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ABSTRACT 

This research addresses the core objectives surrounding the action of writing by hand. It 

responds to the overuse of digital technologies which have led to a lack of everyday 

handwriting. The introduction of sketchnotes introduces an opportunity to explore and 

build handwriting skills as an everyday practice. Sketchnotes create the hand-to-brain 

connection. This exegesis outlines how the problem of deteriorating fine motor skills is 

addressed through a series of creative projects in which methodical and strategic 

exercises including repetition, play, and experimentation centre on the actions of writing 

by hand.  

The practice-based research consists of a multi-faceted creative exploration, 

experimenting with long-established traditional calligraphic study, and with newer 

technologies such as Virtual Reality (VR). I argue that building writing by hand skills 

strengthens creative expression, resulting in increased confidence.  

A sensemaking framework is implemented to help understand and organise the studio 

research outcomes. Sketchnotes become the principal method that promotes the writing 

by hand action while creating a rich and positive voice for creative self-expression. The 

sketchnotes process is a valuable method to make sense of complex information in 

visual form. The research outcomes capture the creative exploration of hand lettering, 

sketchnotes, and sensemaking to build a confident and creative identity. 
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GLOSSARY 

Diagrammatic Representation: the use of diagrams, symbols and visual representation 

of information to understand complex concepts.  

Sketchnotes: images and text are used together to visually document information. 

Sketchnotes are multi-directional, making us of the whole page, including the margins. 

The idea is to capture primary ideas through visual mapping, comprehension and 

synthesis of complex information. Sketchnotes can be used as a visual storytelling tool. 

Sensemaking: a term used by Karl Weick1. Sensemaking theory introduced in the 

1970s has been extensively used in organisational studies. Sensemaking involves 

making sense of a situation or circumstance for the purpose of understanding and 

generating actionable tasks. This sensemaking is an ongoing process.2 This concept has 

been incorporated into the research to provide a framework for the reflection process.  

Sense-Making: a term used by Brenda Dervin, refers to bridging the gap between 

situation (as outlined in the Glossary term ‘Sense-Making’) and outcome3. This concept 

has been incorporated into the research to understand a problematic situation. Dervin’s 

Sense-Making term is capitalised, and hyphenated, unlike Weick’s unhyphenated 

sensemaking term. 

Sketchnotes: images and text are used together to visually document information. 

Sketchnotes are multi-directional, making us of the whole page, including the margins. 

The idea is to capture primary ideas through visual mapping, comprehension and 

 
 
1 Weick. E. Karl, Sensemaking in Organizations (Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications, 1995). 
2 Karl E Weick, Kathleen M Sutcliffe, and David Obstfeld, ‘Organizing and the Process of Sensemaking’, 
Organization Science 16, no. 4 (2005): 409–21, https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.1050.0133. 
3 Brenda Dervin, ‘Sense‐making Theory and Practice: An Overview of User Interests in Knowledge 
Seeking and Use’, Journal of Knowledge Management 2, no. 2 (1998): 36–46. 
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synthesis of complex information. Sketchnotes can be used as a visual storytelling tool. 

Typography: the arrangement of preformed letters. A type designer designs the 

typeface by first drawing letterforms. These are then digitalised and arranged into 

typefaces. Typeface is the collective name for a group of fonts. Fonts refer to the style 

of the typeface. Attention to detail is needed in order to complete and publish a well 

working typeface. The graphic designer will then rearrange the typography. 

Writing by hand: using a writing tool to create the writing action. Writing by hand has 

been worded to accommodate all writing action, including drawing. In some actions, 

pointed pen calligraphy letters are often drawn. This is also the case with hand lettering. 

The focus remains on the letterform. However, instead of writing where the tool is 

making the stroke, the letterform is revisited in some way. The focus with writing by 

hand is building manual dexterity and muscle memory through regular exercise. Both 

manuscript and cursive handwriting are valued in this research. Cursive has the 

potential to create flow when writing by hand with many different tools and processes.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Background 

In 2012, I found myself at a new phase in my life. My children were no longer 

dependent on me, and the decision to return to work was before me. What should have 

been an exciting time was filled with uncertainty and apprehension. How could I make 

these important decisions when I had lost my sense of identity? I saw myself as a wife, a 

mother, and an A-grade netballer. But what of my old self? The creative career woman 

that I had put on hold to move to the country and raise our children? Isolation from who 

I once was made it difficult to get back to that life. Lacking the creative confidence and 

motivation that I needed to reclaim my previous identity, I decided to return to study to 

immerse myself in a creative community. 

As my confidence grew in this new environment, I went from experiencing a creative 

block, to an overwhelming explosion of ideas. Being a mature-age student, I felt like I 

had to make up for lost time, and this created a chaotic and time-restricted mindset. I 

tried to squeeze in as much creative activity as possible. I sampled many techniques and 

improved my creative skillset immensely.  

As I returned to study, I observed a deterioration in my once beautiful, flowing 

handwriting. Where other students were using laptops, I was determined to continue 

with handwritten notes as a process I felt most comfortable with. When choosing a topic 

for my Honours research, it became clear that I would investigate the issue of 

handwriting, along with the hand-to-mind connection. 

To improve my handwriting, I focused on calligraphy exercises. My youngest son, 

Parker, could not read calligraphic writing. His friends declared they could not read 

cursive either. This prompted me to investigate further, leading to a theoretical 
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framework exploring the areas of legibility and literacy. The case study set out to 

monitor and address handwriting with a creative mindset using pointed pen calligraphy 

exercises. The attendant studio methods focused on a pilot study in which the primary 

subjects were my son and me. The small case study comprised of an eight-week 

handwriting project to explore creative challenges. These challenges included 

calligraphy lessons to study and practise letterforms carefully. The study also included 

ways to make this an inviting process, as it was extremely repetitive. A significant 

challenge was devising creative strategies that would ensure practise was maintained. 

The study also examined improvements in handwriting legibility and creativity.  

An interview with my son revealed his desire to write faster at school for notetaking, 

when not using a laptop. He was embarrassed by his handwriting and wanted to 

improve it. In general, he thought people define who you are as a person to some extent 

by the neatness of your handwriting (Parker Reed, pers. comm.).  

Upon completion of the pilot study, I discovered there was much more to handwriting 

than creating perfectly structured letterforms. The pilot study provided the opportunity 

to experiment with different tools and methods, and, as a result, there was an increase in 

Parker’s ability to write clearly and creatively. At the midpoint of the pilot study, the 

monotonous, repetitive practice proved tedious, making it difficult to maintain the 

motivation needed to continue the study. I introduced a less restrictive and more 

creative thinking approach. This resulted in a more meaningful and personal project. 

The words Parker were so carefully writing became a vehicle to express what he was 

feeling inside. The results from this pilot study became the foundation for the next 

phase of research—investigating and documenting methods of creative self-expression 

through writing by hand.  

After my Honours research project, I experienced a fundamental need to make sense of 
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my own creative identity. I wanted to allow myself to explore my creative expression, 

just as Parker had through the Honours study. I wanted to reinvent my career 

purposefully after an extended hiatus from working life.  

One setback; however, was a lack of muscle memory and limited handwriting skills 

which, in turn, limited my creative expression as a lettering artist. As a result, these two 

factors became the central focus of my doctoral research; that is, developing confidence 

in my creativity, and skill-building. Many techniques were trialled, and it became 

apparent at this early stage of the process that I was facing an entirely different issue. 

After experiencing a creative block and loss of creative self, I was now facing a flood of 

creativity. This experience was similar to when I had first returned to study. I 

experienced an iterative cycle of self-discovery as my knowledge and expertise in this 

space progressed from undergraduate through to postgraduate. As a way of creating a 

structure for this surfeit of ideas, I put in place-specific parameters: 1. Every creative 

idea had to relate to building my fine motor skills and would eventually restore the flow 

of my handwriting; and, 2. The studio work must also be playful, experimental and 

challenging to counter monotonous repetition. 

Throughout the research process, I discovered self-awareness and creative confidence 

by using sketchnotes as a method that encapsulated all of the other techniques I had 

experimented with. The inclusion of sense-making, in conjunction with sketchnoting, 

helped the reflection process. My creative block cleared, and I found purpose in my 

creativity. Most significantly, in this process, I found myself (figure 1).  
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 Figure 1 Libbi Reed, 2020. Sketchnote of the research timeline, Broad Overview. 

 

1.2 The aim of the study 

The principal focus of this research is self-expression. The project aims to develop an 

effective response to the dual challenges of creative block and through the action of 

writing by hand. Areas such as creative block were confronted through action—actively 

doing the projects with a play mentality. The research design provides opportunities for 

self-awareness, along with building creative confidence. By actively engaging in 

creative practice, the research uncovers methods to improve the fine motor skills when 

writing by hand.  

The research also intends to address how play and experimentation can bridge the gap 

between foundational and complex lettering skills. Further, it investigates how engaging 

in creative methods encourages not only the practice of but also uncovers a connection 

to creative self-expression. To explore and capture this connection, sketchnoting, 

through a sense-making perspective, which relates to situation-based problems, was 

used.  
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The reflection process of the studio practice combines Karl Weick’s 4 seven 

sensemaking framework properties, along with Brenda Dervin’s 5 Sense-Making 

method. The aim of implementing the sensemaking framework was to make sense of the 

complicated creative journey throughout my research. Weick's seven sensemaking 

properties include: identity; retrospection; enactment; social activity; extracted cues; 

ongoing; and, plausibility. These seven properties were used to interrogate individual 

creative projects and also sought to make sense of my creative journey as a whole. 

Dervin’s method looks at individuals making sense of a situation, before being able to 

physically, or cognitively bridge the gap. I incorporated the two perspectives at the 

reflection stage of this research as a way to question and uncover the underlying issues 

and reasons for my creative journey.  

Weick’s sensemaking process involved grouping the creative projects into paragraphs 

and using the headers of his framework along with the lens that falls under each of the 

sensemaking categories. This organised approach to the reflection process provides an 

opportunity to delve deeper into the enquiry of each category. I have rearranged 

Weick’s sensemaking headers to coincide with the natural progression of my project 

timeline. 

The project aims to raise the following core objectives:  

1. To examine the lack of fine motor skills resulting from the overuse of 

digital tools.  

2. To evaluate the effectiveness of traditional repetitive practice to improve 

handwriting within digital culture.  

3. To evaluate how play and experimentation as a methodology can combat 

 
 
4 Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld, ‘Organizing and the Process of Sensemaking’. 
5 (1998) 
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monotonous practice. 

4. To propose that engaging methods not only improve the action of writing 

by hand but also promotes creative self-expression and creative self-

confidence. 

5. To create outcomes that capture the techniques that were introduced 

throughout the study and connect to a confident, creative identity using 

sensemaking and sketchnotes. 

 

The aims and objectives that developed from this research design led to the research 

question: In what ways can lettering be used for creative self-discovery? 

 

The exegesis is comprised of five chapters (figure 2). Chapter one introduces a 

reflective background providing context for the research topic, the aim of the study, 

significance and scope of the research. Chapter two investigates three theoretical 

frameworks and evaluates relevant literature surrounding letterforms, sensemaking, and 

sketchnotes. Chapter three addresses the methodologies that were employed throughout 

the research, outlining practice-based, Play Theory and Flow Theory. These approaches 

to the research operate under an overarching auto-ethnographic perspective. Chapter 

four explores the studio research with a sensemaking framework to organise and 

structure the creative outcomes. Chapter five discusses the impact of the creative 

journey and concludes the exegesis.  
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Figure 2 Libbi Reed, 2020. Sketchnote map of the exegesis structure. 

 

1.3 Context 

Auto-Ethnography is a qualitative research methodology that uses self-reflection to 

explore personal experiences. The purpose of auto-ethnography in the context of this 

research is to reflect and understand the choices that were made throughout the research 

journey. Throughout the auto-ethnographic studio practice, much of the experimentation 

with tools and processes were explored through play theory. Exploring multiple 

techniques allowed me to express my creative voice.  

The initial focus was to build my skills. On the surface, this was successful, until the 

process uncovered something more profound—an authentic connection to an internal 

monologue, otherwise known as self-talk.6 As part of the ongoing reflective process of 

this study, I have used a journal. The journal consists of a technique developed by Julia 

Cameron in her book The Artist’s Way (1992) that involves continuous stream-of-

consciousness writing. The technique is called ‘Morning Pages’ and is identified as a 

 
 
6 Izzy Gesell, ‘Living in Liminal Times’, The Journal for Quality and Participation 40, no. 4 (2018): 39–
40, https://search-proquest-com.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/docview/1993303884?pq-origsite=summon. 
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reflective writing method. A sense-making methodology was then used to analyse the 

events recorded through the writing into a more comprehendible sketchnote format. 

This method was intended to achieve a greater understanding of the complex nature of 

my creative journey. To further make sense of this creative journey, I have developed a 

series of sketchnotes that individually reflect on each of the creative projects, while 

attaching a sense-making perspective to the process.  

The use of sense-making has included the creation of diagrammatic maps and 

sketchnotes to map and connect the main concerns and changes in research direction. 

When incorporating a sense-making perspective in the reflection stage of the research, 

the focus of my primary aims started to change. Where the study once focused on 

literacy and legibility, it shifted into the area of lettering for self-expression. This 

pursuit of self-expression was thwarted when I introduced a restrictive calligraphic 

focus. The pressure to achieve perfection creatively blocked me once again. 

Following the sense-making framework has enabled me to take a detailed view of each 

of the projects listed below. The following analysis categorises projects into the seven 

sense-making frameworks and includes a focus on literacy and legibility, skill-building, 

and self-expression. The outcomes of these individual projects will be explained in 

more detail in Chapter Four. 

Sense-making Framework 1: Social Context relevance and validation from others: 

a. Shared creative challenge  

b. Improve cursive handwriting  

Sense-making Framework 2: Cues, alerts, patterns, indicators 

a. The non-dominant hand 

b. Calligraphy and the importance of repetition 

Sense-making Framework 3: Ongoing Projects that shape current problem 
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a. Play theory to beat monotonous practice 

b. Experimentation of tools and processes 

c. Brush lettering 

d. iPad lettering 

e. Laser-cut lettering 

f. Craft based lettering 

g. Lettering animation 

Sense-making Framework 4: Enactment take action to answer the problem 

a. Making my own tools 

b. Calligraphy Projects 

c. Painting murals 

e. VR and AR technology 

f. Creating typography inspiration 

Sense-making Framework 5: Retrospection reflect on past events relevant to current 

problem 

a. Perfection kills creativity 

b. Searching for authenticity 

Sense-making Framework 6: Identity and identification are central 

a. Lettering authenticity 

b. Express rather than impress 

c. Self-growth exercises 

Sense-making Framework 7: Plausible should I proceed with project 

a. Sketchnoting with calligraphy nibs 

b. Sketchnoting with an iPad 

c. Sketchnotes in curriculum 

d. Reflection of an overview of all the projects. 
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1.4 Significance, Scope, and Definitions 

This research is significant because it enabled a creative journey of self-discovery. It 

resulted in my new identity as a visual artist who uses sketchnotes as a sense-making 

tool. I have developed a method to facilitate the process of learning new skills through 

my creative practice while providing the tools to make sense of a complex creative 

mind. This research contributes to the discipline of visual communication design. Visual 

sense-making provides the skills to visually communicate thoughts and ideas, inviting 

clarity to creative problem-solving. Multiple perspectives can be experienced in 

meaningful ways, through sketchnoting, providing artists with a method for developing 

fine motor skills, processing and retaining information, and encourage creative self-

expression. 

The concept of sensemaking has been widely discussed in the literature that spans a 

range of disciplines.7 Several methods are reported to address this issue of a Sense-

Making methodology;8 studies that examine sketchnoting are evaluated in Chapter Two 

which discusses its advantages 9 including more complex sketchnotes, such as the 

scientific sketchnote.10 A recent study: ‘Comparing the Influence of Doodling, Drawing, 

 
 
7 Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld, ‘Organizing and the Process of Sensemaking’; Gary Klein, Brian Moon, 
and Robert Hoffman, ‘Making Sense of Sensemaking 2: A Macrocognitive Model’, IEEE Intelligent 
Systems 21, no. 5 (September 2006): 88–92, https://doi.org/10.1109/MIS.2006.100; Blake E Ashforth and 
Beth S Schinoff, ‘Identity Under Construction: How Individuals Come to Define Themselves in 
Organizations’, Annual Review of Organizational Psychology and Organizational Behavior 3, no. 1 
(2016): 111–37, https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-orgpsych-041015-062322. 
8 Dervin, ‘Sense‐making Theory and Practice: An Overview of User Interests in Knowledge Seeking and 
Use’; Jon Kolko, ‘Abductive Thinking and Sensemaking: The Drivers of Design Synthesis’, Source: 
Design Issues 26, no. 1 (2010): 15–28; Senthil Kumar Muthusamy, ‘Power of Positive Words: 
Communication, Cognition, and Organizational Transformation’, Journal of Organizational Change 
Management 32, no. 1 (11 February 2019): 103–22, https://doi.org/10.1108/JOCM-05-2018-0140; 
Charles Naumer, Karen Fisher, and Brenda Dervin, ‘Sense-Making: A Methodological Perspective’, In 
Sensemaking Workshop, CHI 8 (2008). 
9 (Fernández-Fontecha, O’Halloran, Tan, & Wignell, 2019; Meade, Wammes, & Fernandes, 2018; 
Wammes, Meade, & Fernandes, 2018) 
10 Fernández-Fontecha et al., ‘A Multimodal Approach to Visual Thinking: The Scientific Sketchnote’. 
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and Writing at Encoding on Memory'11, states there is a significant improvement in 

memory recall when a targeted drawing is performed rather than free-form doodling or 

writing when notetaking. Targeted and engaged drawing of the topic uses visual, motor, 

and semantic components to improve memory performance. According to the study, 

‘creating a drawing of the words at encoding, rather than doodling, once again enhanced 

recall significantly’.12 This study argues that doodling needs to target and be mindful, 

not mindless.  

A previous study, ‘Drawing as an Encoding Tool: Memorial Benefits in Younger and 

Older Adults’also suggests the process of drawing to remember, as the drawing action 

“engages rich perceptual and semantic processing of the item.”13 Through my practice 

of sketchnoting, this method of visual notetaking is not just about taking notes and 

improving retention; it is also a way to build creative self-expression.  

When placed in a learning and teaching context, pedagogical theory recognises many 

different learning styles. The VARK model, developed by Neil Fleming and Colleen 

Mills (1992) is one of the most widely used pedagogical approaches, and identifies four 

different learning styles; visual, aural, read/write, and kinesthetic. These four learning 

styles consist of: aural is the mode of speech, learning through listening; read/writer 

refers to reading and writing to learn; visual learners are sensitive to spatial 

arrangements and process information through mapping, patterns and images; and 

 
 
11 Melissa E. Meade, Jeffrey D. Wammes, and Myra A. Fernandes, ‘Comparing the Influence of 
Doodling, Drawing, and Writing at Encoding on Memory’, Canadian Journal of Experimental 
Psychology 73, no. 1 (1 March 2019): 28–36, https://doi.org/10.1037/cep0000170. 
12 Meade, Wammes, and Fernandes. 
13 Meade, Wammes, and Fernandes, ‘Drawing as an Encoding Tool: Memorial Benefits in Younger and 
Older Adults’, 389. 
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lastly, kinesthetic learning uses senses including touch, hearing, smell, taste and sight14. 

Although recognising the VARK model is useful in a learning and teaching context, my 

aim is not to engage with pedagogical theory, nor to comment on learning and teaching 

styles. This research aims to acknowledge and apply a visual/kinesthetic learning 

approach to my creative practice. While my research is not specifically about achieving 

learning and teaching outcomes, it has impacted my learning and the learning of those I 

teach. It has also resulted in an engagement with, and understanding of pedagogical 

approaches to learning and teaching contexts. In the case of my research, this relates to 

the studio in both personal and teaching contexts.  

On the VARK learn website,15 there are four learning areas that are measured by a 

multiple-choice questionnaire which determines the preferred VARK learning style of a 

student. The aim of identifying the four different learning styles is to create a more 

effective and specific teacher-learning strategy. The VARK questionnaire created by 

Fleming focuses on developing tailored learning for each student. Students process 

information in varying ways. Diversifying teaching strategies to account for the VARK 

model means a more inclusive learning environment. Multi-model learning uses more 

than one of the learning styles. Students can benefit from multiple methods when 

processing information. Using these styles together can reinforce learning.16 

However, there is controversy surrounding these learning styles, including a recent 

 
 
14 N. D. Fleming, ‘I’m Different; Not Dumb. Modes of Presentation (VARK) in the Tertiary Classroom’, 
in Research and Development in Higher Education, Proceedings of the Annual Conference of the Higher 
Education and Research Development Society of Australasia, ed. Zelmer,A., vol. 18, 1995, 308–13. 
15 ‘The VARK Questionnaire for Younger People | VARK’, accessed 17 February 2020, https://vark-
learn.com/the-vark-questionnaire/the-vark-questionnaire-for-younger-people/. 
16 I J Prithishkumar and S A Michael, ‘Understanding Your Student: Using the VARK Model.’, Journal 
of Postgraduate Medicine 60, no. 2 (1 April 2014): 183–86, https://doi.org/10.4103/0022-3859.132337. 
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study challenging previously used learning methods, such as the VARK system.17 The 

study, produced by Tien-Chi Huang, examined learning methods to enhance student 

creativity and challenge the previous method thus: “providing students with question 

formats that match their learning style will not improve the effectiveness of creativity 

enhancement.”18 The study goes on to encourage diverse learning and teaching styles to 

promote creativity. It is clear from this new research that when students are taken out of 

their comfort zone, they are stimulated to be more creative. However, there has been an 

ongoing discussion surrounding these learning styles that do not support the method of 

individualised learning, suggesting the VARK learning system is, ‘the learning style 

myth’.19 It is clear that the VARK system, while successful for many learners, isn’t 

without criticism in pedagogical theory. 

When looking to my practice, the learning preferences I use to engage with information 

varies. The majority of my learning styles includes visual methods; however, kinesthetic 

learning is evident when actively participating and learning by doing. This is evident 

when processing information using calligraphic lettering, sketchnoting and 

diagrammatic mapping elements. 

As a visual/kinesthetic learner, I find it difficult to comprehend complex information 

without sketchnoting it first. I visualise information to process it. I have naturally 

progressed to this stage of the research by mapping and sketchnoting my ideas, 

concepts, thoughts, and decisions as a problem-solving technique. This process has been 

incredibly helpful when faced with information that, at first, I do not understand. By 

 
 
17 Tien-Chi Huang, ‘Do Different Learning Styles Make a Difference When It Comes to Creativity? An 
Empirical Study’, Computers in Human Behavior 100 (2019): 252–57, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2018.10.003. 
18 Huang, 256. 
19 Philip M. Newton and Mahallad Miah, ‘Evidence-Based Higher Education—Is the Learning Styles 
“myth” Important?’, Frontiers in Psychology 8, no. MAR (27 March 2017), 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.00444. 
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mapping, sketching, and lettering, I can bridge the comprehension gap, and create a 

simple yet engaging diagram of the problem.  

The combination of sense-making and sketchnotes can now be taught to others who 

prefer a more visual/kinaesthetic learning style. Who will benefit from this study?  

Anyone that: 

• is faced with a big decision and needs to problem-solve 

• finds visual learning a more engaging way to learn 

• needs to find a way to bridge the learning gap  

• wants to improve their lettering skills  

• wants to enhance their sketchnoting skills 

• wants to make sense of complex information 

• wants to learn visual journaling  

• wants to build a creative skillset  

• wants to explore methods to connect ideas 

• wants to find ways to express thoughts. 

  

The disciplinary scope derives from visual communication and typography; however, 

can be expanded to include anyone wishing to communicate visually. The focus of the 

research is on building creative confidence through lettering and drawing techniques. 

Importance is placed on writing by hand to encourage the brain-to-hand connection. 

