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Abstract 
Preparing	students	of	design	to	actively	participate	in	
current	dynamic	circumstances,	and	to	positively	
contribute	to	them,	calls	for	changes	in	pedagogical	
approaches.	Classroom	studio	practices	must	enable	and	
model	responsiveness	to	the	moment,	interactions	in	the	
immediate	social	environment,	and	readiness	for	
uncertainty. This paper outlines approaches which 
utilize improvisation as a model for play in the design 
studio classroom. These approaches cultivate a 
readiness for uncertainty and responsiveness to the 
present moment.  
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Introduction 
Our	world	 is	 undeniably	 complex,	 vastly	 accessible	 owing	
to	 technology,	 infinitely	 rich,	 and	 in	 constant	 flux.	
Preparing	students	of	design	to	actively	participate	in	such	
dynamic	 circumstances,	 and	 to	 positively	 influence	 them,	
calls	 for	 pedagogy	 that	 enables	 responsiveness	 to	 the	
moment,	interaction	with	immediate	social	circumstances,	
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and	 readiness	 for	 uncertainty.	 Design	 practices	 today	
employ	 methods	 culled	 from	 anthropology,	 sociology,	
marketing,	 and	 sometimes	 from	 the	 so	 called	 hard	
sciences.	 The	 push	 to	 gather	 reliable	 data	 and	 establish	
metrics	 reveals	 the	 risky	 business	 of	 producing	 products,	
services,	 and	 brands.	 These	 measures	 that	 are	 meant	 to	
ensure	success	represent	the	opposite	of	uncertainty.	The	
future	cannot	be	measured.  
Improvisation as a Model for Play 
Currently, I am researching how improvisation can be 
implemented as a model for play in the design process 
in the design studio classroom. A primary theme of this 
model for play is an openness to uncertainty. Those 
who agree to undertake an improv performance 
together, agree to embrace uncertainty and the 
unknown; the narrative builds as participants 
contribute and participate collaboratively.  

In my role as a design educator, I have written 
exercises and delivered workshops (along with my co-
author, Denise Gonzales Crisp) that promote and model 
such improvisational values in the studio classroom. 
The driving influence is improvisation. When people 
improvise, they respond to immediate circumstances 
spontaneously rather than attempt to alter them. 
Improvising involves free association, logic, and no 
small amount of imagination. These exercises invoke 
group improv performances, wherein players 
collaboratively construct unpredictable narratives 
guided by a set of constraints, or rules of play.  

Two Workshop Examples 
These workshops and exercises include the “Improv 
Critique,” where participants utilize “Yes And” as 
prompt from improv performance to collaboratively 

construct a single work together. Parallel to building a 
scene in improve performance, participants (a group of 
four or five) gather around one artifact, for instance a 
logotype, and construct a narrative together. The 
critique begins with one person responding to what 
they see in the work offered by another group member. 
For instance, “It is a coffee cup,” or “it is raining 
purple,” or “it is a lonely sky.” Because this exercise 
asks students to enter into a wholly imaginative space 
of play, everything that is said initially is in fact true in 
that moment. The next participant builds on the 
previous statement, adding new information, “Yes and.. 
the coffee spilled everywhere;” Yes and.. it is acid 
rain;” “Yes and… the sky is lonely because it has no 
clouds.” Participants continue to respond to the 
emerging narrative. This continues for about ten 
rounds, the information is recorded. This workshop 
aims to familiarize participants with uncertainty as well 
as cultivate emergent and divergent thinking and 
making. 

Another example, the “I Wish Workshop”, aims to 
disregard utility and the problem-solution approach to 
design. Here, participants work in pairs, using “I wish” 
as a verbal construct to iterate on their work in a 
serious; in a series of three rounds wishing is used to 
move the work from the practical to the arbitrary, and 
finally to the absurd.  

In the first round the participant expresses a practical 
wish as a mode of critique “I wish the letters were 
larger in scale.” The second is an arbitrary wish: “I wish 
the letters were reflective.” And the third is an absurd 
wish: “I wish the letters acted like kids having jumping 
in a bounce house.” Referencing improve rules of play, 
the participant being critiqued cannot question or reject 



 

reviewer’s wishes, but must accept them as points- of- 
fact that must be addressed. Once the first wish has 
been verbalized, both participants must work together 
to visually manifest them, either through drawing, 
diagramming, illustrating, etc. This continues through 
the three wishes and then the pair switches. The wishes 
are meant to encourage lateral thinking and remove 
participants from solution oriented idea generation.  

This project of introducing improvisation, ad hoc 
practices, creative use and misuse of theory (and so 
forth) into both design pedagogy and practice is on-
going. We are continuing to develop exercises and 
workshops and will be publishing a book on the topic 
tentatively titled, “Situational Methods in (Graphic) 
Design” (2019). 

Exercise  
Send a Text Message  
This workshop aims examines the visual conventions, 
technologies and activities associated with text 
messaging using digital devices that are part of our 
everyday life.     

Round 1: 
A. Select a portion from the provided text(s). 
B. Exchange with another participant.  

Round 2: 
A. Use the portion you were given in Round 1 and 
combine it with another portion from the provided text, 
which you select. 
B. Make another version of Round 2, Part A using the 
provided text which expresses the opposite sentiment. 
C. Exchange these text compositions with two separate 
participants.  

 

Round 3: 
A. Combine the text compositions given to you to 
create one text message. 
B. Exchange it with another participant.  

Round 4:    
A. Set down your first text message.  

Round 5: 
A. Run Round 1-Round 3 again 
B. Associate your second message with your first 
message. 
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