
“Bringing the Outside In” 
Collaborative Content Creation in 3D Digital Design Education 

 
David Halbstein 

Asst. Professor, 3D Digital Design 
Rochester Institute of Technology 

Rochester, New York, USA 

Shaun Foster 
Asst. Professor, 3D Digital Design 
Rochester Institute of Technology 

Rochester, New York, USA 

Heather Smith 
Lecturer, NTID Arts & Imaging Studies 

Rochester Institute of Technology 
Rochester, New York, USA 

1.  Introduction 

At the College of Imaging Arts and Sciences at the Rochester 
Institute of Technology, we seek to strike a balance between a 
technical mastery of the technologies, the processes, and the 
tools behind high-end image-making, and a robust exploration of 
the historic, conceptual and aesthetic ideals that drive the images 
themselves.  Achieving this balance is especially challenging in 
the department of 3D Digital Design, where our students are 
faced with the need to master a wealth of technological 
information including many software packages, hardware 
configurations, processes and workflows.  With limited 
opportunity for traditional classroom lecture-style approach due 
to practical constraints on contact hours with students, we have 
sought solutions that will help offload much of this technical 
information.  We have been creating a collection of student-
centered, self-directed modular training videos, which enable our 
students to come to class technically prepared and ready to enter 
into discussions about what aesthetic ends can be reached with 
the tools they have learned.  

Within the context of finding the most effective ways to present 
this technical information, we have begun to address the learning 
styles and natural limitations of various groups of students.  Our 
classrooms are microcosms of diversity, including not only a 
large percentage of international students, but students who 
attend the National Technical Institute for the Deaf (NTID).  
Along with the diversity of backgrounds of our students comes 
diversity in learning styles, each with its own set of challenges 
and demands.   

2.  Our version of the “Flipped Classroom” 

Our process now begins with an assessment of the learning styles 
and challenges that our students as individuals face.  We have put 
together a growing library of modular videos that initially 
supported, but now replace, many of our technical lectures and 
demonstrations.  Research as well as anecdotal experience shows 
that this approach is particularly beneficial to members of 
underserved communities (minorities and women), and to 
members of the deaf community – to which RIT is particularly 
committed.  Each of the videos is presented in a captioned 
format, and many feature vignettes of the professor 
communicating directly in American Sign Language.  For 
various social, cultural, class or disability-related reasons, we 
find that many of our students either are unable to take sufficient 
notes in class, or are reluctant to draw attention to themselves in 
a large classroom to clarify a point or ask a question.  It is our 
experience that these productions can “level the playing field” 
for a wide range of students who now have a safe place to find 

the answers to their questions.   Due to their modular nature, the 
videos can also be used in a variety of courses where there is a 
natural crossover of technical material. For those students who 
may be lacking a prerequisite, catching up in class is far easier.  

3.  What’s Next?  

The anticipated result of this approach has been that there are 
more contact hours available with students to engage in a broader 
range of aesthetic and conceptual topics; hence the title of this 
presentation, “Bringing the Outside In”.  We have begun 
leveraging social media and video conferencing to engage our 
alumni, our former colleagues, and other industry-recognized 
guest speakers in an ongoing, informal class discussion.  We 
have created “Facebook Groups” and invited outside 
professionals to participate, and have held “Virtual Critiques” 
and “Insider Looks” at industry via videoconferencing software.   

4.  Conclusions and Presentation 

Our presentation will consist of case studies in how these videos 
are produced, how they target the various learning styles we 
address, and how we are able to leverage social media and 
videoconferencing technology to extend the learning experience 
beyond the walls of the institution.  Our talk is a case study, a 
discussion of our constantly re-forming views of what is possible 
when students are given the tools with which to work at their 
own pace, are provided with a secure and non-judgmental avenue 
for correcting and filling gaps in their own knowledge, and how 
the increase in available class time can be leveraged in such a 
way as to bring an enhanced forum for encouragement, critique, 
and commentary,.  All of this points to the larger issue of balance 
between the technical and the aesthetic, which is the mission 
statement of RIT’s College of Imaging Arts and Sciences.  
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