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Teaching a Tolerance for Ambiguity as a 

Response to Crisis Learning Contexts 

Jennifer Long1 

 

 

“Some stories don’t have a clear beginning, middle, and end. Life is about not knowing, 

having to change, taking the moment, and making the best of it, without knowing what’s 

going to happen next. Delicious ambiguity...” 

- Gilda Radner 

 

Abstract    Using insights from the changes made to a workshop developed before, 

but occurring after the pandemic, I describe the usefulness of design thinking activ-

ities and approaches to education in the post-COVID teaching era. I argue that de-

sign thinking techniques help build an awareness around tolerance for ambiguity as 

an opportunity to inspire creative solutions. This transferable skill is important for 

our students as soon-to-be graduates, and for faculty looking to build resilience in 

this uncertain time. Using Boyer’s framework for scholarship, I explore opportuni-

ties to connect the teaching and learning goals of students and faculty. 

1.1 Teaching about, while living, discomfort 

Post-secondary institutions in Canada have taken several different approaches 

when responding to the COVID-19 crisis. While hindsight will provide a better in-

dicator to understand how institutions faired in supporting their students, stress and 

ambiguity were two constants affecting every student and instructor regardless of 

educational context (WHO, 2020). Students and faculty have had to respond to last-

minute changes, varied communication, and administrators hedging bets on future 

outbreaks and predictions, not to mention the toll on those who became, or knew 

someone, infected with the virus. Questions abound as to the impact on learning 

preferences, allocated time and space for learning, and access to learning technolo-

gies that avoid deepening pre-existing inequalities facing women (Wenham, Smith, 

Morgan, & the Gender and COVID-19 Working Group, 2020), racialized (Lau-

rencin & McClinton, 2020) and disabled (United Nations, 2020) students. Educators 
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and researchers are scrambling to investigate how responses to COVID-19 affect 

educational practice; to date however, “very meager research (has been) done in 

relation to the field of education on how COVID-19 (…) affect(ed/s) the educational 

system” (Toquero, 2020, p.1). This unprecedented experience demonstrates the 

need for educators to build their own and their students’ tolerance for such contexts, 

so that they may cope better in future uncertainty.   

In this chapter, I engage with the concept of building students’ and faculty’s tol-

erance for ambiguity as an important transferrable skill for future educational prac-

tice. Over 20 years ago, Johnson, Court, Roersma, and Kinnaman (1995) argued 

that students needed to learn ambiguity-tolerance as a skill to ‘interface’ with una-

voidable ambiguities in everyday life and this skill seems of greater importance in 

the new world we face. Defined as “a capacity to entertain uncertainty, to cope with 

paradox, to allow for the indeterminate,” anthropologist Du Bois argued that a tol-

erance for ambiguity be one of the attitudes that anthropologists fostered among 

their students (1963, p.37). Huber (2003) advocates for the use of experiential learn-

ing and action-based methodologies in problem solving cases as a means to foster 

this tolerance and prepare students “for success in the fast-paced and often chaotic 

business world” (p.52). Huber’s model prioritizes students’ ability to “take respon-

sibility for their own learning” by discovering methods to operate effectively, gather 

and analyze data, develop creative ideas and solutions, and apply theoretical insights 

(2003, p.54). For students, gaining a tolerance for ambiguity has positive possibili-

ties for both short and long-term uncertainty.  

After defining this topic and describing its use in past scholarship on teaching 

and learning, I will illustrate how I built tolerance for ambiguity using lessons 

learned from facilitating workshops on design thinking both before and after the 

onset of the pandemic. Design thinking is a visual problem-solving method that puts 

the ‘end user’ at the heart of the design process and which has gained prominence 

in over the last two decades. This method helps designers dig deep into the cause of 

root problems, uncover explicit and tacit user needs, and build solutions that con-

sider real-world contexts and ideal futures (Kubovsky, 2019). It is a tool to engender 

tolerance for ambiguity and rethinking one’s priorities in teaching and learning in 

unpredictable times. I argue that one’s ability to handle ambiguity should become a 

staple in professional development among faculty and educational practice among 

students across institutional context. Aligned with the goal of this volume, our new 

world requires case studies that shed light on teaching and educational solutions for 

now and the future. 

