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Central to the development of transition design is its foundation in higher education. 
The theoretical basis that informs the practice of transition design develops from an 
emergent process comprised of hypotheses, theory, and testing in educational 
settings. These approaches—which focus on tackling specific, complex, placed-based 
challenges—must be tailored to address the nature of specific contexts and the varied 
learning of student cohorts and their respective needs. This paper investigates the 
value and thoughtful integration of transition design practices into design education 
and proposes curricula for undergraduate design students. It outlines methods and 
tools that are utilized in our teaching, describes successes, identifies challenges, 
presents ideas for improvement, and proposes opportunities for development. 
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1  Introduction 
The thorny problems that transition design can address are all around us. They fall under the 
category of “wicked problems” that appear insurmountable because of their scale. Wicked problems 
can’t be formulated because each one is a symptom of another problem. For example, a succession 
of hurricanes recently hit several areas of the southern United States and Puerto Rico. Climate 
change is a contributing factor to the strength of these storms. Nonetheless, geographical, global, 
local, and political factors also play a role in the intensification of storms. Where do we begin to 
tackle the problem? On a local level, low high school completion rates, child poverty, incarceration, 
and the lack of affordable housing are all interconnected issues in an African-American 
neighbourhood. Where we attempt to intervene at the outset will have an impact on every other 
part of the equation. Indeed, the way that a wicked problem is defined “determines the nature of 
the problem’s resolution” (Rittel & Webber, 1973, p.166).  

Identifying appropriate places and ways to intervene in systems is not a small feat, but an important 
one to tackle and teach. This paper addresses the question: How can transition design be taught 
effectively in undergraduate education? It details a course sequence and the rationale for specific 
approaches, outlines observations and discoveries gleaned, and defines areas that warrant 
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improvement. It also emphasizes the teaching of transition design as a learning process, in which its 
curricular development and delivery furthers inquiry and discovery. 

2 Overview of Course Structure, Methods, and Tools  
We witnessed the merits of integrating transition design into the graduate and doctoral programs at 
Carnegie Mellon University through the teaching of seminar courses over the past two years. 
Consequently, we decided to explore teaching undergraduate students transition design concepts 
because we believe they are essential for all design students to learn. We used core content, 
activities, and sequencing from our prior experiences teaching transition design to inform the 
curriculum of a senior design research studio that was taught in fall 2017. We integrated into the 
course a range of readings seminal to the study of transition design that originate in other 
disciplines, and leveraged the futures and foresight expertise of a new faculty member. The course 
also built on the students’ prior knowledge and skills gained in the design studies courses that they 
had previously taken that focused on futures, systems, and cultures. 

Our goal was to introduce students to the necessity of societal, systems-level change in addressing 
complex problems, the value of imagining and realizing sustainable futures, and the roles of 
designers in these processes. Through a series of choreographed lectures, discussions, and activities, 
the course sought to help students: 1. Adopt expert and non-expert postures when investigating and 
working through complex, wicked problems; 2. Gain insight into approaches and methods that aid 
the study of factors affecting the harmony between people and their environment; and 3. Apply 
insights that were framed as a toolkit, to the design of speculative services and socially minded 
interventions that help transition societies to sustainable futures. We implemented this approach 
because our experience and research indicates that students gain a deep understanding of concepts 
when they follow reflective processing of information with active practice of concepts. 

In the context of a three-hour studio course that convened twice a week over a 15-week period, 
Professors Stacie Rohrbach, Stuart Candy, and Terry Irwin taught 48 undergraduate design seniors. 
We identified “cosmopolitan localism” (Manzini, 2005), which situates itself in place-based practice 
but global in its exchange of information, as important to the study and practice of transition design. 
We positioned our teaching of transition design in contexts that are familiar to our students while 
encouraging them to consider the global ramifications of their actions. At the onset of the course, 
we introduced students to wicked problems that exist throughout Pittsburgh. Randomly configured 
into eight teams of six students, each group spent several weeks investigating issues that contribute 
to: (1) the lack of affordable housing or (2) public transportation, (3) gentrification, (4) poor access to 
quality education or (5) food, (6) crime, or (7) poor air or (8) water quality in the region. In an 
attempt to move students through steps that we identified as critical to the understanding of 
transition design, we utilized a range of methods and tools as outlined below. 