Additionally, the study focuses on making sense of complex information through 

creative and reflective sketchnotes that provide the tools to capture information, 

understand and express what has been learned.  
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DEFINING TERMS 

The key terms used throughout this exegesis, and the context where they have been used 

are defined below. These definitions are written from my perspective as a learner and 

are used in the context of hand lettering, calligraphy, sketchnoting and sense-making.  

sensemaking, Sense-Making and sense-making 

Sensemaking is a complex concept with many differing interpretations. The simplest 

definition of sensemaking is making sense of a situation. Making sense can be achieved 

by using a framework that enables the articulation of the unknown. When understanding 

and explaining the ongoing changing and complex environment around us, the focus 

shifts to the core problem. The clarity of the problem leads to the ability to create action. 

When we are faced with change, and when action is required by approaching the 

situation with sensemaking, an improved understanding and action is taken.20 Weick, 

Sutcliffe and Obstfeld sum up sensemaking:  

To focus on sensemaking is to portray organising as the experience of 

being thrown into an ongoing, unknowable, unpredictable streaming of 

experience in search of answers to the question, “what’s the story?  

Sensemaking is about creating order, using emotional intelligence, self-awareness and 

being flexible.21 Mapmaking can be an effective way to make sense of a problem. There 

is no right map; it should be custom-made to suit the content, rather than considering the 

idea that one map fits all. However, the map is only the beginning as it is the outcome of 

the map needs acting upon, and the results of that action reflected upon.22 Reflection 

 
 
20 Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld, ‘Organizing and the Process of Sensemaking’, 410. 
21 Klein, Moon, and Hoffman, ‘Making Sense of Sensemaking 2: A Macrocognitive Model’. 
22 Ann Langley and Davide Ravasi, ‘Visual Artifacts as Tools for Analysis and Theorizing’, in Research 
in the Sociology of Organizations, vol. 59 (Emerald Group Publishing Ltd., 2019), 173–99, 
https://doi.org/10.1108/S0733-558X20190000059010. 
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should include looking for signals or cues from the environment. Action may be more 

important than being accurate.23 Action inspires motivation and energises idea creation 

which helps a person to better understand the situation.   

There are many instances where sensemaking is needed, and the definition of 

sensemaking varies from field to field. In this exegesis, I look specifically at two 

definitions, Weick’s and Dervin’s. Perhaps the most influential definition is that of 

Weick (1995), who described sensemaking as the individual making sense of their 

surroundings in an organisation through organisational theory.24  

Dervin writes Sense-Making with two words using capital letters and is concerned with 

the individual’s journey of Sense-Making. Dervin’s Sense-Making framework focuses 

on the individual making sense of their situation as they move through time and space, 

addressing the concept of crossing the gap. This is demonstrated effectively in Dervin’s 

Sense-Making model, as shown in figure 3.25 

 

 
 
23 Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld, ‘Organizing and the Process of Sensemaking’. 
24 Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld. 
25 Patricia Souto, Brenda Dervin, and Reijo Savolainen, ‘Designing for Knowledge Worker Informings: 
An Exemplar Application of Sense-Making Methodology’, Proceedings of the American Society for 
Information Science and Technology 45, no. 1 (1 January 2008): 16–16, 
https://doi.org/10.1002/meet.2008.1450450221. 
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Figure 3 Brenda Dervin, 2008. Sense‐Making metaphor. Proceedings of the American Society for 
Information Science and Technology. 26 

	
 

It made sense to blend Weick’s sensemaking properties and Dervin’s Sense-Making 

methodology and use the term sense-making in my own application of the method. I 

have merged the two perspectives to build a narrative for my research journey. Weick 

provides a framework that prompts questions and organises answers to the reflection 

process. Dervin provides a reflection map that helps to understand the situation. 

Together they formed different methods to explore the reflection process of my creative 

journey. I use the term ‘sense-making’ to emphasise the reflection method in my studio 

research. 

Diagrammatic Representation 

Diagrammatic representation is the ability to express thoughts, concepts, and ideas 

through visual representation such as images, diagrams, maps, containers or 

connectors—the study of diagrammatic reasoning aids in the sensemaking process.27 By 

 
 
26 Pengyi Zhang and Dagobert Soergel, ‘Towards a Comprehensive Model of the Cognitive Process and 
Mechanisms of Individual Sensemaking’, Journal of the Association for Information Science and 
Technology 65, no. 9 (1 September 2014): 1733–56, https://doi.org/10.1002/asi.23125. 
27 Valeria Giardino, ‘Towards a Diagrammatic Classification’, The Knowledge Engineering Review 28, 
no. 3 (2013): 237–48, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0269888913000222. 
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visualising thoughts onto the page, this helps in the understanding of ideas (figure 4). 

The way visual representations are displayed on the page through spatial reasoning and 

hierarchy adds further meaning to support the text.28 I have used diagrammatical 

processes throughout my research. When faced with complex information, I 

automatically reach for a pen to visually articulate the information in front of me. By 

using a diagrammatic process in this way, I am creating the opportunity to first 

comprehend the information, and then to reinforce memory. Jeffrey D. Wammes, 

Melissa E. Meade, and Myra A. Fernandes are experts in the science of memory. They 

state that visual comprehension leads to a better overall understanding of the 

information.29 

 

Figure 4 Libbi Reed, 2020. Diagrammatical sketchnote of a 4 Circle Venn Diagram to make sense of my 
ideas and concepts surrounding the research.  

 
 
28 Jeffrey V Nickerson et al., ‘Cognitive Tools Shape Thought: Diagrams in Design’, Cognitive 
Processing 14, no. 3 (2013): 255–72, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10339-013-0547-3. 
29 Wammes, Meade, and Fernandes, ‘Creating a Recollection-Based Memory through Drawing’. 
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Sketchnotes 

A practical and natural way for me to understand thoughts, concepts and ideas is 

through sketchnoting. Linguists state that the sketchnote process creates a connection to 

the content.30 Sketchnotes can be very technical or very simple, and more often than 

not, include sketches, doodling, images, connectors or containers. 31 The sketchnotes I 

create are both quick and sketchy, where the focus is on working out a solution or 

understanding complex information. This type of sketchnote may include 

diagrammatical content for comprehension purposes. Another type of sketchnote is 

where the focus is on lettering and calligraphy, with the addition of unusual materials 

such as watercolour and ink to express and connect with typographic forms. The 

letterforms are illustrated, thus forming the sketchnote. This type of sketchnote is less 

simplified and more complex, as the process involves expression through engagement. 

The context of my sketchnotes derives from the process of connecting to self-talk 

(figure 5). In some cases, the sketchnotes are for personal processing of information, 

and other times can be useful to communicate information to others. 

 
 
30 Eliza Bobek and Barbara Tversky, ‘Creating Visual Explanations Improves Learning’, Cognitive 
Research: Principles and Implications 1, no. 1 (December 2016), https://doi.org/10.1186/s41235-016-
0031-6. 
31 Fernández-Fontecha et al., ‘A Multimodal Approach to Visual Thinking: The Scientific Sketchnote’. 
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Figure 5 Libbi Reed, 2019. A sketchnote instruction on how to create a personal affirmation that combats 
negative self-talk. 

 

Calligraphy  

Think of writing the letter—the tool makes a single stroke. “The word calligraphy 

means beautiful writing.”32 There are many different styles of writing which fall under 

the umbrella of calligraphy. Styles such as English Round Hand (also known as 

Copperplate) and Spencerian and Madarazs scripts (figure 6) allow for a creative flow 

state to happen. Different uses will require different styles. I use English Round Hand 

for slow decorative letters and Business Hand for writing quickly. When legibility is not 

a concern, the broad edge nib and loose writing styles created with ruling pens are very 

expressive. 

 
 
32 Kunii Takezaki and Bob Godin, An Introduction to Japanese Kanji Calligraphy (Japan: Tuttle 
Publishing, 2013), 7, https://www.google.com.au/books/edition/_/Qg7RAgAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=0. 
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Figure 6 Libbi Reed, 2019. Calligraphy example of pointed pen calligraphy inspired Madarazs script.  

 

 

Hand Lettering  

Think of drawing the letter, rather than writing the letter. Hand lettering helps to express 

and communicate unique human qualities into our work. Hand lettering is more drawn 

than written and allows for a variety of methods to convey emotions and thoughts. The 

hand-lettering that I create is very illustrative, and more often than not, is created from a 

calligraphic foundation. The materials I use, and the style that I create, are illustrative, 

and may randomly include patterns or textures (figure 7). Creating this style of lettering 

is very therapeutic, expressive, and enjoyable. 
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Figure 7 Libbi Reed, 2019. Hand lettering example of expressive lettering created on the iPad.  

 

Typography 

Typography is the arrangement of preformed letters. Often typography is used as an 

umbrella term to encompass all types of calligraphy and hand lettering. However, if its 

origins are studied, it is revealed that typography was initially used to describe setting 

metal type (letterpress), but now refers to digital onscreen type as well. A typeface 

belongs to a family. Within the type families, are sets of fonts. There is a rich historical 

context surrounding typographic history, which is further discussed in chapter two. I use 

this rich history to inform the construction of my letterforms (figure 8). I have started to 

experiment with creating my own typefaces; however, the aim of my current research is 

focused on the act of writing letters, not typing them. 
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Figure 8 Libbi Reed, 2019, an example of typography classifications. 

 

Handwriting 

Handwriting, (for the purposes of this research), refers to any writing by hand. 

Handwriting can be legible when it is essential to read the text, or can express emotion 

and be illegible, such as stream-of-consciousness writing (figure 9).  

Because of the technology we have at our fingertips, such as smartphones and emails 

replacing handwritten letters, there are a growing number of people who identify that 

the neatness and legibility of their handwriting is in decline. The problem lies in that we 

have fewer opportunities to use handwriting and without practice, motor skills 

deteriorate, and handwriting suffers.  

 

Figure 9 Libbi Reed, 2019, handwriting practice focusing on rhythm and flow while stream-of-
consciousness writing, re-used tissue paper and fine brush pen.   
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Chapter 2: Literature review 
 

This chapter is broken up into four sections. This chapter begins with a historical 

background on written communication (section 2.1) and reviews literature exploring the 

chronological history of handwritten communication. In section 2.1, I examine Marshall 

McLuhan’s four cultures—oral culture, manuscript culture, print culture, and digital 

culture. The focus of this section will remain on manuscript culture and print culture. 

Exploring the history and practices of typography has provided me with an in-depth 

knowledge of styles, classifications, tools and technologies which has informed my 

practice.  

Following this, section 2.2 responds to the history of typographic communication 

(figure 10), discussing the framework surrounding handwriting and lettering in the 

context of cursive writing.  

Section 2.3 assesses the role that sense-making plays in discovering creative expression 

in the context of my creative projects. This was a crucial discovery in my research 

which brought an aspect of clarity to the studio outcomes. Before the introduction of the 

sense-making method, the studio exploration exercises were without a clear direction. 

The original intention was to investigate freely without restrictions and take an organic 

approach to allow for truthful experimentation of creating expressive letterforms, rather 

than orchestrating a result. However, this eventually caused chaos. It was only when 

using a sense-making analysis method that I was able to add a narrative and understand 

that this was, in fact, a journey of discovering my own creative identity.  

Following the sense-making process, the question became how to document this 

development. I had the scribblings of written journals that held the accounts at the time, 

but I struggled with how to put this documentation together into something coherent. I 
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found the most effective way to do this was through the simplicity of a sketchnote. As 

the sketchnoting process unfolded, a deeper level of reflective investigation occurred, 

prompting information retention and understanding. This will be explored in section 2.4. 

2.1 Historical Background 

 

Figure 10 Libbi Reed, 2020. Sketchnote of a full circle timeline of written communication history.  

 

Written communication in its earliest form, has been discovered through prehistoric 

cave painting and mark-making dating back over 44,000 years.33 In the limestone caves 

of Sulawesi, Indonesia, the earliest forms of storytelling depict the narration of 

therianthropes (human shapeshifters) hunting animals.34 In 3150, BCE, forms of proto-

writing systems are recorded using impressed-clay tokens using a writing system such 

 
 
33 Maxime Aubert et al., ‘Earliest Hunting Scene in Prehistoric Art’, Nature 576, no. 7787 (19 December 
2019): 442–45, https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-019-1806-y. 
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as cuneiform.34 Cuneiforms (wedge-shaped marks) were invented by the Sumerians in 

3000BCE.35 This technology shaped and captured the spoken language through to the 

beginning of a writing system. 

Anne Trubek, the author of The History and Uncertain Future of Handwriting (2016), 

describes the experience of holding one of these 5000-year-old clay tablets, as a 

comfortable fit in the palm of her hand; half the size of an iPhone. The size meant it was 

able to be moved around to create small triangular wedge shapes with a stylus—a tool 

similar to a pen. Early markings, although they carried unique seals of the writer, were 

not expressing personal information. The purpose of the writing system was mostly 

used for accounting needs, such as counting sheep 36 or a collection of recipes.37 All 

Sumerians wore an identifying seal around their neck that included words and an image. 

These were unique to the person wearing them with no two seals being the same.38 

While the Sumerian writing system evolved from pictogram to cuneiforms, another 

ancient writing system, Egyptian hieroglyphics (3100BCE), preserved their ‘picture-

writing’ system.39 The purpose of cuneiforms was to document and record information 

(figure 11) whereas hieroglyphics were as much an art form (figure 12) as it was a form 

of communication.40 Not all Egyptians were able to read or write the hieroglyphic 

writing system as it was a skill reserved for scribes. The writing system became a 

 
 
34 Rob Carter et al., Typographic Design: Form and Communication 6th (Hoboken, New Jersey: John 
Wiley & Sons, Inc, 2015). 
35 Anne Trubek, The History and Uncertain Future of Handwriting (New York: Bloomsbury Publishing, 
2016); Mark Carter, Rob; Meggs, Philip B.; Day, Ben; Maxa, Sandra; Sanders, Typographic Design: 
Form and Communication, 6th Edition (John Wiley & Sons (US), 2015); Philip B. Meggs and Alston W. 
Purvis, Meggs’ History of Graphic Design, vol. 2 (John Wiley & Sons, 2011), 
https://books.google.com/books?hl=en&lr=&id=qZUxRcMP3XcC&pgis=1. 
36 Trubek, The History and Uncertain Future of Handwriting. 
37 Meggs and Purvis, Meggs’ History of Graphic Design. 
38 Trubek, The History and Uncertain Future of Handwriting. 
39 Meggs and Purvis, Meggs’ History of Graphic Design. 
40 Trubek, The History and Uncertain Future of Handwriting. 



 
 

27 

complex visual language consisting of over seven hundred hieroglyphics that included 

pictographs and word-pictures. The inscriptions were carved and painted onto many 

surfaces of stone, temple walls, tombs and many daily objects.41  

 

 

Figure 11 Artist unknown, Administrative clay tablet from the third millennium BC: cuneiform script 
showing count of goats and rams from Tell Telloh (ancient Ngirsu), Iraq.42 

 
 
41 Meggs and Purvis, Meggs’ History of Graphic Design. 
42 Trubek, The History and Uncertain Future of Handwriting, 177. 
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Figure 12 Artist unknown, Jumilhac Papyrus, first century BC: treaty of mythological geography in 
cursive hieroglyphs.43 

 

An example of how new technologies can change the way we communicate is found 

when Egyptian hieroglyphics evolved into an accompanied hieratic script in 1300BCE, 

and then to demotic script in 400 BCE.44 The use of papyrus allowed for a faster cursive 

writing action to occur, instead of the slow and careful creation of hieroglyphics. The 

change of surface and the inclusion of a reed nib that was cut on an angle, with the tip 

chewed to create a brush-like writing tool, changed the writing action.45 This change 

resulted in a more angular, abstract and simplified style called hieratic. This style 

eventually evolved into an even more simplified cursive called demotic script. Papyrus, 

one of many crops that grew on the River Nile, was soaked, weaved, and pressed 

together, creating a flexible, durable and reusable surface. The natural sugars worked as 

glue, and when pressed together, it made paper-like sheets.46 

 
 
43 Trubek, 177. 
44 Ewan Clayton, The Golden Thread The Story of Writing (Great Britain: Atlantic Books, 2013). 
45 Trubek, The History and Uncertain Future of Handwriting. 
46 Clayton, The Golden Thread The Story of Writing. 
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Around 1500 BC, the Semitic writing, exported by the Phoenicians, developed an 

alphabetical system of twenty-two-letters.47 The Phoenician Alphabet used one sign to 

represents one consonant.48 Because the Phoenicians were traders, the alphabet spread 

quickly, and by 1000 BC it had reached vast distances. It was easier to communicate 

with twenty-two letters that represented sound rather than hundreds of symbols that 

represented a word or a phrase. This new alphabet meant it could be learned quickly by 

speakers of multiple dialects.49 The Phoenician Alphabet was adopted by the Greeks 

and spread through cities in 1000 BC, and then to Rome where the Romans developed 

their version called the Latin Alphabet in 650 BC.50  

The Trajan’s column in Rome in 114AD 51 (figure 13) represents a significant turning 

point in the history of written language. The development of the majuscule letterform at 

this stage of the timeline remains a source of inspiration for many of the western serif 

designed typefaces that we use today.52 

 

Figure 13 Artist unknown, Trajan’s column is the most famous example of Roman capitals.53 

 

 
 
47 Meggs & Purvis, 2011; Trubek, 2016) 
48 David. Diringer, The Book Before Printing: Ancient, Medieval and Oriental (New York: Dover 
Publications, 1982). 
49 Diringer. 
50 Meggs and Purvis, Meggs’ History of Graphic Design; Carter et al., Typographic Design: Form and 
Communication 6th; Trubek, The History and Uncertain Future of Handwriting. 
51 Meggs and Purvis, Meggs’ History of Graphic Design. 
52 Clayton, The Golden Thread The Story of Writing. 
53 Trubek, The History and Uncertain Future of Handwriting, 177. 
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The introduction of uncial style letters (figure 14) written in Book Hand, known as 

semi-uncial, was introduced from around the third to the fourth century. The everyday 

writing style of the Latin script was a writing style that could be achieved quickly.54 

This style consisted of uniform height and rounded shape letters. A further development 

that introduced ascenders and descenders saw letterforms evolve into the origins of 

lowercase letters called half-uncials (figure 15).  

 

Figure 14 Artist unknown, Uncials from the Gospel of Saint Matthew, eighth-century CE.55 

 

 

 

Figure 15 Artist unknown, Half-uncials, sixth-century CE.56 

 

Outside of its use by the church or the very wealthy, few people could read and write. 

As Charles the Great conquered many areas of Europe around 800 AD, a new writing 

system called the Carolingian Script was introduced to unify his empires and create a 

 
 
54 Diringer, The Book Before Printing: Ancient, Medieval and Oriental. 
55 Meggs and Purvis, Meggs’ History of Graphic Design. 
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standardised writing system.56 Carolingian Script (figure 16) replaced many scripts that 

were used across conquered regions and became the primary script of Western 

Europe.57 Carolingian Script consisted of all minuscule uniform letters and later became 

the basis for the lower case, known today as Italian Humanist cursive.58 

 

Figure 16 Artist unknown, Carolingian minuscule script from the Freising manuscripts.59 

 
In the twelfth century, European society gradually transformed the environment into 

cities with buildings of churches and universities. This change was dramatically 

reflected through to the letterform. Books were in demand and the evolution of 

Carolingian Script into the new gothic script, also known as blackletter, meant that more 

letters could fit on the page.60  

 
 
56 Meggs and Purvis. 
57 Diringer, The Book Before Printing: Ancient, Medieval and Oriental. 
58 Diringer. 
59 Trubek, The History and Uncertain Future of Handwriting. 
60 Meggs and Purvis, Meggs’ History of Graphic Design. 
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As literacy increased and more books were in demand, the need to reduce the expense 

of parchment meant a more compressed style of letterform.61 These changes were seen 

in the width of the letterforms that comprised of heavy vertical lines, the reduced space 

between the letters, the shortening of the ascenders and descenders, and the overall dark 

colour on the page (figure 17). The Gothic style was concerned with aesthetic elements 

rather than readability. The typical layout of the page consisted of the first capital either 

illuminated, flourished, or embellished in a decorative method, while the remainder of 

the minuscule letters created blocks of text on the page. 

  

Figure 17 Artist unknown, Page from the Gutenberg Bible.62 

 

Johannes Gutenberg’s (1394–1468) was not the first person to invent the printing press 

or moveable type; however, he is known for the invention. Gutenberg brought existing 
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technologies together to create the printing press in 1439.63 The introduction of this 

printing press revolutionised the way we share knowledge using movable letterforms. 

Gutenberg’s printing press was a significant turning point in the communication 

timeline as it devised a system to reproduce letterforms in mass production.64  

The introduction of moveable metal type meant that books were now much cheaper to 

make, and included fewer human errors.65 The ability to create standardised, 

reproducible text led to the distribution of increased knowledge and literacy.66 The 

letterform now moves from the manuscript culture into the print culture. With this 

change came the concern for the loss of jobs for scribes and monks but also the more 

worrying issue of mechanising the written word.67 McLuhan states, 

 Before writing, mankind lived in acoustic space, the space of the spoken 

word, which is boundless, directionless, horizonless, and charged with 

emotion. Writing transformed space into something bounded, linear, 

ordered, structured, and rational. The written page, with its edges, 

margins, and sharply defined letters in row after row, inevitably brought 

in a new way of thinking about space.68 

Although print culture has transformed the way we communicate, the manuscript has 

remained in the form of handwritten notes, personal diaries, letters and legal documents. 

The invention of the printing press at first replaced the need for the scribe; however, an 

entirely new profession arose through teaching penmanship. Scribes had never been in 

more demand, processing the skill of specialised writing meant that scribes were now 

 
 
63 Jason Tselentis et al., Typography, Referenced : A Comprehensive Visual Guide to the Language, 
History, and Practice of Typography (USA: Quarto Publishing Group , 2012). 
64 Meggs and Purvis, Meggs’ History of Graphic Design. 
65 Clayton, The Golden Thread The Story of Writing. 
66 Tselentis et al., Typography, Referenced : A Comprehensive Visual Guide to the Language, History, 
and Practice of Typography. 
67 Marshall McLuhan, The Gutenberg Galaxy : The Making of Typographic Man (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2011), ProQuest Ebook Central. 
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seen as a prestigious profession. With this new profession came the name master writer 

and letters began to transform in new ways that were much different from the letters that 

were used for the printing press.69 

The new printing technology meant the letterform shape was yet again changing and 

evolving. The typography classification system maps the progression of exploration of 

the master writers, typographers and printers since the introduction of Gutenberg’s 

printing press. The three very basic categories are serif, san-serif and scripts. A 

sketchnote summarises these classifications in figure 18. Scripts are designed to imitate 

calligraphic handwriting. Classifications can be expanded in further detail beyond these 

three simple categories. The following typography classification system has been an 

ongoing source of inspiration for my creative practice as a hand lettering artist. 

 
 

Figure 18 Libbi Reed, 2020, Sketchnote of Typography Classifications 
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In response to the printing press, the new profession of master writer thrived as did the 

beginning of writing schools.70 The status of the teacher was valued, and the writing 

masters were competitive.71 By the beginning of the eighteenth-century, English writing 

was at its peak. Master writers produced copybooks to showcase their skills and to 

attract business. One of the main styles at the time was known as English Round Hand, 

written with a squared feather quill. The term Copperplate we use today is, in fact, the 

style English Round Hand. The term Copperplate is recently coined and describes the 

action of engraving the Round Hand Style into Copper plates using an intaglio 

printmaking technique.72  

In America, in the early 19th century Platt R. Spencer, Sn. (1800-1864) developed the 

style known as Spencerian Script. Spencerian script was originally based on English 

Round Hand. Changes in the way penmanship was approached continued to change as 

the industrial setting called for speed, ‘taking penmanship quite out of the circle of the 

arts merely mechanical’.73 The word penmanship represents the title rather than the 

gender of the person who possesses the title.  

In the mid-1800s the steel nib replaced the quill, and further refinement was achieved in 

the Spencerian writing style. Introduction of the steel nib, the oblique pen holder and 

increased quality with paper and ink meant that masters could push the skilful nature of 

beautiful pointed pen calligraphy. This was the era of competitive and qualified master 

penman. This script looks plain and simple in comparison to the other elaborate 

handwriting styles yet keeps the beautiful and consistent flow of the Spencerian style. 

