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Introduction 

Professional member involvement in local activities is challenging among design organizations. 
Most involvement is unidirectional where professionals participate in design events such as 
lectures. Even though lecture events are good activities, most professionals desire to be more 
involved in local activities and feel that they are giving back to the design community. This paper 
discusses a community-based program undertaken to educate high school students about the 
Industrial Design profession. An innovative OutReach program model is presented where design 
professionals, academic (college-level) and high school students were brought together to 
conduct a real-world experience project. The Atlanta chapter of the Industrial Designers Society 
of America (IDSA) was able to engage a portion of the organization membership strengthening 
professional participation in education and creating a community of service as a result of the 
program. 

 
About the Program 

The OutReach program was sponsored by the Industrial Designers Society of America (IDSA) [1] 
and organized by the local IDSA Atlanta Chapter, with the help of local higher-level institutions 
including Georgia Tech School of Industrial Design and Auburn University, and local high schools 
including Grady High School. 

 
Design professionals, academic (college-level) students and high school students were brought 
together to conduct a real-world experience project. The program was structured such that they 
worked together for 2 weeks designing products aimed at responding to a local governmental 
need, also involved in the program (see figure 1).  

 
 
Figure 1. OutReach program model. 
 



 

Besides developing a community-based program for strengthening the professional participation 
in education, the goal of this program was to educate high school students about the function and 
impact of the discipline in society. At present, most high school institutions attempt to present the 
discipline through “shop” classes, if resources are available. Other institutions present the 
discipline through computer or graphics design courses [1]. Even though efforts are made 
towards educating high school students about Industrial Design, they are limited in the 
understanding about the scope and broadness of the discipline. In response to these needs, an 
“OutReach” program was developed. The program was based on the idea that real life 
experiences and the opportunity of practicing design with experts in the field could have a 
significant impact not only educating high school students, but also preparing them to respond to 
the needs of the profession and serve as a recruiting tool for the profession.  

 
Program Participants 

Design professionals were recruited from the IDSA Atlanta Chapter membership database. A 
total of 9 professionals from the Atlanta area volunteered and enrolled in the program. College 
level students were recruited from the School of Industrial Design at the Georgia Institute of 
Technology, due to the school’s close proximity to the participating high school. Both graduate 
and undergraduate students were invited to participate in the program. A total of 9 graduate 
students and 7 undergraduate students volunteered and enrolled in the program.  

High school students were recruited form Henry W. Grady High School in midtown Atlanta. Grady 
High School is committed to excellence in public education, designated as one of the four small 
learning communities: Communication and Journalism. This learning community is highly 
interested in teaching students about creativity, design and design processes. Through one of the 
classes offered at the institution, 24 high school students were recruited for the program. 

 

Program Topics 

Urbanism was a designated topic for the program. The project topic was chosen to address local 
urban needs. Moreover, it was an opportunity to work with local entities interested in improving 
the use of urban outdoor spaces. As such, the major goal was to expose professionals and 
students to design devices for outdoor spaces with the intent of creating social impact. They were 
expected to design products and/or systems prototypes that could be implemented in order to 
promote better use of outdoor urban spaces in the city of Atlanta.  
 
Four local entities were included in the program. First, the Atlanta BeltLine Inc. (ABI), tasked with 
planning and executing the implementation of a network of public parks, multi-use trails and 
transit along a historic 22-mile railroad corridor [2]. Second, the Henry W. Grady High School 
campus was included as the urban setting to design for [3]. Their outdoor campus has been 
facing underutilization due to the impact of students using computers indoors. Third, the Georgia 
Institute of Technology was also included as another urban setting [4]. New bridges to link east 
and west sides of campus have been developed with outdoor landscaping. Even though open 
green spaces are available, they remain underutilized. Lastly, designing for the metropolitan 
Atlanta area was also part of this program, and the Livable Communities Coalition was included 
as the fourth urban setting [5]. The Livable Communities Coalition aims to improve the quality of 
life in metropolitan Atlanta by focusing on land use, density, transportation, housing choices, and 
conservation of open green space and natural resources or environments. 
 

