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Introduction: 
 
This is a follow up to a paper that was published ten years ago, in the 2001 IDSA Conference on Design 
Education Journal, on whether an Industrial Design Program is a better fit in a College of Fine Arts or in a 
College of Engineering. The body of the paper covered the dilemma of whether it was better to align an 
ID program with the other artistic Art and Design students and faculty or with the technical Engineering 
students and faculty. The Industrial Design major at Brigham Young University had just recently moved to 
the College of Engineering and was being asked about the experience by other ID program. Now looking 
back at the past ten years, a lot of questions we had can now be addressed. Has it been a good move or 
not? What worked? What did not work? What was totally unexpected? These are the main topics to be 

covered in this paper. 
 
History of where we came from: 
 
The Industrial Design program at BYU was founded in 1968 and was part of the Design Department 
which included Photography, Interior Design, Graphic Design and Illustration. Around 1996 the Art and 
Design Departments were force to merge into the new Visual Arts Department. This combined 
department was the catalyst for ID to research where they best fit. In 1999 we moved the Industrial 
Design program to the College of Engineering and Technology. In 2001 the Visual Arts Department 
disbanded the Interior Design program.  

 

Why the need for change: 

1. We were no longer getting the right student for an Art program. University Admissions 
requirements were changing and it was getting impossible to get great artists. Brigham Young 
University is continually increasing the requirements of incoming freshman as increasing numbers 
apply for admittance. The average freshman entering BYU has a 3.75 high school GPA and an 
average score of 27 on the ACT test. This is not the historical background of majors in Industrial 
Design. We were no longer getting the pure artist. 
  

2. With the Merger of the Art and Design departments, it was getting increasingly more 
difficult to obtain adequate Technology. Over the years we had seen an increase in the 
expectation from industry on the skills and knowledge of technology of our graduating students. 
As technology changed and increased, there was an expectation that the students would also 
have a strong knowledge of that technology. We needed more and more powerful computers for 
our students, as well as other kinds of equipment such as milling machines, rapid prototyping 
machines, and virtual reality equipment. As many of you may also have tried, there is not a lot of 
support from other faculty in a Fine Arts department for such equipment. New kilns and easels 
seemed to take higher precedence. Though art and design remained a critical core of the 
Industrial Design program, the equipment to execute that design was no longer common to the 
other programs in the department. 

3. We wanted to increase Interdisciplinary and Collaborative education experiences for our 
students. We were working with Engineering students and faculty somewhat, but wanted to 
increase those opportunities.  
 

4. Expand opportunities for graduating students. We started to notice at this time, that as we did 
incorporate some of these new technologies, such as animation, into the curriculum, new 
opportunities for our graduating students were occurring. Because of the background of an 



Industrial Design student, they were immediately qualified to enter into several areas in the 
entertainment area. We also wanted to restart an emphasis in Transportation design.  
 

What we looked like then: 

With the move to Engineering, we were able to expand Industrial Design from a program focusing entirely 

on Product Design into three areas of emphasis inside of Industrial Design: Product Design, 

Transportation Design, and Digital Design. BYU had run a successful Transportation Design program for 

several years, but the College of Fine Arts determined that there were not enough resources to continue 

doing so. Engineering, on the other hand, sends students to the auto industry each year, and were 

excited to have additional offerings. In addition to transportation, so many of our ID students were being 

hired by the entertainment industry that we determined that we should provide a better education for 

these students who were headed in this direction so we created the emphasis in Digital Design. 

What were the areas of concern ten years ago? 

The decision to move was not an easy one, and many administrators were divided on the topic. It took 

nearly two years to obtain final approval. During this period, we spent considerable time meeting with 

industry to survey their opinions. We wanted to find out how they would perceive this proposed move. 

The response, as can be imagined, was extremely varied with no one neutral on the subject. Most were 

positive, noting that the access to technology and equipment along with greater relationships with 

engineering faculty and students would be of great help. All were concerned that we would lose the 

artistic side and influence and that may be enough to ruin our program. 

