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EDUCATION VS. LEARNING

The 2016 Design 
Educators Conference  

This publication is a collection of  papers presented at the 2016 Design 
Educators Conference which took place in Toronto, a collaborative  
effort between Humber College Graphic Design and the Association of  
Registered Graphic Designers (RGD). The fourth Design Educators  
Conference gathered renowned national and international design scholars 
from around the world to explore the connections and disconnects of  
education with the goal to stimulate learning.

Presenters and participants shared new models of  collaboration taking 
form at the intersection between academia and real world projects. Design 
practitioners and scholars investigated the following questions: 

As students and technology evolve, how is education changing to 
meet the needs of  the new learner? 

What technologies or techniques will encourage learning? 

Where are the pain points for educators and learners?

We would like to thank the wonderful support of  our colleagues who 
were involved in the writing and reviewing process of  the papers as well 
as copy-editing and design. We hope that this work creates a platform of  
continuous scholarly dialogue within our community of  practice.
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RENÉE ALLEY N

Teaching Type in an 
Era of Media Multiplicity: 
A look at typography education 
in 21st Century

ABSTRACT 
The pressure to prepare young designers with the skills needed 
to work in and across print and digital media is fi ltering down to 
the typography classroom. This paper explores how typography 
educators can respond to the growing demands of media multiplicity. 
Three interconnected approaches are advanced: non-media specifi c 
fundamentals, diversity of media represented in projects, and 
cross-disciplinary collaboration.

RENÉE ALLEY N

Renée Alleyn is a Professor in the York/Sheridan Program in Design 
where she teaches undergraduate courses in typography, type making, 
and visual communication. She has over ten years of experience as an 
editorial and communications designer, with a focus on developing 
typographic communication systems. Renée holds a Master’s degree in 
Communication and Culture from York University where her research 
investigated the social and political positioning of magazines in Canada. 
Renée’s current research interests explore the intersection of typography 
with the communication challenges posed by increasing global fl ows 
of people, information and products.
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INTRODUCTION
We live and work in an era of media multiplicity. The old divisions  
between more traditional media—such as books, newspapers, television, 
film—and new media—such as websites, mobile apps, video, smart  
devices—are evaporating at remarkable speed. For graphic designers, 
media multiplicity poses a challenge: it means an ever-increasing demand 
that designers feel at home working in any media. Take a quick look at 
local job listings for graphic designers of any degree of experience and  
you will see a great number of postings looking for the skills needed to 
work in a variety of media (both print and digital) and the ability to  
design single communicative systems that will work across such platforms 
(see for example RGD’s job listings at www.rgd.ca/talent/jobs). 

This pressure is filtering down to the classroom. For educators  
delivering typography curriculum, media multiplicity poses the challenge 
of preparing design graduates with competence in using type across  
various print, digital, and environmental communications. However, 
much of what we as educators are currently doing in the classroom has 
an implicit print bias. In other words, many of us are teaching type like 
we always have, though maybe throwing in screen near the end of the 
semester as an afterthought. This perpetuates the idea that typography 
is print-based and letters on the screen are just inferior approximations. 
In teaching type the way we always have, we risk perpetuating a now 
non-existent divide between print and new media. At a recent panel 
discussion on teaching typography hosted by the Type Directors Club, 
this issue inevitably came up, with two of the panel’s participants arguing 
passionately that “screen typography is just typography” (Papaelias, 2017), 
while the other two attempted to explain their choice to not teach type 
for screen (Teaching, 2017). Implicit print bias is due to a variety of factors, 
including the history of graphic design education and, as Amy Papaelias 
points out, the hard-won skill sets or perceived comforts/discomforts 
of educators if trained anytime over ten years ago (myself included). We 
can most certainly do a better job of making sure that what we teach is 
relevant not just to print, but to digital medias as well. 
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Typographic textbooks and other curriculum tools also perpetuate 
this divide between new and old media (this is only beginning to change 
with the most recent publications). For example, there are two much- 
used books on typography from Ellen Lupton: One, Thinking with Type 
(2010), though showing some examples of websites and motion graphics,  
leads with print. The other, Type on Screen (2014), deals exclusively with 
typography for screen media. Both are useful books that have a place in 
my curriculum, however neither work on their own as introductory  
texts for cross-media typography. The first offers an introduction to  
typographic concepts (such as size, leading, and line length), while the 
second deals with these introductory concepts only within the context 
of—and using the language of—screen media. 

My argument in this paper is predicated on the above two assertions. 
In an era of media multiplicity, graphic design educators teaching  
typography are largely doing so with tools and lessons developed to 
address a print-saturated media environment. Furthermore, my argument 
is based on the observation that now more so than ever, graphic designers 
are not the sole proprietors of typography and typographic education. 
With the advent of computer technology there has been an ever- 
expanding number of fields where typography is taught and practiced.  
For example, the school where I teach, Sheridan College, runs more  
than a dozen programs where typography is taught in some respect.  
Another example of the expanding realms for typographic expertise is  
the international mega-foundry Monotype’s promotional use of a white 
paper, published with MIT, on at-a-glance legibility for interfaces such  
as vehicle screens (Dobres et al., 2014). I argue that as graphic design  
educators we can and should continue to have an important role to play  
in promoting typographic excellence, but in order to do so we must rise  
to the media-multiplicity challenge and adapt our lessons and approaches 
to acknowledge and embrace the present environment. 

This paper draws on the literature and published discussions—
though scarce—which I believe point to a direction for such adaptations. 
In the interest of furthering discussion, I put forth three possible  
approaches which may help to address the challenges media multiplicity 

possess for typography education. These three approaches do not  
propose we make changes to the basic values of typography—what  
Petr van Blokland calls the “principal values that are at the heart of  
effective typography” (2015, p. 213)—only that we make changes with 
regards to their delivery. In fact, I believe all three approaches require  
that the values at the heart of effective typography be brought to the  
front and centre.

These three proposed approaches may be adopted together or  
separately. I believe they can be used to suggest teaching methods to fit 
specific instructors and circumstances in ways that I am too myopic to 
imagine at this time. I discuss these three approaches by no means as a 
ready-out-of-the-box prescription; they are intended to point in a direction 
rather than prescribe the way. My hope is that in outlining these approaches 
they may be helpful to others when considering curriculum—as they have 
been to me.  

APPROACH 1: NON-MEDIA SPECIFIC FUNDAMENTALS
The first, and perhaps most critical, approach to addressing media  
multiplicity in the typography classroom is looking for ways to teach  
type fundamentals that are non-media specific. By fundamentals, I  
mean the “specific professional competence” unique to typography, as 
van Blokland puts it (p. 213). This professional competence encompasses 
the set of skills necessary to execute effective typography. Skills such as 
knowing that type size is a relative measurement, how to determine line 
spacing, and choosing a typeface are listed by van Blokland (pp. 217–223). 
We can better serve the profession and our students if in introductory 
teachings these fundamentals are carefully stripped away of the print bias 
I have described above. In other words, in introducing typography to a 
new set of students, we should avoid teaching the principles as related to 
print typography first (unless of course we explicitly name them as specific 
to print), while adding the specifics of other medias second, as exceptions.

I admit that this is a rather complicated appeal. Many of us have been 
teaching type for decades in an environment where print was the only 
media students would be working in. Teasing typographic fundamentals 
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away from their application in print requires that we step back and ask 
ourselves what principles are at the base of what we teach. For example, 
typographic rules—in one form or another—have often served as the 
fundamentals of education in type. However, typographic rules tend to 
fall apart when media multiplicity is at play—because what works to  
create a comfortable reading experience in one media can have very  
different effects in another. Students tend to accept rules as laws and 
things can get very confusing when one set of rules contradicts another. 
The problem is that typographic rules are usually media-specific, but  
they tend not to be explicitly taught that way. The typographic rule  
“don’t letterspace lowercase” offers an excellent, albeit easy, example. 
When setting a book with a classic, well-made book face at ten point  
(a size for which the face was designed), adding significant letterspace  
will wreak havoc on the reading experience. However, when setting  
type at six point or below, adding letterspace is often a good idea.  
Working with large sizes on a wayfinding system, is another situation 
where it’s a good idea to consider adding extra letterspace—because in 
at-a-glance reading situations it is important to have distinction between 
characters. Therefore if we tease away the value at the core of the rule 
“don’t letterspace lowercase”, we’re left with the following non-media 
specific typographic fundamental: Letterspacing has an important  
impact on reading. 

As is evident from the above example, it is my strong belief that  
typographic fundamentals emanate from an understanding of how we 
read and how this is affected by different circumstances. If how we read 
and the different modes of reading become the fundamental guiding  
value to typography, the contradiction in the example above begins to 
make perfect sense. Gerard Unger, in his wonderful book While You’re 
Reading (2007), explores the latest research on the topic. Drawing from 
Hans Peter Willberg and Friedrich Frossman’s book Lesetypography, Unger 
discusses different modes of reading—including linear, informative, 
consultative, and selective (pp. 66–67). Each of these modes, of course, 
require different kinds of support from the typographer/designer. Jan 
Middendorp, in his excellent introductory textbook, Shaping Text (2014), 

picks up this categorization of modes of reading from Unger, adding 
several additional categories, providing examples, and discussing what 
decisions from the typographer/designer can help to support the reader 
(pp. 20–21).  
 
APPROACH 2: DIVERSITY OF MEDIA REPRESENTED IN PROJECTS
The second approach to addressing media multiplicity involves incorpor-
ating a wider range of media into assignments. For most of us this means 
incorporating screen media into our curriculums. Papaelias’s assertion 
that “screen typography is just typography” is an important message 
here. In his article The Future of Typography van Blokland makes a similar 
assertion, arguing that differences in the “possibilities and limitations” 
between print and screen have shrunk so significantly that differences 
in the needs of the reader on screen versus in print are minor (p. 213). 
This is not to say that there are no differences—there most certainly are 
significant differences in the nature of the typographer’s control of display 
parameters—but instead that what the screen and print have in common 
is now greater than what separates them. 

At the Teaching Type panel discussion hosted by the Type Directors 
Club, the two panelists arguing for teaching screen typography—Juliette 
Czar and Amy Papaelias—emphasized how easy it is to do so without 
being a web developer or knowing how to code. You and your students 
don’t need to know how to code! No one needs to touch a programming 
language! Teaching screen typography can simply be a matter of familiar-
izing oneself with the needs of on-screen reading on various devices—
something we all have intimate (though possibly unconscious) experience 
with. For those of us educators who have done little or no typography for 
the screen, Lupton’s book on the subject (mentioned in my introduction) 
serves as a good primer. With the plethora of free web-based prototyping 
tools available now (such as InVision and Origami), we can easily ask our 
students to create functional screen-based prototypes from InDesign files. 
Also, as Cezzar points out in the Teaching Type panel, we should never 
underestimate the knowledge our students can share with us—they are 
web-natives after all. I can say personally that it is incredibly exciting to 



  1716     EDUCATION VS. LEARNING

watch my students test their designs for screen on the intended devices—
engaging with the nitty-gritty details of creating a good reading experi-
ence in the mediums they use the most.

Diversifying media should also include designing a range of  
assignments which explicitly ask students to consider and design for  
different modes of reading. Books, posters, informational booklets,  
phone apps, news websites, signage, etc., all call on students to design  
for different modes of reading in a range of media. This ensures that  
application of the fundamentals of typography are fully explored. 
 
APPROACH 3: CROSS-DISCIPLINARY COLLABORATION 
The final approach I discuss here involves cross-disciplinary collaboration. 
By this I mean drawing on expertise and perspectives from type-using 
disciplines outside of graphic design. This can include a variety of  
disciplines including (but not limited to) engineering, environmental 
design, computer programming, interaction design, and journalism. 
Cross-disciplinary collaboration can enrich the learning experience  
for students in each discipline and significantly expand the knowledge 
base you as a professor can offer; in this way it can be an excellent  
support for or impetus to implement the previous two approaches. 

How this final approach might work in specific circumstances is 
predicated on many factors including the institution where you teach  
and the program being taught. Some design programs are already 
cross-disciplinary by nature; others are less so. It’s also important to  
note that cross-disciplinary collaboration can be done both inside and 
outside the classroom in a variety of ways, both theoretical and practical.
Theoretical cross-disciplinary collaboration can occur through student 
research, or by engaging in conversations with professors in other  
disciplines. Practical cross-disciplinary collaboration can occur through 
shared cross-disciplinary team-based student projects, shared class time, 
or collaboration on curriculum. The latter two are explored, for example, 
at Rochester Institute of Technology where their New Media Design  
BFA program teaches typography to design, humanities, and computer 
programming students in shared classes (Nae, 2017). The grand goal  

of these shared classes, according to Hye-Jin Nae, is to generate among 
students a “broader understanding and consideration of typography”  
that might generally lift typographic quality (pp. 3–4). The more  
practical goal of the New Media Design BFA program, however, is to  
help prepare students for working in multidisciplinary professional  
teams upon graduation (p. 3). 

Practical cross-disciplinary collaboration is obviously an enormous 
undertaking that requires instructors to have institutional buy-in and 
support. What I am calling theoretical cross-disciplinary collaboration, 
however, can be undertaken very easily under most circumstances and  
can be just as effective in broadening a design student’s understanding 
of typography. For example, requiring students to apply research using 
secondary sources from other disciplines—such as human-computer 
interaction or accessibility studies—is an excellent way to get students 
thinking about how they too can respond to media-multiplicity.

