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Synopsis
This paper aims to present a new approach to designer’s training based not in technique skills (graphic or
industrial), but on a different model allowing the practice of design to all its extent. We will name this new
graduates “thinking designers”, to distinguish this new attitude from the traditional “hands on” education.

The model now used in the 4-year design degree at the University of Aveiro, will be presented, highlighting the
main differences to the previous syllabus used until 2001/2002. 

Introduction
“The new civilization is so deeply revolutionary that it challenges all our former
assumptions. Old ways of thinking, old formulae, old dogmas and old ideologies, as dear
and useful as they may have been in the past, do not combine with nowadays facts. The
world that is rapidly emerging from the conflict of values and new technologies, new
geopolitical relations, new life styles and new ways of communication, demands entirely
new ideas and analogies, classifications and concepts. We cannot force the embryonic
world of tomorrow into yesterday’s conventional cubicles.” [1]

The designer’s role will be, more and more, to produce new ideas that project social, cultural, ethical and
economical balanced options. Be it through services, through products that support a new sustainability
philosophy, or through new social and organizational systems spread by a panoply of communication channels,
a new age is rising before us and not everybody is aware of the extent of that transformation.

It will be necessary to bring the future into the present, in an attempt to strengthen ethical values preserving the
public, private or cyber space.

Throughout time, design has served different purposes in different ways. The results were varied, but the implicit
process and the designer’s education seems to have been rather the same, not taking into account the evolution
of the design values and challenges.

Design models

The following diagrams systematize a first approach to product development.
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Figure 1 # Conventional product development.

A company wanting to take a business opportunity, asks Marketing to do market research. Marketing does it by
questioning the consumers (and not the users) and in reality starts the creation of a hypothetical need.

The company (in possession of that study) asks the designer to project an artefact to satisfy that need, apparently
addressed at the user but actually addressed at the consumer, since the study was based on this last one and not
on the former.

Jorge Pensi [2] sees the client (company) as the core of the creative process. This means that it is up to him to
specify the game rules.

The client’s request is, today, the sole reason of the creative activity of design leading to a unique monolithic and
unquestioned process.

The programme is defined according to “his” needs and then the consumer is persuaded to buy the product,
convincing him of a questionable need.

Next diagram shows another model that might begin with the user.

Figure 2 # User centred product development

Studying the user, marketing and design identify an underlying need, proposing to the client (company) the result
on a user centred approach. The consumer closes the cycle getting added value as a simultaneous user.
The diagram 1 starts with the company/client and the diagram 2 with the user/consumer, but we could even think
of the designer as the trigger of the process.
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Figure 3 # Designer centred product development

This idea may look a bit utopian, but if we consider the designer as a professional with initiative and whose
activity is mainly intellectual (as ICSID mentions it in its definition of the activity), he should, through observation,
analysis, research and intuition, propose genuine new solutions for the user.

With this approach product development is completely reversed, as well as the attitudes one expects from the
designer, and it is up to him to propose a service/product to the client and not the opposite.

Traditional education systems were designed to address the need for quick integration in the working environment
offered by the existing economical system and were impelled by the strong need to earn a living after graduation.

Investment was made in a kind of training that could answer the demand by the labour market or for personal
achievement. It was based on the market rules that, as we know, searches profit without questioning the basis
of the system that supports it.

Companies seek designers for profit, expecting them to act according to the “economic” model they were taught
to, entering a vicious circle that perpetuates the “production for consumption”.

The constant search for “material appearance” and best way to fit the market’s business opportunities, lead to a
fictitious answer, to a fictitious need, for fictitious people, who unfortunately become very real after being
properly “seduced” by publicity.

If design education is focus on the intellect and its fruitful use, the action and reaction scenario may be different.
Questioning, looking for, analysing and presenting a proposal may result in a different material approach, because it will
be the achievement of a searching process for solutions, through other values than the mere money-making reasons.

Design, architecture, engineering, painting, sculpture, as well as all project activities are aimed for action. For
them thought does not apply solely to the philosophical and theoretical search, but also to the implementation
of the obtained result through that process.

All these activities focus on material world, all of them involve project and therefore they basically act in the same way.
What makes their practice different is precisely “technique”, and that is exactly where training has been acting in order
to “specialize” and “differentiate” these professions. This “technical” specialization tends to be a means to help them
answer their specific needs, making it possible to find solutions through an unvarying process of “giving shape”.

Questions such as Why a radio to listen to music?, Why a house to lodge? are not usually asked. The request
for an answer to a need comes already “designed”: a house, a radio, a car, a train. Is this what designers do?
They project without questioning, making use only of their “technicity”.

