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Learning Objectives
At the end of this class, you will be understand how to:
•

Capture the essence of an idea through a sketch

•

Express language through visual interpretation

•

Describe how visual communication is universal

•

List ways you can practice to improve your sketches

About the Speaker
Spencer Nugent, founder of IDSKETCHING.COM and Sketch-A-Day.com, has been engaged
in providing free, high quality online design sketching tutorials and on-site sketch workshops
for over 5 years. He has created an extensive online network and following within the Industrial
Design community and continues to connect with students and professionals via his online
websites. His experience includes working at General Motors in Warren, Michigan, San
Francisco based design firm Astro Studios, and most recently heading up his own design
consultancy, Studio Tminus where he works with several clients primarily in the consumer
electronics and apparel industries.
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1. Capture the Essence of an idea through a sketch
Understanding the process of how we capture ideas will help you more confidently execute an
idea.
When we as humans create something, we are bringing order to chaos, and as such,
understanding the order of things and how things work, makes sketching a lot less
intimidating. For example, try sketching a lamp by first analyzing the fundamental geometric
makeup and proportion of the lamp as shown below -

Objective 2 - Express language through visual interpretation
“A man who cannot communicate his ideas is on the same level as one who has no ideas”
-Pericles
Fear is the biggest deterrent when it comes to sketching and concept visualization. Fear
comes from a lack of understanding of the process.
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a. Understand visual language
Much like other languages, visual communication is comprised of subsets of symbols, that when
combined, represent concepts, ideas, or facsimiles of reality.

In rapid visualization, lines form the foundation of the way we convey our ideas on paper.
Lines are an important symbol in visual communication. They can be used to represent many
concepts. In it’s essence, a line conceptually represents the limit of an object that can be seen.
Combining and/or modifying lines helps us to form shapes. Shapes drawn in the right order and
represented in three dimensions, come together to express form.
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Forms arranged together in a composition helps the artist or designer tell a story or convey a
message. Color, tone and dynamic, further add to the richness of the visual communication.
These elements build and layer on each other to communicate visually.
b. Visualize and Analyze Your concepts
Visualizing ideas and concepts in our minds usually produces some spark or vague picture of
the final goal in mind. Working through the haze and fuzziness can be challenging at first, but by
flexing your mental muscle, this process will become much easier over time.
Flex your mental muscle through practice in visual interpretation - FROM MIND to
MEDIUM
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Have a “conversation” with your sketch, or
in other words, be present and conscious as
you’re executing an idea on paper or
digitally.
Visualize your concept in your mind, see it
as it is in your minds eye.
Try to capture that idea by executing
through that first line.
Evaluate what you have done and compare
that with what you’ve visualized in your
mind.
Try these techniques to overcome any fear or
intimidation you may have.
Tip 1 - Pick a tool
Pick a tool to become comfortable using. I recommend a felt pen such as this Papermate flair
pen. I liken this concept to having a clutch hitter or player on a sports team. Find something
that you can use “hit it out of the park” each time. Knowing that you have your clutch hitter will
help build your confidence.

Tip 2 - Keep a sketchbook
You’ll hear me say this over and over and over again, but if you want to become a great visual
communicator, it’s important to consistently practice. Being prepared and always ready to
capture your ideas with a sketchbook at hand will help you consistently practice when that
spark of an idea comes.
Tip 3 - Build confidence through feedback
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Sharing your work with others can be intimidating but ultimately VERY rewarding. Sure, you’ll
have negative comments from time to time, but try not to see them as entirely negative. There’s
usually good even in the midst of a slew of negativity. I chose to post my work online in the
form of a blog or website, however you could simply share your work with a friend, colleague,
or family member to receive feedback. Not only will you receive constructive feedback about
your work, but perhaps sharing your sketches and ideas could open up them up to
improvement through feedback.

