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Reconfiguring the Poster Presentation as Interactive Exchange
Through Dialogical Artefact: An Homage to Marin-Viadel and Roldan

A. R. Woollock
Daitd Bunka University

Abstract: It may not be a popular opinion amongst those who have accepted the poster presentation as a ubig-
uitous vehicle for scholastic dissemination. For the author, however, this questionable facet of the academic
landscape has become the single most avoidable aspect of any academic conference or scholarly gathering.
The reasons for this disdain are threefold and located in the domains of aesthetics, content & function, and
purpose. In addition to these significant flaws, posters are intrinsically static, inherently unidirectional, and
invariably non-dialogical in nature; arguably being the research equivalent of wallpaper adorning conference
lobbies or ‘non art’ spaces. Furthermore, they have a questionable purpose and intent, what exactly their pur-
pose is and where they situate themselves within academic fields, protocols, and practices remains, to the au-
thor at least, largely unclear. Moreover, by what means they aim to achieve their design objective(s) has like-
wise, never been clear to the author. Finally, in the current époque with the advancements of technology at our
disposal, coupled with what we are still learning about learner types, cognitive proclivities, and how individu-
als receive and process information, a uniform, homogeneous poster appears all the more moribund. Working
against these perspectives, the author, taking inspiration from Marin-Viadel and Roldan, set about disrupting,
reinterpreting and re-configuring the aims, objectives, and final output of the poster presentation. Intending to
better reflect the diversity of learners, approaches, and academic disciplines, notably within their own field,
and also to provoke wider debate as to the effectiveness and appropriateness of ingrained practices which re-
main unchallenged over time in academia. This research note is intended not to be a monolithic treatise, rather
to act as a conduit for further exploration. Outlining the author’s process and intent in seeking an alternative
solution, this brief articulation addresses the task from a Freirian ‘problem posing’ perspective aiming to stim-
ulate further discourse and encourage alternative approaches.
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The Problem

As with all solutions or alternatives, one first
needs to identify the problem which one is attempt-
ing to improve or best. As alluded to in the abstract
above, the author posits that there are significant
flaws with the fundamental idea and format of a
poster presentation and the culture they have
spawned. Indeed it is arguable that the very term
contains two antithetical entities and competing ide-
as. A poster, as a two-dimensional, flat object is in-
variably conceived to outwardly transmit an idea
(information/communication design) or sell a
product/good/service (advertising design). Contrast
this with a presentation, which, as a dynamic perfor-
mance and exchange or transmission of sorts is a
three-dimensional, animated occurrence whereby
the presenter attempts to convey something (story/
emotion/idea/doctrine) to the recipient or audience.
In both cases, however, there is a fundamental flaw
of commonality which is the linear, unidirectional
nature of the situation. Even in the case of a perfor-
mance, unless it is a Q&A, a call and response, or
the audience is invited to participate such as in Eng-
lish pantomime, both entities remain largely non-
dialogical in nature; the audience and the performer.
That is not to negate laughter, reactions or move-
ment at the micro, neurological or cognitive levels
in the brain’s synapses, merely to elucidate that the
reality at the macro level, at least, (which is all we
really can know) is that these are largely static forms
of communication.

In addition to these concerns, to the author, as a
trained graphic designer and practicing artist, when
viewed, read, and evaluated critically as a piece of
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Figure 3. Example of an apparently 'good' format
for a poster presentation ©UCLA 2025

Figure 4. Large scale 'poster' placed next to the
frame in the Donegall Pass to explain the research
project to local residents ©Woollock



information design (which is what they essentially
are) the posters displayed at academic conferences
and scholarly gatherings invariably have two clear
flaws which can be summarised as design and pro-
duction. As the three examples of supposed ‘good’
posters clearly demonstrate (Figs. 1, 2, and 3), the
‘design’ appears not to have been properly con-
ceived nor systematically developed in terms of for-
mulating a coherent aesthetic or visual narrative—it
doesn’t follow or conform to any of the basic stand-
ards, requirements or parameters laid out in any
brief from any design institute the author has ever
studied at or taught at. Because tertiary art institu-
tions and universities don’t utilise the generic poster
as part of their andragogical outworkings it is fair to
state that the vast majority of posters at poster
presentation events are designed by non-art majors
and likely those with little or no robust design train-
ing. They do not appear to be the outworkings of a
designer or the net result of following a robust de-
sign process. Instead, they appear to be what they
most likely are, the layperson’s manifestation of
what they perceive to be information design. Rather
than being the result of formal design training to the
author’s critical eye, they appear instead to have
been influenced by websites claiming to offer design
advice not necessarily based upon design principles,
industry standards or aesthetics, but more on basic
factors like legibility, content, and format such as
the examples below, all of which, if submitted in the
UK for a diploma or degree in graphic design would
unequivocally fail to gain a passing grade. Compare
that instead, to Figure 4 which, although somewhat
difficult to see in print, was a very large scale poster
panel placed next to the frame containing the com-
munity’s e-ma. This panel performed much the
same task as a typical poster presentation poster, in
terms of outlining the research project to those who
had not attended workshops and had not been direct-
ly informed. In addition to this, however, it was
properly designed according to design standards and
aesthetics aimed at its target demographic.

