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This course first intrigued me by its title, Learning Technology by Design. Unlike many 

of my classmates, my background is in design, specifically graphic design. I started taking 

classes in the MAET program as a way to combine my design background with my teaching 

experience, more specifically to work in instructional design or instructional technology for a 

university. Like many college professors, I have experience and training in my field, but not 

specifically in teaching. Most of what I knew about teaching pedagogy was from my own 

research and a few professional development pursuits. The MAET program has provided more 

background in teaching pedagogy while also introducing me to the idea that design is important 

in teaching. For me, design and design thinking is more akin to breathing than a forced activity. 

My years of design training influence my approach to everything. The problem solving skills I 

learned through my education serve me well both in the classroom and outside of the classroom. 

I look forward to the opportunity to gain new perspective on how to incorporate these same skills 

into my teaching practices. The course provided me with many opportunities to do just this and 

to formalize my thoughts on designing learning experiences. During the course, we focused on 

one particular reading that formalizes the design process, Scott McCloud’s “Understanding 

Comics”. In the book, he identifies six steps in the design/creative process—idea/purpose, form, 

idiom, structure, craft, and surface. For purposes of this reflection, I will relate what I have 

learned over this course to the six steps. McCloud’s six steps provide a framework for employing 

design practices to teaching and learning or for Learning Technology by Design. 

McCloud’s process starts with idea or purpose. McCloud defines it as “the impulses, the 

ideas, the emotions, the philosophies, the purposes of the work…the work’s content.” Typically 

in art and design, this phase involves either the artist coming up with an idea they want to work 

with or, in the case of design, being presented a problem statement in need of a solution. I’ve 



worked from this stage many times. It becomes second nature to start the process in this manner 

even if you do not formally identify it. Other disciplines also start at this stage whether it is a 

computer programmer developing a software program to meet a need or a chef beginning to 

develop a new recipe. All fields start with an idea. In teaching, this stage can be realized in two 

ways. First, and perhaps most obvious, the idea stage can be the content the teacher needs to 

deliver. In this way, the teacher is more like a designer where s/he is given a problem statement 

that needs to be solved. It could be how to teach math to third grader or, in my case, how to 

introduce students to the basics of graphic design. That becomes the starting point of what is to 

come in the later steps. The second way is the one this class focuses on, how will you teach what 

you need to teach. This may seem like what follows the first approach I mentioned and in some 

ways it does. However, in this case, the teacher is more like an artist trying to identify how they 

want to approach the challenge. An artist may say I want to create a painting about my life and 

then work from there. A teacher may say how can I teach this subject in a new way. In this way, 

the focus is more on the how of teaching instead of the subject material. The subject material 

factors in to equation but is less of a driving force. In this way, the teacher is focused more on the 

purpose and philosophy than just the content. It is arguable as to which is better, but the second 

approach pushes beyond just worrying about delivering content to a complete approach or 

philosophy for teaching. In the case of my course project, I did a little of both. I had to start by 

identifying the content for my project. I chose typography knowing that it has been taught many 

different ways and that there is a wealth of resources on the subject. I own over a dozen books on 

the subject alone. This forced me to approach it through the second approach by focusing on the 

philosophy behind my teaching. The only way to create something new was to think about how 

to approach the subject from a different manner. I had to spend time thinking about my approach 



before moving on to the next steps. To do this, I had to identify my philosophy about how to 

teach it as well as what purpose the site would serve. This is a little different from my usual 

approach to teaching. This course, like the other MAET courses, forces me to focus on why I am 

doing what I am doing. This is something I inherently do when designing. I continually evaluate 

why I am choosing a particular font or color or why I am placing something on the page in a 

particular spot. In teaching, I tend to just follow my instincts but never really verbalize the why. 

My instincts are not bad, but it is important to identify the why before proceeding to the other 

steps. By identifying the why, the idea/purpose stage is more clearly defined and thus sets me up 

better for successfully approaching the steps to come.  

