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Abstract: Everything that is mass-produced is designed. Every designed object has its own evident 
quality of beauty. But how can we help students understand the nature and form of beauty as 
something that is an integral part of the design process. In this paper we explore the notion of 
beauty as it is represented through aesthetics. Students’ experience of making designed objects, 
their engagement with the refl ective practices of learning in a studio, their involvement with the 
community of designers, and their cultural experience combine to provide a background to their 
developing understanding of their own aesthetic values. We provide a discussion of aesthetics in the 
context of design education and use examples from a student’s work to demonstrate the development 
of aesthetic awareness in practice. 

Keywords: aesthetics, refl ective practice, design process.

Introduction to design as aesthetics
Design education involves the teaching of many facets – some defi nitive in nature and straightforward to 
impart – some abstract in nature and more complex to impart. Aesthetics falls into the latter group. An 
understanding of aesthetics and the ability to manipulate form is intrinsic to producing two and three-
dimensional imagery, whether in the context of product, print, architecture and so on. If we assume 
that this is the case, ‘Aesthetics’ must form part of any design curriculum. Th e derivation of the term 
‘aesthete’, comes from the Greek ‘aisthetes’- a person who perceives. A designer not only needs to be able 
to interpret these perceptions but to be the creator of perceptions – to be able to interpret visual language 
and develop their own language. Historically there has been much discussion and argument within the 
Design professions regarding the importance of style and imagery in design. 

A wide range of options exist as to where forms should come from. A phrase popularized by 
nineteenth-century architect Louis Sullivan, “form follows function,” led to an architecture that 
eschewed eclecticism in favour of architectural form that expressed its environment, its structural 
system, and its purposes. Times and tastes change, however, and often architects have worked the 
other way, having function follow form, creating a sculptural form for a building, then fi tting the 
functions and structural system into the form (Wake. 2000, p17).
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Our own Sydney Harbour would appear to have both sides of the discussion represented, each a world 
icon in their spheres. On the one hand the Opera House, epitomised by the magnifi cent white sails 
that bear no relationship to the functions below, but created in deference to the image of a sailing vessel 
upon the harbour. Juxtaposed to this we have the Harbour Bridge, a magnifi cent engineering feat – the 
world’s largest steel arch bridge. Th e graceful steel arch refl ects the simplicity of the engineered form, 
grounded by the suspended transport deck. However, the designers of the bridge did not adhere entirely 
to the maxim, that ‘form follows function’. Th e bridge derives its footings in the tower abutments on 
the north and south sides of the harbour, but upon each of these abutments are pylons that are purely 
decorative and contribute nothing structurally to the bridge, but do give a majestic frame to the arch 
and a monumental quality. 

Aesthetics as a way of thinking and being
It is self-evident that nothing concerning art is self-evident anymore, not its inner life, not its 
relation to the world, not even its right to exist (Adorno, 1997, p.1).

When considering the complexity of aesthetics for learning situations it is important fi rst of all to 
recognise the ‘taken-for-granted’ ideas that underpin the very notion of aesthetics. In the quotation 
above Adorno makes explicit the idea that, on the whole, art is not something that can be defi ned nor 
interpreted and that the very notion of aesthetics is open to contestation. In the post-modern, post-
industrial, communications oriented world of the 21st Century students fi nd that they have to take note 
of several competing agendas regarding their created work. Here students often fi nd that their work is 
subject to a form of assessment that they cannot understand. In part this is due to diff erent conceptions 
of design and learning design (Davies and Reid, 2001) and in part due to public expectations for their 
work (Reid and Davies, 2003). Olson (2004) suggests that “A mode of interpretation is defi ned by a 
set of concepts and conventions that makes that mode of interpretation possible. Th ese conceptions 
and conventions also defi ne the constraints on that mode of interpretation” (p 136). Students of design 
consider carefully how their works are going to be received by their teachers. Olson’s statement implies 
that there is a complex relationship between the apprehension and appreciation of a work of art and that 
there is signifi cant variation in the ways that any work can be interpreted. He elaborates “It is always 
possible that a text [medium] should yield to diff erent modes of interpretation; that is, a text [medium] 
can be conceptualized in diff erent ways.” ( p.136). Moxey agrees with this interpretation and posits 
that “Th ese perspectives [ie. Anti-foundationalist critiques] subvert previously established knowledge 
claims by characterizing them as unavoidably tainted by the values that inform the circumstances 
of their production”. (Moxey, 2001, p.126). For students of design, these ideas have an immediate 
imperative: that their ideas are expressed through various media that can have their own aesthetic, that 
society provides a benchmark for aesthetics, that the community of practice of designers also has its own 
benchmark for aesthetics and that students need to acknowledge and work within these constraints. 
Crowther describes these problems succinctly, “It would follow that art and the aesthetic are social 
constructs that cannot be legitimately applied to forms of representation outside specifi cally western 
contexts.” (Crowther, 2004, p.363). Here diff erent notions of aesthetic are described as ‘western’ or not. 
Indeed the discussions surrounding aesthetics have been generated from a predominantly European 
perspective as the role of art (and by extension design) has undergone several changes in orientation (for 
instance the diff erences between ‘Renaissance’ art form focused on early scientifi c principles in contrast 
with the ‘realism’ of Andy Warhol). Our current post-industrial era brings with it yet another perspective 
on the use of aesthetics as it becomes entrenched in modern production lines.

