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Creativity is a habit.
It’s not something that
happens in the shower.

Nick Law



Whether you are a beginning design student or
an established professional, understanding the
design process can be challenging. Questions
about this fascinating process arise as to how
designers generate ideas, what techniques they
use to develop concepts into usable products
and structures, and why design matters to
society. Creativity can appear mysterious to the

uninitiated, and is not easily explained or taught.

To successfully learn about design typically
requires years of dedication and it is primarily
through experiential learning. It is much like
learning to ride a bicycle.You can learn all there
is to know about the mechanics of a bicycle, the
physics of balance involved, and step-by-step

_ instructions
of what to
do, but the

v only way

to actually
learn is by

§ getting on
the bike and
trying.

0.1 Students from the Department of Architectural
Science, Ryerson University
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The purpose of Developing Your Design Process: Six Key
Concepts for Studio is to explore aspects of the design
process and provide thoughts about design culture and the
act of making. The topics do not necessarily present a linear
description of a method of design, but instead touch on ways
to find ideas, techniques for utilizing design media, defining
and editing solutions, and evaluating projects along the way.
The intention of this book is to help make the experience of
the design studio more easily understood for beginners.

Those who would find this book most useful are
architectural educators, practitioners, students of
architecture, and designers, but since it discusses design
in the broad sense, it can be relevant to many fields. An
understanding of the basic principles of design is the
reason why so many architects are easily able to design
chairs, interiors, graphics, and industrial designs, as well
as buildings. To design means to create, fashion, execute,
and construct something that is intentional, functional, and
aesthetically pleasing and constitutes a general broad-based
way of thinking of which architecture is but a part. In this
way, it is important to not think just in terms of formulistic
principles but of how to think like a designer.

In recent years, it has been increasingly acknowledged by
society that design matters, and business and industry have
been recognizing the value of design to global economies.!
Governments are beginning to realize that quality design
improves the lives of their citizens, be it through a better park
bench or a safer road system. Business is learning that good
design sells, and the public, through awareness and exposure
to competition, are demanding better and better quality in all
their products, so much so that courses in entrepreneurial
studies often include design exercises. Apple’s iPod, iPad,
and computers have introduced many to high quality and
innovative products that are durable and attractive to
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consumers all over the world.? To the average layperson, the
creativity that envisions these products must seem to emerge
almost like magic, but no great thing is created suddenly?®
Although it is possible to imagine a designer conjuring
something seemingly out of nowhere, the creative process,
and indeed the design process, are based in effort and trial
and error. When in the midst of determining concepts in the
early stages of design, designers rely on the manipulation of
media, and it is through this transformation of materials that
inspiration emerges. Design also relies on broad knowledge,
hard work, and observation of the human environment.

Marcus Vitruvius Pollio, the Roman writer, architect, and
engineer, writes in his influential Ten Books of Architecture
that to understand the design process means that you
need a broad-based education, knowledge of many
fields, and developed skills combined with natural talent.*
Acquiring this broad knowledge, and learning the skills of
the profession, takes time and dedication. Designers and
architects also need to be able to persuade influential people
to support good design. The areas of knowledge important
for designers and architects include anything that involves
the human and built environment, as well
as a wide range of subjects. Because
architecture and the design fields require
tremendous skill and knowledge, and
because the creative process seems
elusive to the general public, success in
this mysterious discipline has historically
appeared secretive.

During the Gothic, Romanesque, and
Renaissance periods in Europe, architects
were members of guilds, specifically
organized to safeguard the secrets of
builders and designers. In addition to 0.2 Baumeister/Architect
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these guilds, the Romanesque and Gothic craftsmen
collected design details as templates in sketchbooks as they
moved from city to city® Those with the talent and knowledge
to produce great designs seemed to possess divine powers.®
We can look to today’s starchitects such as Frank Gehry or
Zaha Hadid to offer good examples of this. A contemporary
phenomenon, the starchitect is a successful practitioner who
has reached celebrity status. This ultra-famous professional
is world-renowned through a recognizable style and has the
status to influence the economies of cities and regions with
their designs. These architects have successfully brought
the discipline of design and architecture to a wide public
audience, but the secrets of their process remain elusive.

The public has little knowledge of the process required to
develop a design from initial sketches on paper napkins to
the resulting complex building.

