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1 ABSTRACT 

Few in-coming landscape architecture students feel confident in their creative abilities. As studio 
instructors, it is excruciating to watch students struggle with fear and anxiety as they approach their 
assignments. Students' lack of confidence awakened by the design process, studio environment, 
and brain physiology, results in some students developing unproductive behaviors or dropping out 
because they believe that they are not creative enough to succeed. Even after graduating, these 
emerging professionals may continue these destructive patterns, such as last-minute production, 
which is not a behavior encouraged in a professional setting, or conducive to an emotionally healthy 
and well-balanced life. 
 
Many of these unproductive behaviors and ways of thinking, such as procrastination and fear, are 
well documented, but seldom are they and the scientific research explaining them discussed in 
depth and integrated into design studio activities. This paper shares the research, reflective 
exercises, and strategies implemented in sophomore design studios at Kansas State University 
and Colorado State University. The studio activities guided students in understanding their thinking 
and resistance while providing tools that encouraged productive behaviors and shifted their mindset 
past their fears and insecurities to production. In addition, this paper showcases student results 
with examples of their reflective statements and visual images in which they addressed their fears 
and anxieties. Through discussions and activities students gained awareness of their internal 
thinking, creative process, and realized they are not alone, which in turn made the design process 
less intimidating. 
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2 INTRODUCTION 
 

The process of creating, making, or writing can be intimidating for young designers. Based on the 
authors’ observations teaching in the studio environment, students’ lack of confidence and fear are 
awakened when confronted with the nonlinear process, multiple possible solutions, and not knowing if the 
outcome associated with the creative process will be good enough. The experiences associated with these 
conditions tend to create fear and anxiety for many students that result in resistance to beginning and 
immersing themselves into an assignment or project. These feelings of fear and being exposed can be 
exacerbated when students are asked to share their incomplete thoughts in front of classmates. These 
fears are the most common emotions underlying students’ resistance to production. As faculty we witness 
this regularly. 

Without addressing these emotions and the resulting behaviors, as faculty, we can unknowingly 
contribute to student’s poor emotional health while increasing their self-doubt as creative people. In 
addition, the unproductive behaviors learned in design studios may potentially remain with these emerging 
professionals and lead to detrimental habits in the workplace. This paper highlights a teaching strategy, 
implemented concurrently within sophomore landscape architecture studios at Kansas State University and 
Colorado State University, to help students identify, reflect on, and change their individual behaviors that 
result in reduced anxiety, greater production, and increased learning. 
 
2.1 Students are Underprepared for Creative Activities in College 

Children enter school eager, curious, and more accepting of themselves as creative beings. 
Creative acts, such as drawing, writing, and making come easily to young children; they don’t ask questions 
and they don’t judge their performance or the outcomes. “By the time they reach high school, their 
perception of their creative abilities has changed; only a small percentage of high school students identify 
themselves as creative” (Souza, 2016, p.244). In college, many students pursuing a design education often 
discover that they are afraid of making a mistake, hesitant to begin exploring ideas, and anxious when the 
outcomes are unknown. Many think they should be able to accomplish a task on their first attempt, are 
distressed when there is not a single or simple solution and become frustrated when the outcome isn’t 
perfect. 

There are many challenges faced by faculty and students that contribute to students being 
underprepared for engaging in design activities in college. One of the most important factors is that the 
majority of elementary and secondary education do not prioritize the nurturing of creative abilities and often 
it is repressed (Alencar et al., 2017). The traditional educational system was originally developed to meet 
the needs of industrialism, focusing on three primary areas: economic, cultural, and personal. The system 
teaches economics, so students are prepared to earn a living and be financially resourceful. They are taught 
about various cultures, so they have a deeper understanding of the world, and they are encouraged to 
develop their individual aptitudes and sensibilities (Robinson, 2014). There are two ideas underlying the 
hierarchy of the traditional educational systems that incorporate hidden values and prioritize some skills 
over others. The first idea is that the most useful subjects taught in school lead directly to employment at 
high paying jobs, such as being a lawyer or doctor. Generally, jobs in the creative arts are not considered 
to be financially stable or lucrative, except for a few people with extraordinary talent. As a result, some 
students are discouraged from practicing and pursuing the creative arts, such as theater, music, art, or 
design. The second idea is that intelligence is measured by academic performance and ability. Primary and 
secondary education systems have been designed to prepare students for entrance into the university. 
They have not been established to help students find and develop their talents; if those talents fall outside 
of the preferred subjects within the educational system (Robinson, 2014). The system is not focused on 
nurturing or developing confidence in artistic skills and creativity. So, it is understandable that many 
students arrive in a college design studio intimidated by writing, drawing, and making that run counter to 
these established systemic barriers. These negative experiences and perceptions of themselves as 
creative individuals generate fear and anxiety blocking them from engaging in design learning. 
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2.2 Resistant Thinking and Fear 
 “What’s hard is sitting down to write. What keeps us from sitting down is Resistance.” 
Steven Pressfield 
 