Program structure 

Having identified the topics, the program set three shared main premises for the projects and 
urban settings. These premises operated as design drivers for participants to meet: 

1. First, participants had the task to integrate communities and generations by design.  
2. Second, they needed to address the issue of motivating people to move by design.  



 

3. Lastly, making cities more livable by design was of major importance to be evident in the 
projects. 

Participants would be divided into teams and randomly assigned one of the four urban settings. 
Professionals would be briefed on the allocated urban setting in advance so as to be prepared to 
lead their teams at event kick-off. The high school students would be given the topic when the 
event started and groups assigned. A total of 8 teams were set up, comprised of one 
professional, one graduate student, one undergraduate student and three high school students 
(see Figure 2) (though some teams had more graduate students than others). The goal was to 
have half of the members being knowledgeable with the design discipline, and the other half to be 
taught about the discipline. Meaning, a ratio of one design related member for one non-design 
related member. 

 
The program was structured such that design professionals functioned as the project leads. Their 
goal was to kickoff the program with brainstorming activities, lead the scope of the project and 
supervise the project development. Students could access professionals but their availability was 
limited and reserved for major milestones meetings, or via e-mail for other tasks. Industrial design 
college students worked with the high school teams on a day-to-day basis during design 
development, supplementing the professionals especially during the prototyping phase. By 
supplementing the design professionals, academic students were able to develop a rapport with 
the professionals and network for future job opportunities. With this structure, high school 
students are exposed to the entire design process from conceptualization to execution.  
 

 
 
Figure 2. Group meeting during program kickoff. 

 

 
 
Figure 3. Student study models. 
 

Design parameters were set up in advance so as to serve as a logical guide for professionals and 
students to operate under. The parameters presented included the following: 

 
1. The product(s) must be designed for the outdoors within the assigned urban setting 
2. Design a product(s) with simplicity and major social impact 



 

3. The product(s) design should address the program’s “design drivers” issues: 
a. Integrate communities and generations by design 
b. Motivate people to move by design 
c. Making cities more livable (specifically the assigned* urban environment) by 

design 
4. Design a product(s) that can be realized with $500 
5. Design a product(s) that can be realized/replicated in a short period of time (e.g. 2 

weeks) 

 
Program Assessment 
A survey questionnaire was conducted to assess the overall performance of the program. The 
survey was composed of 10 questions that could be completed online in approximately 10 
minutes. The online survey was sent to all program participants including the professionals, the 
high school students, the graduate students and the undergraduate students. For the purposes of 
assessing the program, organizers were excluded from the survey. As such, a total of 49 
participants were included in the survey. A total of 42 participants (86%) successfully responded 
to the questions. Out of all respondents, 60% were high school students, 17% graduate students, 
13% professionals and 10% undergraduate students (see Figure 12). 

 
Figure 4. Survey participants. 
 
Overall, 98% of the participants reported to repeat the program. The majority of the thoughts 
about the program were positive (76%), where only 7% had negative comments. The majority of 
the comments towards the program were encouraging as respondents stated: 
 

“This was a wonderful experience. It opened an opportunity to us that every designer dreams 
of. Also, I learned many new things about the world of industrial design.” 
 
“I loved working in the program and I loved working in a professional setting. Overall it was a 
memorable experience and got me used to working under a deadline.” 
 
“The OutReach program was a good experience. Because I have never gone through the 
process of industrial design before, it was challenging. However, I learned a lot about the 
design process that I was not exposed to before the project. I enjoyed the program, and 
thought it was neat to learn from professionals and hear their feedback.” 
 
“Great idea & very revealing to all levels of participants.” 
 
“Education has found a valuable design ally. It was useful, effective, and awakening to all 
involved. To mentor, to guide, are the cornerstones of building enthusiasm for any profession.” 

