early source of this 
position can be found in Plato’s Meno (380 B.C.E.). Even though the example is not situated in 
the context of art, the dialog between Meno and Socrates declares inquiry into a subject as pure 
recollection. Beyond this view, the terminology of figuration grants the existence of new 
occurrences but only under the aspect of reconfiguration of existing elements. While 
imagination is closely related to the image, and therefore to experience, figuration is related to 
conceptual abstraction through words in language. Metaphor is already described in Aristotle’s 
poetics (350 B.C.E.) as the transfer from the characteristic qualities of one class to another. 
More recent theories of cognitive linguistics position the transfer of essential qualities of 
recurring experiences at the core of the human ability to develop language (Lakoff and Johnson 
1980, Fauconnier and Turner 2002). To transfer the experience of walking along a path, is for 
example, 
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transferred to the understanding of time. For a group of cognitive scientists, the blending 
of concepts is the key to understand creativity (Fauconnier and Turner 2002, Turner 
2006).2 

We can conclude, that the two predominant myths of creativity, imagination and 
figuration (Mersch 2006), are following the dichotomy between word and image. While 
figuration is clearly derived from models of language, imagination is directly connected 
to the sensuous experience. Referring to the idea of the image schema as a disposition to 
think in language and to come up with unseen images, we can infer the following 
questions. How are imagination and figuration related? Is there a continuum between 
them as well or are they two completely different methodologies of invention?  

Since a contribution to answer these questions can be developed from the side of 
design practice, I turn now to two experiments of practical image creation conducted in 
the context of practice led iconic research. In analogy of imagination and figuration the 
experiments are focusing on drawing and arranging. 

 

3. Drawing Processes and Image-Schema 

In the following experiment, twenty participants were given nine samples of mostly 
textural images (Fig. 1). They were asked to draw their mental images, occurring by 
looking at the textures, directly onto the samples. It is no speculation to infer from this 
process that the participants of the survey were contemplating the contingencies related 
to their dispositions, based on the given samples. From the analysis of the resulting 
image series we can infer some general observations in a comparative analysis: With the 
photographic image of gravel for example, it was more difficult for the participants to 
develop an imagination than with the drawn textures. The ambiguous, clear-cut shape 
turned out to be as productive in triggering visual imagination as the textural images 
(Fig. 2). Faces and figures of people and animals appear more often in the imaginative 
images than other subjects. 

Already these observations make clear how the processes of perception and image 
generation stimulate or inhibit the emergence of past experiences stored in the 
dispositions. In other words, we can see how the interaction between stimulus and 
image-schema is conducted in the diverse samples. The photographic image is 
recognized as a representation of a specific situation and the process of contemplation is 
therefore soon coming to an end (Dewey 1980). The stimulus does not have to occur in a 
fuzzy appearance. Especially the “affirmed ambiguity” which is presented by the sample 
with a clear cut decisive form, produces a broad range of visual associations. The 
numerous appearance of faces lets us assume that there is a dependence of image 
generation on a hierarchy in which the dispositions are organized. 

Furthermore, the comparative observation of all the resulting images of the survey 
enables us to distinguish different processes employed by the participants to bring the 
mental image in a material form on the sample. 

 
 

                                                        
2 It is not possible to go in all detail in these issues. Terms such as abduction (Pierce), impulsion (Dewey), tacit 

knowing (Polanyi) and serendipity (Rheinberger) could be considered here as well. 
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A first group of drawn additions show clearly how the image was developed with a 

repetitive manual gesture out of the existing texture [Fig. 3]. We can infer from this process that 
these images are the result of a procedure in which the definite form has developed in the 
process of image generation through the free gestural movement of hand and arm. This 
approach is often chosen with the stimuli of a dense textural quality.  

The comparative analysis of the images of the survey shows a second category of images. In 
a relatively small number of results, the stimulus is explained through the addition of drawn 
elements [Fig. 4]. The composition of freely arranged rounded lines for example, identifies the 
lines as randomly arranged threads through the addition of a sewing needle. This approach to 
image creation does not rely on a step by step development of a concrete form through the 
gestures of drawing. The act of drawing follows an idea which is established, before the first 
line is set on paper. In this process of materializing, the mental image, follows a concept, which 
can be described verbally before the image appears.  

We can describe a third group of drawings consisting of single lines added to the texture. 
The lines extend, complement or outline the existing elements and integrate them as part of a 
figure or the ground [Fig. 5]. This kind of drawing method is more often applied in the context 
of stimuli with a blotch like appearance. This approach of linear drawing can be situated 
between the first group of gestural movement and the second group of a conceptually framed 
drawing gesture. The third group develops form in a flexible manner as a progressive line, 
which alternates between premeditation and the evaluation of the previously set stroke segment. 

Through the categorization of the drawings into three groups, a variety of possibilities of 
employing a sensuous dimension and the conceptual dimension in the process of drawing can 
be inferred. In reference to the above described image-schema, we can allocate the process of 
gestural search as a playful and flexible approach to find matching contingencies between the 
material sample and the mental image arising from dispositions. In opposition to this extended 
moment of search, the conceptual approach ends a more direct matching process before the 
pencil touches the paper (Dewey 1980). As soon as the visual idea can be described with words, 
the movement of the arm is primarily an act of execution. In the process of gestural form 
finding, the negotiation becomes an aesthetic experience, whereas the recognition of the 
conceptual process stops the fluidity of contemplation. 

If we turn away from drawing (often considered as the typical methodology of imagination,) 
and focus on the most figurative process, we can analyze the methodology of arranging existing 
images. 
 

 

Figure 1: Nine sample images for the survey “Drawing as Cognitive Act”, 29 x 29 cm each. 
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 Source: Indre Grumbimaite, MA Thesis 2012, Visual Communication Institute, The Basel 
School of Design HGK FHNW. 

 

 

Figure 2: Results from the sample image “ambiguous shape” of the survey “Drawing as 
Cognitive Act”. 

Source: Indre Grumbinaite, MA Thesis 2012, Visual Communication Institute, The Basel School 
of Design HGK FHNW. 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Typical example of the gestural search for form, “Drawing as Cognitive Act”. 
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Source: Indre Grumbinaite, MA Thesis 2012, Visual Communication Institute, The Basel School 
of Design HGK FHNW. 

 

 

Figure 4:  Typical example for the conceptual approach, “Drawing as Cognitive Act”. 

Source: Indre Grumbinaite, MA Thesis 2012, Visual Communication Institute, The Basel School 
of Design HGK FHNW. 

 

 

Figure 5: Between gestural and conceptual approach, “Drawing as Cognitive Act”. 

Source: Indre Grumbinaite, MA Thesis 2012, Visual Communication Institute, The Basel School 
of Design HGK FHNW. 
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4. Figuration and Image-Schema 

In the following image combinations (Fig.6) we can distinguish different layers apparent 
in the process of perceiving the compositions. At first there is an overall evaluation of 
the plane. On a second layer, one starts to recognize the single objects represented 
photographically and in a last step we are comparing the objects in search for the reason 
of their combination. Even though the selected examples show just a small scope of 
possible options, each of the compositions addresses a specific message through the 
placement of the objects within the format. 

On the first level of interpretation, the composition on the left suggests that we 
compare the two objects (Fig. 6). The three objects in the second composition from the 
left are suggesting a spatial situation. The objects seem to sit on the ground. Through the 
difference in the objects size, they are not asking for a one to one comparison of the 
objects. They are rather understood as telling a story of capturing an accidental situation 
encountered when setting up an exhibition. The middle composition is giving each 
object a comparable space and through the closeness of the objects we are requested to 
draw conclusions from similarities and differences of the depicted objects. It is hard to 
isolate one single object and they are competing with each other for attention. Both 
compositions on the right are presenting the objects with more space around them. This 
leads to an orderly and structured impression where each object is placed according to a 
systematic evaluation. We know this kind of arrangement from biological collections or 
archeological surveys of artifacts. It is needless to say that, already on the level of 
composition, we are referring to principles derived from our bodily experience in the 
environment. Image-Schemas are triggered in the fluid process of creating these kinds of 
arrangements as well as in the process of perception by the beholder. The act of 
arranging the over all composition is guided by the interaction of the appearing 
constellations on paper with the dispositions. Physical movement of the arm and hand is 
also in this process important to evaluate most directly the optimal relationship between 
the single images. 

On the level of the single object represented in the arrangements, we can highlight 
the doormat with the diagonal pattern. In fact the rug is neither belonging to the context 
of art nouveau nor to the patterns of an African culture, the context of board games or 
beekeeping. The arrangements allow us to experience how flexible we are in adapting 
the core structure of an image-schema to a context. The specific diagonal pattern of the 
doormat is not part of the rule defining what a door mat is. It could be any kind of textile 
decoration. Therefore we can bend the meaning of the diagonals in all kind of directions 
supported by the overall reading of the arranged objects. The pattern is within the 
boundaries of the generalized rules describing the essence of a doormat. 
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Figure 6: Five arrangements from “A Matter of Arrangement”, Door Mat Series. 

Source: Pauline Guex, MA Thesis 2012, Visual Communication Institute, The Basel School of 
Design HGK FHNW. 

 
In the following arrangement selected from the same study, we recognize the arrangement 

of 16 similar shapes representing 15 vacuum cleaners and the Empire State Building (Fig. 7). 
With the formal similarity and the absence of scale we can see all of the objects as vacuum 
cleaners or high rises. Even though the photographic image is not ambiguous as we have seen in 
the previous experiment, the ornamental repetition of the objects and their formal similarity 
leads us to a point where we can switch and attribute a new meaning in the process of 
perception. This example can be used to demonstrate a model like situation in which the jump 
from a preconceived idea to a new association can happen in the beholder as well as in the 
designer creating collages. In addition, the clash of meanings between a daily household item 
and a landmark of national importance triggers a whole series of associations. They are evoked 
by the perception of formal similarity and the experience of misinterpretation either of the 
vacuum cleaners or the landmark. 

If we alter the photographic representations to high contrast silhouettes, and simplify them 
further, an ambiguous reading is achieved (Fig. 8). By leaving the mimetic quality of the 
photograph behind, we are approaching a purely ornamental arrangement. This is most effective 
in triggering a long process of matching elements of the material image with generalized 
memories.  
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Figure 7: “A Matter of Arrangement”, Vacuum Cleaner Series. 

Source: Pauline Guex, MA Thesis 2012, Visual Communication Institute, The Basel School of 
Design HGK FHNW. 
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Figure 8: “A Matter of Arrangement”, Vacuum Cleaner Series Silhouettes. 

Source: Pauline Guex, MA Thesis 2012, Visual Communication Institute, The Basel School of 
Design HGK FHNW. 

 
 
5. Conclusion 

In the beginning of this paper, we were defining the image-schema as a dispositional 
element situated between conceptual thought (word) and sensuous perception (image). In 
a second step, we have found two major myths of creation forming a parallel to the 
dichotomy of word and image: figuration and imagination. The question was posed, if 
these two methods of invention have as well a common ground or if we have to 
distinguish them as separate approaches with a common goal.  

Even though drawing and arranging has been described as opposed processes of 
image generation, they are equal under the following aspect: Both processes are creating 
transient visual contingencies which interact with our dormant dispositions and allow in 
these interactions the discovery of solutions which go beyond what we can preconceive 
with conceptual thought. Most successful in letting the discoveries happen is a 
contemplative drawing or arrangement process in which the flow of the physical 
movement is not interrupted by recognizing something explicitly. Under these 
preconditions the design process is and results in an aesthetic experience with the  
 
potential to intrigue, confront and surprise by generating unseen images. We can infer 
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furthermore, that any successful methodology of generating meaningful images has to go 
through the generation of transient visual contingencies.  

The ornamental image, consisting of a repetitive arrangement of formal variations can be 
understood as a visualization of the creative processes involved in the context of art and design. 
The ornamental image shows the comparative analysis conducted in the process of design to 
oversee a field of potentialities.  

Continuing this line of thought we may ask if the understanding of the dispositional space as 
an assembly of image-schematic records, bears the prospect to understand image categories of 
communication design such as pictograms, logos or typographic compositions in a way which 
supports their further development.  
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Abstract: “Design” is a word which resides in the vocabulary of modern school children. With the accessibility of 
computer programs, design has become something ordinary people engage in everyday. An even more sobering thought 
is that a designer is one more person with a degree entering a dwindling workforce with a portfolio showing what can be 
done with a white field, pristine typography, and shapes colliding to form logos on letterheads, brochures and websites. 
Design has evolved into something that is often formulaic and predictable—the stuff of templates. How will our future 
designers define their role in this seemingly bleak marketplace and techno-savvy world if visuals-via-software continues 
to be considered the pinnacle of design? 
 