Design is important to everything we do, buy, and
encounter, and is evident on all scales from a paperclip to
city and regional planning. If we look to one of the most
common and simple office tools, the Gem Paperclip, it is
possible to view some important aspects of design as a
critical thinking process. Various forms of paperclips have
been refined since the late 1800s but in its many versions,
the Gem Paperclip’s function and effectiveness have not
been significantly improved upon. The success of its
design emerges from being functional, structurally sound,
inexpensive to produce, durable, aesthetically pleasing in
its proportions and curves, safe to use, and brilliant in its
minimal efficiency. Architectural design can be similarly
viewed as not necessarily aesthetics alone, but successful
when everything works together in a surprising and striking
way — an act of great balance. Comparably, a definition of
design from Leon Battista Alberti states that a design is
successiul and complete when nothing can be added or
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taken away.? The design
process epitomizes
critical thinking and
involves the “intellectually
disciplined process of

actively and skillfully M B )
conceptualizing, applying, § ; } o - el
analyzing, synthesizing, ' '

and/or evaluating 0.3 1899 US patent for

information gathered paper clip machine

from, or generated

by, observation, experience, reflection, reasoning or
communication, as a guide to belief and action.” This may
sound like a complex and involved process — and it is — but
it describes the way designers and architects engage their
approach to design.

Design concerns imagining the future and visualizing
things that have not been seen before. It is a non-linear
process, as it tends to move forward and backward between
topics. Once again, it is unique in that the process includes
different forms of knowledge and experience from imagining
conceptual ideas to evaluation and refinement throughout
the process. The designer Chuck Green writes that “good
design is partially creativity and innovation, but primarily
knowledge and awareness.” It has been mentioned that
design also requires talent because while design techniques
can be learned, certain people have a propensity for this
type of thinking. Some may suggest that it is entirely intuitive,
but most would agree that design requires innate talent
combined with hard work and the utilization of knowledge
and experience. Solutions to the design of a specific building
cannot be taken directly from a book - they are not based
in recitation nor can they be copied in their entirety. Finding
successiul solutions requires discipline, conscious effort,
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analytical skills, and talent. Mastering the ability to arrive at
a “good design”is elusive!® and could be compared to the
creative process in literature described by Roderich Fuess,
where he compares a quick sketch to the uncertainty of
design: “For [James] Joyce the first sketch is not the initiation
into the process of writing, it is much more comparable to
pinning down an almost invisible butterfly with an unsteady
stylus.”!

WHY DESIGN?

The stereotype of architectural education is that of students
spending hours at the drawing board making floor plans
and many enter into architectural or design programs
having taken classes in drafting or computer software. It is
no surprise then, that students are often confused when
their first assignment in an introductory studio course looks
something like this:

Imagine a salt flats gleaming white in the sun. It never rains
in this perfectly flat place that stretches for hundreds of
miles in all directions. It is the Tabula Rasa, the blank slate.
In the middle of this place are dug two perfectly square pits,
each representing the opposite of the other as up/down,
black/white, good/evil, etc. Through an unexcavated space
between them you will design an entry for humans to travel
from one space to the other. Each entry should represent
the idea of the other place.’?

Instead of technical requirements, beginning design
students may be faced with ambiguous descriptions of
spaces or conditions that require their intervention. There
are often no set steps to guide the process, and no correct
answer. Instead, this type of assignment forces students to
think about the why of the environments they are making,
in addition to how these experiences will be produced.
Instructors assign problems like this to get students to

Opening



think critically about how their spaces feel and how they
can convey a concept through the design of an appropriate
intervention. The ambiguity of an assignment like this
enables students to start to develop their own design
process by coming up with their own ideas and concepts.
This type of project also breaks down preconceived notions
that students have acquired from their former experiences.
The problem for many beginning students is that they are
unaware of the uncertainties and potentialities of design.

Developing Your Design
Process: Six Key Concepts for
Studio can thus be thought
of as a primer for students
entering the design field or as
a reminder for professionals
about how to think about their
own design processes. Design
is a multifaceted process that
can remain elusive even after 0.4 Students from the Department of
years of practice and while G;c“},‘gresfgnal Science, Ryerson
there are no specified methods
that guarantee a successful outcome, there are ways of
thinking critically throughout the process that when used
appropriately, can result in more thoughtful projects. This
book aims to give students clear and direct ways to negotiate
thinking about design and what to expect from the design
studio experience.