The second step in McCloud’s process is form. This step focuses on what the final 

product will actually be in terms of physical form. This could also be called the how stage. For 

an artist or designer, they may decide is it a book, a drawing, or a poster. For a teacher, it could 

be a wide range of possibilities. Traditionally, teaching took the form of lecturing to students 

about a subject and then providing the student with an activity to hopefully reinforce the 

material. This would continue until an exam of some sort was given to test the student’s mastery 

of a subject. This was a fairly static and not very engaging process. However, art and design 

education works a little differently. There is typically minimal lecture, usually only to introduce 

the problem statement or assignment along with some food for thought so to speak. The material 

provides some direction and inspiration but not really any forced process the student needs to 

follow. Instead, it is up to the student to decide how to proceed with solving the problem. There 

may be milestones along the way, but the process encourages exploration by the student. The 

teacher instead guides the student along the way by offering feedback, but most learning is 

specifically directed by the student’s approach to the solution. In the case of design, there is no 



good way to teach a student all the different functions of the software they use. It would just be 

too overwhelming to have that come at you all at once. Instead, the basics are taught and then 

deeper exploration occurs with the idea serving as the driving force. It still amazes me how 

different the solutions can be to the same problem. Teaching needs to follow is similar path when 

working through the how stage. Instead of feeling they have to follow a prescribed process, 

teachers should feel free to try new things and explore new methodologies. They should not feel 

limited by technology. Ideally, the technology becomes just another tool in a teacher’s tool belt 

much as it is for a designer. It is not, however, the guiding force behind making decisions in the 

how stage. The teacher needs to focus on what they want to convey, the students they are 

working with, and what methods must best suit both. In the case of my course project, the how 

was already established to a degree. The assignment required the creation of a website. However, 

the specifics from there were up to us. My project is about typography and is aimed towards 

design students, specifically adults. I wanted to develop something less guided and more 

exploratory. I also ideally wanted to have at least some degree of interactivity. These criteria 

helped inform my how or form stage. McCloud’s form stage is perhaps the most important stage 

in the process because determining the form your teaching takes can often influence its success 

or failure if you don’t account fully for the needs of your students and feel free to explore what 

technology can help you better accomplish this stage. 

The third stage is the idiom stage. This stage from McCloud’s process is perhaps the 

hardest to apply to teaching and learning from my perspective. McCloud defines this stage as 

“the school of art, the vocabulary of styles or gestures of subject matter, the genre that the work 

belongs to…maybe a genre of its own”. In art and design, this stage refers to whether you choose 

to create your work in an Expressionist style or employ Postmodernist principles. It can even 



refer to how specifically marks are made on the page or drawn on the screen. It looks at issues of 

style. For teaching, my best understanding of this stage would be to look to pedagogy. A teacher 

may decide to follow constructivist principles or choose to lean more towards behaviorist 

principles. Not matter which pedagogy is chosen; the teacher needs to use it effectively and to 

benefit the students. Without a strong background in learning theory, it’s hard to know exactly 

how this stage works for most teachers. I’ve found that I employ constructivism most often in 

my teaching even though I never consciously identified as doing so. Constructivist theories are 

more learner centered and focus on the learner constructing their own knowledge. As I described 

above, most design teaching involves introducing a problem statement and some material to offer 

reference on the topic. The students are then let loose to create their own solutions and find the 

knowledge necessary to make the solution a reality. The teacher serves as more a mentor or 

guide. This manner of teaching best suits design education, which is driven by the process almost 

more so than the solution (not that the solution is not also important). I also experienced this 

style of teaching in a non-art class recently. I took a class through the college I teach at on using 

our FabLab. The lab offers a variety of equipment to help students and the community at large 

realize their ideas. The course involved coming up with an idea within specified parameters. The 

students are given some guidance on equipment, but most of the learning occurs as the students 

work through their own solutions with guidance from the instructor. Based on my teaching and 

learning experiences, this type of methodology seems to allow for the greatest amount of 

individualized learning. I also employed this when creating my course project. I viewed this as a 

far more self-driven learning experience than a guided experience. My experiences tell me this is 

the most successful way of teaching material. I am willing to allow that students who have not 

experienced this type of teaching may struggle without the more structured approaches typically 



used in teaching, but the long term pay off with this type of teaching is far greater. The idiom 

stage has proved the most difficult for me because my lack of knowledge of teaching pedagogy, 

but I feel I did find a way to realize this stage by utilizing the constructivist learning theory I 

currently employ in my classroom. 

The fourth stage, the structure stage, is where the production begins. At this stage, the 

artist or designer determines what will actually go into the work. In the case of the designer, the 

designer may not have a large degree of control over what content goes into the work they create. 

However, designers do have a large degree of control as to what the material looks like and 

where it is placed. A good designer can also reason with their client if they can cite specific 

reasons for altering material to help the client better reach their goals. The teacher’s role in the 

stage is often similar to that of the designer. In many cases, content is dictated to the teacher 

based on prescribed curriculum from the school district or college curriculum committee. The 

teacher may determine what to include and what is unnecessary for the learning, but typically 

they are limited as to how much control they may have over content. However, like a designer, 

the teacher has a lot of control as to how the material actually takes shape. The teacher can 

determine what material gets emphasized and what the material will look like. The teacher will 

determine what order the material is presented in. I would compare this stage to lesson planning. 

