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Abstract. The Graphic Design Program at the University of South Florida, 
Saint Petersburg utilizes Socratic Questioning to develop lifelong learners. In 
today’s society lifelong learners continually are re-examining their knowledge 
and developing their critical thinking skills. The Graphic Design Program 
teaches the Socratic Questioning methodology so students are able to develop 
higher-level thinking in their design work. This implementation of higher-level 
questioning allows the students to critically analyze their ideology of design.   
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1   Introduction 

To engage in design there must be an understanding that design is to solve problems, 
to find new details, to give meaning in something that already has a connotation 
assigned to its existence. To be able to solve any problem, one must be able to define 
the problem beforehand.  This is where a method, or process, to solve problems needs 
to be developed as an understanding of the problem. To do this the students need to 
utilize discovery, develop hypotheses, and know when questions of a fundamental 
nature are raised. Socratic Method in design allows students to develop a systematic 
approach in developing new insights and inner understandings. This approach does 
not provide empirical answers but allows the learner a framework to help them 
discover how to find the answer. In most situations, Socratic Dialogue can lead to 
more questions then answers.  Although this method does not have a definitive 
answer, what it does do is develop a way to approach design. This new approach 
provides order to questions that designers try to answer throughout their careers. 

Students, in general at a public university, tend to come from a secondary 
educational model that does not foster critical thinking skills, but the mastery of facts. 
In the beginning of the students’ design education, students want to find definitive 
answers, but design thinking does not fit into the widely held belief that statements 
about the world may be divided into “facts” and “opinion.”  The students are 
accustomed to this type of separation and struggle with the ambiguity of design 
thinking that does not have clear-cut answers. At the same time conventional 
education does not encourage learners to think for themselves, it encourages them to 
please authorities. A large majority of students come from this model of education in 
their primary and secondary schooling. With this as their experience the students have 
not developed their critical thinking skills and come to the realization that 
determining the right answer in design is a challenge. 
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2   Students in Graphic Design Education 

The students that are entering the University of South Florida, Saint Petersburg 
Graphic Design Program are for the most part traditional students that have either 
middle or upper-middle class socio-economic backgrounds. The program does have 
some non-traditional students obtaining a degree for a second career and other 
cultural and social economic diversity, but the majority of students are from a 
traditional background. This narrowing of diversity stems from the following, the 
program is selective only allowing 20 students each year into a cohort system. The 
factors tend to limit the non-traditional and first generation college student, but being 
a public institution, these students are more prevalent in the foundations courses prior 
to the competitive selection process.   

For the majority of students that are entering the Graphic Design Program they are 
dubbed the Millennial Generation. This generation comprises those born between 
1982 and 1995 to the late baby boomers. This generation has grown up with 
technology and knows of nothing prior to the Internet revolution. The students have a 
close connection to family and friends and have been kept busy with structured 
activities such as sports, clubs, youth group activates, etcetera.  They spend more than 
half of their waking hours plugged into media of some from; this can be television, 
the Internet or social media. A large portion of this generation has received weaker K-
12 education then previous generations. The students have been so closely connected 
to friends and families through technology; they have had little experience in self-
reflection and self-examination. The students tend to be hyper brand-orientated and 
measure their status in life through these brands. The students (or parents) view 
higher education as another service that they pay for and have an entitlement to their 
degree (Nilson 2010, p. 11-13).   

In our society today education is a key component that people are required to have 
to obtain higher-level jobs. Education has even been tied to national power and the 
prosperity of a country. As global economics becomes a greater force in the world, so 
does the need for a nation to have a well-educated society. There are many factors 
that have pushed western civilization forward, especially in the United States, towards 
the need for a highly educated work force. One of the main components towards this 
need for a highly educated work force is the move away from manufacturing to a 
society more focused in intellectual and technological economics. With this shift of 
economics and the technological revolution our nation’s ability to compete globally 
has pushed education to the forefront. In the United States this has caused the 
reexamination of the educational system. New ideologies have been looked at and 
implemented in this new lifelong learning society.  