2.1  Framing Wicked Problems 
Diagramming Root Causes and Consequences to Place-Based Issues 
We began the course by focusing on wicked problems that warrant systems-level change. Students 
viewed familiar and foreign examples of problems that related to each of their topics to aid the 
breadth and depth of their thinking at various levels of scale. The introductory lecture and discussion 
sought to help students gain insight into the contexts, characteristics, and interconnectedness of 
wicked problems within the context of large systems. 

We asked the students to conduct secondary research on their topic and then visualize the existing 
problems and outcomes they discovered. We provided each team with the STEEP (social, 
technological, economical, environmental, and political) framework printed on a panel, which they 
used to categorize their findings. The students were also tasked with identifying the root causes of 
issues and the consequences of current actions. To aid their thinking, the students learned about 
leverage points, which Donella Meadows describes as “places within a complex system (a 
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corporation, an economy, a living body, a city, an ecosystem) where a small shift in one thing can 
produce big changes in everything” (1999). (Figure 1) 

 
Figure 1. Students used social, technological, economical, environmental, and political categories to delineate the root 
causes of transportation problems in Pittsburgh. 

2.2  Mapping Stakeholder Relations 
Uncovering fears and concerns, hopes and aspirations, and connectedness of stakeholders 
The second stage of the course focused on worldview; the understanding of reality based on the 
interpretation of prior experiences (Capra, 1983). Worldviews describe and predict reality, shaping 
how we perceive and engage in the world. Any worldview causes people to believe what they see 
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rather than identify their perceptions as elements of reality. As a result, worldviews typically 
reinforce existing beliefs and expectations. 

Instead of perpetuating a mechanistic worldview that exacerbates capitalistic tendencies, the studio 
course instead supported a holistic worldview—one that considers the interconnectedness of facets 
that comprise sociotechnical systems challenges (Capra, 1997). A few characteristics of this shift in 
perspective include relating instead of dominating, cooperating rather than competing, co-learning 
and re-skilling, and designing for long-time horizons (Woodhouse, 1996). Holistic thinking 
encourages a speculative posture where students are curious, pose questions, and emphasize 
relationships rather than simply aiming to solve problems and focusing on objects. A mind-set that 
values waiting and observing is a critical component of this approach. 

In this unit of the course, students defined and investigated stakeholders related to their topics. 
Although the students didn’t have immediate access to specific stakeholders at that time, we asked 
them to use the information they gathered to speculate the fears and concerns, and hopes and 
aspirations of those groups to familiarize themselves with the step and recognize its importance to 
transition design. (Figure 2) Each team chose three stakeholder groups related to their topic that 
represented a diverse set. They then performed triad mapping, which revealed points of affinity and 
opposition among the groups, and the nature of their relationships. (Figure 3) 

 
Figure 2. Students described the fears/concerns and hope/aspirations of air quality stakeholders in Pittsburgh. 
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Figure 3. Students performed triad mapping, which revealed points of affinity and opposition among stakeholder groups, 
and the nature of their relationships. 

2.3  Developing Visions 
Defining short-, medium-, and long-term futures 
In the next unit, the studio shifted attention to speculating futures as a means of exploring diverse 
ways of sense making. (Note that “futures” is plural because, in contrast to the singularly-defined 
past, futures do not yet exist and thus can take many different paths.) Informed by a method from 
course instructor Stuart Candy’s dissertation (2010), students brainstormed the development of 
possible, probable, and preferable futures for Pittsburgh in 2050. We gave the students a template 
to help them frame the visions of futures in relation to the STEEP framework [social (S), 
technological (T), economical (Ec), environmental (En), and political (P)]. The eight teams were then 
grouped in four pairs and provided one of four lenses by which to view their futures; growth 
(progress continues), collapse (society comes apart), discipline (order is coordinated or imposed), 
and transform (a profound historical evolution occurs). The students then developed written 
scenarios that served as hypothetical histories. (Figure 4) 
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Figure 4. Students explored alternative futures by mapping social, technological, economical, environmental, and political 
issues through grow, collapse, discipline, and transform lenses. 

