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DESIGN FOR THE REAL WORLD

During the past decade, we have seen the upsurge of a worldwide movement to 
apply design methods to solutions for social, economic and environmental 
problems, particularly in the so-called developing world. The movement has its 
philosophical roots in the 1960s and 70s, in the visionary work of Victor Papanek 
and R. Buckminster Fuller, who wrote the introduction to Papanek’s 
groundbreaking 1971 book, Design for the Real World, the Urtext of what I will 
call here “Social Design.”
Papanek’s ideas then lay at the far edge of acceptability. Arguing that most 
design pandered to evanescent wants and desires while ignoring genuine 
human needs, Papanek was something of an embarrassment and his book an 
irritant to most design practitioners at a time of exuberant consumerism.



THE DEBATE

Depending on one’s point of view, this movement goes by various names. 
If you think it is a good thing, you call it:

                                      PHILANTHROPIC DESIGN                                                                     
                  HUMANITARIAN DESIGN                                                                           
                                 SOCIAL DESIGN                                                  
             DESIGN FOR IMPACT                                                      
         DESIGN TO IMPROVE LIFE

At our consultancy Collective Invention, my colleagues and I think the movement 
is basically a good thing...that needs a lot of improvement. We say:   

  WE HELP PEOPLE DOING GOOD DO IT BETTER 
    BY EQUIPPING LEADERS                    
   TO INNOVATE FOR THE COMMON GOOD

Among those skeptical of the movement, its motives or its efficacy, I have heard 
it called:

        PIOUS DESIGN
     ELITIST                                                             
               PATERNALISTIC                                                              
    NEO-COLONIALIST 
                                     NEW IMPERIALISM                                      
    CONDESCENDING   
  IGNORANT OF THE LOCAL NEEDS, CULTURE AND    
  CAPACITIES OF PRESUMED RECIPIENTS

These contrasting views played out recently in an online exchange between two 
good friends of mine who happen also to be major forces on the design scene – 
Bruce Nussbaum and Emily Pilliton. The conversation took place on The 
Co.Design web site of Fast Company magazine. 

Bruce, you have to understand, has probably done more to move design to the 
center of business thinking than any single non-designer. As assistant managing 
editor of Business Week magazine, he initiated the annual IDEA Industrial 
Design Excellence Awards. 

Here are Bruce’s critique of Humanitarian Design and Emily’s reply:



Fast Company Co.Design 

Is Humanitarian Design the 
New Imperialism?
DOES OUR DESIRE TO HELP DO MORE HARM THAN 
GOOD?  By Bruce Nussbaum, 07.08.2010

Emily Pilloton's Design Revolution Road Show, the physical 
embodiment of her non-profit Project H Design rolled into New York a 
few weeks ago stopping at Metropolis, the Cooper Hewitt National 
Design Museum and ICFF. Yes, Project H is hot in U.S. and European 
design circles, almost as sizzling as IDEO, the Acumen Fund, and 
One Laptop Per Child.

And why not? Emily’s Project H is a pure play in using design to do 
good. It doesn’t get better than this mission statement:

“ Project H Design connects the power of design to the people who 
need it most, and the places where it can make a real and lasting 
difference. We are a team of designers, architects, and builders 
engaging locally through partnerships with social service 
organizations, communities, and schools to improve the quality of life 
for the socially overlooked. Our five-tenet design process (There is no 
design without action; We design WITH, not FOR; We document, 
share and measure; We start locally and scale globally, We design 
systems, not stuff) results in simple and effective design solutions for 
those without access to creative capital. Our scalable long-term 
initiatives focus on improving environments, services, products, and 
experiences for youth and K-12 education institutions in the U.S. 
through systems-level design thinking and deep community 
engagements. WE BELIEVE DESIGN CAN CHANGE THE WORLD.”