The policy of lifelong learning has developed into a world issue. International 
organizations such as the European Commission, the Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD), and United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) all have developed policies for lifelong learning.  
These policies that are emerging have played a crucial role in how we educate 
students today. While the government’s agenda pushes lifelong learning into our 
society, there has been an increase of diversity among the student body from this push 
- different ages and skill levels, and variances of backgrounds from social to 
economical.  Students also have different reasons for perusing a college degree; some 
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study for interest in the subject, while others seek new skills and vocational education 
in response to economic changes in their work place (Jarvis 2002, p.159). This has 
created new challenges in educating the diverse student population.  The modes of 
teaching have changed from a patriarchal teaching style to a student-centered style 
that instills lifelong learning.  

The patriarchal teaching style, where facts are transmitted from teacher to student 
does little in creating a learning society.  The focus is on memorization of information 
and not learning – which is not just about memorization, but having the ability to be 
analytical. Learning theorists such as Carl Rogers1, Malcolm Knowles2 and Jack 
Mezirow3 have all argued that learning is self-actualizing and that what we perceived 
as traditional teaching is not true learning.  Now that the focus in teaching is lifelong 
learning, this requires the student to be active in his or her own education.  

The change in our economical focus as a society has driven this need to develop a 
lifelong learning society. Technology has also been a driving force behind this need. 
These changes are attributed to the rapid advancements in technology, the way that 
we communicate, and even how we socialize. This has created an explosion of 
information. Colin Griffin states, “New technological knowledge is changing minute 
by minute and second by second. With this rapid change, it is almost impossible to 
regard knowledge as a truth statement any longer. We are now talking about 
something that is relative. It can be changed again as soon as some new discovery is 
made that forces people to change their thinking” (Jarvis 2002, p. 64).  With 
technology and the rise of social media, information is always being updated and 
disseminated as soon as a new discovery is made. This rapid cycle of dissemination of 
information has its good and ills, but it is our new reality. Our students today are a 
new generation of students that have grown up in this technological society. This 
requires us to rethink our educational theories and it is these students that are driving 
that need to develop lifelong learners. 

The view of education in colleges has shifted away from an authoritative one to a 
more consumer based educational system. This is in response to the demands that are 
being placed on educational intuitions from a variety of directions – which include the 
need to create an educated work force while meeting the needs of the students’ beliefs 
and attitudes. The public university system faces challenges placed on it from the 
changing world and it is the belief of some that the traditional educational system is 
not meeting the needs of our society today. These pressures of change are coming 
from and are influenced by corporations. Recently John Chambers & CEO of Cisco 
Systems released a paper calling for fundamental changes in the American 
educational system. Chambers states in The Learning Society, released by CISCO, 
“Learning is critical to the future of our world and yet our current education systems 

                                                           
1 Carl Rogers (1902–1987) is seen as a major influential American psychologist that was a 

founder of humanistic approach to psychology. This lead to applications of person-center, 
and student-centered learning and client-centered therapy.  

2 Malcolm Knowles (1913-1997) was an American Educator and is credited for developing 
Humanist Learning Theory through the use of learner constructed contracts to guide the 
learning experience. 

3 Jack Mezirow’s work focuses on Transformative Learning Theory, which is the process of 
leading the learner to re-evaluate past beliefs and experiences and become critically aware of 
one’s own assumptions. 
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are facing unprecedented challenges. I believe that the effectiveness of how the world 
achieves genuine lifelong learning is reliant, to a substantial degree, on how well we 
harness the power of the network to connect and engage learners and educators alike, 
and to provide access to our collective resources and knowledge. It comes down to 
scale. Traditional education systems alone, despite the essential role they have played, 
and will continue to play, in learning, are simply not capable of serving the world’s 
growing and changing needs.” (The Learning Society 2010) 

Though right in some aspects that traditional education cannot be the only role in 
the development of a learning society, universities are still the central place where 
people can learn how to become learners. People need to be taught how to process 
information in a critical and analytical method for a society to become a true learning 
society. 