The days of instructing visual language through design software are over, and a new pedagogical approach is necessary, 
one that focuses on what technology and design are being used to deliver—content, more specifically Narrative. I 
propose a written narrative and research centric pilot course as a solution to training necessary research methods in 
design programs through the medium of writing. 
 
To contextualize the use of technology and the importance of narrative derived from research in the pilot course, a 
contemporary topical theme was employed, immigration. Based on prompts about immigration, students wrote 500-word 
narratives using different literary techniques and perspectives that target specific audiences such as government officials 
and disengaged citizens. 
 
Through guided research into the lives of the subjects of the narratives, such as children of immigrants and illegal 
immigrants, students were better able to write in the different literary perspectives and began to better empathize through 
ethnographic research, which lead to sincere and compelling narratives. 
 
Finally, the written narratives were then translated into print, screen, object, motion and space narratives, not posters, 
websites, movies and exhibitions. By making the written narrative the focal point of a class or design curriculum, 
educators organically let research and content—the true essence of any piece of visual communication—dictate how the 
tools of technology and design are contextually utilized. 
 

Keywords: Design Research, Design Education, Narrative, Storytelling, Research Methods 
 

Introduction 
esign is a word that resides in the vocabulary of modern school children. With the 
accessibility of computer programs, design has become something people engage in 
everyday. An even more sobering thought is that a designer is one more person with a 

degree entering a dwindling workforce with a portfolio showing what can be done with a white 
field, pristine typography, and shapes colliding to form logos on letterheads, brochures and 
websites. Design has evolved into something that is often formulaic and predictable—the stuff of 
templates. How will our future designers define their role in this seemingly bleak marketplace 
and techno-savvy world if visuals-via-software continue to be considered the pinnacle of design? 

Further enforcing the long standing predisposition for students to consider the visual via 
software, the pinnacle of design is the collective experiences of the contemporary entry level 
college student—the millennial—who has now spent his or her entire academic career being 
exposed to standardized testing based on No Child Left Behind legislation enacted in 2002 
(Wernert, 2013). 

Transition into this new information or move it down to where the reviewer initially 
indicated a lack of evidence. In a study of effective teaching methods conducted by Associate 
Professor of Education Linda Valli at the University of Maryland and beginning in 2000, she 
discovered: 

We started planning the study in 2000, before the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act 
and the subsequent emphasis on testing. We were simply looking for good teaching 
practices, but what we found during the study was the shift to high-stakes testing 
actually undermined the quality of teaching in reading and math. Our data show that 
what we would call high-quality teaching decreased over that period of time. There were  
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declines in teaching higher-order thinking, in the amount of time spent on complex 
assignments, and in the actual amount of high cognitive content in the curriculum. We 
believe these declines are related to the pressure teachers were feeling to "teach to the 
test." Of course this runs counter to the stated idea of NCLB, which is for students to 
achieve rigorous standards. It is not what we set out to find, but it is what we 
discovered. (Ottalini 2008) 

As Valli indicates, the No Child Left Behind Act has forced K–12 educators to take the 
single-minded approach of teaching to the test for fear of losing more of their already insufficient 
operational budget, which has been disproportionately distributed between urban and suburban 
school districts. Being forced to memorize facts for a high stakes exam eliminated instructional 
time for unstructured learning through inquiry-based and problem-based pedagogy that 
encourages research and exploration, the hallmark of great design. 

The lack of research and exploration and rewards for participation over actual achievement, 
i.e. everyone getting a trophy for being on the little league team instead of only giving trophies to 
the league champion, has resulted in students completely devoid of empathy towards others 
(Merryman, 2013). This inward thinking student, according to Jean Twenge author of Generation 
Me: Why Today's Young Americans Are More Confident, Assertive, Entitled--and More 
Miserable Than Ever Before (Twenge, 2006), has produced students so narcissistic that they are 
unable to consider the views and feeling of others. 

As No Child Left Behind students enter college, educators must revise their pedagogy to 
sufficiently address these commonly held student deficiencies through empathetic research and 
contextual introduction to production methods using a written narrative as a method for 
scaffolding in a hybrid research/studio courses. 

What is a Narrative Driven Approach? 

To educate all students, with an emphasis on pedagogy for No Child Left Behind students, a 
topical theme such as immigration, income inequality, mental health or gay rights could be 
assigned as a prompt to conduct formative research. Then specific aspects of the theme become 
topics for written narratives. Once the specific topic is determined, students are then required to 
narrow research to affected individuals through guided ethnographic and anthropological 
research methods. A pedagogical benefit of the research is that students begin to explore and 
discover that there is no single answer to these problems, and they learn to empathize with their 
subjects. 

Once the specific research has been conducted and recorded, students are required to 
produce written narratives based on prompts specific to the theme. The narratives can vary in 
length but should be at least 300 words to ensure a complete story is written. The most vital step 
in a narrative-as-research method is the revision of the original narrative into different literary 
perspectives, such as first, second or third person point of view. 

Changing the literary perspective of a narrative forces students to conduct further research 
into the subject of the narrative, so the story can be told from the subject’s point of view. This is 
where students begin to fully empathize with the subject of their narrative. 

In the final stage of using narrative as a method of scaffolding, students then translate the 
written narrative into a visual narrative. By researching the subject and audience for the 
narrative, students overcome the No Child Left Behind produced result of students looking for 
predefined answers to problems. This leaves students free to identify and implement the most 
suitable delivery method for the audience—screen, print, object, time and space—and then learn 
the necessary production skills for final implementation. 

Physiological Rationale of a Research as Narrative Approach  
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While it is important for design educators to understand our audience—contemporary students, 
especially millennials—and identify their design process weaknesses when entering a program, 
we cannot lose site of the goal of any design piece: memorable experiences. Experiences can 
vary from viewing information at a kiosk or navigating an airport, to persuading someone to 
donate money, but all experiences must be memorable. If the experiences are not memorable, the 
design piece most likely will fail to produce the intended result.  

In a results-oriented society, designers must utilize every advantage at their disposal to 
create a memorable experience. One of the most powerful advantages designers can leverage is 
narrative or storytelling. It is proven that humans gain and retain new knowledge better when it is 
presented to them in a story format versus a strictly factual format lacking narrative (Paul, 2012). 

For example, when one thinks, “I need to buy eggs,” it is more likely that the brain will 
retain this information if it is in a story format; for example, “I need to buy eggs so I can make 
chocolate muffins for my brother-in-law.” By teaching our students to first research and then 
write narratives that will later be translated into visual metaphors, we not only teach them to 
identify multiple solutions and empathize, but we also teach them to make those visual stories 
memorable. 

How the Brain Processes Narrative and Non-Narrative Information 

To understand why narrative is more memorable, we need to understand what is happening 
physiologically when we hear a piece of information. In the previous example, the first version 
states, “I need to buy eggs.” This information when read or spoken is interpreted by only one 
area of the brain, the language region. 

However, the second version, “I need to buy eggs so I can make chocolate muffins for my 
brother-in-law,” tells a story that not only targets the language region of the brain but can also 
target any region of the brain via a remembered experience—metaphor—including the sensory 
cortex (the smell of baked goods), motor cortex (the act of mixing ingredients), somesthetic 
cortex (the feel/texture of the batter), visual cortex (the sight of baked muffins) and audio cortex 
(oven timer going off) in addition to the language cortex (Heinz, 2014). 

As we go through our daily tasks, we do not typically create lengthy to-do lists in our mind 
like: Buy eggs, laundry detergent, chicken, and get a Valentine’s card. Instead, we attach 
meaning to those to do items like the following: I need eggs so I can bake muffins, I need 
detergent so I can have clean clothes to wear, I need chicken to make dinner, and I better get a 
Valentine’s card for my wife or she will be upset. Physiologically when we emotionally relate to 
the use of the objects on our to-do list we store that information into multiple parts of our brain 
(Ranpura). 

Based on our physiology, the more areas of the brain that can be simultaneously activated 
while receiving new information, the better chance that we will remember because our brain 
stores that information if it relates to other stored information as a narrative, not as a single piece 
of information. By understanding that our brains store information in a narrative format instead 
of list format, we can teach our students to create more meaningful visual stories based on well 
researched empathic written narratives. 

 Industry Proof of Effectiveness 

A narrative or storytelling approach to design is not new. There are design professionals 
currently using a narrative format as the source of their own work. Stanley Hainsworth former 
global creative director of Lego, Nike and Starbucks one such practitioner states: 

How do you craft love affairs between brands and individuals? Love that blossoms; love 
that lasts? By starting at the genuine heart of a brand, with an approach that elevates 
story over style. Stories that evolve from a series of carefully crafted cumulative 
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experiences that connect us via our shared affinities, desires and convictions. These 
stories manifest themselves as experiential tapestries, nurturing our sense of collective 
unity as they empower people to engage with one another, and the brands they love, in 
more resonant, more human ways. (Hainsworth) 

Hainsworth used a narrative approach to help Starbucks tell its story. Once the written 
narrative of Starbucks was understood by the designers it became easy to translate that written 
narrative into a visual narrative that could then be applied to all aspects of the experience of 
Starbucks ensuring that multiple areas of the brain are activated creating a memorable 
experience. 

Overview of Narrative-as-Research Course 
Based on the aforementioned empirical evidence that written narrative creates more memorable 
experiences and empathy in both the author and audience, the pilot course Narrative Response 
was developed as a pedagogical approach for authoring visual content.  

It was determined in previous pilot courses that our current instruction model of three credit, 
four contact hour classes meeting once a week was not sufficient to properly implement a 
research and writing intensive studio course. To increase instructional time both in and out of the 
classroom, students signed up for two linked sections of the course, which created a six credit, 
eight contact hour course that met twice a week. The linking of the two sections had the 
unintended advantage of allowing extra instructional time for field trips, in class presentations 
from field experts, and necessary software and technology training to produce visual narratives. 

The pilot course was conducted with twenty-six students and taught by two instructors with 
terminal degrees in Visual Communications. In future iterations, it is suggested that the course be 
taught with thirty-six students and two instructors with terminal degrees in design, with the 
second instructor having a terminal degree in writing, journalism or anthropology. 

Semester Research Theme 

The initial semester prompt for each student was to individually conduct and record their 
formative research of the topic Immigration. Sample questions students were asked to answer 
included the following: What is immigration? How many Americans are immigrants, second 
generation immigrants? Where do immigrants originate from? Do socioeconomics play a role in 
where immigrants settle/relocate? 

Additional research methods introduced during this phase were media scanning, literature 
review, marketing research, demographics and psychographics. To instruct students in each of 
these research methods, students were assigned readings and podcasts that discussed the various 
research methods and gave working examples. Students were tasked to use these newly 
introduced research methods in a written project related to the semester long theme. The 
recording methods of this research included photo, video and written journaling, which were 
collected through blogs assigned to each student. 

Experts, Role Playing and Field Trips 

During the course of the semester, it was determined that it was necessary for students to be 
exposed to more than just readings on research methods and the immigration topic itself. To 
foster empathy after the initial formative research phase, students were introduced to experts in 
the field of immigration. This exposure included documentaries on immigrants including 
Rebecca Cammisa’s Which Way Home and participation in an in-class panel discussion led by 
the Chicago-based immigrants rights group LSNA (Logan Square Neighborhood Association), 
where they learned first hand problems immigrants face. In addition to the aforementioned, 
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students also participated in role playing exercises, where they had to act out scenarios facing 
immigrants from their research before any narratives were written. 

To encourage exploration and empathy, students were also required to conduct research trips 
throughout the city of Chicago that included visiting Chicago’s Cultural Center and other 
museums to view work related to immigration and immigrants. They were also required to visit 
three locations in the city that serve immigrant groups to observe the space(s) and record those 
observations. 

Definitions of Visual Narratives 

After the initial formative research, students were introduced to the different types of visual 
narratives that would be translated from their written narratives during the course of the semester. 
The visual narratives included screen (web/interactive), print (single/multiple page), object (three 
dimensional), time (video) and space (exhibition that includes screen, print, object and time 
narratives).  

Terms such as web site, poster and video were purposefully excluded and renamed to help 
overcome the predisposition of incoming students to view a single outcome as the only solution 
to the problem. This also enforced the concept that narrative could serve as the foundation of any 
design piece. 

Technical Demos 

At the sophomore level, most of the students in our pilot had not yet been introduced to or trained 
in the necessary technical skills to produce a visual narrative. When contextually appropriate, 
after the final revision of each written narrative, the twenty-six students were split into two 
groups for specialized instruction. While one group discussed research or revised narratives with 
one instructor, the second instructor conducted a technical demo on HTML/CSS, InDesign, 
Sketchup, or Final Cut Pro and After Effects at an introductory level, so students could translate 
their written narrative into a visual one. 

