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Abstract 

 

Escape the room: Exploring the infrastructures of design learning 
 

 

Hannah Michelle Whitman, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2017 

 

Supervisor:  Kathleen Tyner 

 

This report uses trends in maker culture, STEAM learning, and constructivist 

pedagogies to analyze the infrastructures of design learning. The report applies these 

concepts towards understanding a project completed by six students in the Fieldwork 

Space in the Visual Arts Center at the University of Texas at Austin. The project, an 

installation initially inspired by, at once, “escape the rooms” and Pokémon Go, 

demonstrates the impact of alternative spatial and pedagogical infrastructures. Ultimately, 

the report emphasizes the value of community and sharing in the learning process. 
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 1 

Introduction 

This report serves as an investigation into a set of formal and informal learning 

environments available to students at the University of Texas at Austin that lend 

themselves to design learning. It traces interdisciplinary connections between the arts, 

humanities, and sciences, as well as the confluence of education movements that come 

with rapid technological advances in the classroom, and changing demands of the modern 

workforce. Informed by spaces including the Foundry, a maker space, the Fieldwork 

Space, an exhibition site, the Thinkery, a local discovery museum, digital platforms and 

more, this report traces, specifically, the overlapping movements in maker culture, 

STEAM learning, and constructivism to reflect upon a specific installation designed by 

six graduate students enrolled in the course “Introduction to Research Methods in Art 

Education” in the fall of 2016. This installation, exhibited in the Fieldwork Space from 

December 2nd through the 7th, 2016, served as a site of research and reflection on 

engagements with design learning at the graduate level, and as a study in learning 

environments that proliferate across multiple spaces, Over the course of the semester, in 

what could have been a fairly straightforward introduction to research at the graduate 

level, the class was challenged to test the boundaries of the classroom, and of what 

constituted research within it, in the design of an interactive exhibition, open to the public 

during the final week of the semester. This project, though it took on a multitude of titles 

and conceptions throughout, remained, both literally and figuratively, a practice in 

“escaping the room.” 

Informed by an introductory excursion to the Foundry, as well as in reflection on 

current trends that reconsider the mechanics of the classroom, this report analyzes the 

infrastructures, both physical and pedagogical, of alternative educational spaces as they 
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coexist within existing academic structures. After a brief survey of the physical spaces 

and pedagogies that inform the current conditions in which spaces like the Foundry 

become increasingly visible on college campuses, this report turns to a case study on the 

student project completed in the fall of 2016. This “escape the room” installation 

demonstrates the theory in practice, and, through reflection, will determine both 

productive and prohibitive uses of mixed formal and informal spaces and pedagogies. 

What happens when students “escape the room?” 

 

Maker Culture 

Maker spaces are informal learning environments that operate under a larger 

understanding of “maker culture,” providing tools, space, and a peer led environment for 

“makers” to create artifacts in crafts as disparate as sewing, welding, and 3D printing. 

Maker spaces, in the parlance of a college campus, serve as interdisciplinary sites, where 

the arts and sciences mingle through the more fluid fields of design and technology. 

Maker culture, as defined by M. Sharples, P. McAndrew, M. Weller, R. Ferguson, E. 

Fitzgerald, T. Hirst, and M. Gaved, “encompasses not only the process of creating 

specific objects, but also the social and learning cultures surrounding their construction,” 

(Sharples et al, 35) maker practices at once industrial and tactile, utilitarian and artistic.  

Outside of the university, maker culture crops up in spaces like TechShops, and 

events like Maker Faires, which in turn host their own organizations, memberships, and 

literatures. TechShops are open access, DIY spaces that increase the accessibility of 

maker tools, as well as host classes and meet-ups to build maker communities. TechShop 

CEO Mark Hatch wrote a manifesto himself defining the maker movement, with a series 

of nine “commandments” with a distinct attention to the tools and space necessary to 
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make. The fifth commandment, “Tool Up,” states, “You must have access to the right 

tools for the project at hand. Invest in and develop local access to the tools you need to do 

the making you want to do. The tools of making have never been cheaper, easier to use, 

or more powerful” (Hatch, 5). But the tools alone do not constitute a maker space; the 

manifesto’s eighth commandment is “support,” where Hatch writes, “This is a movement, 

and it requires emotional, intellectual, financial, political, and institutional support. The 

best hope for improving the world is us, and we are responsible for making a better 

future” (Hatch, 5). The definition of making expands beyond the artifact, and the 

conceptual fusing of arts and technology, to an understanding of space, accessibility, and 

community as facilitated by tools. Lastly, the community element of maker culture is 

realized perhaps most largely through Maker Faires, events – described as “the greatest 

show (and tell) on earth” (Make Media) – that bring together makers of all kinds to share 

their work. Launched in the Bay Area in 2006, Maker Faires are now held all over the 

world, from Tokyo to Oslo to Austin, Texas. For their organizers, the people behind 

Maker Media (who hold not only Maker Faires but also the Make: magazine, and various 

books, gadgets, and DIY project kits), Maker Faires work to bring together learners and 

innovators ranging from “hobbyists, enthusiasts, and students (amateurs!)” (Make Media) 

to engineers and entrepreneurs. Maker culture, as demonstrated by Maker Faires, is about 

a process of lifelong, informal learning. Such learning is centered within the creative 

spirit of the people within the maker community, and nurtured through the structure and 

space of Maker Faires.  

As certain maker practices have become increasingly mechanized in the late 20th 

and early 21st century workplace, the maker movement, when scaled back to the level of 

the classroom, adapted to one with greater emphasis on design thinking, and one greater 

attuned to developing technologies. In the evolution of maker spaces, the industrial arts 
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have taken on burgeoning technological innovations. Citing renewed interest in maker 

culture on a pedagogical level, the Sharples et al’s report on Innovating Pedagogy opens 

up maker culture, in its “informal, networked, peer-led, and shared learning motivated by 

fun and self-fulfillment,” (Sharples et al, 35) to the purview of formal classroom learning, 

as a supplemental space. In today’s climate, maker spaces and maker culture, with their 

emphases on creativity, design thinking, and peer to peer learning appeal to innovators in 

education, but confront a large obstacle when it comes to the formal learning space of the 

traditional classroom. Their greatest obstacle is exactly that which flourishes in 

TechShops and Maker Faires, with traditional classrooms lacking in the informal, 

communal element, and suffering from the homogeneity of participants, students in a 

specific age group with a similar set of skills.  

Accordingly, while maker culture is by no means new, the advent of maker spaces 

on university campuses is relatively recent, the first, according to a report conducted in 

2015 by Thomas William Barrett, Matthew Cole Pizzico, Bryan Levy, and Dr. Robert L. 