b. Consistent Messaging in Visual Communication
It’s important to maintain a consistent message when
communicating through your sketches. What I mean is, as
you engage your audience, build layer, upon layer
confident with each element of a sketch COLOR
CONTRAST
PERSPECTIVE
LINE QUALITY
STYLE
(TO NAME A FEW)
Consistent layered messaging in the way you draw lines, shapes, apply color or compose a
sketch page can mean success in conveying your idea. Think of it this way, you wouldn’t halfheartedly tell someone you were interested in going out on a date if you really, really wanted
them to say yes. Rather, you would try to be engaged, energetic, and confident in messaging.
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Objective 3 - Describe how visual communication is universal
a. Visual Communication Crosses Cultures, Boundaries and Languages
Once, while traveling abroad in China, I found myself and my wife trying desperately to find an
Automated Teller Machine (ATM) to get some much needed money. No one spoke enough
English to understand what we needed at the time. We tried everything we knew. We spoke
slowly time and time again, hoping that somehow, the gentleman, whom we were addressing,
would understand what we needed. Finally, the idea dawned on me to sketch an ATM on a
piece of paper. The sketch was easily understood and we were able to get the cash we so
desperately needed.
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Not only does visual communication cross boundaries of language, but through clean visual
communication, the artist or designer is able to clearly communicate ideas and concepts with
other cultures and disciplines.
For example, sketching is a great way to work with engineers when trying to hash out a
complex mechanical design concept.

Objective 4 - List ways you can practice to improve your sketches
Here are a few tips to help you in the fundamentals of rapid visualization sketching Warm Up before you sketch or practice It’s important to warm up before you sketch. Warming up gets you ready for sketching just as
warming up would for a big race or exercise session. Try the following few exercises to warm up
as you get ready to sketch Stretching
It may seem strange, but because you’re drawing with your shoulder and elbow as the main
pivot points in your arms, it’s a good idea to stretch your arm in whatever way is most
comfortable to you.
Straight lines
Start by drawing two dots on the paper of your choice. The goal is to draw a clean, straight line
from start to end point as quickly and controlled as possible. Next, “ghost” in your lines by
practice drawing and visualizing the line on the paper without touching the pen to the paper. Do
this several times before making your stroke. Focus on the end point rather than the beginning
point or the tip of the pen, for best results.
Do this several times in succession until you feel that you are consistently drawing straight lines
Circles
Start by ghosting in 2 to 3 inch diameter circles above your paper without touching the point of
the pen to the paper. Remember to draw with your shoulder and elbows as pivots rather than
drawing the circles with your wrist as the pivot.
Focus on drawing each circle quickly and with proper proportion. Each circle should show
minimal to no overlap at its beginning and end.
Do this several times in succession until you feel that you are consistently drawing circles that
show proper proportion and little to no overlap at the start and end of the circles.
Ellipses
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Start by ghosting in 2 to 3 inch wide ellipses above your paper without touching the point of the
pen to the paper. Remember to draw with your shoulder and elbows as pivots rather than
drawing the ellipses with your wrist as the pivot.
Focus on drawing each ellipse quickly and with proper proportion. An ellipse is a circle that is
compressed in one axis. It is wider than it is tall. Each ellipse should show minimal to no overlap
at its beginning and end.
Do this several times in succession until you feel that you are consistently drawing ellipses that
show proper proportion and little to no overlap at the start and end of the ellipses. Try varying
the degree of openness in each ellipse.
Squares
Draw a series of squares using the same technique you did with the warm up lines.
“Ghost” in your lines by practice drawing and visualizing the entire square and each line on the
paper without touching the pen to the paper. Do this several times before making your strokes.
Focus on the end goal rather than the beginning point or the tip of the pen, for best results.
Do this several times in succession until you feel that you are consistently drawing squares with
equal sides and perpendicular sides.
On the following page, you’ll find a set of warm up sketches that illustrate the steps above
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Examples of warm up sketch exercises -

Draw from Observation and Draw from Imagination
One of the best ways to become great at understanding how things work is to draw from
observation. Take time to look around you and find interesting things to visualize on paper or
digitally using a simple tool set. If you are conscious and aware during your process, you’ll be
able to build your visual vocabulary.
Once you’ve confidently built a solid visual vocabulary, drawing from your imagination will
become much easier. Understanding and learning from nature and the creations of others will
help inform your ideas and imagined concepts.
Above all else, consistent practice over time is your best strategy to becoming a great visual
communicator.
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