Writing, drawing, designing, or any creative art may provoke resistant thinking. Resistance is “any 

act that rejects immediate gratification in favor of long-term growth, health, or integrity. Or, expressed 
another way, any act that derives from our higher nature instead of our lower. Any of these will elicit 
Resistance” (Pressfield, 2002, p.22). For some people this thinking has little impact, but for others it can be 
very damaging to their emotional and creative selves by generating stress, interfering with relationships, 
and impacting one’s overall health. Even educational activities can build resistant behaviors (Pressfield, 
2002, p.18). 

The authors’ observations indicate that for most student’s resistance takes the form of a low-level 
fear or dread, which poses as an obstacle to production and hence an obstacle to learning, deep thinking, 
and developing more advanced design skills. In the past, emotions (such as fear), unproductive behaviors, 
and how the brain works have not been discussed as part of the design studio. Instead, it is just assumed 
that students will ‘figure it out’. While as faculty we’d like to believe that students’ fear will just go away with 
practice, this is not realistic. We must help them understand the basis for their individual fears and practice 
techniques for moving past resistance. 

Fear is a basic and valuable human emotion. It is not possible, nor is it desirable, to eliminate it so 
students can create more freely. Instead, it’s necessary to help students understand that fear is primal, 
instinctual, and programmed into our nervous system. The fear responses can be activated by threats that 
are real, such as being pursued by a bear, or perceived, being called on to answer a question in public 
(Layton, 2005). Whether the threat is real or perceived doesn’t matter; we instinctually respond. Behaviors 
associated with the fear response, such as anxiousness, heart racing, fleeing, hiding, or freezing serve the 
larger more important purpose to protect us from danger and ensure our survival. It is well documented 
what happens physically when we experience fear, where the reaction occurs in the brain, how it physically 
manifests in our bodies, and that it is experienced differently by each person (Layton, 2005). 

When students enter college, many of these emerging designers are unaware of how their 
emotions, preconceived notions about the design process, and behaviors effect their ability to direct their 
design process. Ultimately, if not addressed, students may develop poor behaviors and distorted beliefs, 
such as only some students are talented, and they are not. These behaviors and beliefs about themselves 
may lead to unproductive habits, such as procrastination, in the workplace. Overcoming fears related to the 
act of making is individual and must be addressed within themselves. Our approach is to open the black 
box by supporting students and making them aware of why and how they think or behave, what triggers 
affect their behaviors, and create the conditions for them to succeed. Overcoming resistance and 
developing healthy behaviors is not just important while in school. Our objective is to teach students healthy 
behaviors to make them successful as a student, but also in their future careers. 

 
3 OBJECTIVES 
 

The three main objectives for introducing and openly discussing with students the research and 
strategies for overcoming resistant thinking in the design studio environment are: 1) introduce good 
behaviors that reduce students’ anxiety and increase their overall mental and emotional health; 2) assist 
students’ in being reflective learners as they identify emotions and behaviors that contribute to resistance; 
and 3) increase students’ productivity and learning. 
 
4 METHODS AND RESULTS 
 

The framework implemented in the sophomore design studios at Kansas State University and 
Colorado State University focused on using reflective exercises to assist students in better understanding 
themselves and increasing ownership of their learning and supporting them by providing the research about 
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resistance and strategies to overcome undesirable behaviors. The semester was divided into two main 
parts: 1) student reflections, and 2) research and strategies on the topics of perfectionism, procrastination, 
frustration intolerance, premature closure, myth of multitasking, and health and wellbeing. The exercises 
during the first eight weeks focused on students’ practicing self-reflection and identifying their beliefs and 
fears that result in resistant thinking and behaviors. During the second half of the semester, each week 
research on a new topic and strategies to overcome it was presented then followed by an activity that 
required students to select strategies to address behaviors they would like to change. They were to reflect 
on their fears and behaviors, and to develop an awareness of how this limited their productivity. 