 
 
70 Clayton, The Golden Thread The Story of Writing. 
71 Trubek, The History and Uncertain Future of Handwriting. 
72 Clayton, The Golden Thread The Story of Writing. 
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The Palmer Method was introduced in the late 19th century as a simplified version of 

Spencerian Script to teach into schools. This followed by the Zaner-Blosser method in 

the 1950s.  

This section has outlined the historical context for the development of the written 

letterform. With the progression from manuscript culture through to print culture, we 

can trace the introduction of newer technologies as a key factor for change. The 

following chapter 2.2 will focus on handwriting. 

2.2 Letterforms 

David Isaacs74 states that: 

A person's handwriting is unique, as distinctive as a fingerprint. No two 

sets of handwriting are identical; even identical twins have distinct 

handwriting.  

How we express ourselves using written language has continually evolved throughout 

history. Technology has progressively changed the way we communicate, with the 

internet providing fast and easy access to information.75 In today’s context, 

communicating may involve texting on smartphones with our thumbs, sending 

acronyms, emoji’s or gifs that result in high-speed interactions. Other forms of 

communication include typing on a keyboard or speaking into voice-to-text recording 

software. An examination of the surrounding literature of writing by hand in the digital 

environment will be explored to understand where handwritten communication sits 

within this digital landscape. Roessingh and Nordstokke76 states; 

 
 
74 David Isaacs, ‘Handwriting’, Journal of Paediatrics and Child Health 49, no. 8 (August 2013): 609, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/jpc.12309. 
75 James Lull, Evolutionary Communication : An Introduction (Routledge, 2019). 
76 Hetty Roessingh and David Nordstokke, ‘Handwriting at Grade 3: More Than a Matter of “Neatness”’, 
Language and Literacy 21, no. 3 (2019): 56. 



 
 

37 

There is something to be said about handwriting that demonstrates 

control of execution that suggests more than a matter of neatness. Far 

more important is its connection to fluency and in turn, the ability to 

unlock the higher-order and more complex skills associated with text 

generation.  

Developing the skill of writing letterforms does not equate to finding a letter on the 

keyboard to press (Burke 2014; Stevenson and Just 2012). Handwriting is a complex 

task that uses metacognitive, memory and motor skills, connecting the mind and body to 

allow ideas to flow and be expressed quickly (Kučera 2010; Bara and Gentaz 2011). A 

key consideration is that our haptic senses are not activated to the same extent when 

using a keyboard, as they are when we write with pen and paper. Motor memory is 

engaged as we need first to visualise the letter before recreating it as opposed to merely 

seeing a letter and pressing it (Bara and Gentaz 2011). A study that assessed learning 

letters with the whole body, identifying links between fine and gross motor 

development and handwriting.77 Results state that learning to write the letters of the 

alphabet is an essential component in literacy development, and impact reading and 

spelling abilities later. Bara and Bonneton-Botté (2018), believe that: 

Visual representations of letters are linked to motor representations 

through handwriting, and neuroimaging research suggests that even 

seemingly passive visual letter perception recruits motor systems that are 

usually dedicated to executing handwriting movements.78  

Noella Mackenzie, senior lecturer in literacy studies at Charles Sturt University, Albury 

notes the way we write today is by interchanging between using the keyboard and 

 
 
77 Florence Bara and Nathalie Bonneton-Botté, ‘Learning Letters With the Whole Body: Visuomotor 
Versus Visual Teaching in Kindergarten’, Perceptual and Motor Skills 125, no. 1 (21 February 2018): 
190–207, https://doi.org/10.1177/0031512517742284. 
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handwriting, and that being efficient in both skills are necessary.79 80 McKenzie states 

that handwriting instruction is important at the early level of education; however, also 

suggests the relevance of keyboard instruction after learning to print. A study evaluates 

the effectiveness of handwriting in the curriculum, stating that:  

As a child progresses from scribbling on paper to making more precise 

motor movements, children begin to notice the visual features of print: 

Such as big lines, little lines, and shapes. Furthermore, they see that the 

shapes can be used to generate letters and words. This is why … 

encourages instructors to teach a child how to draw simple shapes within 

a developmental sequence prior to the letters that use the respective 

shape.81  

There are issues around teaching keyboard instruction due to the lack of available 

computers in schools. McKenzie suggests that until there are resources available, the 

focus should be on handwriting instruction. Keyboarding and handwriting both utilise 

fine motor skills; however, handwriting impacts other creative processes, such as 

drawing.82  

Sensory engagement and cognitive development are key factors when looking at the 

handwriting process. The sensory experience that our brain encounters when writing 

also helps to retain information, as multisensory tasks strengthen the memory.83 To 

remember how the letters are formed, motor memory is needed. Waterman et al. 

 
 
79 Noella Mackenzie, ‘Why Australia Is Falling behind in Teaching Keyboarding and Handwriting | 
EduResearch Matters’, Australian Association for Research in Education, 2017, 
https://www.aare.edu.au/blog/?p=2450. 
80 Noella M Mackenzie et al., ‘Writing over Time: An Analysis of Texts Created by Year One Students’, 
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82 ( Mackenzie et al. 2015) 
83 Melissa M. Patchan and Cynthia S. Puranik, ‘Using Tablet Computers to Teach Preschool Children to 
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describe this:  

The component skills that enable the motor activity of picking up a pen 

or pencil and drawing an alphanumerical symbol are both complex and 

diverse. Nonetheless, the fundamental challenge is one of learning how 

to generate motor commands that result in an effector (the hand) 

producing a graphical representation of a memorized shape.84  

Visual memory skills use cognitive ability to recognise and then reproduce the complex 

content of the writing system.85 The ability to communicate and develop these 

processing skills through technical drawing, sketching ideas and handwriting is 

achieved by exercising the visual-motor memory that regular writing by hand 

facilitates.86  

Creative thinking and expression can be accessed through the process of efficiently 

flowing handwriting.87 Cursive handwriting is a beneficial literacy skill connecting the 

mind, body and spirit in the act of writing. Hetty Roessingh and David Nordstokke 

explain this succinctly, saying “Writing fluency is a multi-faceted construct that 

involves speed, accuracy, and endurance.”88 The fluency of cursive allows for idea 

generation to flow freely as fewer pen lifts enable writing at a faster pace. Lawrence 

Burke89 suggests that ideas can be recorded quicker in cursive than when writing a 

manuscript in print style or when using a keyboard. 

 
 
84 Liam J B Hill et al., ‘The Ontogeny of Visual-Motor Memory and Its Importance in Handwriting and 
Reading: A Developing Construct’ 282, no. 1798 (2014): 1, https://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2014.0896. 
85 B Hill et al., ‘The Ontogeny of Visual-Motor Memory and Its Importance in Handwriting and Reading: 
A Developing Construct’. 
86 Mark Mon-Williams et al., ‘Visual Motor Memory: A Developing Construct’, Journal of Vision 15, no. 
12 (1 September 2015): 76, https://doi.org/10.1167/15.12.76. 
87 Sonja Vuk, Tonka Tacol, and Janez Vogrinc, ‘Adoption of the Creative Process According to the 
Immersive Method’, Journal 5, no. 3 (2015), http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1128839.pdf. 
88 Roessingh and Nordstokke, ‘Handwriting at Grade 3: More Than a Matter of “Neatness”’, 41. 
89 Lawrence Burke, ‘Cursive Writing and Self-Identity’, International School; Woodbridge 16, no. 2 
(2014): 23–24, https://search-proquest-
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Besides retaining information and learning, there are additional benefits to writing by 

hand. It can be a therapeutic experience. Slowing down and taking the time to write by 

hand has been shown to have meditation properties.90 The skills required to execute 

these handwriting styles effectively are better achieved with practice and time allocated 

to learning the craft.  

Communication is not only about the quick dissemination of information; it also 

involves expressing ourselves and with creative practice, creating a unique and original 

voice. Handwriting can be an effective way to represent who we are; quite apart from 

possessing a distinctive writing style.91 By freewriting or by stream-of-consciousness 

writing, we have direct access to our thoughts.92 

A sure way to ensure a fast and legible hand is by practising daily. Handwriting 

instruction, consistent self-evaluation, copying from letter models and using memory 

are all areas that will show improvement in the speed and legibility of handwriting.93 

This type of intervention has been identified as the most effective way to solve 

handwriting problems, as studies have found without practice, little to no improvements 

are shown.94 An exploratory study into handwriting automaticity and writing instruction 

states that writing is a complex skill that needs time to be developed.95 Suggested daily 
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writing practice of 30-minutes per day is recommended.  

To learn or to improve handwriting skills, one needs to practice letterforms, through 

repetition, such as writing drills, copying and using memory to grasp the technical 

skills. To be able to produce these letterforms instinctively, and with ease, we need to 

build muscle memory. The standard method to develop muscle memory is to repeat the 

letterform over and over again96, for example, repeating a page of A's and B's and so on. 

This method of learning, (although useful, if using mindful practice), has the potential to 

lose the interest of the learner. Platt R. Spencer97 was the originator of the American 

Spencerian Cursive Writing system in the mid-1800s and provides valuable 

contributions to the importance of cursive penmanship and handwriting. A bold 

statement that is still relevant today says:  

Writing is almost as important as speaking, as a medium for 

communicating thought. For this reason, it is said that “Writing is a 

secondary power of speech, and they who cannot write are in part dumb.” 

Scrawls that cannot be read may be compared to talking that cannot be 

understood; and writing difficult to decipher, to stammering speech.98  

The Spencerian system of penmanship that was introduced by Platt R. Spencer, Sr99, is a 

method of breaking down the letterform into separate elements to practice and learn, 

and then combine into letters. This process of looking at the components of the letter 

separately was thought to be an easier way to comprehend the letter structure. Spencer 

identified that: 
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The learner must have clear conceptions of the letters he wishes to form, 

before writing them. A few persons have the “imitative faculty” well 

developed, and can easily reproduce forms they have seen; but most need 

to measure, to analyze, to describe, and to trace, before they can copy 

with accuracy and grace.100  

This method engages with and builds mental capacity, as well as physical competency, 

as the mind traces the exactness of the stroke before the hand moves to execute the 

stroke.101 Once comfortable in mind, muscle memory then allows for the practice of the 

movement of the strokes and builds manual dexterity.  

This process can seem tedious, especially when presented with a copybook from the 

1800s full of individual letters to be repeated over and over again. This method is 

proven as an incredibly effective way to learn the letterforms, as it is building muscle 

memory by repeating the letters. However, if the student is not motivated by the passion 

for learning, the process can be perceived as monotonous. An experiment conducted 

within my research found in a technology-savvy demographic for example, the practice 

drills still needed to be consistent with the correct letter formations studied in the 

copybook from the mid-1800s, but introduced into new environments—both traditional 

and digital—to encourage regular practice. Travaglini questions the pedagogy of the 

writing gesture: 

Handwriting is a complex construction of the natural human creative 

activity, that begins with the scribble and whose exercise, especially in 

the developmental age, allows the activation and enhancement of 

important neurological, cognitive, perceptive-visual and motor functions 

which otherwise, if they are not adequately stimulated, could risk 

becoming inactive and dull, with who knows which consequences in the 
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individual and social field.102  

To review handwriting within an international context, over 80 per cent of American 

schools have elected not to teach cursive reading or writing.103 104 In paperless school’s 

students are encouraged to use emails to send work back and forth from teacher to 

student. As a result, handwriting through the use of paper and pens is increasingly 

removed from the learning environment as worksheets are typed out using keyboards 

and sent back via email to the teacher.105  

Interestingly, Western pointed pen calligraphy has found a resurgence in recent 

times. 06 The slow and carefully pre-formed strokes of the letterform have become an 

impressive skill. There is a perceived spirituality to calligraphy that creates a 

harmonious experience through meditation, for example, when engaging in creating 

lines with ink on paper, concentrating on breathing exercises and being mindful of each 

unhurried brush stroke.107 A neurological explanation can be linked to the mindful act of 

calligraphy. The soothing and relaxing effect of the sensory experiences when writing 

calligraphy can have:  

an overall physiological slowdown in the practitioner's heart rate, 

respiration, blood pressure, skin conductance, and so forth in the course 

of the writing act … was the sensory feedback state of emotional 

relaxation, calmness, tranquillity, and peace of the mind on the part of the 
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practitioner.108 

Calligraphy, with its relaxation qualities, slows down the process of writing by hand and 

allows for increased concentration on the letterforms. Acknowledging the tradition of 

calligraphy in association with handwriting practice creates an enjoyable connection. At 

the same time, it recognises the deep history of this tradition in eastern and western 

cultures. This cursive writing system could be written quickly and legibly with 

elegance, flow and rhythm. In his workbook Spencerian Handwriting: The Complete 

Collection of Theory and Practical Workbooks for Perfect Cursive and Hand Lettering, 

Spencer states that: 

True theory and careful persistent practice are the means by which all 

may learn to write, with scarcely a limit to the degree of excellence. After 

a good handwriting is attained, and its use becomes habitual, letters, 

words and sentences will flow from the ready pen, with scarcely a 

thought on the part of the writer as to the manner of executing them.109 

There are many styles of calligraphy practised throughout history, whether they 

incorporate the use of a broad nib, flat nib, brush, ink or water. In any case, it is a style 

that communicates a graceful movement. The style that exemplifies my preference is 

western pointed pen calligraphy as this style holds the characteristics of flow, 

thoughtfulness, and concentration on the construction of the letterform. This style of 

penmanship personifies the complexity of writing by hand but also holds a skilfulness 

that can express creativity. 

Michael Sull is a recognised expert in American Spencerian. Sull is one of several 

certified Master Penman in the world (International Association of Master Penmen, 
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Engrossers and Teachers of Handwriting or IAMPETH 2017) and is widely regarded as 

the calligrapher that “brought back” the 19th century Spencerian Script of penmanship, 

(figure 19). Demonstrating, teaching and publishing, Sull is an educator and an advocate 

of Spencerian Script in a time where cursive handwriting is revisited. He has published 

a practical easy-to-use referencing guide to learning Spencerian script (figure 20) (a 

modernised version of the Theory of Spencerian Penmanship, 1874), which has been a 

guide for my calligraphy practice. Based on the pointed pen education from the 1800s, it 

includes instruction on techniques in the Spencerian script, such as an understanding of 

individual letterforms, repetition and practice along with ideal preparation. Sull is also 

the current Academic Director of Ink Academy, where I am undertaking an online 

calligraphy course.110 The Ink Academy is a collective group of selected calligraphy 

masters teaching students one on one in an online environment. I am a continuing 

student in this course learning Spencerian Script in detail corresponding through Skype 

sessions and email. Nina Tran (figure 21), is a tutor for The Ink Academy and an 

exemplar that has guided my writing technique with Spencerian style, inspiring a 

delicate approach to the writing action. The goal of commencing this course was to 

become a master penman.  

Schin Loong uses the Instagram handle Open Inkstand. Loong has a beautifully flowing, 

unique style that includes bold flourishes within her writing style. Loong inspires my 

calligraphy practice, and I feel there are instinctive similarities with the way we 

approach the method of writing. The flow of her letterforms is evident in the style she 

creates (figure 22). One of my observations is that her style is similar to the expressive 

nature of Luis Madarasz from the 1800s. The boldness of the strokes and flowing 
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movements, as with the ongoing continuous action on the pen is highly skilful. I 

imagine if I was watching Luis Madarasz today, it would be similar to watching Schin 

Loong.  

 

 

Figure 19 Michael Sull, 2018. Handwriting Quotation.111 

 

 

Figure 20 Michael Sull and Debra Sull, 1993. Learning Spencerian Script.112  

 
 
111 Michael Sull, ‘Michael Sull | The World Calligraphy Museum’, 2018, https://www.calligraphy-
museum.com/en/participants/us/michael_sull. 
112 Michael Sull and Debra Sull, Learning Spercerian Script (LDG Plublishing, 1993). 
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Figure 21 Nina Tran, 2018. Example of Nina Tran’s Pointed Pen.113 

 
 

 

Figure 22 Schin, Loong. 2019. Example of Pointed Pen Calligraphy 114 

 
 
113 Nina Tran, ‘Instagram Nina Tran’, 2018, https://www.instagram.com/anintran/. 
114 Schin Loong, ‘Open Ink Stand’, 2019, https://www.openinkstand.com/. 
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Figure 23 Joseph Vitolo,2012. A script in the Copperplate Style.115 

 

Dr Joseph M. Vitolo created the website zanerian.com where he provides free resources 

to learn Engrossers script. He produces a lot of historical pointed pen calligraphy 

material that he offers to the community through collecting, preserving and sharing. He 

is also an acting member of the IAMPETH association. Dr Vitolo is a calligrapher who 

advocates the importance of handwriting. Vitolo is an American Ornamental 

Penmanship historian. Vitolo has gone to incredible lengths to ensure the history and 

teachings of pointed pen calligraphy are preserved and available to the public. The 

generosity he demonstrates emulates his passion for the letterform and for its survival 

moving forward. The content he has collected and curated is an inspiration to anyone 

that is concerned for the future of handwriting, providing detailed lessons and aesthetic 

 
 
115 Dr. Joseph Vitolo, ‘Script in the Copperplate Style’, 2012, http://www.zanerian.com/. 
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resources. A further generous contribution to the calligraphy and penmanship 

community is through an eBook on the tablet platform, titled Script in Copperplate 

Style 116 (figure 23). The eBook is the first interactive and free pointed pen instruction 

using the tablet. There is an abundance of apps that engage the user on learning cursive 

handwriting on a tablet platform; however, these are more focused on early education 

(age 4+).  

Apps that use multisensory feedback and gamification as a reward system to learn 

letterforms entices the learner to continue the monotonous repetition of practice. There 

is now a multitude of apps that can assist with learning literacy skills using touchscreen 

tablets.117 Apps such as ABC Pocket Phonics (refer Appendix A) analyse and aid 

handwriting skills, including alphabet tracing and activities that assist in the 

development of handwriting education.118  

These apps assist with developing literacy skills to varying degrees, particularly those 

aiming to address the loss of cognitive function of the writing action previously 

restricted to pen and paper. As technology evolves, the apps have become more 

sophisticated and more effectively mimic the pen to paper experience and handwriting 

skill development. Exploring other technology-based alternatives to writing is extending 

technology beyond the keyboard. Equipment such as the touchscreen tablet and the 

invention of the Apple Pencil for iPad or the Microsoft Surface Pro are all creating new 

ways to communicate visually; methods that move away from the typical typing on the 

 
 
116 Vitolo. 
117 Michelle M Neumann and David L Neumann, ‘The Use of Touch-Screen Tablets at Home and Pre-
School to Foster Emergent Literacy’, Journal of Early Childhood Literacy 17, no. 2 (10 June 2017): 203–
20, https://doi.org/10.1177/1468798415619773. 
118 Donovan R. Walling, Designing Learning for Tablet Classrooms (Cham: Springer International 
Publishing, 2014), https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-02420-2. 
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keyboard.119  

Technology in the classroom allows for individual creative learning but ultimately relies 

on the institutional system where a teacher-directed learning environment is in place.120 

A qualitative study exploring the role of technology in a high school classroom learning 

environment121 shows the use of a technology-driven device, in particular, the iPad, 

encourages creative expression while enhancing communication. Using technology in a 

way that enhances learning, such as using tablets, allows for ideas to be drawn and 

expressed.122 This approach is fostering the use of picking up a pencil, perhaps an apple 

pencil, and writing by hand. Varier et al. explain that even with increased access to 

technology, education remains a collaborative effort involving explicit teaching and 

practice, stating: 

In the process of finding the right device for a learning environment, it is 

important to note that even the best technology by itself cannot transform 

a learning environment.123 

One factor of the user experience with the iPad is the issue of handwriting or drawing 

with the plastic stylus on a glass screen. The surface texture of the tablet affects the 

ability to control the movement of the strokes and lacks sensory feedback to the user. 

This experience can make handwriting development using the tablet a problematic task. 

 
 
119 Hye Jeong Kim et al., ‘Fostering Creativity in Tablet-Based Interactive Classrooms’, Educational 
Technology & Society 19, no. 3 (2016): 207–20. 
120 Sini Kontkanen et al., ‘Students’ Experiences of Learning with IPads in Upper Secondary School -- a 
Base for Proto-TPACK’, Education and Information Technologies 22, no. 4 (July 2017): 1299–1326, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10639-016-9496-7. 
121 Divya Varier et al., ‘Potential of One-to-One Technologies in the Classroom: Teachers and Students 
Weigh In’, Educational Technology Research and Development 65, no. 4 (31 August 2017): 967–92, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11423-017-9509-2. 
122 Kim et al., ‘Fostering Creativity in Tablet-Based Interactive Classrooms’. 
123 Varier et al., ‘Potential of One-to-One Technologies in the Classroom: Teachers and Students Weigh 
In’, 983. 
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Guilbert, Alamargot, and Morin 124 state this is an issue for early handwriting 

development. They identify, 

the low-friction surface of a tablet screen generates a sensation of sliding 

over a slippery surface that disturbs graphomotor execution in both 

children and adults.  

The slippery surface can hinder the control of handwriting movements for early writers 

as it does for experienced creatives practitioners. I argue that modifying the writing 

conditions by using a surface screen protector will provide a non-slip surface similar to 

a tactile paper-like experience. The friction between pen and paper adds to the sensory 

feedback, but also the control of the stylus. The glass screen and plastic stylus creates 

no friction and is replaced with a slippery hard-to-control movement. Of course, time 

and practice can overcome awkward movements and improve the quality of strokes, but 

the lack of friction remains an issue. A useful addition to the glass stylus is a screen 

protector, such as products from Paperlike (refer Appendix A), which directly addresses 

the issue. The screen protector provides a paper-like feel to the screen, which creates 

friction, and this aids with the precision of the strokes.  

Pressure-sensitive tablets allow connection from mind to hand using a stylus instead of 

a mouse and keyboard. The tablet platform can create an outlet for the user that allows 

for self-expression and creativity, that attempts to mimics traditional pen and paper. 

Creative apps provide opportunities to practice letterforms. With a range of realistic 

brushes available, the iPad offers another platform when practising and developing 

handwriting skills.  

 
 
124 Jessica Guilbert, Denis Alamargot, and Marie-France Morin, ‘Handwriting on a Tablet Screen: Role of 
Visual and Proprioceptive Feedback in the Control of Movement by Children and Adults’, Human 
Movement Science 65 (2019): 31, 
http://hy8fy9jj4b.search.serialssolutions.com.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/. 
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Procreate, Paper by 53 and Concepts (refer Appendix A) are all examples of 

applications that are offering improvements for writing on the iPad. Applications such 

as these listed above have turned the tablet from a novel device to an essential tool in 

the designer and artist’s toolkit. As technology advances, so does the ability for artists to 

mimic traditional techniques. It is an exciting time to be creative with the technology we 

have at our fingertips. 

There are many different styles of handwriting, and each style requires different actions. 

For example, when learning pointed pen calligraphy, finger movements are used to 

create the body of the letterforms. When executing the loops on the ascenders and 

descenders, more of the wrist is in use. When creating large flourishes, the whole arm is 

in use, as there is more area to cover.125  

This action of drawing with the body is a similar movement to life drawing, as one 

stands at an easel drawing from the hip, using the whole arm. The scale of the technique 

is at play here. No matter what scale of the activity (from hand to full-body 

movements), if the focus is on learning the movement and the strokes of letterforms, the 

writer can start to play and experiment with a range of different platforms. An area of 

development is technologies using creative applications in virtual reality. There is a 

potential for virtual reality to expand our creative ability while enhancing our learning 

and cognition; “VR can be used to enhance creativity and problem-solving.”126 By 

experimenting with apps such as Tilt Brush in virtual reality, one can practice 

letterforms in an environment that uses an immense scale and depth. However, when 

writing in virtual reality, the user is not limited to the dimensions of the easel. This 

 
 
125 Spencer Authors, Theory of Spencerian Penmanship for Schools and Private Learners. 
126 Branden Thornhill-Miller and Jean-Marc Dupont, ‘Virtual Reality and the Enhancement of Creativity 
and Innovation: Under Recognized Potential Among Converging Technologies?’, Journal of Cognitive 
Education and Psychology 15, no. 1 (1 February 2016): 102, https://doi.org/10.1891/1945-8959.15.1.102.  
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environment allows movement through space, using running writing, in a literal sense, 

and on a significant scale. Practising the structure of the letterform in VR can be used to 

improve handwriting ability by physically creating the strokes of the letters in full-body 

action. Mualem et al. explains the brain to body connection: 

Neuroplasticity is associated with … the connection strength between 

neurons as well as in regional connectivities within the brain. It is on this 

basis that we can explain why it is that exercise and physical activity 

positively increase cognitive–motor function.127  

As discussed in Chapter 2.4, memory is another essential factor in learning letterforms. 

