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• Prescriptive sketch: communicates design details to those outside of the immediate 

design process. Used to communicate with draftsmen or machinists these sketches are 

characteristically more detailed and accurate.   

 
Although Ferguson’s sketches are not universally inclusive of all sketches they do begin to 
demonstrate that sketching is not simply a means of representation. Sketching has a multitude of 
purposes and is often summarized or categorized based on them. In his introduction to the book 
Design Sketching Niklas Andersson uses the headings– investigation, exploration, explanation 
and persuasion to describe the varying purposes in which to engage the process of sketching.3 
However, to begin sketching one does not need a specific purpose or goal; sketching can be used 
simply as a way to engage the mind. Most importantly, sketching facilitates thinking, like the 
process of designing, sketching is a process without a predetermined outcome. The hasty gesture 
sketch that captures an idea, or the developed technical drawing used to refine an idea, both 
posses a greater objective beyond their own end.  
 

The Design Sketch - Ideation 

 

When visually depicted, ideas are more able to inspire new ones. Sketching can be a way to 
express sight and the imagination however when used for creative ideation the 
designer/engineer’s sketch is not typically an exercise in transposition or duplication. This is 
because the idea has yet to exist in a tangible form. The sketch resembles thinking out loud, 
giving form to a vague thought. As Andersson describes, “one of the basic cognitive benefits of 
sketching is that the mere acts of formulating a mental image in a concrete way on paper makes 
it possible for the designer to reflect over the concept at once and almost instantly develop it 
further into a new concept, a so called iteration.”4

 Acting as a placeholder the sketch gives form 
to uncertainty and provides the designer/engineer with something that can be evaluated, revised, 
redeveloped or dismissed. As an approximation the single sketch is not final or finished but in 
progress. The simple transfer of an idea from the mind to paper allows it to develop.   
 
The Sketch as Process - An Integral Part of Creativity 

 

Each new sketch represents a progression in thought. As Goldschmidt says, design sketching “is 
not merely an act of representation of a pre-formulated image; in the context we deal with, it is, 
more often than not, a search for such an image.”5

 The very process of creating a sketch plays an 
active role in shaping thoughts and ideas. The activity of sketching involves a process of 
constructive critical questioning. The placement of each mark and line involves a series of 
evaluations. These marks and lines are not determined but discovered. Sketching is a process that 
evolves and responds from various elements of its context. Beyond an individual’s preferences 
and sketching style this process of discovery is influenced by external factors such as the 
materials.  
Materials can facilitate or even inspire but they can also be very inhibiting. It is important to 
understand that materials can have effects that go beyond the resulting marks. Sketching allows 
the opportunity to be creative without being overly critical. The low investment nature of 
sketching materials finds room for mistakes, revisions and rejection. Using materials and tools 
that are immediately at hand, allows engineers and designers to capture ideas at any time or in P
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any location. Napkin sketches are common receptacles for creative ideation as designers and 
engineers are not always seated at a desk or in front of a computer when they develop an idea.   
As one becomes familiar with his/her sketching materials, and what works best for their process 
one’s own language of sketch develops. A large part of this language is formed by how one sees 
and by how one learns to see again. 
  
Ways of Seeing 

 

An individual must develop their own process and sketching style; their own way of internalizing 
and externalizing information. “People who sketch extensively are aware that drawing effects the 
way they see and that the way they see is an important factor in the effectiveness and quality of 
their drawings. Similarly, what you see critically affects the way you think. This relationship 
between sight and thought provides each of us with unique ways of drawing and thinking 
creatively. For these reasons, seeing and thinking should be viewed as an integral part of 
sketching.”6

 

Before a student can create forms from nothing (without a visual stimuli) most students must 
learn how to see what exists before them. Further, they must be able to see beyond what they 
think they see. When used to visually explain an idea (to themselves or others) the sketcher must 
be able to create 3-dimensional forms on 2-dimensional surfaces. Orthographic projections, 
isometric projections, exploded views, and perspectives form a common visual language within 
the fields of design, engineering and manufacturing.  These techniques provide ways to 
understand and communicate spatial relationships.  It is the ability to truly see a form and to find 
the essence of form that helps the sketcher to later develop a formless idea into one with form. 
A sketch simplifies, the sketcher must chose what to include and what to omit, what is important 
and what is not. Gesture sketching exemplifies this; it encourages students to capture the essence 
of form. The ability to capture ideas in haste is essential to design ideation as ideas are often 
generated faster than they can be visually realized. Speed also facilitates transitions in thought, 
taking advantage of the minds ability to complete incomplete forms. The resolution of a sketch 
changes not only with the sketcher but also with the viewer. It is highly dependant on the 
knowledge and any common visual language held between the sketcher and the viewer. When 
communicating to someone outside of the design process the intention of the sketch will change.  
Usually this results in more emphasis being placed on the result.  
 
Reading a Sketch 

 
Goldschmidt suggests, experienced sketchers “infer meaning from a sketch.”7 They are able to 
read as much information from a sketch as they invest in it. Creativity is often stimulated through 
circumstances that prompt questions. Although sketching can provide order and tangibility, 
another benefit is actually found in the sketches dissimilarity to what it represents. Ambiguity 
stimulates reinterpretation. The very lack of clarity in a sketch is considered one of its greatest 
creative qualities.8 Ambiguity can come in the form of multiple lines to define an edge, blank 
spaces or openings in the sketch, or missing contour lines. Through the use of “untidy 
indeterminacies”9 the sketcher is able to see relationships, forms and possibilities that help to 
develop an idea. This process takes advantage of the human minds ability to make sense of 
incomplete forms and facilitate shifts in thinking.10 
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