 
4.1 Student Reflections 

Inclusion of reflective learning activities in a studio engages students “to explore their experiences 
in order to lead to new understandings and appreciations” (Boud, 2001, p.10) and reveal “evidence of one’s 
evolving thought process, documenting valuable, often fleeting glimpses of understanding” (Stevens & 
Cooper, 2009, p.3). During the first eight weeks, the studios were designed with reflective writing activities 
in which the students responded to one question per week thus, giving time for a focused mindset and 
structuring their thinking. The reflective questions were designed to help students recognize and disclose 
personal weaknesses (which for some students can be a particularly daunting undertaking) and strengths. 
Structuring the reflective writing activities aided students in accepting and undertaking their personal 
challenges while also establishing support if they were burdened with feelings of self-doubt. Including 
reflective practices in the studio enabled students to become aware of, understand, and appreciate their 
own creative and thinking methods thus increasing their self-confidence leading to self-improvement. 

In “Fostering Creativity in the Design Studio: A framework towards effective pedagogical practices,” 
Hargrove explains the challenge of self-management. Self-management “involves learning one’s strengths 
and weaknesses as a creative problem solver, and finding ways to utilize the strengths and mitigate or work 
around the weaknesses” (Hunt & Urton, 2013, p.4). To encourage self-management, students were asked 
to respond to the following reflective questions. The samples of student responses included below were 
selected to reflect common sentiments. 

 
• Question 1 - Do you feel like you are a creative person? Has this changed over time? 

40 student responses. Main response themes: 9 students - creativity diminished since childhood; 
10 students - constant growth of creativity since childhood; 12 students - ebb and flow of 
creativity since childhood; and 11 students - anxiety limits creativity. 

 
Student response samples: 

“I feel that I am a creative person, but I feel that I have lost some creativity as I've gotten older. 
I now have a harder time coming up with new ideas and finding time to just relax and let myself 
work on something fun like drawing. The times that creativity comes really easy for me is when I 
have to do some problem solving, whether that be in class or in my personal life. But overall, I think 
that I'm still a creative person.” 
 

“What I lack is the confidence. Using my creativity, I find myself falling into a downward anxious 
spiral. I think too hard about every detail, and second guess whether I am doing things correctly. 
When I am able to ignore that anxiety, I would consider myself creative.” 
 

• Question 2 - What are your strengths and weaknesses related to creativity? 
40 student responses. Student responses varied with no main themes identified. 

 
Student response samples: 

“Some of my strengths related to creativity are I feel like when given a task I can easily find 
creative solutions such as with projects in this class of simple everyday projects like arrange the 
living room. I also feel that another one of my strengths with creativity is that for the most part I can 
usually come up with some sort of concept to start with and then I can keep working on it to develop 
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it more without sticking to that one idea entirely. But that being said I feel that some of my 
weaknesses are that I procrastinate, especially when it comes to school and class projects, and 
this causes me to fall behind and not develop my ideas as much as I could've. Another weakness 
of my related to creativity is that I am better at coming up with creative solutions to daily problems 
more that I am at coming up with concepts and ideas for my work and this is something that I want 
to get better at so that way I can take my skills and talent to that next level and be full prepared for 
a professional environment.” 
 

“I like to think of creativity as a learnable skill, and for me it is just that, a skill that I am learning 
and constantly improving. With learnable skills comes strengths and weaknesses, the latter of 
which isn't one that people like to think about as much so that's where I'll start. I feel that one of my 
biggest weaknesses is a lack of knowledge when it comes to techniques. I struggle a lot with 
figuring out how to do things to make them look like I have pictured in my mind’s eye, but that is 
something that I am improving because every day I learn something new. What I would consider 
to be a strength for my creativity, is that I see things in a different way than most people. I always 
take a different approach to solving problems, whether it's a better way to do it, or if it's less efficient, 
it's still a different way and that's what I feel is the basis of creativity. Anyone can draw an image, 
but it's the way that you do it differently that defines your creativity.” 
 

“I haven't ever really thought about what my strengths and weaknesses are related to creativity, 
but one of my biggest weaknesses is probably continuing with one idea or design that's strong but 
then eventually disliking it the longer I work with it. Then I wonder how much better my work would 
have been if I went a different route and used a different design but ultimately, it's too late to turn 
back or restart. I think a lot of people struggle with this and feel the same way, but this is one of the 
biggest things I struggle with in the creative process. I can understand why it's important to know 
your strengths and weaknesses and now I'll try and pay closer attention throughout this semester.” 
 

