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This course was developed to primarily serve North American Industrial design education. 
The word Okala* (Oqala) is Hopi meaning “life-sustaining energy” and it offers multiple 
messages. First, it honors the human history of this continent by acknowledging the Native 
Americans who have been present for at least 12,000 years, if not more than 40,000 years. 
The Hopi are among the most ancient of Native American cultures, descending from the 
Anasazi (from about 8,000 B.C.). Second, the literal interpretation of “life-sustaining energy” 
is central to both the problems and the objectives outlined in the course. The energy that we 
use to create, develop, manufacture, and use products must sustain life on this planet, rather 
than deplete it. On a more metaphorical level, “life-sustaining energy” implies a forward and 
optimistic view. It is our hope that the work done in the Okala course plants the seeds for 
change in industrial design education, and that this learning is positive, constructive, and will 
be carried forward in future generations. If successful, this work can help improve ecological 
conditions and provide more equitable distribution of the Earth’s resources. 
 
Why a Course on Ecodesign Now? 
When IDSA started the Environmental Responsibility professional interest section, issues of 
sustainability were just beginning to reemerge during the bubble economy of design 
everything and anything 1990s. Termed ecodesign by many practioners and design educators, 
this area of design study has its origins in the 1950s and 1960s. Buckminster Fuller and 
Victor Papanek, along with Rachel Carson’s book Silent Spring publicly raised awareness 
about environmental pollution, sustainability, and social equity. This was at a time we were 
accelerating our consumption of our limited resources and not worrying about what health 
and environmental damage this practice would create. These concerns were articulated latter 
by the environmental movement and ultimately addressed by the creation of the U.S. EPA in 
the 1970s. However these concerns receded from the public conscience as the U.S. gradually 
moved out of a recession in the 1980s. U.S. companies were then at the forefront of using 
computer technology to improve worker productivity. The U.S. led most nations in worker 
productivity and market share gains in many areas during the 1990s. Few U.S. companies 
were sincerely interested in a sustainable, environmentally responsible global economy. 
Industrial design went along for the ride and our profession prospered. Everyone made too 
much money to worry about the damage from all the stuff we created. 
 
At the same time, while still struggling economically, a handful of European companies 
believed that reducing the environmental impacts of their entire operations might help them 



improve the environmental performance of their products and services while creating a 
profitable, competitive business. Ikea, a major retailer of contemporary, affordable home 
furnishings, was a notable company adopting this position. Reasons for IKEA’s movement 
correlated directly to evidence compiled about acid rain, stratospheric ozone depletion global 
warming, species extinctions, and many other environmental impacts. They reasoned that if 
they want to be a global retailer, they should consider how they could best help preserve 
their marketplace. During this same time period other European companies and scientists 
began to build information databases and methods to measure the environmental impacts of 
materials and processes. Japanese companies promptly followed suit. This effort, combined 
with legislation, has now put Europe and Japan at the forefront of ecodesign theory and 
practice.  
 
In the past five years or so, U.S. headquartered companies began to invest in processes such 
as ISO14001, the international protocol for environmentally responsible manufacturing. Yet 
U.S. marketing of environmentally responsible products is still woefully inadequate.  
Excepting attempts in the 1970s, most ‘green’ products today are marketed to niche 
customer segments. Yet some U.S. companies are beginning to make progress in a public 
way. Herman Miller’s 80 percent recycled content chairs and Nike’s shoe regrind programs 
are but two of many high-profile examples. Others are beginning to see the benefits of 
whole product and process thinking that can result in improved brand positioning and 
increased profits. This is where industrial design, corporate America and the global 
environment share a common future. Design students who learn to integrate ecodesign 
methodologies into the design process can help create a future where companies proactively 
design more environmentally friendly products. This expertise and a passion for 
environmentally and socially responsible design can help move the design profession to 
work with businesses in ways that will protect the future health of our environment and to 
insure the future welfare of our collective society. Education of design students and design 
professionals is a key component to this promising future. 
 
Ecodesign Education in North America Today 
The state of ecodesign education within North America is sporadic and splintered. Notably 
over the last decade, several design educators have made a strong effort to bring this subject 
into the classroom and the design studio. A short list includes John Paul Kusz, IDSA; Dale 
Murray, IDSA; Ed Dorsa, IDSA; plus many others. Each of these instructors has conducted 
their own research in order to create course and studio content for integration into their 
design programs. Throughout the world design instructors have experimented with 
integrating ecodesign theory and practice into the student design experience. While some 
have had successes, we could identify no one course that represents a comprehensive survey 
of ecodesign theory, methodology and practice.  
 
