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EQUIPPING FUTURE 
CHANGE AGENTS 
T he question posed was, What is the state of education today: the good, the bad and 

ugly? If you remember the film of the same name, each of the three main characters 
was trying to get to the hidden loot first. What are we trying to get to? What’s the goal? 

I would suggest that it is, How to change industrial design education so that it’s relevant for 
the industry both now and in the future? How do we get there? Hopefully by good change, 
avoiding bad change and limiting ugly change.

One of the keys is to prioritize and leverage the holistic student experience. It’s not 
enough to just think about what happens in individual classrooms. We can add so much more 
value by considering how we can facilitate emerging designers to leverage the whole university 
experience: studying abroad, business, humanities, art, technology, internships, etc.

Educators and institutions also have to become more agile to remain relevant. It is vital 
that we adapt and develop new curricula that respond to changes in the industry so that we 
can equip our graduates with the skills and competencies they will need.

Students in industrial design are developing a fantastic mix of transferable skills that will 
enable them to respond to the changing context of practice and to address the needs of roles 
that have yet to be invented. But do they know this and can they sell these skills effectively to 
employers and clients?

One of the challenges is that it’s sometimes tough for graduates with a diverse mix of 
skills to demonstrate them to employers who were educated in a different era and have differ-
ent expectations from a portfolio. 

I remain convinced that an education in industrial design is the best preparation for being 
a critical change agent to help society address the increasingly complex challenges we face.

Can designers save the world? No, of course not, but we can help!  

—James W.R. Fathers, IDSA
jwfather@syr.edu

Fathers joined Syracuse University in 2013 as the founding director of the School of Design. Prior to this 
he spent 15 years as a design educator in the UK and 10 years before that as a designer in manufacturing 
and a consultant to small and medium enterprises on innovation and design. 