As typography educators, we can gamely face the challenge posed  
by media multiplicity. I have outlined three approaches which can  
help to ensure our students gain typographic competence across print,  
digital, and environmental media. Looking for non-media specific  
fundamentals, increasing the diversity of media explored in projects,  
and embracing cross-disciplinary collaboration are all strategies which 
suggest any number of individual methods of instruction. Whatever the 
methods, if graphic designers are to play an important role in promoting 
typographic excellence, we must approach our lessons in ways that reflect 
the present media environment. Type is everywhere—let’s do what we  
can to make sure it works everywhere too.
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RICHARD HUNT

Going to the past for 
typography of the future

ABSTRACT 

A common approach to typography courses in graphic design programs 
is from a focus on letterforms and their relationships, followed by 
attention to words and headlines, to complex typography. This refl ects 
both the history of type classes in graphic design schools, and the areas 
in which graphic design instructors are most comfortable, as they are the 
products of those schools. 
 Before the advent of page layout programs for personal computers, 
however, professional level typography was produced not by designers, 
but by type shops whose entire practice was focused on both the 
graphic and the functional aspects of type. Software has successfully 
taken some of that function, but much of what constituted typographic 
fi nesse has been left to algorithms and decisions made by programmers 
and marketing groups. 
 This paper questions the value of some of what is being taught 
in typography classes, and suggests that some aspects that now need 
to be taught are not included. Drawing letterforms, kerning, and 
making expressive type are not the best use of class time, while not 
enough attention is paid to choosing type for text setting and learning 
how typefaces behave in print and screen environments. A systematic 
approach to typography needs more emphasis. 

RICHARD HUNT

Richard Hunt has practiced typography for over 25 years, consulting 
with design fi rms and other institutions, including Bruce Mau Design, 
Zone Books, Rizzoli, KPMB Architects, and the Getty Research Institute. 
He teaches at OCAD University where he lectures on the history of 
typography and teaches studio typography classes. His interests include 
information design and typeface design for print and screen; contexts 
of legibility and readability; and the history, state, and future of 
communication technologies.
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It is obvious that the practice of graphic design has changed an enormous 
amount since the desktop computers and design applications arose in  
the mid 1980s. However, in many schools, typography is still taught much 
as it was before the shift from the model of the graphic designer as a 
conceptual and aesthetic visionary who knew how to get type and image 
executed and printed at a high level by suppliers of services, and the  
current model where the computer has replaced those suppliers’ abilities 
and expertise, leaving the graphic designer to use computers and soft-
ware to execute their graphic design. Design execution used to be largely 
a supervisory role, whereas now (except, sometimes, in the case of web 
design) it falls to the designer to not only design, but make. 
 Although we all recognize that the field has changed, graphic  
design programs don’t always seem to recognize how much more a  
designer is responsible for, often leading to overstretched students and 
poorly-executed work. We often do a good job of teaching conceptual 
development and visual sensitivity, but are less effective in teaching design 
and execution of typographic systems and the importance of attention  
to typographic detail – tasks formerly undertaken by the type shop.
 An analogy might be that between working on a piece of graphic  
design and the making of a film. In the past, the professional graphic  
designer was the equivalent of the film director, with film stripping, 
photography treatment, typography, etc. being executed by others,  
just as (in any but the smallest film), lighting, camera operation, set  
design, acting are directed but not performed by the director. Now the 
graphic designer (especially at the junior level) is expected to be less of a 
director than an executor—performing many of the historical duties of 
the paste-up artist, the photographic technician, the typesetting shop,  
and computer technician. The actual design process is something that 
they are generally brought into more slowly. The changed environment 
requires different skills, abilities, and mindsets; and, crucially, these all 
require time to learn. 
 The computer has been a huge boon to designers in many ways.  
They are no longer as dependent on suppliers and thus forced to pay for 
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every experiment or mistake they make. The computer has brought great 
freedom to designers, but with that great freedom is the great responsibility 
for carrying out all the tasks that used to be delegated to typography and 
image professionals.
 I do not propose to address all the paradigm shifts, opportunities,  
and problems associated with the computer; my focus is typography,  
and how we can best teach it given the limited amount of time we have 
with students. Given that typography is such a big part of design, I argue 
that it is the skills of the pre-desktop typographer that are badly needed 
by the students of today. These include systematic planning, attention to 
typographic detail, and a mastery of the technologies of typography.   
 Contributing to the problem is the fact that the current graphic 
design instructor—whether a senior professor whose graphic design 
education was from the time before the desktop computer, or a younger 
designer whose experience is entirely within the current technological 
environment (but was trained by graphic designers of the previous  
generation)—may have still have a view of text typography as something 
that doesn’t need much attention from the designer beyond decisions  
on layout and typeface.
 In the past, young designers often relied heavily on the type shop 
to give advice on type choice, size and leading, catch design errors (and 
typos), and execute typography well in terms of kerning, justifying, and 
ragging type. Some of the knowledge traditionally held by typographers 
is now held in font and page layout software. Most fonts have acceptable 
kerning embedded, the word space will be reasonable for most purposes, 
and there is no necessity to draw letters (for display) or represent text  
(for body copy) to communicate a proposed layout to a client. As a result, 
the topics of kerning, appropriate word space, and redrawing typefaces, 
while still useful in terms of developing a critical awareness of aspects 
of typography, should be no more than that: exercises. Yet many graphic 
design projects in the early years pay great attention to this kind of thing, 
focusing student’s attention on aspects of typography that now need much 
less attention from the designer. 

 Kerning is one example of a traditional practice that should not be 
ignored in a typographic education, but it requires a different kind of 
attention than in the past. Kerning of computer faces often does benefit 
from some adjustment. However, my impression is that today more  
display type comes to harm from people over-kerning letter pairs than 
from not kerning them at all, because font metrics and optical settings 
usually produce, if not an impeccable setting, one that is acceptable.  
Ideally, students should be able to see when there is a problem or room  
for improvement, and leave kerning alone when there isn’t. And again,  
in the interests of available time in the class, I suggest that teaching  
students to recognize problems and fix them will be more valuable and 
take less time than encouraging them to adjust spacing whether it needs  
it or not. If an instructor focuses too strongly on kerning interventions  
in display settings, students will often cause problems where none were 
before. Where using Letraset rub-on type or a typositor headline typesetter 
required positive letter spacing decisions, computer type requires  
a proportionate and critical look, not necessarily an intervention.
 On the other hand, the historical structure of graphic design  
workflow leads faculty and students to spend insufficient time on text 
type because it traditionally came from an external source: the type shop. 
Since the type was the product of typographically-focused craftspeople, 
text type was usually accepted by the designer with relatively little critical 
attention. Page layout software, on the other hand, offers default settings 
that may work in some circumstances, but not all. For example, the  
20% autoleading that is the default for paragraphs, if not set separately, 
will be only sometimes be appropriate. And even if the student does 
change the leading, it will often be from that default; that is to say, the 
student will begin their layout using the default and then increase or  
decrease it later, without exploring different settings from the beginning. 
Another example is default font word space: While usually (but not 
always) reasonable for lower case settings, it will consequently be too 
little for all caps settings, but will be close enough to acceptable that the 
student will accept it without experimenting with adjustments. Whereas 
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it used to be the principal focus of the type shop, setting type is now only 
one of the responsibilities of the graphic designer.
 On another aspect of typographic education, compositional exercises 
using typography are without a doubt useful. However, these will inevit-
ably appear in ‘graphic design’ classes. Few instructors of graphic design 
classes ignore composition and display typography, therefore typography 
classes are free to focus more on areas where text-based typographic  
decisions and attention to detail are needed.
 Although the desktop computer is now the foundation of the  
production of design, both in classes and in professional practice, what 
is done with the hardware and software tools often addresses the same 
exercises and projects that were the focus of education of the past. The 
changing nature and kinds of expertise required for using the new tools  
is not always considered—with the result that the education required  
for this is similarly not fully considered. Both educational strategy (the 
overall aim of typography classes) and educational tactics (the tasks and 
processes we ask students to undertake) often do not fully recognize the 
fundamental shift in process in the relationship of graphic designers to 
typography. Designers used to have a critical relationship with the type 
provided by suppliers, while for the last thirty years, designers have instead 
executed typography, using page layout, and other computer programs. 
 It is not just the direct relationship of designers with typography that
is fundamental. Graphic designers must develop peripheral skills. Graphic 
designer skills, apart from those directly related to the creative response  
to a brief design, such as research, ideation, visual development, client  
relations, etc., were largely organizational (organizing suppliers and  
printing) and manual (such as sketching and paste-up). As Jennifer Cole 
Phillips writes, 

 Before the Macintosh, solving graphic design problems meant out
 sourcing at nearly every stage of the way: manuscripts were sent  
 to a  typesetter; photographs–selected from contact sheets–were 
 printed at a lab and corrected by a retoucher; and finished work  

 was  the job of a paste-up artist, who sliced and cemented type and   
 images onto boards. This protocol slowed down the work process 
 and required designers to plan each step methodically. … Too often,  
 the temptation to turn to the computer precludes deeper levels of   
 research and ideation. (Lupton & Phillips, 2015, p. 10)

 Students may understandably rush the research and ideation phase  
because they have to hand in a project by a deadline. However, this tends 
to militate against the development of methodical planning skills. These 
may seem less important to students in the course of their education. 
However, the need for them in practice has increased, especially for the 
kind of large projects that are seldom seen in school, but are a mainstay  
of practice. The need for planning and for organizing hierarchies of  
workflow may have moved later in the process, as coordination with  
suppliers has largely disappeared, but the need is in some ways greater, 
as the designer is now responsible for the typographic system management 
that was formerly a large part of the type shops practice. So when a  
student is given, for example, a magazine spread to design, they are learn-
ing little about the typographic reality of designing an entire magazine to a 
deadline within a system that allows many different designers to collabor-
ate on a single issue.
 On top of this is the widespread recognition on the part of those 
the designer works with that the computer makes the design process 
more flexible. Where in the past, if a job had been ‘sent to type’, this was 
recognized as an expensive barrier to making substantial changes. As 
the execution of the design process is less arcane and often relies less on 
coordination with others, it becomes more important to build in flexibility 
into the typographic systems with which a job is executed. Because page 
layout programs are the basis of modern typography, we ask students to 
use them. This requires teaching students an understanding of how to  
use software systems in general more than how to accomplish a given 
effect with a particular software program; and it is important to develop 
this awareness early. Typography has been an increasingly sophisticated 
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technology since its European introduction by Gutenberg, over 450 years 
ago. Now it has come under the control of the designer, changing the 
designer’s education makes sense. This was recognized by Meredith Davis: 
 
 In typography classes ... we begin with the letter, and then advance  
 to the word, sentence, paragraph, and page. Sequences of typography  
 courses are built on this simple to complex progression, when  
 opening InDesign demands that students address the formal and   
 interpretive issues of publication design simultaneously; how do  
 you  defer a discussion of leading, of column width, of the modernist  
 preconceptions of software, of language? The only option is default,   
 and what kind of typographic lesson is that? (Davis, 2008, p. 30)

 Some schools include a significant amount of software instruction, 
particularly the more career-oriented community college/trade school 
programs. What they often lack, conversely, is the kind of experimental
and exploratory development that is more needed in the current environment 
where there are many more possible approaches, contexts, audiences, 
and media for graphic design. Students also often don’t question the 
possibilities and challenges of the software beyond achieving a functional 
competency in manipulating elements on a page or screen. The type 
shop provided a balance of the technology they owned, and the aesthetic 
knowledge and typographic proofreading skill that was valued by graphic 
designers.
 These two approaches, the conceptual/aesthetic and the stylistic/
technological both have their problems. An increasingly complex and 
diverse audience, a growing number and complexity of media technolo-
gies, and the fact that software develops and changes means that focus 
on using current software packages does a disservice to students. On the 
other hand, effectively ignoring software leads to problems, particularly 
as one of the characteristics of current page layout software is that, in the 
interests of ease of use, there are many ways to achieve a particular layout. 
However, some ways are much more systematic and efficient than others, 

and the software provides, but does not insist on, or even strongly encour-
age, one approach over another.
 Consequently, graphic designers need to develop an understanding 
of how to use software systems more than they need to be trained to use 
a particular software program. The approach needed for display type has 
changed relatively little in comparison to text type, which tends to be 
more demanding of systematic thinking about its design and production. 
And as most type, at least in terms of communication of language, is text, 
it is important to focus on this, rather than leave it to students to learn to 
use the systems without a serious amount of guidance.
 At the same time, they must deal with an ever more complex cultural 
and technological landscape. The complexity and facility of software in 
helping produce an apparently sophisticated visual design may make stu-
dents pay more attention to aesthetics and less attention to communicative 
function. 
 Although Willi Kunz was writing in the early days of the involvement 
of the desktop computer, the following comment has become even  
more true:

  Many designers make the relationship of visual elements (syntax)  
 their primary concern.  In practice, their stress on visual syntax often 
 detracts from meaning (semantics) and each element’s effect and
 affect on the reader (pragmatics). In the initial stages of a design,
 visual syntax should not be the main concern, because a message is
 never communicated on a purely syntactical level. (Kunz, 1998, p. 9)

 Graphic design students have to learn more media, techniques, and 
are dealing with increasingly diverse audiences in order to contribute to 
practice in a meaningful way. One of the many consequences of this is 
that we must prioritize what they must learn. Some things can be learn-
ed on the job, or in individual practice, but others are usually essential 
requirements for practice, whether as a permanent or temporary employee 
of a graphic design firm or department, or for those few who might rashly 
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go into business for themselves. Steven Heller’s essay, significantly  
titled “What this country needs is a good five-year design program” both  
recognizes the increased knowledge and experience needed in design 
education, but also suggests that:
 
 the foundation year – traditionally an opportunity afforded to  
 freshmen to sample a broad arts curriculum – would serve students   
 better if devoted instead to teaching the technologies and introducing  
 languages that are endemic to graphic design.” (Heller, 2002, p. 130)

