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Today’s agenda
• Course basics 

- How is the course organized?
- What will we do and what will you learn 
throughout course? 
- What do you need to do in order to pass the 
course?

• Topic introduction
- What is design?
- Why a course on design theory & 
methodology (at Aalto University)? 

• Introduction to pre-assignment for 
Week 2

Illustration by John Tenniel



Fundamentals

• Mandatory course for all major and minor students in Design at the Department of 
Design (Aalto Arts) as well as recommended elective for major students in 
Information networks at the Department of Industrial Engineering and Management 
(Aalto Sci).

• Part-time course running during the 1st study period in the Autumn
• 1 contact session per week (Friday mornings, 9.15-12.00)

• Student-driven teaching and learning
• Course information and assignments through http://mycourses.aalto.fi
• Workload: 3 ECTS ≈ 81 hours

• 3 x 6 hours contact teaching (mandatory attendance)
• 3 hours final presentation
• 60 hours individual and group work



Content

The course provides a general introduction to design literature to 
support further studies in the field. 
The goal of the course is to introduce bachelor students to 
fundamental concepts and ideas on design and designing -
equipping them with knowledge and skills to:
(a) read academic literature on design, and 
(b) begin the process of more actively and critically reflecting on 

their own work practices for design and those of others with the 
help of theory in both oral and written form.



Learning outcomes

At the end of the course, students should be able to discuss the 
meaning of design and designing from their future disciplinary 
position as a designer in relation to established concepts and ideas 
in design literature.
Drawing on scholarly discussions on design, they should also be 
able to talk and write reflections about their own work practices as 
well compare their use of tools and methods when designing with 
those used by professionals in other fields.



Schedule
Week 1: Introduction

Week 2: Characterizing design

Week 3: Design & problem-solving

Week 4: Design, materials & tools

Week 5: The nature of design problems

Week 6: Design & mastering a craft

Week 7: Examination / Presentation

Individual project
A design concept 

+ essay

Group project
Poster 

+ manuscript



A concept design 
(including a prototype, an 

instruction of use & a concept 
description)

+ 
A short essay 

(in which you reflect on your design 
process and what you need to learn 

to become a designer)

Individual project
DL: 25th October@8.00 AM (concept)
DL: 25th October@24.00 AM (essay)



An educational poster 
(‘infograph’) on the 
topic of “What is 

design?” 
+ 

A presentation 
manuscript

(max 6 pages) 

Group project
DL: 25th October@8.00 AM



Deliverables
Pre-assignment Week 2 (group): 
0-4 points
Pre-assignment Week 3 (group):
0-4 points
Pre-assignment Week 4 (pair): 
0-4 points
Pre-assignment Week 5 (Individual):
0-5 points
Pre-assignment Week 5 (Group): 
0-4 points
Pre-assignment Week 6 (Pair): 
0-4 points

Group project (poster & manuscript): 
0-20 points
Individual project (design): 
0-15 points
Individual project (essay): 
0-40 points

>>

Final grade

0 p – 50 p = fail

51 p – 60 p = 1

61 p – 70 p = 2

71 p – 80 p = 3

81 p – 90 p = 4

91 p – 100 p = 5

Assessment & grading
• Mandatory participation in 80% of the 

contact teaching
• Final grade: 60% based on the work 

you deliver individually | 40% based 
on the work you deliver in pairs or as 
a group

• Satisfactorily completed individual 
and group projects

• Weekly pre-assignments which 
supports your learning throughout 
the course.

• Missing a deadline  0 points
• Not being present in class to present 
 50% of the points





Paulo Dziobczenski
paulo.dziobczenski@aalto.fi



“Design theory has been approached 
and interpreted in many ways, from 
personal statements of design 
principles, through constructs of the 
philosophy of design to a search for a 
design science.”

Wikipedia



Why does the product in front of 
you look the way it do?



form
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So, why a course on 
Design Theory & Methodology?



“The good, the bad, the ugly, 
all are designed”

JAMES PILDITCH
in Communication by Design



That ‘squiggle’ of the Design Process
According to Damien Newman
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Theories help reduce the apparent complexity of the world.

