
I N N O VAT I O N  W I N T E R  2 0 0 8 37

I
ndustrial design education is evolving. In order to keep it relevant to the ever-changing skill set, user

behavior patterns and demands of the global marketplace, some academies are developing creative

new approaches for partnering with industry. Educational entrepreneurs are forging relationships

between professional practice and their academies to create a number of new, compelling initiatives for

design education. It is a holistic approach that combines theory with practice.

Industrial design educators across the country are faced with the challenges of creating and implementing

programs that respond to the changes occurring within industry. Working with other disciplines in order to alter

the process of design and innovation is one such shift. Business has witnessed the effectiveness of creating

cross-functional teams to tackle particularly complex problems, as well as trim time to market.
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Industrial design education currently provides a rigor-
ous, broad-based experience for training future designers in
the process of product design and development, as well as
technical skills-based training. However, there is a signifi-
cant lag in academia when it comes to anticipating and
quickly responding to the ever-changing behavior pat-
terns that emerge from new technologies and the
demands of local, regional and global situations. This also
highlights the need for design education to tackle the enor-
mous socially relevant issues of the day.

These are significant hurdles that need to be addressed,
not only at individual universities but also within the larger
context of professional associations such as IDSA and the
National Association of Schools of Art and Design.

Progressive Initiatives
A number of academies have been proactive in creating pro-
gressive initiatives to address changes in the profession and
improve the overall effectiveness of their students as they
enter the work force. One significant trend is to focus on
interdisciplinary education. The integration of design and
engineering was most likely pioneered by Craig Vogel, FIDSA
and Jonathan Cagan, IDSA at Carnegie Mellon University in
the late 1990s. Other institutions, including Stanford, Art
Center, RISD and Rochester Institute of Technology, have
also begun to integrate design and engineering.
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Challenges 
The university, like any business, follows a number of pro-
cedures to ensure curricular development is appropriate
and effective for the core mission of the university and the
specific department. In addition, scholastic associations
double as watchdogs for curricular development and
change. This bureaucracy, while effective within the tradi-
tional context of a college curriculum (e.g., history, mathe-
matics, ancient literature), may be an obstacle when devel-
oping a curriculum. Programs that attempt to deal with the
accelerated pace and organic nature of communication and
technology within the global marketplace, and the subse-
quent demands this imposes upon the industrial design
profession, must pass through these gates. 

It can easily take up to three years to actualize a new
course, curriculum or program. Between writing the material,
putting it through all the review and approval processes, mak-
ing revisions, gaining final approval and adding the new
course description to the academic timetable, several years
have transpired. This system is its own design challenge—
how can administrators and educators create a more flexible
and timely process without compromising the quality of edu-
cation? How can the academy create innovation within its
administration to break down the silos on campus? What
new techniques can be deployed in order to offer cross-list-
ings of courses and coordination of the university timetable? 



Part of the mission of such integrated courses is fash-
ioning a contemporary client-based partnership that will
tackle the pressing problems facing a company or product
line. The students must effectively respond to new and
evolving user needs and technologies. Design education
can simulate some of the challenges students will face upon
entering the work force. These types of experiences provide
an opportunity for young designers to quickly learn to deal
with the anxiety of uncertainty. Demonstrated through a
structured process, students learn to create workable para-
meters in order to form a path through the ideation and
development process that, although often serpentine, can
lead to a single, effective and appropriate solution. At the
same time, this stage-gate process conveys the lesson that
there is more than one solution to a given problem.

I joined the industrial design faculty at the University of
Illinois at Chicago (UIC) in 2002 as a clinical professor. I had
been working as an industrial designer in the corporate,
manufacturing, nonprofit and consulting fields since the late
1970s. When I first started teaching, I was offering instruc-
tion within the context of a typical industrial design studio
course. While the students were being introduced to many
essential traditional skills, I quickly realized that they lacked
knowledge of and exposure to the related disciplines—such
as engineering, manufacturing, marketing and anthropolo-
gy/ethnography—that professionals work with on a regular
basis. The university was not mirroring the rapid changes
taking place in the profession.

In 2002, UIC hired a new provost, Dr. R. Michael Tanner,
who understands the importance of interdisciplinary educa-
tion. He is extremely supportive of faculty ingenuity for innov-
ative educational initiatives. As a new faculty member, it was
gratifying (and necessary) to find support at the highest levels
of the academy for creating and implementing new pro-
grams, not only for industrial design education but also for
cross-functional initiatives involving business, engineering,
anthropology, architecture, computer science and medicine. 

UIC dean Judith Kirshner, and Marcia Lausen, IDSA,
director of the School of Design, also provided the neces-
sary administrative support in order to push forward with
several new program directives: the Interdisciplinary
Product Development (IPD) program, the UIC/Motorola
Innovation Center and the Design Defined program.