Implementation of Narrative-as-Research Over a Semester 
For students to become empathetic explorers of knowledge, able to create a rich memorable 
visual experience, the research/studio pilot course used the written narrative as a scaffolding to 
contextualize the production of visual narratives derived from specific research methods.  

Based on the initial formative research on the semester theme of Immigration, students were 
then asked to perform specific research within the theme and then prompted to write a 500-word 
narrative. The critical step in this process was not the original written narrative, but the revision 
of the narrative to be told from a specific literary point view. By prompting students to change 
the literary perspective from the first person “I” and “we,” to the second or third person “you,” 
“your,” and “yours,” or “he,” “she,” or “it,” students found it necessary to research the 
characters’ point of view to be able to write from the perspective of the subject of the narrative. 

Once the revised narrative was finished, students began the construction and later testing 
phase of their visual narratives. Over the course of the semester, five visual narratives were 
created. Specifics of each, including required research, prompts and technical demos, and visual 
examples, follow: 

Screen Narrative 

Project Timeline: Three weeks, one week writing/research, and two weeks production. Class 
met twice a week for four hours each class period. 
Research Methods: Conducted a psychographic analysis of a specific issue facing immigrants 
that was discovered during the initial literature review. 
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Writing Prompt: Wrote a 500-word narrative about a specific issue facing immigrants that 
would address an audience who is unaware of the specific issue.  
Technical Demos: Students wrote HTML/CSS with an open source text editor. Students were 
split into two groups. One group of students was learning HTML/CSS through a technical demo 
usually lasting one to one and a half hours while the second group was working with the second 
instructor on typography or research. Once a demo was completed with one group, it was 
repeated to the second group. 
Additional Requirements: Students were required to create and conduct a semantic differential 
survey, a rating scale adapted to measure the meaning of their design piece. The survey measured 
the effectiveness of the design piece for a target audience, which helped students determine 
communication problems with their visual narrative. For example, students picked a word they 
wanted to be conveyed in their visual narrative, such as “Friendly,” and then choose an opposite 
word, such a “Unapproachable,” and they had the audience rate the visual narrative on a scale 
from one to five—one being “Friendly” and five being “Unapproachable.” If the answers ranged 
from three to five, students could identify the problem and come up with a more appropriate 
solution for the target audience. 

 

Figure 1: Screen Narrative 

Source(s): Lewis, 2011. 
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Figure 2: Screen Narrative 

Source(s): Lewis, 2011. 

4.2 Print Narrative 

Project Timeline: Four weeks, one week writing/research, and three weeks production. Class 
met twice a week for four hours each class period. 
Research Methods: Using The Six Stages of Action: pre-contemplation, contemplation, 
determination, action, maintenance, and termination, students were asked to determine how their 
written narratives could move someone from one state of action into another. 
Writing Prompt: Students wrote a 500-word narrative about a specific problem immigrants face 
each day because of their status as immigrants as though they were giving insight into the 
immigrant’s life. 
Revision Prompt: Students revised their original narrative to be told from the first person point 
of view of an immigrant speaking to a government audience. 
Technical Demos: Students set up multi page documents using InDesign with binding demos. 
Students were split into two groups. One group of students  learned Adobe InDesign through a 
technical demo, usually lasting one to one and a half hours. The second group worked with the 
second instructor on layout and book binding demos. Once a demo was completed with one 
group, it was repeated with the second group. 
Non-Technical Demos: A panel of immigrants, immigration advocates and experts were brought 
into class to conduct a discussion with the students. 
Additional Information: After the students revised their written narrative, they were required to 
give their narrative and assets to a classmate to translate into a visual narrative. This was done to 
expose students to the role of being a client who needed to provide enough content for the 
designer to complete the job. 
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Figure 3: Print Narrative 

Source(s): Lewis, 2011. 

 

Figure 4: Screen Narrative 

Source(s): Lewis, 2011. 

4.3 Object Narrative 

Project Timeline: Two weeks production. Class met twice a week for four hours each class 
period. 
Research Methods: Based on the essay Qualitative Methods: From Boring to Brilliant (Ireland 
2003), and Overview of Quantitative Methods in Design Research (Purpura, 2003), students were 
asked to describe some tactics discovered from their readings that they planned to use in their 
written narratives.  
Writing Prompt: Students wrote a 500-word narrative about a specific problem an immigrant 
faces each day because of their status as an immigrant as though they were giving insight into the 
immigrant’s life. The students used the original narrative written for the print narrative. 
Technical Demos: Students completed 3D Prototyping/Mockup techniques. These demos were 
specific to each student and were conducted on a one on one basis. While one instructor worked 
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with an individual student, the second instructor worked with the rest of the students to revise 
their writing and research by splitting the class into smaller groups of four or five. 

 

Figure 5: Object Narrative 

Source(s): Alexander, 2011. 

4.4 Time Narrative 

Project Timeline: Three weeks, one week writing/research, and two weeks production. Class 
met twice a week for four hours each class period. 
Research Methods: Students were asked to conduct ethnographic research, a research technique 
used by anthropologists to understand the link between human behavior and culture. 
Writing Prompt: Students wrote a 500-word narrative of a specific moment of frustration an 
immigrant has faced and the actions of those who contributed to this moment of frustration. 
Revision Prompt: Revised narratives were told from the Third Person Limited point of view of 
an immigrant’s moment of frustration addressing those who are looking to supply it for the first 
time, not existing organizations. 
Technical Demos: Students completed Final Cut Pro and Adobe After Effects demos. Students 
were split into two groups. One group of students learned Adobe After Effects and Final Cut Pro 
through a technical demo, usually lasting one to one and a half hours. The second group worked 
with the second instructor on written narratives. Once a demo was completed with one group, it 
was repeated to the second group. 
Additional Information: Students were required to conduct ethnographic research by visiting 
three different ethnic/immigrant areas in Chicago. 
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Figure 6: Time Narrative 

Source(s): Ross, 2011. 

4.5 Space Narrative 

Project Timeline: Five weeks, one week research, one week conceptualizing, two weeks 
production, one week installation. Class met twice a week for four hours each class period. 
Prompt: The final project was to design an exhibit for all of the students’ immigrant research. 
They were asked to work in groups of five to incorporate all of their screen, print, object, and 
time narratives created during the semester into the exhibit. The display was designed to be 
installed in multiple locations to promote immigration awareness. 

 

Figure 7: Space Narrative 

Source(s): Harris, Kosheleva, Lupica, Schaul, Schoessel, 2011. 
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Figure 8: Space Narrative 

Source(s): Harris, Kosheleva, Lupica, Schaul, Schoessel, 2011. 

 

Figure 9: Space Narrative 

Source(s): Harris, Kosheleva, Lupica, Schaul, Schoessel, 2011. 
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5.0 Recommendations for Implementation 
While it is recommended to conduct narrative-as-research as a standalone class, it can be 
introduced into already existing curricula such as typography or software courses as a method of 
contextualizing production.  

5.1 Implementation in a Single Project or Class 

In a typography or software class, introduce a general, topical theme for the entire course. Prior 
to any technical or typographic demos, have students conduct formative research on the theme, 
with adequate documentation and instruction to ensure there is not any ambiguity of 
expectations. 

After the research has been conducted, recorded, and organized, students should be given a 
written prompt that is contextually related to the research topic. The revision of the narrative 
based on literary points of view targeting specific audiences is the crucial step in the process, 
turning the narrative from a simple essay into a meaningful narrative that targets multiple parts of 
the brain creating empathy for both author and reader. 

At this point, whether you have multiple narratives or a single narrative over the duration of 
the semester, students will have self-generated content that they can translate into a visual 
narrative that follows traditional design processes or can become the content for technical demos. 

5.2 Implementation in a Series of Classes or Program 

It is recommended that a narrative-as-research course should have a cohort of twenty-four to 
thirty-six students and two instructors, one design instructor and one writing instructor that 
follows a macro research/studio class that encompasses research at the community/societal level. 
This allows a student to go from a complex to a narrowed problem and learn to refine research 
from broad to specific. 

The narrative-as-research course was a studio class and design principles such as layout, 
hierarchy, typography and color were addressed but not at a sophisticated level where students 
would have mastery. It is recommended that projects from this course are revised in a sophomore 
or junior level portfolio course where the core design principles are discussed and refined in 
relation to the original visual narrative. 

Both macro and micro narrative research studio courses are more beneficial in the freshman 
or sophomore year to train students to become more empathetic, help them identify multiple 
solutions to a problem, and provide meaningful narratives that contextualize their visual 
interpretations. 

6.0 Conclusions 
Based on the results of the extended narrative-as-research scaffolded pilot course, it was 
determined that students’ acquired skills that transcended those of their peers who did not receive 
the same instruction. Writing skills improved dramatically while helping students connect 
relevance between their general education courses and those within their major. 

6.1 Contextually Driven Outcomes 

The student projects resulting from the narrative-as-research method were deep in narrative and 
visually universal and therefore understandable by a random or targeted audience. Even when the 
visual execution of the narrative was lacking proficient execution, the underlying written 
narrative still provided the viewer a memorable experience. 

6.2 A Rooted and Repeatable Design Process 
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It was discovered in as little as one to two semesters of exposure to the new pedagogy that 
students were using the narrative-as-research process in their subsequent classes. Upon follow 
up, many were still using this design process in their jobs in design/advertising firms, in their 
own freelance careers and as design entrepreneurs. 
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Inquiry Based Learning as a Research Method 
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Abstract: Design students are often given prompts to create artifacts as a random solutions to theoretical problems. By 
assigning the solution—posters, books and websites—we ignore the critical step of determining if these artifacts are the 
appropriate solution. Design educators must shift from assigning solutions to problems. Instead educators must assign 
the observation and analysis of problems.  
 
Creating a website and mailer for a daycare center needing increased enrollment is a logical class project. However, the 
actual need isn't a website or a mailer, but increased enrollment. What if the problem of the daycare wasn't awareness, 
but an uninviting waiting area that limited enrollment? The proper solution in this instance would be creating engaging 
graphics in the waiting area. This demonstrates the need to assign the observation and analysis of the day care, not 
readymade solutions like websites and mailers.  
 
To assign problems educators need to use an inquiry based teaching method scaffolded by the observation and analysis 
of human made systems. Instead of assigning a project to increase bike safety awareness in a pilot course students were 
assigned the task of observing transportation systems. Through guided critiques of the students’ observations of foot, 
bike, vehicular and public modes of transportation it was discovered that biking was a very dangerous method of 
transportation in both urban and suburban areas.   
 
The students’ observations became the basis for both group and individual projects that ranged from the creation of a 
bike and pedestrian only avenue to a bike centric hotel and diner. Because these solutions grew from inquiry learning 
based research, not pre determined artifacts later researched to target a specific audience, the outcomes went beyond 
print and digital media and became a true expression of design thinking.  
 
By teaching students through inquiry based learning how to research and understand problems, not close ended 
solutions, they are better prepared to create the best solutions to solve a community or organization’s needs. 
 

Keywords: Inquiry Based Learning, Problem Based Learning, Systems Analysis, Design Research, Design Education 
 

Introduction 

esign students are often prompted to create artifacts as random solutions to theoretical 
problems. By assigning the solution—posters, books and websites—design educators 
ignore the critical step of determining if these artifacts are the appropriate solution for an 

actual real world problem, not theoretical ones used in the classroom. Instead, design educators 
must make the shift from assigning a random solution to a theoretical problem to assigning the 
observation and analysis of problems through inquiry based learning with a systems analysis 
scaffolding that will lead to contextual solutions that target the root problem. 

To substantiate the need to assign the problem identification, I put forth a plausible but 
fictitious student project, creating a website or mailer for a daycare center needing increased 
enrollment. This is a logical project most design educators have assigned in some variation. 
However, the actual need is not a website or a mailer, but increased enrollment. What if the 
daycare’s low enrollment problem is not due to a lack of awareness, but rather because of 
uninviting exterior or interior spaces? The proper solution in this instance would be to renovate 
the exterior of the building or create engaging graphics throughout the interior spaces. Yet, the 
prompt for the project is to create a website or mailer to increase enrollment. This example 
demonstrates the need to assign the observation and analysis of the daycare, as opposed to simply 
implementing readymade solutions like websites and mailers through an inquiry based learning 
model where the leading question assigned to students was, “Why is the daycare’s enrollment 
low?”   