Th e aesthetic force of production is the same as that of productive labor and has the same teleology; 
and what may be called aesthetic relations of production – all that in which the productive force 
is embedded and in which it is active – are sedimentations or imprintings of social relations of 
production (Adorno, 1997, p.5).
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Yet a focus on social and cultural dimensions of aesthetics can prove problematic for students of design. 
Th ey are well aware of these constraints but the transformation of ‘known’ aesthetics into a creation of 
their own, subjects their own work to the critique of their teachers and peers. In one sense aesthetics 
becomes not what is possible to create, but the possibilities in the experience of the creation. Th e aesthetic 
can be seen,

 as an enhancement of our cognitive powers which can only be achieved through the reciprocity 
of sensible form, powers of understanding, and, in the case of art, creative transformation. As 
such, the varieties of aesthetic make at least indirect connections with other fundamental areas of 
experience (Crowther, 2004, p. 370).

From this position we can see clearly that aesthetics is an experience that leads to a form of transformation. 
Th e work of art is the production of the aesthetic. If we return to the situation of student learning, 
assessment processes become the medium through which their fi nal aesthetic values are judged and 
the learning situation the place where aesthetics are developed. Knowing that aesthetic value is partly 
constituted from particular social situations, it follows that the learning situation is one where design 
is not only made (created), but where students are in a position to critique their own understanding 
of form and beauty in conjunction with the materials that aff ord a certain aesthetic. “By virtue of 
its creative diff erence from other representations, it [the work of art] opens up new possibilities of 
aesthetic experience” (Crowther, 2004, p.372). For the teachers it is not so much teaching aesthetics but 
facilitating the experience of the process, the medium and the social/cultural milieu.

The context of learning aesthetics in design
In most design courses, both here and overseas, the term aesthetics is referred to, yet rarely directly 
tackled as a subject. Indeed the very idea of aesthetics is contested in the design world as it is considered 
a philosophic construct or (and usually not and) a practice to be experienced. Th rough exercises and 
the study of design history, students were and still are meant to pick up their aesthetic perceptions and 
creation though a form of osmosis rather than a direct knowledge base (Buss and Grettin, 2002). In post 
war Britain during the ‘50s and ‘60s design education made a shift from the intense drawing technique 
of antiquities, to more of a design focus. However life drawing and general sketching were still an 
important part of the curriculum. Being able to draw is an invaluable attribute for a designer, enabling 
them to eff ectively work through their design process exploring form, and communicating it easily to 
others (Bennet, 2002).

It needs to be recognised, however, that copying something in front of you is a diff erent task to creating 
and generating aesthetic composition and three-dimensional form. Th is issue is the focus of our paper 
as we consider the relationships between ‘form and function’ (Sullivan in Wake, 2002. p17), students’ 
developing views of the notion of personal and social aesthetics, and the manner in which the practice 
of design (which includes the aesthetic value of the media that students use) is developed through studio 
practices. Sullivan notes that ‘times and tastes change’ recognising that one form of design aesthetic 
can become the ‘form’ of another. In opposition to this idea is the acknowledgement that aesthetics 
is embedded in cultural values and an acknowledged aesthetic (perhaps a really ‘nice’ building) can 
be completely inappropriate in a diff erent situation (that building is disgusting!). Th e challenge for 
design educators is to enable students to encounter this fl uidity in the representation of aesthetics for 
the community whilst at the same time developing a personal aesthetic. If we are to support student 
designers to be able to work in the global community, we need to address these issues with sensitivity 
and understanding to be eff ective educators.
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In the UK students commence their design studies by experiencing a range of exercises in a general Pre-
Diploma course. Many of the courses being infl uenced by the exercises practiced in the Bauhaus (1919 
– 1933). Th ese common courses comprise of design and art history and also two and three dimensional 
explorations that provide the foundations for students entering all aspects of the design profession, many 
of the attributes being pre-requisites for students entering Interior – Industrial – Visual Communications 
– Fashion and Textiles as well as other more fi ne arts areas such as Jewellery, Sculpture or Photography.