• Question 3 - What challenges do you encounter in the creative process? How do you 
overcome these challenges? 
40 student responses. Main response themes: 15 students - creative/thinking blocks; 15 
students – difficulty starting and/or procrastination; and 7 students - fear of judgement. 

 
Student response samples: 

“Some challenges that I encounter in the creative process are if I think it will be good enough 
for someone else to judge. I get very critical when it comes to my own ideas thinking that I didn't 
go far enough or take enough of a risk. I also get stumped on just trying to create something in 
general that would coincide with the project or task at hand. Ways that I have overcome this is that 
I basically just get started, the more I think about it, the more frustrating it gets. I've learned 
throughout the years that when faced with something that seems difficult, the best way to get over 
it and get it done is to just go. Getting something down is the base and moving up form there gets 
easier the less you think about it. It definitely comes down to mind over matter when in the creative 
process.” 
 

“One challenge that I encountered this week was a creative mental block. I wasn't able to put 
my thoughts and ideas about one of my designs onto the paper that was sitting in front of me on 
my studio desk. I sat there looking at it and drawing doodles that were of no value to me for far too 
long, and eventually I decided to just go out to the sight and get a physical grasp on my design. 
Once I got to the sight, it didn't take me long to start putting my thoughts on to paper, and before 
long I had roughly drawn out all of my concepts. My solution to the mental block was simply putting 
it in a new perspective and getting out of the space that had me stuck.” 
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“I have problems starting. The very first step is really hard for me, and then starting the next 
step. Anytime I have to actually start creating something I have issues. I overthink it a lot instead 
of just going for it to see if it is good. I get too scared to try to put my writing utensil to paper. To fix 
this I’m working on just doing really outrageous ideas and then slowly pulling back to regular ones. 
This helps me because the crazy ones seem like a joke so I don’t have to think to hard about them.” 
 

• Question 4 - You have created quiet time to begin a design project or writing assignment. 
You have all the tools you need and are ready to go. Then an hour later, your page is 
still blank. What the heck happened? You were ready to produce and nada. Why were 
you resistant to begin? Resistance is that inability to start, and it takes various forms 
for each of us. Maybe you have the urge to respond to emails or check social media. 
Maybe you react physically-you get sleepy, headaches, or hungry. Describe your 
resistance - the behaviors, emotions, and activities that distract you from starting your 
work. Be specific and describe your thought process and why you feel you allow 
resistance to prevail? 
42 student responses. Student responses varied with no main themes identified. 

 
Student response samples 

“I feel my resistance begins with perfectionism. I get stuck in my head and perseverate on 
multiple ideas trying to figure out what would be best. My reaction is often to do other things, or I 
feel physically sleepy. It’s difficult to describe my thought process as I find myself often spinning 
with thoughts. I often force myself to start knowing that I can re-do a project. I do feel that when I 
procrastinate, I run myself up to a deadline and I am forced to finish the project. When there is a 
deadline and I am coming close to the deadline, I do the work and am forced to accept the flaws I 
see and turn in the project. Perhaps it’s my fear of something not being good enough that drives 
this behavior.” 

 
“My resistance comes in all shapes and sizes. Sometimes I become distracted by physical 

stimuli and the craziness all around me, and sometimes I mentally begin to procrastinate and that 
messes with my senses and drains me of my energy. The one that happens most often is that I 
become distracted by outside variables. I am easily one of the worst procrastinators to have ever 
walked this planet, and that means that when there is work to do, my brain will start to notice every 
little thing around me and try and make me focus on anything but the task at hand. I could see the 
tiniest flash of movement out of the corner of my eye, or hear a sound from the other end of the 
studio, and before I know it, I'll be scrolling through Instagram on my phone or surfing the web and 
30 minutes has passed by.” 

 
“There are many things that prevent me from starting my work. Typically, the sheer amount of 

things that I need to get done prevents me from getting any of it done, as I just do not know when 
to start. When I do start, I tend to start with the easiest assignments and work up to the harder 
assignments, but I typically reach a roadblock with this approach.” 
 

• Question 5 - How do you begin developing a conceptual idea for a design project? 
39 student responses. Main response themes: 9 students - review precedents/inspiration; 12 
students - site analysis/visit and identify site problems; and 7 students - brainstorming and 
sketching/writing initial thoughts. 