Nagel, appearing at MIT in 2001 (Barrett et al, 2). The majority of scholarship on 

“making” in traditional education largely concerns K-12 classrooms, and serves to model 

approaches towards getting students interested in STEM fields. However, at the 

university level, maker culture offers an interdisciplinary opportunity in its emphasis on 

design thinking, a practice relevant not only to STEM fields, but also fields intersecting 

with the arts, entrepreneurship, and design generally. The location of the campus maker 

spaces from the 2015 study is also telling, with the majority housed within libraries, 

rather than engineering schools (as the study wrongly anticipated). The researchers 

suggest that the “placement of a maker space in a library may provide a central location 

for many campuses trying to encourage multidisciplinary activity through the maker 
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space,” (Barrett et al, 14) a crossroads for students to innovate through spontaneous 

interaction with collaborators across majors in a communal, yet informal, location.  

While the Foundry does replicate this trend, in that it is set in a library, it is 

important to note that it is housed in the Fine Arts Library, a specification that, while not 

exclusive in any literal sense, suggests a particular artistic and creative emphasis in its 

interpretation of “design thinking.” The UT College of Fine Arts magazine, Arts Next, 

citing a study from the Design Management Institute, defines design thinking as “the 

research and creative methods that designers use, [which] offers a framework for teams 

from across many disciplines to solve complex, systematic problems” (Thayer, 4). Design 

thinking allows scholars and makers alike to redefine the parameters of design – no 

longer relegated to what Doreen Lorenzo, the head of the Foundry, would call the 

“artifact,” but rather, in her words, “‘Today design has taken on a larger meaning. We are 

moving more toward the methodology – sometimes referred to as design thinking – that’s 

always been in the design world to create products, services, and reinvent systems’” 

(Thayer, 4). Design thinking is collaborative, creative, and works as a methodology, 

echoing the pedagogical theorizing of constructivism, and has a particular relationship 

with space: the relationships between “artifacts” and “systems” in design, then, must 

navigate this abstraction of space, both in physical space and maker-facilitated ventures 

into digital space. 

 

Constructivism: A Brief History 

Constructivism is an educational theory attributed to Jean Piaget, a psychologist 

specializing in child development, and developed through the work of many scholars 

including, notably, John Dewey and Lev Vygotsky. At its root, constructivism theorizes 



 6 

the student as an active participant in constructing his or her learning, with the student 

learning through collaboration, teaching, and context. Similarly, constructivism views 

knowledge as constantly evolving, as contextual, and, of course, given its name, as 

constructed by given societal and cultural forces (Yilmaz, 163) Both Dewey and 

Vygotsky were concerned with the social and cultural dimensions of learning, their 

contributions to constructivism coming not solely from an attention to pedagogy but 

through broader approaches incorporating philosophy, psychology – in general, 

theorizing knowledge. Dewey’s contribution to constructivism is read through his 

concern with the social conditions of democracy and pragmatism, in works such as 

Democracy and Education (1916). Larry A. Hickman writes, “Dewey insists that learning 

always begins in the middle of things. The learner is not a blank slate upon which ideas 

are to be written” (Hickman 9). In order to produce engaged, democratic citizens, Dewey 

understood that an approach to education must consider this “middle of things,” and to 

engage with the knowledge production happening within students and their social 

contexts. Dewey’s work, while this is only the briefest of summaries, thus deals with 

community and space as the governing elements of knowledge production. 

Vygotsky’s contributions, to the further qualified “social constructivism,” can be 

pinpointed in two areas: the social dimension, where Vygotsky argued that, “Children 

learn through joint interactions with adults and more capable peers” (Yilmaz, 167), and 

the idea of “scaffolding,” where learners are given learning structures that are slowly 

taken away, as the student gains the skills to function on their own. Constructivism thus 

calls for a variety of learners and teachers with different skill sets, contrasting with the 

standard classroom structure in which all students are the same age, and have gotten the 

same education, the teacher being the only distinct figure to impart knowledge. Similarly, 

scaffolding, or slowly removing structures and therefore pushing students outside their 
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comfort zones, is a method that must allow room for students to make errors, another 

element of constructivism that finds little room in contemporary classrooms. However, 

for Dewey and Vygotsky alike, these are essential frameworks for developing learners 

and, interestingly, constructivism finds itself being continuously revived or reworked, 

towards pedagogical interests in, from Kaya Yilmaz, “experiential learning, self- directed 

learning, discovery learning, inquiry training, problem-based learning, and reflective 

practice” (Yilmaz, 169) – and, for the purposes of this essay, design learning. 

In constructivism, the student not only consumes information, but produces it too. 

While the merits of constructivism have been debated for some time, several theorists 

have found reason to develop new grounds for constructivism with the advent of the 

media rich classroom, and in particular through design learning. Contemporary 

constructivists reflect and revise these early theories in many ways, often times finding 

space for them in the contemporary moment that they did not have when initially 

conceived at the turn of the 20th century. From its interdisciplinary inception, 

constructivism also facilitates conversations about pedagogies that draw connections 

between distinct fields, an impulse noted in the discussion of maker culture, and even 

more explicit in the following section, which will work to tease out the space for 

constructivism in the present moment. 

 

STEAM Learning 

Maker culture and constructivism find another parallel – tracing a thread of design 

thinking – in the transition from the near-ubiquitous STEM acronym (denoting the fields 

of Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math) gains an “A” for the Arts (or alternately, 

in some cases, Art and Design). Georgette Yakman, a researcher and consultant on 
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STEAM education, is credited with first coining for the changed acronym in 2006, as part 

of her graduate research at the Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University’s 

Integrated Science-Technology-Engineering-Mathematics Educational program (STEAM 

Edu). Yakman’s advocacy language argues that “STEAM Education provides the 

framework used for connecting the growing network of educational disciplines, 

businesses and communities to create adaptable citizen-involved, globally-responsible, 

reality-based programs for developing for life-long FUNctional literacy for all” (STEAM 

Edu). Yakman’s STEAM ties very tangibly in to Dewey’s pragmatism and democratic 

principles, as well as maker culture’s life-long learning and tinkering with tools (with 

Yakman’s somewhat cheeky “FUNctional literacy for all”).  

 STEAM has since found a vocal supporter in the Rhode Island School of Design 

(RISD), gaining traction with the publication of the first STEAM Journal in 2013. The 

inclusion of the arts, and in particular, from the perspective of scholars with a design 

background, provides further evidence of the cross-disciplinary potentials for maker 

spaces such as the Foundry, who maintain essential roots in the Fine Arts but, for their 

own survival, participate in the educational culture of workforce development most 

prominently displayed in STEM fields.  