So do I. But whose design? Which solutions? What problems?

http://designrevolutionroadshow.com/
http://designrevolutionroadshow.com/
http://www.projecthdesign.com/
http://www.projecthdesign.com/
http://projecthdesign.org/about.html
http://projecthdesign.org/about.html


One of Project H's initiatives was to redesign the Hippo Roller, a water 
transportation device

Let me explain. The last time I saw Emily was in Singapore in the fall 
at the ICSID World Design Congress where she was receiving a 
roaring applause from the European and American designers on stage 
after giving a speech about Project H. I loved that speech because it 
linked the power of design to the obligation to do good. In a world 
awash in consumption, with many designers complicit in designing 
that consumption, Emily’s message was right on.
But not to the mostly Asian designer audience. Of course there was 
polite applause but, to my surprise, there was also a lot of loud 



grumbling against Emily along the lines of "What makes her think she 
can just come in and solve our problems?” This was a challenge of 
presumption that just stopped me cold--and sent me back to my 
Peace Corps days when I heard a lot about Western cultural 
imperialism from my Filipino friends. Are designers helping the "Little 
Brown Brothers?" Are designers the new anthropologists or 
missionaries, come to poke into village life, "understand" it and make it 
better--their "modern" way?
Naw. I dismissed the rumblings in the audience against Emily and 
Project H as insignificant. After all, what were those Asian designers 
doing for their own poor people in villages and towns in India, the 
Philippines, and China?
Then, some months later at Parsons School for Design, the same 
thing happened. I went to a talk by IDIOM Design, one of India’s top 
design consultancies.
Might Indian, Brazilian and African designers have important design 
lessons to teach Western designers?

At the end of a great presentation, a 20-something woman from the 
Acumen Fund rushed to the front and said in the proudest, most 
optimistic, breathless way that Acumen was teaming up with IDEO 
and the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation to design better ways of 
delivering safe drinking water to Indian villagers. She said this to the 
Indian businessman Kishoreji Biyani, who is the key investor in IDIOM, 
and to my stunned surprise--and hers--he groused that there was a 
better, Indian way of solving the problem. She didn't know what to say. 
And I didn't either.

I know the Acumen and IDEO people and they, like Emily, are the very 
best. I know the IDIOM folks and they, too, are the very best. And I 
have met Mr. Biyani in India and he is an amazing businessman. But 
he, too, like many in the Asian audience in Singapore, took offense at 
Western design intervention in his country.

So what’s going on? Did what I see in these two occasions represent 
something wider and deeper? Is the new humanitarian design coming 
out of the U.S. and Europe being perceived through post-colonial eyes 
as colonialism? Are the American and European designers presuming 
too much in their attempt to do good?

http://theidiomdesignandconsultingblog.blogspot.com/2010/03/idiom-izing-new-york.html
http://theidiomdesignandconsultingblog.blogspot.com/2010/03/idiom-izing-new-york.html


As I pondered this, I remembered the contretemps over One Laptop 
Per Child, an incredibly ambitious project sponsored by all the good 
guys--the MIT Media Lab, Pentagram, Continuum, fuseproject.

The OLPC XO-3, a touchscreen pad device, is planned to debut in 2012

Again, I know most of the players and they are good souls. The laptop 
itself is wonderful, with a beautiful shape and unique interface. Yet, 
OLPC failed in its initial plan to drop millions of inexpensive computers 
into villages, to hook kids directly to the Web and, in effect, get them 
to educate themselves. The Indian establishment locked OLPC out 
precisely because it perceived the effort as inappropriate technological 
colonialism that cut out those responsible for education in the country
—policymakers, teachers, curriculum builders, parents. OLPC never 
got into China either. Or most of the large nations it had originally 
targeted.
So where are we with humanitarian design? I know almost all of my 
Gen Y students want to do it because their value system is into doing 

http://laptop.org/en/
http://laptop.org/en/
http://laptop.org/en/
http://laptop.org/en/
http://www.olpcnews.com/countries/india/atanu_dey_olpc_is_inappropriat.html
http://www.olpcnews.com/countries/india/atanu_dey_olpc_is_inappropriat.html