Research shows by using motor memory, as opposed to tracing the letters, uses more 

brain activity, in turn locking in memory.128 The motion that is encouraged when 

writing letters in virtual reality intertwines with the embodied physical cognition—when 

the mind and body are interconnected and in a sense, learning by doing. Mina Johnson-

Glenberg states:  

our processes of learning and understanding are shaped by the actions 

taken by our bodies, and there is evidence that body movement, such as 

gesture, can serve as a “cross-modal prime” to facilitate cognitive 

activity.129  

Virtual Reality apps such as Tilt Brush provide several options, such as constructing 

letterforms by memory (without the use of guides), to importing personal resources and 

guides into the environment to trace. Guides are helpful when writing out sentences to 

 
 
127 Raed Mualem et al., ‘The Effect of Movement on Cognitive Performance’, Frontiers in Public Health 
6 (20 April 2018): 2, https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2018.00100. 
128 Steele et al., ‘Employing Handwriting without Tears® to Teach a 4-Year-Old Preschool Student to 
Write His Name with the Appropriate Size, Shape, and Form Combined with an 
Imitate/Trace/Copy/Memory Procedure’. 
129 Mina C. Johnson-Glenberg, ‘Immersive VR and Education: Embodied Design Principles That Include 
Gesture and Hand Controls’, Frontiers in Robotics and AI 5 (24 July 2018): 8, 
https://doi.org/10.3389/frobt.2018.00081. 
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achieve consistency of height and angle of the letterforms. There is an opportunity to 

pull out grids with infinite scale options where the stroke locks onto the surface of the 

grid (figure 24). Options to use grids or to write freely in the virtual reality environment 

are effective ways to learn letterforms. 

 

 

Figure 24 Libbi Reed, 2018. Screenshot of video. Using an HTC Vive with Tilt Brush Application. 
Handwriting practice using grids in virtual reality. (https://mysketchnotes.com/journal/virtual-reality) 

 

The pen to paper sensory experience is lost when writing in virtual reality, but is 

replaced with another experience. Physical and spatial factors come to mind, as there 

are fewer restrictions on writing in VR space. The resistance of the nib scratching 

against the paper fibres is a very tactile experience, whereas writing in VR is liberating 

and freeing without the limitations of scale and boundaries.  

While these are very different experiences, both are using the bodies’ actions to build 

muscle memory and transfer information back to the mind to retain information of the 

letterforms. Writing in this immersive environment is creating an exciting platform to 
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practice the mundane action of repetition. Moreover, it provides opportunities to engage 

with the latest technologies in creative ways. Another area—Augmented Reality—uses 

sensory-rich activities to improve handwriting while enhancing the learning experience. 

Augmented Reality is the latest technology that allows the user to manipulate the live 

environment around them, and is easily accessible through technologies such as 

smartphone apps. It allows for immersive interaction and communication where users 

can, for example, insert handwritten messages for others to find in their environment. 

Applications such as Layar (refer Appendix A) allows the user to create interactive 

augmented reality experiences with predesigned content and place them within an 

existing environment. The experience augments or adds another layer to what is already 

there, becoming available for discovery by others. Similarly, the World Brush 

application (refer Appendix A) allows users to create their content and leave messages 

in the environment for others to discover. These applications are inviting users to 

interact with each other, connect with and ultimately communicate in an entirely new 

way. The augmented application encourages community communication, including 

conversing through handwritten or drawn content. This is presented as a novelty rather 

than using technologies such as the keyboard and mouse. The aim of investigating both 

virtual realities and augmented realities was to combine opportunities to practise fine 

motor-skills whilst using the latest technologies. The motivation was to specify the 

potential for writing by hand to be valued, and the letterform to be practised. 

The writing by hand action, in conjunction with using augmented reality applications, 

was explored yet short-lived. The reason for the brief investigation was in response to 

the lack of writing by hand skill-building action, which is at the centre of my research 

focus. Augmented reality is an exciting area to take handwritten letterforms that can 

lead to creative outcomes. However, the lettering that is created is constructed outside 
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the application and then implemented into augmented space (figure 25). For the purpose 

of developing my writing by hand action, virtual reality was a clear winner when it 

came to combining current and past technologies. My intention was not to disregard the 

potential for developing my lettering skills with augmented reality, therefore, a short 

project was undertaken using the application which is discussed in Chapter four. 

 

 

Figure 25 Libbi Reed, 2018, Screenshot of video. Using Layar Application to create an augmented reality 
experience. (https://mysketchnotes.com/journal/augmented-reality) 
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2.3 Sensemaking 

A sensemaking theoretical framework engages with, reveals patterns in, and makes 

sense of the overall studio research process. Two sensemaking perspectives I have 

focused explicitly on are Karl E. Weick's130 sensemaking theory and Brenda Dervin's 

Sense-Making131 methodology. This section will use a sensemaking perspective to 

determine the nuances and usefulness to overcoming creative block and create a 

connection to creative self-expression. 

 

Sensemaking moves away from a linear problem-solving process to an iterative process 

that can map and connect complex concepts when undertaking reflection on a large 

project.132 Much of the literature discusses sensemaking concerning organisational 

studies but also discusses individual sensemaking.133 The individual focus is where I 

draw essential connections from the literature to the reflection process of studio 

outcomes. Up until the reflection stage, the experimental and creative journey was 

without a strict framework or direction. This organic process worked well in the 

beginning stages of the research; however, it became confusing and complicated when I 

was confronted with a problem to solve. When not understanding a situation, creating a 

framework or structure to the project can help make sense if not merely to organise but 

to, more importantly, create action.134 The purpose of including the sensemaking 

framework was to make sense of the situation before moving forward with action and 

 
 
130 Weick. E. Karl, Sensemaking in Organizations. 
131 Dervin, ‘Sense‐making Theory and Practice: An Overview of User Interests in Knowledge Seeking 
and Use’. 
132 Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld, ‘Organizing and the Process of Sensemaking’. 
133 Ashforth and Schinoff, ‘Identity Under Construction: How Individuals Come to Define Themselves in 
Organizations’. 
134 Jon Kolko, ‘Sensemaking and Framing: A Theoretical Reflection on Perspective in Design Synthesis’, 
Proceedings of Design Research Society, 2010, 
https://www researchgate.net/publication/266033885_Sensemaking_and_Framing_A_Theoretical_Reflec
tion_on_Perspective_in_Design_Synthesis/citation/download. 
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with clarity.  

There are many different views on the subject of sensemaking. Weick's sensemaking 

theory was introduced in 1969 135 and is widely regarded in organisational studies, using 

seven properties, including identity construction, to enable individuals in organisations 

to make sense of their situation. Weick describes sensemaking as “the ongoing 

retrospective development of plausible images that rationalize what people are doing”; 

136 when we reflect on past events, we can connect to what is relevant in our current 

situation. Dervin describes Sense-Making as a methodology, rooted in the area of 

information science; the concept consists of identifying and bridging the gap between 

situation and outcome.137 Dervin’s 138 perspective focuses on the individual Sense-

Making process, whereas Weick 139 focuses on the ongoing sensemaking of individuals 

and organisations. Sense-Making assumes people perpetually move between states of 

certainty and uncertainty and thus uses ontological and epistemological assumptions 

focusing on both certainty, simple patterns, and order as well as those focusing on 

uncertainty, complexity, and chaos.”140 

Weick's141 sensemaking perspective forms a retrospective sense of individual situations, 

shaping their behaviour within organisations. The concept focuses on framing 

individuals' experiences in meaningful ways, followed by a collective awareness of 

individual perspectives. Weick's theory mainly focuses on individuals working 

 
 
135 Morteza Namvar et al., ‘Simplifying Sensemaking: Concept, Process, Strengths, Shortcomings, and 
Ways Forward for Information Systems in Contemporary Business Environments’, Australasian Journal 
of Information Systems 22 (22 January 2018), https://doi.org/10.3127/ajis.v22i0.1654. 
136 Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld, ‘Organizing and the Process of Sensemaking’. 
137 Dervin, ‘Sense‐making Theory and Practice: An Overview of User Interests in Knowledge Seeking 
and Use’. 
138 Dervin. 
139 Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld, ‘Organizing and the Process of Sensemaking’. 
140 Souto, Dervin, and Savolainen, ‘Designing for Knowledge Worker Informings: An Exemplar 
Application of Sense-Making Methodology’. 
141 Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld, ‘Organizing and the Process of Sensemaking’. 
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collaboratively in organisations. This sensemaking perspective provides a framework to 

understand the shifting uncertain world that we live in—making sense of the world 

around us:  

If the first question of sensemaking is "what's going on here?" the 

second, equally important question is "what do I do next?.”142  

An aspect of Weick's sensemaking process that I found useful in my research is a 

mapping method—Wieck likens sensemaking to cartography.143 Rather than only 

analysing data, mapping allows for a creative way to look at all the information 

regarding the situation. "Any old map will do”144 follows a narrative of when a map, 

even the wrong map can encourage and inspire action. Weick suggests forcing 

information into existing maps can be counterproductive; the map should adequately 

represent the given situation, capturing the complexities of the situation.145 This process 

simplifies the situation while understanding the nuances involved. 

I have interpreted Weick's seven sensemaking properties by visually mapping links to 

my creative journey. This process involves drawing a visual narrative or story of the 

problem. Creating a visual story of the situation brings awareness; a way to reshape and 

structure the situation. The nodes used in the visual map can have many layers of 

meaning, providing different interpretations of the situation. The visual maps do not 

need to be accurate; rather, they offer an interpretation and exploration of events. By 

visually mapping the reflection process using the seven properties enables events to play 

out organically.  

 
 
142 Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld, 412. 
143 Deborah Ancona, ‘Sensemaking : Framing and Acting in the Unknown’, The Handbook for Teaching 
Leadership : Knowing, Doing, and Being, 2012. 
144 Weick. E. Karl, Sensemaking in Organizations, 54. 
145 Weick. E. Karl, Sensemaking in Organizations. 
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Sensemaking is the process of when individuals make sense and create meaning in their 

experiences. It is making sense or structuring the unknown that when understood, can 

springboard into action. The most effective way to communicate my research was 

through a reflection process that uses Weick's sensemaking framework before I can then 

explain it, and confidently move forward. These projects are further outlined in Chapter 

4: Studio Research section of this exegesis. Weick has identified seven properties of 

sensemaking. These properties have guided the questions asked through the reflection 

process, and they are as follows:  

Identity  

 1. “The recipe is a question about who I am as indicated by the discovery of how 

and what I think".146 

Sensemaking is knowing who we are in relation to the world around us. Weick 

notes that Sensemaking is about the sensemaker: “How can I know what I think 

until I see what I say.”147 I find Weick’s statement productive as this is the way I 

approach many tasks, both personal and professional. Identity construction is 

about making sense of the individual self and the interaction with others, together 

these define the self. However, Weick states that no individual sense maker is 

completely alone as we have a collective of selves.148 The more that a sense of 

self can be identified, the more opportunities for meaningful sensemaking.  

 

 

 
 
146 Weick. E. Karl, 62. 
147 Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld, ‘Organizing and the Process of Sensemaking’, 61. 
148 Weick. E. Karl, Sensemaking in Organizations. 
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Retrospective  

 2. “To learn what I think, I look back over what I said earlier".149 

Sensemaking is retrospective and ongoing; it is a process of making sense of what 

has happened in the past. Individuals process past events and situations to attain a 

sense of understanding them. Recognising that understanding is subject to 

memory and can be misleading. This looks at the reflection of past events for 

sensemaking, rather than what is expected of the future.  

Enactment 

 3. “I create the object to be seen and inspected when I say or do something.”150  

 Sensemaking is about action. When questioning ‘what is going on here?’ to make 

sense of a situation as it then leads to ‘What do I do next?’ Sensemaking is not 

just about understanding but also generating their environment. The individual 

makes sense of the environment that they create, and that environment makes 

sense of the individual. This environment includes our interactions with others, as 

well as what we say and do. The inclusion of different perspectives, or looking at 

a situation with new eyes, provide effective ways to make sense.  

 Social Activity 

 4. “What I say and single out and conclude are determined by who socialized me 

and how I was socialized, as well as by the audience I anticipate will audit the 

conclusions I reach.”151 

 Sensemaking is a social process of communication between the individual and 

 
 
149 Weick. E. Karl, 61. 
150 Weick. E. Karl, 61. 
151 Weick. E. Karl, 62. 
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societal activity. Social context is important because it binds people to action. 

This creates an individual and a collective process of making sense.  

  Ongoing 

 5. “My talking is spread across time, competes for attention with other ongoing 

projects, and is reflected on after it is finished, which means my interests may 

already have changed.”152 

 Sensemaking is about continuously making sense, so in this context, there is no 

past tense; it is ongoing, it doesn’t start because it doesn’t stop, and it is only 

making sense of the here and now. We can anticipate an experience in the future, 

but it is not until we have lived that experience that we can make sense of it. Thus, 

Sensemaking is retrospective and ongoing. Our understanding of the world is 

constantly changing. Sensemaking is not just about an outcome but rather the flow 

of activity. Individuals will shape their identity from the interaction with others 

and the environment they experience. 

Extracted cues 

 6. “The ‘what’ that I single out and embellish as the content of the thought is only 

a small portion of the utterance that becomes salient because of context and 

personal dispositions.”153 

 A sensemaking process includes individuals using extracted cues from their 

environment. We take these cues and create meaning to solve problematic 

situations. Identifying cues from a situation that asks how the problem came about 

rather than why it happened is a sensemaking process. Extracting these cues in the 

 
 
152 Weick. E. Karl, 62. 
153 Weick. E. Karl, 62. 
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context of the situation helps us decide on what is relevant to us. We are 

constantly extracting cues from our environments in ways that affect our decision 

making.  

Plausibility 

 7. “I need to know enough about what I think to get on with my projects, but no 

more, which means sufficiency and plausibility take precedence over 

accuracy.”154 

 Sensemaking is driven by plausibility rather than by accuracy. It must make sense 

but not necessarily be accurate. Accuracy can still be present and socially 

credible; however, plausibility is more practical. Sensemaking is understanding 

that we can’t know everything, the landscape is too vast so we do the best we can. 

In doing so, we reinforce action by taking cues in our environments within the 

context of how we interpret these events.  

A sketchnote such as that found in figure 26 visually maps the seven properties and how 

they interacted with the reflection process. The framework offers a valuable insight into 

the complex nature of reflecting on my creative journey. This framework categorises 

and prompts further reflective questions. A sketchnote process introduces an 

overarching understanding of this framework concerning my projects. These 

sketchnotes did not directly sketch the outcome, instead, they were necessary and 

instrumental to the sense-making process. Introducing the concept of diagrammatical 

mapping brought a level of comprehension and insight into the way I thought about the 

creative project as a whole.  

 
 
154 Weick. E. Karl, 62. 
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Figure 26 Libbi Reed, 2019, Sketchnote of the Studio Research framework.  

 

Dervin’s Sense-Making methodology was introduced in 1983. The research is based on 

human communication needs that study information seeking and user behaviour.155 

Dervin’s approach of Sense-Making focuses on the individual making sense of their 

situation when moving through time and space, addressing the concept of gap bridging. 

The idea of the gap is best explained by a single diagram, shown in figure 29.156 When 

individuals are faced with a gap—they need a way to move forward with a problem; the 

individual must first make sense of their situation before being able to bridge the gap. If 

 
 
155 Naresh Agarwal, ‘Making Sense of Sense-Making: Tracing the History and Development of Dervin’s 
Sense-Making Methodology’, Int. Perspect. Hist. Inf. Sci. Technol. Proc. ASIS & T 13 (2012), 
https://www.academia.edu/2859747/Making_sense_of_sense-
making_tracing_the_history_and_development_of_Dervin_s_Sense-Making_Methodology. 
156 Agarwal. 
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the gap is too large, it causes fear and confusion or if too small, it causes disinterest. To 

bridge the gap, previous knowledge is looked at to cross the bridge to the discovery. If 

one is able to bridge the gap, sense unmaking turns into Sense-Making. The individual 

goes from de-centred to centred, chaotic to ordered and spiritual to physical.157 A 

central concern is moving the focus from a noun-based knowledge or map, to verb-

based action with the potential to make sense of the complexity. Derwin explains: 

Sense making, as an approach, is described as a methodology 

disciplining the cacophony of diversity and complexity without 

homogenizing it. Knowledge is reconceptualized from noun to verb.158 

 

I have used Dervin’s approach throughout the reflection process as this individual focus 

pertains to the auto-ethnographic methodology and the skill-building exercises I have 

employed to bridge the gap, creating achievable learning experiences. While 

implementing Dervin’s Sense-Making method to map out situations visually, I have 

continued to connect and relate to situations using Weick’s seven properties.  

Both Weick’s and Dervin’s approach to sensemaking has offered insight into how to 

bring the research together. They have both contributed different possibilities and 

perspectives to understanding the problem. When faced with the uncertainty of how to 

move forward with my creative practice, incorporating a mixed-method of sensemaking 

frameworks have allowed for action to happen. This process has led to a deep 

understanding of my creative identity and the underlying motivations for discovering 

my creative self-expression. 

I have previously included Dervin’s Sense-Making model in figure 29 and my own 

 
 
157 Dervin, ‘Sense‐making Theory and Practice: An Overview of User Interests in Knowledge Seeking 
and Use’. 
158 Dervin, 36. 
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sense-making sketchnote in figures 27 and 28, using Dervin’s model as a guide. 

a. Dervin’s model (figure 29) includes an umbrella as the context of an individual’s 

situation. This umbrella can hold domains, knowledge, systems, cultures and 

communities. My umbrella (figure 27) consists of my occupation as a sessional lecturer 

and tutor in the areas of design, illustration and typography, my creative community that 

I partake in with workshops and conferences mostly in areas of typography, lettering 

and calligraphy, and a range of creative freelance interactions with the local community.  

b. Dervin’s model (figure 29) shows the situation that consists of history, experiences, 

horizons, constraints, barriers, habits and skills. My model (figure 27) shows the 

exciting times at the beginning stages of my research. It was a time of experimentation 

and play. I was engaging in new techniques that saw my skills increase. This stage was 

exciting as I could see improvements, and I had found a way to make practice 

achievable. I found the experimental nature of learning and skill-building to be 

addictive. I was actively practising and skilling up in an array of techniques using many 

technologies.  

c. Dervin’s model (figure 29) includes the gap, and this is where the questions, 

confusions, muddles, riddles and angst sit. In my model (figure 27), this is where 

creative block hit and halted my creativity. The halt in creativity was not a happy stage 

of the journey. I was searching for meaning. I was practising a lot, and a significant 

focus was on perfection. This approach was exhausting, and I was upset that I was not 

getting the same rush feeling of accomplishment. My writing had no meaning—the 

need to reach perfection with content that was not my own authentic words forced me to 

stop. 

d. Dervin’s model (figure 29) visually demonstrates a considerable gap between 
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situation and outcome. This gap prevents crossing the bridge. To fill the gap in my 

model (figure 27), I included the extensive collection of research, both theory and studio 

practice. However, there was one block missing. I added to my research canon a self-

development block focusing on wellness. This block consisted of adding exercises that 

would find my authentic words, such as inner wisdom and inner critic exercises. I was 

now making my own authentic words that made sense to me. The words I was using 

became powerful; not to other people, but me personally and I started to explore the 

option of expressing rather than impressing. The personal development block joined the 

collection of research; this allowed a bridge to form. I had found my creative energy.  

e. Dervin’s model (figure 29) shows the bridge that consists of ideas, cognitions, 

thoughts, attitudes, beliefs, values, feeling, emotions, intuitions, memories, stories and 

narratives. In my model (figure 27), I show how combining what I had learnt previously 

about the engaging, experimental nature of skill-building with the new idea of 

sketchnoting my authentic words. This combination was astounding for me; it was a 

way to visually connect to my words and the thoughts behind those words. It was a way 

for me to extract internal thoughts, and render them externally, onto the page. I stepped 

away from striving for perfection and welcomed imperfection. 

f. Dervin’s model (figure 29) shows that the outcomes in the situation can help, 

facilitate, hurt, create a hindrance, and have consequences, impact and effect. In my 

model (figure 27), I show how the inclusion of utilising Dervin’s Sense-Making process 

as part of the reflection of my studio research has created insight into the events that 

took place on my journey. The realisation that is adding these authentic words led to 

creating sketchnotes, and this led to visually connecting with my words. These events 

had significant impact on my creative identity and creative practice. The outcome was 

dependent on the building blocks that created the foundation of the bridge. Through this 
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Sense-Making process, I can communicate how I have gone from sense un-made, where 

perfection was crippling my creative self-expression, to sense made.  

By using Dervin’s sensemaking method, I can contextually understand this process 

(figure 29) within a theoretical framework; however, at the time, moving from one point 

to the next was very organic. I did not have the Sense-Making verb to use; upon 

reflection, I understand that this is what I was trying to do. That is, I was trying to make 

sense of my creative identity. 

 

 

Figure 27 Libbi Reed, 2019, Sketchnote that uses Brenda Dervin’s Sense-Making model. 
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Figure 28 Libbi Reed, 2020, Diagrammatic sense-making sketchnote inspired by Brenda Dervin’s Sense-
Making model. 

 

 

  

Figure 29 Brenda Dervin, 2008. Sense‐Making metaphor. Proceedings of the American Society for 
Information Science and Technology. 

 

Weick’s and Dervin’s perspectives are widely regarded on the sensemaking topic. These 

two frameworks create clarity and produce a clear path for my practice, however 

because of the abundance of literature and differing views on the subject I sought 

further theoretical perspectives to add structure and clarity to my sensemaking process. 
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Deborah Ancona,159 Professor of Organization Studies at the MIT Sloan School of 

Management, introduces a sensemaking model for creative leadership in a handbook 

that includes both Weick's and Dervin's perspectives. This handbook, called 

Sensemaking, Framing and Acting in the Unknown132, provided further clarification 

through mapping and structuring the reflection process. Lynn Cazaly, the author of 

Sensemaking, a handbook for the future of work,160 further supports Ancona's mapping 

method. The book provides a toolkit to help business owners, teams and organisations 

make sense of their environment. Together these theoretical concepts of sensemaking 

have formed mixed views on sensemaking. 

Jon Kolko161 defines sensemaking and framing regarding design synthesis as critical for 

the designer. The two concepts work together to create a professional methodology. 

These frameworks can explicitly help designers adapt to changing project circumstances 

and provide scope for many different design problems.  

Designers make explicit the normally implicit processes of sensemaking 

and framing during design synthesis, as they attempt to make meaning 

out of data through interpretation and modelling.162 

Kolko explains sensemaking as an abductive process of organising information by 

visually reframing and mapping design synthesis to find insights.163 Where design 

thinking tools can find patterns and insights, sensemaking binds these insights together 

as a whole.  

 
 
159 Ancona, ‘Sensemaking : Framing and Acting in the Unknown’. 
160 Lynne Cazaly, Making Sense: A Handbook for the Future of Work (National Library of Australia 
Cataloguing-in-Publication, 2015). 
161 Kolko, ‘Sensemaking and Framing: A Theoretical Reflection on Perspective in Design Synthesis’. 
162 Jon Kolko, ‘Jon Kolko » Sensemaking and Framing: A Theoretical Reflection on Perspective in 
Design Synthesis’, accessed 19 November 2020, http://www.jonkolko.com/writingSensemaking.php. 
163 Kolko, ‘Abductive Thinking and Sensemaking: The Drivers of Design Synthesis’. 
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To further understand the sensemaking process and frame an explicit concept of 

sensemaking concerning my creative practice led to Ancona’s sensemaking model for 

creative leadership164 and Cazaly’s book Sensemaking, a handbook for the future of 

work. Based on Weick’s sensemaking theories, these two proponents break 

sensemaking down into three steps that explore, act and map the situation. This 

simplified structure adds a way to communicate and frame events while creating a 

framework for future sensemaking situations. Introducing this explore, map and act 

framework worked well with my iterative methodology—a similar process—and 

became a new way to frame my creative process. This is shown in figure 30. The 

framework consists of: explore the broader system; create a map of that system; and, act 

in that system to learn from it. As we act, we can change the map to allow for our 

experiences—the map can change and adapt.165  

Cazaly draws on this model through her handbook to emphasise strategies to make 

sense of work situations. Both Ancona and Cazaly’s books provide practical tools to 

approach sensemaking. 