 Given the current production flow and the reality of ever-increasing 
media possibilities, such as motion and interaction design, it is necessary 
to carefully consider what areas into which we should be putting our 
teaching resources, and typography is an area that needs it the most. In 
the same essay, Heller suggests that “the greatest single area of ignorance 
among students (and some professionals) is type and typography.” (Heller) 
The kind of education that was learned in type shops or printing depart-
ments would go a long way to remedy this.
 A focus on drawing letterforms, kerning, and making expressive type 
may not the best use of limited class time, while not enough attention is 
paid to choosing, organizing and managing type for text setting, or how 
typefaces behave in print and screen environments. A systematic approach 
to typography needs more emphasis. This is not to say that the traditional 
exercises and foci are without value; what it does mean is that we have to 
measure the cost in time of what we focus on against the value to students 
of what we ask them to learn and practice.
 On the other hand, some of the exercises that constituted the typo-
graphic part of design education are still useful, though often for different 
reasons than they were useful in the time before page layout computer 
applications. Getting students to do what might be considered as old- 
fashioned or outdated exercises, such as drawing letterforms and doing 
paste-up, draws their attention to what the computer might lead them to 
take for granted. However, this contextualization is the purpose. Grading 

them on the quality of their drawing and paste-up should be given a very 
low weight: drawing letters and paste-up are seldom practical skills for 
the designer. Now they serve principally to give insight into how to best 
use the actual tools of production, and so should be assigned as exercises, 
rather than projects. This is not to say that they should be discouraged—
as much interesting work can come out of this kind of work—but it 
shouldn’t constitute a significant part of curriculum.
 We still need to maintain the more conceptual and experimental  
work in terms of layout and type treatments. However, this kind of work 
is currently being done in general graphic design courses; the graphic  
design project that does not include typography is rare, and projects in 
these courses are often involve typographical concepts and experiments.
The biggest typographic shortfall is in systems. Asking students to  
design and apply a typographic system to large documents both helps 
them understand how to plan and execute systems, and prepares them  
for almost any workplace where computers serve a major function,  
which these days, is almost every workplace. Again, the traditional type 
shop would be very efficient, as it directly affected their bottom line,  
and timely delivery of type was a business necessity.
 The crux of the problem is lack of time available in graphic design 
education. There is an increasing amount to learn, but the amount of 
available time does not change, and is not likely to change. In the case  
of typography, which has always been part of graphic design education, 
much of what we taught in the past has value, but the fact that the  
technology and systems are new changes how we must work. Computers 
and software have changed the hierarchy of what is important to learn,  
and much of typography that was not the responsibility of designers in 
the past now is something on which designers spend much of their time. 
So some elements of typography need less attention than they did before, 
while others either need more attention, or have been added to what  
students need to know.
 All programs recognize to some degree that they must restructure  
to achieve what they want to, or believe they are, achieving. This is 
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particularly the case in typography. Many projects in typography classes 
focus on producing a poster, or a book cover, or a magazine spread,  
or other singular design which requires compositional and aesthetic skill,  
but not necessarily or even usually, a robust typographic system. Attention 
to typographic systems and technologies also has transferable benefits. 
Thinking about hierarchies and how to manage them in typography
applies to other technologies, particularly interactive systems such as  
web pages, but also in any environment where computers are used for 
complex tasks. 
 Since we are unlikely to get more time to teach our students, we  
must ensure that we use the time we have to the best advantage, both to 
teach graphic design and how to work with the computer, the principal 
tool of graphic design production. The area of typography is one that 
needs this kind of attention the most, and valuable lesson can be taken 
from the obsolete business model of the type shop.
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Drivers of Change: 
Why Educators Need to 
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ABSTRACT 
The Institute For The Future (IFTF) identifi es key “Drivers of Change” 
that will reshape our workforce environment by 2020. As educators, we 
must prepare our students for this changing landscape, not in consideration 
of what jobs will be available, but rather what cross-disciplinary desired 
work skills will be required in order to achieve success. 

This paper discusses three of the IFTF’s six drivers change—
disruptive patterns that cross all social and economic boundaries. 
Also identifi ed are the corresponding skill sets employers will be seeking 
in direct reaction to these changing cultural economies.

 Through research and professional workshops in areas as diverse 
as education, technology, demographics, work, and health, the institute 
forecasts these patterns of change as seen through cross-cultural, 
geographical, social, and political lenses. 

 Mark Fullan, author of Stratosphere Integrating Technolog y, Pedagog y, 
and Change Knowledge has gathered a signifi cant body of research detailing 
what tools are available for creating an engaging environment for our 
students and how to integrate technology into the classroom and our 
practice as educators.

 The IFTF fi ndings presented here are sourced from The University 
of Phoenix Research Institute and the Institute for the Future, a non-profi t, 
independent group conducting research for over 40 years and located 
in Palo Alto, California.
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“We shape our tools and thereafter our tools shape us” (Culkin, p. 52).  
John M. Culkin, director of the Center for Communications, Fordham 
University made this statement in 1967 while summing up Marshall  
McLuhan’s theories on communication media. At the time, McLuhan  
was referring to radio and television as our “tools.” Today, we are aware 
that more complex communication media have become ubiquitous 
technologies that are radically altering the way we acquire, process, and 
consume information. As a result, a seismic shift in the cultural landscape 
is driving the demands of education to become more adaptable in order  
to better prepare students for future success.

What proficiencies will our graduates require in order to find success  
in the workplace in as soon as 2020? This paper discusses findings gathered 
by The Institute For The Future (IFTF) an independent, non-profit  
research group located in Palo Alto, California, working in partnership 
with The University of Phoenix Research Institute. With over 40 years  
experience gathering data from a variety of divergent groups such educa-
tion, science and business, the IFTF is able to forecast future trends to cre-
ate what it calls “Foresight to Insight Action” (Davies, Fidler, Gorbis, p. 2).

The IFTF identified six key drivers of change referred to as  
“disruptive patterns” (Davies, p. 2). These disruptors are widespread  
shifts due to social trends, economic changes or advances in innovation, 
and each have widespread implications. Just as the tools “thereafter shape 
us,” these drivers shape future behaviour and demands placed on our  
workforce. The resulting implications create a need for adaptive skills  
and the IFTF goes on to identify those skills that will be in demand by  
the workforce in as soon as the year 2020.

A discussion of the entire IFTF findings is beyond the scope of this 
paper, therefore we will focus on three drivers with particular relevance  
to our students; new media ecology, super structured organizations,  
and extreme longevity. For each of these drivers we will then examine  
the skillsets required by our changing global work climate. Lastly, we will  
look at ways educators can integrate these skill sets into their pedagogy 
to better prepare their students for future success in a global climate of 
rapidly changing technologies. By adapting pedagogy to meet these  
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changes, we better engage students and foster lifelong learning. The  
end result is a better prepared student who will meet the challenges and  
foster success in this changing climate.

The IFTF cites New Media Ecology as a key driver that will  
directly impact our students as they enter the workforce (Davies, p. 4).  
This driver focuses on the rise of non-text communication as a primary 
means of disseminating information and the IFTF cites image over text  
as a primary mode of communication on the internet. The result will be  
a shift in the very ways we communicate and understand information  
as technologies are advancing towards a non-text focused mode of  
communication. This, according to the IFTF will place “demands on 
attention and cognition” with an outcome as significant as a new type  
of language (Davies, p. 4).

As a result of this key driver affecting change, the IFTF forecasts  
a skillset referred to as New Media Literacy (Davies, p. 10). The institute 
defines this as the “ability to critically assess and develop content that  
uses new media forms, and to leverage these media for persuasive  
communication” (Davies, p. 10). It goes on to state that new media  
literacy will require that our students be very adept at understanding 
subtle nuances in communication that go beyond language—non- 
linear, non-text communication presented in creative and engaging  
ways (Davies, p. 10). How can we encourage our students to think in  
non-linear, nontraditional ways, while seeking out novel ways to  
communicate ideas while considering the end-user experience? 

One way to encourage lateral thinking is to utilize alternate tools  
to present information in unexpected ways. Augmented reality challenges 
students to look beyond traditional modes of communication to present 
information in fresh and unexpected ways. The student functions as  
the designer or story-teller creating scenarios that can have different  
outcomes depending on which “trigger” the end-user chooses. 

The instructor can provide content as the basis for the experience or 
students can generate their own, creating video, sound, or still images as 
well as scripting experiences. Students can even utilize GPS coordinates 
to trigger the intended experience when the end-user arrives at the exact 

location. Different triggers can provide different experiences as the  
end result can have very different outcomes depending on the choice the 
end-user makes. The learning experience for the student designer becomes  
a very rich one that now considers content, delivery, and the physical 
needs, demands or limitations of the end-user. Peer feedback measures 
success and refines the experience. Feedback becomes the collaborative 
component to measure the usability and effectiveness of the experience.

One such A/R tool is Aurasma, a free app for both Android and  
IOS that students can access on their smartphone to create these  
interactive experiences. The student utilizes visuals to create what is  
called an “Aura” or the augmented experience. Triggers are over layed  
in the application to activate the experience when the user interacts 
using a downloadable app on their smartphone. Students can hashtag the 
experience so others can follow thus adding a social sharing component 
with opportunity for continued feedback and collaboration with remote 
groups. Utilizing a tool like A/R can develop students’ story-telling skills. 
And, as the IFTF points to, the importance of the understanding subtle 
nuances in non-text visual language (Davies, p. 10).

Technology is not an end in itself, but is a tool to open the door  
to developing higher order skills. In his book Stratosphere, Integrating 
Technolog y, Pedagog y, and Change Knowledge (2013) Michael Fullan maintains 
that technology in education has been misplaced as “the wrong driver” 
(Fullan, p. 13). He argues that technology in the classroom/lab is more  
than merely mastery of a piece of software or hardware. To Fullan’s  
point, we as educators are not making full use of the technologies at  
our disposal. A/R is an example of how we can challenge our students 
to access higher order thinking to find new ways to convey meaning and 
create engaging experiences that place the end-user at the forefront of  
the process. Fullan goes on to state, “if we plod along with standards  
and assessments using technology only as a prop, we will get what we 
deserve: a higher level of tedium” (Fullan, p. 78). Advances in education 
must keep pace with the rate of change in the global marketplace and  
our increasingly digitized world.  
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The IFTF points to another key driver that is changing the social  
climate within business and society at large, referred to as the Super-
structed Organization (Davies, p. 5). This IFTF driver refers to the  
rise of social media and the proliferation of virtual teams that are  
restructuring business as never seen before. This interconnectivity  
allows for a broad sphere of influence from diverse groups of connected 
individuals and for real-time collaboration in business and large-scale 
communities who share like interests.(Davies, p. 5).

The IFTF goes on to state that employers will be seeking the skill  
set referred to as Virtual Collaboration, extremely important as a direct 
result of these Superstructed Organizations (Davies, p. 12). Virtual  
Collaboration is defined by the IFTF as a continued dissolving of the 
physical workspace in exchange for a virtual one (Davies, p. 12). Flattened 
hierarchies will replace traditional job titles/roles within virtual teams  
as each member possesses broad range of attributes (Davies, p. 12).  

As with this working model, virtual teams will become important 
within education as students employ unique solutions to ensure an  
iterative workflow, with real-time feedback and ongoing, measureable 
outcomes. Students can seek out peer groups in remote areas for  
collaboration and what results are hubs of interactivity with great  
potential for diverse outcomes and learning opportunities. Through  
social media and far-reaching online communities, educators have an 
opportunity to unite large groups of people immediately. 

Tony Wagner in his book Creating Innovators: The Making of Young  
People Who Will Change the World states, “Empowerment means students 
can go out and apply what they’ve learned to the problems that they’ve 
never seen before with parts they have never used before” (Wagner, p. 50). 
We can also go further by saying that when utilizing technology, the  
emphasis should not be placed merely on acquiring a level of proficiency 
with the available technology, but rather developing the skill set to apply  
it in new and innovative ways. 

Students need to grasp an understanding of social media as a tool  
that goes beyond informal social sharing. One way to acquire the  
important skill set of virtual collaboration as outlined by the IFTF is  

to utilize the technologies in the classroom and expand groups to  
create online teams and virtual hubs for real-time collaboration.  
Twitter or Instagram as microblogging tools allow instructors to tweet 
and share links to video to prepare students for class, communicate  
quick instructions to students, and at the same time students can share 
feedback in realtime during discussions, create group chats, and  
summarize content for assessment. Students can be asked to follow  
a specific topic by hashtag or comment, and add the discussion by  
connecting with far-reaching groups through an existing hashtag. 

There are a variety of apps that allow for the instructors to facilitate 
group collaboration with remote teams. Grouptweet is a free online  
resource that assists instructors in building secure-curated environments 
for students to collaborate and share ideas. Tweetdeck provides a dash-
board that allows students to follow all tweets related to the hashtag  
and also the instructor can project on the board so students can read 
tweets as they are posted. Columns are created for each hashtag (subject  
or topic) and allow students and instructors to track by hashtag. 

Privacy can be established by creating a hashtag that identifies the 
group by a unique title like a class code. A hashtag will also allow the 
instructor to expand the network out to create a virtual community  
with other educators in remote regions. Expanding far beyond the 
physical confines of the classroom will result in widespread benefits as  
the simulation of real-world collaboration can take place with students 
from very diverse cultures. 

A virtual dynamic can go a long way to honing the skills of virtual 
collaboration as described by the IFTF Workforce 2020. Students engage 
directly with diverse teams. Instructors are connected to assist with 
observation and evaluation of group dynamics, establishing milestones, 
and providing ongoing assessment. The outcome is one of student-centred 
learning as students take an active role while the instructor functions on 
the sidelines as facilitator.