Our goal for the Okala course was to coalesce of a wide range of ecodesign theory and 
comprehensive environmental assessment methods into a format that provides direct access 
for instructor and student, all within a relatively short ten-week course. When the Okala 
team began its work each member had already researched current ecodesign theory and 
practice. The research material we each reviewed had many common source threads. 



Familiar names of individuals, organizations, and institutions surfaced. The same was true 
for publications, companies, methods, and for ecodesign examples, good and bad. It became 
apparent that there was an available, yet vast body of useful knowledge. This framed the key 
question: How can we best consolidate this information into a course that will be highly 
inspirational and useful to instructors and students? 
 
The Okala Course Overview  
First, we state what this course is not about. It is not an attempt to brainwash students and 
instructors into becoming part of a global environmental movement. It is not a call to 
environmental arms or a treatise on the environmental sins of global business (though the 
list is lengthy.) The course is about providing a clear foundation for understanding how the 
world’s ecology works and the crucial role designers can have in determining its future health 
through the use of environmentally responsible design practices. We share one planet with 
one biosphere, a limited number of resources and a growing world population. How design 
can best contribute to the success of future generations is at the heart of this course. 
 
The course is structured to meet the following pedagogic objectives: 
 
? ? To increase understanding of the significance of the global ecological crisis. 
? ? To impart a basic understanding of environmental impacts and toxicology. 
? ? To impart a thorough understanding of the methodologies used for effective ecological 

product design that will facilitate the ecological performance evaluation of any product. 
? ? To prepare designers with an ability to help integrate ecological design strategies with 

strategic business and market planning. 
? ? To help designers integrate the course materials into the basic design process via a 

(optional) studio project experience. 
? ? To inspire design professionals to use this inclusive design process for positive global 

change. 
 
The Okala Beta-Course Structure  
We initially developed the course as a beta version. This initial effort lead to the creation of 
eleven distinct learning modules, each of which featured a PowerPoint presentation. These 
were supplemented with required and optional online readings, specific assignments, plus a 
series of videos coordinated with certain modules. A thirty-three-page student’s guide plus a 
twenty-page instructor’s guide complemented these materials. The course was formatted so 
that it could be taught within a ten-week time frame to support programs using quarter 
systems. It was also flexible enough to work with a sixteen-week semester. 
 
One of the key course features was to provide a studio project experience for either 
individual students or student teams. Because the course was introductory, we recommended 
keeping the projects simple. We also suggested, as an option, the studio class to team up 
with a local client sponsor. The instructor’s guide provided background on each module plus 
guidelines for class discussions based on the readings, videos, plus the in-class activities and 
the class project(s). The Okala beta course contained the following learning modules: 



 
1. Design in the ecological crisis 
2. Principles of ecology 
3. Environmental impacts 
4. Product life cycle 
5. Sustainable design strategies 
6. Life cycle impact assessment 
7. Modeling and comparing impacts 
8. Tradeoffs and choices 
9. Green marketing 
10. Ecodesign in business planning 
11. Practicing ecodesign 

 
Beta Test Schools and Methodology 
Identifying participating schools with varying backgrounds was a primary goal for beta 
testing. This goal became a challenge. Many faculties were interested yet, specific semester or 
quarter timing was a problem. For others, integrating the material into an existing studio 
course was problematic. Our beta test schools included: 
 
1. Emily Carr College of Art and Design, Vancouver, BC 
2. University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign 
3. University of Washington, Seattle 
4. Southern Illinois University, Carbondale 
 
The course-integration process varied for each school. The University of Washington found 
a corporate sponsor to work within their ten-week quarter. The University of Illinois 
integrated some of the course material into a new 200-level sixteen-week lecture course on 
Ecodesign. Emily Carr conducted a sixteen-week 300-level class. Likewise, Southern Illinois 
University completed the course in ten weeks as part of a sixteen-week 300-level design 
studio on advanced materials and processes. 
 
Okala team members consulted with individual instructors before and after each course. 
Philip White, IDSA visited each school during the course. Written feedback formats were 
provided for instructors and students, and these were compiled for review. We also 
conducted postcourse instructor interviews and solicited suggestions for improvements. So 
what did us and the participating schools learn? 
 
Course Testing Discoveries 
Positives. We were highly encouraged by the beta-tests result. Testing affirmed the ability to 
teach a common ecodesign course in different design programs. The course was well 
accepted by most students and many were truly inspired by learning how to reduce the 
environmental impact of products they were designing or redesigning. Many students 
commented that the course helped them better understand the entire design process as well 
as the concept of the environmental impact of products. Instructors noted greater student 



intellectual engagement than expected. All of the instructors concluded that the course has 
merit and a place in the undergraduate design curriculum. One instructor plans to teach the 
materials again in a summer class for the professional design community. 
 