As we try to map confusion and bring coherence to what appears 

mysterious, we are able to talk about what is happening, bring multiple 

interpretations to our situations, and then act.166 

While the creative projects were initially undertaken as individual unrelated 

experiments to build fine-motor skills and creative confidence, by using a mixed-

method sensemaking framework the unpacking of the reflection process amalgamated 

 
 
164 Ancona, ‘Sensemaking : Framing and Acting in the Unknown’. 
165 Ancona. 
166 Ancona, 6. 
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the experiences as an all-encompassing ongoing journey. By incorporating a mix of 

sensemaking methods, a new path to my studio research evolved, resulting in 

diagrammatic mapping and sketching processes. 

 
Figure 30 Libbi Reed, 2020, Diagrammatic sensemaking sketchnote, structure for sensemaking. 

 

2.4 Sketchnotes 

Sketchnotes use a visual method to make sense of information that leads to enhanced 

learning. Sketchnotes can be deeply personal unpacking experiences and can improve 

comprehension, enabling clarity of a situation. Layout possibilities encourage idea 

generation and brainstorming. Sketchnotes can capture information from events such as 

meetings, lectures or conferences. Anywhere there is information that the note taker 

wants to first comprehend, synthesise and then express is a good time to do a 

sketchnote. This section explores literature relating to sketchnoting, including visual 

notetaking in relation to latest technologies and drawing for memory. A sketchnote 

(figure 31) is included to frame the areas that will be addressed in this section.  



 
 

73 

 
Figure 31 Libbi Reed, 2020, Diagrammatic sensemaking sketchnote, variations of sketchnotes. 

 

Sketchnotes, also known as visual notetaking, among other names, combine a structure 

of handwritten notes with drawings that capture context and express ideas. In his book, 

(figure 32) The Sketchnote Handbook author Mike Rohde167 suggests that perfection 

does not play a role in sketchnotes. The nature of a sketchnote is to strengthen listening 

skills while visually recording information quickly. Rohde’s168 focus is not necessarily 

on possessing the ability to draw or render an outcome to perfection, placing visual 

notetaking away from the artistically skilled and toward the broader community that feel 

they cannot draw. I found these attributes inviting at the sense-making stage of my 

research journey. When realising it was perfectionism that was crippling my energy to 

actively create, I considered the aspects of sketchnoting. It was the welcoming mindset 

behind making a sketchnote that liberated me from a creatively blocked situation and 

towards an internally non-judgmental space to be creative. 

 
 
167 Mike Rohde, The Sketchnote Handbook (Peachpit Press, 2013). 
168 Rohde. 
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Figure 32 Mike Rohde, 2013. The Sketchnote Handbook, Peachpit Press.  

 
 
The previous focus of my research journey began with building fine-motor skills to 

improve the flow of my cursive handwriting. The progression of the research then 

moved to implement play theory, discussed in Chapter 3, to discover engaging methods 

to combat monotonous repetition when developing my lettering skills. This progression 

flowed into the sketchnotes that I started to create when responding to the sense-making 

framework. Combining these skill-building areas and framing them into a sketchnote 

format enabled an engaging flow of creative self-expression.  

My sketchnoting method consists of previous skill-building techniques that include 

calligraphy and hand-lettering. Past lettering and calligraphy processes have established 

a confident approach when expressing content but also a strong focus on spending time 

revisiting quickly captured notes. Allowing time to connect and engage with the 

sketchnote content forms a deep understanding, further synthesis of the information, and 

enables mindful flow to be experienced. The humble sketchnote can be personally 

meaningful or help to retain information. When reconceptualising the initially quickly 
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documented information, revisiting the sketchnote enables time to unpack the content, 

connect and creatively express the content. Two sketchnote artists whose practice 

further encouraged an adoption of this approach are Emily Mills and Nadine Rossa. 

Emily Mills169 handle Sketchnote Academy, is a real time, live sketchnote artist and 

author of The Art of Visual Notetaking (figure 33). Mills has an online sketchnoting 

course and talks about successfully building and developing a visual library. After 

sketchnoting the first time and failing, Mills learnt that practice is what improves 

sketchnotes, rather than buying all of the latest equipment. The more sketchnotes Mills 

produced at conferences, the better she became. 

 

 

Figure 33 Emily Mills, 2019. The Art of Visual Notetaking. Quarto Publishing Group.  

 

 
 
169 Emily Mills, The Art of Visual Notetaking (Quarto Publishing Group, 2019). 
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Nadine Rossa (figure 34) creates sketchnotes that promotes drawing to remember. 

Rossa encourages to draw the moment you want to capture this way you will remember 

it better than if you had taken a photograph that you may never look at again. Her work 

is clean, simple and void of detail. These simple doodles help connect information to 

visuals, and this connection helps memory.  

 

Figure 34 Nadine Rossa, 2020. The AHA formula for protection against corona. Sketchnote-love.com  

 

As these examples demonstrate, a central aspect to visual notetaking is the opportunity 

to capture information in a non-linear format. When taking notes with a keyboard, a 

linear verbatim method is encouraged.170 One study examined the fundamental 

differences between taking lecture notes with a laptop verse taking notes longhand.171 

 
 
170 Jeffrey D Wammes, Melissa E Meade, and Myra A Fernandes, ‘Learning Terms and Definitions: 
Drawing and the Role of Elaborative Encoding’, Acta Psychologica 179 (2017): 104–13, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.actpsy.2017.07.008. 
171 Linlin Luo et al., ‘Laptop versus Longhand Notetaking: Effects on Lecture Notes and Achievement’ 
46 (2018): 947–71, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11251-018-9458-0. 
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The study claims that using a laptop to take notes created a “transcription-oriented 

verbatim-style”172 Taking notes with a laptop can record information faster so more 

notes are recorded, however less information is processed. Longhand note takers 

included more visual signals and images, such as the process of sketchnoting. The 

beneficial process of longhand notetaking involves being more selective with what is 

included — paraphrasing and synthesising the selected content. Rather than 

regurgitating word for word the note taker can emphasise what they feel is most 

relevant–the information that is captured reflects the ideas that the note taker resonates 

with most.173 

Luo et al. investigated the notetaking method and identified different strategies that 

resulted in different outcomes when notetaking. Students taking notes on laptops mainly 

used a verbal notetaking strategy where the notes were taken verbatim style. Longhand 

notetakers used the visual and spatial aspects of the page, where information was 

contextualised into the notetakers own words along with illustrations to further add 

comprehension.174 

Incorporating drawn visuals to represent certain parts of the information can be more 

effective when capturing content rather than just using words alone. The advantage of 

using both drawn images and written words can be linked to the dual-coding theory. 

Dual-coding theory, a hypothesis on cognition, was introduced by Paivio and Csapo in 

1973.175 

 
 
172 Luo et al. 
173 Robert Dimeo, ‘Sketchnoting An Analog Skill in the Digital Age’, ACM SIGCAS Computers and 
Society 46, no. 3 (2016): 9–16, http://www.sketchnotearmy.com. 
174 Luo et al., ‘Laptop versus Longhand Notetaking: Effects on Lecture Notes and Achievement’. 
175 Jeffrey D. Wammes, Melissa E. Meade, and Myra A. Fernandes, ‘The Drawing Effect: Evidence for 
Reliable and Robust Memory Benefits in Free Recall’, Quarterly Journal of Experimental Psychology 69, 
no. 9 (2016): 1752–76, https://doi.org/10.1080/17470218.2015.1094494. 
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The theory combines both visual and verbal methods to represent information, and this 

dual-coding technique aids in the learning process. The benefits of connecting both 

visual and verbal methods are ideal when notetaking, however difficult to achieve if 

using a laptop to take notes. There is a restriction when using a laptop to capture and 

represent information such as graphs, pictures and symbols, compared to when taking 

longhand notes.176 

Along with using a visual and verbal method to represent information, the spatial layout 

of where to start on the page provides many variations on how to interpret the content. 

The structure or designed page layout that is used will have an effect on how the notes 

are read when revisiting the information. Rohde addresses several options to structure a 

page depending on the type of information that is being documented.177 Establishing 

structure and layout before notetaking commences can establish a confident and 

decisive method to notetaking, allowing the note taker the time to concentrate and 

listen.178 In comparison to the traditional notetaking structure, using sketchnotes allows 

the page to act as a visual map consisting of containers dividers, links, sketches, 

diagrams and handwritten text. Abstract concepts and interpretations of the content can 

take form unrestricted on the page. The spatial freedom to move around the page 

facilitates brainstorming and idea generation, enabling clarity and connection to those 

ideas and concepts. Following the linear method of notetaking does not share the same 

flexibility when synthesising complex information.179  

 
 
176 Luo et al., ‘Laptop versus Longhand Notetaking: Effects on Lecture Notes and Achievement’. 
177 Rohde, The Sketchnote Handbook. 
178 Mills, The Art of Visual Notetaking. 
179 Verena Paepcke-Hjeltness, Mani Mina, and Aziza Cyamani, ‘Sketchnoting: A New Approach to 
Developing Visual Communication Ability, Improving Critical Thinking and Creative Confidence for 
Engineering and Design Students’, in Proceedings—Frontiers in Education Conference, FIE 
(Indianapolis: IEEE Frontiers in Education Conference, 2017), 1–5, https://ieeexplore-ieee-
org.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/stamp/stamp.jsp?tp=&arnumber=8190659. 
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Sketchnotes can document many areas of information, either highly creative or overly 

complicated and technical. The sketchnote method is especially useful when making 

sense of complicated content such as scientific, mathematical or computer science 

topics—the potential for rich visual representation through diagrammatic and visual 

elements. This form of sense-making uses diagrams and images that work in 

conjunction with linguistic or algebraic or in some instances, replaces it. Diagrammatic 

reasoning holds meaning to the visual elements on the page and provides another 

perspective of the information creating another level of understanding of the content.180 

Diagrammatic reasoning is a concept developed by Charles Sanders Peirce (1839–

1914).181 Several versions of graphical formalism, or a graph-formal language, were 

designed to interpret mathematical logic. Since that time, many formal systems have 

developed that have used the same foundation of graph-theoretical structure for visual 

thinking practices.  

 ‘A multimodal approach to visual thinking: the scientific sketchnote’182 examines 

meaning-making processes that reduce the amount of complexity found in scientific 

knowledge such as a physics paper. Two main approaches to the multimodal scientific 

sketchnote are “to investigate strategies that visual thinking uses to facilitate 

understanding of complex topics; and … to establish the validity of the SF-MDA model 

in providing a robust theoretical approach for analysis, evaluation and monitoring of 

visual thinking texts.”183 The Director of the NIST Center for Neutron Research 

(NCNR) Dr Robert Dimeo explains he first started sketchnoting in order to review his 

notes and understand the main points of the technical seminars. The complex materials 

 
 
180 Fernández-Fontecha et al., ‘A Multimodal Approach to Visual Thinking: The Scientific Sketchnote’. 
181 Giardino, ‘Towards a Diagrammatic Classification’. 
182 Fernández-Fontecha et al., ‘A Multimodal Approach to Visual Thinking: The Scientific Sketchnote’. 
183 Fernández-Fontecha et al., 8.  
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that include intricate descriptions and mathematisation of physics, creating sketchnotes 

was a meaning-making strategy.184 

To put it simply, diagrammatic reasoning uses visual thinking strategies to make sense 

of complex information. The ability to visualise the content helps to connect to specific 

elements within the information while composing an overview of the content. Using a 

visual method enables an engaged overall comprehension helping to make sense of 

complex information.  

Visual meaning-making strategies such as diagrammatic elements or sketchnotes are not 

limited to the mathematics or science areas. These techniques can be applied to any area 

where learning is the main focus. Sketchnotes can facilitate comprehension of complex 

information, and several studies suggest that drawing can also help with memory.185 

Results indicate that we are more likely to retain information by drawing the to-be-

remembered content rather than typing or taking longhand notes. When engaging in 

drawing the visual and motor aspects of memory trace are activated—the place that 

stores the memory. This memory is not dependent on time, even spending as little as 

four seconds on visualising and sketching the task will activate stored memory.186 The 

important factor is to visualise the content to enhance the memory trace.187 

 
 
184 Robert Dimeo, ‘Sketchnoting: An Analog Skill in the Digital Age’, Association for Computing 
Machinery 46 (2016): 9–16, 
http://hy8fy9jj4b.search.serialssolutions.com.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/?ctx_ver=Z39.88-
2004&ctx_enc=info%3Aofi%2Fenc%3AUTF-
8&rfr_id=info%3Asid%2Fsummon.serialssolutions.com&rft_val_fmt=info%3Aofi%2Ffmt%3Akev%3A
mtx%3Ajournal&rft.genre=article&rft.atitl. 
185 Wammes, Meade, and Fernandes, ‘Creating a Recollection-Based Memory through Drawing’; Meade, 
Wammes, and Fernandes, ‘Drawing as an Encoding Tool: Memorial Benefits in Younger and Older 
Adults’. 
186 Wammes, Meade, and Fernandes, ‘Creating a Recollection-Based Memory through Drawing’. 
187 Meade, Wammes, and Fernandes, ‘Drawing as an Encoding Tool: Memorial Benefits in Younger and 
Older Adults’; Wammes, Meade, and Fernandes, ‘The Drawing Effect: Evidence for Reliable and Robust 
Memory Benefits in Free Recall’; Jeffrey D Wammes, Brady R T Roberts, and Myra A Fernandes, ‘Task 
Preparation as a Mnemonic: The Benefits of Drawing (and Not Drawing)’, Psychonomic Bulletin and 
Review 25, no. 6 (2018): 2365–2372, https://doi.org/10.3758/s13423-018-1477-y; Meade, Wammes, and 
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Building the memory trace is not dependent on using just any visuals such as slides or 

photos; it needs to be purposefully targeted drawing, relating to the information that 

needs to be remembered. A study by188 compared actively drawing pictures to 

remember information as opposed to writing words to remember information. The 

outcome of the study demonstrated that drawing is more effective than writing when it 

comes to memory performance. These finding led to a similar study that determined the 

memory performance between target-related drawing compared with doodling.189 

Doodling can be seen as pervasively relaxing and mindless, unfocused task; however, 

the website “The Doodle Revolution”190 argues there are cogitative benefits of doodling 

as a visual language. Sunni Brown, founder of The Doodle Revolution, highlight the 

positive aspects of doodling with creative thinking and building cognitive abilities. 

Meade, Wammes, and Fernandes compared target-related drawing to structured 

doodling that consisted of shading geometric shapes and of unstructured free form 

doodling that consisted of drawing anything that comes to mind.191 They sought to 

ascertain the most effective method of memory recall. They showed that unstructured 

doodling to be the least effective on memory performance and structured doodling to be 

as effective as writing the information. Targeted drawing demonstrated a substantial 

memory recall benefit.  

Visual encoding aids memory, linking ideas and concepts at the encoding stage helps to 

 
 
Fernandes, ‘Comparing the Influence of Doodling, Drawing, and Writing at Encoding on Memory’; 
Wammes, Meade, and Fernandes, ‘Learning Terms and Definitions: Drawing and the Role of Elaborative 
Encoding’. 
188 Meade, Wammes, and Fernandes, ‘Drawing as an Encoding Tool: Memorial Benefits in Younger and 
Older Adults’. 
189 Meade, Wammes, and Fernandes, ‘Comparing the Influence of Doodling, Drawing, and Writing at 
Encoding on Memory’. 
190 Sunni Brown, ‘The Doodle Revolution’, http://doodlerevolution.com/, n.d. 
191 Meade, Wammes, and Fernandes, ‘Comparing the Influence of Doodling, Drawing, and Writing at 
Encoding on Memory’. 
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connect to the context of the information that needs to be remembered. Drawing a 

concept consists of a meaning-making process; elaboration of the meaning through 

using pictorial processing with motor skills to draw the information. All of these 

processes combined strengthen memory. When processing an area combined with 

synaptic connections such as existing memories, recall memory is even more 

effective.192 

Encoding strategies include visual pictorial processing when we think about the 

information in pictures, acoustics when the information is repeated on a loop either in 

our mind or out loud, and elaboration to create new meaning of the information by 

translating the information into visual forms. The elaborative process involved when 

drawing improves memory occurs by encoding detailed and contextual information of 

the item.193  

Leanos et al. demonstrated learning multiple skills simultaneously can improve 

cognitive ability in older adults, including “working memory, episodic memory, and 

cognitive control.”194 The participants of the study showed significant improvements 

when learning new skills—equivalent to thirty years difference in cognitive abilities in 

just six weeks. Gaining confidence by taking the participants out of their comfort zone 

and changing routine introduced the “fear of missing out” attitude to life, an attribute 

found in younger people, stating: “Our multiskilled intervention may provide broad 

 
 
192 Wammes, Meade, and Fernandes, ‘The Drawing Effect: Evidence for Reliable and Robust Memory 
Benefits in Free Recall’. 
193 Wammes, Roberts, and Fernandes, ‘Task Preparation as a Mnemonic: The Benefits of Drawing (and 
Not Drawing)’. 
194 Wammes, Meade, and Fernandes, ‘The Drawing Effect: Evidence for Reliable and Robust Memory 
Benefits in Free Recall’. 



 
 

83 

cognitive gains, akin to the benefits experienced earlier in the life span.”195 

Fancourt et al. explore how our emotional responses to engaging in artistic creative 

activities affect our emotions and mental health.196 Three categories of the research 

include avoidance, approach and self-development. The self-development category 

highlights “improving a sense of self, enhanced self-identity, increased self-esteem and 

improved agency.”197 This paper, ‘Validation of the Emotion Regulation Strategies for 

Artistic Creative Activity’, also suggests that by introducing a strategy of daily creative 

activities helps to regulate emotions.198 Feeling confident in one’s abilities are drawn 

from the embodied cognition when engaging in creative activities. Furthermore, people 

that engaged in creative activities were more likely to regulate emotions and overcome 

stressful situations.  

A distinction between the concept of the big C and little c is often applied to creative 

problem-solving and divergent thinking.199 The concept of big C creativity is rare, 

applying to only the select few that see things others don’t see. Little c’s refers to the 

everyday problem-solving or small daily creative activities that make up our day-to-day 

lives. I like to think of collecting little c’s, such as the a-ha moments, creative 

inspiration and motivation, collectively building a strong and confident creative identity. 

The more creative activities undertaken that push ideas and creative exploration the 

 
 
195 Shirley Leanos et al., ‘The Impact of Learning Multiple Real-World Skills on Cognitive Abilities and 
Functional Independence in Healthy Older Adults’, The Journals of Gerontology: Series B 75, no. 6 
(2020): 1. 
196 Daisy Fancourt et al., ‘How Do Artistic Creative Activities Regulate Our Emotions? Validation of the 
Emotion Regulation Strategies for Artistic Creative Activities Scale (ERS-ACA)’, PLoS ONE 14, no. 2 (1 
February 2019): 12, https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0211362. 
197 Fancourt et al., 10. 
198 Fancourt et al., ‘How Do Artistic Creative Activities Regulate Our Emotions? Validation of the 
Emotion Regulation Strategies for Artistic Creative Activities Scale (ERS-ACA)’. 
199 Vera Mekern, Bernhard Hommel, and Zsuzsika Sjoerds, ‘Computational Models of Creativity: A 
Review of Single-Process and Multi-Process Recent Approaches to Demystify Creative Cognition’, 
Current Opinion in Behavioral Sciences (Elsevier Ltd, 1 June 2019), 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cobeha.2018.09.008. 
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more the little c’s will be experienced. Creativity is more likely to be introduced when 

the expectation to create something brilliant or perfect does not exist. The accumulation 

of achieving little c’s encourages creative habits to form.  

When comparing the research with my own creative practice, I can draw parallels to the 

experimentation and skill-building techniques that I have introduced. Pushing out of my 

comfort zone to learn new techniques have enabled self-expression and finding a flow 

state. Flow state is “ full immersion in an activity with a focus on the present 

moment.”200 Applying a curious mindset to learning new information and engaging in 

multiple processes helps connect to information that needs to be either unpacked or 

remembered.  

The research areas that have been explored in this section support the sense-making 

decision to introduce sketchnotes into my creative journey. A central focus to my 

journey as a mature aged creative, is to build creative confidence and opportunities for 

creative self-expression—creating a multitude of little c moments. Implementing 

multiple skill-building projects using a range of tools and processes has provided 

creative confidence when expressing my creative voice. My sketchnotes are a vehicle to 

achieve this.  

2.5 Summary 

This chapter included four sections which have: investigated a historical background of 

handwritten communication; explored handwriting and lettering in the context of 

building fine motor-skills surrounding cursive handwriting; introduced a sense-making 

framework to the research that created structure and a new trajectory to the creative 

 
 
200 Lomas et al., ‘Zen and the Art of Living Mindfully: The Health-Enhancing Potential of Zen 
Aesthetics’. 
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journey; and lastly, discussed my sketchnotes in response to the previous sense-making 

section with the resolution to implement sketchnotes into my practice. This section 

focused on creative skill-building opportunities to understand and remember 

information. These four sections establish a balanced perspective on building a 

confident creative identity, and provide an in-depth enquiry into my creative journey.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
 

 

Figure 35 Libbi Reed, 2020, Sensemaking sketchnote, Research Overview. 

 

This chapter provides details on the methodologies and methods that have been engaged 

throughout the creative journey. The methodologies employed in this research allowed 

for the exploration of a range of different perspectives and actionable processes. 

Together, these different approaches informed and influenced the direction of, and 

methods used in the studio research (figure 35).  
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3.1 Practice-based 

To undertake this research, I have employed a range of methodological approaches; the 

combined approaches of auto-ethnography and practice-based methodology. These are 

informed by discourses of play and flow theory which operate together as a framework 

impacting the research process and outcomes.201 

Why practice-based and not practice-led? These two terms seem very similar; however, 

the difference is with the significant focus on creative practice.202 Practice-led research 

focuses on the nature of the creative practice and could be included in the exegesis 

without the inclusion of the creative work. Whereas practice-based seeks knowledge 

through practice and the outcome of that practice.203 Practice-based research involves 

investigating through practice to gain knowledge and to realise the outcome of that new 

knowledge.204 This new knowledge can be presented as the outcome or as an artefact of 

the research. The practice-based methodology has incorporated a range of methods to 

improve the writing by hand action, including; creative methods of self-expression and 

visual sensemaking. The practice originated in the form of calligraphic skill building 

and lettering techniques. The artefact appears in the form of bringing these methods 

together to form visual sense-making sketchnotes.  

Applying a practice-based method has provided an opportunity to explore a personal 

and transformative journey. In addition, this research enabled me to make sense of this 

journey through sketchnoting strategies, and present the research outcomes in a way that 

 
 
201 R. Lyle Skains, ‘Creative Practice as Research: Discourse on Methodology’, Media Practice and 
Education 19, no. 1 (2 January 2018): 82–97, https://doi.org/10.1080/14682753.2017.1362175. 
202 Linda Candy and Ernest Edmonds, ‘Practice-Based Research in the Creative Arts: Foundations and 
Futures from the Front Line’, Leonardo 51, no. 1 (2018): 63–69; Skains, ‘Creative Practice as Research: 
Discourse on Methodology’. 
203 Skains, ‘Creative Practice as Research: Discourse on Methodology’. 
204 Candy and Edmonds, ‘Practice-Based Research in the Creative Arts: Foundations and Futures from the 
Front Line’. 



 

88 
 

can contribute knowledge and value to the wider community. The exploration of 

practice-based research included the practice, experiments, failures, and the successes of 

discovering my own creative identity. The processes and outcomes of the studio 

research are a direct result of a practice-based methodology.205 

The outcomes of the research evolved as new knowledge surfaced, and the 

transformative journey progressed. These artefacts are central to the research and reveal 

the discovery of combining sense-making with sketchnoting as a reflective process to 

creative self-discovery. In conjunction with this exegesis comes an exhibition capturing 

the experience of my studio research through a visual sensemaking sketchnote. In 

addition to the final exhibition, a printed zine will encapsulate the essence of visual 

sense-making through easy to do sketchnoting steps. This workbook-style zine is an 

additional artefact of the research, and a tool to encourage personal sense-making.  