To test the benefits of assigning the identification of the problem instead of a random 
project, I conducted a pilot course titled Observation and Analysis that used inquiry based 
learning methods. In the class, students were assigned the task of observing, recording and 
analyzing multiple human made systems; in this example, transportation systems were used as 
the subject. Through guided group critiques of the students’ observations of foot, bike, vehicular 
and public modes of transportation, it was discovered that biking was a very dangerous method 

D 
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of transportation in urban areas. This then became a contextual prompt for students to solve 
through problem based learning instead of simply applying an already existing solution such as a 
poster or website.  

In the pilot course, student observations became the basis for both group and individual 
projects that ranged from the creation of a bike and pedestrian only avenue to a bike centric hotel 
and diner. Because these solutions grew from inquiry based learning scaffolded by systems 
analysis, not pre-determined artifacts later researched to target a specific audience, the outcomes 
went beyond print and digital media and became a true expression of design thinking and design 
problem solving—the hallmark of great design. 

Solution Applicators: How Millennials Learn 

As of 2013, educators started receiving students into the college ranks who have been exposed to 
the No Child Left Behind Act their entire academic careers. As dictated by the No Child Left 
Behind Act, starting in third grade students must take high-stakes standardized test several times 
a year to determine the school’s operating budget from both the state and federal levels the 
following year. The level of funding is based on the students test scores; the higher the scores, 
the higher the funding.  

This method of funding education started a domino effect of K–12 educators teaching to the 
test to help attain higher levels of funding. Teaching to the test led to a decrease of in problem 
solving instruction. By teaching to the test, educators have created students who are unprepared 
for problem solving, which has profoundly changed the preparedness of incoming college 
students. Now students have simply become solution applicators. 

Because millennial students are predisposed to formulaic answers found in a textbook as the 
definitive solution, students are not questioning whether there may be multiple answers to a 
problem. This leaves students prone to mimic the predefined answers they are given in design 
education studio courses—posters, websites and branding and identity systems—for application 
to problems that may be better solved through other forms of visual communications. 

If we want to train students to be problem solvers in the truest sense of the word, and not 
solution applicators, we need to employ new methods of design education to train millennial 
students who are ill prepared for problems solving. 

History and Rationale of Inquiry Learning and Problem Based Learning 

The Inquiry Learning (IL) and Problem Based Learning (PBL) methods incorporated in the 
aforementioned Observation and Analysis pilot course and proposed degree program were 
actualized in the 1950s, when institutions of higher learning in the medical field began using IL 
methods to replace the traditional method of memorization. Previously, existing knowledge was 
memorized in hopes that it could be later used to diagnose a patient’s disease. This method failed 
because this finite knowledge could not possibly cure every patient’s disease. This same 
outmoded approach of memorization pedagogy is employed by graphic design educators in the 
United States today when they assign an outcome-based assignment, like a poster, website or 
book, in hopes those memorized solutions will satisfy all possible problems.  

During the Discovery Learning revolution of the 1960s, the work of Jerome Bruner based on 
earlier research by John Dewey discovered that “Practice in discovering for oneself teaches one 
to acquire information in a way that makes that information more readily viable in problem 
solving” (Bruner, 1961, p. 22). Based on this realization, Inquiry Based Learning pedagogy was 
implemented in non-medical areas and instituted in K–12 and higher education disciplines 
outside of the sciences when evidence showed that IL methods lead to deeper learning and 
perpetuated self-learning outside of the classroom. Yet, these methods of learning never made it 
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into mainstream design education in the United States even though design education was in its 
infancy when these curricular ideas went mainstream and were widely discussed. 

Proof of Effectiveness 

The efficacy of IL methods have been well studied and documented and are made evident in the 
Educational Psychologist Journal article “Scaffolding and Achievement in Problem-Based and 
Inquiry Learning: A Response to Kirschner, Sweller, and Clark” It was discovered in a study of 
schools using problem-based learning that 

significantly higher pass rates [occurred] on high-stakes standardized exams for middle 
school students (Michigan Educational Assessment Program) in science classes that use 
inquiry-based materials compared to their peers in a large urban district in the 
Midwestern United States. This study involved two cohorts comprising 1,803 students 
in the intervention condition (in 18 schools) and 17,562 students in comparison schools 
over three years of enactment...observed gains occurred up to a year and a half after 
participation in inquiry-based instruction, and the effect was cumulative such that higher 
levels of participation (exposure to more inquiry-based units) resulted in higher gains. 
The high scores were attained in all three science content areas (earth, physical, and life) 
and both process skills (constructing and reflecting) assessed on the test. The effect sizes 
reported were 0.44 (14% improvement in total score) for students in the first cohort and 
0.37 (13% overall improvement) for students in the larger second cohort (Hmelo-Silver, 
Duncan, Chinn 2006).  

Because of the strong evidence of improved learning in a manner that supports the problem 
solving skills designers claim to be uniquely their own, IL and PBL methods were chosen as a 
base for curricular development and subsequent pilot courses and degree program proposal. 

Definitions for Consistency in the Classroom 

As projects and classes were developed, it became necessary to identify common IL and PBL 
vocabulary and definitions that could be consistently followed in the classroom and over 
semesters. A common vocabulary was created from the examination of works by various 
educators and education reformers, such as Joe Exline who defines Inquiry Learning as: 

“Inquiry” is defined as “a seeking for truth, information, or knowledge — seeking 
information by questioning”. . . The process of inquiring begins with gathering 
information and data through applying the human senses — seeing, hearing, touching, 
tasting, and smelling. 

Through the process of inquiry, individuals construct much of their understanding of the 
natural and human-designed worlds. Inquiry implies a “need or want to know” premise. 
Inquiry is not so much seeking the right answer — because often there is none — but 
rather seeking appropriate resolutions to questions and issues. For educators, inquiry 
implies emphasis on the development of inquiry skills and the nurturing of inquiring 
attitudes or habits of mind that will enable individuals to continue the quest for 
knowledge throughout life (Exline, 2013). 

This definition is augmented by readings from Stephanie Harvey and Harvey Daniels, authors of 
the book Comprehension and Collaboration: Inquiry Circles in Action, where they state that IL 
should be defined as:  
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a range of philosophical, curricular, and pedagogical approaches to teaching. Its core 
premises include the requirement that learning should be based around student’s 
questions. Pedagogy and curriculum requires students to work together to solve 
problems rather than receiving direct instructions on what to do from the teacher. The 
teacher’s job in an inquiry learning environment is therefore not to provide knowledge, 
but instead to help students along the process of discovering knowledge themselves. In 
this form of instruction, it is proposed that teachers should be viewed as facilitators of 
learning rather than vessels of knowledge (Harvey & Daniels, 2009). 

Finally, PBL methods used to solve the results discovered through the inquiry were guided 
by the definition put forth by John R. Savery in the Interdisciplinary Journal of Problem-based 
Learning: 

PBL is an instructional (and curricular) learner-centered approach that empowers 
learners to conduct research, integrate theory and practice, and apply knowledge and 
skills to develop a viable solution to a defined problem. Critical to the success of the 
approach is the selection of ill-structured problems (often interdisciplinary) and a tutor 
who guides the learning process and conducts a thorough debriefing at the conclusion of 
the learning experience (Savery, 2006). 

Implementation of Inquiry 

Since Inquiry Learning is a methodology and pedagogy for students to discover potential 
problems through self-conducted investigation where they no longer rely on memorized 
knowledge passed on from the educator, the educator in an IL and PBL pedagogy model must 
adopt the new role of facilitator. As a facilitator, it is the educator’s responsibility to build 
scaffolding around any guiding questions assigned to the students to ensure their research stays 
on topic and that the student does not spend unnecessary time pursuing relevant but periphery 
discoveries that do not contribute to the final conclusions. To structure or guide the inquiry 
assigned to the students, systems analysis pedagogy is utilized 

Definitions of Systems Analysis for Consistency in the Classroom 

To ensure consistent scaffolding for the educator/facilitator to use from project to project within 
a class, over a few semesters or the entire program, a core definition of the term systems analysis 
was created and included along with the common IL and PBL vocabulary: 

Systems Analysis is the observation, recording and analysis of human made systems 
such as, but not limited to transportation, food, socio-economies and governing bodies 
on an individual level or multiple human made systems and their overlapping 
occurrences to identify points of confusion or inadequacies within the system to be used 
as the basis for a design intervention. 

Classroom Structure 

In the 6 credit, 8 contact hour Observation and Analysis pilot course, a cohort of 36 first semester 
sophomore students and 2 facilitators began the IL process by asking the guiding question, “How 
does a large urban area work?” To facilitate/scaffold the inquiry, students were assigned the task 
of observing, recording and analyzing an urban area’s complex human made systems in the 
following order: transportation, socio-economics, food distribution and public elections. 

Analysis of an Individual System 
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To begin analysis of the transportation systems, students were prompted to repeat an exact route 
in the same direction, one that they did not normally use, from point A to point B via four 
different methods of transportation: walking, biking, public transportation and driving. To 
generate discussion points for a critique on the observations, students were required to record the 
inquiry by photo journaling their experiences and recording a written journal of their thoughts 
and experiences. 

 

Figure 1: Visual & Written Journal Entries 

Source(s): Lafferty 2010. 
 

Once the students completed their observations and organized their visual data and writings, 
the cohort was split into 2 groups consisting of 18 students and 1 facilitator. While in the sub 
groups, the facilitator lead a critique and discussion of the students’ observations by asking 
leading questions such as: “What was your emotional experience?”, “Were there gaps or 
limitations in the systems?”, “What were your positive experiences? Negative experiences?” 
until common themes amongst the sub groups emerged. Those common themes were noted and 
the two sub groups came back together to review each other’s data. After the review, the students 
came to the common conclusion that biker safety was a serious prohibitor to the use of the green 
mode of transportation in an urban area. 

From this observation and analysis session, students decided that biker safety would be an 
intervention point for PBL learning methods later in the semester. 

Analysis of Overlapping Systems 

After inquiring about an individual system as an introduction to the pilot course, the 36 students 
were split into groups of 6 and asked to observe, record and analyze two socioeconomically 
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disparate areas within the city center and two immediately outside of the city center. As in the 
previous example, the observations were photo journaled and written with the addition of hand 
illustrated recordings of the observations. 

 

Figure 2: Illustrated Observations 

Source(s): Asya Broughton 2010. 
 

This time the observations were critiqued by the individual groups, and common themes that 
surfaced were noted and saved for future guided discussion. 

In the same subgroups, the second system that students were asked to observe, record and 
analyze was food distribution. Students were asked the guiding question: “How does food get 
from the originating source to the end destination?” This time students were not required to 
record their observations through photo journaling or illustration; instead, they were required to 
map the system for presentation to the class for guided critique of the results. 

Students were then assigned the task of refining the maps for additional visual clarity and the 
inclusion of a second layer of information that included the results of the socio-economic 
observations. 
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Figure 3: Food Systems Mapping 

Source(s): Acosta, Czerep, D’Amore, Gross 2010. 
 

 

Figure 4: Food Systems Mapping 

Source(s): Erickson, Scofield, Tomlins 2010. 
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From the guided critique of these revised maps, several themes emerged, which included the 

discovery of food deserts, price inflation based on location and false advertising. Each of these 
themes/problems could have been a basis for a design intervention. In the end, the students 
choose to create an intervention based on the theme of food waste uncovered during their 
investigations. 

Outcomes 

The primary learning objective of the Observation and Analysis pilot course is to teach students a 
research methodology that will lead them to the discovery of the root problem without instructor 
facilitation. The secondary objective is to teach students how to interpret the research and 
investigation to rapidly prototype a contextually appropriate design intervention. To arrive at a 
potential design intervention, Problem Based Learning was introduced 

The following are two examples where the students were given the opportunity to prototype 
a design intervention based on the root problem discovered during their inquiries 

Bike Interventions 

In this stage, the students were given the option to work individually or in self assigned groups. 
Just over half of the class decided to work individually and 3 groups of about 4 students were 
formed. Once students selected their working methods, they were prompted by the facilitator to 
solve the problem of “Bike Safety.” 

Through a critique conducted by the 36 students and 2 facilitators, the decision was made to 
close a major avenue to vehicle traffic that dissected a majority of the city from the northern 
neighborhoods to the city center and create a safe bike path. The street closure to vehicle traffic 
then became the basis for intervention points conducted by the students. 

 

 

Figure 5: Bike Avenue Only Proposal 

Source(s): Todaro 2010. 
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The individual students and small groups created interventions along the avenue that 
included biker centric hotels, parts and repair shops, and dining establishments complete with 
brand identity systems. Other students created prototypes to divert vehicle traffic at major 
intersections and a mobile app that uses GPS location to reveal historical information about the 
area. 

 

 

Figure 6: Diner and Identity Prototypes 

Source(s): Schaul 2010. 
 