2.1 Tolerance for ambiguity 

The tolerance of ambiguity was first coined by Psychologist Else Frenkel-

Brunswik in 1948. This term, which ironically has no one definitive definition, has 

engaged scholars ever since particularly in the fields of medicine, psychology and 
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in organizational behaviour (Furnham and Marks, 2013, p. 717). DeRoma, Martin, 

and Kessler (2003) define a tolerance for ambiguity according to Budner, as “an 

individual’s propensity to view ambiguous situations as either threatening or desir-

able” (105). The popularity of the term in psychology is also seen in clinical and 

organizational areas where ambiguity is defined as “a lack of information that is 

necessary to understand a situation or to identify all of the possible out-comes” 

(Ellsberg, 1961 as cited in Furnham and Marks 2013, p. 718). It is important to note 

that these cases and definitions locate a tolerance of ambiguity as a personal trait. 

Where tolerances for ambiguity are low, individuals are typically associated with 

behaviors such as “crude stereotyping, rigid defenses, and a general lack of insight” 

and high levels of ethnocentrism and authoritarianism (Levine 1985, p.12).   

A related concept in Sociology is ‘uncertainty avoidance’. Uncertainty avoid-

ance is defined as “the extent to which people feel threatened by ambiguous situa-

tions, and have created beliefs and institutions that try to avoid these” and has been 

used most notably by Geert Hofstede (Hofstede 1984: 419 as cited in Furnham and 

Marks 2013, p. 718). According to The Hofstede Centre, uncertainty avoidance is 

defined as “the extent to which the members of a culture feel threatened by ambig-

uous or unknown situations and have created beliefs and institutions that try to avoid 

these” (The Hofstede Centre N.d.a). The Hofstede Centre finds that Canadians are 

more “uncertainty accepting” according to their Uncertainty Avoidance Index 

(UAI) and that Canadians tend to be “tolerant of ideas or opinions from anyone and 

allow the freedom of expression” (The Hofstede Centre N.d.b). To have a higher 

tolerance for ambiguity is through to result in “a pronounced openness for experi-

ential ambiguities may be functional for and reinforced in specific kinds of social 

contexts” (Levine, 1985, p. 13).  

However, like Wayne, Dellmore, and Kalishman (2012), my goal here is not to 

advocate for developing a ‘tolerance for ambiguity’ as a personal trait. There is 

much debate about how effective measurements of this trait are and whether this 

personality variable can be ‘built’ at all (Furnham & Marks, 2013; Liu, 2015). In-

stead, I want to advocate for an increase in awareness about the role of ambiguity 

as a contemporary state associated with COVID planning and response, and its po-

tential for causing distress (Wayne, Dellmore, & Kalishman, 2012). My goal is to 

reshape perceptions of ‘ambiguity as threatening’ to ‘ambiguity as an opportunity 

to inspire’ using creative, visual, collaborative problem-solving methods. In such 

educational spaces, participants withhold judgement and build their level of comfort 

in uncomfortable spaces (Bowen, 2016).  

In 2003, Huber described her approach to teaching tolerance of ambiguity 

through open-ended (“choose any project you want”) community-based projects. 

These action research projects required students to conduct research, plan, theorize, 

learn, and develop solutions and importantly, flounder in practice under what Huber 

describes as “the burden of too much freedom” (2003, p. 54). Huber’s approach 

incorporates all four of Boyer’s (1990) types of scholarship: discovery (through 

hands-on research), integration (through self-reflection and activities that ask stu-

dents to find useful connections among ideas), applied (through trying new 
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activities or methods throughout the term), and teaching (for example, through ex-

periential learning activities such as problem solving or practicing interviewing 

techniques). By the end of the semester, Huber finds that her students’ relationship 

with ambiguous contexts have changed, as is evident by their willingness to take 

responsibility for their own learning (identifying a topic) and their ability to create 

effective operating techniques as part of a group. Huber also encourages her stu-

dents to reflect on what they have learned in order to apply these lessons to future 

environments of change and chaos (2003, p. 54). While I have taught similar se-

mester-long community-based research courses in the past, I am interested to ex-

plore opportunities to engage with ambiguous contexts as teaching spaces in an even 

shorter timeline: the 4-hour workshop and in a virtual space (online). The COVID 

context produced several online educational opportunities (ranging from virtual 

tours of museums to limited time offers for free MOOCs) that quickly led to an 

unprecedented level of online fatigue (Sklar, 2020). The online environment also 

presents a unique challenge to reimagine experiential learning, hands-on activities, 

and group dynamics.  