Auto-ethnography embeds the practitioner into the research allowing for an authentic 

reflexive experience to be established and documented. The reflexive auto-ethnographic 

methodology is used as a vehicle to explore and express the studio research journey.206 

The research questions my creative confidence and self-expression, which is integral to 

my artistic identity and my personal experiences. The auto-ethnographic approach taken 

helps to describe my experience concerning my creative self-expression. I anticipate the 

research will unfold to a broader community that struggle with creative block, creative 

confidence, declining motor skills or faced with problem-solving that needs sense 

making attention.  

 
 
205 Mariam Attia and Julian Edge, ‘Be(Com)Ing a Reflexive Researcher: A Developmental Approach to 
Research Methodology’, Open Review of Educational Research 4, no. 1 (1 January 2017): 33–45, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/23265507.2017.1300068. 
206 Attia and Edge. 
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The methods developed for this practice-based research incorporates reflexivity as a 

way to shape the direction of the studio research.207 This was achieved through 

implementing a reflexive method that allows the option to stop and reflect, then 

commence the creative task again. These reflexive pauses were integral for authentic 

awareness and the direction of the journey. A high level of reflexivity was applied to the 

research and uncovered new directions.208 

The diagram below (figure 36) shows a practice-based iterative model that I have 

followed throughout the research. It is a very simple model that becomes quite complex 

as it is broken down.  

 

 

 
Figure 36 Libbi Reed, 2019, Diagrammatic sensemaking sketchnote, Studio Methodology. 

 

 

 
 
207 Attia and Edge. 
208 Attia and Edge. 
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3.2 Play Theory 

Play theory209 has been a productive methodology to explore a variety of avenues within 

the studio practice. The investigation into Play theory, otherwise known as Ludic 

theory, provided unexpected areas of interest which may not have been explored if the 

play had not been introduced to the research design.  

Understanding the importance of play led to conceptualising different methods that I 

could incorporate into my studio research. Taking a dynamic process with the content 

helped to facilitate learning difficult skills and techniques. Furthermore, the inclusion of 

interacting play with a whole range of technologies meant that learning letterforms was 

exciting and engaging. Technology such as the iPad, augmented reality and virtual 

reality, discovered new areas to connect play with learning letterforms.  

Play theory asserts that play is not frivolous,210 countering opinions that play is not a 

productive or responsible use of our time or is rarely used in association to learning a 

new skill. In fact, play enhances learning and improves the processing of information.211 

Both practice and play have facilitated learning new techniques quickly, and have 

proved a prodigious way to build creative confidence whilst creating an optimistic 

attitude to learning. The pressure is off when play is introduced, alleviating stressful 

elements of leaning a challenging new skill. Incorporating play into my studio practice 

has been a crucial and beneficial development for this studio research.   

In 1938, Dutch Historian Johan Huizinga wrote the book Homo Ludens, a study of the 

 
 
209 Patricia Anne Masters, ‘Play Theory, Playing, and Culture’, Sociology Compass 2, no. 3 (May 2008): 
856–69, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1751-9020.2008.00118.x. 
210 Michael Yogman et al., ‘The Power of Play: A Pediatric Role in Enhancing Development in Young 
Children’, Pediatrics 142, no. 3 (1 September 2018), https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2018-2058. 
211 Yogman et al. 
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play element in culture.212 Homo Ludens means ‘man the player’. Huizinga discusses 

the importance of the play element in society and states that play surrounds many areas 

of human culture. Huizinga suggests that play is necessary for our culture to learn and 

develop new knowledge. Links are drawn to how the animals play to learn; animals did 

not wait for humans to teach them about play. Play is evident amongst the young; this is 

the time for skill-building and the learning phase, often what the animal will need to 

learn to survive as an adult. Recent literature on play argues that the “Child and animal 

play because they enjoy playing, and therein precisely lies their freedom.”213 Several 

theorists respond to Huizinga’s assertions, including Brian Sutton-Smith whose book, 

The Ambiguity of Play discusses the difference between adult and child’s play. Sutton-

Smith claims that “Childs play is open and creative, and adult play is closed and 

recreative.”214  

Introducing the concept of play into the research has created a range of opportunities 

and avenues that can expose new pathways to learning lettering and drawing techniques 

as opposed to the initial focus of the research topic.215 When reflecting on the research 

process, to now include looking at experimentation and play, the subject has expanded 

and reached outward into areas that had not previously been considered, such as 

creating a flow of productive practice, that builds creative confidence and encourages 

self-expression. It has enabled a deeper exploration of the design process and creative 

thinking and resulted in more diverse creative output. The studio research engages areas 

 
 
212 Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens : A Study of the Play-Element in Culture (Angelico Press, 1955). 
213 J Huizinga et al., Homo Ludens a Study of the Play-Element in Culture (London: Routledge & Kegan 
Paul Ltd, 1944), 8, 
http://art.yale.edu/file_columns/0000/1474/homo_ludens_johan_huizinga_routledge_1949_.pdf. 
214 Brian. Sutton-Smith, The Ambiguity of Play (United States: Harvard University Press, 2009), 19, 
https://www.google.com.au/books/edition/_/AgA8q0TCKeIC?hl=en&gbpv=0. 
215 Tom Kelley, Jonathan Littman, and Tom Peters, The Art of Innovation: Lessons in Creativity from 
IDEO, America’s Leading Design Firm, 1st Ed. (Currency/Doubleday: Currency/Doubleday, 2001). 
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with open possibilities; exploring by creating, regardless of any judgment. By thinking 

with the hands in addition to thinking of the concepts, tangible outcomes are produced, 

leading to the development of other ideas. Brown discusses these key points at the 

Serious Play Conference.216 Throughout his presentation, he encourages the use of play 

as a design and business strategy. Based on Brown’s findings, a number of strategies 

have been incorporated into my practice. 

I continually questioned whether the creative activity that I was experimenting with was 

relevant to the topic. It was easy to deviate and go off track as other projects arose 

before the project had been finished. This often happened as one playful and engaging 

project led to another. This question was used as a trigger to consider when the freedom 

of play is appropriate, and when reflection and redirection are needed. As a way to 

measure and judge if I was on track, a golden rule was devised within the research 

design. When looking at the research from an overview, the initial reason for 

implementing play methodology was to build my fine motor skills, muscle memory and 

creativity. Repetitive use of the writing action would then improve my lettering. This 

reason then became the question that was repetitively asked each time a project had 

started. Is this in line with the handwriting action? It was a simple yet effective method 

to remind me to stay on track. Projects that had started yet were reluctantly cancelled 

because of this. These were: 3D lettering, animation, vectoring, photoshopped lettering, 

laser-cutting, screen printing, clay lettering, Lino cutting and embroidering. Although it 

could be argued that these projects could build a creative expression, they did not; 

however, build the motor skills that were conducive to improving my lettering skills. 

Subsequently, by questioning the action of a task, strengthened the process of 

 
 
216 Tim Brown, ‘Tim Brown: Tales of Creativity and Play | TED Talk’, Serious Play Conference, 2008, 
https://www.ted.com/talks/tim_brown_on_creativity_and_play. 
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handwriting practice and uncovered important areas to the research.  

I have also considered using gamification as a pedagogical application. Gamification 

methods have been used within early education strategies. Positively engaging students 

to think more critically about what they are learning,217 these methods can, for example, 

provide the learner with a goal system that encourages engagement with self-learning, 

enthusiasm and achievements.218 Gamification methods were considered and introduced 

into my creative projects in subtle ways. Playful concepts were added to encourage 

engagement with the techniques. Projects included an origami chatterbox—a decision 

making tool that provides topics to practice (figure 37), folded envelopes and paper, 

spinning wheels and prompting cards. These were all part of the playful nature of the 

studio research.  

 
 
217 Theresa G. Mercer et al., ‘The Use of Educational Game Design and Play in Higher Education to 
Influence Sustainable Behaviour’, International Journal of Sustainability in Higher Education 18, no. 3 
(6 March 2017): 359–84, https://doi.org/10.1108/IJSHE-03-2015-0064. 
218 Alberto Mora et al., ‘Gamification: A Systematic Review of Design Frameworks’, Journal of 
Computing in Higher Education 29, no. 3 (23 December 2017): 516–48, https://doi.org/10.1007/s12528-
017-9150-4. 
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Figure 37 Libbi Reed, 2017. Origami Chatterbox. A creative decision-making tool. 

 

The focus on gamification has the potential to encourage creative practise and learning 

new skills via a reward system.219 The concept of gamification is an area I plan to 

develop further in future explorations on skill-building creativity. However, at this stage 

of the research, gamification was incorporated through the methods that aligned with 

play theory. 

 

3.3 Flow Theory  

The term ‘flow state’ describes both an optimal experience and state of being, and was 

introduced by positive psychologist, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi.220 Csikszentmihalyi 

 
 
219 Mora et al. 
220 Marino Bonaiuto et al., ‘Optimal Experience and Personal Growth: Flow and the Consolidation of 
Place Identity’, Frontiers in Psychology, 7 November 2016, https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.01654. 



 

95 

interviewed many individuals across many different disciplines providing information 

on how we can all introduce creativity into our lives.221 Flow state is not limited to just 

the artist but to anyone that can remove distraction and feel ‘in the zone’. Flow theory 

has been extensively researched in many areas of psychology.222 The primary area I 

focused on is how the state of flow affects our skill-building and, ultimately, our overall 

well-being and happiness.  

In a state of flow, … the person loses self-consciousness and often lacks 

awareness that time is passing. Flow can occur in the mindful execution 

of any activity where the challenge of the task meets the skill of the doer. 

One is fully immersed, neither anxious nor bored but utterly engaged. 

One might describe it as a state of bliss not aware of its blissfulness. It is 

an experience which research has found to be strongly associated with 

health and well-being, both directly, e.g. as a state that is appraised as 

contributing to a high quality of life.223  

 

I have personally experienced the flow state in the mindful practice of pointed pen 

calligraphy, and again later when creating calligraphy-based sketchnotes. Planned skill-

building exercises quickly turned into an experience that was sought out time and time 

again. In the studio research, the use of a calligraphy nib (figure 38) with ink and 

beautiful paper acts as stimuli or a reminder that this experience may be achieved again. 

 
 
221 Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Finding Flow: The Psychology of Engagement with Everyday Life (New 
York: Basic Boooks, 1997). 
222 Bonaiuto et al., ‘Optimal Experience and Personal Growth: Flow and the Consolidation of Place 
Identity’; Dwight C. K. Tse, Jeanne Nakamura, and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, ‘Beyond Challenge-
Seeking and Skill-Building: Toward the Lifespan Developmental Perspective on Flow Theory’, The 
Journal of Positive Psychology, 11 February 2019, 1–12, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2019.1579362; Nicola Schutte and John Malouff, ‘Connections 
between Curiosity, Flow and Creativity’, Personality and Individual Differences 152 (13 May 2020), 
https://doi.org/10.1002/9780470713297. 
223 Lomas et al., ‘Zen and the Art of Living Mindfully: The Health-Enhancing Potential of Zen 
Aesthetics’, 12. 
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The flow state that I had achieved was used as motivation for future practice, in hope to 

find the same mindful escape.  

 

Figure 38 Libbi Reed, 2017, Experiencing a flow state encourages more practice.  

 
Mindfulness is a term used to describe being in the moment and fully aware and 

conscious of the action that is being performed. Flow state enables mindfulness to 

happen.224 Flow state, the act of ‘being in the zone’ creates a paradox of feelings. When 

finding myself in a flow state, all of my surroundings will disappear, and I will be 

intensely present in what I am doing. I will feel profoundly relaxed yet hyper-focused 

and extremely conscious of my actions, even down to my breath as it connects to the 

action of a stroke. I can create strokes effortlessly with flow, and the experience of this 

action leaves me feeling light and free. The flow that I feel intrinsically presents itself in 

the movement and rhythm to the strokes. The state of flow I find myself in is an optimal 

 
 
224 Lomas et al., ‘Zen and the Art of Living Mindfully: The Health-Enhancing Potential of Zen 
Aesthetics’. 
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experience. I create my best outcomes when experiencing flow. The continued 

engagement experienced whilst in a flow state encourages further practice which then 

establishes good learning habits. 

Flow state in positive psychology explains how optimal experience controls the 

moments of our consciousness when our attention is focused.225 When the task is highly 

challenging, and the skill level matches the challenge, the flow state is likely to be 

experienced (figure 39).226 

 

 

 

 

Figure 39 Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, 1990. Flow State Diagram, the relationship between challenge and 
skill to achieve an optimal flow state.227 

 

Through meaningful, self-defining activities, individuals can define personal identity. 

 
 
225 Bonaiuto et al., ‘Optimal Experience and Personal Growth: Flow and the Consolidation of Place 
Identity’. 
226 Tse, Nakamura, and Csikszentmihalyi, ‘Beyond Challenge-Seeking and Skill-Building: Toward the 
Lifespan Developmental Perspective on Flow Theory’. 
227 Csikszentmihalyi, Finding Flow: The Psychology of Engagement with Everyday Life. 
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Place-located self-defining activities can explore a sense of meaningful identity 

development and self-actualisation. A self-defining activity is comprised of four 

different combination types (figure 40) and shows a visual method to capturing optimal 

experiences, such as a flow state. Csikszentmihalyi’s model requires four activities that 

range from low to high in both challenge and skill level to measures the amount of flow 

experienced. The model measures skills versus challenges, ranging from activity one–

apathy, activity two–relaxation, activity three–anxiety, activity four–flow.228 The flow 

state model offers a clear differentiation between being in or out of the state of flow. 

Activities need to be engaging and rewarding using a combination of skills and 

challenge. By discovering how to induce flow and stay in the state of flow longer means 

we are able to unlock our full potential for skill-building and understand ourselves 

better in the process.  

 

 

Figure 40 Bonaiuto et al. 2016. Optimal experience and personal growth: Flow and the consolidation of 
place identity.229 

 
 
228 Bonaiuto et al., ‘Optimal Experience and Personal Growth: Flow and the Consolidation of Place 
Identity’, 34. 
229 Bonaiuto et al., 5. 
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Julia Cameron is the author of many books, including The Artist Way,230 and has created 

a method for many creatives to move through a creative block (figure 41). The method 

involves writing three pages of cursive writing in the morning as a reflection of the 

previous day. This stream of consciousness writing—called Morning Pages—helps to 

create clarity and generate ideas. Including this method into the studio research has been 

beneficial in promoting writing by hand and as a reflection tool. The ability to swiftly 

write in cursive style allows quick access to concepts and thoughts. This process of 

writing encourages a flow state to happen and meaningful thoughts to develop.  

A decision was made to include a sketchnote process to the existing traditional morning 

pages, and this opened up avenues to express my thoughts visually. As a visual thinker, 

the process of transferring internal thoughts onto the page made sense. A flow state is 

experienced when writing morning pages, and this can also be experienced when 

adapting this process to the sketchnote format as they are both accessing the 

subconscious.  

This chapter has discussed the methodologies and methods that were implemented 

throughout the research. These methodological approaches have facilitated the creative 

methods and concepts that have been explored in the studio. The studio research is 

further discussed in chapter 4.  

 
 
230 Cameron, The Artist’s Way: A Spiritual Path to Higher Creativity. 
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Figure 41 Julia Cameron, 1997. The Artist’s Way, A Spiritual Path to Higher Creativity. 
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Chapter 4: Studio Research 
 
What follows is a sensemaking framework that unpacks the creative components 

undertaken within the research. Section 4.1 outlines the reflection process of the studio 

projects by answering set questions, and is accompanied by a sketchnote to visually 

summarise the research experience. I have reflected on the studio research and 

outcomes using Weick’s seven sensemaking properties.231 Asking questions provided 

the opportunity to insert probes when reflecting on each of the creative components. 

This process provides insight into creative experiences. The questions were based on 

Bethany Laursen’s ‘Making Sense of Wicked Problems’232 and were modified to suit 

my situation.233 

These questions (figure 42) were asked in each category to get sense-making started: 

1. What elements are essential in this project?  

2. What stood out as the main takeaway?  

3. What was confusing about this learning stage, or could it have been improved?  

4. Why do I feel confident in the ‘takeaway’ from this project?  

5.What does it mean in the broader context for my research questions?  

 
 
231 Weick. E. Karl, Sensemaking in Organizations. 
232 Bethany Laursen, ‘Making Sense of Wicked Problems | Integration and Implementation Insights’, 
Integration and Implementation Insights, 2017, https://i2insights.org/2017/03/02/making-sense-of-
wicked-problems/. 
233 Laursen. 
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Figure 42 Libbi Reed, 2020, Diagrammatic sensemaking sketchnote of the sensemaking questions. 

 

Throughout the research, I have continually experimented and played with letterforms 

in many different ways. From the beginning, there has been a strong focus on skill-

building techniques to develop the ability to express through writing by hand creatively. 

Play methodology introduced experimentation that saw the practice of calligraphy travel 

across many different platforms such as experimenting with variations of paper and ink, 

digital animation, augmented reality, virtual reality, lettering and lettering murals. 

Through playful exploration, I revealed methods that realised my creative self-

expression through writing by hand activities ranging from traditional techniques to 

using the latest technologies.  

When approaching the reflection process, implementing Weick’s seven sensemaking 

properties became a way to make sense of the studio research. I put considerable 

thought into how to reflect the creative projects whilst using Weick’s seven properties. 

After much consideration of the sensemaking attributes, a map evolved that linked and 

categorised each of the studio research projects. The map followed a timeline structure; 
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however, the sensemaking properties were reorganised to accommodate the related 

project. To date, I have not seen a model that uses the seven properties in this way. 

However, research suggests “frames shape and define the relevant data, and data 

mandate that frames change in nontrivial ways.”234 It was a matter of reflecting on the 

events through the lens of Weick’s seven sensemaking properties and allow a map to 

form. Whilst using questions to reflect individually on the projects withing the studio 

research, the seven properties shaped an overview threading together the events into one 

creative journey.  

 

4.1 Social Context 

 

 

Figure 43 Libbi Reed, 2020, Sensemaking sketchnote for social context. 

 

 

 
 
234 Klein, Moon, and Hoffman, ‘Making Sense of Sensemaking 2: A Macrocognitive Model’, 88. 



 

104 
 

Social Context: Sensemaking is a social process of communication between the 

individual and societal activity. Social context is important because it binds people to 

action. This creates an individual and a collective process of making sense. The 

narratives are both individual and shared.235 

During the reflection process a starting point to the creative journey needed to be 

pinpointed. I decided to include a summary of the honours study, as this is where the 

investigation started and had heavily influenced the early stages of the DVA research. 

The honours study involved documenting a shared collective experience rather than an 

individual perspective. This collective experience I have linked to the Social Context 

property of sensemaking framework.  

The initial focus at the early stage was on improving legibility of handwriting. This was 

in response to experiencing a loss of flow when writing by hand. A pilot study was 

introduced that included studying pointed pen calligraphy as a creative way to develop 

fine motor skills. The pilot study consisted of creating a handwriting challenge for both 

myself and my son Parker. The challenge was designed to build fine motor skills with 

calligraphy drills whilst introducing Parker to cursive handwriting which he could not 

read or write with ease. My aim was to build my fine motor skills that would return my 

once flowing handwriting. To achieve this, we set out to challenge ourselves with 

pointed pen calligraphy practice along with a range of projects.  

Lasting eight weeks, the pilot study became a very special time to practice our 

calligraphy together. The daily routine became a chance to sit quietly for at least 20 

minutes every day, sometimes longer and experience mindful practice together. With 

the words Parker chose to write, he was able to shape his identity. As he developed the 

 
 
235 Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld, ‘Organizing and the Process of Sensemaking’. 
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connection to his self-expression, his inner confidence grew. While my pointed pen 

calligraphy improved throughout the study, this factor was overshadowed by the 

significance of Parker’s improved self-confidence. This realisation shifted the focus 

from building skills aimed at improving legibility to the DVA focus, discovering 

avenues of creative self-expression.  

Upon reflection on this honours project, I was initially trying to force an outcome with 

the project that I had set for Parker and that method failed. When I stopped controlling 

and allowed the project to unfold organically, there were wonderful outcomes. My aim 

moving forward from this study was to be loose and not rigid. I wanted to allow the 

natural progression of what comes next, rather than orchestrating an outcome. The focus 

became the creative nature of self-expression just as much as learning letterforms. This 

study demonstrated the rich form of creative self–expression through Parker’s 

experience. The remainder of the studio research involved an auto-ethnographic focus 

of the creative journey rather than a collective experience.  
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Figure 44 Parker Reed, 2016. Handwriting before the pilot study.  

 

 

 

Figure 45 Libbi Reed, 2016, Pilot Study project, an unsuccessful project.  
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Figure 46 Parker Reed, 2016, Pilot Study project, to whom it may concern letters. 

 

 

 

Figure 47 Parker Reed, 2016. Pilot Study project, writing to express values and beliefs. 
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Figure 48 Libbi Reed, 2016, Pilot Study project, Redundant words, neologisms, spoonerisms.	

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 49 Libbi Reed, 2016, Pilot Study project, Classic Mum Quotes 
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Figure 50 Libbi Reed, 2016, Pilot Study calligraphy practice with incorrect tools. 

 

 
 

4.2 Extracted Cues 

 

Figure 51 Libbi Reed, 2020, Sensemaking sketchnote for social context. 
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Extracted cues: A sensemaking process includes individuals using extracted cues from 

their environment. We take these cues and create meaning to solve problematic 

situations. Identifying signals from a situation that asks how the problem came about 

rather than why it happened is a sensemaking process. By extracting these cues in the 

context of the situation helps us decide on what is relevant to us. We are constantly 

extracting cues from our environments that affect our decision making. Extracted cues 

provide points of reference for linking ideas to broader networks of meaning and are 

simple, familiar structures that are seeds from which people develop a larger sense.236 

In James Clear’s book Atomic Habits,237 he discusses strategies to form structure and 

organisation in daily life. For Clear, behavioural change means introducing small 

actions each day over a long period, and these actions will accumulate into considerable 

long-term change. Creating achievable smaller habits are more likely to be successful. 

Goal setting is often perceived as a daunting, unachievable process that becomes 

overwhelming and seemingly impossible to implement. 

Through the introduction of Clear’s approach, I introduced the concept to ‘show up’ 

even if feeling blocked. The daily habit of showing up and let creativity happen became 

an underlying reference to the research that linked the creative ideas and concepts 

throughout.  

At this early stage of the studio research, I had started to plan creative ideas where 

handwriting practice could be implemented whilst adding the value of expressing 

emotion. When reflecting on the pilot study, two aspects were front and centre—

creative self-expression and developing fine motor skills. I set out to explore these two 

 
 
236 Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld. 
237 James Clear, Atomic Habits (Random House Business Books 2018, 2018). 
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aspects in the hope to develop creative activities that could build self-confidence.  

In the first instance, I looked at my exemplars. Jake Weidmann holds the vintage title of 

the youngest Master Penman to be officially certified by IAMPETH. During the golden 

age of penmanship, there were many master penmen, but today there are considerably 

less. Weidmann’s work consists of highly detailed illustrative calligraphy. He is an 

advocate for keeping handwriting alive and current. He works across multiple 

disciplines, sometimes bringing them together into a single project. Mediums such as 

pointed pen calligraphy are mixed with illustration and painting. Similarly, beautiful 

pointed pen calligraphy will evolve into a sculptured piece. Weidmann’s work is 

intricate and heavily detailed, as shown in figure 52. The level of skill and dedication to 

master the finely executed techniques are aspiring and awe-inspiring.  

 

Figure 52 Jake, Weidmann, 2016. It Is Well. (https://www.jakeweidmann.com/) 
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Racheal Yallop is a well-known calligrapher and lettering designer from Britain. Yallop 

specialises in traditional techniques of Copperplate variant script style (see figure 53). 