Degrees of open-ended engagement are dependent on the app  
chosen for the group or task at hand. Yammer, Google Hangouts, and 
Asana are three examples of tools that offer benefits beyond virtual  



  4342     EDUCATION VS. LEARNING

collaboration. For example, Asana is a task-based collaboration tool  
with a planning board and calendar that allows teams to set up milestones 
and a work-back schedules, assigning tasks, and iterative feedback. The 
instructor can oversee the process, stepping back to allow students to 
manage key roles while providing real-time feedback, and ensuring all  
members of the group are participating. The opportunity for formative 
assessment allows for ongoing group reflection. 

Students need to be adept in these remote team building skills  
according to the IFTF, as jobs will increasingly move towards long- 
distance collaborations where face-to-face contact may never be a possibility 
(Davies, p. 10). By fostering collaboration using social media and social  
platform apps, students will develop both remote communication skills 
in addition to traditional face-to-face team dynamics that are fostered 
in the classroom. The benefits to students working in virtual teams is 
widespread. With assistance from a team leader, students build virtual 
groups to find solutions outside of one’s immediate peer group. Diverse 
groups of individuals work together to find innovative solutions and  
the IFTF cites a direct correlation between an increased innovation 
(Davies, p. 9).

Utilizing technology as a pedagogical tool would go a long way 
towards preparing our students for the changing workplace by directly 
addressing key employability skills as outlined by the IFTF. We must 
therefore look critically at our current education model. Fullan believes 
that education has been far too busy improving on previous models  
from the 20th century, rather than implementing a more “future-oriented 
education” (Fullan, p. 25). He refers to the term “partnering”, or more  
specifically, an “end to teaching by telling.” Outdated modes of delivery 
have resulted in an environment of student apathy and disengagement. 
(Christman, 2014). The passive learning experience becomes irrelevant  
to the student as it neither engages the individual, nor addresses real- 
world scenarios that workplace culture requires. 

Fullan’s colleague Larry Rosen also faults the education system for 
not implementing “smart education models.” (Rosen, 2012, p. 41). By this  
he means failing to find new ways to go beyond the traditional classroom/ 

lab dynamic of transmitting information from instructor to student to 
foster critical thinking and a creative mind set. When we adapt our 
educational model to be more nimble and in line with changing  
technologies and real-world modeling, we succeed in providing a  
framework for students that will continue over the student’s lifetime.  
We can minimize apathy by creating relevant, engaging exchanges and  
the benefit to our students extends far beyond their academic experience  
as it will foster a necessary marker of success: lifelong curiosity.

The term “lifelong learner” has existed in practice within  
educational models as early as 1971 (Hager, 2011). Neuro-scientist,  
Dr. Fred Gage supports the importance of the lifelong learning process  
in his 2003 presentation wherein he states that our earlier understanding 
of the brain as “fixed” and “immutable” is proving incorrect. Studies  
have revealed that after adolescence, we continue to create new neuron 
connections throughout our lifetime (Gage, 2003). Previously thought  
to be the exclusive domain of the child’s brain, he states these “late  
dividing cells” located in the hippocampus can respond significantly  
to changes in our environment. We now understand that we possess the 
ability to expand our brains to embrace changing technologies throughout 
our lifetime, thus underscoring the need to encourage a lifelong curiosity 
within ourselves and our students.

The concept of lifelong learning is intrinsically embedded in a  
key IFTF driver identified for discussion here: Extreme Longevity 
(Davies, p. 3). It is no surprise that humans are living longer than they 
once did (UN, 2008). As life expectancy increases and the quality of one’s 
life improves over that lifetime, key considerations will have implications 
over one’s career. It is now expected that people will remain in the  
workforce longer, although their jobs may change radically throughout  
the lifespan (Davies, p. 3). The lifelong learner is a self-directed individual 
who, throughout their lifetime, will expand their knowledge base in a 
variety of areas. The benefits are many, as one is able to remain current 
with changing technologies, maintain a competitive edge in the globally 
expanding workplace and thus ensure economic prosperity and fulfillment 
throughout the extended lifetime (Davies, p. 5). 
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Fundamental to our success over this extended lifetime will be  
the growing requirement of what the IFTF calls Transdisciplinarity—  
the breaking down the silos between disciplines to cross over multiple 
fields—art and chemistry being an example of two (Davies, p. 11).  
As advancements in technology continue to build lateral connections,  
levels of proficiency in multiple areas will become increasingly important  
as specialization in one’s field—widely encouraged in the last century—
has been largely replaced by the “T”- shaped employee (Davies, p. 11). 
Tim Brown, CEO of IDEO first used this term to identify an employee 
who has a deep proficiency in one area, in addition to a broader under-
standing across other disciplines (Hanson, 2010).

In order to break down these traditional silos, educators must adopt 
strategies to reach out and form collaborations with other disciplines 
within our own institutions and abroad. Fullan believes that education  
has been far too busy improving on previous models from the 20th 
century, rather than implementing a more “future-oriented education” 
(Fullan, 25). There is great potential to develop broad skill sets by  
creating collaborations across disciplines, seeking out industry mentors, 
creating online virtual laboratories and hacker spaces. Also, onsite maker 
spaces outside of the classroom allow for collaboration across a variety  
of disciplines and fosters novel approaches to problem-solving, feedback 
and critiques by peers. 

Online community forums and learning repositories, such as 
MOOCS (massive open online course), will provide students with ongoing 
exposure to constantly evolving technologies. Lynda.com is one such 
example of a resource that can be integrated into the student’s experience. 
Educators use the online video collection to build flipped classrooms 
wherein students arrive prepared to engage and share in ideas around  
their experience. Utilizing the video and tutorials, students are tasked  
with mastering a certain concept before they arrive to class and then  
bring that level of mastery to the classroom where they share with their 
peers in open discussion and collaboration. 

By exposing them to alternate sources of learning outside the 
traditional classroom, learning becomes synonymous with an engaged, 

challenged, and healthy life long experience. Dr. Milton Chen is a  
research member with the IFTF and currently working on an initiative 
called “The Future of Learning and the Power of You” places every learner at 
what he calls the “centre of their own learning ecosystem” (Chen, 2017). 
He believes that education at one time was something that was “done  
to you.” As educators, we need to foster the the lifelong learner and  
ultimately build what Brown calls the “T”-shaped employee. 

In his book Creating Innovators, The Making of Young People Who Will 
Change the World Tony Wagner states “Increasingly in the 21st century,  
what you know is far less important than what you can do with what  
you know” (Wagner, 2012, p. 142). This statement supports this  
paper’s focus that, with rapidly changing technologies, it is necessary to  
continually re-evaluate the learning process, upgrade and renew one’s 
skills. As educators, we need to step back from the podium and  
challenge our students to take responsibility for their own learning to 
ensure they develop a life-long learning practice, thus preparing them  
for long-term success.

If we look further to the “Future Work Skills 2020” outlined by the 
IFTF report, we will find important information to integrate into our 
educational practice. Skill sets deemed key to the future workforce must 
be modeled in our classrooms in order to embed these these skill sets  
into their lifelong self-learning practice.

 By utilizing our students’ own ubiquitous “tools” such as smart-
phones, and integrating pedagogical tools such as virtual collaboration, 
augmented reality, and social media, we can increase engagement,  
transfer part of the responsibility for students’ learning on to the  
students, and ultimately replace passive classroom-based learning for  
life-long curiosity and self-directed engagement. The hard line etched  
into the collective consciousness of what traditional education was will 
give way to a shared experience as we all become lifelong learners in an 
inter-connected society.
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JUNE LAWR ASON

Breaking Barriers, Building 
Resilience and Community in 
First Year Experience 

ABSTRACT 
Many students arrive in fi rst year university overwhelmed by its unfamil-
iar environment, new processes, and critical practices. Design educators 
are continually seeking ways to remove barriers of fear and anxiety, build 
resilience in students, and create a classroom community which honours 
a diverse range of voices and opinions. To this end, questions for faculty 
include: How do we build resilience in students so they regard critique and 
assessment not as a penalty, but as means to understand and accomplish 
learning outcomes? How do we build a safe shared learning community 
that fosters participation, self-refl ection, autonomous thinking, and 
develops relationships and collaborative opportunities, leaving no student 
behind? How do we promote a sense of inclusion and diversity between 
different cultural communities and traditions in the classroom, creating 
paths towards mutual respect and equity? This paper is based on a faculty 
diversity and inclusivity training program at OCAD University, student 
testimonials and an educational path that integrates indigenous know-
ledge, which is rooted in human value of respect, equity and autonomy. 
An awareness of Indigenous knowledge can be manifested into respectful 
design education by preparing our students for ethical ways of being and 
protect their inner sense of self-respect by emphasizing each student’s 
worth and dignity. I discuss diverse critique strategies, empathic, and 
respectful communication, collaborative teaching and learning, and best 
practices, designed to assist all fi rst-year students to acclimatize to the 
challenging post-secondary environment.

JUNE LAWR ASON

Having graduated from Humber College in Graphic Design and Ontario 
College of Art in Illustration, June has extensive illustrative experience 
in fashion, editorial books and magazines, educational books, children’s 
books, book covers, murals and has designed several small publications. 
Her teaching career began at Ryerson Polytechnic University in the 
School of Fashion where she taught visual communications for 12 years. 
Having taught at OCAD University in the Faculty of Design for 25 years, 
she is fully committed to the design education of her fi rst year students. 
Her substantial involvement in OCAD University Faculty Training for 
Diversity and Inclusivity has inspired this presentation.
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 Students arrive in fi rst year university overwhelmed by its unfamiliar 
environment, new processes, and critical practices. Many fi rst year 
students are stressed over heavy workloads, experience poor time 
management skills, have a dependency on adults to make decision, and 
feel fi nancial pressures or work obligations posing signifi cant obstacles to 
their academic progress. According to Fisher, Associate Vice-President, 
Students, at OCAD University, there are many demographic barriers that 
arise in a diverse student population which have a profound impact on 
an individual’s fi rst year university experience. (Fisher, 2014, Module 3). 
Firstly, approximately 20% are fi rst generation students who are the 
fi rst in their family to attend post-secondary education university and 
thus do not have the support network at home. There is also a vast range 
of cultural and racial backgrounds, who speak a native language other 
than English, and many of whom may be recently landed immigrants. 
Consequently, most are still working on developing English language 
skills when they enter their fi rst year at OCAD University, and face a 
 variety of learning challenges   
 (Fisher). Approximately eight per   
 cent are International students 
 on visas who face signifi cant
 cultural adjustment, suffer from
 homesickness, and struggle with
 English language skills and very
 different academic approaches.
 Additionally, 12% of students
 have documented disabilities, not 
 including the ones who have not 
 registered their disability (Fisher).
 As a result of these barriers and
 personal challenges, many students
 may demonstrate high anxiety
 and/or low-self esteem, often
 leading to mental health issues,
 particularly depression, which has 

Michelle Schofi eld, 2016, illustration from OCAD 
thesis work called “Glowing Melancholy’’ conveys
depression, anxiety and loneliness.
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become a very common scenario. How can design educators address these 
barriers and seek ways to build resilience in students, create a classroom 
community that honours   a diverse range of voices, and ease the fear of 
the “daunting” critique? How can an educator attempt to understand 
their students, encourage a sense of mutual respect, and provide a shared, 
interactive classroom experience? 

Part of my research for this paper is based on a faculty training
project on inclusive teaching and learning at OCAD University called 
“Shift in Perspective”. This project includes multiple learning modules 
that aim to promote learning environments and techniques that 
support and honour various learning styles of OCAD University students. 
Modules are organized where information about inclusive teaching 
and learning can be accessed, including testimonials from students and 
faculty, followed by a toolkit of practical resources and best practice 
teaching tips. Another portion of my paper is grounded in a recent 
educational path that draws on insights from Indigenous Knowledge 
which is rooted in human values of respect, equity and autonomy. 
The recent Dean of the Faculty of Design at OCAD University, 
Elizabeth (Dori) Tunstall, advocates for a respectful design education, 
which establishes mutual respect and seeks to fi nd ways to prepare 
design students for ethical ways of being. It also protects their inner 
sense of self-respect by emphasizing each student’s worth and dignity 
(2013, p. 134). I also draw on personal experiences that I have acquired 
after 26 years of teaching in the Faculty of Design at OCAD University. 
As an associate professor, presently teaching fi rst year “Colour and 2D’’ 
and “Drawing: Translation’’,  I have developed a compassionate, 
humanitarian teaching philosophy, grounded in values of equity, diversity, 
inclusivity, and respect. Recognizing our diverse student population, 
I make a conscious effort to honour and support their distinct experiences, 
cultural backgrounds, learning needs, and unique perspectives. I nurture 
my students in efforts to help them acclimatize to the demanding challenges 
of fi rst year university guiding them as they develop a foundation in time 
management, ethical work habits, critical thinking, and refl ective analysis. 
Richard Sennett, an Indigenous Knowledge advocator and educator from

 Swinburne University, Australia,
 describes ‘‘respect as the  intrinsic   
 worth that each individual has that  
 entitles that person to be treated
 with dignity and regard. The notion  
 of person is extended to include   
 animals, minerals, fauna and fl ora,  
 that is part of the nature in human
 nature.” (Sennett as cited in 
 Tunstall, 2003, p.133). Sennett also  
 advocates that the primary value in  
 a respectful design education is a  
 deep commitment to equity. He   
 defi nes equity as a value position
 asserting that everystudent has a 
 right to information that is accurate, 
meaningful, relevant, and understandable. Barriers to establishing 
mutual respect include unequal abilities, diverse educational backgrounds, 
(Sennett) and a range of relevant previous design experiences as students 
enter post-secondary education. Tunstall maintains that we need to 
prepare our students for ethical ways of being, creating an atmosphere of 
mutual respect, humility, and empathy in the classroom, and maintaining 
harmonious relations are important aspects of sustaining a respectful 
design education. She also identifi es the importance of introducing fi rst 
year students to the three ethical principles of research and design practice 
which are “respect for persons, benefi cence, and justice’’ (2010, p. 134).