1. Impact on Faculty. Probably the biggest concern was in the area of Tenure Review. Every other 

program in the College of Engineering required PhD. degrees of their faculty. The emphasis for 

rank and advancement is published peer reviewed journals. All of the markers for whether or not 

someone is performing are based on this “publish or perish system”. The review document at 

BYU has a section on consulting and of its’ merits toward Tenure. This section has been removed 

from the College document.  

2. Impact on Students. How do you balance Design and Art with added requirements of 

technology? Without having other Design and Art students around would we be able to keep the 

quality of design that we needed? Would the students become too enamored with Technology? 

3. Industry Response. We are always concerned about the needs of industry. Are we meeting their 

needs and expectations? Would we keep our relationships as we incorporated these changes?  

What we look like now.  

Currently Industrial Design is back to offering just Product Design. We no longer offer Transportation 

Design and Digital Design has spun off to become a separate Animation major. There were several 

factors in the decision to quit offering Transportation Design as an emphasis. The overriding reason was 

that there just simply were not enough good career opportunities for someone graduating in 

Transportation. We recognized that the automotive studios were hiring less and less designer / stylists 

each year while some schools were increasing the number of students that they were graduating. Another 

factor we recognized was that the students who had focused their efforts in transportation were not very 

viable as candidates in product design studios. Even though these students were great at drawing and 

model building, they had missed out on all of the classes that dealt with materials, manufacturing and 



design management. They simply were not prepared for much else than transportation. When the 

economy started to slow down, the studios simply quit hiring new stylists.  

Did we capitalize on our desire / need to change? 

Let’s now look at the original four reasons to move to the College of Engineering and see if the change to 

Engineering was successful in addressing those needs. 

1. Attracting the right type of student. Over the past ten years, the requirements for admission to 

BYU have only gotten harder. The average high school GPA has increased as has the test 

scores of ACTs.  In talking to faculty and administrators in the College of Fine Arts, it is becoming 

increasingly harder to get great artists in their programs. The fit with the College in Engineering 

has worked in this sense because we get great “problem-solving” students. This meshes perfectly 

with the change in focus of our Industrial Design program. It is now much less about drawing and 

model making and much more focused on Design Thinking and Design management. The fact 

that we no longer have to justify our existence to other Art faculty by stressing drawing skills has 

been a significant plus in our curriculum. 

2. Access to Technology. Though we now concentrate on Product Design, the curriculum has 

undergone massive changes over the past ten years. This is an area that I feel ended up 

completely different than we had envisioned ten years ago. As previously stated, one of the main 

reasons for moving to the College of Engineering was access to technology. The college has 

great facilities in milling, prototyping, manufacturing, composite materials, and testing. We were 

drawn to the college to have access to this technology. There was no way that the College of 

Fine Arts would ever have such a vast array of tools. For the first few years, we spent a lot of time 

and effort in incorporating this equipment. We developed curriculum around the digital tools used 

in milling and prototyping based on the encouragement of several of the large companies that 

had hired our students in the past. After a couple of years, we realized that this effort was 

creating a student that could get entry level jobs, but not long term careers.  These students 

simply did not have the proper education to allow them to have much of an impact on company 

decisions. Also, the ID industry was changing at this same time. There had always been a need 

for most Industrial Designers to create prototypes at some level. Most ID studios had a shop for 

this work. As manufacturing almost totally left the United States, those countries who were 

manufacturing the products would also create the prototypes and often these would be working 

prototypes. The need for the designer to prototype his design was lessening at a fast pace. The 

prototyping that we now do as a program pales to what we used to teach. But the industry needs 

have changed so much that this is no longer a necessary item in a students’ education or 

portfolio. We have prototyping equipment and use it a lot. Access to whatever technology we 

need is amazing. We no longer spend months in a shop sanding. We use the technology to just 

get our design ideas across. It is not a major emphasis in the curriculum. Even though we thought 

that this was the future of ID education, it is simply not needed. 

