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Practical Design Education:

Three Approaches
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Professor Hughes described the relentless
pressure to move up the production value
chain and into what is seen as a more
lucrative activity. He showed a diagram
adapted from Ram Mudambi, an economics
professor from Temple University (2007). It
attempts to capture the desire for economic
activity to raise the added value of their
activity at all costs, which means avoiding the
bottom of the curve where manufacturing
exists. Design is already halfway up this curve,
adding value to the manufacturing industries.
But there is increasing pressure to keep
climbing this curve. This is evident not only in
the commercial world but also in schools.
New courses in design tend to be favored that
do not require expensive studio or workshop
space, where students can be taught in a
lecture theatre and work from home.

Another part of this movement is the
supposed systematisation of design activity.
This is embodied by the prevalence of ‘Design
Thinking’ as a subject. He characterized this as
another way that design activity is being

commoditized as design consultancies seek
ways to move their activity up the value
chain. Design Thinking has in some ways
replaced design activity. People are looking at
books to learn about design when they
should be working on projects to think like a
designer.

Different Situation of Practical Design
in Europe and China

Professor Hughes went on to introduce
"Practical Design" by sharing his experiences in
the UK where most of the students, (including
his younger self), find themselves working in
design, not because they have been directed
there, but because it is their passion - learned
from an early age - whether it is building
electronic circuits, taking things apart, building
toy cars, decorating the home, etc. It is an
experience that most (most, but not all) of his
Chinese students don't have as children.

In a typical design school in Europe, there are
several well-established and resourced
workshops. The technicians are not there to
make the students work. They are there to
help students overcome problems. The
models from a final year student in China may
look beautiful, but that's because they have
been professionally made. All the practical
issues have been solved by the model-maker,
rather than the student. Hence, there is a huge
gap in their experience. He hopes to reinstate
some of this practical work for Chinese
students. This led to his first approach to
promoting Practical Design Education

through card modelling in project work. It is a
requirement for all student projects to have
some practical and physical outcomes. This
helps students re-connect with design's

materiality and solve problems in the real
world, not just on-screen and seeing more
possibilities in their works. He also sees an
opportunity to try and address this prior to
students thinks that part of the problem
started long before university.

B Practical Design Initiatives

This led to his second approach, which
includes a series of experiments and
ultimately creates teaching resources for
middle-school students (age 7-14). He
showed a series of activities called "Thinking
with Card", which teach different content
such as science, technology, and geography
interactively with parts that students make to
understand the concepts. It can be
downloaded through a website in English or
Chinese. He hopes to nurture making skills in
middle school students, arouses their interest
in mechanisms, making things and the link
between the theoretical world of their
education and the real world to develop a
great sense of design and innovation.

For the third approach, the Beijing Institute
of Technology International Design Centre is
in the process of launching a competition,
the "Practical Design Innovation Award", that
awards work that not only is only a concept.
Practical Design is defined as work that is
developed in response to a specific problem
or situation, employing a rational design
approach to achieve a design that is
fit-for-purpose, tested and applicable in a
real-world scenario. He ended the presenta-
tion by encouraging the participants to
submit their students’ works that are interest-
ing and innovative.
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