In what comes next, I provide an overview of a human centered design workshop 

that was originally scheduled before the COVID-19 response and our transition 

online for a different set of learners. I then discuss how the activities and learning 

outcomes of this workshop align with my goals of building awareness around a 

tolerance for ambiguity in this uncertain time. 

3.1 Design thinking and a human-centered design workshop  

At its most simplistic form, design thinking is a visual problem-solving method 

where designers move through a five-stage framework (not necessarily in a linear 

fashion) to develop a product or service with the end user ‘in mind’. These stages 

involve learning more about that user (building empathy), identifying a problem 

they have with a product or service (defining a specific problem), brainstorming 

possible solutions (known as ideation), and then building an initial prototype of a 

solution. The final stage involves testing the prototype with the end user or market. 

Typical design work integrates user feedback in the first and final stage of the design 

process. Like Huber’s action research project above, teaching this process involves 

collecting data (empathizing), planning (defining problems), theorizing (ideating), 

learning (prototyping), and developing solutions (test) – similarly these steps and 

practices are not mutually exclusive or necessarily follow a linear path.  

The original workshop scheduled for the second week of March 2020 incorpo-

rated this framework through a design sprint. In this context, the design sprint is a 

design experience where participants learn the phases of the design thinking frame-

work by designing for a partner. Participants are not introduced to the design think-

ing framework. Instead, participants learn by doing and in a manner that is often 

uncomfortable due to the intense time constrains (e.g. “in 2 minutes, write down as 
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many ideas on the post-it notes in front of you, GO!”) and various activities. Partic-

ipants typically struggle in the beginning of the session and eventually ‘go with the 

flow’ as they become used to quick changes and commotion in the class space. It is 

only after the session that facilitators describe what happened in the various stages 

of the design thinking process and then take participants through a series of debrief-

ing activities (individually, paired, and in a group) to reflect on their experiences. 

This session, due to its high energy and chaotic environment with minimal direction, 

lends to Huber’s context for developing participants’ tolerance for ambiguity.  

In addition to design thinking tools, my approach incorporated two related de-

sign practices: (1) Human Centred Design (HCD) and (2) Respectful Design. Elisia 

(2017) defines HCD as using the design thinking framework to consider “human 

perspectives throughout the design process” (para. 2). While similar, HCD is often 

touted as a mind-set [inspiration (empathy), ideation, and implementation] while 

design thinking is a process or toolkit. In addition to the design thinking tools and 

an HCD mindset, I also incorporated a design anthropology perspective.  

Design anthropologists like Dori Tunstall are shifting this stakeholder engage-

ment through her calls to decolonize design practice. Tunstall (2019, as cited by the 

Jacobs Institute) advocates that designers create on a  community level (rather than 

an decontextualized individual) and practice respectful design, where the focus 

shifts from what a designer produces (is this product respectful?) to how a designer 

engages with ‘respectfulness’ (how am I approaching this stakeholder?) (see Tun-

stall, 2013). In my originally planned workshop, I incorporated a social identity and 

location wheel to help participants see how their inferences about their partner’s 

perspective and context included limitations. I describe Tunstall’s (2013) work on 

decolonizing design and respectful design and together the group brainstorms po-

tential methods for inclusive design practices (through design thinking and their 

everyday practice). This latter portion of the workshop uses more typical knowledge 

translation mechanisms (e.g. the BOPPPS model) however, there can be discomfort 

in how I introduce and discuss privilege as a facet of one’s social identity and loca-

tion. As we apply this knowledge back to their own work environments, there are 

opportunities for reflection, taking responsibility for more respectful approaches to 

their own work practice, and how the group comes together to find an effective 

operating practice (like Huber, 2003).  

In the originally scheduled session, all participants were supposed to come to 

the social innovation center at our university for a four-hour workshop. At least, this 

was the plan. 