 
Student response samples: 

“It’s good to start brainstorming and sketching all the ideas you have until you come up with an 
idea that you feel is the best. I think it’s hard to get started on projects like this where you feel there 
is nowhere to start but just getting some ideas down and starting to sketch, I think is a great way to 
start. Also, research for this project and be aware of the site’s conditions and its surroundings and 
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what type of layout will be compatible with the site. Keeping in mind the community that is going to 
be occupying the area as well.” 

 
“One way that I start developing a concept is to look at precedents and examples to help giving 

me ideas and get my mind flowing with concepts for a design.” 
 
“First I look at the site and try to see what is currently existing and how it impacts the area. 

Sometimes I look for a problem that I think needs a solution, or for something that is lacking in the 
area, and try to build off of that.” 
 

4.2 Research and Strategies 
An important part of helping students develop awareness of their resistant thinking and behaviors 

was to share current research and discuss in more detail the complex emotional, physiological, social, and 
cultural reasons for being fearful and resistant when beginning something new or during the creative 
process. The weekly discussions during the second half of the semester, included more in-depth focus on 
topics of: procrastination, perfectionism, premature closure, frustration intolerance, the myth of multitasking, 
and health and wellbeing. Included in each presentation was a range of strategies for overcoming these 
resistant behaviors. The following text excerpts are highlights from the presentations.  

 
Perfectionism 

Resistant thinking demands that only perfection will be merit of one’s time. Perfectionism 
is a primary obstacle to making and is experienced with varying degrees by all (Egan, 2014, p.1).  

Healthy levels of perfectionist thinking nourish perceptions of craftsmanship, increases precision 
within designs, and builds purpose and drive for final outcomes while unhealthy perfectionism 
includes setting high standards for oneself and simultaneously slamming oneself for not reaching 
such high standards (Shafran, 2018). Perfectionism can involve not just the pursuit of high 
standards for oneself, but also having high standards for other people (a professor) and believing 
that others have high standards for you (one’s family). Endless perfectionist thinking can negatively 
impact self-esteem and feelings of worthlessness may develop (Shafran, 2018). A key in 
understanding perfectionism is knowing how to be less self-critical and how to separate self-worth 
from high benchmarks (Levetin, 2014, p. 200) . “All agree that for some people perfectionism is 
unhelpful and can clearly be separated from the healthy pursuit” (Shafran, 2018) . An unhealthy 
perfectionist mindset may increase anxiety, emotional feelings, and behaviors, such as “poor 
concentration, rumination (e.g. thinking about a mistake made in a task over and over), repeating 
tasks (e.g. rewriting and editing something over and over), excessive amount of time spent on 
tasks, avoiding tasks, list making (being over - thorough), and hating to waste time and, as a 
consequence, being over - busy” (Shafran, 2018, p.194). 
 
Strategies of overcoming perfectionism: Thinking my work is not good enough. 

• Remind yourself it’s just your ego. 
• Just produce something.  
• Don’t focus on the end product, focus on the process. 

 
Procrastination 

People with perfectionist behaviors, students, and the general population tend to 
procrastinate (Egan, 2014, p.1) . The behavior of procrastination is defined as “the voluntary delay 
of an intended course of action despite having the opportunity to act and expecting to be worse off 
for the delay” (Wieber, 2010) . Research has shown that 50-80% of college students practice 
moderate to vigorous procrastination habits (Gustavson, 2017; Kim, 2015) . Procrastination is tied 
to perfectionism in which one will avoid beginning the task in fear of not reaching the high 
benchmark, not being perfect, and failing (Shafran, 2018) . “Procrastination is the most common 
manifestation of Resistance because it’s the easiest to rationalize. We don’t tell ourselves, “I’m 
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never going to write my symphony.” Instead, we say, “I am going to write my symphony; I’m just 
going to start tomorrow” (Pressfield, 2002, p.34). 
 
Strategies of overcoming procrastination: Overwhelmed by an assignment. 

• Prepare and break the assignment into smaller tasks. 
• Begin with a simple task you can accomplish easily to get the momentum going. 
• Reward yourself when it is complete, then move to the next task. 
• Reduce distractions. 
• Ask questions. 

 
Strategies of overcoming procrastination: Low energy. 

• Play music that is motivating. 
• Change your method of working, such as drawing by hand instead of using the computer. 
• Create an accountability pact. 
• Go outside. 
• Don’t wait for motivation. 

