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Design teacher and student in a classroom together.

THE PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK

Success in graphic design comes from knowing the intricacies and best practices of the profession. The same applies to design school. The more you understand about how things work in your design education, the better your chances of success. Our goal in this book is to give you tips, perspectives and methods for understanding the best practices typically found in graphic design schools around the world.

Design studio classes are a unique learning experience, and the way classes, projects and feedback work are different to the schooling most students have previously experienced. Therefore, many new design students have issues understanding exactly how to approach their teachers and their projects. Often, students do not know why teachers say what they say or do what they do, so design learning can sometimes be confusing for students. This can make the graphic design school experience seem daunting, and even discouraging, at the start.

This book explains how to navigate the creative process in the context of graphic design studio classes; from receiving a brief, to successfully presenting your final project. We do this by breaking the creative process down into phases, giving you practical information about design decisions, teacher critique, and expectations, along the way.

We have written extensively about each of the design phases and how to practically apply their theoretical aspects to your work. We have included explanations and examples of design school assignments for each phase. These examples include analysis and critique by design teachers from a range of different graphic design schools. Our goal is to help answer a common design student questions: What is my teacher actually looking for and how do I do it?
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How do we know what your design teachers1 are looking for? We are two long-time graphic designers and teachers, as well as former design school students ourselves. We see (and experience) the challenges of design school first-hand every day, and have helped many students through their graphic design degree and on to career success. We have studied how the graphic design studio works, spoken with teachers, and gathered material from design schools around the world.

We know that a good understanding of how the creative process works and a clear idea of what is expected of you as a student is key to your success. We designed this book to provide advice on a range of topics such as:

- Understanding a design brief

- Coming up with ideas

- Making good decisions

- Generating and presenting ideas

- Producing the final project

Along the way, we also talk about the differences between school and the professional world, in order to help you step from school into your first design job.

Like everything in the world, graphic design school has a context. Each design school has a different set of circumstances that form the setting and the way it can be understood. At the same time there are some shared expectations and processes within the design studio — or ‘rules’ of the classroom — that they all share. What this book is not intended to do is replace your design teacher or prescribe how every design studio or project ‘should’ proceed. Every design teacher and graphic design school is different: with its own culture and approach to being creative. The wonderful thing about design teachers is that they all have different ways of approaching design and you can learn something from all of them. This book helps to explain design teacher feedback, instruction, and guidance but not to dictate how they should teach. Instead, you can think of this book as a guide to the creative process and how to survive and thrive in design school, and beyond.

Now that you know what this book is generally about it is time to look briefly at how design education works.
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This book is a guide you can pack for your journey through design school.



HOW GRAPHIC DESIGN SCHOOL WORKS

Most students enter school with little or no knowledge of how the design studio classroom works. So, at first, the classroom can seem baffling, and might even sometimes feel unfair. Understanding a bit more about how a design studio class works, right from the beginning, will make what happens there more understandable and the expectations more achievable. Let’s start from the basics.

The design studio class (design studio, or just studio) is named after the designer’s professional workspace. Many professional studios are set up in open spaces, so designers can see and talk to each other, with large tables that can hold computers and printed work, and with walls that work can be pinned up on. Design studio classrooms usually look similar to these professional spaces.
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Students working at the Academy of Art University in San Francisco.
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A professional designer’s studio.



The design studio classroom has ways of working that are similar to a professional studio. Students and teachers work together to develop design projects that can run anywhere from a few days to a few semesters! Work is completed in, and outside of, class time. During class, teachers talk about the student work. Teachers will usually encourage (or require) students to talk about each other’s work as well, which makes the classroom interactive. This is quite unlike a university lecture hall where students tend to sit and listen to their teachers with little interaction between them.

Teachers in design studio classrooms do ‘lecture’ by explaining design principles, showing examples and giving demonstrations, but this is usually informal, and doesn’t take up the whole class session. Mostly teachers talk to students about how to improve their work, and this talk is called ‘critique’, (or ‘crit’). Critique is when you get vital feedback that you are expected to use to improve your projects. Critique is the heart of design teaching and learning: We learn design by doing, and by talking about the work as it unfolds. In class you will spend the majority of your time having your work critiqued, speaking about other students’ work and seeing the teacher’s critique of other student work.

There are many different ways teachers critique. In group critique the teacher will talk about each student’s individual project in front of all of the students. This form of critique is especially helpful if all of the students are working on the same project brief. It allows everyone to see the feedback of fellow students and apply that critique to their own work. Another way teachers critique is to ‘cruise’ or ‘patrol’ the classroom talking to students in a ‘one-on-one’ (sometimes called a ‘desk crit’) and working side-by-side at the computer, and/or ‘marking up’ printouts by drawing and writing on them. Critique modes change based on what you are working on and what is the best way for you to learn, as well as the classroom space and the type of project. There is a good chance you will experience many other different types of critique during design school.
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One-on-one critique.
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Group critique.
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Online design teachers use digital mark-up tools to critique work.