In subsequent class sessions, students drilled down levels of scale to explore their futures in greater 
granularity and think more deeply about the scenarios they developed. Focusing specifically on their 
topics, the student teams collaboratively created a vision for the year 2050 in which the current 
problem they had been studying no longer exists. In this exercise, students were urged to consider 
granular aspects of the situation. The students again developed a written story to convey their ideas, 
with some teams designing objects and services in 2050 in support of their histories. (Figure 5) Next, 
we introduced students to “Seeing in Multiple Horizons: Connecting Futures to Strategy” (Curry & 
Hodgson, 2008) to shape their thinking of short-, medium-, and long-term change. The framework 
also strives to facilitate “cultural transformation and aid innovative exploration and wise action in 
the face of uncertainty and not-knowing” (Wahl, 2017). The framework presents three horizon lines 
that show the status quo, disruption to system possibilities, and a transformation toward 
regenerative culture. Wahl (2017) explains, “Three Horizons thinking offers a methodology and 
practice of seeing things from multiple perspectives and valuing the contribution that each 
perspective makes to the way we bring forth the world together.” The students applied the three 
horizons to define milestones along a timeline that lead to the vision they defined over a thirty-year 
period. Their textual/visual speculations served as the first steps in defining design opportunities 
situated within larger systems. (Figures 6 & 7) 
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Figure 5. Students visualized designed objects and services that existed in their vision of 2050 as a means of clarifying their 
ideas and aiding their writing. 

Figure 6. Students used the Three Horizons framework to see their ideas from multiple perspectives and identify the value of 
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each contribution.

 
Figure 7. Students used the three horizons to define milestones along a timeline that lead to the vision they defined. 

2.4  Exploring Theories of Change 
Describing the Satisfaction of Human Needs through Design 
In order to encourage the thoughtful design of products, communications, and environments, we 
used Chilean development economist Manfred Max-Neef’s taxonomy of the classification of human 
needs (1991) to guide the students’ progress. He argues that circumstances cause people to take 
action in response to a fundamental need, and that people are motivated by the same set of nine 
needs—subsistence, protection, affection, understanding, participation, idleness, creation, identity, 
and freedom—but the ways that they satisfy them are unique and infinite. It is important to note 
that not all satisfiers address needs in a sustainable manner. Some satisfiers address a single need, 
stimulate a false sense of satisfying, and/or inhibit satisfaction or destroy the possibility of 
satisfaction. Students used Max-Neef’s taxonomy to study how the design of existing products, 
communications, environments and services satisfy or inhibit human needs. They defined and 
explored an object, environment, or service that they interact with often and another that they 
believed had few or no inhibiting satisfiers. (Figures 8, 9, & 10) In the class discussion that followed, 
students concluded that most examples designed by humans were void of inhibiting satisfiers. 
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Figures 8 & 9. Students investigated designed communications, products, environments, and services, learning how they 
satisfy or inhibit the satisfaction of human needs. 
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Figure 10. Students reviewed their ideas for possible design interventions, identifying how they satisfy or inhibit the 
satisfaction of human needs. 

Once they had speculated futures and the human needs of relevant stakeholders and positioned 
them along a timeline, the students were poised to consider the role that lifestyles play in setting 
the context for an exploration of design interventions. Transition design posits that the examination 
of people’s actions provides insight into how they satisfy their fundamental human needs. Students 
were asked to study the level of control that communities retain in satisfying their needs in the past 
and present day, examining possible tensions between centralized institutions and localized 
experience; as Kossoff, Tonkinwise, and Irwin argue, such transfers of control may have ecological, 
social, economic, and political effects (2015). Students were encouraged to consider the benefits of 
cosmopolitan localism, where communities are human-scaled and place-based in their activities, yet 
exchange information globally (Irwin, 2015). Students examined everyday life at various levels of 
scale as a means of understanding the relationships of community challenges, which helped them 
envision what sustainable communities in Pittsburgh might look like. 
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2.5  Defining Design Interventions 
Proposing Opportunities for Design to Seed and Catalyse Systems-Level Change 
We introduced students to service design and design for social innovation concepts in order to build 
on the transition design research that they conducted earlier in the semester and to aid their 
realization of design interventions in Pittsburgh. The students gained an understanding of the 
characteristics that define these areas of design focus and learned fundamental approaches that 
enable their practice. 

Students explored the value of fostering relationships between customers and service providers to 
improve the quality of their interactions and the service that is rendered. Professor Molly Steenson, 
introduced service design concepts through a microscopic version of the Global Service Jam, in 
which students quickly brainstormed service scenarios and prototyped concepts for presentation to 
the class. (Figure 11) 

 
Figure 11. Students quickly brainstormed service scenarios and prototyped concepts for presentation to the class. 