Again, because of its non-linear process, design can be
considered ambiguous. Assignments will be ambiguous.
Advice will be ambiguous. Professors will be ambiguous.
While a designer can use ambiguity to help with the
development of conceptual ideas, design also implies a
certain precision, so that it is not removed from the realities
of life. In other words, it is your responsibility to engage this
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ambiguity and make the project clear. It is important for
people interested in design to understand the complexities
of this process since it reflects a unique blend of research,
analysis, synthesis, and innovation.

Part of the act of clarifying is accomplished through
designing the way something should look, function, and be
constructed. The act of designing usually means establishing
boundaries, parameters, or rules to explain what the project
will be. A story in the book Architectural Model as Machine
speculates about a discovery by an early person that may
help to illustrate the importance of boundaries.

Long ago, before anyone built their first dwelling, there lived
a very intelligent human. One day the human was walking
in the woods and found a marvelous stick. The stick was
long — about as long as the human was tall. It was straight,
strong, and pointed at one end. There was something
about this particular stick that made the human want to
pick it up and keep it. Rather quickly the human found that
the stick could be used as a staff to facilitate walking. It
was also useful in digging for delicious roots and helpful
in knocking down berries from high branches. Once the
human, when attacked by a vicious animal, found that the
stick could be used for defense. The human realized the
stick made a wonderful and controllable extension of the
hand. The stick was a tool, and a most prized possession.
Still wandering, the human arrived in a large pleasant
clearing and decided to rest. Not finding a tree close by
against which to lean the stick, the human decided to drive
it directly into the ground. All day long the human rested
and watched the shadow of the stick change. The once
controllable stick was beginning to raise wondrous, but
not necessarily easily understandable, questions about the
universe. The stick took on a life of its own; it presented a
better way of understanding the sun, creating questions

Opening



about a vast chaotic universe. It changed from a tool into a
scaling machine and seemed to encourage the possibility
of understanding the measure of things. From then on,
whenever the human met other humans, the stick would be
ceremoniously thrust into the ground. They, then, were also
compelled to think about their relationship to their universe
and to make a variety of attempts at further explanation.!?

The stick represents a mechanism that assists us to
understand many of the things in our world that are not
easily understood. It offered this early person the ability
to begin formulating an understandable measurement for
defining the invisible and unknown. In a similar way, the
mechanisms we use to design such as models and drawings
— and in fact, the buildings that we live in — help us to
comprehend more about our culture, society, and the ways
in which we live. The unknowns of future buildings must
be defined. Thus, boundaries that help us design are like
the rules we work within and will be a reoccurring theme
throughout the entire book.

By understanding the methods and tools used by others,
this book aims to empower you to embrace the unknown,
to use ambiguity to challenge what is existing, and most
importantly, to allow you to develop your own method for
designing. By fostering an understanding of the design
process for those interested in design, be it a student, or a
client, the aim is to understand why we do what we do, and
how we do it.

THE ORDER OF THINGS

There has been a long and illustrious tradition of explaining
the importance of design to the unversed. One can think of
the great writings of historical figures such as architects
Vitruvius and Leon Battista Alberti who attempted to present
the importance of the design process to the Emperor of
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Rome or the Popes of the Renaissance. This book is not
attempting to equal these great texts, but rather present ideas
about what goes on in the design process in an accessible
way to the beginning design student, professional, design
client, or anyone else interested in the creative process.

To understand how the book is organized one should
think of a necklace. Think of the chapters and subheadings
as separate beads that can be successfully engaged
individually. The connecting string, tying the beads together,
may be seen as representing the overall importance of the
design process, bringing the individual parts together into
a cohesive whole. The book is divided into six chapters with
each chapter containing a series of thoughts important to
understanding the main themes.

The first chapter is entitled, “Beginning.” It is intended
to offer the reader general thoughts about how and why
design is important. The chapter explores the relevance of
being educated in the culture of design and discusses how
designers develop goals and ideals pertaining to their work.
This process involves the ability to educate oneself to look,
see, and experience things in the world in order to create
better designs. The chapter talks about how students and
laypeople might go about learning the verbal and visual
language used to communicate design and offers the reader
suggestions about how to engage in design thinking. This is
particularly important because design thinking is not based
in rote learning, but encourages broad consideration of
possibilities and a holistic vision of function, efficiency, and
aesthetics. Finally, this section explores why designers need
to develop a position based on their beliefs about their work.