KNOW YOUR STUDENTS 
One of the most obvious ways to gain mutual respect and create under-
standing and empathy is to get to know your students. It all begins in the 
fi rst day of class when trying to learn their names; you can, for example: 
use name tags, take photos of your students to create a contact sheet that 
you share with the class for everyone’s benefi t, develop ice breaker games, 
create a buddy system, and hold open and group discussions for a few

Smith K, (date unknown) Smith’s sculpture 
conveys respect, equity and justice.
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minutes at the beginning or end 
of each class. Encourage students 
to have one-on-one and group 
conversations with you as the 
teacher, in an effort to get to know 
their educational, cultural, familial 
backgrounds, and most importantly, 
their learning styles. Educators 
are aware that students learn in 
very different ways and bring very 
different kinds of knowledge and 
perspectives to the classroom. 
Dr. Sara Diamond, president of 
OCAD University, articulates that 
“we have an opportunity through 
how we teach, to ensure that every 
learner is included. To the inclusion

of diversity, we will become stronger as a community and we will learn 
from each other. We have passionate commitment to address diversity and
inclusion to ensure that every learner is successful’’ (OCAD University, 2014).

BUILDING COMMUNITY 
Fisher claims that “retention rate studies have found statistically and 
empirically that often the correlation is that they have not found a sense 
of community, even to one other person” (2014, Module 03). Building 
community in the classroom allows students to have a sense that they 
belong and develop their identity. The classroom should provide teamwork 
opportunities, which require working together, problem solving, offering 
suggestions, investing, and sharing knowledge and information. Creating 
an environment of empathy and support for students and allowing them 
to openly share their problems and issues along their design journey 
reassures their peers that they are not alone in their uncertainty and fear. 
Sharing and solving problems together creates a safe, supportive learning 
environment. Creating opportunities for students to discuss each 

other’s work in small groups, 
encouraging interaction with class-
mates, and collaborating their ideas 
facilitates lateral thinking skills and 
networking opportunities. 
 
Collaboration and interaction with 
their peers becomes the most powerful 
engine of creative thinking and learning.  
Robinson K. (2009)

ATTITUDINAL BARRIERS 
Sennett advocates that a respectful design education recognizes the 
collaborative nature of teaching and learning by creating an interdepend-
ency in the relationship between staff and students. However, this new 
perspective can be an attitudinal barrier for many fi rst year students who 
are accustomed to a master-apprentice model of studio education. 
“We need to create a shared and safe learning space where inquiry can 
be conceived in ways that contribute to their well-being’’ (Sennett as 
cited in Tunstall, 2010, p. 135). He also defi nes “Respect” as something 
that comes by helping others and giving something back, creating a 
sense of reciprocity which is a well-known insight taken from Indigenous 
Knowledge. Students who learn from their peers but do not attempt to 
offer something in return create a barrier of lack of mutual respect 
(Sennett). “Shift in Perspective” (2014) maintains that many attitudinal 
barriers to inclusion can be found in several aspects of the university 
environment that stem from behaviour, assumptions, and attitudes. These 
barriers may be diffi cult to overcome as they are rooted in personal beliefs 
(Module 02).  

Peterson, M. (2014). Thesis illustration called 
‘’Innovative Education’’ proposes 10 new styles of 
learning that will help young minds overcome the 
abundant problems they face daily.  
    

Way, M. (2016).  The Architecture of 
Escapism thesis illustration depicts an 
environment that recognizes collaboration, 
inclusivity and community. 
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For example:
 
 Assuming or implying that limited language skills represents   
 unsophisticated thinking. 

 Cultural assumptions create barriers for those who are not    
 familiar with them. 

 Avoid “shaming” a student who is late to class, or late with    
 their work, without understanding the reason. 

 Be mindful of essentializing students by expecting them to    
 speak on behalf of a group they may or may not represent. 

 Making a student feel that an academic accommodation is a   
 “special favour” or an inconvenience.

We need to remove these attitudinal barriers in order to create an 
equitable respectful learning space in the following ways 
(Shift in Perspective, 2014, Module 2, Attitudinal Barriers). 
 
 Offer opportunities for students to contribute from personal 
 experience without preconceptions about what that experience may be.

 Foster an atmosphere of professionalism, civility, and respect in all
 classroom interaction.

 Use written feedback and class discussions to engage with the ideas 
 of learners. 
 
 Speak to students to understand their learning needs and barriers 
 that may exist in any aspect of your course. 

 Implementing an academic accommodation is not a favour but a legal
 requirement and educators need to respect the dignity and privacy of  
 the student requesting it.

WHAT THE STUDENTS ARE SAYING
The following testimonials are extracted from “Shift in Perspective” 
about developing inclusivity and equity in teaching:  

“Framing a conversation or a thought is a lot to do with how your inter-
action caresses. If you frame a conversation looking through a positive 
lens, which supports, facilitate and engages, vs creating a negative frame-
work which deals with people and manages issues, a more empathetic 
student/teacher relationship is developed” (Altman, 2013, module 05).  

Being supportive and respectful of students instead of being critical 
fosters a more empathetic and optimistic learning environment. 

“Make space for people’s lives to happen, space for students to have 
life experiences and allow fl exibility with understanding that life does 
sometimes get in the way of students’ progress, just as it does for you as 
teachers. Practice fl exibility, empathy and adaptation”  
(Wayne, 2013, module 05). 

BUILD RESILIENCE
As design educators, we need to build resilience in our fi rst year students
who often regard assessment as a penalty, rather than an exercise that gives

them insight into their learning 
objectives. Students often feel a 
fair degree of anxiety toward 
the results of their fi rst project. 
Lowering the weight of the grade 
in relationship to other projects 
eases them into realities of university 
evaluative standards that are much 
higher than in secondary education. 
Chunking assignments into stages, 
where learning is cumulative, 
focusing on the process rather than 
outcome and marking weekly, 

MacKenzie, A. 2014,  Thesis illustration called 
‘Dangerous Ideas’ explores controversial concepts 
using visual metaphors to investigate how these ideas 
can make us so uncomfortable.
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allows a more transparent and timely evaluative process. Connecting 
the rubric to the learning outcomes, as well as providing individualized 
constructive comments gives the students insight into what they have 
learned, recognize their strengths and weaknesses and how they can 
improve. Encouraging students to respond to critical evaluation in a 
non-judgmental and objective manner, rather than reacting subjectively, 
removes the “I” and reinforce the “IT” of learning. 

DEVELOPING VOICE    
Another important principle to prepare fi rst year students for upper years 
is aiding the development of a student’s voice and sense of autonomy. 
Norman Sheehan declares that “Indigenous Knowledge proposes autonomy 
as a general principle that generates a more complex, refl exive, and 
adaptive space through individuated and diverse responses than could be 
achieved through any imposed understanding or central locus of control 
by a teacher” (2011, p. 69). When the educator-learner hierarchy is lessened

students may be at more ease to 
offer up their opinions and 
respond more naturally. Students 
can develop voice through their 
own lens starting in a classroom 
community where their voice matters. 
Educators can create open ended 
assignments that offer students the 
opportunity to express themselves 
using multiple means of expression 
and representation, providing an 
opportunity for them to develop 
their own voice, open mindedness, 
and an awareness for how others 
envision, innovate, and generate 
design. Assignments that are 
meaningful and relevant to the lives 
of their students allows them to

foster their own aesthetic sense and establish their own values, beliefs, and 
aspirations as they question who they are and what they might become. 
This intrinsic experience of designing for themselves will help build 
autonomy and ultimately they will be better equipped to design for others 
on larger contemporary, societal, cultural, political, and environmental 
issues. Indigenous Knowledge encourages students to design things 
differently, but well. Sharing their cultural and personal aesthetics with 
the class promotes mutual respect giving students a sense of dignity and 
worth (Sennett, 2011, p. 135). “If we open the doors of how students can 
think about things, they will teach each other. Allow for those natural 
teachable moments, where it is not the teacher teaching.” 
(Harrison, 2013, module 02).

THE “DAUNTING” CRITIQUE
The place where developing voice is particularly challenging for fi rst 
year students is during the “daunting” critique of student work. While 
critique period can offer an opportunity to express opinions and provide 
attentive critical engagement, students often are not able to adequately 
articulate their voice effectively due to improper language skills. This is 
especially true for English language learners.  As a result, students may 
feel misunderstood and may be intimidated by the critique “performance”. 
Additionally, many students are shy, introverted, anxious, afraid to say 
the wrong thing, and are confused about expectations, thus fi nding it dif-
fi cult to provide attentive critical feedback. The most valuable challenge 
is to break the barriers of fear of critique and create an environment of 
empathy and support for students as they critically engage in an inter-
active critique. Some effective strategies, grounded in values of empathy, 
inclusivity, and equity that I have used in the classroom to assist students 
through the critique and facilitate critical engagement are: 

 Create opportunities in and out of class time to consult one-on-one   
 with students during the process of their work in order to provide   
 personal input and encouragement as they move forward to the fi nal  
 stage of a project.

Dolezal, A. (2014). Retrieved from OCAD U 
illustration thesis work called ‘Paranormal Life’ depicts 
a world where paranormal and supernatural abilities are 
used to navigate through everyday situations.
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 Prepare students for critique by clarifying explicit instructions and   
 expectations of design terminology, and by writing useful vocabulary  
 and learning outcomes on the board.

 Offer a diverse range of critique approaches that are inclusive of all
 learning styles. For instance, break students into small groups   
 as a pre-critique, where they can verbalize or write critical feedback,   
 offer suggestions for improvement, and solve each other’s design  
 and  execution problems. When this precedes a large group critique,   
 students are more confident as they have had the opportunity to   
 formulate their thoughts in a more comfortable, safe space.  
 
 Have students write constructive comments based on the principles
 of design or on the learning outcomes on sticky notes and place  
 beside the artwork of their peers, followed by a group discussion that  
 addresses those comments. 

Offer opportunities for students to critique each other’s work in an
online forum such as a discussion group or blog, as part of their
participation mark. Students post their response online in a 
discussion format and are expected to respond, using critical thinking
and proper terminology to at least three of their peers. This is 
executed in a safe online environment, without a fear of judgement,
allowing time for students to formulate their ideas in the privacy of
their home.  

There is a strong initiative at OCAD University identified as WAC 
(Writing Across the Curriculum) which supports undergraduate students 
to develop strong writing and communication skills and seeks to foster a 
culture of writing across the university.  Saskia van Kampen is an assistant 
professor in the Faculty of Design at OCAD University and a Fellow of 
The Writing in the Disciplines, which is a committee that builds support 
and awareness for the WAC initiative within their faculties across the 
university. She communicates one of her writing strategies which involves 
building and creating self-reflective writing exercises within assignments. 
Students are encouraged to be less descriptive in their writing and more 

reflective on the effects of the decisions that they made. Van Kampen  
also uses peer review, which involves students answering a sheet of 
directed questions often centered around the principles of design or the 
learning outcomes to encourage them to analyze the work of their peers. 
Providing a vocabulary list for students to use allows their writing to  
become less colloquial. The benefits of self and peer reflection are  
(van Kampen, 2015).

Familiarizing students with the language of their discipline.

Giving students the tools to help articulate their intent and allows 
them to reflect on the decisions they made.

Building autonomy and confidence in students.

Allowing an opportunity for students to become critically engaged in  
the classroom and in their work in an analytical and reflective manner.

Preparing students for class participation.

Breaking the barrier of fear and uncertainty of the intimidating 
classroom critique (van Kampen).

SUMMARY 
Ultimately, educators of first year post-secondary institutions should  
remove all barriers to create a constructive, supportive, and inclusive 
classroom environment which respects the rights and dignity of all  
students and honours the diverse range of voices and opinions. Removing  
attitudinal barriers and creating an environment of mutual respect 
generates a safe, equitable learning space. Getting to know our students 
and cultivating a positive, inclusive learning community for all first year 
students will help raise first year retention rates. Educators need to build 
a safe community of shared experiences, where students build autonomy 
and foster critical thinking skills. By focusing on how other students  
make relevant and meaningful things differently—but well students 
develop mutual respect for others. We have an obligation to build resilience 
and help our first year students acclimatize to the challenging high
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evaluation standards and critical 
practices in the post-secondary 
environment. Additionally, diverse 
critique approaches including 
written self and peer refl ection help 
remove barriers of fear and anxiety 
in the “daunting” critique. Treating 
students with dignity and regard, 
relying on human values of respect 
and equity will go a long way to 
acclimatizing students to the 
challenging fi rst year post-second-
ary experience. As a result, students

can move forward to upper years in an educated and respectful manner, 
leaving no student behind. 
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The Wheel is Still Round:
Renewing Focus on the Study of
Form in Graphic Design Education

ABSTRACT 
Graphic design is the practice of creating, manipulating, and organizing 
visual form to communicate. The communicative effectiveness and 
quality of form are of intrinsic value to practitioners and the constituencies 
they serve. The primary focus of graphic design education, therefore, 
should be to facilitate an understanding of form making as the core 
fl uency practitioners apply to construct meaning and organize information. 

However, the theme of the Association of Registered Graphic 
Designers (RGD) 2016 Design Educators conference—“Education Versus 
Learning”—and issues it foregrounded revealed current pedagogical 
debate to be consumed by matters other than form study. I hypothesize 
that this reversal of priorities results from a confused response among 
educators to external cultural and economic pressures; this response 
distracts from relevant pedagogical focus and interferes with facilitating 
students’ acquisition of authentic, durable expertise in the fi eld’s core fl uency. 