The following week, students explored design for social innovation with Cheryl Dahle, a 
distinguished adjunct of professional practice with the School of Design. As Phills, Jr., Deiglmeier, & 
Miller write in an article Dahle introduced to the class, “A novel solution to a social problem that is 
more effective, efficient, sustainable, or just than existing solutions and for which the value created 
accrues primarily to society as a whole rather than private individuals” (2008). Dahle presented a 
range of relevant businesses, services, and products, such as fair trade and a human-powered 
washing machine, as well as a social innovation case study that focused on the fisheries in Indonesia. 
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In the studio, we frame such social innovation interventions as components of transition design 
because collectively, they can lead to longer-term systems change. To that end, Dahle provided 
students with a four-quadrant framework aimed at helping them define the projected outcomes of 
intervention proposals. One axis focused on the scale of impact, while the other mapped the 
complexity of the concept. The students then used the Social Design Pathways to “see that broad 
terrain; to identify the skills required for action; to identify the kinds of partners needed for success; 
to preview the scales of engagement; and to foresee the possible impacts of social design projects” 
(2017). In this framework, one axis focused on the scale of engagement, while the other asked 
students to consider the range of expertise of parties involved. (Figure 12) 

 
Figure 12. Students used the Social Design Pathways framework to foresee the possible impacts of their intervention ideas, 
identify scales of engagement, and propose partners. 

Once the topic-based student teams had brainstormed design interventions through service design 
and design for social innovation lenses (Figure 13) that aligned to the futures timelines they created, 
we prompted them bring their ideas to fruition. Each team developed six intervention ideas that 
they believed had merit. Next, every student noted a few of the concepts that they wanted to 
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explore for the remainder of the term. The entire class then perused the ideas and interests of their 
peers and mapped possible connections between them. This step illuminated inherent relationships 
and opened doors for collaboration among the students. We then prompted the class cohort to 
engage in conversations that led them to reconfigure themselves into new teams of three to five 
students. The newly formed groups proposed ways of addressing obstacles they identified by using 
existing resources and leveraging the collective knowledge and skills they gained the first half of the 
term. Throughout the next six weeks, each student team selected and developed one intervention as 
a hypothesis that they used to receive school-wide feedback at the close of the semester. (Figure 14) 

 
Figure 13. Students map their service design and design for social innovation intervention ideas that they believe have 
significant merit, in concert. 



 

1003 
 

 
Figure 14. Student teams mapped possible connections between their intervention ideas and the other topics being 
investigated by their classmates, articulated research questions, and proposed plans for working through known obstacles. 

3  Evaluation 
As a means of evaluating the effectiveness of our approach, we observed students as they worked, 
paid close attention to their team conversations and working processes, and reviewed the outcomes 
of their efforts. We noted our findings and compared them to the learning goals we established at 
the start of the course. The successes and challenges we identified are based on this assessment. 
Although some of our discoveries may be evidenced in design education at large, we believe the set 
we present is particularly important to the teaching of transition design. These sections are followed 
by opportunities for improvement, which reflect the lessons we learned by teaching the course. 

4  Successes 
Transition design requires students to consider the broad ramifications that result from their actions. 
Few students were prepared to explore the vast impact design can hold or immerse themselves in a 
process where outcomes are unknown at the onset. Nonetheless, the students demonstrated 
significant growth in these areas throughout the term. Our interactions with them highlighted 
successes in our approach to teaching transition design in the context of the Design Research Studio. 
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4.1  Students grasped the facets of wicked problems and explored how to enter 
them 

When students started to understand that wicked problems are systems problems residing within 
other systems, they began to shift their thinking from solving small-scale, immediate problems to 
seeing relationships among their topics at various levels of scale. Through mapping and diagramming 
exercises, students demonstrated confidence in defining and tackling manageable facets of wicked 
problems rather than simply becoming overwhelmed and paralyzed by their magnitude. They also 
learned to distinguish consequences of wicked problems by tracing their root causes through deeper 
levels of the systems. By starting the course with systems-thinking discussions and activities, we 
were able to lead students to alter their views of local challenges and propose appropriate ways of 
intervening. A quote popularly attributed to Albert Einstein states, “No problem can be solved by the 
same kind of thinking that created it.” Given that systems are so ubiquitous that they often go 
unnoticed, the curriculum helped students identify nested systems—a capability critical to the study 
and practice of transition design. 

