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and Town Planning at the Technion 
 
 
The Faculty of Architecture and Town Planning and the Program of Industrial Design appreciate 
receiving Prof. Somerson's March 2012 Response to the Implementation Report of the Graduate 
Program for Industrial Design at the Technion. 
 
Professor Somerson's response contains some useful observations and suggestions. However, by-
and-large her statements appear to indicate a misconception of the essence of the Industrial Design 
Program at the Technion.  
 
The Industrial Design (ID) Program at the Technion is different from all other industrial design 
programs in Israel, which aim to enhance the design and craftsmanship skills of their students, and 
are therefore practice-based and craftsmanship-oriented programs. 
 
Rather, the Technion's ID Program is a graduate-only, thesis-based, degree. It is a science and 
research oriented program, whose aim is to educate leaders who will promote excellence in 
industries and organizations through design. This goal is based on the relative strengths of the 
Technion, compared to other design schools in Israel, and on the growing awareness, world-wide, 
that good design is critical to fostering and maintaining dynamic and innovative leadership in 
business, in manufacturing, and in scientific research, as well as in product design.  
 
The ID Program at the Technion thus considers design to be a discipline, rather than a craft. At its 
core is the understanding that industrial design is not just another kind of technical training, but a 
way of thinking, which implies developing innovative yet critical ways of conceptualizing and judging 
solutions to all sorts of problems—technical, organizational, scientific: what Donald Schön has 
characterized as the shift from "technical rationality" to "reflection in action."1

 
   

As such, the Program accepts students from a wide range of backgrounds, including ones who have 
no previous training in craftsmanship. The Program equips its graduates with knowledge of methods, 
rather than skills, including conception, visualization, simulation, prototyping, project management, 
engineering, research, collaboration, finance, and marketing. It actively pursues interdisciplinary 
collaborations with other Faculties at the Technion and elsewhere, and includes courses in 
technology, design, psychology, sociology, entrepreneurship, management, and research. 
 
Prof. Somerson's comments and suggestions are more applicable to a practice/craft based MFA 
program, of the kind taught in Bezalel (and RISD), rather than to the MSc program we teach at the 
Technion. 
 
This misconception helps explain why, among her suggestions, Prof. Somerson stresses the hiring of 
new staff with practice background, the addition of more (design) studio space, and a pedagogy with 
a practice-based emphasis. While adding faculty with such skills is certainly desired, the Program has 
done so primarily through recruiting practicing designers as part-time adjuncts rather than as core 
faculty. For core, full-time faculty, the Program strives to recruit people who combine practice and 
research, with demonstrated abilities in both fields—not an easy task! (The current effort to recruit 
Dr. David Behar—a scientist/artist, is a case in point). 
 

                                                           
1  Schön, D. (1983) The Reflective Practitioner, How professionals think in action, Basic Books.  
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Prof. Somerson correctly points out the area of Design Thinking as one of the highlights of the ID 
Program at the Technion, especially its emphasis on medical and social design, taught by the ID 
Program at the Technion's Tel Aviv extension. We certainly agree! 
 
We view with ambivalence Prof. Somerson's embrace of the Faculty's Vision Statement, which she 
praises. Her response appears to conflate our reference therein to "Israel as a Laboratory" with 
"hands-on" design laboratories. While we welcome Professor Somerson's call to further develop and 
resource design labs at the Faculty, we believe she has misinterpreted our meaning in the Vision 
statement, which refers to the social and environmental provisions that make the State of Israel so 
conducive to research in many fields, rather than the literal interpretation of the same as a hands-on 
laboratory. 
 
We believe this misconception is also the source of her statement that "there is a noticeable absence 
of mention of realized products," and that "there is a lack of evident support of true studio practice, 
and the acknowledgement of the veritable outcomes that demonstrate 'cutting edge knowledge', 
and change and innovation."  
 
The outcome of our MSc program are theses, not "realized products" of the kind produced in design 
studios. Our students do produce products during their studies, but only as proofs of concept and as 
exercises, not as a goal in and of themselves. Hence the absence of "realized products," and the "lack 
of emphasis" on such products must not be taken to demonstrate lack of achievement of "cutting 
edge knowledge." Rather, cutting edge research is demonstrated through the students' written 
theses. 
 
Furthermore, we strongly disagree with Prof. Somerson's assertion that "design thinking is activated 
through hands-on encounters, and the haptic learning that results from manipulating materials as 
well as ideas." That assertion is based on the archetypical view of industrial design as a craft, rather 
than as science. Rather, the modern view of design thinking has moved beyond hands-on haptic 
learning, and embraced a cognitive-centered approach that can account for the non-physical aspects 
of design thinking. It has been convincingly demonstrated by graduate programs similar to ours, like 
Stanford's D. School and IIT's Institute of Design, which offer areas of study in communication design, 
interaction design, product design and development, strategic design, systems thinking, and user 
research. It is also the view held by companies like Apple and IDEO, as well as consulting firms like 
Deloitte and McKinsey, part of whose business is advising companies on how to innovate through 
design thinking.  
 
We regret having to be so critical of the Response to the Implementation Report written by Prof. 
Somerson. Yet, to make real progress in our Industrial Design Program, it must be evaluated 
according to the goals of the Program itself, goals which we firmly believe are worthy of achieving 
even if they differ from those of other programs. 