The second major flaw of the average poster per-
tains to the software used for the task, which of of-
ten the least appropriate software for such tasks. Ra-
ther than using a dedicated design software like

Adobe Illustrator® or InDesign® which have much
steeper learning curves and require a basic under-
standing of design and design principles, students
and faculty most often use a Microsoft® product
such as Word® or PowerPoint® which is wholly
inappropriate for the task. To be fair, even a trained
graphic designer would struggle to produce a poster
of any artistic merit if required to use such a plat-
form, so the layperson is really setting themselves a
near insurmountable challenge hoping to use these
software applications to produce something of aes-
thetic worth.

Introduction to the Research

The methodology and some of the theory for the au-
thor’s doctoral research, a Ph.D. from The Queen’s
University of Belfast (QUB), was situated in explor-
ing and utilising the Japanese cultural artefact e-ma
(f2F%. Z F). For those who might not be familiar
with this artefact, it is a wooden votive tablet from
shin-tou' (#h&. L A & 9) the Japanese indigenous
animistic belief system. An e-ma (pronounced like
the girl’s name ‘Emma’) is a small wooden tablet
about the size of a postcard, onto which visitors to
shin-tou shrines in Japan write their hopes and aspi-
rations for the coming year. These are usually dis-
played on frames at the shrine for a year and then
burned so as to offer a fresh point of focus for the
coming year”. Since 1999, the author has been
working with exploring the use of e-ma for non-
standard or secondary purposes, initially for a mas-
ter’s degree in photography from England’s Not-
tingham Trent University (NTU) where they were
utilised as a means of displaying photos of contem-
porary Japanese culture. Later in Belfast they were
re-employed as a means for working class citizens
from the Donegall Pass, a forgotten working class
neighbourhood in the City, to engage with ideas of
future hopes, aspirations, and desires—something
residents were inherently lacking. However, in the
second iteration, rather than writing their future
wishes and aspirations on the e-ma (as is customary
in Japan), participants at intimate workshops held in
the local community by the author, were invited to
paint them instead. The collective e-ma from more
than one hundred and sixty participants were then

'The author rejects the Hepburn system of Romanising Japanese as ineffective, imperialist, and inauthentic. Instead they
Romanise according to principles of the Japanese language insofar as how it corresponds to the original phonetics based
upon the Sino-Japanese kan-ji (5>, 7>A U) characters and the syllabaries of hira-gana ("V-{4 . U5 72373) and kata-

kana (4. 0 2 7).

?An e-ma serves roughly the same function as a New Year’s resolution does in Western countries.



used for discussions and focus groups as a means of
allowing visual data to give rise to oral data, thus,
this once inert object was transposed into the realm
of dialogical artefact. Following each small work-
shop the e-ma were collected and displayed at a pu-
bic park in the community (see Figure 3). Little-by-
little the frame was filled with e-ma and became
transformed into a public dialogical installation
which also acted as a focal point of the community
for considering their future hopes and aspirations.

Specific Context of the Research

Whilst a doctorate student in the School of Edu-
cation at QUB (2013-2016), the author, along with
other government funded students’, was required to
produce a poster for a poster presentation event
aimed at showcasing the current research then being
undertaken in the School. In addition to the aesthetic
reasons noted above in Section One, the author has
always detested the poster presentation, its inclusion
in academia, and the types of people who gravitate
towards using them in Japan, often as a way to fluff
their résumé in order to climb the academic career
ladder.