Lesson planning involves establishing what material will be presented and figuring out the how it 

will be presented and the order of the material. A teacher’s ability to create effective lesson plans 

can make or break them in the classroom. For my course project, I had far more control over the 

content than I usually do. I had to wade through all the information out there to determine what I 

felt was most important and what didn’t need to be included. I then also had to figure what order 

the material would be presented in and what techniques I would use to present the material. 



While we may not have as much control as we like during the structure stage, this stage is crucial 

for our success or failure in the classroom. 

The fifth stage is craft. McCloud defines this stage as “constructing the work, applying 

skills, practical knowledge, invention, problem-solving, getting the job done”. This stage is 

where you have to crank out the work and stop obsessing about the possibilities of what could be 

possible. In design, this is often referred to as crunch time. It’s when you are on deadline and 

need to get massive amounts of work done. This is often also the stage that tests your problem-

solving and troubleshooting skills. Files crash, the printer breaks, or you need to come up with an 

image out of thin air. This stage often tests the strength of a designer. Much of the same is true 

for teachers. Teachers also have to perform troubleshooting and problem solving tasks while 

developing their materials and while actually teaching in the classroom. It takes just as much 

creativity to be successful during this stage as a teacher as it does for a designer. The challenges 

occur in different ways. The teacher typically does not just have to worry about his or herself. 

The teacher must also worry about the students and even about how to work with the available 

resources. Designers typically only have to worry about these things for themselves, which is far 

more controllable than having to implement for multiple people. A teacher may a great idea for 

how to teach something but be limited by the available technology, resources, and student skills. 

These factors can end up playing a large role in the teacher’s decision-making process during 

this stage. From personal experience, I can attest to how much this can control my decisions. I 

had my classes use PopcornMaker this semester after using it myself last semester. I felt it was 

fairly simple to use and the biggest selling point was it was free. I wanted to give the students a 

chance to make a more active response to the material. Some students loved it, but many just 

couldn’t figure out how to use despite providing them with links to tutorials and demoing it for 



them. This experience will lead me to revaluate using the program in the future. Technology 

issues are perhaps the biggest hurdles during this stage both on the creator’s end and on the 

user’s end. Technology is a helpful tool, but can also be a stumbling block when not working 

properly. This is where Punya’s idea of TPACK factors in to this development process. This is 

the point at which the content, pedagogy, and technology must all find a way to work together in 

harmony to create effective teaching experiences for our students. The craft stage involves 

solving the last problems to make your teaching materials successful while also focusing on 

simply completing the materials.  

The sixth and final stage that McCloud talks about is surface. For McCloud, this stage 

involves “production values, finishing the aspects most apparent on first superficial exposure to 

the work”. For art and design, the surface or final product is what the audience sees. The 

audience does not see all the planning stages that come before it. The evidence of these stages is 

there, but it is not what the audience focuses on or thinks about. The audience just looks at the 

final product for what it is and not what it could have been. This is also true for teaching. 

Students do not think about all the planning that goes into creating lesson plans or the challenges 

teachers must overcome. Instead, they see the final product and judge our effectiveness based on 

that alone. The students don’t know that we had to make hard decisions or what are intentions 

were. This is perhaps the most frustrating part of teaching. You can spend a great deal of time 

working on your teaching materials only to have them fall flat or be heavily criticized. Students 

don’t care about your careful planning, only the final outcome. This is similar to what designers 

and artists go through. We spend time creating our work carefully and methodically only to offer 

it up to the public for evaluation. The evaluations can be just as harsh and sometimes harsher 

than that of teachers because the work often comes from a very personal place. In both cases, 



you are judged only by the finished product. This also comes into place as a student. Students too 

are only judged by what they ultimately hand in, not the great plan they had in their head. As a 

teacher, it can be hard to explain to a student that trying really hard is not always enough. With 

my own course project, I too had great plans for my project that I was unable to realize due to 

time constraints. I recognize that my final product is all that ultimately may be judged and must 

accept that. For better or worse, teachers, designers, and students are all evaluated by this stage. 

In the classes so far in MAET, most of our courses document the process along the way. This 

helps our instructors better understand our final products and gives more dimension to them. As 

a design teacher, I also evaluate the process along the way and highly encourage students to 

document their process. However, everything ultimately comes down to the success or failure of 

the surface of the painting, book, or lesson. 