good globally. Young designers in consultancies and corporations 
want to do humanitarian design for the same reason.
But should we take a moment now that the movement is gathering 
speed to ask whether or not American and European designers are 
collaborating with the right partners, learning from the best local 
people, and being as sensitive as they might to the colonial legacies of 
the countries they want to do good in. Do designers need to better see 
themselves through the eyes of the local professional and business 
classes who believe their countries are rising as the U.S. and Europe 
fall and wonder who, in the end, has the right answers? Might Indian, 
Brazilian and African designers have important design lessons to 
teach Western designers?
And finally, one last question: why are we only doing humanitarian 
design in Asia and Africa and not Native American reservations or 
rural areas, where standards of education, water and health match the 
very worst overseas?

BRUCE NUSSBAUM
Bruce Nussbaum blogs, tweets and writes on innovation, design thinking 
and creativity. The former assistant managing editor for Business Week is a 
Professor of Innovation and Design at Parsons The New School of Design. 
He is founder of the Innovation & Design online channel; founder of IN: 
Inside Innovation, a quarterly innovation supplement.

http://www.fastcodesign.com/users/bruce-nussbaum
http://www.fastcodesign.com/users/bruce-nussbaum
http://www.fastcodesign.com/users/bruce-nussbaum
http://www.fastcodesign.com/users/bruce-nussbaum


Fast Company Co.Design

Are Humanitarian Designers 
Imperialists? Emily Pilliton & 
Project H Respond  07.15.2010

Not all American designers are leaving the country 
to do good.

While sitting in the parking lot of a BoJangles restaurant at 11 
o'clock at night, I opened the link to Bruce Nussbaum’s recently 
published "Is Humanitarian Design the New Imperialism?" article 
on this very forum. You may wonder why I was squatting outside a 
fried chicken franchise, and the answer is simple: It is the only 

http://www.fastcodesign.com/1661859/is-humanitarian-design-the-new-imperialism
http://www.fastcodesign.com/1661859/is-humanitarian-design-the-new-imperialism


place, aside from the public school buildings, that has wireless 
Internet access in my home of Bertie County, North Carolina.

Bertie County, North Carolina. 27 people per square mile, 1 in 3 children living 
below the poverty line

Daily problems found in such rural communities, including the lack 
of connectedness and access to technology, have become very 
real and very personal to me in recent months. Earlier this year, I 
relocated the headquarters of Project H Design, which I founded 
in 2008, to Bertie County, the poorest county in North Carolina, 
where one in three children are living below the poverty line, to 
more deeply explore the role of design in public education in rural 
America. Having worked with the Bertie County School District for 
18 months now on a variety of design initiatives from educational 
playgrounds to more convivial computer lab spaces, my partner 
Matthew Miller and I now call it home. In fact, we are about to 
embark on a long-term design/build program within the public 

http://www.projecthdesign.com/
http://www.projecthdesign.com/


school system for which our business cards will now read “High 
School Shop Teacher.”

As I began reading Mr. Nussbaum’s article, which begins by 
describing Project H Design as an example of a humanitarian 
design entity with good intentions (with a few key factual errors), I 
began to see where this was going. I know Mr. Nussbaum 
personally and greatly respect his voice and role in the design 
world, and while he is overt and sincere in his personal support of 
our work, the article takes a critical turn. Quite diplomatically 
(albeit passive aggressively), Mr. Nussbaum calls out Project H, 
among others including the Acumen Fund and the designers 
behind One Laptop Per Child, as design imperialists, "good souls" 
who are "presuming too much in their attempt to do good." He 
points to a disconnectedness from the places we serve, both 
geographically and culturally, as the culprit.

Rural Bertie County’s main crops are peanuts, cotton, and tobacco

http://www.acumenfund.org/
http://www.acumenfund.org/
http://www.olpc.org/
http://www.olpc.org/


At this point, I cringed, but nodded along, agreeing with his 
assessment that too often humanitarian design is a scattershot 
"fly-by-night" occurrence in which Designers (with a capital D) 
swoop in with their capes and "design thinking" to save the poor 
folks. Designers who give a damn are easily drawn to the "poverty 
porn" of the slums of Mumbai or small acreage farms of Africa, 
before walking around the block and into a homeless shelter in 
San Francisco.

