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This is an uncommon time for artist and designer education. Whether in freestanding colleges of art and design or university departments, there is a fascinating series of debates and changes occurring, not always precipitated by the faculty and administrators of those institutions. For purposes of this essay, most of this discussion will center on the education of designers, although there are profound implications for the education of those in the fine arts as well (the traditional distinction between the fine arts and the more seemingly business-related area of design is grist for a separate discussion).

Design practice and designer education most obviously finds its lineage in the European Bauhaus, founded in 1919 by architect Walter Gropius, and disbanded in 1933. Gropius and his followers set in motion a philosophical and educational movement that largely determined the course of contemporary design education. Design education is, one might argue, tearing at its own roots today as it attempts to wrestle with the vexing (and proverbial) question of significance for programs in design and design practice.

There are some in the field of design who argue that now is the time is for a “new design” and for a stern examination of the state of the practice. Sean Blair and Robert Young of Britain champion a renewed definition of practice (and therefore designer education) owing to a changing global context (and need).
 Designers and educators such as Hugh Dubberly, Patrick Whitney, Meredith Davis and others ask deeply probing questions about the very direction of the field and design education.

Those in art and design education can seize this moment and possibly move our institutions and the education of new designers (and artists) in stimulating directions if we martial our energies and ask apt questions of our faculty, our colleges, and our communities of practice. Clearly, how and what one asks have the effect of directing our answers, and within design (and education), we should, of all disciplines, be especially cognizant of that dynamic.

In my experience in art and design colleges, design education (and in this we can include artist education in general) is based on a fundamental hypothesis that there is a necessary and elementary relationship of design to form, to a “product” that is concrete, and to aesthetic experience. Institutions of higher learning are fascinating places; as with all institutional orders or spheres, they are by necessity based (designed, if you will) on the past. Depending on the level and quality of the particular school or program (and they obviously vary in this respect), they may be more experimental or exploratory; however, in the main I would contend the field remains dominated by aesthetic experience as a core organizing goal. This results in an emphasis on the “thing” and the material end of the “product” spectrum. This aesthetically based orientation to the field, in which designers devote themselves to the development of “shape” is doubted by some who argue that design (and design education) is clearly in need of a transformation of thought and practice. Blair and Young maintain that for design to maintain its relevancy, practice must move along the continuum from tangibility to intangibility, from micro to macro, from form to systems, and ultimately to the design of policy and ideology,
 or what Hugh Dubberly calls the design of possibility.
 The realization within the field that design “thinking” and method are likely the prime topics of education and practice is growing, and this shift has resulted in designers applying their processes to a broader spectrum of tasks, especially within the corporate and social policy arenas. The future of design is very likely not design “within the context” as much as design “of the context” (Blair).

Hugh Dubberly offers an elegantly straightforward definition of design as moving from the current state to the desired state.
 However, what might be the desired state of design practice (and art and design education)? If designers are indeed adept at moving from the current to the desired, then it is clear that their core expertise is the procedures of moving through a series of circumstances to arrive at the a higher level of effectiveness or experience, however one might define that state. Given this assumption, art and design education is perhaps too broadly burdened with attention to the development of skill sets that do little to equip graduates to design policy, context, or possibility as identified by Dubberly. An enormous barrier within institutional settings is the reification of our institutions; we regard our policies and practices, our regulations and positions as having an existence apart from our design of them; higher education in particular flaunts itself as a landscape of transformation and questioning, but the reality is frequently quite different. How do we capitalize on the strengths within design to generate meaningful discourse about our academic programs and design practice. In part, the answer may lie in the very history and essence of the field; Alfred Barr once summarized the principles of the Bauhaus as follows:
“…teachers in schools of design should be…in advance of their profession rather than safely and academically in the rearguard… schools of design should, as the Bauhaus did, bring together the various arts of painting, architecture, theatre, photography, weaving, typography, etc., into a modern synthesis which disregards conventional distinctions between the "fine" and "applied" arts… the student architect or designer should be offered no refuge in the past but should be equipped for the modern world in its various aspects, artistic, technical, social, economic, spiritual, so that he may function in society not as a decorator but as a vital participant…” (Barr, 1938).

