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Scribing as Seen from the Inside:
The Ethos of the Studio
Jayne Wallace, Jon Rogers, Joanna
Foster, Sean Kingsley, Nantia Koulidou,
Erika Shorter, Mike Shorter, Natasha
Trotman

Introduction
The Research Through Design (RTD) conference was first held
in 2013 as a way to engage practice-based researchers of and in
design to share their process, reflect on their work, and critique the
work of their co-delegates. In a break from a traditional conference
format, RTD placed objects at the core of discussion, with delegates
seated around large tables on which the practitioners’ work sat at
the center as artifacts of research. A notable success of RTD 2013
was the richness of the intellectual critique that the “Rooms of
Interest” and roundtable approach fostered. However, this success
was a cultural memory that faded with time. The conversations,
reflections, and atmosphere of this richness were left unrecorded.
This loss was something we wanted to address through the documentation of RTD 2015.
This reflective piece focuses on the practices of Scribes, a
feature that was newly introduced to RTD 2015 and was envisioned as a way to capture aspects of the highly discursive nature
of this conference format. “Scribing” refers to drawing, writing
notations, or mark-making on paper to capture some essence of the
discussions, dynamics, and atmosphere of the various sessions of
the conference as they happen. Scribing was selected because of its
potential to capture more than notes of what was being said and
because of its place in broader design studio practices as a means
to capture ideas, conversations, and textures of group engagement.
For RTD 2015, six scribes worked in pairs in the “Rooms of Interest” and collectively during “Provocations.” None of the invited
scribes were “professional scribes”; instead, each had an active
interest in research through design and came from diverse backgrounds as practitioners. The scribes were briefed by the event’s
Documentation Chairs to capture conversations in any way that fit
with their practice and with which they were comfortable. For
example, Erika Shorter, a creative writer, used writing as her
“scribe lens.” The other scribes were Jo Foster (Fine Art and Music),
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Figure 1
Examples of Scribe Sheets by Sean Kingsley
and Natasha Trotman. Unedited.
Photo © Jayne Wallace.

Konstantia (Nantia) Koulidou (Jewellery and Architecture), Mike
Shorter (Craft Technology), Natasha Trotman (Interaction Design),
and Sean Kingsley (Ceramics and Product Design). The Documentation Chairs and scribes make up this paper’s authors.
For RTD 2015, scribes used as their “canvas” A3 landscape
sheets of paper showing the presenters’ accompanying papers,
which were printed in black and white in the top right-hand
corner (see Figures 1–3). We intended for this paper template to
anchor scribe documentation to particular sessions and to be useful for the scribes should they want to draw on anything particular
from the authors’ work.
The scribes critically reflected on the nature of “scribing”
using a number of channels: Live at the event, they presented their
scribing to an audience of attendees; they received feedback from a
post-event email survey; and they had collective discussions following the event with the Chairs that were audio-recorded for
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Figure 2
Scribe sheets by Nantia Koulidou and Mike
Shorter, unedited. Photo © Jayne Wallace.

later transcription. These reflections then led to the generation of
six “points of reference” that start to define the proposition of
understanding a research dissemination event that stems from studio cultures of practice:

 /HQVHVRISUDFWLFHVHHLQJWKURXJKWKHSHUVRQDOYLHZ
points of individual scribes.

 &ROOHFWLYHYDOXHWKHVFULEHV·VHQVHRIKRZWKH\ZHUH
adding value to their own practice and the wider event.

 6FULELQJZLWKHPSDWK\KRZWKHVFULEHVIHOWLQWXQH
with the people (attendees and presenters) they were
scribing about.

 +DYLQJDUROHDQGDWRQHRIYRLFHWKHVWURQJVHQVHRI
awareness of being present and having a tone of voice.
The scribes felt that they had a role to play and a job to
do, which pressured them to be concerned about how
they were being perceived.
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Figure 3
Scribe sheets by Jo Foster, unedited.
Photo © Jayne Wallace.