I can articulate such disdain for the approach, because Project H 
has been there. We have made the mistake of being 
disconnected from the people and places for which we design. 
The Hippo Roller re-design project was in many ways the biggest 
error we have made as an organization. Our first project, we 
undertook the re-design of the water transport device produced 
and distributed in South Africa, quite simply, because we were a 
newly-formed organization excited to get started. We had yet to 
see the value of local work, and were drawn to the simplicity of a 
device that so clearly has the potential to improve life. In 
hindsight, the process of redesigning the Hippo Roller was 
misguided and disconnected because of its lack of direct 
collaboration with end users, and a minimal shared investment in 
its success. While the resulting redesigned Hippo Roller is 
effective, we realized that the process was not. At the conclusion 
of the project, we put a stake in the ground to only take on 
projects that are local (that is, where the designer and partner/
client are in the same location and call that place home). That Mr. 
Nussbaum defined our organization's work by its anomaly is a 
gross misrepresentation.

http://www.fastcompany.com/blog/alissa-walker/designerati/project-hs-hippo-roller
http://www.fastcompany.com/blog/alissa-walker/designerati/project-hs-hippo-roller


Computer lab built for the Bertie County School District

Since the Hippo Roller project, we have stuck to the principle of 
working in our own backyards (in fact, Mr. Nussbaum even quotes 
this principle in our mission statement: "We start locally..."). Of 20 
current projects, 18 are based in the U.S., run by local designers 
invested in their own communities, in places they understand, 
with people who are fellow citizens (the remaining two projects 
are in Mexico City, but designed and executed by a team of 
talented Mexican designers). We are still learning, but we know 
this local process to be more honest and productive than our 
Hippo Roller days.



It isn't about design 
anymore, it's about an 
educational process that 
produces creative capital 
where it did not exist before.
It is only through this local engagement and shared investment 
that the humanitarian design process shines. It is through this 
personal connection to place and people that the human qualities 
of design rise to the top of the priority list, through which our 
clients are no longer beneficiaries, but experts and co-designers 
right there with us. In his infamous address titled “To Hell With 
Good Intentions,” Ivan Illich puts this beautifully: "If you have any 
sense of responsibility at all, stay with your riots here at home... 
You will know what you are doing, why you are doing it, and how 
to communicate with those to whom you speak. And you will know 
when you fail. If you insist on working with the poor, if this is your 
vocation, then at least work among the poor who can tell you to 
go to hell." We all have to learn how to be citizens again: citizens 
first, and designers second. Citizenship is inherently local, defined 
by our connection and commitment to the places we best know 
and most love. I believe this is a point Mr. Nussbaum would agree 
with.

At the end of the piece, Mr. Nussbaum calls for a redirection of 
humanitarian design, asking, "...why are we only doing 
humanitarian design in Asia and Africa and not Native American 
reservations or rural areas, where standards of education, water 
and health match the very worst overseas?"

http://www.swaraj.org/illich_hell.htm
http://www.swaraj.org/illich_hell.htm
http://www.swaraj.org/illich_hell.htm
http://www.swaraj.org/illich_hell.htm


Two of our Studio H students, high school juniors Anthony and Erick

My jaw dropped. Am I not living in rural America, trying my 
damnedest to tackle a broken education system, in a very real 
way? Was I not mooching Wi-Fi off of a chicken joint in the middle 
of the night? Had my partner and I not just gone through the 
arduous process of getting our teaching certifications to run 
Studio H, the country’s first high school design/build program? Do 
we not have support from amazing partners like the Kellogg 
Foundation to explore the scalability of design education in rural 
America? Please do your homework, Mr. Nussbaum.