The other force that is driving the change in the public higher educational system is 
the shrinking support from states in budget crunches and increased competition from 
other online and private universities. This has lead to the university system moving 
from an authoritative position in the role of education to more of a consumerism 
perspective. The university system sees students as consumers of education, with a 
vast array of choices. With the financial constraints placed on public universities they 
have made concessions to attract and retain students. This idea of the student as the 
consumer can be felt in the classroom. This shift has changed the dynamics of the role 
of instructor from a professional authoritarian to one that has to meet the needs of the 
students at their level. The teaching style has changed based on whatever abilities the 
students might have. What has happened is that the instructor has to accommodate 
these abilities of the consumer driven and technological student, but that does not 
mean that one has to abstain from developing a self-efficient learner.  

3   Teaching in Graphic Design Education  

In teaching, the most common idea of synonymous teaching is that information, 
concepts or skills are transmitted to the student by the instructor and improvements in 
pedagogy are made by means of improving that transmission of information (Strong 
1997, p. 61). Though this is a method of teaching, it does not allow the student to 
become a learner. Education in the 21st century relies on the student taking control of 
his or her own education, to create a student that is actively engaged in the process in 
learning.  

In design education a lot of the instruction has been hands on, but the method of 
how to teach the application of design has largely been lecture style. Information is 
transmitted to the student and the student then applies this information into design 
work or projects. This is still limiting how the student learns. There is some higher 
level thinking involved – to take information and apply that knowledge to an artifact, 
although this does not involve critical thinking. There are many drawbacks to this 
method of teaching which does not involve the students in any analytical or critical 
thinking skills. 

The failure of lecturing is that it creates a passive environment with no interaction 
or feedback; it creates a one-way process. In formal lecturing the student plays a 
minimal part in the learning process and there is little range for reflectivity and 
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experimental connections (Jarvis 2002, p. 55). Though in design education there is 
room for examination in the form of the artifact, there is still a disconnect that 
happens from the lecture to the implantation of the artifact. In design there are several 
issues at hand that the student must be aware of and at USFSP the program is built on 
the university’s mission in creating socially aware and socially engaged students. This 
type of social engagement requires the students to continually be reflecting on 
everyday decisions they make. Lectures do not provide this type of engagement. 
Lectures do not promote discussion or promote critical thinking, they are unable to 
engage the students’ own experience, and are ineffective in teaching value to promote 
personal and social adjustment, and develop lifelong learners.  

The world is shrinking in the global economics that is interlinked by networks that 
spans geographic, social and cultural groups that are able to interact instantly. Even if 
a designer is not working globally our own domestic ways of communications have 
been altered through the technological social revolution. Information is transmitted 
faster then we could of ever conceived. The designer faces challenges that change on 
a daily basis. The designer must be able to adapt to those changes. Design is never 
presented with self-evident truths but rather filled with obscurity and ambiguity and 
without a learned method to critically assess these truths it is hard to find an effective 
solution.  

To be able to find these truths, and therefore effective solutions, students need to be 
able to make intellectual judgments. These judgments have to go beyond aesthetic 
solutions and into social science issues. Design is not just about the artifact it is about 
communication. The designer needs to understand elements such as linguistics, cognitive 
psychology, social anthropology, and sociology to develop strong communication. These 
subject matters tend to be left out of the curriculum and take a second behind aesthetics. 
To be able to bring social sciences into the design process there needs to be a bridge to 
understand how to make the most of these concepts.  

4   Socratic Dialog in Teaching Graphic Design  

In thinking about design we can approach it in terms of philosophy. When teaching 
students, the students are constantly being asked:  What does design mean to them? 
How does design fit into the larger schematics of everyday events? Can design be 
used for good? How do you (the student) define design? These and many more 
questions are profound and cannot be easily answered, and the answer will probably 
change throughout the career of a designer.  Students are given these questions at the 
beginning of their career and they stay with them when they leave their educational 
starting point and move into a practicing designer. The answers that the students 
develop help the student to define himself or herself as a designer. They use these 
definitions as a guide to develop their self-identity as a designer.  