3. Interdisciplinary and Collaborative Education. Another draw to the College of Engineering 

was the desire for collaborative and interdisciplinary research projects for both students and the 

faculty. We put a lot of effort into this goal. Some of our first collaboration with the Engineering 

faculty and students came before we had moved to the college and was one of the points that we 

shared with the university in setting up the move. Faculty and students between the programs 

would work on small Capstone projects with industry on year-long research projects. On each 

team there would either be a professor from Engineering or ID.  Early on this Collaboration was 

promising. So much so that we attracted a software donation from General Motors, EDS and Sun 



Microsystems valued at $313.8 million dollars. See: http://news.byu.edu/archive02-Dec-

Pace.aspx 

Since these projects were being run by the College of Engineering, they always had an 

engineering bent to them. We understood the issues and were fine with that. However, as we 

moved to the College and changed the curriculum of our program, participation by the students in 

these Capstone projects was no longer an elective. We now required them. Our expectation was 

that with us as full participants, the scope of the projects would change to better reflect the needs 

of the ID students as well. Our hope was to create a collaborative, interdisciplinary education 

environment for students from both ID and Engineering. We could never get that to happen. 

Depending on the project and the coach / mentor on the project, a few ID students had a great 

experience. The majority of the Capstone teams were not collaborative. They were very much 

compartmentalized. You do this and we will do that. The ID students were never accepted as a 

full participant on most of the teams and had less than stellar experiences. I attribute a lot of this 

to the Engineering faculty. One professor bragged to me that he had created such a perfect 

curriculum for his classes the first three years he taught that he hasn’t had to change those 

classes now for nearly twenty years. These projects continue to be great experiences for the 

engineering students. They are about the only hands on experience they have in their studies. 

They just never became the type of experience we were hoping for. We no longer participate in 

these Capstone projects. 

There is some unexpected collaboration happening. The department we are in is the School of 

Technology. Most of the other programs in the school recognize the expertise of the ID faculty 

and students in the area of “Innovation”. I should emphasis that this is not just for the programs in 

the School of Technology but across the entire College of Engineering. Faculty in the school are 

working with ID faculty to develop curriculum changes incorporating “Innovation” in their areas of 

study. ID faculty hold seminars for faculty in the School as well as the College on “Innovation”. A 

space has been created called the “Innovation Lab” for these collaborative activities. There has 

been a positive impact on the college because of these workshops. 

4. Expanding opportunities. Even though we no longer offer Transportation Design, opportunities 

have increased in Digital Design. What was an emphasis in Digital Design has become a 

completely separate major. This was just happening ten years ago when the previous paper was 

written and so we had no idea of the impact on this change. And the change has been amazing. 

For several years before the move, there was quite a lot of discussion on the need to create an 

animation emphasis in the Art Department. Those discussions went no farther than that it wasn’t 

art. Not that it made sense to do it anyway.  We did not have access to enough technology to do 

much in this area while in that college. Once in the college of Engineering, however, we now had 

access to the technology we needed. Even more important was the technology support staff in 

place that would prove to be even more important than the technology. One of the positive 

aspects of being in the College of Engineering was that potential donors took our proposals more 

seriously. When we made proposals to donors we had the clout of engineering and technology 

and donations became much easier to obtain.  

Though “Interdisciplinary, Collaborative education experiences” failed to materialize like we had 

hoped for Product Design, it became the main focus of Animation. Just not with the parties we 

expected. While animation was still the Digital Design emphasis, a lot of effort was expended in 

finding interested “collaboration” partners. We looked at “Entertainment Technology” as the 

vehicle, even working with Deans and faculty from other universities to see what this might 

create. We had Engineering Deans approach us with major grants that they were writing and 



wanted our collaboration in their grant proposals. Nothing ever happened. We were trying to 

create collaboration where none was needed.  