I thought of my 13 high school students, whose stories both break 
my heart and inspire me every day, and the prospect of a design 
studio and wood/metal shop class that might give them a different 
approach to learning: one focused on solving local problems 
through creativity and building. This is the power of humanitarian 
design: When it's not about design anymore, it's about an 
educational process that produces creative capital where it did not 

http://projecthdesign.org/projects/studioh.html
http://projecthdesign.org/projects/studioh.html


exist before, in beautiful ways, by underestimated individuals. In 
our case, you can expect to see amazing things from our Studio H 
students, starting with a farmers' market downtown built by their 
own hands next summer.

Developing games with teachers for the Learning Landscape educational 
playground

There are in fact, plenty of design groups doing just this, working 
in rural America and on reservations and in our American 
metropolises. Mr. Nussbaum's incomplete cataloging of the 
current roster of humanitarian designers ignores them as players 
and paints an incomplete picture. Catapult Design, led by Heather 
Fleming and Tyler Valiquette, has done amazing work with solar 
lighting on the Navajo reservations. Project M bakes pie and 
brings unexpected people together in their community space in 
Greensboro, Alabama. And then there are those who don't call 
themselves designers, doing wonderfully creative community 
development work in Smalltown, USA, like Mark Rembert and 

http://catapultdesign.org/
http://catapultdesign.org/
http://www.projectmlab.org/
http://www.projectmlab.org/


Taylor Stuckert, who founded Energize Clinton County to save 
their hometown of Wilmington, Ohio after an economic 
catastrophe.

For all of us who consider ourselves part of the "design world," 
the issue is not of geography ("Might Indian, Brazilian and African 
designers have important design lessons to teach Western 
designers?" as Mr. Nussbaum asks), but one of commitment. I 
may not be born and bred in Bertie County, North Carolina, but I 
call it home. I go to the post office and ask Tisha about how her 
weekend pig-picking went. I go to Bunn's Barbecue for lunch and 
ask Randy, the owner, if he wants to come over for a beer on the 
porch this weekend. I get defensive when people make fun of the 
fact that Bertie County doesn't even have a Walmart. And every 
day, I'm feeling more attached to my students, their families, and 
the networks of people that make up their collective education 
system.

Mr. Nussbaum's article greatly oversimplifies the serendipitous 
chaos that is humanitarian design. It draws a line, mostly defined 
by the developed and developing worlds, and says "if you're here, 
and you work there, you're an imperialist." Nothing is so cut and 
dried, particularly in a corner of the design world that is so new, so 
misunderstood, and so much still a work in progress, that some 
days the best we can do is just to keep trucking--eloquently put by 
Patagonia founder Yvon Chouinard, "To do good, you first have to 
do something."

http://energizecc.com/
http://energizecc.com/


Our work-in-progress Studio H shop and classroom space at Bertie High School

And so, Mr. Nussbaum, I leave you with a request and with an 
invitation. I would ask that you strive to better understand the 
messiness, the difficulty, and the honest commitment that most of 
us humanitarian designers work with every day. I would ask that 
you do not oversimplify the humanitarian design process into a 
sound byte. And lastly, I invite you, in earnest, to come visit us in 
Bertie County. As we embark on the first year of Studio H with our 
thirteen students, come to our studio, do some welding in our 
shop, lead a design brainstorm, give a lecture, on Project H's 
dime. I think you will see that we are not imperialists, but young 
designers trying to do our best, shooting from the hip some days, 
but ultimately trying to build something beautiful from within this 
rural place we now call home. 

- Emily Pilliton  http://www.projecthdesign.org

http://www.projecthdesign.org
http://www.projecthdesign.org


A LOCAL EXPERIMENTAL 
COURSE: STUDIO H: BERTIE 
COUNTY, NORTH CAROLINA: 
A “dirty fingernails” design-build-learn course within a general education 
K-12 curriculum in the poorest county in one of the poorest states in the 
U.S.
At the 2011 NAIS (National Assn. of Independent 
Schools) Annual Conference the Keynote Speaker 
was Emily Pilloton, founder of STUDIO H. 
Her subject was: “Design, Build, Transform”

"This is the future of education. This is the school of the future, where all 
children can learn," exclaims Robert Witt, executive director of the Hawaii 
Association of Independent Schools, at the conclusion of Emily Pilloton's 
uplifting and heart-wrenching presentation to a ballroom of independent 
school leaders at the 2011 NAIS Annual Conference. Of the hundreds of us 
in the audience, not one of us disagrees - evidenced by the standing 
ovation Pilloton earns and the queue of people waiting to speak with her 
personally that stretches down the aisle toward the door.