Despite that strongly held position, as a funded
student, the author was obliged to join the event and
so set about trying to rethink their participation
based not upon producing a homogeneous two-
dimensional poster (the desired response), rather,

Figure 5. The final community installation piece
which contained more than 160 e-ma painted by
local residents and was displayed in their park.

upon creating a more considered and nuanced re-
sponse which reflected the actual underpinnings of
their research; the theory becoming the methodolo-
gy, as it were. Given that the author was conducting
research under the umbrella of a visual paradigm
called Applied Visual Enquiry (AVE), they decided
that rather than produce a 2D text-based poster as
per everyone else, that they should instead remain
aligned to core values of their research and try to
reflect, reinterpret, and showcase the central tenets
of their research in their mode of presentation. Tak-
ing their lead from an article by Marin-Viadel and
Roldéan (2013), the author took their visual arts
methodology and produced not a poster, but instead,
an installation piece based directly on their research.
In effect they reinterpreted the requirements and re-
configured the outcomes of the event to fit a visual
solution rather than a text-based one; reestablishing
the rules of participation based on their methodolo-
gy rather than adopting an unsuitable one from an-
other academic discipline. In actuality this is noth-
ing more than one should expect at the doctoral lev-
el: appropriate and justifiable use of methodology
and theory being a fundamental underpinning to all
postgraduate research and something which is invar-
1ably questioned and challenged at one’s viva voce.

The Concept and Approach

A poster intended for a presentation event is of a
universal, predetermined, and designated size stipu-
lated by the organisers (usually A0 size) and should
contain certain key elements which should also be
conveyed to participants. These elements often mir-
ror, although incompletely, those of an academic
thesis, e.g., abstract, discussion, methodology, re-
sults/findings, etc. Whilst posters intended for shar-
ing general scholarship, constrained by size, legibil-
ity, and other logistical factors may not include all
the sections of a doctoral thesis, those intended to
showcase doctoral research should ideally contain
all the various elements which will find their way
into the usual eight chapter ‘big book’ thesis. This
standardised structure comprises: introduction, re-
search questions, literature, theoretical framework,
methodology, findings, discussion, and conclusion.
In order to reconfigure the poster presentation, the
author decided to build a miniature version of the
full-size frame which can be seen above in Figure 5.
Onto this smaller A0 size frame were hung a total of

*Years 2 and 3 of the author’s Ph.D. were fully funded by a competitive award from Northern Ireland’s Department of
Employment and Learning (DEL), for which sincere thanks should be extended. The supervisors for this research were
Professor Ruth Leitch (primary) and Professor Maruska Svasek, also to whom thanks should be extended.



eighteen e-ma, each of which each represented a
specific aspect of the research, together these repli-
cated the poster presentation requirements and with
the frame maintaining the dimensions required for
the event.

In short, the 2D paper was transposed into a 3D

wooden frame and the usual text-box sections of a
typical poster were manifested as visual representa-
tions and painted on eighteen different e-ma. In
terms of how the images were conceived and ren-
dered, a specific approach was taken here insofar as
most of the images were intentionally ambiguous
and abstract. This intentional choice was made to
further disrupt the linear/passive core of a typical
poster presentation event. That is, by painting inten-
tionally ambiguous imagery on the e-ma the author
forced the passive observer at the presentation event
to either become an active interlocutor and engage
in dialogue with them, if they wished to ascertain
the meaning of the individual e-ma, or remain pas-
sive and unknowing. In essence the e-ma used in the
this event mirrored how they were used in the com-
munity as a leaping off point to creating dialogue
and discourse on the subject of hope®. In this regard,
not only did the frame and e-ma conform to the re-
quirements of the poster presentation, but they also
directly showcased, in real time and in real terms the
actual research. Two of the eighteen elemental e-ma
are shown in Figure 6, and the complete set appears

in the Appendix.
Discussion

The post-postmodern époque is awash with an
almost overwhelming abundance of creativity and
visuality. Such is the prevalence of the visual in
contemporary societies, that it is not hyperbolic to
attest that such a pervasive visual culture has not
been witnessed by any generation prior in the span
of human history. Whether we are aware of it or not
is, creativity, as an exportable concept through inno-
vation, enhancement, and development is at the
forefront of our lives which are themselves both
dominated and mediated by visual forms. Currently
it is arguable that contemporary human existence is
centred around three core tenets: technology
(including of course Al), smart media (tablets, smart
phones, smart watches, smart homes, games, etc.),
and old-fashioned human interaction (often mediat-
ed by the two previous facets). The commonality
which bonds those three elements and that which
both drives and connects these factors are visuality,
creativity, advancement, change, and innovation.
That established, however, if we turn and face glob-
al academia and education, notably tertiary educa-
tion, what do we see? Do we see the pervasive cul-
tural and social mores, aesthetic and artistic values
of contemporary society reflected back at us? Can
we witness the technological advancements and en-
hanced comprehension of cognitive proclivities and
learner types of our post-industrial society? Proba-