In Australia the pre-diploma has not been part of the general design educational system, although 
a common course did exist for a decade at University of Technology Sydney within the four-year 
undergraduate degree courses. Students however, have to choose their major design area prior to starting 
the course. Th is means students are embarking on a specifi c design area with little or no overview or 
experience of art and design generally. Th e College of Fine Arts (UNSW) has been training students in 
general design for some years, which may be valid for some students. However to work within specifi c 
design areas the industry usually requires designers with specifi c knowledge even though they may be 
working in a team. 

All this leads to the fact that most students are entering design degree courses with little or no prior 
knowledge of the specialisation they are choosing and it is our job as lecturers to turn them into aware 
knowledgeable designers within four years. Involved in this process is the evaluation of designed products 
from aesthetic and functional perspectives in order to express a sense of ‘pleasure’ for the user (Jordon, 
2000).

The case of St Martins
Central St Martins College of Art and Design is located in London and is part of the University of 
Arts London. One of the authors (Miller) had the opportunity to visit St Martins in 2004 and took 
this opportunity to extend her experience of teaching aesthetics in the context of industrial design to 
the context of jewellery design. Th is shift of emphasis included the diff erence between objects that are 
designed for a specifi c functionality to objects intended for ‘beauty and adornment’. 

Th e aim of the course was to introduce fi rst year students to the development of design process and the 
concept of aesthetics through an experience of creativity and imagination. Students began the series 
of four studio style classes and came prepared prior to the classes with a journal of photographs and 
sketches of made and natural objects. Th ese objects became the focus for their exploration of aesthetics 
experimenting with various techniques. Th ese techniques included the notions of positive and negative 
space, manipulation of design elements with light, shape, scale, colour, and looking at diff erent forms of 
structural shapes. Th e aim of this exercise is to explore students’ diff erent ways of observing and seeing 
things and translating this experience into critical observations leading to designed objects.

Th e studio situation lends itself to specifi c pedagogies. We were able to use these pedagogies to enable 
students to experience the collaborative ‘work’ of a designer that includes the construction and de-
construction of designed elements that are contained within the world of the design professional. In this 
way students are able to start to critique their own practice, explore the practice of others, listen and 
respond to comments made by the teachers and other students, and make explicit the notions of ‘form’, 
‘function’ and ‘aesthetics’. An example of how this works is that students would take an initial object 
and reduce it to its core elements. Th is leads to a stylised version of the original. Using diff erent media, 
students would then explore the relations between this stylised version (and the subsequent versions) 
with the media that they are exploring. In the studio each student has a physical ‘space’ and can move 
from this personal design space into the areas controlled by the other students. In this fashion students 
can move between the development of their own ‘aesthetic’ to the aesthetics of the broader group. Th is 
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system enables students to move freely round and explore the diff erent ways they and their peers were 
experiencing the development of their design piece. At the end of each session the entire group would 
discuss the various design elements found amongst the group. Here students can experience Crowther’s 
(2004) ‘creative transformation’. 

Learning about aesthetics through practice and reflection
Student learning is complex and when the subject that is to be assessed is as nebulous as aesthetics, 
clear criteria for that assessment need to be set. In this situation refl ective practice incorporating group 
feedback, self and peer evaluation, and individual feedback from the lecturer was used. Th e most 
important component however was refl ection. Brookfi eld (1987) suggests that personally constructed 
value judgements about an experience are the commencing ‘benchmark’ for the critique of that 
experience. 

Although sometimes masquerading as object, criteria are inevitable subjective; they refl ect the 
norms, values and preferences of those devising them… once people externalise the range of 
assumptions informing the actions of diff erent group members, they begin to agree on those that 
should be commonly shared (p.100). 

In the context of defi ning creativity as an aspect of shared learning Reid and Petocz (2004) state: 

It is critically important to remember that creativity is not a stable idea but one that is constituted 
diff erently within diff erent domains. Th erefore, in order to set up a situation in which creativity 
can occur, educators need to rethink the role that creativity plays in their curriculum and then 
examine their own understanding of creativity as an element of their own profession, as part 
of their own approach to teaching, and as part of their academic discipline. It is then necessary 
to consider the domain in which the students and teachers are collaborating, and to set up 
deliberate classroom situations where the ideas surrounding creativity in that discipline are 
actively discussed and articulated (p.60). 

