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1. INTRODUCTION: THE BIG 

Think BIG.  Really BIG.  The same BIG that you ask of your students.  Now add as much pressure as you 

can.  Add really intense pressure like the pressure from steam or diamonds.  Next, throw in something 

unheard of in design education, like a fashion show.  In fact, make it Mercedes-Benz Fashion Week New 

York City (see Figure 1).  Now see what happens!  This paper is meant to be a starting point for ideas, 

and methods of “open design”. 

 

 

Figure 1. The installation for Number:LAB’s f/w collection at MILK Studios during Mercedes-Benz Fashion Week NYC 2012 



  
 

 

 

 

Our Industrial Design program is young; in it’s infancy young.  The task given to me three years ago when 

our university hired me was to develop a vibrant program that would graduate students capable of 

successfully contributing to the design profession as well as to help put our program on the map.  This is 

quite a challenge considering the program had had only two graduating classes.  Having been hired as 

the only full time faculty has its advantages and disadvantages.  On one hand as a program we were 

lacking in national recognition but on the other there was very little that was established thereby giving me 

the freedom and flexibility to experiment with our own pedagogical approaches.  I did not have to follow 

those that came before me or cater to industries that in one form or another were subsidizing our program 

(there are none).  I was given the freedom that was necessary to experiment with new teaching 

approaches and types of projects given in studio (see Figure 2). 

 

 

Figure 2. Assistant Professor Brooks Atwood fires as he addresses his students 

 

The inherent dilemma with teaching innovation and creativity is that inspiration and real world 

experiences are uniquely missing from the classroom.  Being too formulaic within academia is a recipe for 

disaster.  Actually, our ID program is under the umbrella of the School of Architecture, which has a policy 

of new and cutting edge seminars and electives each semester.  In fact, it was the Architecture program 

that gave birth to the School of Art+Design at our University.  So how can you teach a subject that is 

conducive to creative and innovative thinking?  What kind of environment and tools help the students tap 

into that part of the brain that is excitement? 



 

 

 
 

 

As can be expected, the Industrial Design program very soon after it’s birth needed to establish itself as a 

separate discipline.  Not only is the ID program more messy (fabrication and prototyping), but we also 

have international exhibitions and events like the International Contemporary Furniture Fair (ICFF) where 

schools compete for top honors.  This yearly showcase in May has been a major driving force behind the 

projects and quality of the student work. 

 

One of the experiences that we hear students enthusiastically talk about is to have a real world impact or 

to see how their work is situated within the context of the design profession (see Figure 3).  Since most 

students projects are left in a state of conceptual-ness (and not totally realized), that leaves them 

wondering what else is there.  Is there a way to bridge the gap?  Yes.  It’s called “open design”.  Make the 

project relevant, huge and in your face, and you’ll not only inspire the students, but you’ll secretly teach 

them team work, collaborative design, responsibility, coordination, peer to peer sharing, self-promotion 

and the list goes on.  This idea of a network for creativity is referred to in this paper as “open design” 

education.  It has become my ambition as a teacher to encourage responsible design through business 

models to create an entirely open-source learning environment where teamwork, public relations and 

irresistible opportunities are at the forefront of education. 

 

2. OPEN DESIGN // A NEW ROLE FOR EDUCATION 

The Future Is... doing it BIG, taking chances and yes, that means learning real-world style.  What if you 

taught a class where everything was based on one simple question; What Would Lady Gaga Do 

(WWLGD)?  This challenge is tangible, relevant and current.  It’s something the students can understand 

on a fundamental level of performance, shock value, fame and design.  Lady Gaga is everywhere (and 

she is an étudiant de la renommée).  Design education needs a kick in the ass.  It needs to be recharged 

to get with the times and to get with the Millennials.  How?  By fundamentally empowering the students 

and simultaneously giving them full ownership and full responsibility of their projects.  Step-by-step design 

teaching is dead.  Now It’s how can you elevate the students way of thinking in order to see the act of 

design in an entirely new way; a creative way.  A way, in which universal preconceptions are challenged, 

destroyed, discussed and rebuilt. 