Interestingly, with a change in the Dean of the College of Fine Arts, discussions were happening 

between the Film Department, the Art Department and Industrial Design to create an 

interdisciplinary Animation major. What wouldn’t happen while we were there was happening 

because we were gone. We could do this now because ID had the technology and its’ 

accompanying staff to succeed. An Interdisciplinary Animation major was created between 

Industrial Design, Art and Film. That program has grown to five faculty members and has now 

been given the status of Center for Animation. In doing so, a fourth department in a third college 

has joined the Center. Computer Science in the College of Physical and Mathematical Sciences 

has created an emphasis in Animation and participates in our interdisciplinary, collaborative 

projects. Those short animations have won 11 Student Emmys, 4 Student Academy Awards; 

have played at Sundance, Annecy, Siggraph and Cannes festivals. Ed Catmull is the president of 

both Pixar Animation Studios and Disney Feature Animation, making him one of the most 

influential individuals in animation in the world. He said this about the Center for Animation; 

 "Over the years, Pixar has worked with a lot of different universities around the country. 
One of the interesting things is, all of a sudden, in the last few years, we found that BYU 
has risen to the top. BYU has an extraordinary program here. It's amazing to suddenly 
see that BYU is producing the best in the industry. It's the perception not just at Pixar but 
also at the other studios that something pretty remarkable is happening here." 

The main reasons for moving to engineering had worked. We needed technology and we wanted 
interdisciplinary and collaborative education. But it worked in a totally different direction that we 
thought it would. The partners on campus that have joined in the Center are so removed from 
Engineering that no engineering student takes animation classes and no animation major takes 
engineering classes. We are so impacted with interested students that we don’t even share 
classes or resources between Product Design and Animation. We are homesteading in our own 
college. It works for now but is extremely tenuous. There are constant, ongoing discussions to 
move animation out of Engineering and over to Computer Science. Even with these issues, the 
initial search to find the right fit had been the catalyst for this success. 

Were the original areas of concern in the move justified? 

Some of these initial concerns were justified and continue to be. Other concerns have not materialized to 

be an issue. 

1. Impact on Faculty. Tenure is an issue that has not been a problem, but seems to always lurk 

around. Every single ID or Animation faculty member that has come up for any review has 

passed easily. The school and college committees and individual faculty have been very 

supportive of the types of creative and research activities that the ID faculty are engaged in. But 

there is just enough unspoken expectation that the ID faculty now include much more published 

work than creative work. This is a huge change from when we were in the Art Department where 

few published papers were submitted by faculty in their reviews. Most of the documents were of 

peer reviewed art and design work or design consulting work that the faculty members were 

engaged in. I was initially worried that this might be a negative issue for the faculty and the 

program, but I don’t feel that way now. The faculty are doing some amazing, creative research 

work in design, design thinking and design education. Work is being done in manufacturing 

processes, usability and in market changes in design. The published papers have made, or 

maybe allowed, the faculty to express in writing what they are learning, thinking, and seeing. 



Though none, of the four ID faculty, was here during the move, all have an understanding of the 

need to stay connected to the Art community and stay active in pursuing design problem solving. 

Staying connected to Art, while changing the emphasis from consulting to research takes effort 

and work, but it is working. If ID was still in the Art department, then we would have to be working 

to stay connected to the technology side of the profession. 

2. Impact on Students. The impact on students has been huge. For students looking at animation 

studios, there has been a more direct path created. We went from hoping that we might continue 

to create opportunities for a few students to having most of the major studios mentor our 

program. Pixar sends out 5 or 6 individuals every semester to work one on one with our students. 

DreamWorks will be mentoring our senior students this year by not only sending out a few 

individuals to campus but also by video conferencing into our classes each week.  

The impact on the students in Product Design has been equally strong: 

“The Product Design program is stronger than ever.  We place 90% of our students after 

the 1
st
 year from graduation most with jobs before they graduated.  We have more 

internship opportunities then we have student to fill them.  We have a large group of 

corporations eager to work with us on industry sponsored projects.  We have students 

winning IDSA Scholarships (Two years in a row), Students winning the Western Regional 

IDSA Merit Awards (Two years in a row), and a Student winning an IDEA Student Design 

competition.” Paul Skaggs, Industrial Design program Chair. 

3. Industry Response. As mentioned, we have a lot of studios and companies mentoring our 

programs and our students. One major company that had financially supported the Industrial 

Design major at BYU for several years is General Motors. I doubt that we would even exist as a 

program today if not for the support of GM. Again, they were the driving force for that $313 million 

dollar software donation. They also were mentoring our student projects as well as providing 

money for scholarships and program improvements. I was particularly concerned that GM might 

not stay engaged with us as we changed, especially when we decided to end Transportation 

design. But they continue to support programs here at BYU through their Foundation. This past 

year the General Motors Foundation awarded the Center for Animation a substantial financial gift 

that went to support students working on this year’s collaborative short animation. That project 

probably would have died without this support but with it, several of the students have been hired 

to major animation and visualization studios. 

