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Graphic Design Under Pressure: Education Adapts
Graphic design students have a false expectation that mastering software will yield them sound
results, and take them from the classroominto a winning professiond practice. Students bdieve
that Qast and easyOsolutionsare wha designis all about, and now more than ever, students have
grown dependant on digital tools for solving complex graphic problems. Design curriculamust
chdlengestudents to arrive at solutionsthroughcomprehensve experimentation and andysis,
emphasizing process before produdN engagement before answers.

In thevisud communication domain, a graphic designe acts as an interface between a
message and an audience. Thegraphic designe will create and produe arangeof mediato
facilitate a message from its sende to thereceiver: printed poders, books magazines, or
packaging; digital webgtes, motion graphics, or user interfaces; environmental signs identity, or
wayfinding; and theatrical or cinematic media. Creating solutionsfor these domainstakes time,
butthanksto computer technology, thedesigna can generate an array of visuds quickly and
sometimes effortlessly. This sense of empowerment gives youngdesigneas thefalse impression
tha click, drag, copy, cut, paste, and print equds design.

Graphic design education, as many other art disciplines, feels the pressure, and at timesis
undemined by the accessibility of dick software and hardware. On the surface these terms are
postive and desirable for a consumer popuktion, yet the contradictionis activated when we
unpak theeffortless, integrated, affordable produd that will befaster and more produdive.
These produds provide shortcuts and Qlo it yourselfOtemplates, suitable for some consumer

popuktions but notdesirable for students who must learn how to investigae a problem
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comprehengvely. In oneof the mog extreme cases of computer-aided design, Nigd Cross boldly
asked if the computer could take over therole of the designa? in his article GCan a Machine
Design?0During his andysis he discovered tha we might notwant the computer to do
everything tha humen designe's do! However, his research of the computer-aided design
expeience provided him with indghts to our cognitive abilities. The pressure increases from
students, administration, and some professors to teach the software, and thelogic behind a
technoa@ntric method of educationN where all processes revolve aroundthe computerN ranges
from staying current to produang qudity work.

Many graphic design professors were encouraged to make a choice, beginning in the
early ningties, between Isthe conputer andits software a tool? or Is the computer an element
which enads specific prindplesin visual communication? Early in the debae, thedecision
seemed easier because the technology was shiny and new, butlittle was known aboutits
application and long-term effects on design practices. Students embody a dudity of
undestandingsbecause they know and undestand the practical and marketed channd of the
technology. ConsumersN students indudedN are easily seduced by theillusontha
software/hadware manufacturers have therr best interest in mind: to make thar work better (or
make them work better) in less time, throughless stress. Complicating mattersis a cultural
perception tha nearly any form of labor can be donethrougha Churry upGstate of affairsN
witness the breadth of television programs, such as ABC@ Extreme Makeover Home Edition,
tha have an entire hous remodded or built in under an hour. Using the computer to generate
something tha looksfinished can be deceptive especialy if thestudent isincapable of giving
conaete answers abouthow or why the solution relates to the problem at hand. The hidden

language of the creative design solution requires the access to arangeof meaning-making
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resources many tha are metaphoiic, multi-layered, and quditative.? These resources opaate s
the bridgebaween the message source and the audience; the qudity of thesignd has a direct
impact on the obtainment of closure. Students need an awareness of the audience they are
designing for, focusng onthe curricular and project objectives of each course. Qudity thenis
dependent on the creative problem solving and use of these tools, noton thefashionable
computer application, nor thefinished produd@® veneer. Developing efficiendes in software
and/or hardware are sometimes thelearning gods in certification programs or training ingitutes,
but these programs privilege a base of knowledgetha is centered within opeations notidess.
Graphic designis composed of conceptud problem solving, idea generation, technical opeaation,
and professiond busness practices.