Figure 6. The author’s postgraduate exhibition at
NTU, 1999. ©Woollock

Figure 7. Starting the conception and production
process for the poster size frame. ©Woollock

%0One of the key findings of the author’s research was that e-ma produced both visual and oral data, the latter of which
comprised three kinds: monologue date, discursive data, and focus group data.



bly not. In actuality if you traverse the corridors of
most educational establishments you are more likely
to witness a quasi-historical scene which looks more
like 1926 than 2026. Thus, ask your students to pull
up an image of a Victorian classroom, for example,
and watch their faces as they see rows of educands
sitting facing a chalkboard, and come to realise that
not much has changed in a hundred years or more.
Academia, it often appears, has become an analog
interlude in the digital lives of students, a relic of a
long forgotten past. From more than twenty five
years spent in global academia working in divergent
cultures, the author would attest to the fact that if
you entered almost any classroom in any country, at
any strata of education from primary to tertiary, you
would see a startlingly similar mise-en-scéne. Cur-
rent modes of education, interaction, and practices
de rigueur in much of academia are archaic, mori-
bund, and inappropriate for the neurological disposi-
tion and learning proclivities of post-millennial stu-
dents. Academia can no longer afford to remain in
this disconnected position, because in such a form
its appeal and influence is waning to a point of in-
significance and irrelevance. The truth is that most
students now enter higher education, not for what
they can learn or how they can mature, grow, and
develop, rather, for the certificate they can acquire
upon graduation, a certificate which will facilitate
the employment they want so that they can then as-
pire to lead the lives they desire. Academia has be-
come a routine stepping stone on a person’s life
journey, not a pinnacle nor a right of passage. Why
is that? Of course there are numerous possible rea-
sons for this and it might appear somewhat incredu-
lous or even preposterous to some, to propagate the
notion that the mere poster presentation has any-
thing to do with it, but in actuality it does. It does
because, for all its flaws noted prior, it is still con-
sidered both an appropriate and fitting element of
academia and academic discourse by those driving
educational policy, hence, they believe it should be
maintained because it has been maintained, just as
sitting in rows facing a board has remained. If these
were not methods or practices believed to be fitting
and appropriate, they would have slipped into histo-
ry unnoticed. In this instance, however, it has not, in
spite of the fact that from the author’s perspective, at
least, it has little discernible merit in its present form
and could be replaced in an instant by a plethora of
more interactive and technologically advanced alter-
natives. What it is, and the fact that it is maintained,
indeed championed in the current époque is simulta-
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neously both telling and a damning reflection of
how far mainstream education is from meeting the
needs of a rapidly changing and precarious, post-
COVID global society. At the most basic level, with
the advancements of screen technology and signifi-
cant reduction in hardware costs, not to mention the
environmental concerns about wasting paper and
inks for an A0-size printout (that may require more
than one attempt to get it right). In addition to these
factors, there is of course the capital equipment
needed for printing the poster all of which could be
eliminated should the poster be transferred to the
screen. In that format, despite still being too static, it
could at least be interacted with, zoomed in, expand-
ed, embedded with sound, video, and QR codes—
this should be the minimum standard in 2026 and
would start the process of becoming a dialogical ar-
tefact. At a university, for example, these screens
could then be left in situ to provide a rolling show-
case for research in a lobby or library, this is not an
avant-garde concept by any means.

A three-dimensional artefact, unlike a two-
dimensional poster has a life that extends far beyond
the narrow confines of the event it was created for.
Although the author has on very rare occasions been
in colleagues’ offices when they have displayed
their posters, for the most part they appear to be dis-
carded or stored in tubes seldom to be extracted. In
stark contrast to this, however, once the event was
over, the frame and the e-ma had a secondary life as
a means of both further sharing and showcasing the
author’s research to various students, University
wide and beyond. Having been invited to speak to
other postgraduate students in other faculties and
schools at the University, the author was able to take
the frame and the e-ma they had painted, and either
use it as a basis for providing a short talk or lecture
or to use it as a point of departure for eliciting ques-
tions about their research in a more informal man-
ner. As can also be seen below, after the event, the
frame also served another purpose and was utilised
for temporarily displaying the e-ma painted by par-
ticipants at workshops before these were transferred
to the larger red frame located in the Community’s
park (Figure 5).