Usually, with Copperplate, the edges are squared off, however with Yallop’s style, the 

edges are pointed, and the middle of the stem is swelled. This gives a light shade over 

the page rather than a heavy look and creates a graceful flow to the letters. It is a skill in 

itself to master this technique.  

 

Figure 53 Rachel Yallop, 2015. A Simple Copperplate Manual. (https://rachelyallop.co.uk/) 

 
 

To improve my practice and explore the art of letterforms in more detail as it pertains to 

the research project, I sought out private lessons. This external communication helped 

me see my calligraphy technique through different eyes. As a result of this tuition, my 

technique improved, but I was also introduced to the concept of reshaping existing 

styles to express myself in different ways (figure 54).  
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Figure 54 Libbi Reed, 2018, My pointed pen calligraphy practice (a variation of Copperplate style) for 
Rachel Yallop’s online tuition. 

 

Another area highlighted in the pilot study was the concern over the lack or decline of 

fine motor skills. I had witnessed my son’s lack of skills when it came to writing 

cursive. I wanted to explore the frustration that he must have felt when not being able to 

write smoothly. This area was a key concern to the initial research direction, as I had 

discovered the loss of flow in my handwriting script. To explore the lack of fine motor 

skills further, I decided to introduce a challenge—writing with my non-dominant hand. 

This became my first experiment. The purpose was to explore handwriting challenges 

through an intensified experience—amplifying the lack of flow.  

The experiment started small, yet remained challenging. It involved writing everything 

with my non-dominant hand—I am right-handed, so this meant writing with my left 

hand. This activity comprised of documenting a written quote each day for one month; 
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this, along with everyday handwriting tasks, including taking notes in lectures. I kept 

the time frame short; subsequently, the practice became enjoyable and embedded into 

my daily routine. Eventually, I completed all tasks that required motor skills using my 

left hand, including brushing my teeth.  

I realised my fine motor skills were non-existent in my non-dominant hand. My non-

dominant hand has never played a significant role in writing, drawing, sport or any 

everyday activity. The first effort of writing with my left hand was so illegible it made 

me laugh. Perseverance saw these skills improve quickly; however, awkwardness 

remained. Over a short time, my motor control strengthened through repetition and 

practice. At every opportunity, I picked up the pen, pencil or calligraphy nib with my 

left hand. Each day started as shaky as the first, though when I sat for longer periods to 

take lecture notes, I noticed improvements. Without interruptions, and towards the end 

of the session, the flow of writing would improve. However, the next time I would write 

with my left hand, it would be back to the beginning again. When writing for longer 

periods, my writing became more confident as time passed, displaying flow and 

legibility. This experience left me feeling liberated. 

While exploring the challenges of motor control in the studio research, I started to 

investigate ideas surrounding creative right-brain and analytical left-brain thinking, and 

their relationship to ambidextrous abilities in relation to brain function. Could 

exercising both sides of the brain make us smarter?  

A cultural myth believes the left side of our brain is in charge of logical behaviour such 

as analytical, maths, facts, numbers and language. The right side of the brain is 

responsible for imagination, visualising and emotions. We often group ourselves into 

either of these two categories; being either right-or left-handed, determines if we are 

creative or analytical thinkers. Further research on this commonly held perception 
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quickly negates this myth. 

Betty Edward’s book Drawing on the Right Side of the Brain238 outlines creative 

activities that aid visualisation methods to help get into the right state of mind. To see 

an image clearly and then to draw it, requires accessing the dominant right side of the 

brain. Lucia Capacchione’s The Power of your Other Hand239 provides another source 

to explore the idea of creative block. As with Betty Edward’s book, the creative journal 

provides many activities to create a direct channel to obscured potential using the non-

dominant hand. These books were supported through brain research conducted by Nobel 

Prize winner Roger Sperry in the 1960s.240 Sperry established the right-brain and left-

brain dominance theory. Experiments suggested that creativity derives from the right 

side of the brain, as does intuition and subjective thinking. The left side of the brain was 

considered more logical and analytical. The two sides of the brain communicate with 

each other through the corpus callosum, which connects the left and right hemispheres 

of the brain.206 This research also showed that the right side of the brain was connected 

to the left side of the body and vice versa.  

However, recent research discredits these findings as brain scans show that “creative 

thought activates a widespread network, favouring neither hemisphere.”241 A study in 

2013 scanned brain activity in 1010 participants.242 The study explains the two sides of 

our brain have different functions; language on the left and non-verbal attention on the 

 
 
238 Betty Edwards, Drawing on the Right Side of the Brain (New York: Penguin Putnam, 2012). 
239 Lucia Capacchione, The Power of Your Other Hand (Newburyport: Conari Press, Red Wheel Weiser, 
2019). 
240 M S Gazzaniga, J E Bogen, and R W Sperry, ‘Observations on Visual Perception after Disconnexion 
of the Cerebral Hemispheresin Man’, Brain 88, no. 2 (1 June 1965): 221–36, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/brain/88.2.221. 
241 Michael C. Corballis, ‘Left Brain, Right Brain: Facts and Fantasies’, PLoS Biology 12, no. 1 (January 
2014), https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pbio.1001767. 
242 Jared A. Nielsen et al., ‘An Evaluation of the Left-Brain vs. Right-Brain Hypothesis with Resting State 
Functional Connectivity Magnetic Resonance Imaging’, PLoS ONE 8, no. 8 (14 August 2013), 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0071275. 
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right. However, these hemispheres do not work separately; rather, they operate 

asymmetrically to create a well-rounded outcome to a task. The research goes on to 

suggest that enhancing skills by training our non-dominant hand should not compete 

and confuse the brain but rather collaborate on a set task together.243 Practising 

ambidextrous writing exercises motor control. Strengthening the motor skills of your 

non-dominant hand does not target one side of the brain over the other, instead, it 

stimulates brain activity across both hemispheres. This concept explores the idea that 

practice makes better, but not necessarily smarter.  

After reading the updated research on this topic, I questioned the accuracy of the well-

known ‘creative right-brain thinking’ books. I concluded that I continue to see the 

advantages of the creative activities within these books as they encourage creative 

action. Creativity is not dependent upon the right brain–left brain access, instead, it 

accesses both hemispheres of the brain. It makes sense that for a complex task, using the 

whole brain is only going to result in more creative thinking. 

Imaginative thinking is an important skill to have beneficial for innovative thinking and 

problem-solving.244 IDEO founder David Kelley, suggests that everyone can be 

creative, and we can activate this creativity by introducing small successive steps 

eventuating to more significant challenges each next step.245 Enjoyment of this process 

encourages further creative challenges in the future. Kelley also states that creativity 

and creative confidence is not only for designers but for all disciplines: “Creativity is 

something you practice, not just a talent you're born with.”246 

 
 
243 Corballis, ‘Left Brain, Right Brain: Facts and Fantasies’. 
244 Josiena Gotzsch, ‘Creative Again. Awaking Your Inner Creative Self’, The Design Journal 20, no. 1 
(2017): 1072–79, https://doi.org/10.1080/14606925.2017.1353051. 
245 Tom Kelley and David Kelley, ‘Reclaim Your Creative Confidence’, Harvard Business Review 90, no. 
12 (17 February 2012): 115–18, https://doi.org/10.4324/9780080510910. 
246 Kelley and Kelley, 116. 
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When reflecting on the project of the non-dominant hand, I realised that some areas of 

this challenge improved. When writing with my non-dominant hand (figures 55 and 56), 

I used light pressure on the paper as opposed to my right hand that is slightly heavy-

handed; a light touch is a good technique for pointed pen calligraphy. I also noted how I 

became aware of the movement I used when writing different styles of calligraphy. 

Spencerian style became easier with my left hand rather than my right. Spencerian style 

is angular in shape and direction, which seemed to imitate the movement of my left 

hand. My dominant handwriting style is naturally heavier and rounded in shape similar 

to the English Round Hand script. As this practice progressed, I endeavoured to write 

Spencerian with my left and Copperplate with my right, however not being able to 

achieve this simultaneously. This was substantiated by the research,247 suggesting it’s 

not ideal to confuse brain activity with a set task. I also found when it came to creating 

flourishes, the lack of control benefited my understanding of flow rather than the forced 

control that I had previously performed. It was surprising to experience poor motor 

skills in the non-dominant hand and even more surprising that we can improve these 

skills with practice. 

Overall, the challenge of writing with my non-dominant hand, although difficult, was an 

unconventional approach to improving the writing experience. The challenge inspired 

creative and divergent thinking to the skill-building process. The challenge also 

produced unexpected results. Underlining areas that arose throughout the process 

highlighted aspects to improve in my calligraphy practice. The challenge was small 

enough not to be overwhelming and included the fun factor that encouraged practice to 

continue. Small challenges have the opportunity to grow into larger ideas. Challenges 

 
 
247 Corballis, ‘Left Brain, Right Brain: Facts and Fantasies’. 
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are a great way to start somewhere and allow for unexpected directions to arise. The 

inclusion of this non-dominant hand challenge was a great way to begin the exploration 

of skill-building in a creative way. The practice of writing with the non-dominant hand 

seemed unconventional, yet it built creative confidence and eventually facilitated flow.  

 

Figure 55 Libbi Reed, 2018, The writing with my non-dominant hand challenge. 

 

 
 

Figure 56 Libbi Reed, 2018, The writing with my non-dominant hand challenge. 
(https://mysketchnotes.com/journal/finding-my-words) 
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4.3 Ongoing 

 
Figure 57 Libbi Reed, 2020, Sensemaking sketchnote for Ongoing. 

 

Ongoing—Sensemaking has no past tense; it is constant. It doesn’t start because it 

doesn’t stop, and it is only making sense of the here and now. Our understanding of the 

world is continually changing. Sensemaking is not just about an outcome but rather the 

flow of activity. Individuals will shape their identity from the interaction with others 

and the environment they experience.248 

Letting go of preconceived practices was an important realisation for my studio 

research. The activities found in copybooks from the 1800s 249 utilised repetition to 

build muscle memory. The common method to develop these motor skills is to practice 

continuous drills. These drills consist of repetitive strokes, ovals and lines in order to 

loosen up finger movements through to arm movements. Another concept is to know the 

 
 
248 Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld, ‘Organizing and the Process of Sensemaking’. 
249 Spencer Authors, Theory of Spencerian Penmanship for Schools and Private Learners. 
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letterforms so well that you are able to trace the letters in your mind before approaching 

the page. The aim for these types of drills is to build a comprehensive understanding of 

letterform construction. This knowledge, combined with pre-empting the next letter to 

write, allows for uninterrupted rhythm and movement, enabling flow to happen. 

Referring to the original text found in copybooks (figure 58) are full of useful 

techniques and instruction. However, I endeavoured to find a more engaging way to 

practice the monotonous instruction. It was at this stage that the research on play theory 

started to play out within the practice-based studio research, where I applied play theory 

to the original instructions from the copybooks. 

 

Figure 58 Spencer Authors. 1874. Penmanship Drills, Theory of Spencerian Penmanship for Schools and 
Private Learners. 
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Figure 59 Libbi Reed, 2018, My practice using repetitive penmanship drills  

 

 

 

Figure 60 Libbi Reed, 2018, My practice using repetitive penmanship—finding my own style. 
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Figure 61 Libbi Reed, 2019, Fast and Flowing penmanship for journaling. 

 

Discovering play theory generated many creative opportunities that encouraged studio 

exploration of process-orientated writing practice. The possibilities were endless when 

applying a play and experimentation mentality to practise letterforms. An array of 

experimenting with tools and processes led to more practise, refined motor skills and 

greater opportunities for self-expression.  

Calligraphy outcomes explored both digital and traditional areas, including wedding 

cards, peoples names, lanyards for conferences and journal entries (figure 62).  
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Figure 62 Libbi Reed, 2018, Play and experimentation with Brush Pens an ink. 

 

Digitalising the letters meant other creative methods could be explored through play 

theory such as screen printing, 3d printing or digital animation. One area that was a 

central focus to the studio exploration was laser-cut lettering. Materials were explored 
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Figure 63 Libbi Reed, 2018, Play and experimentation with laser-cutting, including layered wood, etching 
clear acrylic, layered acrylic and paper. 

 

The activities found in these copybooks (figure 58) are beneficial, even if uninspiring. 

The boredom of writing the same letter over and over again was not easy to endure. I 

discovered that the same calligraphy practice in the copybooks could be achieved in an 

engaging experience and within unusual environments. Applying Masters approach to 

play theory provided the opportunity to disguise the monotonous nature of repetitive 

writing drills.250 Play theory also provided a chance to engage with the practice in new 

and innovative ways (figure 64).  

 
 
250 Masters, ‘Play Theory, Playing, and Culture’. 
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Figure 64 Libbi Reed, 2018, Pointed pen calligraphy that includes the play and experimentation approach 
to learning.  

 

The play theory facilitated experimentation with different styles of letterform. This 

meant continuing with repetitive practice, however applying this practice in 

unconventional ways (figure 65). 
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Figure 65 Libbi Reed, 2018, Play and experimentation with craft, Fimo polymer clay. 

 

When learning different styles of letterform, knowledge of the shape and direction 

needs to exercise muscle memory to create flow. Engraining this knowledge is by 

practicing repetition and eventually forming muscle memory to write without even 

thinking about the execution of the letter. Developing muscle memory was experienced 

through playful and creative thinking concepts. Letterforms were written into the sand 

on the beach, and painted onto murals on the wall, chalked and shaded on a chalkboard 

wall, crafted with glitter and foiling techniques, or watercoloured and inked and written 

with red wine. The playful nature was and will continue to be ongoing (figure 66).  
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Figure 66 Libbi Reed, 2018, Play and experimentation with coloured inks and cut up balsa wood. 

 

The exploration of one technique moved to the next until discovering laser-cutting. The 

process of laser-cutting made all of the written forms now exist in a tangible form. This 

process moved away from the traditional process of writing and towards experimenting 

with new technologies. New creative concepts became a means to outdo the previous 

creative idea. Through the adoption of a play methodology, that realised my skill-

building knowledge around an array of different letterform styles improved. This 

process resulted in a flow and confidence to my letterform strokes. Play methodology 

has also advanced my creative thinking and has built skilful techniques in the field of 

typography, calligraphy, penmanship, hand lettering and subsequently led me to 

ongoing experiments. 
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Figure 67 Libbi Reed, 2018, Play and experimentation with pen and ink. 
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Figure 68 Libbi Reed, 2018, Play and experimentation with brush pens and digital lettering. 
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Figure 69 Libbi Reed, 2018, Play and experimentation with iPad lettering, including animation. 
(https://mysketchnotes.com/journal/tools) 

 

4.4 Enactment 

 

Figure 70 Libbi Reed, 2020, Sensemaking sketchnote for Enactment. 
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Enactment—Sensemaking is about action. When questioning ‘what’s going on here’ to 

make sense of a situation, and it leads to ‘What do I do next?’ It is about taking action. 

The way individuals understand is through how they interpret and generate their 

environment. The individual makes sense of the environment that they create, and that 

environment makes sense of that individual. This environment can include how we 

interact with others what we say and do, and this inclusion of different perspectives or 

looking at a situation with new eyes are effective ways to make sense.251 

At this stage of the studio research, I was suffering from ‘shiny object syndrome’.252 I 

was learning through doing. One idea was actualised, and this led to another idea. 

Emotionally, this stage was the happiest time of the studio research. I was productive 

and creatively confident. I felt there was no limit to what could be achieved when 

applying play theory to skill-building through doing.  

As I continued to practice my calligraphy loosely in the background, I had started to 

explore technologies that I could showcase my calligraphy as an outcome. Using the 

laser-cutter for lettering outcomes had piqued my curiosity in other equipment such as 

the wood lathe. Previously I would have found operating this type of equipment 

extremely daunting if considered at all; however, the concept of making my own 

calligraphy tools was appealing. 

In this section, I reflect on how I learnt to turn calligraphy tools using a wood lathe—a 

massive learning curve using equipment that I had not anticipated would be a part of 

this research process. I also include the move from mural painting to virtual reality in 

 
 
251 Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld, ‘Organizing and the Process of Sensemaking’. 
252 Murori Kiunga, ‘Remain Focused on Goals to Beat Shiny Object Syndrome’, Business Daily, 2016, 
https://go-gale-
com.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/ps/i.do?p=ITOF&u=griffith&id=GALE%7CA439029153&v=2.1&it=r&
sid=summon. 
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response to the discovery of new technologies such as the laser-cutter and the wood 

lathe. This leap, from learning traditional skills such as woodturning to lettering in 

virtual reality, is a good example of the shiny object syndrome symptoms I experience 

and act on. I had to explore every platform surrounding what could be achieved with my 

calligraphy.  

Further, this section reflects on the exhibitions and conferences that I have participated 

in during my candidature. Exhibitions include the Create World Conference South 

Bank, Typism Conferences (figures 72 and 75) 2017 and 2019 and Typism Design 

Canberra Exhibition (figure 74) 2019, and MadeDame exhibition (figure 71) which is a 

collective of local artist and designers at the Gold Coast, Australia, and promotional 

material for the 2018 George Town Festival Exhibition in Penang (figure 73). 

Participating in these exhibitions and conferences had a significant effect on how I see 

myself as a creative practitioner. Interacting with the creative community provides a 

new perspective on how and what I create, and then provides perspective on my 

contribution to the discipline. The process of sharing my research and interacting in the 

wider research environment creates accountability through the objectives that need to be 

met when achieving these goals. Being mindful of the work that I generate has allowed 

for growth as a creative practitioner. The process of speaking about the work that I 

generate offered further insight into the possibilities of how I might shape my creative 

identity, and in turn, enable others to do the same.   
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Figure 71 Libbi Reed, 2018, MadeDame Exhibition in the Whitebox Gallery, Griffith University. 
Showcasing my calligraphy pens and playful practice with prompts using the chatterbox. 

 

 

Figure 72 Libbi Reed, 2018, Speaking at the Typism Conference and writing on the many conference 
lanyards. 
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Figure 73 Libbi Reed, 2018, George Town Festival Exhibition, Penang, hand-lettered, laser-cutting 
promotional materials. 
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Figure 74 Libbi Reed, 2018, Speaking at Canberra Typism Conference and creating creative outcomes for 
the Design Canberra Exhibition, process and outcomes. 
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Figure 75 Libbi Reed, 2019, My submission for the Typism Books 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6.  

 

Making my own tools 

In order to develop a well-rounded knowledge of calligraphy, I started to make my own 

tools. The issue I was experiencing at the time was that calligraphy penholders were 

hard to source. The only buying option was to purchase from America or Russia with a 

wait time of at least six weeks. This meant a large price tag with a disappointing buying 

experience. The concept of making my own pens not only derived from building my 

calligraphy knowledge, but was born out of necessity. 
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Figure 76 Libbi Reed, 2017, Experimenting with cheaper options when making my own tools. 

 

I did not know how to make a pen, nor did I know the equipment needed for the task. I 

mastered the use of a mini lathe with large woodturning tools. I learnt how to cut down 

blanks of wood, how to sand, polish and create different finishes for professional 

outcomes. The beautiful Australian native timbers were easily and sustainably sourced 

offcuts through my father in-law’s work shed. My father-in-law is a retired cabinet 

maker with a wide knowledge of timber types. This enabled me to know the types of 

wood each pen was made of.  

My father-in-law lives in the country and therefore his knowledge was hard to access. 

My introduction to this process soon moved to learning by doing, and included many 

YouTube ‘how-to’ videos. The learning curve was steep, but I was determined to 

produce a pen that I was proud of. The process of making a pen consisted of multiple 

testing stages. I would make a penholder, test it, and judge how it felt in my hand when 

writing. Back at the lathe, I would then make the necessary adjustments and test the pen 

again. This process continued until I was happy with the way it felt when writing, as 

well as the way it looked. By the time the making process was completed, I had formed 

an attachment to the pen. I was proud of what I had been able to achieve. This personal 

connection continued with each pen that I made, making it very difficult to put a price 



 

139 

on them. These penholders were not only specially crafted but also ergonomically 

effective. The iterative process of making the pens provided a better understanding of 

the tool and how to use it, having a significant impact on my overall calligraphy studies. 

Upon reflection, I associated losing myself in the process of making quality pens as I 

did when losing myself in writing calligraphy. Both practices could be explained as a 

Zen-like experience (figures 77-79).  

 

Figure 77 Libbi Reed, 2017, Earlier production of my woodturning calligraphy pen holders. 
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Figure 78 Libbi Reed, 2019, Refining the process of woodturning calligraphy pen holders. 
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Figure 79 Libbi Reed, 2019, Designing (laser-cut) personalised and protective packaging for the 
calligraphy pen holders. 

 

Half way through the candidature, the learning through doing approach had developed 

into an anything is possible attitude. This led me to investigate newer technologies. 

However, not every experiment was deemed successful. The golden rule I had set was 

applied again and again: is this in line with the handwriting action? This allowed me to 

question each new avenue and helped me to stay on track, but also to rule out futile 

projects. New technologies had so far looked at laser-cutting (figure 63) and animation 

(figure 69) to explore options with my lettering. Both of these processes used the 

writing action in the initial stages; however, this did not incorporate the handwriting 

action in the outcome. 

Two augmented reality projects were explored and in part adopts my golden rule. The 

first project (figure 80) consisted of the writing action, animating the lettering, attaching 

to a location and connecting to the Layer application. The lettering was then available to 

scan with the application, bring to life the animation that was previously created. This 

was applied to a lettering mural that I painted. The golden rule was not held to the 

writing potential. The project was focused more on creating digital outcomes rather than 
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the writing itself. I continued to investigate. The second project explored the World 

Brush application (figure 81). This application provided the opportunity to use the 

writing action in the final outcome. Written communication can be painted into the 

environment for others to find. Using new technology such as augmented reality is a 

novel way to communicate when writing by hand. After exploring the smartphone 

interface, it became apparent that the writing experience was not ideal as writing with 

my finger had little control. When moving to the iPad (figure 82) with a pencil, the 

writing experience improved. This was a novel way to write by hand with the latest 

technologies, and it did in part, meet my golden rule. However, the creative factor was 

lacking. The potential to use writing as a way to express was not fulfilling. The search 

for other technologies for the writing experience was explored.  
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Figure 80 Libbi Reed, 2018, Augmented Reality using Layar Application 
(https://mysketchnotes.com/journal/augmented-reality). 
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Figure 81 Libbi Reed, 2018, Augmented Reality using World Brush Application 
(https://mysketchnotes.com/journal/augmented-reality). 

 
 

 

Figure 82 Writing on the iPad 
 (https://www.instagram.com/p/BcOUmmrhFIa/) 
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confidence and finding a flow state were both achieved during this stage. When writing 

in virtual reality, the user is fully immersed in the multisensory writing experience. 

Music playing in the headset blocks out the outside world, and allows for little 

distraction. The dimensions are endless and with the infinite scale it encourages 

movement, these conditions invite creative process to the handwriting action with 

rhythm.  

The flow state of calligraphy that is experienced when using ink and paper on the page 

was now transported to the virtual reality environment. This immersive environment 

uses the entire body to create letterforms rather than just the fingers, hand and arm 

movements. The whole body feels the energy when stepping forward through the stroke. 

The immersive nature of the environment can be a mindful experience. 

The main factors of learning cursive handwriting using monotonous, repetitive drills, 

similar to those found in the copybooks of the 19th century, are still relevant in today’s 

environment. Practice can now be experienced in an immersive environment. Using the 

writing action across traditional, digital and virtual platforms encourages creativity 

across different disciplines. The focus on the handwriting action explored using 

disciplines outside of the conventional methods of handwriting practice, has led to 

exciting discoveries. The inclusion of experimenting with unconventional methods, 

such as virtual reality has led to a creative exploration of expressing oneself through the 

act of writing by hand.  
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4.5 Retrospective 

 

Figure 84 Libbi Reed, 2020, Sensemaking sketchnote for Retrospective. 

 

 

Retrospective – Sensemaking is retrospective and ongoing; it is a process of making 

sense of what has happened in the past. Individuals process past events and situations to 

attain a sense of understanding them. Recognising that understanding is subject to 

memory, and relying on memory can be misleading. This looks at the reflection for 

sensemaking, rather than what is expected of the future.253  

Towards the end of my candidature, I was experiencing a standstill of ideas and a lack 

of motivation. This was a time to pause and reflect and ask the question why? 