What are the current areas of concern? 

1. An issue that was an early concern but was left out of the initial paper was that of what 

happens when the Engineering Dean changes. What will a new Dean think about a program in 

Engineering that gives a BFA degree and not a BS? Why would the college make valuable 

resources available to a program that is not engineering? 

2. Most of the current issues for the program revolve around staying relevant. But this is the 

same challenge that the profession faces. Are we “form givers”? Are we design management?  

3. Space is always an issue.  

4. Staying connected to the larger design and art community. 
 

 



What advice would we give to others looking to align with a different department 

or college? 

Our suggestion, for other educational institutions that are looking at making drastic changes, is to fully 

comprehend the time commitment. It is very time consuming to make large changes in a university 

environment. Spend time visiting with faculty from the other departments on campus to see what areas of 

overlap you have. When you are setting up these relationships, understand that you have to be willing to 

sacrifice some of your dreams for the success of the program. Based on our experience, every minute of 

effort was worth the rewards we now reap. 

We are pleased with being housed in the College of Engineering. It is not perfect, but we are a much 

stronger program. I haven’t wanted this paper to be about the merits of art or engineering but rather focus 

on looking at where we were and where we are now. I urge every program to occasionally look at 

affinities with programs. It is easy to get comfortable and stay aligned with the department you are in 

because it has always been there. But society and industry has changed a lot over the course of the past 

few years. In a way, ID equally doesn’t fit in any college.  

Before you move, make sure that you have thoroughly worked out all of your resources. Don’t assume 

that because it makes sense that your administrators will agree to move resources. Be prepared to face 

the reality that most of the faculty in the new department or college will look at you as resource thieves.  

Here are a couple of comments from an email sent to faculty at BYU from a faculty in a program (not an 

ID program) that changed departments at another university. Unlike the ID program at BYU where we 

initiated the move, this program was forced to move. However, their advice should be taken as the move 

has seriously impacted their program. 

“The reorganization plans made for us by our Dean last summer have been a disaster. Last July, 
we were transferred with no administrative help and no extra funds, effectively more than 
doubling that department's enrollment with no support. All of our former staffing and funds stayed 
with Art and Design. Efforts to recover our share of resources failed. 
 
Needless to say this was not a good plan, and understandably, the faculty and staff in the new 
department were not pleased to welcome 550 orphans into their fold! We spent almost a year in 
meetings with very unhappy colleagues, and although we sympathized with them entirely, there 
was nothing we could do. Our faculty is exhausted and angry.”  

 
Research Tenure advancement issues. The program will quickly die if faculty can’t pass reviews or if they 
have to change too radically to meet new requirements. We feel strongly that being able to offer a BFA 
degree is essential. At least for us in our environment it is. Too many times we have been able to push 
back engineering biases because of our need to stay close to art for accreditation. It might be the same to 
offer a BS degree from a college of Art.  
 

Summary: 
 
We are constantly being asked; “was it worth the effort”? Absolutely! The growth of the program has 

exceeded anything we could have imagined. Because of our efforts to create more interdisciplinary 

opportunities, we are looked at as a ground-breaking program, by the university administration. The 

opportunities for the students have grown enormously. 

We are extremely pleased with the results that we have met in helping our students learn how to use both 

sides of the brain. We are convinced that this ability would be severely hampered if we were still running 

an isolated program within the College of Fine Arts. 



 We used to recruit students to become ID majors. Product Design and Animation are so successful that 

both programs are limited enrolment programs at the university. This means that there are more students 

applying to each major than we have room to accept. The first years of the Digital Design emphasis, we 

asked new students to get the word out to their artist friends that we needed more students enrolled to 

ensure that the classes would not get canceled. Now we have nearly 200 students vying for the 25 new 

slots that we have each year. 