Conclusion

The author does not set out to claim that their simple
reconfiguration and disruption of the poster presen-
tation was especially revolutionary or transcenden-
tal, however, what it was and what it tried to do was,
for a number of reasons. In essence it took some-



thing which had a standard, almost derivative format
coupled to a standard outcome, and deconstructed it
before reassembling it so as to enhance and elevate
both the method of presentation and the outcomes.
In the first instance the output, the artefact embod-
ied, reflected, and directly replicated the author’s
research methods and practice in a way that a simple
poster would have not. Secondly the unique presen-
tation method helped enliven a typically dull poster
presentation event and transformed the conventional
static norms by replacing a unidirectional 2D poster
with a 3D dialogical artefact. This not only invigor-
ated a very pedestrian event, but replicated one of
the methodological approaches taken by the author
in their fieldwork. The alternative approach taken
required the viewer to engage in dialogue with the
author if they wanted to understand the research,
this instigation of discourse being a fundamental
underpinning of their research methodology. What
transpired at the event, was that the viewer was able
to see in real terms the embodiment of the research,
its theory and methodology, and its origins (in the
Japanese e-ma) all within the narrow confines of a
routine poster presentation event, demonstrating in
primary terms exactly what their research was about,
an outcome none of the other posters could match.

Afterword

Because of the binary, ‘big tent’ nature of the
quantitative/qualitative divide, those disciplines
which find themselves on the qualitative side (the
majority of fields) are extremely heterogeneous and
varied in nature. Although such a statement is clear-
ly a moot point, critical examination of the research
and dissemination methods and approaches em-
ployed within often disparate fields, faculties, and
schools seems antithetical to this divergent state.
Whether driven by global metrics, quality assurance
standards, global frameworks or simple conformity,
a varied array of academic disciplines located within
the qualitative field find themselves sharing similar
methods, practices, and degree titles which are not
always appropriate, meaningful or fitting. Addition-
ally, despite the postmodern promise of heterogenei-
ty, diversity, plurality, and multiplicity it often
seems like we are facing greater convergence, in-
creasing homogeneity, and a litany of essentially
binary choices, e.g.: Android® or iOS®, Firefox®
or Chrome®, Windows® or Apple, Coke® or
Pepsi®, capitalism or communism &c. In academia
this situation favours some subject areas over others
and makes some disciplines (the creative arts, for
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example) compete in ways which do not play to
their strengths. This is especially true in terms of
assessment, evaluation, and value assigned to re-
search, especially under frameworks such as the
UK’s Research Excellence Framework (REF) where
the visual is not considered equal to the written
word. We can see this situation in Japan too in terms
of academic promotion at universities where, for
example, publications (however minor they may be)
count towards a required threshold of academic out-
put and yet exhibitions do not. The point to con-
clude here is that the poster presentation is yet an-
other example of a standard (quantitative) format
being applied across all disciplines creating and
maintaining unfair bias. As this briefest of forays
into reconfiguring the poster presentation has
demonstrated much more research dissemination
and formatting should reflect at the macro level, the
innate characteristics of individual disciplines and at
the micro level, individuals themselves.

As much as fields within the broad discipline of
art & design; fine and applied arts should be influ-
enced by the academic rigour of both the ‘hard’ and
‘soft’ sciences—Iiberal arts and humanities, so the
converse should also be true. The flow of academic
discourse and practice should not be top-down, des-
potic, or unidirectional (from the hard sciences, or
quantitative disciplines down), rather, it should be a
fair, balanced, and respectful exchange. As a demo-
cratic construct, academia not only needs to be gen-
uinely interdisciplinary, but the scope and parame-
ters of scholarship and appropriate practice needs to
be examined to ensure that it includes aspects from
all academic fields, and approaches which are not
simply linear. As with the above example, it is also
the visual practitioner’s responsibility, nay, duty to
reconfigure the academic discourse and to play an
increasingly active role in setting and defining the
various agendas surrounding education delivery,
assessment and practice. The onus lies as much with
creative practice and creative practitioners to ensure
that they approach research, scholarship, and rigour
on terms which are derived from and appropriate to
their own discipline and where possible to continu-
ally challenge the status quo. The approach noted in
this brief paper is but one such way in which this
can be done.

As art and design institutions tend not to focus on
research which falls neatly into standard qualitative
frameworks their creative research output is, by its
inherent nature not appropriately configured to the
set format of a poster presentation. Final summative



exhibitions of students’ work invariably takes the
form of showcasing the actual design work resulting
from the design brief, formative critiques, and feed-
back. If, for example the brief was to design a post-
er, then the cohort would display a creative poster,
not a poster presentation of the poster.
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