Witt opens this session introducing Emily Pilloton, who was largely 
unknown to us before the conference. While he literally lives on an island in 
Hawaii, Witt reminds us that we all live on an island figuratively, particularly 
our children in poor counties like where Pilloton works. The children of 
Hawaii rely on the enduring values of their ancestors to guide them by the 
stars: For the children of Bertie County, North Carolina, Pilloton is their star 
- in every sense of the word.

Though she professes to "feel quite ill equipped" to speak with a room filled 
with educators, Pilloton, a 29-year-old architect by training, proves to us 
she is a teacher in the finest, truest, most creative, and devoted sense of 
the word. Definitely not an "outsider" as she modestly suggests. During the 
first morning session on Teacher Day at the 2011 NAIS Annual Conference, 
Pilloton enraptures her audience with genuine compassion for her project 



teaching design in a faltering school system in Bertie County, North 
Carolina.

She became an educator quite by accident. In January 2008 she started 
the nonprofit design firm, Project H: Designs for Humanity, Habitats, Health, 
and Happiness. The team believes in designing for humanity and creating 
conditions for happiness. It started out of frustration. Pilloton owed $85,000 
in student loans, found ordinary design jobs unfulfilling, and she wanted to 
mesh social issues with design - not necessarily a traditional approach to 
her industry.

Project H guides the process based on six, self-proclaimed values:

1. We design through action.
2. We start locally.
3. We design with, not for.
4. We design systems, not stuff.
5. We document, share, and measure.
6. We build.

So how did this young studio in design-saturated San Francisco end up 
saving students in rural North Carolina? In 2008, they discovered by 
accident that they were good at designing systems for education thanks to 
an invitation from then Superintendent Chip Zullinger. At its core, design is 
a process for solving problems. How could we involve this with education 
and use this as a vehicle for community change and development?

Bertie County is located in northeastern North Carolina. It's the poorest 
county in the state, largest by land mass, but smallest in population. Of its 
residents, 65 percent are African American, while African Americans 
account for 92 percent of the school population. It is a racially divided 
community - the polar opposite of San Francisco.

The school system was on the verge of collapse when the state appointed 
Zullinger to "fix" the problem. He called Pilloton in San Francisco and said, 
"We're trying to change the school system and I need some creative 
thinkers."

With some trepidation, Pilloton and her team relocated to Bertie County. 
Their first project was the Learning Landscape, a simple framework made 
of 4x4"s, old school bus tires, and mulch. It becomes a playground where 
kids can learn game-play to be used in any subject. It can be built in a day 
for free and immediately creates a fun, active, engaged, competitive 
learning environment. It's also a fun way to get teachers to re-think the way 
they teach their basic subject.



Next they dreamed up a new computer lab design. She transformed the lab 
from a "clinical" setting with rows of desktops facing a desolate cinderblock 
wall to a more engaging space. The design process transformed the space 
180 degrees - they pulled power strips off the walls and organized round 
desks of computers into pod systems where students and teacher could 
easily collaborate, hung smart boards, and integrated instruction. 
Periwinkle walls, wood paneled columns, bar height counters and stools 
create a convivial, active, cool looking space to learn technology-based 
curriculum or test (and unfortunately the kids are "tested to death").

OK, so now they have the cool, engaging computer lab at school, but what 
about when the students go home? The county found a grant to install a 
computer in the home of every public school student and to offer 
broadband Internet coverage throughout the town. Pilloton and her team 
designed a graphic campaign called "Connect Bertie" that posted 9-foot 
diameter blue dots around the county with "Connect Bertie" in bold white 
lettering. It created an immediate buzz within the greater community and 
when the school board finally announced the plan, everyone was behind it. 
Pilloton reminds us that "a befuddled audience is a captive audience."