4.2  Students recognized the importance of stakeholders in the transition design 
process 

Although this task proved to be difficult, the students began to indicate awareness for the 
connectedness of their topics and stakeholders, an appreciation for the complexity of the challenges 
they studied, and a cognizance of how little they knew about their stakeholder groups. Course 
activities caused the students to recognize pitfalls in stereotyping stakeholders and the importance 
of working directly with stakeholder groups. (See the Opportunities for Improvements section for 
further discussion.) 

4.3  Students created visions of futures that informed their design actions in the 
present 

After participating in several sessions that focused on envisioning futures, the students exhibited 
strength in working in a state of uncertainty. Course activities taught them how to toggle between 
short- and long-term thinking and the longstanding consequences of what they design. As a result, 
students showed mindfulness for futures when intervening in the present. They also noted that the 
design studies courses that they had taken in the past, which focused on cultures, systems, and 
futures, prepared them for speculative design and aided their learning of transition design. 

4.4  Students learned the value of satisfying the needs of all living things through 
design 

Given that class activities and discussions included mindfulness for all living things, students 
intuitively adopted a living-centered, rather than human-centered approach for design. In fact, when 
introduced to Manfred Max-Neef’s categorization of human needs (1991), students promptly 
pushed back, explaining the framework’s lack of inclusiveness relative to all living things. 
Nonetheless, his theory served as a tool that helped students understand how design satisfies or 
inhibits a range of human needs. Through their analysis and proposal of designed products, 
communications, environments, and services, students also illustrated a realization of the value of 
helping communities control the satisfaction of their human needs at a local level. 

4.5  Students assembled a toolkit that aids their own proposals for design 
interventions 

In order to move beyond theoretical discussions of large, long-term systems change, we prompted 
students to take the methods and approaches that they learned throughout the course and apply 
them to contemporary design interventions. Instead of seeing such design challenges as 
insurmountable, which is what many students expressed at the start of the semester, they 
demonstrated that they could articulate the characteristics of specific situations and suggest 
appropriate methods and tools to investigate known problems. They exhibited confidence and agility 
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in tackling ambiguous challenges rooted in service design and design for social innovation that reside 
within the larger umbrella of transition design. Early evidence shows that some groups are applying 
this knowledge to projects that they’re currently conducting in the subsequent semester. 

4.6  Students developed a mindfulness for their actions and experienced a 
mindset shift 

After several weeks of intense work sessions with their group of peers, students described, 
practiced, and advocated collaboration as a critical component of transition design. Although the 
process was vastly different than what they experienced in the past, the students indicated an 
understanding of the value of designing a series of “interventions” over a long period of time instead 
of “solutions” that existed solely in the present. Their approaches often took a “less is more” 
approach to design, illustrating a soft hand in intervening. By the middle of the term, students were 
able to describe the potential impact design could have in seeding and catalysing positive change in 
the world and accepted important responsibilities in leading these efforts. 

5  Challenges 
Given that Fall 2017 marked the first delivery of the Design Research Studio, the instructors had 
spent several months prior to the term carefully planning the course. Nonetheless, its curriculum 
was based on lessons learned through the development of transition design theories, workshops, 
and a graduate seminar course. The differences in the course structure, its duration, and the nature 
of the cohort caused new challenges to arise for us to address. 

5.1  Deciding not to work with stakeholders in context revealed significant 
challenges 

Working with stakeholders and users is a means to question the designer’s own bias and cultivate an 
understanding of others’ concerns and aspirations, something that students recognized early in the 
course. At the same time, we believe as instructors that we have an ethical responsibility to do no 
harm. In design education, information is often gathered from stakeholders in local communities for 
short-term studies that are often devoid of symbiotic exchange—a situation that we did not want to 
support. This approach to research runs the risk of causing participants to become disenfranchised 
with the process as their engagement fails to lead to improvements in their communities due to the 
short duration of projects. However, this decision led to challenges in the classroom. Although some 
students observed stakeholders in context and took the initiative to meet with experts on their 
topics, several of them struggled to work within what they identified as a hypothetical context. They 
expressed a discomfort in basing design proposals on the limited information they gathered about 
stakeholders and sought to validate or negate their design interventions in realistic settings. 