Negatives. We noted that most instructors struggled to keep up with the course content 
and its presentation. Preparation time was precious and learning the new material required 
focus. The most challenging areas for students and instructors were the material and energy- 
use information and basic math required for calculating environmental impacts of products. 
Also students and instructors felt the PowerPoint presentations were sometimes redundant 
with readings and that more time was needed for classroom discussion. 
 
Neutrals. Three out of the four beta-testing instructors eliminated various modules, 
readings, assignments, and activities. Some instructors did this selectively and proactively; 
others simply ran out of time. One instructor added some of his own material to give his 
own perspective to the course. Underlying all of this is clearly the message that teaching 
itself is a creative and personal activity; every instructor is going to want to teach the course 
in a slightly different way. 
 
Challenges. Selection of a product category for the studio was more challenging than 
anticipated. The instructors wanted to select categories that would engage students yet not 
require countless hours of review and grading. Students wanted a challenge plus a high- 
profile product. Neither students nor instructors fully appreciated the complexity that could 
result at this introductory level. The Okala team encouraged simple products so it would be 
easy to find reference products and relatively simple to recalculate environmental impacts of 
new design concepts. Schools that chose a more complex project for their own reasons 
found that students were frustrated by the accelerated demands on their time. Schools that 
placed a higher emphasis on esthetically developed designs and models yielded more 
photogenic results. The common desires of industrial design students to produce refined and 
highly photogenic projects are sometimes in conflict with the main goal of a learning 
experience about the ecodesign process, at least at the sophomore and junior levels.  
 
A Sample Course Project  

  



Paul Fraser at Emily Carr Institute of Art and Design created this full-size mock-up of a re-
designed waist pack. The new solution reduced overall environmental impact by more than 
half and added new user features not found in the existing, referenced design.  

 
This chart was created by Paul Fraser to compare the environmental impacts of five major 
impact categories for the reference product and the new design.  
 
Student and Instructor Comments on Okala 
 
“My favorite module was where we all chose an existing product and looked at 5 strategies 
to make it more sustainable. It made me really consider how a constraint like sustainability 
can make design full of possibility.”          — Student, Emily Carr Institute of Art and Design. 
 
“We really appreciate the student’s guide as a useful reference document that we can use in 
the future at school and work.”                                     — Student, University of Washington 
 
“The Okala Power Points were a welcome relief in demonstrating the application of 
sustainable design principles.”  

          — William Bullock, Professor University of Illinois Urbana Champaign 
 
“You are doing a great service to the world with this work.” 

   — Instructor John Wells, University of Washington. 



 
Course Refinements and Availability 
The Okala team is in the process of revising the course structure and content. This process 
will be completed by the time this paper is presented at the 2003 IDSA Educator’s 
Conference. This presentation will feature beta-course findings plus an overview of the 
revised course. Our goal is to have both electronic and printed course materials available for 
interested North American design educators by the end of August 2003. This will make it 
feasible to integrate the course in the fall semester or quarter. 
 
 

   
 
Team reformatting Okala course modules 
  
The revised course format will include more modules with reduced content per module. This 
will enable greater flexibility and allow instructors to better customize the material to their 
time requirements and/or specific interests. There will be twenty revised learning modules 
that will be grouped under four major headings titled theory, life cycle strategies, assessment, 
and practice. Revisions are designed to enhance the original material, improve 
comprehension, and to inspire. We also believe the new format will make it easier for 
students and instructors to integrate the ecodesign process into a full design studio 
experience. We will include a bibliography plus a well-researched list of Internet sites. 
 
Your Invitation to Help Design a Sustainable Future  
We encourage anyone currently teaching ecodesign courses or seminars to review our course 
materials and use them accordingly. We also welcome feedback and constructive criticism in 
any form. We also want those who have yet to explore this growing area of industrial design 
to review this new course and to consider adapting it to their curriculum. 
 
The list of knowledge areas that designers are expected to master has grown a great deal in 
recent years, and this course represents yet another level of expertise for design students to 
master. We recognize that ecodesign can be a tough sell. U.S. corporations are still primarily 
focused on making their quarterly earnings projection, and it was only recently that we 
convinced more business leaders that industrial designers can help accomplish this goal. But 
we now see the initial efforts of certain companies adopting ecodesign practices for both 
environmental goals and for competitive advantage. Now is the time to act. 



 
We believe that the fate of our environment and the fate of people who depend on our 
environment rests, to a significant degree, in the hands of design educators and their 
students. Design educators posses the ability to improve the effects of our profession on the 
world. Ecodesign can be a strategic process that benefits the design profession, global 
business, our earth, and thus future generations. We invite you to become part of this 
promising future, one where we are truly generating “life-sustaining energy.”  
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