Interdisciplinary Product Development 
Launched in 2002, the IPD curriculum is the capstone two-
semester course that combines the study of industrial
design, mechanical engineering, electrical engineering,
anthropology and marketing. Students from the design,
engineering and business colleges work together in cross-
functional teams to research and develop new product con-
cepts. Eschewing the old sequential model of product devel-
opment, the IPD program teaches concurrent best practices
for the integration of disciplines from the earliest stages of
product development.

It is team taught by faculty from the three colleges, with
guest lectures by faculty in experiential learning, anthropolo-
gy, communication and organizational psychology. Each year
a corporate sponsor serves as the client and provides finan-
cial support for resources and materials not normally available
within a traditional academic environment: professionally con-
ducted market research, research participant incentives,
team-building exercises, innovation training, rapid prototyp-
ing, materials and supplies, travel and other expenses. 

The client company, in association with the IPD faculty,
fashions an interesting and challenging assignment. It is
also able to participate directly with the student teams.
Besides the innovative ideas the students produce, the
company often uses the program as a laboratory to study
product development techniques and team-building exer-
cises that it may later transfer to its internal teams. 

In addition to such deliverables as market and ethno-
graphic research, product concepts, use-case scenarios,
personas, study models, prototypes and marketing plans,
IDP offers the sponsor two value propositions: connecting
with talented graduates from all three programs and invigo-
rating its internal teams and methodologies. Students gain
a unique educational experience that gives them exposure
to the approach leading-edge organizations take to fuel
new product development.

The fall semester focuses on research, then the spring
semester uses this acquired knowledge to create an actual
product or product platform. As a matter of fact, some
company sponsors have taken a number of the product
concepts to the next level with the eventual goal of com-
mercialization. Students are required to sign a confidentiali-
ty non-disclosure agreement and an intellectual property
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from the IPD program. The teams scour hundreds of
exhibitors at the show searching for products that exempli-
fy a strong commitment to design while achieving effective
solutions to user problems.

Design Finders evaluate products according to five
design criteria: innovation (how is the design new and
unique), aesthetics (how does the appearance enhance the
product), user (how does the design solution benefit the
user), environment (how is the product ecologically respon-
sible) and impact (how did or might the product impact the
market and the company’s business). Companies recog-
nized for their commitment to good design are named
Design Defined Honorees. This activity also provides indus-
trial design students the opportunity to critique new product
introductions and apply critical thinking to artifacts other
than their own designs, while providing a forum for mean-
ingful interaction with practitioners and manufacturers.

A number of universities have realized that the educa-
tional model for teaching industrial design, product devel-
opment and techniques for innovation requires administra-
tive support as well as partnerships with industry, practi-
tioners and professional associations. Institutions like UIC
have found that by empowering faculty, streamlining admin-
istrative hurdles and creating proactive programs, they can
position themselves to take on the challenges of an ever-
changing world. n

agreement that gives the client ownership of the work.
Client sponsors partnering with UIC since 2002 have includ-
ed Motorola, Whirlpool Corporation, Elkay Manufacturing,
Cobra Electronics, Wilton Industries/Copco, Rehco and
Pactiv Corporation (Hefty brand).

UIC/Motorola Innovation Center
The success of the IPD program led to the establishment of
a 10,000-square-foot state-of-the-art facility, the UIC/
Motorola Innovation Center, housed in a former grocery
store on campus. Opened in the fall of 2008, its mission is
to become a national leader in educating for innovation, cre-
ating breakthrough integrative designs and technologies,
and commercializing technology and ideas. The actual
physical space was designed to encourage creativity and
facilitate collaboration at all levels. The flexible open spaces
and furnishings support multifunctional teams that include
such specialty areas as plenary rooms, consumer research
observation spaces, project team spaces, faculty research
war rooms, a haptics laboratory, a project lab and rapid pro-
totyping equipment.

Another aspect of the Innovation Center is to provide a
venue for guest lectures, professional and association meet-
ings, exhibitions, and a test and research laboratory to facili-
tate deeper involvement with the professional community. To
encourage such activities, UIC is fashioning a creative busi-
ness case model to offer various levels of engagement, part-
nership, sponsorship, donation and single-use options. This
flexible approach also demonstrates the university’s acknowl-
edgement of the needs of an evolving educational model.

Design Defined
Another educational entrepreneurial initiative was begun in
2005 in conjunction with the International Housewares
Association (IHA). Design Defined is a product design
recognition program conducted during the annual
International Home+Housewares Show held at Chicago’s
McCormick Place every March. According to Phil Brandl,
president of IHA, “The purpose of the Design Defined pro-
gram is to bring attention to those companies that have
placed a premium on quality design.” It also enables indus-
trial design students to quickly learn how to evaluate
product introductions within the context of a global
industry tradeshow.

Products are selected by Design Finders, teams of
young designers, experienced practitioners and educators
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