
Design Thinking Studio is an intensive, project-based class that introduces the fundamentals of 
design thinking, and prepares you for future classes at the d.school.  It will help you develop 
your own human-centered design process through real-world projects, immersive fieldwork, and 
deep collaboration with teammates from across the university. 

Your projects will attend to the physical, intellectual, and emotional needs of real people.  You will be challenged 
to develop new-to-the-world product and service concepts based on observed human needs.  These team-based 
projects require a unique combination of curiosity, ingenuity, empathy, teamwork, and persistence.  You will have 
the opportunity to design solutions ranging from physical products, to digital interfaces, to services and experiences. 
You will be immersed in topics such as needfinding and design research, information synthesis, creative ideation, 
rapid prototyping, user testing, team dynamics, and storytelling.  You are expected to show up, try new ways of 
approaching problems, and contribute to the learning of others.  We believe innovation is accelerated by diversity of 
thought, approaches, and experiences. 

In a world that is messy and unpredictable, human-centered design offers a set of tools, methods, and abilities to 
navigate complexity and drive positive change.  

By teaching you practical design TOOLS, and letting you experience design PROCESS, it is our primary goal that 
you begin to develop and strengthen your own design ABILITIES.  Named on the inside, these abilities are core 
capacities that guide designers as they both uncover and identify meaningful problems to solve (often unrecognized 
areas of need), as well as figure out how to solve them in innovative ways. It is this master ability of navigating 
ambiguity, of thriving in a messy world of parallel possibilities, that equips designers to both discern and creatively 
solve complex human challenges. 

We will launch your journey of developing your design abilities in 3 ways:  
1. providing you with challenging in-class exercises and out-of-class projects that are opportunities for 

applying tools and honing your design process
2. asking you to notice and reflect on how you and your team are engaging with and practicing these abilities
3. creating a final individual project which will help you synthesize your experiences and growth in the design 

abilities, as well as articulate your intentions for how to develop them going forward 

Our hope is that you will emerge from the course confident in your creative abilities and with a courage to leap into 
ambiguous challenges, whether in your future design work, or in your life.

In Design Thinking Studio, you will practice design process and develop your design abilities through two real-world 
projects (DPs). These DPs will provide the context for all class work. We strongly believe that you cannot learn to 
design by hearing about it, but must be actively involved in doing it. 

There will be milestones for each DP, including weekly in-class team check-ins, bringing in-progress work to class, 
and critiques of draft work. Projects will culminate in final presentations attended by outside design jurors and 
project partners.  

Failure is a powerful teacher and a critical part of design work. Throughout the course, students are encouraged to 
stretch themselves by learning new skills and taking creative risks. This class is a safe environment for learning the 
fundamentals of design. At the end of each project, teams will be given feedback on both their underlying design 
process and their project deliverables. 

Course grading will be based on both the journey and the destination. Students who thoroughly explore the design 
tools and process, contribute strongly to the class, provide value as a team player, and commit to personal growth as a 
designer can expect to do very well. We evaluate students based on:

1. Design Process. Did your team dive into each phase with rigor and depth? Did you empathize deeply with your users and did you hit 
upon an authentic and meaningful need? Did you make your process your own, and shape it based on what your project needed?

2. Design Result.  Did your solution respond to the needs and aspirations of your target user group? Do we believe that if implemented, 
it would bring meaningful change to their experience? Was the solution innovative (you couldn’t have come up with it over lunch)?

3. Expressive Skill.  How well did you utilize technique, craftsmanship, and storytelling in creating physical prototypes and your video?

4. Attitude & Mindset.  Curiosity, participation in class, attendance, punctuality, quality of reflections, self-awareness, personal growth 
in abilities, collaboration, effort.

NOTE:  Being late will affect your grade. Missing class will affect your grade unless an email is sent to the teaching 
team the day before as to why there will be a planned absence.

This course, like most in design, is a lot of work. Simply put, producing tangible expressions of innovative ideas takes 
time. The practice of design must be internalized and made a part of what you do, not just intellectually understood. 
Ever see anyone try to learn to ride a bicycle by reading about it? You will be doing a lot of design. You may well find 
yourself drawn into spending more time on it than you might expect, but having more fun than you ever expected!
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TEAM CAPTURE TOOL
During each DP, we highly recommend teams create a 
digital workspace using a tool like Drive or Dropbox. 
This will help you collaborate and collect your learnings, 
and store all of your captured media in one place.