Once a student starts to formulate their definition of what design is, they look at 
their personal experience with design. The moment that student starts to examine 
design from the standpoint of their self-experience with design, they begin their 
examination with a narrow view and are soon in metaphysical darkness. Design is 
never presented with self-evident truths but rather filled with obscurity and ambiguity 
and without illumination through a method it is hard to find an effective solution. 
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This is not to say that students are unable to rationalize vague concepts or that 
design does not have any answers associated with one solution to the problem. When 
it comes to design there are numerous solutions to one problem, the problem that most 
designers face is figuring out what solution works above the rest. When it comes to 
the students they tend to have a very limited experience in design. With this limited 
experience the students find difficulty in answering all the questions that must be 
answered to solve a design solution or coming up with self-definitions for design. 
Thus, we can determine that students have not explored conceptual thinking at the 
level that design requires.  

To engage in design there must be an understanding that design is to solve 
problems, how to find new details, give meaning in something that already has a 
connotation assigned to its existence. To be able to solve any problem, one must be 
able to define the problem beforehand.  This is where a method, or process, to solve 
these problems needs to be developed as an understanding of the problem. To do this 
the students need to utilize discovery, develop hypotheses, and know when questions 
of a fundamental nature are raised. Socratic Dialogue in design allows students to 
learn to develop a systematic approach in developing new insights and inner 
understandings. The approach does not provide empirical answers but allows the 
learner a framework to help them discover how to find the answer. In situations, 
Socratic Dialogue can lead to more questions then answers.  Although this seems to 
not be an answer for students, what it does do is to develop a way to approach design. 
This new approach provides an organizational framework for questions that designers 
try to answer throughout their careers.  

In teaching students Socratic Dialogue it is about teaching the principles of the art. 
The instruction is only a means of guiding the student in how to utilize the method. 
The knowledge of Socratic education is something that merely cannot be transferred 
from teacher to student. Knowledge is something that is learned, it is an activity of the 
mind that requires effort and time. In this method, philosophy is a learned trait; it is 
not something that is filled with facts that can be recalled at any given moment.  In 
the use of a philosophical method in design it creates a lifelong learner.  

The utilization of Socratic Dialogue is one way to develop critical thinking. 
Students must take responsibility in their own learning by making critical judgments. 
Through the Socratic method the student develops a new way of thinking, to be able 
to develop intelligent questions that can lead to intelligent answers. The foundation of 
this method is not to find new methodologies to the design process, there are better 
methods to producing new design thinking, it is rather a way to develop insight. The 
new insight comes from breaking down the walls that we have built up that stops us 
from understanding a particular knowledge.  

Knowledge has many different levels, which encompass all aspects of experience. 
We can break down knowledge to three distinctive levels. The first level can be 
described as knowingness. Knowingness is rudimental and is limited. This level 
encompasses the self, “knowing self” and does not venture from the self. Level two 
allows us to start to transcend beyond the self. This is where awareness of ones 
surroundings influences our actions in this world. The third level of knowledge is the 
ability to understand all dimensions of reality. The third level is what makes us 
humans; it is the ability to reason. When we create a discourse all three levels of 
knowledge is present. To be able to truly obtain the third level of knowledge one must 
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break through the other two levels.   Fernando Leal states that,  “[The] philosophical 
bottom line, is that deep inside ourselves we have knowledge about the most 
important things which should concern human beings, namely how we ought to live. 
This is a peculiar kind of knowledge, calling for a peculiar kind of conversation. But 
knowledge it is, not just belief or conviction or persuasion of ideology. All these 
things do exist; but all are barriers to knowledge. They project shadows on our most 
vital concerns; they obscure the issues; they obstruct the view. In sum, they don’t let 
us think for ourselves.” (Saran 2004, p. 123) 

Practicing graphic design requires all three levels of knowledge. How we navigate 
through the different levels of knowledge can be difficult. One cannot ignore the self, 
even if the designer is designing for a subject that does not pertain to the self, the self 
is subconsciously used as a starting point. We all have experiences and we use these 
experiences to create an understanding of our world. These self-experiences are also 
present in the design process. Though, what happens in this process is the intertwining 
of the self and knowledge and this combination creates the basis for judgments in 
design. Students use judgments all the time when they start out in design, although 
they have difficulty discerning between arbitrary forms of knowledge. 