In indances where thegod isnotto learn the opaationgfundionsof the software but to
create or chdlengeidess, thefeature-focused approach opeates as a hurdle to advanced practices
and undestandings If we chase thetechnology, we will always be subject to the chase and few
if any will have oppotunity to lead. Another consderation tha is often overlooked is tha visud
sodety changes and expandsat a different pace, many times much slower than new releasesin
technology. While technology affords particular advancesin what is possible, imagewise, visud
sodety does not make paalel alowancesin wha it isready to see or accept. Thechangesin
technology are ingigaed by the marketing plans feasibility reports, and produdion schedules.
Users of this technology are not directly responsble for its growth and change and as aresult
onefalsinto the center of thevisud storm, incapable of seeing when and how visud
undestanding and technology change

Do we asindructors give in to the savvy marketing programs and its wide-eyed

bedazzled followers? If we do, where do we end up in another twenty years? If not, howdo we



Carter and Tselentis 4

facilitate learning tha addresses the advancements in technology and the perceptud changesin a
visudly communicative sodety? Thisis notthefirst time tha graphic design eduction has
wrestled with thetide of change busnesses mug congantly grapple with adgpting. Thedigital
erais unprecedented, butthethinking needed to interpret and condruct communicative imagery
isaconsstent practice, and if students can master tha practice then we have an oppotunity to
develop for the future and bring anew literacy and thinking forward with our students, who have
apassion for technology.

Embrace the prinaple then master the technology. Themyth If | learn the computer then
| can produee creative solutionslendsitself to course offeringssolely on PhotoShop, Flash, or
other trendy software. These classes and the software are expengve, time consuming and
temporal. All the creative software packages expire in roughly two-year cycles with various
updaes throughoutthetwo years. Students are concerned aboutthelevel of proficiency they
need to achievein a10to 16 week course. Wha happenswhen the student learnsthe menu
structures and opeaationswithin a certain packagethen thefollowing semester the course they
took changes or nowistaughtusng anew software application?Does the student need to take
this new course? Thistengon can easily be avoided. Build the course aroundthe practical
prindples of visud communication, ingead of teaching therectangle or thepolygontod; use the
visud element of shgpe When the student learns how shape opeates in the 2D and 3D visud
gpace, it is easy to introdue materials however complex. Once they grasp the complexity of the
elements and thar govaning visud prindples, it iseasier to inrodue a variety of digital tools.
Students become indegpendent of thedigital tool, focusng thear creative energy onthe

conceptudization of thevisud solution.
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And thoughthis conaentrated effort, the student will seek outinnovdive solutionsto
complex problems rather than working throughconcretized optionssupplied in abundance by
software® push-button solutions The success of a professiond graphic design solutioniis
measured and quantified and expandsfrom a set of predetermined criteria, notthe software®@
abilities or inabilities. It isbendficia for astudent to learn howto find the naure of a problem,
itsfundiond parameters, and theintendad audience(s) before they are conumed finding the
histogram in PhotoShop. Cresative solutionstha showcase the technology demondrate excellent
software acumen, butlack the sengtivity and consderationsto the problem. Generally these
solutionsare rushed because the conceptudization stages are minimized in orde to maximize the
time for building. Students popukting graphic design departments throughoutthe naionsit in
the glow of a backlit screen with headphone on, feverishly clicking at themouse and keyboad.
Ingructors interrupt students fromthdr trance-like stateN with the hopetha they can
communicate thar process and idea developmentN with a question as simple as, QVha are you
doing?The question is intended to stop the student and have them visudly and verbdly
communicate their thoughtprocess and idea development. Thesilence is broken by the student,
who points at the screen and says, QVhat | am tryingto dois. . .Oand after a couple of minutes it
iseasy for al involved to see tha somethingis missing. An ingrucor asks, QVhere are your
sketches?OThe sketches are an exhaudive and essential process of visud thinking, butthe
student replies, @ can@do sketches because | think better onthe computer.OThe student@
respong may beplausble if theeducator is seeking absract theorizingN the act of working
throughvariouspossibilities, investigaing relationships of form, experimenting with complex

iterationsof an idea are appropriate, desirable, and crudal in the process of conceptudization
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Why isit important to conagptudize with apendl and paper? Thinking is thinking, no
matter if it isonthecomputer or in a sketchbook,butthedigital variationsare log with asingle
click, drag, and save command to overwrite thar history. Thereis no pape trail to come back to
and evaluate at alater time. QVhile you are sketching, thevisud realm reigns theories are
neglected, and all other tools and accessories are kept away untl theappropriate time of
execution.O® The process work fundionsas amap, providing indghtto thekey choices and
decisonstha will guidetheideainto afinished produd. In additionto the permanence, a student
will work throughproblems usnginternd dialogue: the visceral-self is competing with logcal-
self for supremacy. Thependl and pgoer is ubiquitousto the point tha it isinvisible: thereisno
screen, there are no key commands and surely no menus Theindugry offers some possible
tools for sketching and conaeptudization, but noneof them have theimmediacy and low
learning curve of pendl and paperN and noneof them bare noticeable humen qudities.”

