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Abstract: Amidst the convergent forces of educational digitalization and design industry upgra-
ding, generative artificial intelligence (AIGC) has permeated the entire capstone design workfl-
ow of visual communication programs. Yet the attendant erosion of design thinking due to to-
ol over—reliance demands urgent pedagogical response. Drawing on a sample of 16 undergrad-
uate capstone projects (2025-2026 cohort) from a regional university in Guangdong Province, t-
his study employs artifact analysis and comparative case methods to identify three escalating

symptoms of AIGC dependency: the black—boxing of ideation, the convergence of visual exec-
ution, and the hollowing of critical reflection. The analysis traces these pathologies to two sy-
stemic deficits in conventional supervision—procedural oversight gaps and outdated assessment

criteria. Grounded in human—AI collaborative pedagogy and scaffolding theory, and aligned
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with Guangdong's educational digitalization policy framework, the study proposes a three—tier
progressive scaffolding model (cognitive — creative — reflective) and institutionalizes the "Hu-
man—AI Collaboration Protocol" as a standardized regulatory instrument. Empirical comparison
demonstrates that this framework significantly enhances the traceability of student design thi-
nking, markedly reduces visual convergence in project outputs, and safeguards design educati-
on quality while preserving AIGC's efficiency gains, thereby offering a replicable pathway for
capstone design reform in regional higher education institutions.

Keywords: AIGC; Visual communication; Capstone design; Human—AI collaboration; Design pe-

dagogy; Regional universities
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