Another element of design thinking emerges in conversations around STEAM, 

which is precisely the status of the arts as contextualized within science, technology, 

engineering, and math. John Maeda, a professor from RISD, introduced the first STEAM 

Journal in a brief article titled “STEM + Art = STEAM,” and, while the acronym has not 

entirely taken over its predecessor, STEM, it has gained a following in institutions across 

the United States. Maeda, in his succinct introduction to STEAM, writes, “Science, 

Technology, Engineering and Math – the STEM subjects – alone will not lead to the kind 

of breathtaking innovation the 21st century demands. Innovation happens when 
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convergent thinkers, who march straight ahead towards their goal, combine forces with 

divergent thinkers – those who professionally wander, who are comfortable being 

uncomfortable, and who look for what is real” (Maeda, 1) He continues,  

So, what does it mean to add Art to turn STEM to STEAM? The problem solving, 
fearlessness, and critical thinking and making skills that I see every day across 
campus at the Rhode Island School of Design are the same skills that will keep 
our country innovating. Design creates the innovative products and solutions that 
will propel our economy forward, and artists ask the deep questions about 
humanity that reveal which way forward actually is. Government agencies are 
beginning to acknowledge that art and science – once inextricably linked, both 
dedicated to finding truth and beauty – are better together than apart (Maeda, 1).  

Here, the arts are invoked as a means to “propel our economy forward,” first and 

foremost, with STEAM set very specifically on the university campus. Maeda clearly 

invokes the essential bargaining chip at the heart of STEAM, one that concerns 

workplace readiness and transferable skills. Art cannot survive on its intrinsic value 

alone, but must function as a problem-solving skill that exists, in the acronym, only in 

relation to its fellow letters (“art and science […] are better together than apart”). There is 

a potential danger to asserting the arts as necessarily taught as purely functional, in that, 

from a perspective of education standards, the arts in a STEAM classroom may come to 

regulate a particular kind of acceptable creativity. However, the existence of alternative, 

extracurricular STEAM spaces, such as maker spaces, allow for the sometimes-conflicted 

interests of the creative arts and workforce development to coexist, their coexistence 

exemplified by constructivist thinking. In particular, the following section will detail a 

contemporary constructivist theory, communal constructivism, as a means of 

synthesizing this debate. 
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Communal Constructivism 

Communal constructivism, conceptualized by Bryn Holmes, Brendan Tangney, 

Ann FitzGibbon, Tim Savage, and Siobhan Mehan, works in particular from Vygotsky’s 

“social constructivism,” which develops constructivist theory for the 21st century through 

coming to terms with the encroachment of digital technologies in contemporary 

classrooms. Holmes et al write,  

The theme, or educational philosophy, underlying our approach is one we call 
‘communal constructivism’, by which we mean an approach to learning in which 
students not only construct their own knowledge (constructivism) as a result of 
interacting with their environment (social constructivism), but are also actively 
engaged in the process of constructing knowledge for their learning community 
(Holmes et al, 1). 

These scholars build on Vygotsky’s focus on the role of speech, expanding that social 

dimension of “interacting with their environment” to new technologies, to the end of 

“constructing knowledge for their learning community. They write, “the fact that 

communication is increasingly supported by computers […] has led to his [Vygotsky’s] 

work influencing theories of learning in the information age” (Holmes et al, 2), an effect 

that can be recognized within maker culture, as Sharples et al suggest, writing,  

Social learning and participation as part of a community are seen as keystones of 
maker culture, either face to face or mediated via networked technologies […] 
Understanding is recognized as being socially constructed, through conversations 
with peers about specific practical problems or actions to enable all participants to 
move towards shared comprehension (Sharples et al, 39).  

Communal constructivism, then, lays a pedagogical path for maker spaces as a means of 

contending with the media rich classroom and with the potential dangers of STEAM, 

wherein new technologies become not only a new pathway for design, but also for 

communication, between students, teachers, peers, and a larger learning community. 

Digital technologies and maker spaces work together to abstract and expand the 
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classroom environment, and, from the perspective of communal constructivists, serve to 

enhance the overall learning experience. 

The final component of communal constructivism I want to mention here is its 

relationship to space. Holmes et al write,  

What we argue for is a communal constructivism where students and teachers are 
not simply engaged in developing their own information but actively involved in 
creating knowledge that will benefit other students and teachers. In this model 
students will not simply pass through a course like water through a pipe but 
instead, river-like, leave their own imprint in the development of the course, their 
school or university, and ideally the discipline (Holmes et al, 6). 

One of communal constructivism’s goals, then, is to decentralize learning not only for the 

sake of the learners, but also for the future of the learning environment, and those who 

will enter it in subsequent years. This formulation necessitates a space that in which 

creativity is appreciated for its intrinsic and instrumental values, and where “making,” in 

its social, conceptual, and literal manifestations, constitutes the “river-like” (Holmes et al, 

6) mechanism of creating knowledge. 

 

The Foundry: A Closer Look 

In the fall of 2016, the University of Texas at Austin opened the Foundry, its first 

campus maker spaces available to all students. On the first day of Introduction to 

Research Methods, also in the fall of 2016, my class of six took a tour of the Foundry, an 

excursion outside the classroom that would come to shape the trajectory of the course. 

The Foundry’s location, the Fine Arts Library, reveals its joint heritage in industrial arts 

and workforce development, as well as its current reach into technological innovation and 

creative entrepreneurship. While the maker movement, as I’ve already mentioned, has 

been employed to get students more engaged in STEM fields, it also makes possible the 
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relationship to the Arts and Humanities through its emphasis on skills training, through 

design thinking, within the fields of the arts. Maker spaces celebrate the movement’s 

heritage in traditional crafting and craftsmanship, in practices including knitting, welding, 

and more, while also confronting the challenges proposed against the arts and artistic 

practice in publicly funded education, wherein skills acquired are expected to be 

transferable, in order to merit public funding. To these points, Sharples et al write,  

Maker culture has attracted the interest of educators concerned about students’ 
disengagement from STEM subjects (science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics) in formal educational settings. Maker culture is seen as having the 
potential to contribute to a more participatory approach to learning and create new 
pathways into topics that will make them more alive and relevant to learners. It is 
seen as drawing on successful models of learning present in the workplace and 
everyday life. Maker culture emphasizes the production of tangible artifacts that 
solve a need in their makers’ everyday lives – and this explicitly includes playful 
or aesthetic ‘needs’. It emphasizes experimentation, innovation, and the testing of 
theory through practical, self-directed tasks (Sharples et al, 35). 