Successful graphic design curricula are form-based, historically 
well-documented, and commonly acknowledged by the fi eld as successful 
pedagogical exemplars. I further describe how a form-driven educational 
methodology not only best engages and educates future practitioners, 
but organically incorporates the means to address and successfully 
resolve the noted concerns. 
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This paper derives from my presentation at the 2016 Design Educators 
Conference at Humber College, Toronto, organized by the RGD around 
the theme “Education Versus Learning.” I dismissed this theme as “a 
meaningless, circular ambiguation that sidesteps relevant discourse to 
interrogate a fog of moot, empty, and nebulous issues,” and my argument 
then was philosophical and theoretical, as it will be in this paper—under-
pinned by my recognized expertise, my personal experience as both  
practitioner and educator over 25 years, and by salient historical and  
rhetorical perspectives that have long framed the definition of the field.  

Under intense cultural and economic pressure, graphic design education 
has lost its focus. Current pedagogy minimizes the study of form in favor 
of tangential concerns, among them: media multiplicity and technological 
determinism; the integration of public or non-designer input through 
co-creation; and vocational/professional viability. Regardless of context  
or methodology, form-making is both the primary activity and the  
outcome of all graphic design processes. The communicative, semiotic 
effectiveness of that outcome’s formal aspects, and the quality of form,  
are the most valuable and pressing concerns for practitioners and for the 
constituencies they serve. I propose that commitment to the study of  
form as the core fluency of design practice offers a holistic means for best 
facilitating authentic expertise, and that it organically incorporates the 
means to address and successfully resolve many of the concerns raised in 
the context of the conference. 

DEFINITION OF GRAPHIC DESIGN AND ITS EDUCATIONAL PURVIEW 
The creation, manipulation, and organization of visual form are funda-
mentally what make graphic design what it is. This assumption is broadly 
supported by common dictionary definitions but, more importantly,  
by declarations from industry organizations, educational institutions,  
and practitioners of recognized authority:
 
 Graphic design, also known as communication design, is the art and 
 practice of planning and projecting ideas and experiences with visual 
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 and textual content. The form of the communication can be physical 
 or virtual, and may include images, words, or graphic forms.  
 (Cezzar, 2015)

 Graphic design is a complex combination of words and pictures,
numbers and charts, photographs and illustrations…A popular art
and a practical art, an applied art and an ancient art. Simply put, it
is the art of visualizing ideas.” (Helfand, n.d., 2005))

At its most basic level (graphic design) is a creative process that 
combines the visual arts and technology to communicate ideas. It   
begins with a message that…is transformed into visual communication 
that transcends mere words and pictures. By controlling color, type, 
movement, symbols, and images, the visual communication designer 
creates and manages the production of visuals designed to inform, 
educate, persuade, and even entertain a specific audience.  
(University of Notre Dame, College of Arts & Letters—website, 2017)

Or, as put simply by Paul Rand, “Design is the fusion of form and  
content, the realization and unique expression of ideas” (Rand, 1993).  
This succinct statement elucidates the intrinsic value of form as an 
inseparable component of a designed experience or artifact, such that 
the appreciation of content is impossible without it; neither can form be 
relevant without content as its source. Rand borrows rhetorically from 
typographer and graphic designer Eric Gill who, in turn, borrows from 
Aristotle in his culturally foundational treatise, Poetics, to declare that 
“Unless the workman sees the form of the thing to be made in his mind 
before he makes it, purpose, material and will can produce nothing” 
(Gill, 1934).  The truth of this supposition is evident in a simple phrase 
that has long been part of our lexicon: “I see what you mean” suggests the 
primacy of the optical in effecting understanding. When form and content 
are divorced, visual elements exist only as decoration. Thus, the study of 
form, and implementing understanding of form, must not be conceived as 
a veneer for content, nor as enticement to engage with content—it is the 
embodiment of content.  

The act of designing hybridizes methodologies from many disciplines, 
encompassing aspects of psychology, anthropology, linguistics, storytelling, 
instructional design, and engineering. Ultimately, however, the distillation 
of such methods will be an artifact of some form—printed, screen-based,  
or dimensional. When Dr. Richard Buchanan (Chair, Department of  
Design & Innovation, Weatherhead School of Management, Case Western 
Reserve University) describes the design of an artifact as successful, he 
refers to what his students have labeled the “Triangle of Doom,” in that 
it achieves a balance between three fundamental characteristics: that it 
is useful (permits the user to accomplish a goal, its function); that it is 
usable (intuitively conveys how to achieve the goal); and that it is desirable 
(resonates on a relevant intellectual and symbolic level) (Buchanan, 2011). 
Buchanan continues by describing “desirability” explicitly as delivered by 
an artifact’s formal and stylistic attributes. Although his discussion occurs 
in the context of digital interactive interfaces, he generalizes the term 
“interface” to mean any physical form that allows a user to engage the 
artifact’s function—be it print, a screen, a dress, an experience, and so  
on. In Buchanan’s view, the three characteristics are interdependent  
and equivalent in value. Given that the form of a display relates information 
that is not only explicit, but implicit, I find it telling that Buchanan places 
“desirability” (form) at the base of the triangle diagram he uses to  
illustrate his conjecture: The implication is that desirability under-
pins, even governs, an artifact’s usefulness and usability. A successfully 
designed artifact is one whose usefulness and usability ultimately derive 
from the interpretive authenticity, clarity, and integrity of the visual  
form language used to make its content knowable by, and meaningful for, 
its audience. 

I will here invoke the age-old bromide: “A picture is worth a thousand 
words.” It’s the right thousand words a designer is after, and knowing  
how to develop a form language to reach that goal is the crux of graphic 
design expertise. Assisting students in achieving such understanding  
isn’t easy, and projecting that it is, is self-defeating. “When we trivialize 
form,” says Kenneth Hiebert, founder and Professor Emeritus of the 
graphic design program at the University of the Arts, “it becomes easy  
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to teach how to find the effects that entice viewers without the thought 
and work of original design” (Hiebert, 1996). The result of such an  
approach is training, the inculcation of a catalogue of facile gestures  
that a student can master and reproduce. Put another way by Thomas 
Ockerse, designer/theorist and head of graduate design studies at Rhode 
Island School of Design: “Training is concerned with preparing the 
student for specific tasks: the known. But education concerns itself with 
preparing for the future: the unknown” (Ockerse, 2000). Indeed, evidence 
of this effect abounds: Visit the websites of 100 successful design firms or 
studios in any country and note the similarity of their sites’ structures and 
styles… and that of the sites, and other work, they’ve designed for their 
clients. Designing is transformed from an endeavor that is humanistic  
and authentic to one of appropriation and rendering, conforming to existing 
visual models perceived as appropriately “professional.”

 
EDUCATIONAL CONFUSION AND ITS SOURCES
If graphic design is the visualization of content through form, and its  
core fluency, therefore, an understanding of form-making to accomplish 
that visualization, why is current pedagogical debate consumed by  
matters other than the study of form? My experience as an active industry 
practitioner but, more critically, as an educator at multiple institutions for 
two decades, affords me unique insight. I hypothesize that the impetus to 
minimize form as a foundational aspect of design education has its roots 
in anxieties that derive from technological, cultural, and economic shifts 
over the past 30 years. Nonetheless, I find these anxieties to be baseless 
distractions from graphic design education’s primary goals. 

History shows us that technological shifts, in particular, tend to  
be extremely unsettling because they alter the way we think the world 
works and effect dramatic change in behaviors to which we have become 
accustomed. In our time, the digital revolution fulfills that role. From  
the advent of the personal computer to the Internet and social media,  
the means by which humanity creates, disseminates, and consumes  
information appear to have radically changed… But they haven’t: Nearly 
30 years after the appearance of the graphical user interface and graphic 

design-specific software, the computer screen presents a scroll format  
with which we’ve been familiar for several thousand years. There is  
nothing exceptionally different about scanning down a Web page as  
compared to unrolling a parchment. Like conventional books, environ-
mental signs, and packaging, screen-based media forces consideration 
of specific constraints during the graphic design process—but images, 
symbols, and typography retain their requirements for understanding 
regardless of medium. Historically, students have been taught that 
the graphic design process always considers delivery medium and  
context of use to support form choices, independent of curriculum  
or institution. Further, despite the appearance of new technologies or  
delivery media, the cognitive mechanisms by which humans process  
visual information have remained unchanged for more than 50,000  
years. Even though recent genetic analysis reveals subsequent evolution-
ary changes in the brain, these changes appear mostly physical (the  
brain is smaller), but no evidence suggests change in the brain’s cognitive  
capacity or processes (Harpending and Cochran, 2009). The prevailing 
consensus yet remains that “The earliest Homo sapiens probably had  
the cognitive capability to invent Sputnik,’’ said Dr. Sally McBrearty,  
an anthropologist at the University of Connecticut in the context of an 
article on the subject (The New York Times, 2002).

The Design Educators Conference organizers, RGD, stated concerns 
around media multiplicity (RGD, June 2016). In graphic design practice, 
the need for visual/formal solutions that systematically integrate myriad 
media are a given. Systematic thinking has been assimilated into the  
canon of design ethos and methodology since the first decades of the 
1900s—building first on the work of William Morris, Frank Lloyd  
Wright, the Viennese Secessionists, and eventually of Peter Behrens,  
who crystallized the notion of Gesamtkunstwerk (a totality of designed 
experience) in his multidisciplinary endeavors for AEG, the German  
electrical manufacturer. Subsequently, graphic designers have become  
intimately familiar with articulating visual systems across multiple 
media—this is the essence of visual branding first codified by Behrens 
in his AEG work. Indeed, as Dr. Buchanan agreed with me at a different 
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conference, the evolution of what he calls “Fourth Order” design,  
which focuses on such systems-based thinking, is the fruition of Behrens’s 
(and other early Modernists’) visionary theories a century later (Buchanan, 
Samara, 2016). The challenge that media multiplicity presents is the  
clearly daunting need to teach students a greater number of technical  
skills in a compressed time frame (now coding, in addition to drawing, 
painting, print processes, photography, bookbinding, animation, and so 
on). Yet, the question remains: What are they coding? They must first 
have an idea to display, and an understanding of form in order to represent 
it via images and type. As one of my instructors, William Longhauser, 
liked to point out when image scanners and photo-manipulation software 
commanded our fascination as students in the late 1980s: “You can’t  
scan an idea.” 

The democratizing effects of the digital revolution have been  
profound. Its workspace, its software tools, and the sharing of ideas 
through social media initiated the so-called DIY movement: Anyone  
can be a designer of sorts. A recent outgrowth of this trend is the  
impulse to engage the newly design-conscious public as co-creators of  
the artifacts and systems with which they’ll interact, rather than as passive 
recipients. I speculate that this impulse may create anxiety because of  
the uncertainty it engenders around compensation, authorship and  
intellectual property. The notion of co-creation, as framed by the theorist 
Liz Sanders, appears to have its roots in an already-familiar practice— 
that of focus testing. Historically, advertising, design, and marketing 
teams have sought the opinions of a small group, representative of their 
target audience, gathered in a controlled setting to discuss a product  
or communication campaign at the end of its development, shortly  
before it is publicly launched. Sanders, however, describes co-creation as 
fact-finding and brainstorming with the members of a target constituency 
as part of a designer’s or team’s research—not necessarily that the  
constituents themselves will actually be ideating or fabricating to help 
realize the project (Sanders et al., 2013). The difference between focus 
testing and co-creation, then, is that the audience’s participation is  
integrated during the beginning phase of the process, before visual  

ideation, and not afterwards for its mere validation. Graphic designers 
should acknowledge such input as beneficial, providing direct insight into 
the needs and desires of their intended audience to more comprehensively 
guide their form-making decisions. And, it’s an old practice in branding: 
Since the 1950s, brand design teams have typically conducted interviews 
with client personnel at all levels. Appreciating co-creation as informative, 
rather than invasive, and as an evolution of already-familiar practices, 
should help alleviate any anxiety graphic designers may feel about it.

I believe the design community struggles with an ongoing, pervasive 
sense of the discipline’s corruption, the degrading of visual communication  
as a humanistic endeavor and exploiting of its powerfully persuasive 
expertise by business and market forces. I say ‘ongoing’ because designers 
have been conscious of it for a long time; Ken Garland’s seminal  
publication of the First Things First Manifesto in 1964 is uncanny in its  
prescience, positioning design as a social act more than a half-century ago:

“We, the undersigned, are graphic designers, photographers and
students who have been brought up in a world in which the tech- 
niques and apparatus of advertising have persistently been presented
to us as the most lucrative, effective and desirable means of using 
our talents. We have been bombarded with publications devoted to 
this belief, applauding the work of those who have flogged their
skill and imagination to sell such things as: cat food, stomach 
powders, detergent, hair restorer, striped toothpaste, aftershave
lotion, before-shave lotion, slimming diets, fattening diets, deodor-
ants, fizzy water, cigarettes, roll-ons, pull-ons and slip-ons. By far
the greatest time and effort… are wasted on these trivial purposes…”
(Garland, 1964)

 Émigré, AdBusters, AIGA Journal, and Eye magazines determined 
there was cause to reprint the Manifesto in 1999 (Garland, Émigré, et al., 
1999); its detailing of misguided priorities still gnaws at designers’  
psyches because they can’t escape the moral compromise that often 
attends profit-making. Such is the condition of applied visual commun-



  7574     EDUCATION VS. LEARNING

ication in a market-based culture—to which the design industry has  
nonetheless reconciled itself while acknowledging higher aspirations.  
As Garland himself stated: 

“We do not advocate the abolition of high pressure consumer 
advertising: this is not feasible. Nor do we want to take any of the 
fun out of life. But we are proposing a reversal of priorities in favour
of the more useful and more lasting forms of communication. We
hope that our society will tire of gimmick merchants, status salesmen
and hidden persuaders, and that the prior call on our skills will be 
for worthwhile purposes” (Garland, 1964). 

