A TEAM: Design Visualization Best Practices

1. Use Local Design Professionals to Evaluate Student Work:  One way that this may be accomplished is by sponsoring a design competition within a class.  Each student develops their own designs and presents them to their peers and a panel of experts from local businesses.  The winner may receive a certificate and a prize donated by a local firm. The best prize, however, is the opportunity to work as an intern in a local firm!  After the winner is selected, the experts spend time with students critiquing the students work and offering suggestions.  This process has the added benefit of letting employers have a sneak preview at the up-and-coming talent.
2. Introduce Design Collaboration Projects: Design students need to have experience working in teams and collaborating with clients.  This can be simulated within a classroom, but another option is to work with a colleague at another college to create a virtual designer/client working environment.  Each college can create teams of designers and clients that collaborate via telephone, fax, email, web conference, or if possible, in-person.  Teams can simultaneously function as clients for one project and designers for another so they get both experiences. The soft skills that students develop through these projects are often as valuable to their successful employment as their technical knowledge and skill. 
3. Spend a Day at College: This is a great recruiting tool. Each semester a group of local tech-prep high school students can be invited to “shadow” your design students.  Rather than the traditional “college days” when many high school students invade the college campus, it is best if there are only a couple shadowing students at a time.  This way the learning environment is not disrupted and they get a truer feel for being in college.  You’ll want to select some full-time model students from your program to work with the high school students and they should stay together for the whole school day.  Not only should the design and technical classes be visited, but also general education courses, the cafeteria, and social activities such as clubs and just “hanging out on the commons”.  The high school students are very curious about the social side of going to college as well as the academic.  They can get a very complete picture of college life through this recruiting activity and will likely be excited about their future in your program.  It is also possible that, through their exposure to the offering available at the college, some of the high school students may wish to begin taking courses at the college during the evening.
4. Visual Design Learning Community: Because the world of design visualization is so closely allied with the world of art, the development of a learning community that links design visualization courses with art courses can create a wonderful and relevant learning experience for students.  Art courses such as sculpture, 3D design, illustration, color and lighting, cel animation, and digital imaging may compliment courses in design visualization.  Students planning to transfer to various schools of architecture will often find that their portfolio will need to include examples of traditional illustration as well as technical and computer generated drawing/modeling. 
5. Promote Internships For Your Students:  Internships serve to increase the relevance of a student’s learning to real world application and future job opportunities. Our students see “experience required” when they look at ads for job and then wonder how they will break in to the market. If you want a good job you usually need experience. In order to get experience you need a job. Providing internship opportunities for students will give them an edge when it comes to getting a job and also is a great way to keep in touch with local employers and their needs. Some colleges facilitate internships with a faculty coordinator, while others use a Cooperative Education model to coordinate and supervise the internship activity.

6.  Sponsor a Student Club: A sense of community is often the last thing that students find at a community college. Most students are commuting, working, and raising families.  To create a community, capitalize of the thing that has brought them together in the first place – your design visualization program.   Create informal opportunities for students to study by forming work groups, encouraging service learning activities, and sponsoring “industry nights” or guest speakers.  As students become accustomed to these extracurricular activities, begin offloading some of the coordination to students that appear to have leadership potential.  
7. Gender Imbalance?  The design visualization industry is still dominated by men, so it is sometimes difficult to attract women into your technical program.  A tremendous resource to assist with the effort is the Institute for Women in Trades, Technology & Science (IWITTS) http://www.iwitts.com/html/iwitts.html.  They publish an email newsletter called WomenTech Educators Newsletter that is filled with good hints and tips for recruiting and retaining women into your technical program.  IWITTS also publishes the WomenTech Best Practices CD which is a toolkit for recruiting and training women into technical education programs.
8. Mingle With the Pros: A real inspiration for getting students organized is to plan a visit to an industry conference in their area of interest.  For design visualization students, this might mean a trip to the SIGGRAPH conference (http://www.siggraph.org/).  In fact, students might want to form a student chapter of SIGGRAPH and sponsor students to show their work at the conference. Employers often use these conference venues to scout for up and coming talent.
9. Create a Web-Based Portfolio: Partly due to the graphic nature of design visualization, professional collaboration in this industry is increasingly reliant on the web.  One way to get students to begin using the web as a communication medium is to have them generate a simple web-based portfolio.  There are many free web hosting sites available, though file size can be a limiting factor.  Often, a college can make space available on a server for which students can have FTP access.  The web-based portfolio will become an important tool when students begin seeking employment and may even lead to freelance work prior to graduation.
10.  Web Research:  Most professionals in the design visualization industry have a web site to advertise their services and showcase their projects.  Have students seek out these sites and prepare a presentation for their classmates that highlight their favorite pros.  You might specify a particular emphasis such as architecture, mechanical design, or transportation so that the students don’t all stumble upon the same sites.  It will also give them insight into the myriad disciplines that use design visualization as a marketing or design development tool.  The design of these web sites might be used to provide inspiration for a student’s own pre-professional web site (see #9 above).  