Socratic Dialogue creates a method that helps students to reflect on their responses 
and determine if their response is based on judgments or knowledge. What the 
attempt to do here is not to use a system that generates new knowledge, but to help 
students separate and be aware of the different levels of knowledge. This is so the 
students can begin to separate their “knowing self” from the other levels of 
knowledge to create informed decisions. 

The method of Socratic Dialogue in the design process is slightly modified from 
the original discourse. Students learn the methodology of Socratic Dialogue in a 
group to help them develop the process. The goal is to have the students utilize the 
ideas of Socratic Dialogue to produce private conversations with themselves during 
the design process. Through these private conservations the students should be 
questioning their own design assumptions that they have about the subject matter. 
They should be able to separate their assumptions out of the equation in the design 
process. For communication to work effectively, the message must be clear to the 
receiver. Assumptions can lead to unintentional problems in the communication 
process. The separation of ones own assumptions from the subject facilitates the 
design process to help distinguish from self-knowledge and factual knowledge. This 
is an important step for students studying graphic design, it allows them to break 
down their assumptions and know when to research further into a subject to gain 
knowledge that will lead to purposeful communication.  

The role of the instructor in Socratic Dialogue is to facilitate the discussion. The 
instructor should avoid being a participator in the process and keep their views out of 
the group. Students should be the ones to lead the discussion and to develop a 
conclusion. If the instructor takes control of the discussion, little has happened in the 
learning process. The main task of the facilitator is to assist the students in the process 
by keeping the discussion on track. All inquiries and discussion is left to the students 
and the instructor should allow the discussion to develop through the students’ 
inquires.  The instructor should abstain from directing the discussion or take up any 
particular stance. When called upon by the students, the instructor can step in to help 
clarify a topic, but should allow the students to take control of the discussion as soon 
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as it is clarified. The instructor is the mediator in this learning process and is there to 
insure all students are participating and that no student is dominating or interrupting 
the process. Socratic Dialogue when applied correctly, allows students to gain control 
of their learning. 

Socratic Dialogue requires everyone to participate and there are few restrictions 
placed in the process. Participants must be willing to contribute based on experience and 
not other forms of knowledge.  When a participant responds all responses and questions 
should be genuine. Without genuine contributions the whole process falls apart and 
getting to any form of knowledge and consensus is lost. Participants should focus on the 
whole conversation and not on just their own thoughts. Everyone should undertake other 
participants’ ideas and understand them. There are instances that the group needs 
clarification on an idea presented and it is the responsibility for the facilitator to intervene 
and create a second question that helps clarifies any misunderstanding. Once the group 
has reached an understanding then the original question may be taken up again. The 
query continues until conflicting views prevail, the process does not stop until clarity of 
the question is reached, or until everyone agrees that an impasse has taken place. 

The Socratic Dialogue process for design students works in the same manner, but 
is utilized in different situations. The process is used for general discussions about 
graphic design and the role that designers have in today’s modern life. With the 
Graphic Design Program and USFSP focusing on educating students to be socially 
engaged and responsible it is very important to have students involved in these types 
of philosophical questions. Another variant in the Socratic process is during critiques. 
Critiques offer Socratic Dialogue a good venue. Critiques are comprised of talking 
about the formal aesthetics but when it comes time to move deeper into the meaning 
and critically looking beyond the aesthetics, the critique can fall apart into random 
tangents that never address any aspect of the work. A Socratic Dialogue methodology 
allows for structure to take place during critiques and critical thinking will occur. 

Without a strong foundation the solution to a problem will only be as strong as the 
questions that were contemplated. Socratic Dialogue provides the students with the 
skills to analyze the problem, to enhance their capacity for independent critical 
questioning.  A student is clouded by their convictions, prejudice and ideologies, 
which can have an adverse effect on design communication. These obscure the issue 
but through the use of Socratic Dialogue the students are guided through a 
methodology that can help their clarification of design theory. 
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