Alas, the relationship between design and business will be what it will 
be. One must also consider this dynamic in relation to the democratized, 
at-large public design consciousness described above. The explosion of 
desktop publishing and the subsequent evolution of a class of naïve  
(formally untrained) design practitioners must be reckoned with on  
several levels. Although the new diversity of aesthetic voices promulgated 
by this paradigm shift is admirable, most academically educated designers 
will be quick to point out that they, in fact, are “true” designers, experts 
who offer deeper, conceptual, systems-based methodologies and the  
ability to craft enviably beautiful artifacts, and so charge for their  
expertise accordingly. To the average businessperson, however, this 
distinction is typically lost. They surely ask why they ought to pay several 
thousand dollars or euros or yen for a logo when they can just as easily 
get one for fifty (or less). Given that a formally untrained, DIY designer 
might be well-versed in business jargon, clarifying this distinction is even 
more challenging. This dangerous state of affairs diminishes the perceived 
value of design and, by extension, that of design education. Similarly, the 
aspiring student must consider whether a $200,000, four-year education is 
really worth the effort: Get a computer loaded up with the right software, 
see what everyone else has done on Pinterest, and he or she is in business. 
Academia is no fool—and responded accordingly: Class times shortened, 
curriculums were retooled to include strategy and marketing research, 

and form-making fell to the back burner as design institutions prostituted 
themselves before the market for enrollment and tuition. 

Apparently, it worked: In June 2016, I attended a lecture in New York 

(Parsons, 2016) during which the chairs of three of the United States’ 
best-regarded design programs—Yujune Park (Parsons), John Caserta 
(Rhode Island School of Design), and Rachel Berger (California College 
of the Arts)—remarked with great concern that their institutions’  
enrollment levels were at capacity or greater. Even as far back as 2006, 
Steven Heller asked “Is there a glut of students graduating from graphic 
design programs in the United States today?” and proceeded to address 
Meredith Davis’ estimate that “(Design schools) could be releasing as 
many as 40,000 students (annually)…into a field supporting around 
200,000 (1) practitioners” (Heller, 2005). I can corroborate: During  
the last few years I was teaching at the School of Visual Arts, my classes 
were consistently overenrolled at upwards of 25 students per class.  
Academia’s strategy was quite timely, implemented just as design ascended 
to the fore of public consciousness and illuminated a new career possibility 
for many who had previously not considered it. Thus began an insidious 
feedback loop: More students yield more graduates. More graduates yield 
greater competition for fewer jobs. Greater competition yields more  
strategic curricula which, together, creates students who simply want a 
stepping stone to a job. Academia has been complicit in down-grading 
design education to vocational training. Students attempt to monetize  
the value of their education. In this self-perpetuating spiral, no matter 
what lip service educators pay to higher ideals, designing is transformed 
from an endeavor that is humanistic and authentic to one of appropriation 
and rendering, conforming to existing visual models perceived as  
appropriately “professional.” 

The influence of these forces should be a wake-up call for practitioners, 
educators, and students alike. It is real, and its effects are far reaching, 
evident in the inexorable mutation of the ‘gig economy.’ Riding the  
New York subway just recently, I noticed ads for Fiverr.com, a platform 
for connecting entrepreneurs with designers who offer high-level work 
for as little as US $5.00 in a questionable period time—the recommended 



  7776     EDUCATION VS. LEARNING

protocol for development of a logo is roughly three days. Designers  
and educators have relinquished their seats at the conference table as 
professionals, on par with doctors and lawyers to become, once again, 
pairs of hands. To accomplish such tasks in so short a time, designers who 
participate in this model must necessarily turn to readymade solutions 
and, thereby, perpetuate a bland pastiche of acceptably professional styles, 
instead of undergoing an honest and imaginative discovery. Designers 
lose, clients lose, and so too does the culture at large.

Educators must reverse course from reacting to these outside  
pressures. The market need not tell us what and how to practice, nor the 
best way of doing so; it is for us to frame our expertise to authoritatively 
declare its value for the culture and the market. As practitioners and  
educators, we are the ones who possess the understanding of what  
knowledge and skills are necessary for students to become well-rounded 
practitioners. Students are intrinsically ignorant of the subject they are 
studying (that’s why they’re studying it). They cannot anticipate what  
they need to know. Following that logic, it’s ridiculous to consider any 
student’s expectation about how they ought to be educated. In short,  
designers must take designing back into the ivory tower to reinvigorate  
the discipline and outline a path forward for educating others.  
“Education must be seen as a real world in which deeply nurtured  
discipline and sense of self are cultivated: a place to build essential  
honesty, authenticity, and concern for the human condition; where the 
skills to develop communications appropriate to content are fostered.  
This nurturing requires time and reflection, accorded now to lesser and 
lesser degrees because of a nervous desire to match external “real-world” 
demands.” Such was Hiebert’s admonition in a talk at Carnegie Mellon 
University in 1996.

SOLUTION: PRIORITIZING FORM STUDY
Contrary to a fellow RGD conference presenter’s assertion that “The 
question of how best to organize (a design curriculum) remains… relatively 
unexplored”, design educators have, in fact, dedicated serious thinking to 
the matter for close to a century: The Bauhaus, the Hochschule für 

Gestaltung in Ulm, The Basel School of Design, the Yale University 
design program, Ravensbourne College in London, Gerrit Rietveld 
Academie in Amsterdam, Rob Roy Kelly’s program at Kansas City Art 
Institute, Gordon Salchow’s program at the University of Cincinnati, 
Roger Remington’s program at Rochester Institute of Technology—all 
these are well-documented, form-driven programs that practitioners 
and scholars commonly acknowledge as exemplary models of successful 
pedagogy. Why, I wonder, do today’s educators ignore the evidence these 
programs provide?

In this context, Kenneth Hiebert’s own declaration of teaching  
principles for his fledgling UArts graphic design program in 1966  
(excerpted here) presents a clear, concise roadmap that contemporary 
educators would do well to revisit:

To assist a student toward a command of the generic design means,  
which we define as point, line and plane, module, proportion, sets, 
rhythm, scale and dimensionality, texture, color, series, direction, 
motion, confrontation, symbol, metaphor, thought processes, and 
reproduction processes… 

To provide a sequence of problems, gauged in such a way that the
knowledge gained in previous problems can be directly utilized…

To develop in students a method of problem solving independent 
of preconceived notions…

To prepare a student to recognize and work within valid 
limitations; at the same time, to see through arbitrary or purely 
conventional ones…

To develop a capability in the student of isolating and defining a
problem for himself and a personal commitment to, and philosophy
about, his problem-solving activity…
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To prepare a student to face creatively the technological and use 
shifts throughout his lifetime and conversely, to avoid indulgence of
momentary and exploitative fads and fashions…

To develop superior manual and technical skills as an integral part 
of the conceptual process…

 
 To develop a sense of community among students through    
 shared experience and the development of a common visual language  
 in the hope that the interchange will persist after leaving school.”

(Hiebert, 1966)

The concrete application of these stated goals is a progressively  
structured program that rigorously prioritizes the role of form and, with 
little modification since its inception, celebrated its 50th year in 2016; it  
is the oldest extant program of its kind in the United States. During those 
five decades, the program has produced a mere 1200 or so graduates  
who, nonetheless, have exerted tremendous influence on the visual/ 
cultural environment at the highest levels of achievement, both in the 
United States and internationally. 

Students must be able to make informed decisions based on a broad 
spectrum of formal information that can only be assimilated through 
iterative investigation, and that understanding must be ingrained before  
it can be brought to bear in expressing a project’s content. If one wants  
to make a chair , one must already possess the fundamentals of its  
making—the empirical properties of materials, their interaction when 
combined, their structural capabilities and how they may be shaped,  
their readiness for particular kinds of fabrication processes—before 
attempting to apply these rudiments to a new vision for the chair. The 
process of inculcating form-understanding in students, such that it  
will fuse organically with the content they will seek to embody, must 
therefore also proceed in this sequence. Leading the process with research 
or other content/context investigation, and leaving the investigation of 
form to find an appropriate expression afterward, creates confusion and 

interrupts the seamlessness of the process because it demands students 
make decisions without vital prior information.

First, students must understand how to see form. This seeing must 
be experienced, through exercises that pose focused problems to which 
students must supply visual answers that are extendable, rather than finite: 
“Achieve a recognizable logic in the proportions and arrangements of  
“X” kinds of shapes.” The instructor must provide no lesson concerned 
with what constitutes logic, nor that any particular logic is desirable,  
nor even what the optical properties of said defined shapes might be. 
These are discoveries for the student to make by testing, evaluating,  
failing, and testing again until some logic of relationships is uncovered, 
and then made even clearer, by editing subsequent decisions. It’s 
 unimportant how these tests are created, whether by physical means  
(cutting paper or painting) or digital ones (drawing with software).  
What is important is that students come to recognize differences in  
how forms are perceived when their identities, properties, and spatial 
arrangements change. Through iterative exploration, comparative critique, 
and community-building in the studio environment, students come 
to discern how to purposely exploit these formal attributes to achieve 
intended conditions. Even during this stage, the appreciation of formal 
relationships helps establish understanding of perception and cognition 
that students will be able to build upon—for instance, that certain  
scale relationships may imply relative importance among forms; or that 
particular spatial intervals may suggest directional movement, speed, or 
other particular state; or that geometric forms and arrangement invoke 
different associations than do those that are organic. In this way, students 
eventually find that the visual qualities of form themselves intimate  
meaning, or content.

With such an arsenal of knowledge already developed, assisting  
students in leaping from the purely visual to the communicative is the  
natural second step: form is about interpreting. Again, the onus of fram-
ing exercises to direct students’ focus in a specific, but extendable way, 
falls upon the educator: “Communicate a subject of your choosing, but 
using only non-pictorial form elements to do so.” Such a severe practical 
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limitation helps students evolve previous understanding, while opening 
the choice of subject facilitates personal investment in both research and 
outcome. At the same time, defining no specific formal/stylistic outcome 
as desirable—other than that it must yield an unequivocal understanding 
of their chosen subject—students cognitively fuse form and content to 
such a degree that they are able to extend that understanding to a diversity 
of problems they confront in the future, independent of technological 
or behavioral shifts they may subsequently encounter. The result is the 
internalizing of a process that is open-ended and infinitely flexible and, in 
the long term, one that will be original and authentic, driven by the student’s 
own intellectual, imaginative and aesthetic sensibilities. As students  
become empowered by their own realizations of knowledge and  
methodologies, they are able to widen the scope of their explorations  
and the kinds of form language they can investigate, now purposely  
considering the relative merits of pictorial versus non-pictorial images,  
effects of medium, and the potential of metaphor or symbolism in  
addition to that of expository depiction. At this latter stage, the investiga-
tion of form-making as a conduit for communication pushes students  
to self-actualization and a sense of their involvement in the socially  
participatory act of designing. 

I cannot stress forcefully enough how powerful such an educational 
approach can be in this regard. If one perceived problem in design  
education is “stimulating student empathy in a distracted, individualist 
world,” a concern put forth by the RGD conference organizers, then I  
will boldly propose that the methodology outlined here is the key to  
overcoming that challenge. It firmly places the means for understanding 
and creating communicative narratives in students’ hands; it elicits  
the joy of making and imbues the hard work of exploration with a dynamic 
positivity, a sense that their endeavors are worthwhile and derive from 
their own desires and impulses, rather than a negative perception of  
being coerced to meet some external imperative. It helps grow their  
confidence in their own vision and abilities, engendering ownership of their 
endeavors and an esteem of self that is required for empathy—knowing 
oneself is paramount in coming to know others. The bridge they will  

have found between their individual selves and the collective selves of 
society at large is the ability to tap into the deep reservoir of communal 
form experience to create narrative dialogue among signs and symbols 
that we all can share. Visual communication—graphic design—is about 
the sharing of ideas and stories that bind humanity together.

CONCLUSION
The practice of graphic design, or visual communication, is fundamen-
tally defined by the creation, manipulation, and organization of form to 
effectively communicate. Ignoring this truth and prioritizing tangential 
concerns interferes with educators’ primary goal—that of facilitating 
students’ deep and comprehensive acquisition of expertise in form-making, 
the field’s core fluency. Although educators rightly interrogate corollary 
matters in an effort to improve learning outcomes and, by extension, 
evolution in the practice of graphic design, they must acknowledge the 
primacy of form-making expertise and seek answers to such tangential 
concerns in the intrinsic, well-documented, foundational aspects of form-
driven educational models. My call to action for educators, then, is this: 
Let’s change course in our approach, from reactive to proactive. Let’s  
remember what designing is really about. Let’s get ourselves out from 
under the wheels and behind it… And let’s start driving forward again.
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Fostering Purposeful Writing 
Process in the Design Studio:
Tools for Action

ABSTRACT 
A pilot study conducted in fi rst-year-design studios at OCAD University 
supported the generation of various techniques to specifi cally and clearly 
improve communication of intent and foster discipline-specifi c language 
learning in assignments and exercises in order to support writing process 
and ultimately design processes.
  Furthermore, as Jean Donham notes, students entering fi rst year 
undergraduate institutes “have diffi culty analyzing and synthesizing 
information to construct meaning” (Donham, 2014, p. 5). Therefore, 
developing targeted writing exercises can help students gain skills they 
need to articulate their intent and critically engage with their work as 
well as the work of their peers. Donald Schön states that refl ection—both 
in and on practice—is an essential part of process and metacognition 
(O’Connell & Dyment, 2011). This was observed during the pilot study 
as student writing also helped the faculty members to better understand 
how students perceived certain aspects of projects, revealed knowledge 
gaps along with the assumptions faculty had about the learners in their 
studio classrooms. Consequently, faculty could refl ect on assignment 
structure, lectures, and demonstrations to better support students with 
their individually nuanced needs.
 This paper aims to help faculty develop methods that can guide 
students in writing about their processes, thinking, and work under 
two themes: 1) How do I design writing assignments for a design studio 
classroom and 2) How do we evaluate writing?