Food Waste Intervention 

A second intervention based on the student's inquiry into food systems resulted in the discovery 
of an enormous amount of waste from food packaging and food scraps unnecessarily contributing 
to the overload of landfills. 

In the group intervention, the cohorts chose leaders to organize, coordinate and project 
manage a Zero Waste Party (Zero Waste Party, 2010) that would ensure nothing would end up in 
a landfill. Additionally, intervention was open to the public where workshops would be 
conducted to teach attendees how to conduct activities in their daily lives, centering around food 
and packaging waste that would not contribute to landfills. 

The Zero Waste Party was promoted by using chalk dust and stencils made from recycled 
cardboard around the city on sidewalks and walls instead of wasteful printed posters or fliers. 
Additionally, online advertising through press releases and local event registries were also used 
to spread awareness about the event. Furthermore, food for the party was purchased in bulk and 
transported in reusable containers supplied by the students that would later be washed and 
reused. This food was arranged on muslin table clothes that were later made into messenger bags, 
and the food was served from day old bread bowls that were going to be thrown away from local 
bakeries. 
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Figure 7: Zero Waste Party 

Source(s): Beaton, Rozanc 2010. 
 

 

Figure 8: Zero Waste Party 

Source(s): Beaton, Rozanc 2010. 
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As a result, thanks to reusing, recycling, and composting, nothing generated for advertising 

or conducting the party made its way into a landfill. 
Also part of the party, workshops on composting and making green cleaning supplies were 

conducted and graphic factoids were displayed by projection discussing the harm food waste 
creates on the environment. 

Recommendations for Implementation 

The following recommendations are based on the results of the pilot course Observation and 
Analysis and its follow up courses, Narrative Response (6 credit, 8 contact hour, 36 student 
sophomore cohort, 2 instructors) and Materials & Meaning (3 credit, 4 contact hour, 18 student 
junior cohort, 1 instructor), conducted sequentially over three semesters  

Implementation in a single class 

The implementation of Inquiry Based Learning methods should be included in any currently 
existing design classes from Beginning Typography to Senior Capstone as a method for 
contextually finding intervention points that become the basis for a Problem Based Learning 
project. 

Additionally, Problem Based Learning methods should be employed as the basis for solving 
any design problems instead of the random application of a solution such as a website, poster or 
book. Using these methods will provide an accurate contextual solution that can be quantified. 

Furthermore, it was discovered that technology did not need to be instructed in a traditional 
stand-alone class for possible implementation in later semesters. Rather, with a team teaching 
structure of 36 students and 2 facilitators, when contextually necessary or appropriate, the class 
can be broken into sub groups where one facilitator teaches the necessary technology to complete 
the project, and the second group can be learning research or design methods. 

Implementation in a Series of Classes or Program 

The results of the pilot course revealed that working from the complex to the simple is a more 
effective method of learning for students. By identifying complex contextual problems before the 
training of design aesthetics, such as layout, hierarchy and typography, students created richer 
universal narratives in their solutions that were independent of aesthetics and could stand on their 
own research and merit. 

Additionally, when students combine repetition of research skills with growing levels of 
refinement from macro to micro, and additional hard-skills such as design software, layout, and 
typography, this engenders a design methodology that they continue to apply to solve problems 
without prompt from a facilitator. 

Conclusions 

Based on the results of the extended pilot courses, it was identified that early on in a program 
infused with Inquiry Based Learning, Problem Based Learning and Systems Analysis students 
quickly become problem solvers who overcome the predisposition to simply apply predefined 
solutions. This early adaptation to true problem solving better prepares students to enter the 
uncertain and ever changing workforce, as their skills transcend that of traditional designers and 
are infinitely adaptable.   

Contextually Driven Outcomes 
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The student projects resulting from the Inquiry Based Learning, Problem Based Learning and 
Systems Analysis were deep in narrative and visually universal and therefore understandable by a 
random or targeted audience. Even when the visual execution of the rich narrative was lacking 
proficient execution, students revisited and refined their own projects as they learned new design 
skills for making the results of their research visibly rich. 

A Rooted and Repeatable Design Process 

In as few as one to three semesters of exposure to the new pedagogy, it was discovered that 
students were using the Inquiry Learning, Problem Based Learning and Systems Analysis as a 
design process in their subsequent classes. Upon follow up, many were still using this design 
process in their jobs in design/advertising firms, in their own freelance careers and as design 
entrepreneurs. These results mimic the findings discussed in the Educational Psychologist journal 
article “Scaffolding and Achievement in Problem-Based and Inquiry Learning: A Response to 
Kirschner, Sweller, and Clark.” 

Employment Expectations 

Application of this pedagogy can be observed in the rebranding of VH1 in 1998 by the design 
firm AdamsMorioka. When approached by VH1, AdamsMorioka said that creating a new logo 
and identity systems would not solve the problems facing VH1. Instead, AdamsMorioka looked 
at the root problem, low viewership, and determined that low quality programing was causing the 
low viewership. Instead of simply designing a new logo, AdamsMorioka worked with VH1 to 
find what kind of programing would appeal to VH1’s target audience (Holston, 2011, p 101). 

Students exposed to this same form of learning in the pilot courses will be prepared to work 
as traditional graphic designers, in non-traditional roles as creative consultants, or as 
entrepreneurs who are able to identify needs and rapidly prototype marketable solutions to those 
needs. 
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Logic Models in Design Research Planning 
 

Sarah Rutherford, Kent State University, United States 
 

A logic model is a simple process diagram that that allows students to create their own structure for approaching a 
design research problem. The goal of this framework is to empower students with the ability to break down complex 
problems using research techniques that can be applied in the professional sector, rather than merely creating a design 
artifact based on instructor specifications. This method is particularly useful in studio research courses, but can be 
applied to single projects. Logic models help form an unframed problem into a project with self-directed objectives and 
break down any assumptions project participants may have regarding expected outcomes. The framework allows 
participants to approach a problem objectively and to create informed, innovative solutions.  
 
The model itself attaches inputs (participants, time, and other resources) to outputs (actions), relating both to a specific 
outcome.  The model breaks down project steps into Activities, Outcomes, Timeline, and Personnel. For example, if the 
students are engaged in the research stage of a project they would be expected to identify the purpose of the research, 
how it will be conducted, the expected timeline, and who will participate. The outcome of each step influences the next. 
The model can be applied by students or student groups alone or created with instructor guidance. 
 
The proposed presentation will focus on how to employ logic models in educational practice and will then show the 
model as applied by student teams who were presented with unframed design problems. The first group was assigned to 
select an issue and an audience and work towards a deliverable that would communicate the intended message to the 
audience using design research methods. The second group was tasked with facilitating community engagement in a 
downtown environment that has recently seen significant economic development. Each team used a logic model to plan 
the stages of their project. Central to the discussion will be the difficulties the students encountered and how the model 
encouraged student success. 

Keywords: Logic Models, Design Research, Frameworks, Unframed Problems, Project Planning, Program Modeling, 
Evaluation Methods, Monitoring and Evaluation 

 

Introduction 

s research-based practice gains traction in the industry, it is important to equip students 
with the appropriate tools to contribute to this dialog. Unframed design problems are an 
effective process for allowing students to learn design research methods heuristically.  

Many students are more comfortable providing solutions for specifically-outlined 
assignments rather than broad problems. But with the investigative spirit inherent in design 
practice, these students often already have the skill-sets necessary to approach large-scale 
problems. Students have greater success when they break these larger issues into digestible 
pieces.  

Research frameworks assist students and practitioners in breaking down large-scale research 
questions. One such framework, the logic model, works by translating steps into inputs, 
activities, and outcomes. By sorting project steps into action items, project participants are able 
to establish benchmarks for each stage. These benchmarks help organize the project into tasks 
and provide an effective method for measuring success. 

Established Uses of Logic Models 

While logic models serve as an excellent tool for design research, their typical use is associated 
with non-profits, project planning, and healthcare research (among other fields) (Julian, 1997; 
Schalock and Bonham, 2003; Wholey, 1983). There are two types of logic models: theory of 
change and program.  

A theory of change model is simply a general representation of how you believe change 
will occur. A program logic model details resources, planned activities, and their 
outputs and outcomes overtime that reflect intended results (Knowlton and Phillips, 
2013, 3). 

This paper will focus on program logic models, as they are action-based and used for breaking 
down large projects. In addition to clarifying project stages, the program logic model has several 

A 
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functions. First, it makes all of the project or program goals clear to participants and identifies 
assumptions that the participants might have about any of their resources or actions. It can also 
clarify the role of the project or program within the structure of the organization. Program logic 
models also serve as an evaluative tool for the efficacy of a program or project based on the 
ability of the participants to achieve expected outcomes (McLaughlin and Jordan, 1999, 66). 

Implementation of Logic Models in Design Research 

The logic model is, essentially, a visualization of the mental process required for tackling a 
complex problem (Millar, Simeone, and Carnevale, 2001, 73). Its simplicity allows it to work 
equally well for traditional self-directed research endeavors like graduate theses as well as 
collaborative classroom-based projects. The model is comprised of inputs (participants, time, and 
other resources), outputs (actions), and outcomes. The resources support actions and the actions 
result in outputs (McLaughlin and Jordan, 1999, 66; MacPhee, 2009, 143). Each project stage is 
built around a step or goal and then broken down into actions, outcomes, timeline, and personnel. 
The process looks something like this: first, a project step is identified, then the activities 
required to accomplish that step are recorded, the expected outcome of that activity follows, a 
timeline for the activity is identified, and personnel are assigned. See Figure 1 for an example. In 
the case of an individual project, the “personnel” category would not apply.  
 

 

Figure 1: Sample logic model steps. 

 
The logic model in this format has gone through multiple iterations as it has been developed 

through use in the Visual Communication Design MFA program at Kent State University. The 
unique translation of the logic model as a framework for design research problems is that the 
model is built longitudinally so that each step is dependent on the next. Typically, logic models 
are built in such a way that all components of inputs, outputs, and outcomes are grouped 
together. In this suggested method, project stages are assessed individually and activities and 
outcomes are generated for each goal, rather than being grouped together. This method was first 
used in practice by Aimee Crane and Jason Goupil in their respective thesis dissertations as well 

Purpose

Action

Outcomes

Timeline

Personnel

Sample Step 1

Why is the step 
being performed?

What are the 
actions required to 
complete the step

What are the 
expected outcomes 
of the action?

How long will the 
action take?

Who will complete 
the action?
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as a collaborative research project for Warriors Journey Home (Figures 2-4) (Crane, 2012; 
Goupil, 2012; Crane and Goupil, 2012). 

 
 

 
 

Figure 2: Progress Chart for Capturing the Present, Engaging the Future: Designing a Social 
History Network in a Digital Age. 

Source: Crane, 2012 
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AIMEE CRANE
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Figure 3: Section of Projection Model for “SYNC IN PROGRESS: Connecting the Technology 

Gap Between Gen Y Students and Their Professors.” 

Source: Goupil, 2012 
 

 

 

Figure 4: Section of Projection Model for “Organizing the Troops: Identifying the Support Group 

Needs of Veterans.” 

Source: Crane and Goupil, 2012 
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For an illustration of the difference between the traditional format and the causal adaptation 

compare the two diagrams below. The first diagram (Figure 5) shows the resources and stages of 
a project in the traditional logic model format. Figure 6 displays information for the same project, 
but attaches specific individuals to the action and determines a timeframe in which the action will 
be completed in addition to clarifying the causal relationships. This method is effective because it 
essentially serves as a task list with assigned roles and a due dates.  

 

 

Figure 5: Project visualization using traditional logic model format. 

 

 

Figure 6: Project visualization using causal, time-based logic model format.  

 
These causal relationships allow the logic model to work for research projects with a clearly 

defined goal and those projects that are exploratory in nature. The end goal can be provided or 
can be defined by the development of the logic model. In the latter case, it is important for 
participants to identify assumptions tied to any stages. For example, the model works equally 
well for problems where students might be assigned a specific deliverable, like designing an 
exhibit as it does for unframed problems where the goal might be to impact and engage an 
audience using a format that will be guided by research. In both cases, the purpose of the model 
is to clarify project stages and assign roles.  
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As the logic model has evolved through use, in Kent State Visual Communication Design 
graduate courses, the addition of a timeframe and personnel assignments for each component has 
helped shape the model into a into a production tool that not only creates benchmarks, but adds 
due dates that help progress the project.  