The Foundry represents itself as a necessary, even survivalist, meeting space for the arts 

with technology and entrepreneurship, while simultaneously protecting the arts through 

the maker movement’s reverence for artifacts for both the “workplace and everyday life,” 

including “playful or aesthetic ‘needs’.” In an article introducing the Foundry in Arts 

Next, its organizers emphasize the expansive impact of new technologies in both 

educational space and pedagogies, writing “Nothing is immune to the changes technology 

brings, and the tools of art creation are no exception” (Thayer, 6) Doug Dempster, the 

dean of the College of Fine Arts, continues the far-reaching emphasis of the Foundry as a 

near-symbolic development on campus, stating, “‘The Foundry gives students the tools, 

technology, and creative space needed to compose, research, record, design, print, 

program, and create the next masterpiece or million-dollar invention” (Thayer, 6). Dean 

Dempster thus distills the tension between making’s joint heritages into a succinct sound 
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bite. In pushing the boundaries of learning space beyond the classroom walls, and in 

celebrating the joint heritage of the maker movement, the Foundry and spaces like it 

allow for a cross-pollination of disciplines that celebrate the arts, technology, 

entrepreneurship, and everything in between.  

Like any innovative learning environment, the Foundry has, and will, encounter 

obstacles in its first few years. For the purposes of this report, the Foundry serves, then, 

not as an ideal, or a model of perfection, but rather as a symbolic gesture. The Foundry, 

in its opening’s convergence with the very project that serves as this paper’s primary 

focus, and as a representation of value and investment placed within a College of Fine 

Arts at a Research 1 institution, gestures towards the future of education. It demonstrates 

the University as it invests in the creativity of its students, and therefore the future they 

will build when this creativity, through design thinking, becomes research.  

However, because maker spaces are not necessarily linked to students’ prior 

pedagogical experience in their secondary learning environments, design thinking, along 

with its emphasis on informal, digital, hybrid and decentralized spaces, requires new and 

multiple literacies. These kinds of multiliteracies are defined by Rodney H. Jones and 

Christoph A. Hafner as practices, informed by technological developments, that “require 

from people new abilities and skills, new ways of thinking, and new ways of managing 

their relationships with others” (Jones & Hafner, 1) beyond the standard alphabetic 

literacies of reading and writing. Workplace readiness and collaborative work require 

particular literacies that are both digital and social. Jones and Hafner summarize the work 

climate of today, and the importance of teaching multiple literacies that may not always 

be understood as such:  

The problem often has to do with fundamental notions of what literacy is. Most 
business communication courses take a very narrow view of literacy, focusing on 
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‘skills’ associated with operating certain technologies or producing certain kinds 
of texts rather than helping people understand how these tools and texts are tied 
up with the ways that we make meaning, conduct social relationships, create 
social identities and think. Even higher order abilities like ‘creativity’ and ‘critical 
thinking’ are often presented as discrete, decontextualized ‘skills’ (Jones & 
Hafner, 179).  

The literacies of a decentralized educational experience, facilitated through formal and 

informal spaces and technologies, are necessarily social, are a product of their physical 

infrastructure, and allow for entirely new ways of making meaning. They require an 

abstract notion of both space and literacy, one further cultivated by Kathleen Tyner, 

Alfonso Gutiérrez Martín, and Alba Torrego González, who write of an educational space 

“sin muros,” or “without walls” (Tyner et al). They articulate a confluence of formal and 

informal learning spaces as a continuum engaging multiple literacies in multiple, 

differentiated spaces, wherein “the most complete multiliteracy is achieved when 

learning activities in distinct environments are significant and complementary to each 

other” (Tyner et al). While on campus maker spaces don’t totally obliterate these lines in 

that they’re still on campus, they still parallel these advanced engagements with 

multiliteracies in disrupting the space of the classroom, and echo the social and 

technological literacies attuned to a creative, “significant,” and “complimentary” 

investigation of such space. 

UT offers a specific case for its function in workforce development in the College 

of Fine Arts, with a new major, Arts and Entertainment Technologies, debuting alongside 

the Foundry in the fall of 2016. Arts Next, in addition to its feature articles on the 

Foundry and the design thinking initiatives of its course offerings, dedicates a significant 

amount of space to graphs advertising the employment rates of its graduates, their 

satisfaction with their degrees, and their amount of student debt, all reported to be lower 

than their peers in other colleges across the greater UT campus. This new major, and this 
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noticeable attention to post-graduate success, reflect a shifting narrative for the arts in 

higher education, and perhaps a moment of putting certain anxieties to rest, with UT 

graduates prepared to enter the creative work force. However, even still, this report 

suggests that arms of the College of Fine Arts, including the installation space for the 

“escape the room” case, the Fieldwork Space, maintain the integrity of the arts while 

other spaces enhance its portfolio of transferable skills. 

 

Introducing the Case Study 

The Foundry, while certainly not the only space informing this report, signals a 

means of reimagining space in college education, and an impetus for cultivating 

pedagogies informed by a decentralization of the classroom space, with the fine arts 

leading the way. In the fall of 2016, my aforementioned research methods class embarked 

on a semester long project, to create an interactive “escape the room” exhibition in the 

Visual Arts Center’s Fieldwork Space. The concept borrows from “escape the room” 

attractions popularized in the last few years, in which a group is voluntarily locked in a 

staged room for a set amount of time, tasked with solving a series of puzzles in order to, 

of course, “escape the room.”  

While not a direct reference to an intentional deconstruction of the classroom, the 

“escape the room” project necessitated a reimagining of education space. A large reason 

for the success of this project as a reimagining of space was within its articulation 

through games and gaming, evoking the social and spatial natures of maker culture, 

STEAM, and communal constructivism. The fieldwork exhibition project took particular 

inspiration from commercial “escape the room” activities, as well as the augmented 

reality (A.R.) game Pokémon Go, examples of puzzle based (“escape the room”) and 



 16 

digital (“Pokémon Go) ways of understanding games and gaming as means of 

reimagining learning spaces and literacies. Jones and Hafner, drawing from the work of 

James Paul Gee, write, “a video game can be seen as a complex kind of text, one that 

encourages new forms of ‘reading’ and ‘writing,’” and that “the stories that games tell [in 

contrast to those of literature, film, etc.] are always interactive ones in which players play 

a central role and make important decisions […] Games also tell their stories through a 

range of visual, verbal, aural, and textual modes” (Jones & Hafner, 131). Thus, “video 

games can be seen as new kinds of texts, which tell new kinds of interactive, embodied 

stories. These stories are created from the choices made by the game designer on one 

hand, and the player on the other” (Jones & Hafner, 134). These literacies, and the 

meaning making they allow for, serve as analogs for the design thinking and research 

conducted in the fieldwork exhibition, demonstrating a communal space of “reading” and 

“writing” through puzzles that involved the designers (my class), the participants 

(visitors), and the constitution of the game-space itself.  