Key Words: writing, design process, writing across the curriculum, graphic design, 
evaluation, rubrics, critique, 
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A needs assessment conducted at OCAD University (OCAD U) in 
2013 uncovered the perception of students’ relationship to writing  
and found that students identified as underprepared for the level of  
reading, writing, and research required of them (DiPietro, 2014).  
The assessment also affirmed that students struggled when asked for 
descriptions of design process in writing [reflection] or to communicate 
visual analysis [critique] (DiPietro, 2014) which may be in part due to  
the challenges in acquiring and using discipline-specific vocabulary 
(DiPietro, 2014). Therefore, OCAD U began an institutional-wide WAC 
(Writing Across the Curriculum) initiative. The introduction of WAC 
methods was an ideal fit for studio courses because its emphasis is on 
writing process. Writing process as defined in The Framework for Under-
graduate Writing Competency is focused on the act of writing not simply  
the outcome of writing—the generation of ideas, mapping of concepts, 
planning, drafting, and editing (DiPietro, n.d.). 
 This is particularly relevant for the graphic design program. One  
of the primary goals in graphic design is to have first-year students be 
more purposeful in their making and thinking practices. To that end—
through the WAC initiative—a first-year student would be introduced to 
and begin to establish skills that help them purposefully make decisions 
when they create visual compositions as well as articulate those decisions 
to others. In turn they would also be able to identify and describe what 
they observe in the work of their peers and others practicing graphic 
design. Before introducing WAC to the graphic design program, the 
authors of this paper—as well as an ELL (English Language Learning) 
specialist Emilie Brancato—conducted a pilot study in a 2014/15  
first-year graphic design studio course which led to the generation of 
various techniques to specifically and clearly support reflection and 
critique practice. For example, the project assignments were augmented 
to improve communication of intent and exercises and assignments 
were developed to foster discipline-specific language learning in order 
to support writing process and ultimately design processes.
 In 2015/16 lessons learned from the pilot study were shared with 
first-year faculty teaching designated WAC courses. Understandably, 
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faculty had concerns about logistics in shifting the structures of their 
courses. The two main concerns that were voiced were: 
1) How do I design writing assignments for a design studio classroom and 
2) How do we evaluate writing?  
This paper will address these two concerns in order to assist faculty members 
and institutions looking to introduce writing into their curriculum. 

HOW DO I DESIGN WRITING EXERCISES FOR A STUDIO CLASSROOM?
The writing exercises and assignment components developed in the 
2014/15 pilot and further refined since then—based off student feedback 
and faculty observations—were to support the skill building needed to 
improve (1A) reflection and (1B) critique as identified in both the needs 
assessment in 2013 and the pilot study.

(1A) REFLECTION: 
Donald Schön states that reflection—both in and on practice—is  
an essential part of process and metacognition—thinking about  
learning (O’Connell & Dyment, 2011). Therefore, writing exercises  
can be developed to help students think through the decisions that they  
make—to articulate the “why” of their actions and not just describe  
what they did. In order to have students write reflectively the authors 
developed writing prompts in the form of guided questions accompanied 
by a writing sample.
It is important to note here that self-reflective written components 
(see Figure 1) were used multiple times over the term in conjunction 
with feedback (which will be addressed more specifically further
along in the paper) and staged assignments.

FIGURE 1. SELF-REFLECTION WRITTEN COMPONENTS
Another aspect that faculty need to be aware of is that students need time 
and practice in order to naturalize these processes. A study by Landeen, 
Byrne, and Brown on undergraduate nursing programs revealed that it 
is not until the third year that students begin to reach a level of deep 
reflection in and on practice (Epp, 2008). 

 

In addition to prompts the authors also used A1) writing samples for  
student to “copy” (transitional writing exercises)—to use as a framework 
to model writing and A2) included language for transparency in intent  
and expectations.

A1) PROVISION OF  EXAMPLES TO “COPY” (TRANSITIONAL WRITING 
EXERCISES)—TO USE AS A FRAMEWORK TO MODEL WRITING. 
The beginning design student has little to no experience at purposeful 
writing as part of their creative process (Hume, 2009) thus providing 
writing samples supports students by allowing them to use the sample as 
a framework to model their own responses on. This transitional writing 
is what Rebecca Moore Howard refers to as “patch writing”—while some 
see this as plagiarism, it is in fact, a learning strategy (Moore Howard, 
1995). So while it is not meant to make its way into final work, it is part 
of writing process.
The writing sample (see Figure 2) is an example of a prompt to help 
students understand a way of approaching a question.

Figure 1:  
Self-reflection written 
components
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FIGURE 2. SAMPLES FOR WRITING APPROACH
By providing such a sample, students can see that they can use simple 
language and short sentences or that their observations can be recorded 
as a bulleted list. This alleviates the anxiety around language and 
grammar use. They also are provided with a visual example of how long 
their writing needs to be otherwise they may end up writing multiple 
paragraphs; this was a key observation from the pilot study. Students 
strongly identify writing with essays.
 Furthermore, having students follow the sample also benefits faculty 
as students tend to model the format provided, which reduces faculty time 
spent deciphering various writing formats. But a word of caution: faculty 
will have to be transparent with students to ensure that they understand 
these types of exercises are part of a learning process in order to demon-
strate understanding. In order to produce finalized work, they would 
need to (and will) further develop their own voice over the course of 
their undergraduate experiences. 

A2) TRANSPARENCY IN INTENT AND EXPECTATIONS. 
Students need to understand why they are engaging in certain activities 
and the expectations of exercises. The pilot study revealed that students 
became frustrated with exercises when they did not know why they  
were engaging with them. This hindered metacognition as they were no 
longer writing for themselves they were simply fulfilling requirements. 
Exercises need to be purposeful and to link to the learning objectives of 
the assignment or a specific stage of an assignment or creative process. 
The intent of an activity can be written directly into the instructions of  
the exercise, it can be part of the rubric (as long as the rubric is given at 
the beginning of the exercise), or stated orally when students are engaging 
in in-class exercises. 
 The following figure (see Figure 3) is an example of a writing question 
that attempts to clearly communicate the expectations of an exercise.

 
FIGURE 3. ARTICULATING EXPECTATIONS
This example states the exercise intent in the final sentence (i) where the 
students are asked to assess the efficacy in communicating their intent in 
the visual message. Note that this example includes definition of terms—

Figure 2:  
Sample for writing approach

Figure 3:  
Articulating expectations
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both the words denotation and connotation are followed by definitions in 
brackets (ii). This provides students who are unfamiliar with these terms 
an immediate explanation so that they are able to move more smoothly 
through the exercise. 
 Therefore, observations made during the pilot study along with 
the research done around writing process exercises indicated that 
prompts are useful to students because they are encouraged to begin to 
think about and articulate their actions. Prompts also reduced student 
frustration by offering insight into what is required of them in terms of 
the written exercises. 

(1B ) CRITIQUE:
Critique in studio classrooms is the primary space where students learn 
to perform professionally as designers (Dannels, 2005) because there are 
expectations in design studios to speak and write about work. For many of 
those who identify as English Language Learners (ELL) critique can be 
particularly challenging. As stated in the English Language Learners (ELL) 
Undergraduate Program Development at OCAD University: Needs Assessment 
Summary and Recommendations—from the student perspective—this could 
be for many possible reasons: limitations in language, cultural differences 
in pedagogical approaches and values, fear of judgment by either peers  
or faculty, and acquisition of new terminology (Brancato, 2016). It is 
important to note that these concerns were also raised by those who 
identified as native English speakers in the surveys from the pilot study. 
Because it can be a challenge to speak and write about one’s work, faculty 
need to pay attention at each level of undergraduate education to support 
skill development to improve verbal and written presentation. 
 In order to address this in first-year, writing exercises were developed 
in the form of peer-to-peer review sheets to help students: to practice 
discipline-specific language both written and oral, bolster confidence in 
public speaking, and support student engagement in critique.  
Using a peer-to-peer review sheet students write their answers to specific 
questions—developed in context to the learning outcomes of a given 
assignment—about work that is to be reviewed. This is filled out in class 

in two stages. First, the student-maker writes reflectively on work they 
produced and second, the peer-reviewer identifies and describes what they 
observe in the work of their peer. The intent is to provide space in class 
to reflect and organize thoughts before orally presenting them to the class 
or one-on-one with a peer for discussion. Students are encouraged to read 
directly from the sheet if they are not comfortable publically speaking 
and the guided questions foster engagement with targeted focus on key 
concepts or learning objectives of a course. Finally, the sheet serves as 
documentation for reflection upon a project as it progresses. The 
following figure (see Figure 4) is language taken from a first-year 
typography class peer-to-peer review sheet.

 

FIGURE 4. PEER-TO-PEER REFLECTION WRITING
As demonstrated in the above figure the questions support discipline-
specific vocabulary use. As observed in the pilot study students begin 
to present with more confidence as they can read their responses out 

Figure 4:  
Peer-topeer reflection writing
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loud as opposed to critiquing work in the moment. Here again guided 
questions provide a framework to keep students responses and discussion 
in context to the learning objectives and further support student 
engagement in critique.
 As framed in the first half of the paper the structure and ask of the 
writing exercises support the skill building required to address the  
challenges students face when reflecting on their work or the work of 
their peers. Exercises explicitly state what students are required to do  
and offer multiple opportunities to practice discipline-specific vocabulary.  
In order for students to know if they have accomplished what is asked  
of them feedback and grading are essential. For the authors, expectations 
and rubrics needs to be holistically connected to exercises and assignments. 
One of the main challenges for faculty introducing writing into their  
studio course is how does writing get evaluated and graded?

2) HOW DO WE EVALUATE WRITING?
Evaluation needs to be: comprehensive, link directly to the ask, and 
provide purposeful feedback that can be acted upon. This is particularly 
important so that students are able to progress their writing as a holistic 
part of their design process. But it shouldn’t increase workload or time 
spent grading. Therefore, the authors encouraged fellow faculty to  
(2A) develop rubrics that expedite the grading process while still providing 
(2B) useful feedback to students.

(2A) RUBRIC: AN EXAMPLE OF WRITING ASSESSMENT IN ACTION.
From experimentations with rubric structures based on the text  
Understanding by Design (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005), plus observations 
made in class and student feedback the authors identified three main  
components to be included in a rubric alongside the numerical grade 
breakdown. These components can be seen in the sample of evaluation 
criteria (see Figure 5). They are: (i) clearly and specifically state what is 
being graded (deliverables), (ii) define what qualities are being looked at  
in the deliverables (criteria), and (iii) avoid assumptions by providing 
examples of what is expected (avoid this, aim for that).

Figure 5:  
Evaluation Criteria
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FIGURE 5. EVALUATION CRITERIA
This framework moves away from typical generic words found in rubrics 
such as satisfactory, average, or poor as those words do not speak to the 
specific learning outcomes of an assignment and gives students no insight 
into how to improve or what kind of work they should be producing. 
Taking language from the exercise and learning outcomes and tying it to 
grading clarifies why the student received the grade they did. This also 
aids in the reduction of time faculty spend grading.
 Note that grammar and spelling is not part of the evaluation criteria.  
As stated in the introduction this is a design studio not English studies. 
What is trying to be instilled is reflective practice, thus writing exercises  
for quality of thought, ideation, and vocabulary use are targeted in first-year. 
If faculty mark spelling and grammar, there is a risk of hindering students’ 
authentic thought due to the anxiety that writing “correctly” can cause. 

(2B) FEEDBACK TO STUDENTS
Feedback is essential to the learning processes in design studio classrooms 
because it creates a dialogue between the students and faculty on the 
material being taken up in class. It helps the faculty member gain a better 
understanding of where the student is coming from, offers an opportunity 
for students to engage actively in their processes and work iteratively.  
And, most importantly, it re-enforces the value of process—the act of 
doing, not the thing done—through faculty demonstration and active 
participation in the processes.
 This can occur—and does—in many ways over the course of the 
term. It is not limited to writing on a grading sheet. There are in-class 
discussions of ideas and concepts and critiques both one-on-one and with 
groups. The use of peer-to-peer review sheets is a good example of how 
this can be documented—in addition to students’ own note-taking—so 
that students can reflect afterwards on the multiple perspectives shared 
about their work.  
 As stated by Rebecca Moore Howard students deserve what she calls 
a respectful, interested, and authentic audience (Moore Howard, 2002)  
in order to have them produce the authentic work faculty are asking them 

to strive towards. As noted in a study by Quinton and Smallbone, feed-
back is ineffectual if only provided at the end of a project as students will 
not act on it (Quinton & Smallbone, 2010). Therefore, an opportunity for 
students to apply feedback is lost along with the advancement in learning 
that action provides.
 As stated above, regular and purposeful evaluation on both visual 
work and writing components is essential in order for students to develop 
skills related to reflection and critique processes and practices in first-year. 

CONCLUSION
To conclude, the authors looked to document: the design of guided  
questions in self-reflective writing assignments and peer-to-peer review 
sheets, writing prompts in the form of writing samples to support  
transitional writing, and communication of intent and expectations  
within the evaluation criteria. This was done in order to address the two 
main concerns that were voiced by fellow faculty looking to introduce 
writing into their curriculum 1) How do I design writing assignments for 
a design studio classroom and 2) How do we evaluate writing? Sharing 
these exercises and approaches with fellow faculty provided an opportunity 
to alleviate the uncertainty that comes with shifting curriculum in such  
a fundamental way. 
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