 
Frustration Intolerance 

Engaging in creative acts, such as designing, writing, drawing, painting, and making 
requires the ability to tolerate frustration and discomfort. Frustration and discomfort shape shift 
constantly taking on slightly different forms for each person, but intuitively one knows when one is 
experiencing frustration intolerance. Frustration intolerance is the inability to withstand feelings of 
frustration that occur when one experiences difficulties or disappointment (Yao, 2010) . Typically, 
young and emerging design students and artists have a low frustration tolerance due to their 
inability to identify the emotion of frustration, and limited knowledge of how to overcome it. Each 
person has personal beliefs and behaviors that kick in when discomfort appears; they may walk 
away from the blank page, choose to begin activities that are easy but not important, or create 
excuses for not beginning or progressing. They walk away from tasks because they are 
overwhelmed, don’t know where to start, or are concerned that the process will be challenging. 
They anticipate they won’t be able to tolerate the frustration encountered during the process. This 
anticipation of difficulty can prevent them from beginning. Or when a phase of the project is slow 
and tedious, they lose interest and become distracted by another, more interesting activity. This is 
frustration intolerance. However, like strengthening any muscle, through repetition and increasing 
challenges, they can strengthen their ability to tolerate the discomfort of creative and courageous 
acts, such as not knowing where to begin, not knowing if the outcome will meet their expectations, 
or if the ideas will be liked by others. Tolerance involves strengthening our resolve to overcome 
obstacles, and at the same time, accepting that somethings are unchangeable. 
 
Strategies of overcoming frustration intolerance: 

• Accept failure as part of the process. 
• Expect and accept that there will be frustration and human error; and that this is 

anticipated and acceptable. 
• Be okay with not getting it right and having to start over. 

 
Premature Closure / Divergent Thinking 

Often, students consider the first attempt at making “complete,” “done,” or “finished” which 
imposes limits on their own creativity (Hunt & Urton, 2013, p.270) . Its one’s willingness to be flexible 
while searching for an answer and one’s willingness to find fault within their thinking. When one 
narrows their thinking and at best have a—first—basic—predictable—outcome, they are 
surrendering to resistant thinking. This behavior, known as premature closure (“the degree to which 
one keeps an open-mind” (Karpova, 2011, p. 56)  is based on the understanding that creative 
processes necessitate a person to keep an open mind and to work attentively with an assortment 
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of information (Kim, 2006) . In the design process, one might begin with an obvious solution and 
feel the desire to stop. But with a breadth of openness, they dive deeper and they test multiple 
ideas and different ways of exploring and making all while not knowing or trying to predetermine 
the outcome. One must aim “to keep an ‘open mind’ where incomplete figures are not closed by 
the quickest route, but through irregular lines or not at all” (Humble, Dixon, & Mpofu, 2018, p. 34). 

Premature closure might be a reaction to the feeling that one will run out of time because 
of deadlines. Laziness and not caring can give it strength. But, mostly, premature closure is rooted 
in a lack of curiosity. Just needing an answer is not a good answer. Waiting for the teacher to tell 
one what to do inhibits personal motivation while restraining your uniqueness. By closing one’s 
mind, you abruptly end with the straightforward, status quo. The willingness to postpone having an 
answer is okay.  

To cultivate an open mind—a deliberative mind, one must sow a tolerance for the 
vagueness, be flexible in thinking, and imagine contrasting courses of action. With open minded 
thinking, a person explores various ideas and with careful questioning binds relationships together 
(Powers, 2018) . Open minded individuals embrace dissimilar thoughts, ways of life, and outlook 
while questioning one’s own point of view. Open mindedness empowers one to be wrong while 
sifting through, examining, questioning, and deliberatively linking information for the best solution 
(Powers, 2018) . “In essence, it is consuming a lot of information and then creatively connecting 
this information to solve the problem at hand. Or, as Steve Jobs put it, "connecting the dots” 
(Powers, 2018) . 

Divergent thinking is a part of being open minded. This spur-of-the-moment, continuous, 
non-linear thinking generates many budding, varied, fluid, and unrelated ideas that link information 
with the question or problem at hand. Research completed over the last 50 years evince that 
divergent thinking gives breath to creative processes and activities (Karpova, 2011, p. 56) . This 
creative breath elicits that if enough ideas are produced, some will be novel and inventive while 
conforming to the constraints of the question or problem (Tversky, 2011) . 

In the creative process in problem solving, both divergent and convergent thinking skills 
are iteratively needed. Whereas divergent thinking seeks to create many swift, entangled concepts 
with an open mind, convergent thinking brings forth a focus on a singular, disentangled idea—one 
at a time—to strengthen coherence, thoroughness, and detail (Tversky, 2011) . 
 