As a participant in the project detailed in this report, I hope to take as objective as 

a view in my analysis, through an emphasis on detailing the spaces and the product over 

the personal experience I had as a participant. In the narrative portion of the case study, I 

detail a thick description of my reflective practice of the events of the semester’s worth of 

work, as well as a means of analyzing the ephemera remaining from the project, and the 

spaces that it was formulated in. While I will use the “we” pronoun throughout in order to 

emphasize the collaborative effort and ethos of the project, I am asserting here that I can 

only represent my personal reflective practice and analysis, and not that of my 

classmates. 

In essence, this report asks what can happen when we “escape the room,” or 

rather expand learning space on the university campus to include not only the classroom, 
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but all the informal and digital learning environments that supplement it. By “escaping 

the room,” the fieldwork installation project reveals the various infrastructures – both 

pedagogical and physical – that support design learning, and tests their strength. Through 

understandings of maker culture, STEAM, communal constructivism, and a specific 

exploration of learning through the spaces I’ve described, I hope to understand how 

creativity is cultivated and valued as arms of design thinking and graduate level research. 
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Narrative 

September: Project Introduction 

“Introduction to Research in Art Education” is a course offered by the College of 

Fine Arts, in the Department of Art and Art History. It is a required course for first 

semester Art Education graduate students, and is intended to help “students explore a 

range of research methods art educators currently use to investigate art learning [as well 

as] gain an understanding of diverse approaches for conducting art education research in 

a variety of settings” (Powell). It is also an approved course for the Arts and Cultural 

Management and Entrepreneurship portfolio program, a supplemental concentration open 

to all graduate students at UT, offered through the Lyndon B. Johnson School of Public 

Affairs. It is this portfolio program that brought me, a Master’s student in Media Studies 

in the department of Radio, Television, and Film, to the course, with plans to study, 

broadly, the intersections of the arts, technology, education, and entrepreneurship from a 

Media Studies focus.  

Including myself, there were six students enrolled in the class in the fall of 2016, 

and I was the only student outside of the department enrolled. The other five students 

were all first-year Master’s students in Art Education, with professional experience as art 

teachers, museum educators, non-profit arts managers, and working artists. Within their 

cohort, four of the five students were on the “communities” track – one of three academic 

pathways in the Art Education department – with the fifth on the “schools” track (the 

third track, “museums,” did not have any representatives in our class). Though we shared 

a common interest in the arts and education, our various academic interests and 

professional backgrounds lead to an unexpected variety of talents that would prove 

essential to our collaborative, semester long project explored as the subject of this report.  
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On the first day of class, our professor, Dr. Heidi Powell, revealed that we would 

be developing an installation for the VAC’s Fieldwork Space, as well as presenting at the 

Texas Art Education Association’s (TAEA) annual conference in November. Dr. Powell 

initially conceived of the installation at the height of the Pokémon Go craze in the 

summer of 2016, immediately preceding the semester. Pokémon Go, an augmented 

reality (A.R.) mobile game based on the popular Pokémon franchise, that spans trading 

cards, a TV series, console games, and more, would serve as a conceptual jumping off 

point for thinking about an interactive space that encourages exploration, collaboration, 

and, ultimately, research. The game cultivates an understanding of virtual space through 

physical and, importantly, public space, and would allow for a meta-exploration of our 

course materials, an array of research methods, while demonstrating their relevance 

beyond just the classroom. Above all, Pokémon Go served as a model for engagement 

and interactivity, evidenced in its total permeation of space and command of attention – 

the game peaked in July of 2016 with the astonishing number of 45 million active daily 

users (Kawa & Katz).  

Pokémon Go is an augmented reality (A.R.) game played on smartphones, and 

quickly became a global phenomenon in the summer of 2016. A.R. “fuses digital 

technology with the physical world [and] in the case of Pokémon Go, players traverse the 

physical world following a digital map, searching for cartoon creatures that surface at 

random” (Wingfield & Isaac).  Pokémon Go, like an “escape the room,” takes on a social, 

rather than isolating, way of interacting with technology and physical space. In the game, 

a Poke-Stop, a virtual meeting place, is mapped onto a physical place, such as a church, a 

park, or a coffee shop. Similarly, the surrounding physical landscape is littered with 

catchable Pokémon, visualized through the phone’s screen, and caught through the 

launching of Pokeballs with a physical finger swipe of the screen. To explore the space, 
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either collaboratively at Poke-Stops or individually while catching Pokémon, is to 

“research it,” and to navigate a confluence of virtual and physical space. As the semester 

progressed, our task would be to further reimagine educational space, both physical and 

virtual, through our processes of collaboration, planning, and the final product, the 

installation itself. This reimagining of educational space, as modeled off Pokémon Go, 

would, however, be two-fold: while collaborating on our fieldwork exhibition, we had to 

think as both designers of the space and as visitors engaging with the space, as teachers 

and as learners.  

In addition to Pokémon Go, Dr. Powell framed the inspiration for our fieldwork 

installation on the interactive puzzle rooms commonly referred to as “escape the room” 

experiences. “Escape the room” commercial attractions have proliferated across the 

world, including in Austin, TX, with establishments such as the Austin Panic Room and 

The Escape Game. Most of these attractions task a group with solving various puzzles, 

investigating clues, and sometimes interacting with actors, all while locked within a 

staged room for a set amount of time. If the group correctly solves the mystery that led 

them to be locked in said room before their time is up, they succeed in “escaping the 

room.” Essentially, the puzzle solving and teamwork required, as appropriated in our 

non-commercial “escape the room” installation, mimics the fundamentals of conducting 

research in a wide variety of methods, and thus serves as an exciting pedagogical tool.  

With Pokémon Go and “escaping the room” in mind, our class visited the 

Foundry for inspiration and, more practically, to see what resources we had available to 

help design our space. We noted a wide range of creative technologies, like 3D printers, 

sewing machines, a recording studio, and more, available for use for all UT students. The 

Foundry also served, we noticed, as an informal installation space: students didn’t just 

make artifacts, but can displayed their designs and work. Near the 3D printers is a table 
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of student printed UT towers, skulls, octopi, and more; nearer to the center of the atrium 

stands a large screen displaying digital student work. While not necessarily the site of our 

project and its development locus, the Foundry served as a creative inspiration in its 

conditions of design, exhibition, and ultimately a reimagining of space.   