One additional practice-based addition evolved in a Graduate Seminar class led by Research 
Associate in Visual Communication Design Peni Acayo for the Design program at the University 
of Notre Dame. In addition to generating expected outcomes, students later populated the model 
with actual outcomes, allowing them to measure the efficacy of their proposed project stages. 
This became a valuable addition for the students and Acayo. The students were able to study 
their process and Acayo then had a record of what happened in each project stage that was useful 
when evaluating the students.  

Logic Models as an Evaluative tool 

Because they create goals for each stage of a project, Logic models also serve as an excellent tool 
for classroom evaluation. This use as an evaluative tool is already established within the 
industries that employ logic models (Julian, 1997). In typical use, logic models offer a basis to 
measure the progress and success of the overall project and individual participants, especially in 
industries where profit is not the standard of effectiveness (Scheirer and Newcomer, 2001). This 
same methodology can be applied to grading process-driven design problems. In many cases, 
students are evaluated not just by the end artifact, but also by how they approached the problem. 
This can sometimes be difficult to assess on observation alone, especially when students work in 
groups. By generating a logic model, students set up a series of benchmarks on which they can be 
evaluated.  

These standards can also stand in when efficacy cannot be tested, as is often the case for 
class projects. Students can be measured then by the process they created and whether or not they 
achieved goals specific to the project, rather than the artifact. For example, a research-driven 
design campaign may include may include steps related to identifying an audience and creating 
personas by which to measure specific strategies. In this case, one of the project goals is to create 
personas as a representative sample, not to actually test the strategies or design artifacts. The 
students can then be measured by the degree to which they met the benchmark they identified.  

Application and Examples 

The use of logic models is now standardized among MFA candidates in Visual Communication 
Design at Kent State. Students use the model in their studio-based research projects and it serves 
as an essential step in the process of writing their masters theses. Undergraduate students in 
Glyphix, the School of Visual Communication Design’s student design studio, are also currently 
employing the model in several projects. Logic models have been used in unframed design 
problems for the studio, as well as in research-based client work. The strength and flexibility of 
the model has been demonstrated by its usefulness by helping students understand complex 
problems and take charge of project management.  

Projects at Kent State University 

In the first example, a group of three students were challenged to create a design campaign that 
centered on an audience and issue of their choice. The students began the project without the use 
of a research framework and initially struggled to get started. While the students had identified a 
project mission and desired final outcomes, they had trouble beginning their research. Once the 
logic model framework was applied, the students were able to begin specific research on their 
audience (students at Kent State) and begin conceptualizing ways to address their issue (the 
impact of digital technology on interpersonal relationships). The figures below capture the logic 
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model (Figure 7) and one of the resulting artifacts, a screensaver intended for computer labs 
around campus (Figure 8). 
 
 

 

Figure 7: Logic Model for the Social Issues Project 

Source: Glyphix, Kent State University School of Visual Communication Design, 2013 
 
 
 

 

Figure 8: Image from the “Make it Personal” campaign 

Source: Glyphix, Kent State University School of Visual Communication Design, 2013 
 

 

STEPS Research Define Scope Develop Topics Develop Concepts Concept Deliverables Create Identity Create Deliverables

SOCIAL ISSUES
Project Schedule

PURPOSE

Inform mission 
statement

Audience Focus project Define slogan(s) Define mediums and 
components

Unify campaign Final product

ACTION

Online, campaigns, 
magazines

Research Brainstorm, research Brainstorm Brainstorm Brainstorm Sketching/design

OUTCOME Define mission
statement

Structure for 
concepts

Define topics Have a slogan Define deliverables Have identity Final product

TIMELINE 1 week 1 week 1 week 2 weeks 1 week 2 weeks 4 weeks
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A second group of students was tasked with conceiving a public design project that would 

enhance the downtown Kent, Ohio community. Working without a research framework on a 
similar unframed problem, the students also had difficulty beginning their research. After 
developing a mission statement the students outlined a logic model that allowed them to break 
the project into smaller components. Research stages were outlined and steps for the design 
process were created as well (Figure 9).  

 

 

Figure 9: Section of Logic Model for the Downtown Kent Project 

Source: Glyphix, Kent State University School of Visual Communication Design, 2013 
 
 
In addition to using the model for studio projects, Glyphix students have used the model to 

break down client research projects as well. A pair of students is currently engaged in research to 
identify fundraising strategies for an upcoming capital campaign. The students know their end 
product will be a research summary document and presentation, but had to figure out how to go 
about creating the content for these materials. In this case, a logic model was used to identify 
project components based off the needs of stakeholders and create a production schedule.  
 

Conclusion 

Logic models serve as an excellent tool for planning research-based design problems. Students 
and educators in the Visual Communication Design program at Kent State University have used 
the logic model process for both studio research courses and as a part of individual 
investigations. Through this process an elegant and simple tool for breaking down large projects 
that allows students to shape and evaluate the design research process has been developed.  
 
 

STEPS Research Literature Review Literature Review Needs Analysis

DOWNTOWN KENT
Project Schedule

ACTIVITIES

Comparative 
analysis

Articles
Videos

KSU Buzz, Patch, 
Stater archives, Tree 
City bulletin, Kent city 
news archive

Qualitative interviews 
of 4-5 people.
Survey
Observation
Photo ethnography

OUTCOMES

Know methods 
and techniques

Know reception 
and press
What is successful?

What the public thinks
What has been done 
in Kent already.

What people want.
What the public 
thinks.
Anecdotal info
(raw data)

TIME LINE Completed Completed 2 weeks 2 weeks

PERSONNEL All All All All
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Listening to Patients and Talking to Doctors:  
A Case for Design in Medicine, & A Call to Action 

 
Helen Sanematsu, Indiana University, Herron School of Art and Design, USA 

Sarah Wiehe, Indiana University School of Medicine, USA 
 
This paper describes how design can work at a fundamental level to improve health in the United States. It argues for a 
design application that levels the playing field between the doctor and the patient in a way that re-establishes the person 
as the center of medical advancement. It uses the inclusion of a design research oriented Patient Engagement Core 
within a current study at the Indiana University School of Medicine as a way to demonstrate the relevance of design to 
health research. We touch upon the research environment established by the National Institutes of Health as a driver for 
the relevance of design in medicine, and finally, we suggest that designers use their visual communication and design 
research skills within health research to increase its relevancy to patients and the population, and ‘make the science 
stick’ through better understanding of patient perspectives. We assert that by entering discourse in health at this 
foundational stage we contribute to a new understanding of what health is, who might contribute to its improvement, who 
determines the relevancy of research, and how such research is used.  
 

Keywords: Design Research, User Centered Design, Patient Centered Research, Graphic Design,  
Messaging, Service Design 

 

DESIGN RESEARCH IN THE HEART OF AN FEDERAL GRANT 

esign has a role to play in health related research in the United States. Our team of five—
two designers, one design researcher, one doctor/scientist and one program 
coordinator—operates as design research center within a large study funded by the 

Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality (AHRQ) (Department of Health and Human 
Services). The purpose of our team, the Patient Engagement Core (PEC), is to instill patient 
centeredness through design into health services research. We are a resource shared by four 
separate projects on a five-year, $5 million dollar grant in pediatric medicine, which compares 
the value of different health interventions on pediatric patients. Our task is to work with the 
Principal Investigators of each of the four studies to review their projects and make 
recommendations based on patient perspectives. Our aim is to bring to the study the voice of the 
patient as the voice of a person, so that studies address not only the illness but also the person 
who lives with it. We review study aims and data collection methods with the PI, identify areas 
of relevance to patient participation, and then work with patients themselves to develop ways to 
improve them using methods from design research. The result is a modified study that maintains 
its scientific rigor while being more people centered and sensitive to patients’ lives.  

Background: Design Research, Patient Centeredness, and CBPR 

Patient Centered Outcomes Research and Community Based Participatory Research (CBPR), 
both prevalent research approaches in medicine, have well established principles but lack clear 
methodology. The Patient Engagement Core uses design research to fill the gap. 

Design research aims to produce better design solutions by re-directing the focus of activity 
from the designer to the user. (Lidwell, 2010) Design research emerged as a field in the early 
1970s, partially in response to rapidly advancing computing technologies. Its core principle of 
user centeredness has become fundamental to many areas of design, including the design of 
services, or service design. (Stickdorn 2010, 24-37) In the Patient Engagement Core, we use the 
service design concept of ‘touch points’ to help us focus on the points of interaction between a 
patient and his or her treatment. To do so we use a range of face-to-face, group activities to 
uncover clues that may help us improve the studies themselves and increase their relevance. In 
our previous work we have asked participants to sort word cards to identify priorities; write 
magazine cover headlines to help imagine desired futures, and play carnival games to learn about 
child safety practices. One of the studies in this grant aims to learn about relevant measures for 
ADHD patients from the perspective of their main caregivers (parents, grandparents, etc.). In our 

D 
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Patient Discovery Session, we asked participants to draw floor plans of their homes to help them 
describe how they help their children get ready to go to school. With this activity we learned 
about specific places, times, and tasks (contexts) for 1) design to assist the parent, child and 
family, and 2) measures/metrics for assessing the effectiveness of health interventions.  

Design research methods can be structured to facilitate increased engagement in all phases of 
research. We have used innumerable sheets of sticky note paper to help participants express their 
thoughts and experiences, and then arrange them in order of priority, prevalence, or importance, 
turning sticky notes into data points that facilitate shared analysis by researchers and nascent 
patient experts.  

Patient Centered Outcomes Research (PCOR) 

The aim of Patient Centered Outcomes Research is to help people make informed healthcare 
decisions and improve the quality of healthcare. The Patient Centered Outcomes Research 
Institute, established in 2010 as part of the Affordable Care Act, is the primary source of support 
for this area of research in the United States (pcori.org). PCOR methodology standards were 
drafted for the first time in late 2012, and published in November 2013, after the award of our 
grant. (PCORI 2013) While methodological innovation is central to discourse in design research, 
research methods in patient centered outcomes research are far from established. 

Community Based Participatory Research (CBPR) 

Community Based Participatory Research (CBPR) aims to make research more impactful 
through intense and long-standing collaboration between researchers and communities. In CBPR, 
communities are engaged in research from the initial formulation of research questions through 
all stages of the research process through to dissemination. CBPR measures the quality of 
research in the community using 12 well-established measures ranging from “Recognizing 
community as a unit of identity” to “Involving systems development using a cyclical and 
iterative process.” (Minkler 2012) It has been an area of health science research since the mid-
1990s, yet its literature also de-prioritizes methodological approaches in favor of better 
articulation of the goals and actions of CBPR and its impact in data collection.   

Thus, while we know the aims of Patient Centered Outcomes Research and Community 
Based Participatory Research, it is unclear how to do it. As methodologists, the design 
team/Patient Engagement Core is using design research methods, based on service design 
principles, to achieve these ends.  

How It Works:  Doctors as Clients, Patients as Experts 

We engage in a conventional client relationship with doctors, but our primary deliverable is two-
fold: in addition to creating patient-centered designed artifacts and services, we aim to nurture 
and develop an engaged ‘Patient Expert’ who interacts with doctors on equal footing in research 
to help establish and maintain the relevancy of study measures, study findings, and subsequent 
applications to patient lives. 

Involving people in research as research subjects is difficult to initiate and sustain. 
Researchers who specialize in the science of discovery often lack the resources and capacity to 
fully address issues relating to research recruitment, such as communicating with a patient 
community and maintaining patient involvement throughout the course of a research project. The 
task of the Patient Engagement Core is to serve each of the four Principal Investigators as we 
would a design client. Our stated role addresses study recruitment (increasing study awareness 
and enrollment), study adherence (improving patient engagement and participation), project 
acceptability, ongoing troubleshooting, creation of patient measures, and dissemination to the 
patient community / community at large. 
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The discovery and validation of new and relevant patient measures is a fundamental aim of 
Patient Centered Outcomes Research, and one in which design research can make a significant 
impact. By initiating interaction with patients using design research methods that encourage 
conversation and storytelling, we hope to surface information that will help us understand what 
“good health” means to people in their daily lives. By articulating these definitions, we hope to 
incorporate them into a shared understanding of health in relation to overall quality of life. 

