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T E A C H I N G  P H I L O S O P H Y  

 

While I was an undergraduate studying design, one of my professors gave me a handout titled, “Some rules and 

hints for students and teachers” originally written by the avant-garde composer, John Cage. I was struck by 

several things. One was that it was given to me by a professor I trusted who really seemed to understand and 

want to guide me along the way. The second was its simple advice was for both students and teachers. This was 

important because I’ve always thought the classroom, despite its inherent hierarchical academic context, was a 

place where learning and growing can occur for both the student as well as the teacher. 

Over the years, I’ve continued this “tradition” and have handed it out to all of my students. These simple words 

of advice have taken on a life of their own expanded and re-interpreted by many others, myself included. So, 

whereas, my teaching philosophy may not be necessarily original or necessary philosophic in nature, it is based on 

some simple, profound and very effective truths - ones that I myself have tried to follow and ones that I try to 

convey to my students. So with apologies and indebtedness to Cage and mentors who have helped me along the 

way, here are my approaches to teaching. 

RULE 1: Find a place you trust and then, try trusting it for a while. 

True learning happens when trust is established. My early understanding of design was influenced a great deal by 

an instructor that worked to established trust and mutual support between everyone within the classroom. This 

atmosphere spilled over into the creative work where everyone, despite the competitive environment, supported 

while pushing everyone along to success. I strive to create a culture and environment where vulnerabilities are 

diminished, fear and failure is mitigated and success of everyone is the primary focus. 

RULE 2: (general duties as a student). Pull everything out of your teachers. Pull everything out of your fellow 

students. 

The collaborative nature of design, like most shared processes, is both frustrating and rewarding. However, most 

challenging endeavors don’t develop in a vacuum. They are nurtured and cultivated by the energy, skills and ideas 

of others. The consistent questioning, sharing and even provoking nature of design is where true breakthroughs, 

understanding and growth lies. 

RULE 3: (general duties as a teacher). Pull everything out of your students. 

We often talk about how we need to push our students. However, we all know that generally when we push 

someone, they push back. Walls are built. Minds are closed. Words are ignored. Pulling is about nurturing, 

cultivating and pulling out the inherent creativity, preliminary ideas and unique points of view that each student 

has within them. 
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RULE 4: Consider everything an experiment. 

Often times I’ve found both myself and my students paralyzed by burden of having to satisfy some specific 

criteria, goal or result. This focus on the often ill-defined (or yet to be defined) end result ignores the steps that 

lead up to it. By adopting an attitude of experimentation, trial and error and openness, allows for free-form 

creativity to happen without any preconceived notions or constraints. 

RULE 5: Be self disciplined. This means finding someone wise or smart and choosing to follow them. To be 

disciplined is to follow in as good way. To be self-disciplined is to follow in a better way. 

The development of my career and design expertise has been, for the most part, due to studying and working 

with those much more skilled and knowledgeable than me. Expertise and learning has often come from both my 

teachers, co-workers and fellow students. In addition, I have also come to understand that creative success also 

comes from focused, diligent study that can only come about by through, in-depth exploration and inquiry into 

something that the solution may not be very apparent or clear. However, the ability to follow this sometimes ill-

defined path or process ultimately leads to a successful conclusion. 

RULE 6: Follow the leader, nothing is a mistake. There is no win or fail, there is only make. 

We often think of mistakes as bad. We fear and avoid mistakes as if they lead away from learning; however 

nothing can be further from the truth. Mistakes are equally as important as successes. Often times, we learn more 

from these occurrences that turned out not as we expected. In any event, we can’t proceed worrying whether 

it’ll succeed or fail. We just need to proceed. While in graduate school I was struggling to develop a thesis as 

brilliant as my predecessors and colleagues. One of my advisors suggested to just start making things and not to 

worry about trying to prove or disprove some theory. He said that soon in time, I’d have a series of studies that 

some connection or theme would arise from. And somewhere within that the questions I was trying to address 

become apparent and a body of “thesis” worthy work appeared. None of it reflected a specific question or 

hypothesis that I was seeking to answer at the start, but at the end the work answered a few of them as well as 

raising a few more new questions. 

RULE 7: The only rule work, if you work it will lead to something. It is the people who do all of the work all 

the time who eventually catch onto things. You can fool the fans–but not the players. 

Earlier on in my career, I used to say, “work hard, show up and be smart.” I used this to help structure and 

convince myself that if I did these (seemingly) simple things I’d be successful no matter what. This is true 

professionally and in classroom. Design is not inherently complex. It is not brain surgery. It can be mastered by 

anyone who applies themselves. However, in order for that to happen they must be truly present (in all forms) 

and constantly think, question and apply themselves. 
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RULE 8: Do not try to create and analyze at the same time. They are different processes. 

I find that this “rule” is constantly challenged by the impact of software and the importance of digital media. It 

encourages pixel pushing, rather than design. It leads to narrow areas of study, rather than clear, blue sky 

thinking and innovation. It doesn’t allow for thoughtful discussion, collaboration and reflection to occur. The 

clarity and understanding that can be achieved by sketching, thinking and discussing the problems is extremely 

important to the ultimate success of the visual solution. That is why the classroom experience and critique 

process is so important to the design process. It’s something that cannot be achieved via the computer or the 

software…yet. 

RULE 9: Be happy whenever you can manage it. It is lighter than you think. 

As they say, attitude is everything. And a good attitude can lead and open you up to the world. The creative 

process is ambiguous, ill-defined, emotional (and sometime physically) strenuous. It doesn’t mean that we can’t 

have fun and enjoy ourselves along the way. The stress and strain of the creative process can sometimes paralyze 

the very process. It is important in these instances to trust oneself and allow for inspiration and insight to occur.   

 

RULE 10: We are breaking all the rules, even our own rules and how do we do that? By leaving plenty of room 

for “x” qualities. 

I’m always amused when students ask about the “rules” for doing this or that. I guess we are so indoctrinated into 

understanding and following the rules that sometimes we feel a bit lost when there aren’t any real firm ones to 

keep us on track. One way that I’ve always tried to encourage students (as well as remind myself) is that first 

understand (i.e. follow) then expand (i.e. break). Sometimes it is in that process of trying to understand the 

guidelines and framework that one can identify opportunities and improvements or even areas where their own 

personal expression can exist. 

HELPFUL HINTS: Always be around. Come and go to everything. Always go to classes. Read everything and save 

everything. 

Very simple, yet for some reason sometimes hard to achieve. A successful student and teacher needs to be fully 

engaged, involved and open, knowledgeable and, ultimately, focused on making the classroom a place where 

creative collaboration and inquiry occurs. 