Strategies of overcoming premature closure: 

• Produce multiple alternatives. 
• Consider opposites and unexpected connections. 
• Ask yourself, “What if...” as well. Don’t be afraid to challenge your own assumptions. 
• “If common wisdom says to zig, consider zagging” (The People Brand, 2018). 

 
The Myth of Multitasking / Slow-motion Multitasking 

In today’s society, efficiency and productivity are highly valued. Designers and students 
are under a lot of pressure to achieve maximum productivity with minimum wasted effort. This 
pressure to be productive and one’s desire to be efficient with their time leads to the belief that 
multitasking is good, and doing multiple things at once will help one more quickly achieve their 
goals. However, current research provides evidence that the effectiveness of multitasking is a myth. 
Multitasking does not improve productivity. Instead, it impedes the potential for developing more 
in-depth and creative thoughts. In fact, students that multitask regularly often have lower cognitive 
capacity (Miller, 2017). Our brains have limited capacity for simultaneous thought. While one may 
believe their brain is processing thoughts simultaneously when listening to a lecture and searching 
social media, that is not the case. Instead, their brain is really just switching between tasks. When 
the brain is constantly moving back and forth between various unrelated thoughts, there are breaks 
and time is lost. If one’s brain spends time just moving back and forth, there is limited ability to 
move the thoughts forward. 

Instead of multitasking, it is better to single-task or slow-motion multitask. The first strategy 
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for single-tasking is to reduce distractions. It is normal to be tempted by many thoughts and 
activities, so one needs to be aware of their personal distractions, whether it’s Facebook or doing 
laundry, and plan to limit these temptations. This may include turning the notifications off on one’s 
phone. A second strategy is to block out time to single-task. For example, write for 30 minutes 
without other distractions. If one loses focus, walk around for a few minutes and then go back to 
the task. Also when single tasking, begin with the most important task to ease the feeling that 
something more important needs to be done and reducing the temptation to multitask. 
 
Strategies of overcoming multitasking: 

• Avoid temptation and go “off-grid”. Put away your cell phone. Turn off your email/web 
access for a while. 

• Block out time to single task. Tell yourself that you will work on project X and nothing else 
for the next few hours. 

• Prioritize. Work on your most important tasks first. Then you won’t feel pressure to 
multitask. 

• Be self-aware and resist. Recognize that humans have the temptation to multi-task but 
that it is not effective. 

 
Health and Wellbeing 

Discussions on healthy behaviors and wellbeing support students’ creativity, help them 
move past resistant thinking, and are critical to living a healthy and balanced life while in school. 
As faculty, we want them to develop habits that support their health so they can discover their 
creative energies and carry with them productive behaviors as they enter the profession world. 
Often students believe the stereotypes that designers, artists, and poets must suffer to create great 
work; or that depression, alcohol, limited sleep, or drugs will make their work more imaginative. In 
these discussions, we aimed to remove stereotypical thinking while focusing on five practices that 
encourage health and wellbeing: 1) activity and exercise, 2) eating healthy, 3) managing stress, 4) 
making art and journaling, and 5) sleep. 

The more that scientists study the brain, the more they identify that movement is 
interconnected to memory and learning (Souza, 2016, p. 269). “Studies have shown that creative 
problems, in fact, can be solved by walking, particularly in nature, thanks to physiological changes 
in the brain that lead to lower frustration and stress, boosted engagement and arousal, and higher 
levels of meditation and enhanced mood — all of which can help us come up with more creative 
connections” (Kaufman, 2015, p. 41). Managing stress necessitates discussions on mindful 
practices and how to be ‘in the moment’, which includes conversations about controlled breathing 
practices, journaling, and art making activities to reduce stress, increase alertness, and boost one’s 
immune system. Discussing mindfulness behaviors teaches students a variety of methods to 
rebalance themselves and their thinking. The importance of sleep is highlighted to bring awareness 
to sleep deprivation and how ‘all-nighters’ poorly affect one’s brain (Levitin, 2014, p. 187), the three 
distinct kinds of information processing that occur during sleep which includes unitization, 
assimilation, and abstraction (Levitin, 2014, p.184), and pre-bedtime priming which is the process 
of considering a problem needing to be resolved immediately before bed; this behavior escalates 
the prospect that during sleep the answer will be revealed (Time, 2018). 

