
Course programme 

IFI7161.DT Design Theory and Methodology 

ECTS credits: 4 ECTS Amount of contact 
lessons: 16 

Teaching semester: 
autumn 

Assessment form: 
Exam 

Course objectives: The aim of the course is to create a developed intellectual 
understanding of design theory and practice. An underlying 
assumption is that a reflective and theoretical understanding of 
practice and most relevant terms in the field supports and fosters a 
developed practical design competence. In the course we will 
therefore examine, analyze, study, and discuss how design can be 
understood, described, and developed as a process of inquiry, 
thought, and action.  

Brief description of 
course content: 

(including the 
description of the 
independent work) 

Lectures, discussions and assignments help the students to develop 
the ability to think critically about the design discourse and design 
practice. The course starts with discussing what design is and how it 
can be defined. What is design thinking and creativity? This is 
followed by an overview of the design process, design as a tradition 
and different design disciplines. Lectures and group work on design 
theory and methods give a detailed overview of the most relevant 
contemporary approaches (participatory, user centered, generative, 
critical, inclusive, systems oriented) and related methods 
(experiential, generative, evaluative). The course will be concluded 
by discussing ethical questions related to the design practice. 

As independent work, students are expected to read assigned 
literature to prepare for discussions as well as submit an essay and 
present group work.  

Learning outcomes: The student knows/ can / is able to: 

● outline the development of the design discipline and define 
what constitutes design and how the definitions have evolved 
over time. 

● understand the discourses around the term design thinking 
and creativity, can reflect critically on them. 

● outline different design disciplines and has evolved an 
understanding of different design traditions. 

● define and understand the difference between the terms 
theory, approach, framework, methodology, method and 
tool. 



● establish a personal, reflective and examined intellectual 
position on the design process and most relevant 
contemporary design frameworks and theories. 

● develop an understanding on how to categorise and choose 
appropriate design methods. 

● understand and reflect on ethical issues related to the design 
process.  

Assessment methods: 

 

The final grade is determined based on independent work 70% 
(constituting of group work 1 (weight 25%), group work 2 (weight 
25%), an essay (weight 20%)) and a written exam 30%. 

Lecturer(s): Prof. David Lamas, Hanna-Liisa Pender 

Course title in 
Estonian: 

Disaini teooria ja metoodika 

Prerequisite course(s): - 

Compulsory literature: 

 

● Dorst, Kees. "The core of ‘design thinking’ and its 
application." Design studies 32.6 (2011): 521-532. 

● Rhodes, Mel. "An analysis of creativity." The Phi Delta 
Kappan 42.7 (1961): 305-310 

● Cross, Nigel. “40 years of design research.” Design Studies 
Journal (2007) 

● Schon, Donald. "The reflective practitioner." (1983). 
Chapters 3 and 5. 

● van Boeijen, A., Daalhuizen, J., van der Schoor, R., & 
Zijlstra, J. (2014). Delft Design Guide: Design Strategies 
and Methods. Bis B.V., Uitgeverij (BIS Publishers). 

● Elizabeth Sanders on design methods: 
https://vimeo.com/89129735  

● The Field Guide to Human-Centered Design by IDEO (2015) 
● Findeli, A. (2001). Rethinking design education for the 21st 

century: Theoretical, methodological, and ethical discussion. 
Design issues, 17(1), 5-17. 

● Shilton, K. (2013). Values levers: Building ethics into 
design. Science, Technology, & Human Values, 38(3), 374-
397. 

Literature will be shared with all course participants during the first 
lecture. 

Replacement literature: ● Dorst, Kees. "The core of ‘design thinking’ and its 
application." Design studies 32.6 (2011): 521-532. 



 ● Rhodes, Mel. "An analysis of creativity." The Phi Delta 
Kappan 42.7 (1961): 305-310 

● Cross, Nigel. “40 years of design research.” Design Studies 
Journal (2007) 

● Schon, Donald. "The reflective practitioner." (1983).  
● van Boeijen, A., Daalhuizen, J., van der Schoor, R., & 

Zijlstra, J. (2014). Delft Design Guide: Design Strategies 
and Methods. Bis B.V., Uitgeverij (BIS Publishers). 