From these early sources of spatial and virtual inspiration, our fieldwork 

installation became a meta-textual exercise in “escaping the room” more abstractly, 

simulating the research methods taught in the classroom both in the design of the space 

and the public’s interaction with it. The class met weekly for three hours, spending a 

portion of time at the end of each class to discuss ideas about the cumulative final project. 

Our weekly brainstorming was recorded on a shared Google Doc, a “living document,” 

tracing the project from its abstract roots to its final implementation. In addition to 

Google Drive, Edmodo served as our class’s more formal virtual platform, wherein we 

shared assignments and reading materials that ultimately became the fabric of our 

installation and its focus on research. Both digital platforms served, throughout the design 

and implementation process, as a virtual think tank, where we could contribute ideas both 

within and outside the classroom, depending on when inspiration would strike. 

While our fieldwork installation, up to this point, resided digitally on Google 

Drive and Edmodo, our planning drove toward its physical design and installation in the 

VAC’s Fieldwork Space. The Fieldwork Space is a site of experimentation for students 

across the disciplines at UT, wherein particular groups or classes are given a set number 

of days (we had five) to exhibit works in progress, curatorial experiments, or, in our case, 

something a little more experimental. The space is open to the public and integrated into 

the larger museum (the Visual Arts Center), which hosts more traditionally curated arts 

exhibitions. In the early stages of our project, we visited an installation from a graduate 

level Design class, who had exhibited a series of prototypes with the desire for visitor 
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feedback. The displays, which included a space-saving chair the folded into the wall, a 

series of new type-faces, and more, were interactive and engaging. With their works in 

progress, the Design students invited visitors to both test out the designs functionally, and 

to comment on their experience, leaving their imprint on the space and on the designers 

without a specific person-to-person interaction. For each group, the Fieldwork Space 

works as a blank canvas, one that encourages experimentation, visitor feedback, and 

ultimately revision and refinement of presented ideas.  

Each week, for the general course work of the class, a student presented on a 

particular research method, which would then enter the fold of the final installation’s 

consideration. The presentations involved a design element, with each student developing 

a brochure or handout on the research method for the rest of the class, a presentation 

element, in a Pecha Kucha PowerPoint format, a research element, with an extended 

bibliography, and a feedback portion, involving a question and answer session with the 

class. We worked through, and thus incorporated into our final installation, six research 

methods: narrative, historical, survey, case study, ethnographic, and arts-based research, 

with each student poised as an expert on one. This interactive and collaborative model 

within the traditional classroom, wherein we as students taught each other through 

various multiliteracies (in the workings of the Pecha Kucha, the brochures, etc.), spilled 

over into our final installation work, allowing us to engage with the space and with each 

other through a process of research as design thinking.  

Despite the scaffolding of multiliteracies and collaborative work, these early in-

class and digital productivity sessions lacked a central focus in terms of the explicit 

design of our fieldwork installation. Some early ideas floated in class included using the 

space to research and showcase Austin area artists, whose work, influences, style, and 

more we would reveal or unlock through puzzles. Another was more abstract, working 
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with puzzles as a means to engage the five senses; one puzzle involved a scented pillow, 

another a sonic “carving of space” with strategically placed speakers that revealed aural 

clues. While the final product did not involve any scented activities, the process of 

working through different ways of imagining physical space, and the constraints inherent 

to exhibition, enhanced the meta-textual journey through research methods, shaping the 

installation in many ways. 

  

October: Visit to the Thinkery 

On October 27th, we visited the Thinkery, an Austin discovery museum. The 

Thinkery is modeled on philosophies of maker culture and STEAM education, intended 

mainly for children, and is spatially constructed to maximize play, experimentation, and 

to inspire innovation in its visitors. I interned at the Thinkery during the summer of 2016, 

in the programming department, and had helped with the planning of a bimonthly event 

called Thinkery 21, in which the museum opens its doors after hours to adult patrons for 

an interactive experience surrounding a particular theme. For this reason, I recalled that 

their October event, coinciding with our course, was coincidentally themed as an “escape 

the room.” We decided to volunteer for the event, in order to participate in the set up and 

take down of puzzles and other interactive activities as research for our own project. 

Through this experience, we were able to get a closer look at the logistics of putting 

together a space dependent on engaging participants in a communal learning 

environment, with a specific emphasis on fun. 

The visit to the Thinkery was transformative in several aspects, the most 

important being in reevaluating the scope of our own project. Thinkery 21 has dozens of 

collaborators, 650 attendees, and, to our surprise, only 16 puzzles. In contrast to our one 
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room, the Fieldwork Space, the Thinkery has several thousand square feet to work with; 

it became immediately clear that we would not be able to fit anywhere close to as many 

puzzles we had imagined designing for our space. We knew immediately, once we started 

setting up the event, that we had to scale back our room significantly. 

Additionally, Thinkery 21 inspired us to consider how our puzzles would engage 

different learning styles within the space, as well as different configurations of 

engagement – would our participants be working in groups, or alone? The Thinkery had 

activities that were more math focused, others that were more artistic, and even more that 

required engagement with actors, strangers, or group members. Lastly, Thinkery 21 

provided us with ways of thinking about how to keep our participants focused on 

“escaping the room,” given that our exhibition, like the Thinkery event, would not 

physically lock participants in a room until the finished the puzzles or a specific amount 

of time ran out. The Thinkery offered a prize, and, more importantly, followed a specific 

narrative, a mystery that could only be solved if one completed all of the puzzles. We 

realized that we would have to create some kind of narrative or incentive to keep people 

in our space and engaged with our exhibition. 

The following week, we met outside the classroom to solidify a narrative for the 

space, and to consolidate the ideas of our living document and our Thinkery 21 

experience into a feasible project. In response to the conjoined contexts of the space, 

course, and conference we were soon-to-be presenting at, we decided the three puzzles 

would focus on the three tracks of Art Education as taught at UT: schools, museums, and 

communities. Accordingly, each would simulate at least one distinct research method, 

either in the act of creating the puzzle or in solving it. We created a budget and a list of 

items we needed to craft the puzzles to submit to the department, including linoleum to 

create the stamps, yarn and a corkboard, and more. Lastly, we put together a presentation 
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of our work in progress to bring to TAEA, including a series of design mock-ups of our 

puzzles and an activity for our audience. 