 
Strategies to nurture health and wellbeing: 

• Activity and exercise: be active, exercise regularly, and go for a walk. 
• Eating healthy: avoid excessive amounts caffeine and sugar, consume fewer processed 

food, and drink plenty of water. 
• Managing stress: be mindful, meditate, practice controlled breathing including the five 

finger breathing method and the coherent breathing method, practice time 
management, and listen to music. 
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• Making art and journaling: doodling, writing, exploring ideas, and collecting images on the 
page. Coloring mandala and grid pattern activities “for 20 minutes is more effective at 
reducing anxiety than free-form coloring for 20 minutes” (Curry, 2005, p. 83). 

• Sleep: sleep 7-9 hours, establish a bedtime routine, sleep in a cool, dark, and quiet room, 
and don’t pull all-nighters. 
 

 
 

Figure 1. Examples of Presentation Slides (2021). Image by authors. 
 
4.3 In-Class Activities 

Each presentation was followed by an in-class activity related to the topic. The activities ranged 
from having students discuss their design process struggles with classmates to drawing a picture using 
their non-dominate hand of a change they would like to make to reduce stress and resistance. These 
activities guided students to: 1) develop a stronger understanding of the potential causes of, and behaviors 
associated with resistance, 2) reflect on their emotions and behaviors specific to them and, 3) construct a 
framework for creating good habits, thoughts, and behaviors that result in enjoying the design and making 
process. 

The repetition and time devoted weekly to these conversations and exercises was important to 
demonstrate to the students that this content was valued and integral to the course; and not a single lecture 
about time management that was introduced once and then forgotten. 
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Figure 2. “In-class Notes” Devin Tilley (2021). Reproduced with student’s permission. 
 
4.4 Reducing Fear and Loathing Collage 

As a final pursuit in the Reducing Fear and Loathing design studio activities, students were 
instructed to build a fun and creative collage (9 in. x 9 in.) using images, found objects, and words to express 
their feelings. This collage is a visual reminder of and means for navigating the obstacles that result in 
resistance and keep them from creating. For this assignment, students were asked to review their notes 
from previous workshops and identify two or three behaviors and thoughts that resulted in resistance and 
develop a list of potential tools and strategies that they can reference to modify their resistant behaviors 
and quickly move forward. The intent of this collage is for each student to create a personalized visual 
reminder of what to do when they experience resistance. 

Through this series of short lectures and exercises the faculty focused on assisting students in 
becoming more aware of their beliefs, emotions, and behaviors related to the process of making. The intent 
is that each student will use this time to build a mindset and habits that become the foundation in their 
journey of becoming a more confident creative person.  
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Student samples of the visual reminders developed for the final assignment. 
 

 
 

Figure 3. “A Delicate Dance Between the Two” Dakota Frederick (2021). 
Reproduced with student’s permission. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 4. “Simple Effective Solution” Claire Schneider (2021). 
Reproduced with student’s permission. 
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6 CONCLUSIONS 
 
Many students arrive in the design studio underprepared for engaging in creative activities and 

unaware of the self-imposed resistance they may encounter when asked to engage in the design process. 
Based on our observations and student responses to the reflective questions about their design process, 
students’ feelings of fear and being overwhelmed resulted in resistant thinking and behaviors. It is our 
contention that if we as faculty want students to develop healthy behaviors that make them successful as 
a design student and also successful in the professional office setting, faculty should incorporate 
conversations and reflective activities into the design studio to assist students in understanding their 
resistance. 

The responses given by students in this semester-long endeavor confirmed that students think they 
have the potential for creativity, they are concerned about being judged by others, they experience blocks, 
they sometimes struggled getting started, and they distract themselves. During the semester, we observed 
students using the terms presented in class and being more comfortable talking about their fears and 
resistance. By stressing the importance of reflecting on emotions and behaviors that result in resistance, 
and developing individualized strategies for changing behaviors, students gained awareness of their 
internal thinking and insight into their own and their peers’ creative processes. 

We hope this paper will contribute by encouraging faculty to incorporate activities and discussions 
in studio courses that assist students in understanding themselves and in developing healthy behaviors 
that reduce anxiety, increase productivity, and result in deeper learning. These activities are meant to help 
students gain insights about the emotions and behaviors that hold them back in the design process, and to 
provide strategies that help build their confidence in maneuvering around their resistance each time they 
encounter it, no matter how it manifests. They can understand it, talk about it, laugh at it, and then implement 
tools and techniques to address it allowing the learning process to deepen. 
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