Our work thus far has followed a process similar to that of a conventional designer /client 
relationship, with some additional complexities in the approval process due to the necessity of 
submission to the Institutional Review Board. See Table 1.1 

 
Table 1.1 : Comparing the Patient Engagement Core Process to Conventional Design  
 

Steps Activity Reflection 
 

1.  The Patient Engagement Core 
(full team) receives the study 
protocol and other related 
materials, and meets internally 
to reach a broad understanding 
of the study aims and methods 
 

Far from a design brief, the protocol was written for 
the NIH to support funding, not identify and 
contextualize a design problem. As such, it was 
necessarily short on methodology, our main area of 
patient centeredness. The protocol as defined in the 
grant gave us insufficient information to move 
forward 

2. Initial meeting with study PI to 
introduce our services and 
learn about the study  

This was positioned to be a ‘kick-off’ meeting for 
the project, but it quickly became a basic client 
education session. A formal presentation would 
educate the PIs and introduce not only the team’s 
capacities and its relevance to their research, but 
provide rationales for the application of design in 
this area. Similarly, the PEC would have benefitted 
greatly from PI presentations, for which we could 
provide a template to ensure we receive the 
information we need 

3. The PEC project coordinator 
meets with PI to identify 
potential patient experts to 
participate in our design 
research, and starts contacting 
them to set up meeting times 
for our ‘Patient Discovery 
Session’ 

The PEC Project Coordinator is the main contact for 
patients engaged in the four studies, and needs to 
maintain clear communication with study PIs and 
their own research assistants. Our Project 
Coordinator is exceptional at her job; she sees all 
the ‘moving parts’ of each study from all 
perspectives and her attention to detail is critical to 
the success of our work 

4. The PEC design team (design 
researcher + designers) 
develops activities and an 
agenda for a 2-4 hour ‘Patient 
Discovery Session’ 
 

In a conventional design process, a formal contract 
would have been signed after step 2 to insure that 
our non-academic partners were using their 
budgeted amounts judiciously. Moreover, the 
University affiliated members of the PEC, 
accustomed to a model of inquiry, was guilty of 
scope-creep. Thus one of the recurring issues in the 
PEC is the difference between the expectations for 
work between that of the external design studio and 
the internal academic faculty and staff. In grant 
years 2 and 3 we intend to work on a contract model 

5. Discovery session activities are As the sessions can be elaborately choreographed, a 



JOURNAL TITLE 

 
 

sent to the whole PEC for 
review 

week at least needs to be budgeted for review 

6.. Approved discovery session 
activities are sent to and 
approved by the PI with 
revisions 

The main PEC contact for these revisions has been 
our doctor/scientist. Both our doctor/scientist and 
design researcher need to be consulted 
 

7. Discovery session is conducted 
by PEC (full team) 

The tendency is to focus on data collection over 
making people as comfortable as possible in a new 
setting: the model for a Discovery Session is 
perhaps less a focus group run by a facilitator and 
more an exercise in ‘engaged hospitality’ (along the 
lines of a coffee break, but hosted by a peer) 

8. PEC design team does initial 
data analysis and forwards the 
to the full PEC for validation 

Potentially more efficiently done with a group 
analysis session as all of the data was captured on 
flip chart paper 

9. Designers create solutions to 
address issues found in the 
‘Discovery Session’ 

Optimally, all PEC would participate in the design 
development phase 

10. Revised findings, report, and 
proposal submitted to PI 
 

We have been submitting these via PDF but we 
would benefit if they were hardcopy, working 
documents  

11. PEC health researcher meets 
with PI to discuss report and 
design proposal 

It would be beneficial for both medical and design 
PIs to be in attendance 

12. PI adds approved designs to 
the study protocol 
 

Note: PIs are not required to follow our 
recommendations, however the PIs we have worked 
with so far have been pleased with our initial work 

13. Pediatric Protocol 
Development Team reviews 
protocol 

Note: This step insures that the original study intent 
is maintained and that scientific rigor is not 
compromised 

14. Institutional Review Board 
approves protocol 

Note: The IRB’s role is to protect study participants 
(‘human subjects’) from abuses in research 

15. PI proceeds with study 
including PEC revisions  
 

We will be implementing methods to help us track 
the study and the impacts of our design work, 
however neither of the two studies we’ve worked on 
so far have reached this stage 

Patient Advisory Board 

The PEC is also responsible for extending the impact of patient centered research into the 
institution through the Patient Advisory Board. Comprised of two participants from each of our 
patient discovery sessions and six top-level administrators/scientists from the IU School of 
Medicine, the Board will meet twice a year to review studies proactively, to identify barriers and 
facilitate successes beyond the four projects supported by this grant. The Board will continue our 
work of introducing patient centered perspectives into University research.  

Mini-grants 

Mini-grants will be awarded for patients interested in extending the research project in some 
way or to develop ideas for disseminating study findings to patients and other stakeholders. We 
will encourage patients participating in the Patient Engagement Core to develop proposals that 
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will be reviewed by the Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality. We will assist the patients 
as needed in preparing the proposal, including assisting with visual communication needs.  

 

                        

Figure 1: The Patient Engagement Core Methodology 

 
The Patient Engagement Core (PEC). The PEC is a service that uses design to support four 

separate studies to improve pediatric care. 1. The Patient Engagement Core (PEC) conducts user-
centered research to improve study methods. This includes designing communication and 
communication artifacts (messaging and graphic design) and study-to-patient touch points 
(service design). 2. Two patients from all four studies meet twice a year with scientists and 
administrators to proactively review research in the Indiana University School of Medicine 
(IUSM). This step introduces user centered/patient centered values throughout IUSM. 3. Mini-
grants are awarded to patients to pilot their own studies with IUSM support. 

 

RELEVANCE 

Health sciences research is a viable, sustainable, and relevant area for design practice and 
design research. 

Design in the context of national research agendas 
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The Patient Engagement Core is an example of how design research fits into a large, 
federally funded grant in Patient Centered Outcomes Research. While the Patient Engagement 
Core’s methods align with Patient Centered Outcomes Research and CBPR, the request for 
proposals did not specifically call for a design research component. The relationship between the 
IU School of Medicine and the Herron School of Art and Design was viewed as “strikingly 
novel” and as a notable strength of the proposal. As Patient Centered Outcomes Research 
matures and its literature expands to embrace methodology, the onus is on designers to establish 
themselves as co-investigators in the field, and demonstrate the relevance of design practice to 
quality patient centered practice.  

 

Translational Science 

The 60 Clinical and Translational Sciences Institutes (CTSI) across the country are another 
recently established area of study that benefits from the application of design. 
(ncats.nih.gov/files/factsheet-ctsa.pdf) (indianactsi.org) Charged accelerating the pace at which 
medical discovery moves from the Ivory Tower to application in the ‘real world,’ the Institutes 
were established in 2006 and explicitly call for increased community engagement in research. 
We have been working on community research projects with the Indiana CTSI since 2011 and 
our work is now a core service of their Community Health Engagement Program, where our 
work is seen as both a way to communicate with people, and as a research method to learn more 
about them. As in the Patient Engagement Core, our work with CHEP and the Indiana Clinical 
and Translational Sciences Institute is also to make “community investigators” one of the 
outcomes of our work, consistent with the principles of CBPR and in alignment with the 
mandates of the grant.  

Health science research in academic design settings 

As designers in the academy, we are especially well positioned to work with academic 
researchers in health. The shared culture of the University forms a unifying backdrop for our 
collaboration, and while our research and service responsibilities may differ, this commonality is, 
we believe, fundamental to establishing the credibility and validity of the design discipline in this 
context. Academic designers also have at their ready shared information systems, research tools, 
and a financial infrastructure that makes long-term engagements such as those in the Schools of 
Medicine and Public Health possible.  

Design pedagogy 

Student learning stands to be impacted significantly from collaborative research with the 
health sciences. The two designers who work with us in the Patient Engagement Core are former 
Herron students who started their own studio, and over the years over 30 students have been 
engaged, both inside and outside of class, on design and design research projects for the IU 
School of Medicine, the Fairbanks School of Public Health, and IU Health, Indiana’s largest 
healthcare provider. Various combinations of them form a growing pool of health-engaged, 
design researchers in central Indiana. Significant to their development have been courses in that 
emphasize design thinking, service design, and design research methods. Well-trained graphic 
design students who look to define problems as much as they look to solve them, who bring a 
people centered approach to their work, and who take seriously the impact of visual and verbal 
language, already possess the skills needed to engage in a large part of the work we do. 

In terms of student learning, the advantages of applying your skills and acquiring new ones 
in settings outside the classroom are widely discussed, as is the significance of gaining ‘content’ 
knowledge in medicine and the health sciences. However I might argue that in community health 
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research—in which we consider the overall population in addition to the patient in the clinic—
the most valuable lesson is that of health as less of a science are more of a matter of social 
justice. Engaging with the dominant issues of health in the U.S. today such as obesity and 
diabetes puts one at the center of complex systems of economics, governance, societal structure, 
and culture.  An ant’s eye view of the working of such forces can be a powerful lesson in the 
realities of the world that students will be entering as designers. As purveyors of image and type, 
it is important to bear in mind whom you might be serving with those skills, and to what ends. 

CONCLUSION 

With the establishment of the Patient Centered Outcomes Research Institute and the Clinical 
and Translational Research Award, it is clear that medical research in this country is shifting its 
focus to patient centered approaches that necessitate community engagement and involvement. 
While many doctors conduct research with human subjects, this substantial push by the NIH 
toward better patient outcomes underscores the necessity of a patient perspective in research 
outcomes. Visual communication designers and design researchers need to be willing and ready 
to fill this need as ‘graphic designers’ who impact research awareness; as methodologists who 
create data collection methods; and as design researchers who improve the quality of health 
improvement interventions. Our greatest challenge is the pioneering nature of the work: doctors 
typically do not interface professionally with designers, and introducing the relevance of a 
practice conventionally viewed as decorative within a discipline as empirically grounded, 
rigorous and institutionalized as medicine can be difficult. However, once our work is understood 
as patient driven rather than style driven, it is readily seen for its problem solving potential by 
researchers who are challenged by study recruitment, patient adherence to research protocols, and 
the determination of patient centered measures. Informed by a progressive national research 
agenda, and backed by the mandates of federal grants, design is positioned, right now, to play a 
key role in improving health in the United States. Designers bring out the expertise of patients 
and regular people. We as designers need to get in there and do our part. 
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Evolving Evaluation: Looking Toward Lateral 
Thinking as a New Design Critique Model 

 
Brad Tober, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, USA 

 
Abstract: The design critique is somewhat of an enigma—it is integral to the design process, yet there is no standard 
approach to its implementation. Critique aims to both validate design research and offer constructive criticism as a 
catalyst for personal growth as a designer; however, consistently achieving this is often made difficult due to the number 
of variables involved. These variables include, but are not limited to, the type of work being critiqued, critique group 
dynamic, and the individual personality characteristics of critique group members. Perhaps most importantly, many 
forms of critique, to the extent that conventional critical / vertical thinking approaches are involved, are skewed too 
heavily toward reflecting on what already has been done, as opposed to looking forward to future possibilities. 

This paper proposes a design critique model based not on critical / vertical thinking, but rather on lateral 
thinking—a method first described by creative thinking expert Edward De Bono. In his book, “The Use of Lateral 
Thinking,” De Bono stated, “It is not possible to dig a hole in a different place by digging the same hole deeper. [...] if 
the hole is in the wrong place, then no amount of improvement is going to put it in the right place. [...] Vertical thinking 
is digging the same hole deeper; lateral thinking is trying again elsewhere.” This paper examines a lateral thinking 
approach to critique through the use of De Bono’s Six Thinking Hats tool, which encourages users to challenge their 
individually conditioned thinking methods. This tool may be well suited for a new design critique model due to its 
flexibility, effectiveness in managing groups, and simultaneous recognition of multiple (often divergent) perspectives. As 
part of an initial investigation into the implementation of such a model, this paper outlines a number of relevant 
classroom-based case studies. 
 
 

Keywords: Design, Process, Evaluation, Critique, Lateral Thinking 
 

The Role of Critique 

The Design Process 

he design process manifests itself in nearly as many ways as there are designers to execute 
it. Despite this, most, if not all, conceptualizations of the design process feature some 
commonalities. Howard et al. (2008, p. 165), through a survey of nineteen creative design 

process models, identified four distinct components shared among the vast majority of these 
models: analysis, generation, evaluation, and communication / implementation. While each of 
these components is critical to a successful design process—it could be argued that the process 
would not function with the loss of even one component—evaluation plays a particularly pivotal 
role due to the typically recursive nature of creative processes in general (Kozbelt, Beghetto, & 
Runco, 2010, p. 30). The incremental success of each design iteration is dependent on the 
effectiveness of the evaluation of the previous iteration. A design process characterized by a 
weak evaluation component will be highly inefficient, and will likely produce weak design work 
as a result. 

Critique in Education 

Contemporary design education seeks to enable students to engage productively with the design 
discipline, whether they ultimately become practitioners, researchers, or educators. Evaluation—
in the form of grading—is characteristic of education in general, yet the argument could be made 
that a design student’s body of work is far more indicative of his or her future success than are 
his or her grades. Critique, being a form of evaluation, often does play a role in helping to 
determine student grades; however, it is much more valuable (both in peer and instructor-sourced 
forms) as a catalyst for personal growth and development as a designer, particularly as measured 
by the strength of one’s portfolio. 