 

November: TAEA Conference Presentation 

On November 18th, we presented at the Texas Association for Art Education’s 

annual conference in Dallas, Texas, with a work-in-progress style workshop format to 

about forty attendees, most of whom were public school art educators from across the 

state. While hoping to glean, from our attendees, their thoughts on the effectiveness of 

our puzzles, we also wanted to impart on them new ideas for experimentation within their 

own classrooms, ways they could “escape the room” with their primary school students. 

This part of the presentation proved most successful, with several teachers floating ideas 

for adapting our puzzles to lessons in their classrooms, and others conjuring new ideas 

inspired by the concept more generally. As student researchers presenting to a room full 

of teachers, it was important to build this communal feedback network during our 

presentation; our graduate work became more than just a means of getting a letter grade, 

our installation could reach more than those who were able to pass through in the five 

days it was open. 

With these art educators as our sounding board, the post-presentation 

conversation focused specifically on engagement. While their questions leaned towards 

how they could apply “escape the room” principles and puzzles to their classrooms, we 

were forced to reckon with how participants would, in the most pragmatic sense, buy into 

the concept of our fieldwork exhibition without being literally trapped in the room. 

Luckily, several of our attendees had gone to commercial “escape the rooms,” and gave 

us several pointers as to how to keep an audience engaged. They liked, from the puzzle 
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rooms they had visited, when a clue had led them astray, or required more than a one step 

process from problem to solution, and thus instructed us to complicate our puzzles a little 

more, so as not to bore are un-trapped visitors. 

Lastly, the main workshop element of our presentation, wherein we combed the 

room for ideas, was the “escape” portion of our installation: what would be our 

equivalent to unlocking the door, in a space without one? We knew we wanted the 

participants to use their cellphones in some way, and had floated ideas of using a QR 

code, or perhaps a phone number, that, if solved correctly, would reveal a congratulatory 

image or message. Several of our attendees recognized flaws in these plans, specifically 

with the phone number – if the participants got it wrong, a rogue phone number might 

angrily receive a series of unwanted calls or texts. The art educators led us to a series of 

apps, with portals that could be unlocked with a specific passcode. We finally decided on 

using [website], which, when unlocked, would allow participants to post their own image, 

creating a feed of selfies, messages, and whatever else they would want to post to 

celebrate their victory in a communal space. 

 

December: Final Push and Installation 

With the exhibition installation fast approaching, we solidified teams of two, each 

matched with a puzzle from either the “museums,” “schools,” or “communities” track, 

and set to work. Each track and its adjoining puzzle would carve out its own space in the 

room, staged, respectively, like a gallery, a classroom, and a message board, to transport 

participants through the three spaces of art education. We put together a large amount of 

vinyl wall text, explaining the puzzles and the project itself, with the hope that our 

audience would engage with the narrative as the words moved them through the space. 
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We also created postcard-sized instructions, with space to fill out the puzzle, at the 

entrance to the space.  

The “museums” puzzle, modeling historical research, centered on the work and 

practice of artist and UT sculpture lab manager Richard Mansfield. Mansfield lent us two 

of his sculptures, Unwarranted Influence (2014) and Exceptional (2014), which we 

installed on podiums in the center of the space, to give the puzzle’s area an engaging 

gallery-feel. For the puzzle itself, we asked Mansfield for four of his artistic influences 

with which we constructed a matching game that, if completed correctly, would give our 

participants a piece of the final puzzle’s code. The puzzle called for the participants to 

match the artist/influencer, whose name and picture were on a laminated placard, to a 

picture of his or her studio, mounted on the wall. The matching pictures would hang 

below on hooks, and, when flipped over, would reveal the first four digits of the final 

code.  

 

 

Figure 1: Fieldwork installation puzzles.  
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The “schools” puzzle modeled arts-based research, taking the set-up of an 

elementary school classroom and a color wheel as its focus. We created a stamp in six 

parts, like slices of a pie that, when put together correctly, would form a color wheel and, 

when stamped, would reveal a three-digit portion of the code intricately carved into the 

stamp itself. The stamps, constituting two complete puzzles, were carved in the Digital 

Fabrication lab using a router, on wood-mounted linoleum. The installation portion was 

set up like an arts classroom, with a desk, posters detailing different media and styles, and 

worksheets upon which participants could stamp their color wheel. 

 

 

Figure 2: Finalizing the installation. 

The final puzzle, using the “communities” focus, was modeled after a community 

message board, like one that could be found at a coffee shop or library, and modeled 

participatory action research. Participants were tasked with arranging a series of flyers on 

the corkboard, already marked with a calendar grid, by date, to reveal the remaining 

letters of the code. Lines, concealed as elements of design in the posters themselves when 
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viewed individually, lined up on when arranged on the calendar grid to reveal the final 

three digits of the code. We collaborated with several undergraduate visual arts students 

to create the 31 posters, recruiting participants to each design a faux event poster with a 

particular date to be a part of the puzzle.  

The home bases for our final hours of preparation were the Sculpture Lab, where 

we finalized the language for our wall text before getting it cut in vinyl, and the Digital 

Fabrication lab, where we collaborated with the room’s attendants to cut our stamp and 

our vinyl text. In contrast to the Foundry, these maker spaces are housed in the deeper 

confines of the College of Fine Arts, and, while maybe not strictly exclusive, are 

recommended for use by COFA students only. They are student staffed, and while they 

don’t require expertise with their tools, rely largely on self-sufficiency: a student staffer 

gives a brief tutorial, but will not complete the task. Our team was forced, then, to use 

tools we had not encountered before in cutting our vinyl and our stamp, a learning 

process wherein we had to make room for experimentation and failure, all while racing 

the clock towards the final installation. 

We began the installation on Friday, December 2nd, with all the components fully 

installed the following morning. Over the next five days, we checked in sporadically to 

ensure that nothing had gone horribly wrong, and that it was stocked well with instruction 

cards and stamp pads, but otherwise left it well alone. On December 7th, we assembled as 

a group for a final time, to take down our exhibition and reflect upon the process as a 

group. While the feedback we received was mostly positive, our installation suffered 

from a few constraints, including its limited time frame, its somewhat hidden location, 

and our limited marketing resources. The installation revealed imperfections in our 

communication, and in the systems of collaboration we had constructed within our group 

of six. These errors revealed our own novice with respect to certain technical media 
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literacies, such as the need to use Illustrator and the sheer time commitment of creating 

vinyl wall text, as well as communicative literacies unique to the exercise of making. 