VIDEO
A key component of your final presentation will 
be a 1-3 minute video that demonstrates the 
depth of empathy you achieved for your user, and 
will masterfully use storytelling to endear your 
audience to your solution.

LOGBOOK
We highly recommending getting a blank (unlined) 
logbook to use exclusively for this class.  We will be 
providing you half-sheet (5.5” x 8.5”) stickers to 
put in your logbook, so it should be large enough to 
accommodate those. Use your logbook to capture in-
class notes, as well as for your project work (notes from 
interviews, sketches, ideas, reflections, etc.)

TEAM DASHBOARDS
Being mindful of your process is a key capacity of 
designers. To help your team make your activities 
concrete and give the teaching team a glimpse 
into your process, we will be asking you to share 
your work weekly via a Team Dashboard artifact.  
This artifact will be constructed in class and used 
as a tool during coaching.



JAN 7 // DAY 1: 

Design Tapas
Taste and sample the 
many flavors of what 
design is all about.

WEEK 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

JAN 21 // DAY 5: FEB 4 // DAY 9: 

DP1 Final 
Presentations          
Get authentic feedback 
from design and 
industry professionals. 

FEB 18 // DAY 13: 

.

MAR 4 // DAY 17: 

DP2 Project 
Coaching
Get targeted design 
feedback about your 
concept and business 
plan, along with 
video and storytelling 
critique.  

JAN 14 // DAY 3: 

Needfinding & 
Ethnography 

Launch DP1
Gain inspiration 
from people through 
observations and 
interviewing. Discover 
what really matters. 

JAN 28 // DAY 7: 

Storytelling
Use design to 
communicate your 
idea in the most 
effective way. Hone 
your video narrative 
skills.

FEB 11 // DAY 11: 

Needfinding & 
Inspiration 2.0
Learn new methods 
to go deep and really 
understand the 
why. Understand 
the complexities of 
practicing design 
research. 

FEB 25 // DAY 15: 

Prototype Field Day
Prototype your team’s 
top concepts in the 
wild alongside the rest 
of the class.

MAR 11 // DAY 19: 

DP2 Final 
Presentations
Get authentic feedback 
from design and 
industry professionals, 
along with our project 
partner. 

JAN 9 // DAY 2: 

Navigating 
Ambiguity

Launch DPA
Discover designers’ 
superpower, and 7 
other core abilities we 
will develop in this 
class. 

JAN 23 // DAY 6: 

Focusing to Flare: 
Insights to Ideas
Translate inspiration 
into insights that will 
guide your focused 
point of view. Learn 
tools and methods get 
your group to generate 
ideas.

FEB 6 // DAY 10: 

Reflect & Zoom Out

Launch DP2
Reflect on the design 
abilities you’ve flexed 
thus far, individually 
and as a team. Get 
ready to start a new 
project.

FEB 20 // DAY 14: 

Building to Learn

Learn a new set of 
prototyping tools via 
a workshop tailored 
to help you make 
your ideas tangible, 
structural, and larger-
scale.

MAR 6 // DAY 18: 

Using Design to 
Design
Reflect on your 
journey navigating 
ambiguity and the 
abilities + processes 
you’ll use going 
forward.

JAN 16 // DAY 4: 

Prototyping & 
Experimentation
Build to think, and 
build to learn. Make 
your ideas tangible.

JAN 30 // DAY 8: 

DP1 Project 
Coaching
Get targeted design 
guidance from the 
teaching team and 
your classmates. 
Prototype your story.

FEB 13 // DAY 12: 

Inclusive Design 
Understand what it 
means to design for 
the widest array of 
users.  

FEB 27 // DAY 16: 

Crafting Intentionally
Hone your visual 
design chops with 
some new tools and 
approaches.

MAR 13 // DAY 20: 

DPA Final 
Presentations  
& Course Reflection
Share and celebrate 
your DPA with your 
classmates and reflect 
on course learnings.
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design ABILITIES

COURSE CALENDAR

navigate ambiguity

learn from others 
(people and contexts)

experiment rapidly synthesize 
information

communicate 
deliberately

move between 
concrete + abstract

build + craft 
intentionally

design your 
design work

learn TOOLS

develop ABILITIES

experience PROCESS

MLK HOLIDAY
(NO CLASS)

PRESIDENTS DAY
(NO CLASS)