3.2.1 Designing in/for chaos  

The university shut down all face-to-face instruction three days before the 

planned workshop. Over the next two months, in discussion with the social innova-

tion institute, I decided to host the workshop online. This posed quite a few 
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challenges considering the hands-on nature of the activities (requiring materials like 

markers, post-in notes, and group ideation strategies, etc.), the almost total reliance 

on paired and group work. Like any community-based work, ‘face-to-face time’ in 

design is thought to be an essential part of collecting viable data and building trust 

and respectful relationships. Last, design work is high energy work and sustained 

energy in online meetings is difficult, particularly if individuals – like those who 

attended my workshop – did not have a camera or preferred not to use video.  

The design sprint is a key mechanism to learn design tools and develop one’s 

awareness about how ambiguity can be used to inspire creative and respectful solu-

tions. Therefore, the learning objectives of the workshop did not change. Originally, 

participants were going to solve for the problem: how to make a better breakfast 

experience (for one’s partner), which is a design sprint exercise available through 

Stanford’s d.school. This sprint requires printing off a series of templates and hav-

ing various ideation materials available (pens, markers, post-it notes, paper, stick-

ers, decision making/criteria cards, and prototyping materials). For the online ver-

sion, participants were instead asked to solve for: how to recreate positive/respectful 

customer service experiences in the time of COVID? I revised all activities to only 

require a pen and lined paper.  

Where possible, my redesign integrated apps or online group activities to main-

tain the group dynamic and keep energy up. Instead of writing on post-it notes for 

example, participants would use a google doc made to look like individual post-it 

notes (using a simple table with square cells, colored yellow) to generate ideas. To 

replace the dotmocracy activity (a voting mechanism where participants vote by 

placing a sticker dot on their favorite post-it note idea), I used online programs like 

PollEV to rank participant choices. 

While the first half of the session was completed in pairs, I transitioned to one 

large group midway through the session to avoid a drop-off of energy after the first 

hour of activities. This meant that the group began to solve for an issue identified 

by one of the participants, who became our key stakeholder. When narrowing our 

prototypes to begin the testing phase, this stakeholder used an app (a ‘wheel of for-

tune’ style wheel with all the design criteria as options) to help them choose the 

design criteria (e.g. feasibility, quick win, etc.). However, I ensured there were al-

ternative options to suit the participants’ preferred level of engagement with tech-

nology – for example, prototyping involved creating a dream board on MS Power-

Point or using a sketching app to draw a prototype. 

Participants were then given the social identity and location wheel as homework 

and asked to write back to describe what lessons they learned in this process and 

how their design work in the workshop could be applied to their own work environ-

ment. While not every participant took advantage of this final activity, those that 

did demonstrated a significant understanding of the design tools and steps and ex-

plored their own identity and developed tangible ideas for change to build more 

respectful relationships with their end users.  
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4.1 Developing awareness of the positive influence of ambiguity 

In her discussion of the concepts that should be found in undergraduate curriculum 

of students majoring in Cultural Anthropology, Du Bois argues that a tolerance for 

ambiguity is a required attitude for an anthropology graduate (1963:37). She de-

scribes this attitude as “a capacity to entertain uncertainty, to cope with paradox, to 

allow for the indeterminate” (Du Bois 1963: 37). She argues that this trait is not 

often taught in secondary education and once in professional careers, diminishes 

over time. More recently, Klugman, & Beckmann-Mendez (2015) argued that their 

health professional education students developed more tolerance for ambiguity (in 

addition to heightened observation and communication skills) when they used fine 

art instructional strategies, specifically visual thinking strategies.  

This design thinking/HCD/Design Anthropology session, due to its high energy 

and chaotic environment with minimal direction, lends to Huber’s context for de-

veloping participants’ tolerance for ambiguity. The goal of this session was to re-

shape perceptions of ‘ambiguity as threatening’ toward seeing ‘ambiguity as an op-

portunity to inspire’. Using creative, visual, collaborative problem-solving methods, 

I believe participants were able to suspend judgement and build their level of com-

fort in these uncomfortable spaces. University responses to COVID across Canada 

have presented an opportunity for educators to build their own and their students’ 

awareness of ambiguity as a future and potentially normative state. Sessions involv-

ing design thinking/HCD/Design Anthropology hold opportunities to practice cop-

ing with future uncertainty by thinking about ambiguity as an opportunity for in-

spired creativity. 
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