Extending Barr’s categories of study to include the full range of academic and professional disciplines implies a vastly different set of “skills” that designers need to have in their repertoire. Experimentation and the unity of knowledge as values expressed in Barr’s summary can be powerful levers for design and artist education; how might those values be useful to a practical developmental strategy within an institution of art and design education?

Alberta College of Art & Design (ACAD) is one of four freestanding art and design postsecondary institutions in Canada. Throughout the 75-year existence of the college, programs have evolved in fine arts, design, and media arts. ACAD is a college without sharp issues. Enrollment is strong and growing, funding is secure and financial operations are balanced; many programs are robust, if relatively customary. The college has no crises in terms of its current state of operations; the Board, however, would like to see the institution outstrip its past in terms of practice, reputation, and accomplishment, and there is strong enthusiasm for that aspiration within the faculty, staff, administration, and students.

When I arrived as President in 2004, the Board of Governors, and the internal college community, embraced a vision for the college as an institution that exercises an “effect” (as an entity) on the external world. Such an overt stance is somewhat unusual for a college of art and design, however we began to collectively explore a path that would enable ACAD to operate as a “laboratory” rather than a school. The Board of the college has embraced this sense of purpose and it is a strong organizing principle for our thinking.

In April of 2005, we announced a new initiative, the institute for the Creative Process at the Alberta College of Art & Design, or ICP@ACAD. Although conceptualized around the design process and how that thinking relates to enhancement of a our world, for various reasons the ICP name designated ‘creative process’ as a focus to reframe design thinking under a broader umbrella of study and application. The ICP reports directly to the President’s Office; thus, it is conceived as a floating, amoeba-like think-tank (our skunkworks) poised to provoke thought and action both internally for our own organization as well as externally in terms of research and practical projects focused on the application of design to human systems.

One of the core purposes of this initiative is to transform how we consider the education of artists and designers and to begin to refocus the work of the college outward beyond the individual education of young artists and designers. The business community and the City of Calgary have been involved in discussions as to how design thinking might find its way into situations that have previously been outside the scope of ACAD as a college. As of this writing, discussions are underway with the city, a major Alberta energy company, and other corporate entities to identify possible pilot projects that would translate design and creative actions into tangible research projects with positive outcomes for the partners, i.e., design as conceptualization and design of context. We are also hopeful that this initiative, with its broad mandate of exploration and research, begins to generate a meaningful discussion within ACAD and our external communities in terms of the college as a place of true experimentation, both academically and operationally.

In creating this new initiative we have had to tackle the need to reframe thinking both within the college and externally among our corporate, government, and community partners as to the value of design and “creative process” as a discrete topic of attention; deconstructing what others think we do (and therefore who we are) is at the least a remarkable proposition. Internally, ACAD faces the challenge of converting itself from a relatively fixed organization into a radically experimental place (at all levels) while sustaining support for current operations and programs. Simultaneously, we are engaged in altering the ways in which our institution interacts with, and affects, our external environment. Our dialogue speaks to a wide range of issues and questions for design and management, particularly within the framework of design research and organizational/community enhancement. Our approach thus far has been to alter what Rick Robinson calls the organizational domains (the webs of meaning within an organization) via the creation of an additional sphere (ICP) in an effort to catalyze a rippling effect throughout existing college conversations, or arenas of discourse.
 Likewise, to translate design process approaches into equations that are meaningful to external communities requires focus, and ultimately a practical test of our approach.

Although designers are plying their methods with first-rate results within the range of human systems issues inside government, the corporate sector, and communities, art and design institutions (and design as a discipline) have found it taxing to reflexively self-examine their existing practices and models of thought. Ultimately, it is the case that design (and design education) must redesign itself; the potency to accomplish that task can emerge from the application of the discipline to those institutions that purportedly embody the field.
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