Finally, McCloud misses a step that is very important to both teaching and design—

reflection. I mentioned that we typically receive evaluation based on our surface stage because 

this is typically what our audience or students actually see of our work. After receiving these 

evaluations, we need to reflect on what we can learn from the evaluations. As a designer, I look 

at how effective the materials I create are in reaching the goals of my clients. It may be the client 

wanted to sell a product or promote their services. If the client sells more products or receives a 

higher demand for services, I may view my design as successful. I may also consider myself 

successful if my client is happy with my work. As a teacher, it may be less clear what determines 

success. For K-12 teachers, success may be determined by student performance on standardized 

tests. In college, success may be determined by student evaluations. For teachers, we may have 

our own personal standards as to what constitutes success in the classroom. No matter what our 

standards, we as teachers need to evaluate what the results of our teaching to make ourselves 



better. Even when a class goes well, a teacher needs to evaluate why this worked in order to 

better employ these techniques in the future. Reflection on our courses is essential for our growth 

and development as teachers. In many cases, we don’t need student evaluations to tell us what 

went wrong. We already know what worked and what didn’t. We need to reflection to reveal the 

why something worked or didn’t work. We need reflection on what could be done differently. 

We need reflection on how the dynamics of a particular group of students come into play. We 

need reflection on how our actions affect learning. Without reflection, even good teachers 

become stagnant. I myself evaluate my courses each summer. I have two semesters worth of 

students to look at and determine whether or not new techniques were effective. I can also look 

at trends with exam scores and try to determine why different groups of students perform 

differently. By reflecting on the courses, I can make myself a better teacher because I get a 

deeper insight as to my teaching. I would highly recommend formal reflection by incorporated 

into teaching evaluation instead of just results. Reflection is a far better teacher than just results. 

The same is true for students. This reflection helps better cement the ideas from the course and 

allows me to formalize my thinking about the material. I also reflect on my project by looking at 

the feedback I received for my course project. Even if I don’t incorporate any of it, the feedback 

may impact my future decisions when designing instructional material. Additionally, I personally 

look at my project to in order to offer my own evaluation of the material. I started out with lofty 

goals as to what technology I wanted to incorporate but time played a large factor in determining 

the final outcome of my project. If I had it do over, I would have started working on it sooner. I 

also would have scaled down my expectations as to what I could create, not for lack of technical 

skills, but because, as usual, things take longer than I think. Time management will always be 

my biggest nemesis. However, this reflection will help me be a better student as I continue with 



the program because I will better understand my time limitations for the future. Reflection is 

essential for growth and development as a teacher, student, or designer. 

After reflecting on the material covered in this course, it is clear that I now have a more 

formal framework to apply the design thinking I use in my design work to my teaching practices. 

I recognize that I was already unconsciously applying this, but now I will actively think about it 

when approaching developing course materials. A good example of this is my reworking of my 

syllabus (you can view the final product on my site with all my MAET course work that this is 

also posted on). After struggling to get students to use it to answer their own questions and my 

observations about student teacher interactions on the first day after advising for a few years, I 

decided I wanted a completely new approach that better communicated the concepts to the 

students as well as provided a better first impression to the students. I incorporated more pictures 

into the syllabus to better explain what the course is about, added pie graphs to show how 

individual assignment grading breaks down as well as the overall semester grading, and 

incorporated more visual cues into the schedule. I put my design skills to work in my teaching. I 

worked through the process I outlined in this reflection. I didn’t consciously say this was the 

process I worked through at the time, but further reflection demonstrates that this process was at 

work. I continue to tweak my syllabus to address problems, but even I am amazed how much 

less time I spend on dealing with questions related to the material in the syllabus. Design 

thinking is essential to so many aspects of life and makes for more nimble, creative people. I 

would advocate that designing thinking needs to play a far greater role in the process of teaching 

students. I truly believe both teachers and students can benefit from the creative thinking and 

problem solving it instills. I see this in my own life in comparison to teachers and coworkers who 

have not had these types of experiences. Students are truly hurt by cuts in the arts in order to 



focus on science, math, and technology. Most of our greatest inventors also had some 

background in the arts. The arts foster this type of thinking and it needs to be present in schools 

if we want our students to be great problem-solvers in all aspects of their academic careers as 

well as in the future pursuits outside of school. I feel this course begins to address how teachers 

can employ these techniques both for themselves as well as how they can encourage their 

students to develop them too. The course name doesn’t really even need the technology part in it. 

The course really proved to be more about learning by design. Technology is only the vehicle to 

make the learning happen. Moving forward, design will more consciously and actively figure 

into my teaching practices as well as my development of instructional materials. 