The following table shows the frame of project training in the Product Design Degree at the University of Aveiro,
which was followed until 2000/2001.
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Design unified degree at University of Aveiro

The University of Aveiro came to the conclusion that the moment had come to implement a new model to answer
the changes that society has been facing, and the evidence that the traditional model used to train designers
could any longer answer these challenges.
Designers must now understand that frequently the solution no longer lies where they thought, but in the very
origin of the problem.

This change is at the core of the new design education: how to teach and prepare designers for present and
future questioning of the established and conventional models.

Designers used to be trained to find the answers through look (form) once informed about the possibilities of
materialization of the objects (technologies). The evolution of these same technologies has been so fast that
knowledge soon become obsolete, especially when knowledge is not of a theoretical and cultural basis.

Interdisciplinary and cooperative development, lately so trendy, solve completely the technology questions and
the necessary assumptions to materialize thought, allowing the designer to focus on his activity without the
previous constraints of the productive pragmatism, that tended to fall upon it.

The “transmission” of design’s thought is done through the achieved interfaces, used materials and underlying
technology; but as solution, these a posteriori factors, are not the essence of the problem nor its solution.

This is also why the designer should not focus his energy searching for means, but searching the origin of the
problem and only from there, the path to its solution.

The process of design (in its essence) is no more than thought, as a faculty to conceive, combine and compare
ideas. We do have to teach designers how to use this innate tool in an effective way, leading to an improvement
on quality of life. The means to materialize their thought will then arise from their increased capacity to interact
with other subjects.

In a “hands on” model, designers look through technology for an answer to a problem that has been presented to
them. “How to do” is the name of the game. The purpose – to solve a problem – is often forgotten and given less
importance than shape. “Innovation” and “creativity” become mere attributes. The consequence of this system of
action leads, inevitably, to a kind of publicity that praises design, not as an activity but as an attribute: “it has design”,
“it has a lot of design”, “What is beautiful relates to design, what is innovative relates to technology, what works
effectively relates to engineering” are current statements that show the generalized misunderstanding about the word.

Designers working in a conventional way, do not take complete account about the activity associated to the need.
This system fails since the project answers a problem within a pre-established solution. A real breakthrough is
never achieved when the target is to solve a problem with a variation, which is going probably to be again “the”
problem.

Tomás Maldonado [3] refers to the dialectics that has been imposed between specific objects and specific needs.
We think about lamps instead of the need for light, refrigerators instead of the need to conserve food, cars
instead of the need for individual transport.

A need’s goal should not be intimately linked to the stereotype of the associated object. Friedrich Dessauer [4] thinking,
during the 20s, over the purpose of construction, stated that the important thing “is not the house but welfare.”
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In the new model of the University of Aveiro designers look for the project through thought. “What is necessary
to do” and “why must it be done” are the fields of action. Only when these are achieved, “how to do” is
searched. Technology finally comes along with the solution itself.

Pascal Mourgue expresses this in an interesting way, emphasising what we have been saying: “It is easy to give
shape to an idea. On the other side, without thinking it is extremely difficult to create a form”. [5]

It is within this last thought that the unified degree of the University of Aveiro has been developed. In order to
characterize this new approach, teaching has been structured around 4 big themes for each of the academic
years: Territory, Language / Syntax, Semantics / Rhetoric, Pragmatics, these will allow students to build the
theoretical foundation based on questioning project situations that are proposed to them. Each year is structured
around special areas of reflection. 

Table 2 – Unified Design at University of Aveiro
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Conclusions

Even if premature, the evaluation of the results achieved in this new approach allows us to take some conclusions
that, to date, seemed to be positive.

Both at teachers and students’ level the assumed attitudes have been promising in achieving a new strategy and
philosophy for a design’s activity that want to be renewed and innovative.

The use of this model in the first academic year of 2001/2002 and in the whole degree and in 2002/2003 has
shown that:

On the students’ side:
• Interest has been arisen in new questions, and in the conscience that they must reflect on them.

• Critical questioning attitude concerning present assumptions of the material culture.

• Increase in maturity of the proposals presented.

• More difficult model for the less talented students, who typically search for a straight answer, resulting
directly from the brief.

• Increase on the demand for theoretical reasoning, resulting from the new approach, has led to a decrease
of the average assessment grading.

On the teachers’ side:
The model originated a great debate about the course, increasing their general participation.

A greater coordination is necessary in order to obtain the expected results.

It has shown a need to question the average level of the course, due to the fact that the new system strongly
emphasises the gap between the students particularly gifted for design and the average students who merely
desire to obtain a degree.
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Footnotes:
[1] (TOFFLER, 1980 : 8)
[2] (FIELL, 2001 : 379)
[3] (MALDONADO, 1987 : 134)
[4] Mentioned and quoted (MALDONADO, 1987 : 134)
[5] (FIELL, 2001 : 350)
[6] (MALDONADO, 1987)
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