 
Participants were asked to list three concepts that have been learned with this program. High 
schools students reported different concepts from responsibility, sacrifice, presentations, making 



 

things, questioning, etc. Among all 10 identified categories of concepts, the most frequently 
described keywords were time management (17%), teamwork (14%), sketching/ideation (10%), 
brainstorming (8%) and production/constrains (8%). In general, students reported to learn “the 
full, intricate process of designing, and then mocking a full sized industrial project as well as how 
to work efficiently under pressure and tight schedules”. 
Time constrains was reported to be inappropriate. The majority of the participants (76%) stated 
that 2 weeks was not sufficient for the program. Many recommendations included extending the 
schedule to 3 weeks. Other recommendations included scaling down the topic, where 76% 
reported not to be appropriate for the allocated time and purpose of the program.  
The majority of the participants stated that the program was well structured in terms of milestones 
(71%) and that team size structure was highly appropriate (95%). In terms of rating the program, 
high scores were given to the organizers availability as well as the program organization, settings, 
materials and resources (see figure 13). 

 

 
Figure 5. Program assessment. 
 

Design Outcomes 

Teams were asked to go through the entire design process from ideation to product fabrication. 
The outcomes of the program were functional prototypes. The goal was not only to expose 
students to the complete design process but also to potentially place their outdoor designs in the 
assigned urban settings. The designed products were to be produced on a small-scale using 
desktop manufacturing techniques, such as laser cutting. The rationale was to limit the need of 
specialized skills for fabrication. If special fabrication were needed, academic students and 
professionals would compensate for the skills needed. 
 
The program concluded with the expected outcomes, where teams presented their final 
prototypes and presentation.  Eight inquisitive and distinctive products were designed and 
delivered in a 3-hour concluding event. Two products per setting (Atlanta Beltline Inc., Henry W. 
Grady High School Campus, Georgia Tech Campus and Livable Communities 
Coalition/Metropolitan Atlanta) were presented, described in the next paragraphs. 
 
Team 1 developed “Trash n’ Smash”, an interactive trashcan that encourages students to use 
them by offering an interactive experience through music. Their concept was based on reducing 
pollution at the Henry W. Grady High School and giving students something valuable for them in 
return. As students used the trashcan, they collected points to tune music of their choice. Their 
based their design on remanufacturing the top part of exhibiting trashcans, made of gray ABS 
plastic. 
 
Team 2 developed “Around the Blox”, an improved interface for the new-implemented Atlanta 
parking system. After user research, their concept was based on designing a better and friendlier 
interface, a shell which helps to resolve weather exposure, screen glare, visibility from a distance 



 

as well as street and side walk surrounding the box itself, making the path and information more 
apparent. Their proposition was an economical solution that used vinyl decals mounted in plastic 
and existing parking systems (see figure 8). They also proposed an additional design of creating 
a shading system around the existing paring system. 

 

 
 
Figure 6. “Around the Blox” interface design.  
 

 
 

Figure 7. “History Station” concept design

Team 3 developed “History Station”, a platform that brings you back to the Atlanta’s past located 
at the Atlanta Beltline. Their concept was based on providing a box display that showed the 
history of Atlanta’s trains (see figure 9). In addition, a seating device was incorporated to “rest 
while learning”. Through this design, people were encouraged to walk the beltline as an open-air 
public museum.  
 
Team 4 developed “Tech Bench”, a seating design for the Georgia Tech campus. Their concept 
proposed providing social impact through seating designs. Their focus was to create more social 
areas within the green spaces at the campus (see figure 10). Their based their concept on the 
aesthetical properties of biological systems such as hives to allow multiple and flexible 
configurations. Even though their final prototype was produced in plywood, they proposed using 
recycled high-density polyethylene and adding solar panels to enhance their design.  Solar power 
would allow the seating system to have outlets for plugging multimedia devices outdoors. 

 

 
Figure 8. “Tech Bench” seating design. 

 
 

 
 
Figure 9. “The Leaf” seating design.

Team 5 developed “Knight Life”, a physical interactive display system at the Henry W. Grady High 
School. Their concept addressed the issues of poor advertising of school events and lack of 
school/student spirit. The interactive system was based on the idea of collecting tickets for a 
monthly raffle to win the opportunity to design and display unique ads in the display system called 
shields. 



 

 
Team 6 developed “Walk Waves”, a stylish barrier serving as a safety device found around 
metropolitan Atlanta. Their goal was to create a versatile product for the community that is 
modular, visually appealing and durable to be placed as safety barriers to the bridges of 
metropolitan Atlanta. In addition, they proposed the devices to operate as information system by 
allowing the incorporation of maps on them. Their proposition consisted of shape mold concrete 
materials. 
 