However, design students will need to undestand and appreciate a rangeof software
applicationsat afounddion level. In theclassroom ingructors planning to go head to head with
thefiltersin graphic applications theaudio play list and any vector animation ontheweb arein
for doubke duty. When developing curricula, ingructors will ask, QVha might hdp in dealing
with the problem of usng software? Should we teach it @utside(theclass, i.e., doneas
workshopsby techs or as atotally separate Muts and boltsQunit?ONo matter the course, its
timing, or its content, students mug learn how to master software onthar own. This does not
imply tha they should be sat in front of a computer to learn aboutthe intricacies of Photoshop
and other Adobeproduds by stumbling throughall the menusand pdettes onthar own. Rather,
we suggest indilling self-reliance. When it comes to learning software, students can bedivided

into two categories: self-reliant and ingructor-dependent. The self-reliant student will dabble,
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toy, and experiment until they reach some level of mastery with the given tools; peerswill rely
onthem for hdp either duing or outsidetheclass.

While sdlf-reliant students walk themselves through issues and troubleshootwithout
hesitation, ingructor-dependent students feel theteacher mug direct them in times of need, and
when ingructors continueto hdp students with even the smallest problems, they will hinde the
student@ growth because this prevents them from exploring and urraveling on ther own. For
designes, thewillingness to discover andtake risksis avaluable asset that mirrorsthedesign
processitself. Play yieldsinqurry, forcing oneto ask questionsaboutthe matters at hand and then
observe, act, andreact in order to reach an objective. Whether themediais pendl or computer,
ingilling self-reliance and the play prindple are invaluable attributes for the student to gain. At
an early level of development, students must learn to copeon their own with technology®
dynamism. By having amedia course at the foundition level, students would be exposed to the
fundamentals, history, and usage of the computer as a creative tool fromthe outset. Said course
would have weekly lectures abouthistorical and technical daa, with breakout sessionsfor studio
work or lab sessonsmoving them throughonepiece of software to the next: bitmap and
continuoustonerendaings working with vectors and Pog-Script daa; and combining the
aforementionad with motion. Only after passing this class, would students moveinto advanced
ingruction or therr focusarea, such as graphic design.

But merely creating anew course or changing theentire curriculumwon®guaantee a
changaup in a student@ design process; they may invariably start with the computer andrely on
software aroundthe clock even at theearliest stages of development and investigaion when
commitments to the computer may provefrudrating. This technoentric methodwill close thar

creative process, and cut them off from valuable research methodsand practices, so intervention
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mug happen where theingructor will redirect the student to keep them fresh, motivated, and on
therighttrack. Intervention would interrupt the student® nomal design process and replace a
technical opeaation, such as usngthecomputer, with aloosr meansof visud generationtha
will hdp them render ideas withouthaving to think abouthow the computer will makeit all

come togeher. At theclassroomlevel, deeper inquiry throughbraingorming sessionswill get
students to talk with oneanother instead of gazing at a screen in isolation.® Braingorming will
also have avaluable impact over thelongterm because it teaches students to work in broad terms
at the outset, having an expangve view of the problem and its context rather than onelimited to
thetools inhaent in software packages.

Requiring students to perform other experiential tasks such as interviewingN where they
can hit the groundrunning and get first hand information from reliable sourcesN teaches them
tha design and thework they do has soda and cultural relevance. Mapping will also yield
favorable results, especialy if the process involves theentire class. Throughinformation
mapping (described by Robet Horm in 1966, students would source material tha relates to the
problem at hand. Thevisud or textud daabuildsup piece by piece onawall, evolving and
growing into something tha early on, appears out of hand.However, througha macro viewingN
where students can see large amounts of information and imagesN they will begin to draw
relationships by grouping, layering, or combining elements. ® This method of categorizationis
akin to having an outline prior to writing a paperN it gives you a structure.