 

 



  
 

 

Figure 3. The Group of Students completing the finishing touches on the full-scale test at NJIT. 

 

Think about what made you laugh, what made you cry or what inspired you.  Now times that by 1,000 and 

ask yourself, WWLGD?  Use those things for inspiration and motivation and use Lady Gaga as a sort of 

challenge to the students.  This is the level of enthusiasm the students need to have (and maintain) in 

design school all semester long.  Teach like there’s no tomorrow.  Bail them out of jail even 

(metaphorically speaking of course – see Figure 4).  Have their backs. Prove it.  

 

 



 

 

 
 

 

Figure 4. The Group of Students wearing their custom Creature Garments 

 

3. METHODOLGY // BLENDING THEORY AND PRACTICE 

So how do we as teachers of design create an environment that encourages this type of open design?  

Here are a few suggestions: 

 

Create a culture of excitement, experimentation and play and have real world implications.  Show them 

examples.  Design students can look to professional athletes for example, as a way to excel in their own 

profession.  Be Athletes of Design.  To be the best athlete, you have to train harder and longer than 

everyone else.  Along with dedication of course, your training regiment puts you into another league (i.e. 

Lance Armstrong, Michael Jordan) of top tier talent.  Now how does that translate into design education?  

Like physical training, drive and aggressiveness can translate into design success by just caring a little bit 

more then everyone else does. This goes way beyond the traditional methods of “how to” design and 

presentations.  This puts the students in the drivers seat (no pun intended).  Give the students total 

authorship.  Give them a chance at fame, greatness, self expression…..give them real world experiences 

(see Figure 5-6).   

 

Here are a few notes about large scale, group projects: 

1. Small scale vs Big scale – have both 

2. Divide & Conquer – small scale teams of specialists (a budget team, materials team, pr team, etc) 



  
 

3. Coordination – have all the teams coordinate amongst themselves 

4. Budget planning – keep the budget in sight 

5. Delivery & Installation – not as easy as they might think 

6. Take down and safekeeping – don’t forget!  You might want to exhibit the project in the future 

 

 

   

Figure 5. The Creature Garment   Figure 6. The students invade The High Line, NYC 

 

4. FINDINGS 

The best way to impact business is to empower the future designers.  Teach them how to market 

themselves and their projects.  Teach them how to start their own practices (even if they never do).  Show 

them that they can do it.  Show them by example.  Give them the power to never ever think “I can’t do (    

)” – fill in the blank. 

 

Teach them how to work, laugh, collaborate, think and take matters into their own hands.  Go out and get 

material sponsors, get the press involved, get blogging excited and get exhibitions.  The more press, 

publications and exhibitions you can participate in, the more experience you gain, the more insight you 

develop and the more responsible you become both as a designer but also as a citizen of the world. 

 

 



 

 

 
 

 

Figure 7. The completed installation, The Nevis Wall, with final lighting tests by fashion designer Luis Fernandez of Number:LAB 

 

In this time of extreme economic hardship, give the students the skills and knowledge to blow away their 

competition, to change the way they approach work and getting a job.  These tools will help them stay 

ahead.  These young designers will then in turn, have a huge impact on business in general. 

 

5. CONCLUSION 

We are living in new times.  Times where Lady Gaga designs Kodak cameras and commands attention 

for her outlandishness, fierce design eye, her competitiveness and her creative director role for her brand 

identity.  Corporate research and development teams are slow.  Twitter speeds are what is needed.  

Opportunities for the next generation of independent design innovators will be vast and in whole new 

territories.  In order to take advantage of these opportunities design education has to create environments 

that are conductive to creative thinking and experimentation.  The open design method may be a good 

starting point to engage the new generation of designers. 
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