Team 7 developed “Search and Seek”, an interactive game for the Atlanta Beltline. Their concept 
was based on a scavenger hunt one-day annual event. Their goal was to raise awareness about 
the Beltline through a learning game experience; getting people to moving through physical 
games around the Beltline; and connecting generations in a fun way.  
 
Team 8 developed “The Leaf”, a seating design for the 5

th
 Street Bridge at the Georgia Tech 

campus. Their concept was based on transforming the bridge into a destination. Their focus was 
to design a seating area that is inviting and comfortable to attract people to the area. Their 
proposition provided an aesthetical appeal alluding to the classic wooden bench swing (see figure 
11). The final product was made of ½ inch plywood with threaded steel rods.  
 
Discussion 
Overall, the participants at all levels of the OutReach program (organizers, professionals, college 
students, high school students and parents) considered the endeavor a success, with some 
changes suggested to be implemented for a second staging. The design professionals (team 
leaders) found valuable mentoring experience and learned to lead teams with wide-ranged 
capabilities and maturity. Graduate and undergraduate college students saw design education 
from “the other side” and came away with a greater appreciation for articulation of design process 
and for teaching design concepts. 
 
In regards to project structure, it was found that many high school students had difficulty relating 
to the size and scope of the environmental and open-ended design tasks presented them. It is 
recommended that activities be restructured in the future to be more product focused to allow 
better hands-on understanding of problem contexts by the high school students. Additionally, 
problem scopes need to be better prescribed, allowing the project teams to focus on ‘how they 
are going to solve the problem’ and less time on ‘figuring out what to do.’ It is believed this will 
lead to more robust project outcomes. 
 
Part way through the program, it became apparent there was a missed opportunity with the 
structure of the program - a lack of focus on parents of the high schools students. The parents 
were very supportive of the OutReach program and were more eager to be involved than the 
organizers had foreseen. At the conclusion of the program, many parents expressed that they too 
wanted to learn more about industrial design as a profession. This is a very important audience to 
engage, as parents play a major role in their children’s career direction and choice of academic 
institution. In the future, it is suggested that program planning include special focused sessions 
for parents. These sessions will take place at the launch of the two-week program with 
presentations describing industrial design and the role of designers and will allow parents to 
engage the organizers, IDSA officers and professionals directly. 
 
Community 
The aforementioned OutReach program served as community-based program for strengthening 
professional participation in design education.  Results indicate that it generated a greater sense 
of community within the local Atlanta design circles, including the following: 

• The IDSA Atlanta chapter was able to successfully engage portions of the membership 
that had not been active participants in more traditional events (lectures, socials, etc.). 



 

These members found great reward in mentoring the high school and academic students 
and expressed desire to participate in the program in the future. The opportunity that the 
OutReach program presented reinforced, to a degree, their membership value. 

• The program served as a valuable networking opportunity between the academic 
students and practitioners. Many of the college students made valuable contacts for 
project work, mentorship and future employment. 

• Several high school students were motivated to consider industrial design as a college 
course of study. One student’s parents remarked that he re-engaged with lego model-
building as a result of interaction in the program. 

• IDSA and Georgia Tech’s School of Industrial Design formed an important relationship 
with Grady High School as a result of the OutReach program. After the program’s 
conclusion, professors and professionals have participated in class project critiques and 
portfolio reviews at Grady High. 

 
Another example of a sense community can be mentioned from the high school perspective. After 
completion of the program, the high school computer lab was broken into and most of the 
computers were stolen, leaving the students without tools to continue their class work. The Grady 
High School reached out the IDSA and the OutReach program participants for help and guidance 
on finishing out her learning goals for the semester. IDSA Atlanta was able to recruit members to 
donate their time and attend her class, giving lectures and presentations on design and related 
projects. In this manner, the IDSA community was able to supplement content for the class and 
enrich the students’ learning experiences. OutReach is not only to reach out future designers, 
professionals or college students, but to create a community of support and resources dedicated 
to strengthening design education 
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