● Elizabeth Sanders on design methods: 
https://vimeo.com/89129735  

● The Field Guide to Human-Centered Design by IDEO  
(2015) 

● Findeli, A. (2001). Rethinking design education for the 21st 
century: Theoretical, methodological, and ethical discussion. 
Design issues, 17(1), 5-17. 

● Shilton, K. (2013). Values levers: Building ethics into 
design. Science, Technology, & Human Values, 38(3), 374-
397. 

● Course slides 
 

Participation and exam 
requirements: 

Completing and presenting two group work assignments. Submitting 
an essay. 

If you are not able to participate in contact session activities, please 
agree on replacement tasks with lecturers. 

Independent work: 1. Reading assigned materials before lectures to be able to 
actively participate in discussions and group work (for 
contact sessions on 18.9, 02.10, 30.10, 27.11) 

2. Preparing and presenting group work on two assigned topics 
(for 30.10, 27.11). 

3. Writing an essay on the topic: “How can design theory 
enhance design practice”, based on assigned literature 
(length 5000-6000 characters, deadline 11.12) 

4. Writing a peer review for an essay by a co-student (2500-
3000 characters, deadline 18.12) 

Grading criteria scale 
or the minimum level 
necessary for passing 
the subject:  

The evaluation criterias: 

Criterion 1: completing independent work and participating in group 
discussions and group work (70%) 

A - All the assignments are excellently done and 
presented/submitted in time. The student has actively participated in 
group discussions and group work. 



B - All the assignments very well done and presented/submitted in 
time. The student has actively participated in group discussions and 
group work. 

C - All the assignments well done and presented/submitted in time. 
The student has actively participated in group discussions and group 
work. 

D - All the assignments done and presented/submitted in time. The 
student has participated in group discussions and group work on 
minimum level. 

E - All the assignments done and presented/submitted in time but 
have considerable shortcomings. The student has participated in 
group discussions and group work on minimum level. 

 

Criterion 2: Written exam (30%) 

A - written exam reflects students excellent knowledge of the course 
material 

B - written exam reflects students very good knowledge of the 
course material 

C - written exam reflects students good knowledge of the course 
material 

D - written exam reflects students basic knowledge of the course 
material 

E - written exam reflects students minimum knowledge of the course 
material 

Information about the 
course: 

(Topics by contact 
session, deadlines of 
independent works and 
exams/assessments 
times) 

Contact sessions: 

4.9 (16:15-17:45) Introduction to course requirements and materials. 
Lecture on defining design. What is design? How has it been 
defined? What is design thinking and creativity? (Hanna) 

18.09 (16:15-19:45) Lecture on design as tradition and the design 
process. Group work. (David) 

02.10 (16:15-17:45) Lecture on design theory and methods. 
Overview of the most relevant contemporary approaches 
(participatory, user centered, generative, critical, inclusive, systems 
oriented) and related methods (experiential, generative, evaluative). 
(Hanna) 

30.10 (16:15-19:45) Group presentations on design methods. 
(Hanna) 



27.11 (16:15-19:45) Group presentations on ethical questions related 
to the design practice. What kind of life and society are we creating 
when designing products and services? (David) 

Independent work 

1. Reading assigned materials before lectures to be able to 
actively participate in discussions and group work (for 
contact sessions on 18.9, 02.10, 30.10, 27.11) 

2. Preparing and presenting group work on two assigned topics 
(30.10, 27.11). 

3. Writing an essay on the topic: “How can design theory 
enhance design practice”, based on assigned literature 
(length 5000-6000 characters, deadline 11.12) 

4. Writing a peer review for an essay by a co-student (2500-
3000 characters, deadline 18.12) 

Exam (winter exam session, exact dates to be determined - one in 
December, one in January). Written open book exam with 3 
questions reflecting on the topics covered during the course. 

 

Teaching Unit in 
charge: 

School of Digital 
Technologies 

Course programme 
is prepared by: 

Hanna-Liisa Pender 

Date: 26.08.2019 

The course program is registered in the academic unit: 

Date: 27.08.2019 

Name of academic 
coordinator: 

Kristi Oikimus 

 


