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Abstract

Creative approaches to media and fiction have the potential to create opportunities for multi-
perspectival reflexivity. Reflecting upon our own work, developing character-based audio as part of a
wider project to create interactive research-informed comics, we propose a design heuristic for carrying
out educational fiction projects. We conceptually frame our design heuristic by considering form,
function and affordance of media artefacts. Through our reflections and literature review, we consider
the technological and creative affordances in creating fiction through a variety of media. As part of these
reflections, we consider the possibility of such a methodological approach to support research-engaged
media production aimed at contesting monovocal, majoritarian and stereotyped representations of
experiences of social injustice in education and beyond. Our work illustrates the affective possibilities of
the design process itself (encoding), and the produced artefact (decoding) to make sense of the
entangled relationship of the past and present to imagine possible futures.

Full paper
Introduction

Wider societal adoption of social science research activities has heralded a call for a ‘descriptive turn’ in
the face of a methodological crisis (Savage and Burrows, 2017; Power, 2023). Whilst these concerns
proliferate the academy, writers and journalists are looking to academic research methods to add
objectivity and rigour to their work (Angwin, 2024; Patterson, 2013). These epistemological concerns are
social and technological as new digital technologies afford new forms and functions of inquiry and
knowledge as an opportunity but also to a crisis in ‘truth’ (Farkas and Schou, 2024; Harjuniemi, 2022).

Creating education fiction is both a material and discursive act. By considering the material form
(medium and genre) and function of educational fiction, we develop an approach which integrates
research and fiction to foster activism and resistance (DelLaure and Fink, 2017). Fiction is not created in a
void and draws upon experiences of individuals, as does the academic social sciences and humanities
(Hrastinski, 2024).



Form

Knowledge production in the information and academic ecosystem is created and disseminated through
books, journal articles, conferences, blogs etc as techno-physical mediums (Thompson, 2011). Medium
theory is interested in the structuring and affective role of information and communication technologies
(Meyrowitz, 2008). McLuhan (2010) famously proclaimed that the medium is the message in that the
technology used reframes and forms the message. We must consider what the medium does (Verbeek,
2005) but not let it wholly determine the function (Matthews, 2021; Wyatt, 2008). For example, Adams
(2006) makes the case that the structure of Microsoft PowerPoint has determined much of educational
practice [CD1] [AM(2] in the 21 century. Such structuring of education has evolved into platforms and
algorithmic shaping (Ramiel and Fisher, 2023).

A material technological medium has specific affordances which are negotiated with creatively to adapt
and create new genres (Miller, 1984). As digital technologies have become more accessible,
technological media has allowed everyone to become publishers. The ‘blog’ as a digital genre masks the
complexity of self-published digital webpages (Belcher, 2023). Medium and genre are interdependent as
Sharon (2023) shows with a typology of the podcast as technological, socio-cultural and formalistic
(Rosenman and Gero, 1998). The same audio-based medium in longer form has developed into the
genre of the audiobook to ask if it remains a ‘book’ or something else? (Guardian Editorial, 2024).

Form and function are at the foundation of design studies and activity (Townsend et al, 2011). A
modernist dictum is that form should always follow function (Parsons, 2016).

Function

Education fiction moves researchers and research to more “post-academic” forms of output which are
more accessible to wider audiences (Badley, 2017, p180). We hold that forms of media-rich educational
fiction can be integrated with research methods to maintain academic integrity, ethics and epistemology
to produce knowledge (Davis et al, 2024; Wood, 2024; Matthews, 2022).

The process of creating media artefacts to develop (encode) and convey (decode) (Hall, 1993; Kropp,
2015; Bgdker, 2016; Shaw, 2017) different perspectives on a social phenomenon provokes new ways of
thinking about shared realities (Selwyn et al, 2020; Coulter & Smith, 2009). A collective biographical
approach provides a space to disrupt, interrogate and (re)imagine social stereotypes (Davis et al, 2024).
Beyond the inquiry space, this process continues as readers perspectives and experiences interact with
the story (Yorke, 2014). For example, a cliched epistemic victim or plucky self-made hero can be
disrupted in a traditionally sociologically manner (Mills, 2000; Nisbet, 2002). Mar and Oatley (2008)
describe the function of fiction as both the abstraction, simplification and compression as well as
audience focused simulation of social experience.



This methodological process is a form of knowledge production facilitated through connections made
with different perspectives as part of the authorial process (Montenegro et al, 2022). This develops
research methodology and adds new layers to a research project and builds on theoretical links made
between the research focus and methods of data generation. Such approaches provide opportunities to
make informed speculations about possible future ways of imagining and representing lived experience,
affecting how participants, writers and audiences, act and know ourselves in the present (Hrastinski,
2023). Lives become sites of critique and analysis. The writing process functions as a way to work out
our developing sense of becoming.

Form, function and affordance framework for design
Drawing together form and function as an heuristic for researchers and media creators provides

prompts for design decisions on form and function as well as acknowledging qualitative interpretivism of
producers (encoding) and audiences (decoding) of media and their affordances (Davis, 2020; Sareh
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