Online students are usually not together at the same time, so critique is most often carried out through ‘mark-up’ of files (usually a PDF) or with specialised online mark-up tools. Group critique can still happen online; many teachers use meeting tools that allow video, voice and screen sharing so that students can all ‘be in a room’ at the same time. An online design school system should let you see everyone’s work and all the teacher’s critique. Online studio classes are still open and collaborative with the teacher, even if students are not always in a room working at the same time.

Design studio teaching is a ‘benchmarking pedagogy’ and this is what makes it different, and perhaps more difficult, from other kinds of learning you may have experienced previously. Instead of writing an essay or taking an exam where only the teacher sees and comments on your work, in the design studio every student can see every other student’s work, and hear what the teacher thinks about it. You can and should ‘benchmark’ yourself based on what you hear and see in the critique of others. You can learn from watching what other students do, and from what the teacher says to them about their work. You will be able to measure and be measured against other students, and this can make students nervous and anxious. Design school learning is usually public; your best as well as your worst work is on display, and although actual grades might be private, not much else is. This kind of teaching and learning does have a practical effect: you will learn how to make and present your work to others, and how to respond appropriately when people don’t like your work. The ability to not take critique personally and to understand that the instructor and your fellow students are critiquing your work to help you improve is a key design skill.

Now that you have a very general idea of what design school is about, it is time to go deeper into how the design process works within the design school framework. The following chapters will do just that, and hopefully give you the tools you need to be successful in your design school projects.



1We struggled with what to call your design instructor, because the term changes depending on where you are. In Australia where Anitra lives, and in the UK where our editor is located, the term ‘tutor’ is common, and ‘teacher’ is sometimes used. In the USA where Jeremy lives the terms ‘instructor’ or ‘professor’ are most often used. Some online schools use unfamiliar terms such as ‘learning facilitator’. We ended up with the term ‘teacher’ as it seems to best sum up the role no matter where you are.
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  An open sketchbook, a designer’s most essential tool.

Part One

ABOUT THE DESIGN PROCESS

DESIGN THINKING

Being a graphic designer means that you need to be ‘creative on demand’, generating visual and conceptual ideas consistently and to schedule. In both school and practice, you will need to generate ideas and good design, even when you feel tired, overworked or uninspired. To do so you will need to develop a design process that fosters and supports creative thinking. An effective design process that you can rely on to help you focus, and to open paths to your creativity, is one of the major things you are learning in design school. Part One of this book explains how most design processes share common ideas and methods. We begin by explaining the way designers think and how they learn to be creative, and why a design process is necessary to success. We finish with an explanation of the ‘4Ds’: a framework for the design process that helps us to produce creative projects. In Part Two we explain how the 4D framework can be employed in your own graphic design projects in school and beyond.

THINKING LIKE A DESIGNER

The term ‘design thinking’ is often used to describe the way designers in any discipline (product, service, fashion, industrial, etc.) work through a design problem. ‘Design thinking’ breaks the designer’s process down into a series of steps as follows:

Design process steps

1.Define the problem: This usually involves some sort of research.

2.Create many different ideas and options: This is called ‘divergent thinking’.

3.Refine the best ideas: This is called ‘convergent thinking’.

4.Steps 2 and 3 may be repeated.

5.Pick the best idea: Make prototypes and sometimes test them on users (user-testing) to refine the final design.

6.Steps 2, 3 and 4 may be repeated until the final design solution is completed.

Design thinking has been visualised and presented as a creative process, much like in the diagram below. You will find many kinds of designers, including graphic designers, saying they use a ‘design thinking process’, or ‘design thinking methodology’. If you hear this, it means that a designer solves problems by generating lots of ideas, refining and user-testing, before choosing and producing a final.


	1

Discovery
	2

Interpretation
	3

Ideation
	4

Experimentation
	5

Evolution


	Understand the challenge Prepare research gather inspiration
	Tell stories and search for meaning, frame opportunities
	Generate ideas and refine ideas
	Make prototypes and get feedback
	Track learnings Move forward
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This diagram is based on the IDEO’s visualisation of the design thinking process. Many point to IDEO as the origin of design-thinking in graphic design. Certainly through their books, talks, tools and online courses, IDEO are the most visible proponent of design thinking as a creative process method.



‘Design thinking’ is currently accepted as a process applicable to solving all kinds of problems, but it is a contested idea in the graphic design community because it somewhat glosses over exactly how to do the ‘creative’ part of the design process. Some doubt that a series of steps adequately explains the way graphic designers work – so we will explore this idea further in a moment. However, the simplicity of design thinking does demystify the design process and makes it easier to understand the
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