Th e subjective nature of aesthetics within the design process requires group observation and constructive 
discussion. Th e points below are the instructions given to students about the focus of the learning 
activities and assessment tasks. 

Aesthetic development     Peer feedback
Aesthetic form
Is the fi nal design aesthetically successful? Has the selected design been translated into three 
dimensions well? 
List what you consider to be the most successful details.
What improvements would you suggest?
How well made is the model? List the good features.
Design Process
How well do you think this student has handled their design process? Please state the good points.
What improvements do you suggest?
Journal Presentation & communication
Is the assignment well presented? What are the good aspects of the work compiled? E.g. 
drawing, explanation, layout, labelling, imagination, combination of selected items
What improvements would you suggest?
Please add any further constructive comments that you feel would be useful to this designer
[note: each of these questions had suffi  cient space for student responses!]
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Th e following is the content of the self-refl ection form.

Aesthetic development      Refl ection

What did you learn throughout the duration of this project?
How well do you feel you handled your overall design process? 
List the good aspects of your work.
What changes to your approach would you make if working on the assignment for a second time?
Is your fi nal design aesthetically successful? Please state how. 
What do you feel are your strongest skills? Have you demonstrated them in this 
assignment? Please state how.
How well do you feel your design translates into your 3D model? 
List the good features and state where you would make improvements.
What improvements would you make to your journal to (a) improve communication? 
(b) Demonstrate your individuality and creativity?
Please make any further comments about your learning process

Katie’s experience of developing aesthetics
Katie could sketch quite well, but had no formal experience in developing a design process. Katie 
experimented with a pencil sketch of a stool with spine-like elements joining together at a central point. 
As suggested, in the assignment sheet, she tried out various techniques, which initiated the development 
of her own design process, looking at her image in diff erent ways.

Some of these techniques were: tracing and converting the image to a simple line drawing, producing 
photocopies and experimenting with overlays on transparent fi lm, creating repeat and interlocking 
patterns, mirror image, tonal eff ects, change of scale, all of which produced an endless array of interesting 
visual eff ects. Th ese images would not have materialised had Katie just continued to draw. Th ese eff ects 
were so fascinating that Katie was inspired to do further experiments, as shown and then examine ways 
to convert some of her work into three-dimensions. 
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Th is demonstrates the student’s development 
of visual language with the suggestion of 
undulating, fl owing forms, with dominant 
and recessive elements within the image.
Th e repeated patterns take on an intricate 
visual accuracy; yet still have the spontaneity 
of a hand drawn image.

Here the student experimented with positive 
and negative techniques, and fl ow of pattern 
and layout of the interlocking modules. 
Th is creates a visually cohesive image that is 
aesthetically appealing.

Th e project emphasised the design process where the image could becomes abstracted from its initial 
form. Th is gave the design students artistic license to make aesthetic decisions and experiment with 
design elements during the design process. Students could take any avenue they considered the most 
appropriate, whilst developing their own visual language.

  Initial three-dimensional experiment       Spines in tracing fi lm - has a fabric quality
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Katie’s three-dimensional experiments then delivered another collection of interesting ideas. Working 
with materials generated a host of new ideas, partly due to the qualities of the materials that cannot be 
envisaged by drawing alone. Hands on experimentation in three-dimensions, with a range of materials 
was an essential part of the designers development process.

Experience generating aesthetic awareness
Th e circular process of creating image, experimenting with generating multiples using a range of 
techniques, then progressing into three-dimensional experimentation and fi nally photocopying and 
photographing the three-dimensional images again generates a huge variety of visual eff ects, stimulates 
the students’ imagination, develops not only their ability to generate an eff ective design process but 
also builds their confi dence enabling them to understand the reasons for developing their skills and 
techniques to produce aesthetically unique and imaginative concepts. 

Th e aim of the teacher is to facilitate a creative development of the student’s own aesthetic as well as 
a general understanding of the diff erent aspects of aesthetic appreciation in their own culture and that 
of other cultural groups. It is not about giving a set of rules or fi xed procedures, but by facilitating and 
encouraging a range of experiments that stimulate the student’s own creativity and imagination, whilst 
also witnessing, comparing and evaluating the creative processes of others. 
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