5.2  The course sometimes failed to situate students’ learning within a broad and 
critical design context 

Although students stated an appreciation for the content of the course, they explained the difficulty 
in it covering a range of approaches and methods. The students gained exposure to an array of 
topics that are critical to the study and practice of transition design. However, the course lacked 
ample time to frequently engage students in conversations that aided their deep understanding of 
the topics covered. As a result, the students expressed a frustration in not fully grasping the 
relevance of the course content to their immediate practice of design. 

Many class sessions consisted of short lectures and discussions, followed by exercises that aimed to 
solidify students’ learning of course concepts. Although the fast-paced nature of the format enabled 
us to cover a lot of information and sustain student engagement, it also caused them to sometimes 
lose sight of the big picture because we did not continually situate their incremental knowledge and 
skill acquisition in a larger context grounded in transition design. This is a challenge that designers 
and educators of service design face when moving between large contexts and small details. 
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The students also noted an appreciation for specific approaches introduced in the course but 
questioned how opposing theories may function. They sought comparisons that would prevent them 
from making ill-informed design decisions. Given the short duration of the course and the amount of 
information we aimed to cover, we chose to narrow the amount of content that we provided the 
students in order to avoid overwhelming them. However, in future deliveries of the course, we will 
find ways to include additional source material to address this concern. 

5.3 Students struggled to adopt behaviours that did not align with their prior 
experiences 

The senior cohort had participated in courses that encouraged them to learn and apply specific 
design approaches to clearly defined design problems. In contrast, the Design Research Studio asked 
students to consider a range of design theories and develop hypotheses for effective courses of 
action. Although common at the graduate level, this form of inquiry was foreign to the senior cohort. 
The inability to align current and prior design education experiences caused the students to have 
difficulty grasping the relevance of course activities. 

Similarly, students spent most of the first half of the term working in teams of six on mapping and 
diagramming tasks that aimed to aid their understanding and practice of transition design. Several 
students expressed a frustration in the lack of making that took place in the course, which negatively 
impacted their motivation to fully engage in activities. This observation indicated students’ narrow 
definition of making in design, as we had believed that all of the activities that they performed were 
a form of making common in design practice. 

Lastly, although the students were able to grasp the fundamentals of service design and design for 
social innovation relatively easily, applying the methods that we practiced in class using small-scale 
challenges to their transition design work that focused on wicked problems situated in Pittsburgh, 
proved to be difficult. The students seemed conflicted in maintaining the mind-set that their work 
should solve an immediate problem versus shifting their view of design to planting seeds that 
catalyse systems-level change over a long period of time. We continually discussed their stumbling 
blocks and referred to their work as interventions to help them adopt a design posture and mind-set 
that facilitates effective work in transition design. 

6  Opportunities for Improvement 
As we taught the Design Research Studio, we made small shifts to the course each week. We believe 
that it was critical for these shifts to take place and for us to share them with the students to 
demonstrate the importance of being agile, empathetic, responsive, and transparent when working 
in transition design. Nonetheless, some challenges were too large for us to address immediately. 
Therefore, we recorded ideas for overcoming obstacles in future manifestations of the course. 

6.1  Explicitly seed transition design approaches earlier in the undergraduate 
curriculum 

We believe it would be beneficial for design courses that precede the Design Research Studio to 
further highlight approaches that are relevant to transition design as a means of aiding students’ 
deep dive into the topic during their senior year. For example, drawing students’ attention to 
collaborative mapping as a form of making and describing the benefits of designing as a means of 
speculating rather than solving problems would help students adopt the mind-set and posture that is 
pertinent to the study and practice of transition design. Similarly, students noted the benefits of 
design studies courses that they had taken in prior years, which focused on cultures, systems, and 
futures, in aiding their current thinking in transition design. If we seed some transition design tools 
and methods earlier, students will be more familiar with them their senior year. 
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6.2 Build a comprehensive repository of materials in transition design 
Several times throughout the course, we realized the importance of providing students with a range 
of readings relevant to the course content. In an attempt to not overwhelm the students, we 
introduced them to a few texts each week. However, as the term progressed, we discovered that the 
modest sampling failed to introduce students to a diverse set of perspectives, which we deem to be 
a critical component of thoughtful inquiry and debate. In the future, we plan to give students a list of 
required and recommended readings that include short descriptions of how they relate to each 
another. The nature of course activities also highlighted a need for case studies situated in the 
context of transition design, service design, and design for social innovation. We anticipate that 
these readings will help students understand the application of the theories we discuss, describe the 
characteristics of each area of design focus, and guide them through similar processes. 