Chapter two, “Imagining,” concerns the development of
a clear design concept. It is an exploration of the eureka
moment stimulating the imagination that may eventually lead
to thoughtful concepts. The chapter talks about historical
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references such as why and how the ancient Greeks called
upon their muses. The chapter will discuss the importance
of what can be learned by looking back at the successes
and failures of past designs. All design is forward thinking,
embracing change and imagining the future, and this chapter
discusses why designers must also look forward to better
understand their proposed designs. The chapter emphasizes
the dialogue and discourse that designers maintain with
their concepts to produce successful designs and ultimately
concludes with suggestions about how to “light the spark”:
methods for creating clear and useful design concepts.

The third chapter is entitled “Playing” and investigates the
concept of sketching and rough drafts. This section begins
with the general idea of what it means to sketch and the
creation of rough drafts as a method to explore early ideas.
It discusses how sketching a variety of possible concepts
is similar to creating a series of rough drafts of a written
work. The chapter argues that the act of design, in many
ways, represents a serious form of play. A key aspect of

understanding sketches, whether physical, computer models,

or those completed by hand, is their ability to allow quick
views of multiple possibilities.

Chapter four is entitled “Choosing” and touches on the fine-
tuning of design concepts. The chapter includes information
about the importance of creating initial boundaries
around your specific design concept. It presents ways
to successfully analyze the strengths and weaknesses of
projects, including filtering through various design concepts.
Subsequently, after discussing the successful filtering of
ideas, it focuses on methods to improve the best initiatives.
Finally, it investigates how much of design is making
educated guesses to eliminate specific choices in favor of
other ones.
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The fifth chapter, “Defining,” explores how and why
architects delineate their proposed design. It describes the
importance of the connections between design intentions
and the final product. It discusses ways to develop a clear
definition of the intended intervention. The chapter talks
about smoothing and polishing to reinforce the process of
defining as it is related to making the invisible possibilities of
design visible. This section concludes with suggestions on
ways to clearly describe design intention.

The final chapter, “Assessing,” provides suggestions to help
critically analyze the faults inherent in concepts and designs.
To successfully assess, designers should not become too
infatuated with their creations, but instead step back and
consider the design with a critical eye. As a designer, it is
important to be able identify the strengths and weaknesses
of a specific design project by questioning proposed
concepts. The chapter offers strategies for reassessing the
products of design in order to improve them and talks about
making good decisions throughout the design process.

WHERE TO START?

It should now be clear that an understanding of design

is uniquely different than assembly by formula or recipe.
Because of this, suggestions for improving design depend
upon experimenting and manipulating design media. So
the question arises, how do we engage this universally
understood yet enigmatic process? The techniques and
recommendations in the book should be viewed as a
companion to experience and discovery. Each chapter
reveals thoughts about theory — exploring the why of the
process, in addition to the how. Following a discussion

of why, each chapter presents studio examples and
architects’ experience. The method is to propose topics for
discussion, using analogies and metaphors to illustrate
possible approaches to design. These techniques will assist
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you to anticipate how to deal with uncertainty, find ways

to challenge yourself, and remind you of ways to think
visually. While not intended as a “how-to” book, Developing
Your Design Process: Six Key Concepts for Studio will
explore various aspects of design that provide insight into
architecture and design culture, and investigate ways to
spark the imagination, techniques for manipulating design
media, defining and editing your design solution, and
evaluating suitable solutions to your ideas.
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Beginning

Chapter 1

In order to succeed,
your desire for success
should be greater than

your fear of failure.

Bill Cosby



This first chapter explores what to expect
when you begin any design process.In
general, before design begins, a need must be
identified. This need or desire is a recognized
social opportunity, commission, or studio
assignment, for example, and can be the
impetus to begin a project. As either a student
or a design professional the process starts
with a program, usually a written statement,
that presents the parameters of the project
and suggests an approach. Some programs
can be quite open-ended and others more
restrictive, anticipating an intended outcome.
Studio
education,
the theme of
this book, is
experiential
in nature.
Your
professors

. 1.1 Thomas Edison
"= and his early
phonograph