Theories explain why things happen, that is, causes and effects as 
opposed to only identifying correlations.

Theories help predict what will happen in the future.

Theories summarize, condense and accumulate knowledge

Source: Sjøberg, D. I. K., Bergersen, G. R., & Dybå, T. (2016). Why theory matters. In Perspectives on data science for software engineering (pp. 29-33). Morgan Kaufmann.



stability changedesign



“I believe that the most central behavioural
characteristic of a design theory is that the theory 
leads to productive designing through the created 
mindset of the designer and the models, methods 
and tools; i.e. that it raises the probability of 
results and creates a space of solutions. You may 
say that this interpretation creates a diffuse link 
between a science and a practice, but it is 
generally agreed upon that the purpose of design 
science is to raise quality of designing and 
designs. This goal orientation is a quite unique 
dimension of our science, compared with the 
natural science goal: to create better predictions.”

Mogens Andreasen
in 45 Years with design methodology



“[…] ultimately, design research is about 
developing support for improving design […] the 
development of design support has a long tradition 
and is still a dominant research theme” (Blessing 
and Chakrabarti, 2009, p 33)

Lucienne Blessing & Amaresh Chakrabarti
in DRM, A design research methodology



“For me, design methodology 'includes the study of 
how designers work and think, the establishment 
of appropriate structures for the design process, 
the development and application of new design 
methods, techniques and procedures, and 
reflection on the nature and extent of design 
knowledge and its application to design problems.”

Nigel Cross
in A History of Design Methodology



Optional



“Design is when designers design a design to 
produce a design.”

JOHN HESKETT
in Past, present, and future in design industry



Product 
Design

Communication
Design

Environmental
Design

Service
Design

Interface
Design

‘design’



Optional



Pre-assignment for week 2
(DL: 20 September@8.00 AM)

In preparation for the in-class discussions during the second week of the course, each group is asked to prepare a 
15-minute presentation about contemporary design and the scope of designers’ work today. The presentation 
should be grounded in a review of three design agencies (studios) and/or designers – supported by the weekly 
literature for the course. 
The choice of agencies and/or designers is free but please try to cover different types of design work in selecting 
who to study further. For the sake of simplicity, please also try to select agencies/designers for which there are 
material readily available (agency/designer websites, news reports, twitter and Instagram accounts, etc.)
Your review of the agencies/designers should be grounded in the weekly readings for the course. A short summary 
of the literature should also be included the presentation. 
In reviewing the work of the agencies and/or designers, you are asked to analyze the scope of their work. What type 
of projects do they engage with? What type of services they provide to their clients? And how do they articulate 
(describe and promote) the scope of their work to clients and other external stakeholders (e.g. journalists or 
curators)? 
You are also asked to compare the agencies/designers to each other and how the scope of their work sits in relation 
to what is said in the weekly literature for the course. How is the work of the studios/designers similar and different 
to each other? And, how does this work fit with what Bonsiepe (1999) and Buchanan (2001) says about the scope 
and evolution of design? What is the ‘interface’ they address in their work? On what ‘order’ of design are they 
operating?



Pre-assignment for week 2
(DL: 20 September@8.00 AM)

The outcome of your analysis should be summarized in a presentation slide deck. For grading purposes, the slide 
deck needs to be self-explanatory (i.e. the content of each slide needs to be clear and possible to understand in 
isolation). All group members that participated in doing the assignment should also be listed on the first slide of the 
presentation. All group members need also to upload an individual copy of the presentation in the assigned folder 
on MyCourses (.PDF or .PPT) 
You will present - and we will elaborate upon - your analysis in smaller groups during the weekly contact session. 
All group members need accordingly to be able to present your analysis as well as bring a printed copy of the slide 
deck to class (or have it available on their computer/tablet). 



Final remarks

• Check that you have access to the course page on 
mycourses.aalto.fi 
If problems, send an e-mail to oscar.person@aalto.fi

• Discuss how to organize the work for the pre-assignment with
your group

• The deadline for the pre-assignment is 20th September @ 8.00 AM



See you next week!

oscar.person@aalto.fi