In the classroom, the instructor is responsible for implementing an approach to critique that 
both advances each student’s individual growth and facilitates an environment conducive to 
collaborative peer feedback. This can prove to be a challenge, at the undergraduate level in 

T 



CONNECTING DOTS 

 
 

particular, as the instructor is positioned as the sole source of design-related knowledge and 
experience. Students have not yet acquired enough requisite knowledge and experience to offer a 
comprehensive critique on peer work; they are learning to design and to critique design 
simultaneously. The lack of experiential diversity is also a hindrance, as effective critique is 
characterized by the presence of multiple, often divergent, perspectives, and many undergraduate 
design courses are comprised of students at the same academic level. 

Critique in Practice and Research 

Many of the same critique methods and tools used in the classroom can also be applied to the 
evaluation and validation of both design practice and research—particularly that which 
recognizes design practice as a form of creative research. As the concept of rigorous design 
research inquiry continues to grow, the question of how to develop appropriate methodologies 
remains. The fact that there is no truly standardized approach to design critique or evaluation 
poses a problem here; however, it has been proposed that protocols, or explicit rules of conduct, 
may serve as a methodological basis for individual research projects (Gray & Malins, 2004, p. 
18). In this type of approach to research, an adequately flexible critique model could then serve 
as the basis of a project’s evaluation protocol. 

The classroom and professional / research environments differ in the roles of the parties 
involved with the design process. Rather than a student answering to an instructor, a designer or 
researcher ultimately answers to a client or stakeholder. The challenge here is that, unlike the 
instructor in the classroom setting, the client or stakeholder typically has no extensive knowledge 
of or experience with design; this is their reason for working with the designer or researcher in 
the first place. Consequently, effective critique in the realm of practice and research must also 
recognize a diversity of perspectives, and it must often attempt to autonomously derive those 
perspectives with little or no relevant input from the perspective holders. 

Conventional Forms of Critique 

Conventional critique focuses heavily on the analysis, and often contextualization, of a design 
work after it has already been executed. Landa (2006, p. 37) has suggested a critique model that 
poses a series of particular questions about both the design project and the process that the 
designer engaged with to create it, providing an opportunity to reflect on the work produced. Lee 
(2010) has described another model that is similarly reflective, categorizing potential critique 
questions under the headings of “Big picture,” “Materiality,” “Systems,” “Composition,” and 
“Design Elements.” 

These types of approaches to critique assume two things: one, that a design work can be 
considered complete, and two, that the insights gained through the critique process can, and will, 
be applied to the execution of future work. The questions posed by each of these models, and the 
many others that are similar, may help to improve the specific design work being critiqued, 
despite the fact that there is little incentive to do so (as the work has already been deemed 
complete). Rather, the feedback received is intended for consideration in future endeavors, 
although it is left to the designer to infer exactly how to translate and apply this feedback going 
forward. This is a roundabout way of working—only serving to potentially confuse and frustrate 
designers at the expense of producing less than optimal “completed” work. 

Contemporary design is increasingly shifting away from these assumptions, with design now 
being considered an organic system with an end state that is constantly adapting or evolving 
(Dubberly, 2008). In this conceptualization of design, any “end” point chosen for critique is done 
so arbitrarily, and thus a designer may choose as many such “end” points (these may or may not 
coincide with the same point in each recursive cycle of the design process) as he or she would 
like to evaluate. This has the result of effectively deemphasizing the notion of a final critique and 
front-loading one or more formal critical evaluations of a design work to earlier points in the 
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design process—when feedback received can still be implemented in a later iteration of the same 
work. While certain conventional critique models may incorporate some degree of interim 
feedback into the design process, rarely is it formalized to a great extent. 

A New Model 

Lateral Thinking 

This paper proposes a design critique model based not on critical / vertical thinking, but rather on 
lateral thinking—a method first described by creative thinking expert Edward De Bono in his 
book The Use of Lateral Thinking. As De Bono (1971) stated very simply, “The aim of lateral 
thinking is to generate new ideas” (p. 129). This correlates with the desire to develop a critique 
model that moves past purely reflective thought and looks forward to future possibilities. De 
Bono (1971) even goes so far to have claimed that vertical thinking actively inhibits the 
formation of new ideas (p. 82).  

The practical difference between vertical and lateral thinking lies in the location of the 
thinker’s efforts. De Bono (1971) illustrated this best using the analogy of digging a hole: 

It is not possible to dig a hole in a different place by digging the same hole deeper. 
Logic is the tool that is used to dig holes deeper and bigger, to make them altogether 
better holes. But if the hole is in the wrong place, then no amount of improvement is 
going to put it in the right place. […] Vertical thinking is digging the same hole deeper; 
lateral thinking is trying again elsewhere (p. 22).  

An effective approach to lateral thinking—especially one that might serve as the basis of a 
new critique model—needs to provide the appropriate tools to relocate and redirect thinking 
efforts, with the objective of actively seeking out new ideas. In the context of a design critique, 
this cannot be achieved by merely digging deeper into an analysis of the work being evaluated; 
rather, the evaluation must use the work as a locus from which other, perhaps unexpected, 
opportunities are identified and explored. 

The Six Thinking Hats 

De Bono’s Six Thinking Hats tool is one of the many possible approaches to lateral thinking. 
Each of the six hats represents a specific mode or perspective of thought (De Bono, 1999, p. 13): 

• The White hat is objective and rational. 
• The Red hat is emotional. 
• The Black hat is cautious, careful, and serious. 
• The Yellow hat is positive and optimistic. 
• The Green hat is creative. 
• The Blue hat represents a meta-analysis of the thoughts produced by the other hats. 
Users of the Six Thinking Hats tool are expected to temporarily insert themselves into the 

role of each hat to, in effect, redirect their thought processes. This happens because individuals 
are often conditioned to think in only one or two particular ways; by forcing users to think in a 
number of ways that they typically do not, a significant opportunity for the development of new 
ideas arises (De Bono, 1999, p. 6). Additionally, when used as a collaborative evaluation tool, all 
team members “wear” the same hat simultaneously—this can help to manage group interaction 
by preventing the confrontations that can often occur between different types of thinkers (De 
Bono, 1999, p. 10). 
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A Six Thinking Hats Critique Model, and its Benefits 

A critique model based on the Six Thinking Hats tool would incorporate a series of prompts or 
questions to be addressed regarding the work being evaluated, with each prompt or question 
reflecting one or more of the perspectives represented by the Hats. The particularities of these 
prompts / questions are flexible, allowing the model to be both applied to a wide range of 
contexts and refined after its repeated application to recursive cycles of the design process. The 
forward-looking nature of such a model would position it most effectively early on in the design 
process, allowing for useful, relevant, and formalized interim feedback to be incorporated into 
the work being evaluated. Coincident with one of the objectives of critique, this model would 
facilitate not only an evaluation of formal design qualities, but it would also assist in the 
evaluation and formulation of ideas at a more fundamental level. This expansion of critical focus, 
enabled in part by the recognition and introduction of multiple, often divergent, perspectives, 
would serve to further facilitate collaborative feedback—particularly among novice designers. 

Preliminary Case Studies 

As a faculty member associated with the Graphic Design program at the University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign, the author has performed a number of initial experimental tests of a Six 
Thinking Hats critique model in the classroom. While these tests have occurred within an 
educational setting, the author believes in the broader applicability of this model to both practice 
and research environments, and he is committed to pursuing further investigations in these areas. 

A Generic Model 

Context 

In the Spring 2013 semester, the author taught two separate classes—Introduction to Graphic 
Design (sophomore level) and Advanced Digital Interaction (senior level)—in which he 
incorporated a preliminary critique model based on the Six Thinking Hats tool. Both courses 
featured projects where the development of a number of detailed proposals (in written or 
designed form) was central to the process that students engaged with. 

In Introduction to Graphic Design, students were tasked with producing a series of four 
posters, each exploring one of the four approaches to integrating type and image described in 
Nancy Skolos and Thomas Wedell’s book Type, Image, Message, that were installed in a public 
space and aimed to elicit a particular action / response from viewers. The first phase of this 8-
class session project involved the design of 12 proposed poster options, which were then 
formally evaluated (by arbitrarily assigned focus teams) in class 5 to identify which options, or 
combinations thereof, would be most suitable for further refinement and ultimate 
implementation. 

Advanced Digital Interaction was structured entirely around a student-led approach to 
project design. Project form and content were not prescribed to students; rather, students were 
responsible for developing a written description of their own projects in response to a cue that 
provided insight into a particular contemporary issue or context related to interaction design. 
This structure applied to all four projects in the course, each being approximately 7 class sessions 
in length, with three unique proposals due prior to the class session after each project was 
assigned. The author reviewed the submitted proposals before assigning students to focus teams 
characterized by projects with related themes or approaches. 

In both courses, focus teams evaluated the work of one student at a time using a printed 
information organizer that outlined the evaluation prompts. Individuals spent time writing their 
responses on this organizer; teams then collaboratively discussed the final feedback that would 
be provided to the student. 
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Prompts 

The following prompts were used for focus team evaluation of students’ work in these courses: 
• Consider the project idea rationally. (White hat) 
• Consider the project idea emotionally / intuitively. (Red hat) 
• Consider the project idea cautiously. (Black hat) 
• Consider the project idea positively. (Yellow hat) 
• Consider the project idea creatively. (Green hat) 
• Consider the project idea in an overall sense. (Blue hat) 

Results 

Students generally appreciated the early, structured feedback received through the 
implementation of this model. While the prompts were purposefully vague to allow for more 
freedom in responses—closely following the Six Thinking Hats approach—some students 
(particularly at the sophomore level) found it difficult to relate them to what they were being 
asked to do in each project. Senior-level students were typically more appreciative of the 
prompts’ role in challenging their individually conditioned thinking methods. The author found 
students more willing to be constructively critical when specifically asked to consider a project 
idea in a rational or cautious manner. A number of students, independent of academic level, 
expressed frustration with the idea of formalized written critique; however, the author asserts that 
design students should be doing more writing, more often. 

A More Specialized Model 

Context 

In the Fall 2013 semester, the author taught a section of the Graphic Design program’s vertical 
studio, an exploratory course that integrates all Graphic Design students (and select non-majors) 
at the sophomore, junior, and senior levels. The author’s project, taught three separate times over 
the course of the semester, engaged students in a process of narrative plot development, 
structured writing, and storyboarding to negotiate the design constraints involved with producing 
a sixteen-episode season of an Instagram video web series (Peterson & Tober, 2014). Each 
student produced three unique, written series proposals, which were then evaluated in focus 
teams during the second class session of the project. 

Implementation of the trial critique model in this course was similar to that of the previous 
semester, with a division of labor between the individual and his or her focus team. Focus teams 
were formed so as to represent the academic-level diversity of the vertical studio as a whole. The 
most significant change was to the format of the prompts presented to students; rather than 
existing as a set of generic statements intended to guide the critique, the Six Thinking Hats 
manifested themselves as inquiries specific to the nature of the project being evaluated. 

Questions 

The following questions were used for focus team evaluation of students’ series proposals: 
• What is your first impression of the proposed series? (Red hat) 
• What is the appeal of the proposed series? (Yellow hat) 
• Is the proposed series reasonable, given the parameters of the project? (White hat) 
• What opportunities do you see for exercising creativity in the production of the 

proposed series? (Green hat) 
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• What difficulties could you envision encountering in the production of the proposed 
series? (Black hat) 

• Should the series creator pursue production of the proposed series? (Blue hat) 

Results 

While the author makes no claim to the sole validity of his critical feedback, in many cases, this 
critique model helped to identify what he would have suggested as a student’s appropriate 
proposal to pursue, even if it was not what the student was anticipating. In the vertical studio 
structure, which typically attempts to make a virtue of larger class sizes, this can help to manage 
the instructor’s limited one-on-one feedback time more efficiently. Focus team members were 
found to provide more targeted insight into the work being evaluated, due to the questions used 
in this iteration of the model representing a more project-specific approach. While providing an 
opportunity to reflect on the work being evaluated, the particular framing of these inquiries 
forced the evaluating team members to look outwards from the work and consider its future 
implications and possibilities, more so than in the previous semester. 

Further investigation of this model will focus on how it functions and adapts to repeated 
implementation in a recursive design process. These case studies examined—with great 
promise—a single implementation of the model early on in the process of each project, yet there 
is significant appeal to a critique model that can remain effective throughout different phases of 
the design process. Additional work is also needed to help formalize students’ engagement with 
this model through further development of their writing skills. 
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