These literacies took on a special difficulty given the crosshairs of digital and physical 

platforms that made our project possible. However, the ethos of making allowed for such 

errors to occur; in certain ways, the spaces, while they may have allowed us to make 

mistakes, also gave us the tools to rebuild from whatever obstacle had come to light. We 

received excellent feedback from one visitor in particular, our contact from the Thinkery, 

who was engaged and able to complete the entire puzzle. While there were certainly 

many twists and turns, we were able to accomplish our goals with the installation and, 

through our setbacks, restarts, and ultimately, successes, we learned much more than we 

realized at the time. 

 

 

Figure 3: Fieldwork installation wall text.  
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Analysis 

The fieldwork installation reveals more than just one class’s experiences in 

various learning environments, but rather the infrastructures, both spatial and 

pedagogical, which lend themselves to an engagement with design learning. The “escape 

the room” project demonstrates the process wherein design thinking becomes research, 

and vice versa, as facilitated through a decentralizing of classroom space in both the 

physical and digital realm. “Escape the room” also demonstrates the power of 

collaboration, and a technologically advanced relationship with learning in space that 

echoes the theorization of communal constructivism. In reflecting on the contexts of 

maker culture, STEAM, and constructivism, the fieldwork exhibition reveals various 

infrastructures built to engage in design learning, and various sites for improvement for 

future projects. 

The varied spaces explored in the narrative, beyond solely the Fieldwork Space 

(where the project easily could have rested), provide the most literal introduction to 

understanding infrastructures with respect to maker culture, STEAM, and constructivism. 

On the UT campus, the Foundry, the Fab Lab, and the Fieldwork Space evoke the varied 

definitions of maker culture. In designing and installing our puzzles, we were forced to 

confront our varying skill levels, to seek the help of fellow makers, and to experiment 

(and sometimes fail) while learning through the tools we had available. These are two 

elements that should not be ignored – the Foundry and the Fab Lab make tools accessible 

that would not be otherwise, and make the process of learning to use such tools equally 

accessible with peer staffers that challenge more novice makers to improve their skills. 

With these infrastructures in place, and their adherence to principles of peer-to-peer 

learning, we were able to engage with practices of informal learning while still 
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completing a formal classroom project. Similarly, we were able to share our process of 

design-as-research with an audience in the Fieldwork Space; with our learning made 

public, we could not ignore the functionality of our designs. This final element, the 

sharing and engagement with the public in the Fieldwork Space, is perhaps the area that, 

upon reflection, could have been most improved. For future projects, it would be wise to 

observe other installations in the Fieldwork Space itself, to see what side people most 

commonly enter from, how they engage with wall text, and if they understand the kind of 

active engagement the space hopes to support. While our status as novice makers may 

have been scaffolded by the infrastructures available, we did not fully accomplish such 

scaffolding for our visitors, evidenced through the limited number of attendees who 

completed the full puzzle, and the realization that our visitors were often starting the 

puzzle backwards (given that we did not account for the space’s second entrance). To 

truly embody maker culture, future students working in the Fieldwork Space must engage 

with the infrastructure of the space as it activates learning for visitors to the Visual Arts 

Center, who may be unfamiliar with its interactive intent. 

Beyond the UT campus, our voyages to the Thinkery, the TAEA Conference in 

Dallas, and our ventures into digital space, engaged with theorizations of communal 

constructivism, an infrastructure the melds physical space and pedagogical concerns. At 

the Thinkery, through interacting with its version of an “escape the room,” we left as the 

beneficiaries of the Thinkery’s approach to an environment that facilitates the 

development of the learning community. By allowing us to look behind the curtain, and 

the become fellow actors in the space, the Thinkery modeled this social aspect of learning 

that imprints itself upon a public space, where the knowledge production does not start 

and end with an event, or a five-day exhibition. With lessons, not only in how to design a 

puzzle, or the proper ratio of puzzles to attendees, the Thinkery provided a framework we 
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could bring to TAEA, in our workshop presentation to a room of art educators. The focus, 

instead of just our fieldwork exhibition, became a session for discussing how puzzles and 

design learning can be incorporated in to all different kinds of classrooms, with far 

greater spatial restrictions than ours. The TAEA educators, in turn, gave us our digital 

component, the “escape” portion of the “escape the room.” By suggesting that the process 

of completing all the components of our fieldwork exhibition could exist as an interactive 

digital platform, the TAEA educators provided a third engagement with communal 

constructivism. The learning environment continues after the process of interacting with 

the space, collecting the testimonies of those that participated and facilitating interaction 

between them. 

Ultimately, all of the environments coalesce in an understanding of STEAM 

education, and, most importantly, design thinking. As an infrastructure with a tenuous 

relationship to the arts and their intrinsic value (as opposed to their instrumental value 

when abstracted to just design), STEAM frameworks present a challenge to educational 

space while the arts fight for relevance at the university level. Creativity, in all its forms, 

is preserved through a proliferation of spaces, allowing for the arts to exist as both a 

transferable skill, amongst a larger set of multiliteracies, and as a site of intrinsic value. 

Where STEAM education may fail the arts if relegated just to the formal classroom, or 

just to the Foundry, creativity is valued in all forms when all kinds of productive spaces 

come together. This synthesis is most greatly evidenced in our puzzles themselves: while 

often requiring technical skills, such as operating a router to create a stamp, they are 

made even more engaging through an attention to the arts even when not purely 

functional. One of our team members incorporated an abstract design on the stamp that 

did not have to do specifically with the puzzle code the stamp revealed, but the design of 
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the stamp was easily one of the parts of the design of our exhibition that drew the most 

comments and praise from our participants.  

With these successes and failures, and through reflection on the fieldwork 

exhibition, research, as the subject of our class, emerges as an increasingly relevant 

means of imagining further applications of design learning. Research does not accept any 

static or unchanging approach to knowledge, it often crosses disciplinary lines, it requires 

certain mastery of tools and engagement, and, ultimately, research is meant to be shared.   
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Conclusion 

Design learning, as a product of the infrastructures of maker culture, STEAM 

learning, and constructivism, served a powerful role in deconstructing research at the 

graduate level in the fieldwork exhibition. Design learning hinges on engagement – with 

new and multiple literacies, with interdisciplinary challenges, and ultimately in 

understanding learning outside of isolation, with research as a tool to deepen knowledge 

in a learning community at large. This engagement that can only be achieved at a high 

level with the built physical infrastructures of informal and alternative learning 

environments, and the pedagogical scaffolding of constructivism, in the social and 

communal sense. As schools, communities, and individual continue to invest in media 

rich learning environments, campus maker spaces, and a modern work force, it must not 

leave engagement, and ultimately sharing, behind. When “escaping the room,” to avoid 

losing all footing, engagement and sharing are essential.  
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