 'HHSO\FRQQHFWHGWRWKHPRPHQWPHQWDOO\DQGSK\VL
cally: The scribes were acutely aware of the “liveness”
of what they were doing. They were very much in the
room at a particular moment in time, and being present
this way was very physically demanding.
 %HLQJDWHDPDGHILQLQJUHIOHFWLRQRIWKHFROOHFWLYHDFWLRQ
of the scribes. Their sense of togetherness created a positive feedback loop that empowered them to be greater
than the sum of their parts.

We elaborate on these six points using clusters of quotations from
our recorded discussions (see Figures 4–9). This mode of presentation is intended to capture the polyphonic, live nature of the scribing endeavor. Rather than placing a meta-narrative over the top of
each theme, we purposely present the discussion through the
words of the scribes themselves.
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Figure 4
Lenses of Practice. Quotes from scribe
conversations Post-Conference.

Discussion and Implications for Both RTD and
RTD Documentation
What the scribes have described is a collective experience of activity that enabled them to become both part of the capturing of an
event and to be greater than the sum of their own individual practices. This sum of individual practices is in many ways the founding principal of a studio culture and a way of being that fosters a
positive critique of work in a shared and safe environment.
To reflect holistically on the scribe endeavor is to see that
the act of scribing introduces social messiness, collective marks,
personal viewpoints, and points of conflict. Yet, in doing so, it also
creates a strong social bond between those working together to
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Figure 5 (left)
Lenses of Practice. Quotes from scribe
conversations Post-Conference.
Figure 6 (this page)
Lenses of Practice. Quotes from scribe
conversations Post-Conference.

capture some of the dynamics of a live conference. The scribing
was meant to be not a disruptive element to the notion of the conference, but an alternate approach to empathetically placing the
practices of design studio culture into a design research event to
amplify the sense of a “design school crit.”
Design gathers an amorphous and diverse community,
and the act of scribing was not embraced by the whole audience.
For some, scribing was a positive and enriching experience. For
others, it was a distraction. These varying perspectives are represented in the scribes’ reflections on the tensions both during the
scribing and in the survey feedback. One learning to take from
this experience is that perhaps we—the attendees and audience—
need a “tuning” or an open-mindedness to endeavors such as
scribing and to what a design conference can be, beyond expectations of a more scientific model of dissemination. Equally, the
experience also indicates that experimental endeavors (such as
scribing)—where delegates’ work and selves are being captured in
some sense—need to be sensitively introduced through conversation with delegates to manage expectations and assumptions. Further, some delegates genuinely wanted to be included in the
scribing and to actively provide input into the creation of documentation or annotation.
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Figure 7
Having a Role and a Tone of Voice. Quotes
from scribe conversations Post-Conference.
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%H\RQGELQDU\QRWLRQVRI´VXFFHVVµDQG´IDLOXUHµWKHGHOHgate responses and certainly the scribe reflections indicate the
existence of rich undercurrents of critique, nuanced engagement,
discussion, reflection, and fresh understandings at design conferences—undercurrents that contexts such as round-table discussions enable. Arguably, these dynamics are seldom captured or
commented on in the course of conventional conference formats.
RTD as a conference is a test-bed for experimentation around
forms of dissemination and documentation in the broadest sense
of these terms and a format that was conceived as something emergent and responding to new opportunities. We will continue to
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Figure 8
Deeply Connected to the Moment, Mentally
and Physically. Quotes from scribe conversations Post-Conference.
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Figure 9
Being a Team. Quotes from scribe conversations Post-Conference.
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explore the ways in which design studio culture can be analogously woven into the “conference” as a format. What we take particularly from the RTD 2015 scribing endeavor is that the
involvement of non-professional scribes from different fields of
design and creative practice bring a series of personal voices, filters, and ways of seeing, listening, and capturing that can add to
the layers of discourse and documentation created by attendees.
The scribes created polyphonic views using mixed methods that
actively opened interpretation (e.g., drawing, song, juxtaposition of
words as visual impression), making the interpretation explicit
and public, and continued dialogue beyond the conference format.
The scribes were picking up on the moments in-between, the physicality of the social spaces, and the dynamism and excitement in
each room. We see activities like this as having significant value
for design forums as a means to add layers of interpretation onto
what happens live and in real time in conference rooms.
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