6.3 Gather a body of data on local transition design topic stakeholders for future 
study 

Adhering to the ethical obligation to do no harm in communities by not taking advantage of 
stakeholders for research purposes, we sought alternative ways of providing students with pertinent 
information. In looking to practices in the field, we found that anthropologists often gather 
information from a large sampling of stakeholders that designers then use to inform the direction of 
their interventions. Although working directly with stakeholders creates a level of empathy that 
cannot be achieved by reviewing interview transcripts or field studies, this approach would give 
students a broad sampling of stakeholder input that they could not achieve by working with a few 
members of stakeholder groups. As a result, for subsequent deliveries of the course, we plan to build 
a body of data that students can use to ground their projects.  

6.4  Continually connect course content to a broader context and practice of 
design 

Despite having visualized the course as a set of interconnected elements, we inadvertently focused 
the students’ attention on immediate tasks in subsequent sessions without reference to how they 
were situated within the broader context of transition design. As a result, students struggled to see 
the relevance of tasks and the connections among them. We will plan to build time for discussing 
and visualizing the connectedness of course content into the curriculum. Moreover, although we ask 
students to reflect on course activities and write about their thoughts, we believe students would 
benefit from well-articulated prompts that direct their attention and aid their development of a 
mental model for the course content. 

7 Teaching and Learning Transition Design: Some Conclusions 
Given that transition design is in its infancy, we are developing curricula based on emerging theories, 
borrowing relevant approaches from other disciplines, and learning while doing. Although we have 
outlined practices that we found effective and described discoveries we made, many questions have 
arisen that we believe serve as opportunities for improving transition design curricula. 

7.1  See teaching and learning about transition design as a set of feedback loops 
Our students have provided us with insights regarding the teaching of transition design that we had 
not foreseen. While some of their feedback reveals an anxiety for a new way of studying and 
practicing design, many of their comments describe successes or challenges in working with specific 
frameworks and obstacles they encounter when working with different teams of people for varying 
amounts of time. We believe it is critical to build opportunities for feedback loops in educational 
settings to aid the critical review of teaching approaches and inform appropriate revisions. 

7.2  Create new tools for transition design practice 
We have utilized approaches developed by adjacent disciplines that hold potential in aiding the 
teaching, practice, and research of transition design. Nonetheless, the application of many of these 
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methods indicates that although they hold merit, they require improvements to function effectively. 
Our students have identified problems with existing frameworks and are brainstorming ways of re-
envisioning them to make them highly appropriate and useful to the tasks they encounter in 
transition design. 

7.3  Develop ethical approaches for teaching transition design 
The issue of ethical engagement with the public remains at the forefront of curricular discussions. 
Wicked problems are symptoms of other problems, and to engage in any aspect of them is to 
intercede in the problem itself, which produces an ethical dilemma for teaching. Do we use a 
hypothetical context to teach students methods void of interaction with stakeholders or do we strive 
to build relationships with community groups without knowing if the development of a long-term 
relationship is realizable? Both approaches are problematic. There is a need for new approaches that 
help students understand the contexts of transition design in which they are working that are 
effective and ethical. 

7.4 Seed and catalyse systems-level change through all areas of design 
Despite the challenges we encounter in developing teaching of transition design, we believe the 
integration of this new form of design is critical to the success of our students as they embark on 
lifelong careers in various areas of design. For our undergraduate students, the practice of transition 
design may seem unrelated to their post-undergraduate careers that often focus on designing 
products, communications, and environments. Nonetheless, we are confident that by exposing them 
to longer design futures, we are teaching them to be mindful about the long-term consequences of 
their actions as designers and the materials that they use.  

8  Summary 
In summary, we seek to educate the next generation of designers in a manner that empowers them 
to seed and catalyse positive systems-level change in design. In this paper, we outlined our 
endeavours in the context of an undergraduate design research studio, offered evidence of our 
successes and challenges, and interweaved our own reflections on this process. The activity of 
teaching and learning as a symbiotic process has facilitated a shift in our own mindset and posture 
as designers, educators, and researchers. 
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