Fast forward to summer 2010. Suddenly last August Pilloton and her 
business partner Matt discovered they'd start teaching a design class at the 
high school. What pieces of the design process could they pull out that 
would be critical to helping these high school kids learn?

Project H curriculum emphasizes and cultivates:

1. citizenship
2. creativity
3. critical thinking
4. capital

"Our students really need these four things when they graduate to succeed 
- and the community needs them to survive," Pilloton explains. It's a 
combination shop class and design studio where students collaborate on 
projects to help with community development. Studio H is two full 
semesters long, spanning August 2010 to August 2011. Throughout the 
year, students design, engage, build, and transform. They earn 17 college 
credits thanks to a partnership with a local community college. During the 
summer, students earn full-time salaries working as the construction crew 
to build the project.

What's in store for this year? The students are creating a pavilion for a town 
farmers market. The region is largely agricultural, but residents have no 
local outlet to market their produce. Not only do they suffer economically, 



but most residents buy high-calorie, high-fat, processed food grown half-
way around the globe from Wal-Mart instead. Thanks to the work of the 
Studio H students, there will be an alternative this summer. They are 
making a difference.

The untraditional class is not top-down, not one-directional. It orients the 
design process around community development and gets students more 
involved. There is a feedback loop where they make design more relevant 
to the core subjects. A lot of the studio is remedial core subject education 
for these high school students, most of whom started the class reading at 
sixth or seventh grade level. Pilloton had to teach her students how to read 
a ruler. They started with basics, at ground zero.

Let's get one thing straight: This is not a vocational class for poor students 
so they can learn a trade. Rather it's a way of seeing the world and 
processing information - a new lens on the world. Students investigate 
color theory and why is any of this important? In wood shop they read 
rulers, read at scale, and discuss how you process this. They emphasize 
safety, precision, attention to detail, and graphic design. Pilloton, an expert 
welder, overcomes many cultural barriers as she models how a woman 
adeptly conquers traditionally masculine roles.

"I could care less if any of these kids become designers, it's about the core 
subjects, critical thinking, preparing for future," Pilloton assures us. She 
incorporates themes that are familiar and the vernacular for the area. For 
instance, Perdue is one of the largest employers for the area, so one 
project involved students designing and building a modern chicken coop. 
Students engaged in behavioral observations to inform the design process, 
following a process of research, ideate, develop, iterate. Pilloton pushed 
the students to reach beyond their first instinct to do the simplest thing and 
instead think creatively. Setting the bar high showed the students they were 
capable of achieving success - and they did. In fact, Pilloton brought in 
friends who are designers and architects to critique the projects.

The design and build process are totally intertwined because you need to 
redesign as you build to get it to work. There are no firm answers. What an 
invaluable lesson for all our students as they grow into the leaders of the 
21st century global community. In the meantime, Pilloton is sharing her 
ideal with this small county of 20,000 residents, imparting three valuable 
lessons:

1. Building the confidence that you can take on anything.
2. Cultivating communication skills - verbal and visual.
3. Learning how to on the spot cohesively communicate your idea.



"I'm an accidental educator. This is new to me. But as a designer, this is the 
most exciting work I've ever done. A huge learning experience for me. I 
hope Studio H will become a model - our version of scalability is 
transparency," Pilloton tells us. And this is when the standing ovation for 
this inspirational "accidental teacher” begins.



END NOTES

DESIGN AS PRODUCT VS DESIGN AS PROCESS

Blurring of the traditional boundaries of design accompanies 
increased ambiguity between design as product – physical, 
tangible stuff -- and design as process – a way of thinking, a set 
of cognitive skills, methods, tools and techniques. Design as a 
process that has intrinsic value in itself is now being applied in 
fields far beyond the traditional boundaries of design and at larger 
scales of strategic planning, organizational transformation and 
public policy. 



PAUL HAWKIN AND WISER EARTH