Theargument has been madetha students, who dwell on processes like those above will
fail to become produdive and efficient designe's when they enter theworkforce. Some even
bdieve tha mastery of tools, software, and technology is theprivileged and ideal skill-set for

designas entering an agency. In fact, wha mos employers do want are designa's who can hit
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thegroundrunning in a nunber of domains possessing software knowedge awillingness to
work in team environments; dedication; curiogty; and strongcommunication skills. Exposng
desigha's to more than just design wouldn®hurt either, especially when some employers see
students entering the workforce with aresistance to thinking in terms of value, and coming from
classrooms that are Grultural vacuunms.O’ Lately, clients are recruiting talent usng some
extraordinay meansand methods sometimes forgoing any visud work in favor of looking at
howthedesigne, agency, or creative can managerelationshipsand out of the ordinary
chdlenges®

But thetechnologically adept student will be able to find work with or withouta sense of
culture, and whether or notthey can craft a narative out of thar experience with abrand new
automobile tha mug beadvertised to the masses. In commercia environment, thereisawaysa
need for talented electronic produdion specialists opaating with the express purmpos of
produadng or building. They dedicate their time and effort to find assembly and engineering of
jobsusng commercial software and technology; they ensure tha ajobis QightlyOrendeed and
tha all patsarein place prior to find produdion and implementation. This would besimilar to
the 3D designe tha generates Frank Gehry@ conceptud visudizations any of Gehry@ gestures
or drawingswould be nothing withoutthe 3D designe, but Gehry does not spend his own time
rendering and wrestling with the computer because in the studio, generating thet initial idealN
even as the crudest napkin sketchN carries themog value

In order for designto moveforward, we too mug generate thinkers and entrepreneurs
who have the ability and ambitionto do more than mediate between theidea and end produd,
andto dothiswe mug ingill a beter sense of invention and innovaion (Table 1). Students mug

also learn that bangefficient is notthe best approach to problem solving, butrather a pressure
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imposed by indusry and busnessN be efficient when you have to be, but use your time when
you haveit.? In order to prepare students to be thinkers as well as form givers, they should be
surroundel by process-sengtive problems and interdisciplinary projects tha putthem in toudh
with culture, current events and sodal issues al unde thedomain of critical thinking. Said
educationd gods would create a self-motivated studentN an inventorN with apassion for life-
longlearning. Empowering students with the computer as technical tool only gets them so far,
and they will have little ambition beyondknowing thetools for decoration or organization.

A new graphic design curriculum tha focuses on prindple, tods, complexity, and change
would better prepare students for such endeavors. Prindples would indruct students aboutthe
means of creating dynamic, expressive, and communicative form; tools would sharpen hand and
craft skillswhile introduang awide variety of rendering methodsinduding print and digital
media; context would expose studentsto arangeof problems, issues, and influences while
fogering critical thinking and inquiry; and complexity would expose them to arangeof difficult
and dynamic problems needing intense examinaion. Throughthis breadth of indruction,
students would gain ambitionsdeegper than the supposed finandal affluence tha awaits them
when they leave school behind. The student tha possesses busness acumen, a broad overcoming
intellect, strongora and written communication skills, and the ability to problem solve through
critical inquiry will have greater oppatunities than those who have only mastered commercial
software. In our ever-expanding culture, it isimportant tha each student has the knowledgeto

find a place as citizens whose godsreach far beyond clicking and dragging the mou<.



Table 1

Decorator

Glossy solutions
Ornamentation
Leverages the popular
Effect takes priority

Organizer

Focus on representation
Resists unique solutions
Adheres to rules

Inventor

Full of inquiry

Broad and deep
research

Problem defines solution
Adaptive
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Builder

Technical
Production focused
Emphasis on craft
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to see relationshipsbased on varying perspectives.
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® In Silas Munro@ interview with Martin Venesky (Spesk Up,
http://undeconsderation.convspeakup), Venezky championstime and process in favor of
speedy work, especidly if it will yield a better solution and sovle the client@ problems, needs

or initiatives.