 
 
253 Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld, ‘Organizing and the Process of Sensemaking’. 
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Throughout the studio research, I had been consistently producing creative work; one 

idea was explored after another. A new unmotivated creative block had crept in, and this 

feeling reminded me of how I had felt before I returned to study (as discussed in 

Chapter 1). I questioned how I could arrive back at the start when I had come so far 

with building my creative experiences. In reflection, I believe this point in the research 

was just as valuable as the time spent creating outcomes. This pause gave me a chance 

to reflect, to ask the question—what was different?  

Looking back over the studio research to this point, I had rediscovered cursive 

handwriting in the forms of traditional calligraphy, hand lettering, animation, laser-

cutting, murals, augmented reality and virtual reality. I had spoken at conferences and 

collaborated with diverse disciplines and participated in exhibitions. I then decided that 

my calligraphy should be at a higher standard; thus, a new focus was aimed at 

perfecting my calligraphy and mastering my status as a master calligrapher.  

I had enrolled in a program that would see my skills as a calligrapher at a master’s level. 

This level involved a lot of focus and time studying the exactness of where the swells sit 

on the stroke, the angle of the stroke, the width of the shade (three hairlines in width) 

these, among other minute exactitudes, became restrictive. This level of study is what is 

needed to obtain a level of mastery. The course itself is of a reputably high standard.254 

The problem I was facing was not connected to what the establishment was teaching but 

rather how I interpreted my own success. The pressure I had put on myself to reach a 

standard of perfection had become debilitating and if I honestly evaluated my 

reluctance, it was that my standard of perfection was unobtainable—this was crippling 

my creativity and my productivity. The excessive standards that I put in place were 

 
 
254 ‘Ink.Academy’. 
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based on validation by others. There was no flexibility when attempting to obtain a 

flawless piece. This new focus was a rigid process that became crippling to the point 

that I stopped all creative production and motivation. The play theory factor and 

experimental nature that was so buoyant in my previous attitude to my creativity were 

now replaced with judgment, anxiety and inadequacies. I had lost the mindset of 

expressing myself authentically through writing creatively and focused more on 

impressing others with my skills, or at the time, I thought, the lack thereof.  

With this downturn in the studio research production, I started to use reflection as a tool 

to uncover the why’s of the situation. This reflection led to exploring exercises 

surrounding self-development, self-growth and well-being. I looked into design thinking 

ethnographic reflection exercises and researched areas regarding correcting self-talk and 

perfectionism.  

I was already practising Julia Cameron’s morning pages method.255 This journal writing 

process was the chosen method to document my studio research process. This form of 

documentation is what led to unravelling the problematic situation that I was 

experiencing. Expressive and continuous writing 256 are both helpful reflection 

processes, but I sought answers surrounding the sudden creative block and the change of 

mindset. 

Studies257 surrounding perfectionism and creativity are well documented. The literature 

 
 
255 Julia. Cameron, The Artist’s Way: A Spiritual Path to Creativity., 1995. 
256 Kathleen McNichol and Kathleen McNichol, ‘Who Am I? Writing to Find Myself’, Journal of Arts 
and Humanities 5, no. 9 (25 September 2016): 36, https://doi.org/10.18533/journal.v5i9.990; Cameron, 
The Artist’s Way: A Spiritual Path to Creativity. 
257 Cathérine Conradty and Franz X. Bogner, ‘From STEM to STEAM: How to Monitor Creativity’, 
Creativity Research Journal 30, no. 3 (3 July 2018): 233–40, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10400419.2018.1488195; Anita R. Shack, Soumia Meiyappan, and Loren D. 
Grossman, ‘Improved Self-Esteem in Artists After Participating in the &quot;Building Confidence and 
Self-Esteem Toolbox Workshop&quot’;, Frontiers in Psychology, 5 July 2018, 
https://doi.org/10.3389/FPSYG.2018.01169; Benjamin Wigert et al., ‘Perfectionism: The Good, the Bad, 
and the Creative’, Journal of Research in Personality 46, no. 6 (2012): 775–79, https://www-
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addresses the pressures associated with the maladaptive standards of perfectionism 

concerning creativity involving self-esteem, self-confidence and self-talk.258 

Perfectionism is defined as “a combination of excessively high personal standards and 

overly critical self-evaluations.”259 

The literature reflected what was happening in the studio research. Key themes were 

connecting, and I started to realise I needed to adjust my self-talk and to build my self-

confidence while approaching my creativity with a certain amount of flexibility. 

Previously creative productivity was shielded by the Play theory attitude. This attitude 

was now replaced with an unintended self-critical nature. The focus of the studio 

research had shifted from building my skills through play and self-expression to a self-

oriented ‘multidimensional perfectionism’.260 

This stage of the studio research underscores the importance of reflection as a tool to 

make sense of a situation. This stage introduced a new direction into my studio research. 

The new direction informed an underlying purpose; no longer was the emphasis on 

skill-building and how to write with legibility or how to write with flow. In its place, the 

focus was now on what I was writing. The importance that was placed on the contents 

of what I was writing introduced a deeper level of connection to my creative practice. 

The creative block was experienced in response to a case of crippling perfectionism. 

This discovery brought awareness to a negative self-talk dialogue that comprised of an 

unobtainable and a rigid set of standards to achieve. I realised for some the label of 

 
 
sciencedirect-com.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/science/article/pii/S0092656612001328#!; Thomas Curran 
and Andrew P Hill, ‘Perfectionism Is Increasing Over Time: A Meta-Analysis of Birth Cohort 
Differences From 1989 to 2016’, American Psychological Association 145, no. 4 (2017): 410–29, 
https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000138. 
258 Gesell, ‘Living in Liminal Times’; Bart Geurts, ‘Making Sense of Self Talk’, Review of Philosophy 
and Psychology 9, no. 2 (1 June 2018): 271–85, https://doi.org/10.1007/s13164-017-0375-y. 
259 Curran and Hill, ‘Perfectionism Is Increasing Over Time: A Meta-Analysis of Birth Cohort 
Differences From 1989 to 2016’, 410. 
260 Curran and Hill, 419. 
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perfectionism may be inspirational that helps them to reach their aims and goals 

successfully. However, the label for me allowed room for negative emotions to foster 

and an unmotivated attitude to my creativity. Here, I have learnt that I should never 

place the word perfect in the same sentence as creative self-expression.  

 

Figure 85 Libbi Reed, 2018, Calligraphy drills to master pointed pen calligraphy, as part of the online 
InkAcademy tuition. 
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Figure 86 Libbi Reed, 2018, Corrected practice and techniques to master pointed pen calligraphy 
Spencerian style. 
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4.6 Identity 

 

Figure 87 Libbi Reed, 2020, Sensemaking sketchnote for Identity. 

 

Identity – Sensemaking is knowing who we are in relation to the world around us; 

“how can I know what I think until I see what I say,” or “how can I know what I’m 

seeing until I see what it was.”261 

Identity construction is about making sense of the individual self. This interaction, along 

with the other six principals of sensemaking, help to define the self. Weick states that no 

individual sense maker is completely alone as we have a collective of ‘selves’. The 

more selves an individual can have, the more opportunities for sensemaking.262 

I was now motivated by a new mission. My new mission became discovering writing by 

hand methods that explored authentic self-expression. This led to the intention of 

 
 
261 Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld, ‘Organizing and the Process of Sensemaking’. 
262 Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld. 
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counter perfection. My next project—my creative journal—led me to correct self-talk263 

and realise how to deal with my inner critic.264 The process of making My Creative 

Journal balanced prompted questions that I answered with creative lettering activities. 

There was a time restriction placed on creating the outcomes, and this restriction led to 

no time for judgement. There was also no time to revisit and perfect the outcome. This 

resulted in fast, authentic and direct responses to the emotions that I experienced when I 

asked the questions.  

The literature again reflected what was happening in the studio research. For example, a 

paper written about a female university student’s experience with a feel-based 

intervention to enhance self-confidence and self-talk265 supports my concept that self-

talk can change daily actions. The study suggests that regulating and adjusting self-talk 

can increase self-awareness, self-control and self-confidence. In the pursuit of goal 

attainment, the intervention facilitated more control over decisions and actions, creating 

more harmony in daily life. By challenging negative self-talk and responding with an 

internal response, as with documenting through journaling, can maintain a healthy 

psychological balance. Monitoring internal dialogue, when faced with decisions, can 

alter the way individuals feel and behave.  

Author and life coach Tony Robbins discusses this very topic on transforming your life 

with the words you chose to use.266 Robins suggests the words that we use hold 

emotions, by addressing the negative dialogue that we use continually can directly 

 
 
263 Geurts, ‘Making Sense of Self Talk’; Gesell, ‘Living in Liminal Times’. 
264 Denise Jacobs, Banish Your Inner Critic: Silence the Voice of Self-Doubt to Unleash Your Creativity 
and Do Your Best Work (Coral Gables, FL: Mango Publishing Group, 2017). 
265 Eva Guérin, Isabelle Arcand, and Natalie Durand-Bush, ‘A View from the Inside: An In-Depth Look 
at a Female University Student’s Experience with a Feel-Based Intervention to Enhance Self-Confidence 
and Self-Talk’, The Qualitative Report 15, no. 5 (2010): 1058–79, http://www.nova.edu/ssss/QR/QR15-
5/guerin.pdf. 
266 Tony Robbins, ‘Change Your Words, Change Your Life’, Robbins Research International, Inc., 2020, 
https://www.tonyrobbins.com/mind-meaning/change-your-words-change-your-life/. 
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affect the way we experience life.  

With the guidance from the literature surrounding perfectionism, negative self-

evaluation, optimal flow state and creativity, I prepared to explore these areas in the 

studio research through My Creative Journal. 

The outcome of this project comprised of actionable exercises that prompted authentic 

responses were collated into my creative journal. The activities in the creative journal 

were based on personal development material. The central topics that helped prompt 

authentic expression were the inner critic267 and negative self-talk.268 The handbound 

lettering journal comprised of individual calligraphy and hand lettering responses that 

answered prompts. By these means, an engaging technique would encourage a flow 

state to happen. The creative activities engaged with an authentic enquiry on the 

following topics: identity, personal core values, mindfulness, inner critic with negative 

self-talk and inner wisdom, forming a daily habit, decision making, gratefulness and 

mindfulness. The overall project included screen printing, paper folding, calligraphy, 

hand lettering, aspirational quotes, and affirmations cards in a book bounded journal. 

Over a short period of two weeks, my purpose was fulfilled in finding my words and 

documented in a deep and personally meaningful journal. The first week was dedicated 

to organising content. In the second week, I concentrated on screen-printing and book-

binding. The two-week time span was due to limited access to the screen-printing 

facilities. The time restriction proved to be no problem as this change in plan improved 

the flow of the project. This forced time constraint became a constructive component in 

 
 
267 Jacobs, Banish Your Inner Critic: Silence the Voice of Self-Doubt to Unleash Your Creativity and Do 
Your Best Work; Nele Stinckens, Germain Lietaer, and Mia Leijssen, ‘Working with the Inner Critic: 
Therapeutic Approach’, Person-Centered & Experiential Psychotherapies 12, no. 2 (2013): 141–56, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14779757.2013.767751. 
268 Gesell, ‘Living in Liminal Times’; Geurts, ‘Making Sense of Self Talk’. 
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the process. The overwhelming time restriction was conducive to spontaneous and 

truthful answers. 

My creative identity was and is pivotal to the intricate, multi-faceted construction of my 

creative journal. The transformative yet straightforward activities changed my capacity 

to think differently about my creativity. An awareness of what I was writing was in 

response to what I was thinking and the emotions that were attached to those thoughts. 

Answering with engaging and creative action meant visualising and actualising the self-

talk. This clarified what was going on in my world.  

My personal growth is attributed to the creative lettering process that helped to 

acknowledge and reframe self-talk and replace it with compassionate and supportive 

action. Words became more meaningful, and I was addressing negative self-talk through 

exercises designed to answer my inner critic. A creative lettering process brought a 

lightness to the deeply embedded central beliefs that I held. The related literature and 

the creatively engaging activities will need to be ongoing to dig out the embedded habits 

of a lifetime. To maintain my creative, positive identity, I will need to hold a positive 

internal voice daily.  
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Figure 89 Libbi Reed, 2018, Affirmation Cards, an outcome from the Inner Critic and the Inner Wisdom 
reflection. A self-growth project to combat perfectionism and negative self-talk. 
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4.7 Plausibility 

 

Figure 90 Libbi Reed, 2020, Sensemaking sketchnote for Plausibility. 

 

Plausibility—Sensemaking is driven by plausibility rather than by accuracy. It must 

make sense but not necessarily be accurate. Accuracy can still be present and socially 

credible; however, plausibility is more practical. Sensemaking is understanding that we 

can’t know everything; the landscape is too vast, so we do the best we can. In doing so, 

we reinforce action by taking cues in our environments within the context of how we 

interpret these events.269 

 

This new creative journal method of combating perfectionism and negative self-talk 

became a new project. The sketchnote process was the way I naturally documented the 

 
 
269 Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld, ‘Organizing and the Process of Sensemaking’. 
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reflection of creating this new way of creative journaling, and creating sketchnotes 

fulfilled the golden rule that I had set earlier in the studio research: Is this in line with 

the handwriting action? The journal introduced a free approach that did answer the 

golden rule question with a yes. The writing by hand action was present when creating 

sketchnotes. Sketchnotes could be practised in a non-judgemental space opposing 

perfectionism.  

The sketchnote approach enhances memory retention and comprehension. Sketchnoting 

helped me to make sense of my emotions. It was the most engaging process above all 

others explored. The free-flow state of visual notetaking was liberating. Engaging 

processes led me to employ calligraphy, inks, watercolours, pencils as with digital 

applications such as Procreate on the iPad. Csikszentmihalyi270 suggests in his flow 

state diagram that a flow state is more likely to be achieved when wholeheartedly and 

fully immersed in the task. The task needs to include a balance between being 

challenging enough and having the skills to execute and complete the task. By adding 

the engagement factor, such as revisiting the sketchnote with engaging processes invites 

opportunities for the flow state to be experienced with immediate feedback.  

Once I had started to focus more intently on the sketchnote process to reflect and map 

the emotional level attached to creative tasks, I began to see a change in the way I 

approached my studio research and how I experienced my overall quality of life. With a 

focus on correcting self-talk using the sketchnote process, a more forgiving mindset was 

in place. The ‘no right or wrong way’ of sketchnoting brings a healthy psychological 

balance to one’s outlook. Sketchnoting is not about perfection. Sketchnoting is about 

visually expressing information. By applying Dervin’s Sense-Making methodology to 

 
 
270 Csikszentmihalyi, Finding Flow: The Psychology of Engagement with Everyday Life. 
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the reflection process, the situation I was in started to make sense. By also using 

Weick’s seven sensemaking properties, I was able to encapsulate all that I had 

experienced throughout the exploratory research. 

My understanding of sketchnotes before my creative journal experience was in the 

context of taking visual notes for lecture content, conferences or meetings. As part of a 

team effort and within the university Graphic Design department, course-development 

changes were made to introduce sketchnotes into the teaching framework. The students 

gave a positive response to the sketchnotes during the lecture. Communication and 

documentation were enhanced through this new notetaking approach. The student’s 

sketchnotes presented impressive results, and the introduction of sketchnotes in lectures 

has been deemed successful.  

My understanding of sketchnotes grew further when I had the opportunity to write an 

online university course on the introduction to sketchnoting. Through delivering the 

content to eighty students over a six-week time frame, I was able to revisit the 

sketchnote process in a learning environment. This six-week course had to be delivered 

online because of the 2020 Coronavirus pandemic. The research I had uncovered so far 

have shaped the content of the course. The course consisted of introducing students to 

the concept of expressive visual notetaking. Areas covered both lecture-based 

sketchnotes, but also experience-based sketchnotes. The insight I took from this is that 

the students connected to the experience-based content and I associate this connection 

with the stressful situation at the time. Students were able to use sketchnotes to express 

themselves. Experience-based sketchnotes in times of stressful situations can bring 

balance to the creator. 

My new understanding of sketchnotes is that visual notetaking can help with 

comprehension and memory for learning purposes, but also to facilitate the reflection 
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process. A visual sensemaking method can be used to unpack and understand self and 

situation. The purpose of revisiting the sketchnote with engaging processes, with self-

expression as a key focus, is how I approach my sketchnotes. The following figures 

show a range of sketchnote using different styles. These variations are dependant on the 

tools that are used—both digital and calligraphy pen and paper—and the type of 

sketchnote, including realtime lecture sketchnotes (figure 91), sense-making sketchnotes 

(92,) and reflection-based sketchnotes (figure 93).  
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Figure 91 Libbi Reed, 2020, Lecture-based sketchnotes with the engaging process of pointed pen nib and 
ink. 
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Figure 92 Libbi Reed, 2020, Sensemaking sketchnotes that prompt action into daily life and mapping 
daily activity, iPad.  
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Figure 93 Libbi Reed, 2020, Reflection-based sketchnotes that reflect on the year that has passed and plan 
for the future, iPad.  

 

 
 
Figure 94 Libbi Reed and Dr Dominque Falla, 2020, Live sketchnote for Griffith Open House Open Day, 

Spotlight on Creative Arts and Design at Griffith University. 
(https://mysketchnotes.com/journal/thesketchnote)
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 
 

This exegesis addresses the studio research undertaken over the last four years. 

Reflecting upon this creative journey has provided insight into the struggles of creative 

block and creative identity. By immersing myself in creative projects, that included both 

studio and theoretical methodologies, I have developed a robust understanding of my 

creative identity.  

The project began with a search for my creative identity. After a series of experiments, 

the discovery of sensemaking as a concept at the reflection stage helped to confront 

challenges experienced throughout the research. These challenges included creative 

blocks and a lack of confidence. Other areas included how a lack of focus brought an 

influx of creative ideas; however, the emphasis on perfection led to more authentic self-

expression. Applying sensemaking meant I was able to understand these challenges 

throughout the reflection process.  

The outcomes of this process have been documented systematically and 

diagrammatically with sketchnotes. The collection of creative projects included in the 

document showcase my calligraphy, penmanship, hand lettering, and sketchnoting 

skills. This process of unpacking and understanding my challenges by using creative 

skill-building exercises has formed the primary outcome of this research. Beyond this 

research, there is an opportunity to create teaching tools to help others unblock and find 

their creative identity by using sensemaking and sketchnoting.  

The following sketchnote visually encapsulates the studio research that I have 

undertaken (figure 95). The sketchnote frames the reflective process, which creates a 

deeper understanding of the overall studio research. Over the time of the research, a 

collection of creative skillsets has been developed but also a sense of my creative 
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identity and how I express my creativity.  

 

 

Figure 95 Libbi Reed, 2018, Sketchnote that visually encapsulates the studio research 

 

The studio research component began as an organic exploration. The need to skill build 

writing by hand methods led to value self-expression. A sensemaking framework then 

followed the studio research—this created structure to the reflection process. The 

sketchnotes also developed into a visual sensemaking framework that was introduced as 

a key component. It was a multi-faceted journey of creative outputs that evolved from 

writing on paper, focusing on finger movement and then arm movement, then writing 

on walls using the whole body, and on to writing in AR and VR. The reflection process 

also highlighted individual projects that led to a dramatic change of direction, such as 

implementing strict pointed pen calligraphy rules engulfed in perfection and 

comparison. This development led to strong reflection and a more relaxed, creative 

process that resulted in sketchnoting my creative voice. Three main components 
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became:  

a. play and experimentation to build skills  

b. the need to make sense 

c. sketchnotes as a way to express 

a. The introduction of play theory opened up many opportunities to build new skills and 

to discover exciting creative ways to express my creativity. Engaging in creative 

processes with tools, mediums and different techniques encouraged the mix of the long-

established method of learning. Letterform with latest technologies became a non-

restrictive approach to learning. Many projects incorporated the play approach. One that 

was instrumental was practising letterforms in Virtual Reality. The environment in Tilt 

Brush provided the perfect platform to encourage learning letterforms through play. The 

Tilt Brush software encouraged flow and rhythm. Memorising letterforms was a 

necessity of the structure.  

b. When I started to focus on the authenticity of the words that I was writing a change 

come about. This change of direction was in response to the attitude I had to 

professionalise my calligraphic skills. Perfection and creativity do not sit comfortably. 

By shifting the focus from the aesthetic perfection of the letterform to the authentic 

meaning of my words, I had allowed an opportunity to explore and discover a personal 

connection to my chosen words. This had a significant effect on me, personally. The 

inclusion of my authentic words led to the further discovery of my creative identity 

through visual sensemaking. The need to make sense of creative block and to 

understand my negative response to perfection was understood through sketchnoting.  

c. My creative identity was entirely fulfilled by embracing sketchnoting. My lettering 

skills and drawing skills took flight. Perfection was replaced with purposeful creative 
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content. Rather than focusing on creating perfect letters, I could now express freely and 

demonstrate flow in my work. This allowed me to unpack and understand information. I 

had accumulated many lettering skills, and now, with sketchnotes, I had a new platform.  

This research aimed to identify reflective strategies for making sense of creative self-

expression when writing by hand. The exegesis set out to explore opportunities where 

lettering could be used for creative self-discovery through an auto-ethnographic 

exploration. Skill-building is necessary for creative growth and to bridge the gap 

between learning foundational letterforms through to complex writing-by-hand 

outcomes. In these tasks, play and experimentation were implemented.  

Authentic expression requires skill-building techniques to express what is intended. 

However, skill-building with a focus on perfection may stimulate creative block. 

Building creative writing by hand skills can enhance creative confidence and remove a 

creative block. To explore writing by hand as a creative practice, such as sketch-noting, 

this exegesis shows how play and experimentation go hand in hand to build skills. 

Developing manual dexterity can shape a creative and confident attitude while 

improving the action of writing by hand.  

Weick’s seven sensemaking properties played a significant role in the structure of this 

document and in the practice-based outcomes. Sense-making highlights insights that 

have emerged from the project and are summarised as follows:  

1.  Overcoming creative block and managing multiple ideas 

2.  Improving and building fine motor skills and muscle memory 

3.  Stimulating engaging methods to counter monotonous practice  

4.  Skill-building that stimulates creative confidence 

5.  The ability to access creative self-expression 
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An inclusion in the exhibition is a printed zine. The zine will be presented in the style of 

a workbook that aims to stimulate creative confidence through sketchnoting. The 

content guides the user through the process of creating sketchnotes, while focusing on 

self-awareness and self-expression. The contents of the zine capture the research 

journey and follows on from the university course that I delivered (7711QCA, and 

2711QCA Introduction to Sketch-notes). Further, sketchnoting information that 

supports the zine content is available on my website: mysketchnotes.com/journal.  

A sense-making framework is included in the workbook featuring three core elements; 

explore, map and act. The central concern is to create a layout or a map that brings 

together all three tiers exploring the situation, mapping to express the situation, and 

lastly, to put this newfound understanding into action. This framework encourages 

authentic, creative self-expression while building self-confidence through creative 

habits of sketchnoting.
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Appendix 

 

Applications 

Paperlike: an iPad screen protector that draws and writes like on paper. 

https://paperlike.com/ 

Procreate: an intuitive digital application for the iPad  

 https://procreate.art/ 

Concepts: an artboard has an infinite sketching area. 

https://concepts.app/en/ 

Paper-Fifty-Three: a creative application to create and present creative work. 

https://www.fiftythree.com/ 

Adobe Fresco, Photoshop and Illustrator: designing graphic with the iPad. 

https://www.adobe.com/au/ 

Affinity Designer for iPad: designing graphic with the iPad. 

https://affinity.serif.com/en-gb/designer/ipad/ 

Layar Application: an augmented Reality application, placing animation into the 

environment. 

https://www.layar.com/ 

World Brush Application: an augmented Reality application writing in the environment 

https://worldbrush.net/ 

Apps in my pocket—ABC Pocket phonics: Application for early education. 

http://appsinmypocket.com/ 
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HTC Vive Tilt Brush: Painting and writing in a Virtual Reality. 

https://www.tiltbrush.com/ 

Kingspray Graffiti VR: Painting and writing with Street graffiti in Virtual Reality. 

https://store.steampowered.com/app/471660/Kingspray_Graffiti_VR/
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