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Sit at your desk, silent and solitary. Memorize this list of dates. Do hours of homework 
each night…or else! This is the educational model many of us — and our parents and 
their parents — grew up with. But evidence has been mounting for years that there 
are better ways to educate our children and ourselves. It is becoming increasingly 
apparent that we are experiencing a paradigm shift in education — a shift that’s been 
turned into high gear throughout this pandemic and will continue long after it’s over. 
Evaluating where education is falling short is vital. What will education look like in a 
future landscape of technological innovation, demographic shifts, and heightened 
attention to sustainably built environments?

Traditional education systems have focused too much and for too long on standardization and 
test-based learning that prioritizes educating ‘the masses’ to go work as cogs in the industrialized 
machine. This model is changing though, and we are seeing a shift towards more individual student-
centered learning that prioritizes real-world applications of knowledge, project-based learning, 
and an ‘anytime, anywhere’ approach that pushes education past the walls of the classroom and 
fosters self-discovery and creativity throughout a person’s life.

This student-centered approach is no doubt bolstered by an ever-increasing array of digital 
technologies that allow primary, secondary, and higher-ed learners to personalize their educational 
experiences both inside and outside the classroom. Access to up-to-date information about 
a given topic within the classroom ensures that learning content stays fresh and students are 
more engaged. Learning management systems help teachers upload content for their students 
to access anytime, and digital student networks are making it easier than ever for students to 
collaborate and share information for group projects.

Data collection and AI are also proving to be invaluable assets for the future of education. 
Companies are now creating program chatbots that can provide students with information about 
campus life, areas of study, financial issues, and many other concerns that the average student may 
not be able to find otherwise. As a result, studies are surfacing an increase in student motivation 
and a decrease in dropout rates on campuses employing this tech.

In-person learning is certainly preferable in early education, but statistics are starting to roll in 
that suggest that higher education could see a significant shift towards hybrid online/in-person 
classes moving forward. While digitalization can be a solution for those unable to attend classes 
due to physical distance or body limitations, it excludes those who do not have the tools to attend 
online classes. We need to take into account that WiFi, a laptop, or a reliable electricity connection 
are not self-evident for many, both in our cities and more rural areas. It has historically been a 
driver in a feedback loop as old as education itself: poorer populations have less access to good 
education, yet it is a good education that can lift poor populations out of poverty. It is vital that 
when we talk about the future of education — with all its promise and innovative technological 
and social possibilities — we keep equal distribution and equal opportunity in the front of our 
minds. Otherwise the chasm between the haves and the have-nots will continue to widen.

We will also need to consider how education will evolve to account for increasing lifespans and 
a world population where 17% of people will be 65 or older in 2050, compared to 8.5% today. 
Continuing education in this context will need to expand, and educational spaces must be designed 
to take into account the fact that there will be a wide range of ages and backgrounds using them.

Educational spaces like schools and campuses thus need to be rethought to account for both 
increasing digitization and the nuance that comes with it, a growing variety of students in terms 
of background and age, and pushing towards more sustainably built environments in a future 
of strained resources. The architecture and layout of a campus will involve more hybrid areas 
rather than departmentally separate spaces. In this sense, rather than a set of buildings, the 
future campus has the possibility of looking like a cluster of experiences, adjusting to all kinds of 
different needs and abilities.

So while some changes in our educational systems, behaviors, and traditions are already 
happening, other issues need to be actively addressed to create sustainable and inclusive 
learning environments in the future, empowering students — young and old — to pursue their 
dreams. Education can no longer be based on a 19th-century model but needs to stimulate the 
soul and raise and answer questions. After all, “the functioning of education is to teach one to 
think intensively and to think critically” — Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.

DESIGNING EDUCATION



1551

San Marcos was 
officially established 
by a royal decree 
signed by Charles V, 
Holy Roman 
Emperor. It is 
considered the 
oldest university in 
the Americas.

1907

First Montessori 
school—the Casa dei 
Bambini, or Children's 
House is established 
in Rome.

1977

John Holt founded 
Growing Without 
Schooling, the first 
magazine dedicated to 
homeschooling, 
unschooling, and learning 
outside of schools.

1800s

Emperor Guang Xu 
established a system of 
modern schools accessible 
to a bigger majority of the 
population. He abolished 
the rigid examination 
system for the selection of 
government officials.

1898

1714

The first-ever 
completely online 
course was offered 
by the University of 
Toronto.

1984

YOUR FUTURE VISION
.........................................................
.........................................................
.........................................................

5TH 
CENTURY

The library of Nalanda 
was built by Gupta 
Kings. Scholars and 
students from Tibet, 
China, Korea, and 
Central Asia traveled 
to Nalanda in pursuit 
of education.

The Archbishop of 
Canterbury founded a 
school for “ten poor 
boys and ten poor girls.” 
The Archbishop’s 
school is now the oldest 
surviving mixed-sex 
school in the world.

7TH 
CENTURY

Charlemagne, king 
of the Franks, opens 
schools for kids of 
wealthy families in 
bishoprics and 
monasteries.

SDG 4 dedicated to 
quality education for all, 
is established by the 
United Nations, to 
“ensure inclusive and 
equitable quality 
education and promote 
lifelong learning 
opportunities for all.”

2015

Schools were fully 
closed in 57 countries 
due to the COVID-19 
pandemic. A total of 
687 million students 
resided in those 
countries.

2021

Canada

India
France

Peru United 
Kingdom

Ottoman Pasha 
Muhammad Ali 
introduced Modern 
Education. The 
“Khuttab” (traditional 
islamic school) and 
the “Madrasa” for the 
elite with modern 
education pedagogy.

Egypt

China

Italy

United States

EDUCATION
EVENTS IN HISTORY

Education plays an undeniable role in the advancement of human civilization, the 
transmission of knowledge across generations, and the survival of civilizations and 
their unique language and heritage in time. A divergence in social and economic 
development across various countries aided the progress of education across the 
globe to date. It is worth going back in history and celebrating some key moments 
that contributed to where we are today.
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EDUCAT ION

There is so much potential when it comes to the future of education. But to fully 
realize this potential, we need to examine what the problems have been historically 
and understand where we are now. During What’s Wrong With Education (www/
Education), an online diagnostic panel discussion and Q&A, we discussed the current 
and future needs of our educational systems together with people from across the 
globe and the field, to understand the underlying reasons of the challenges we face 
and discuss potential solutions, and to cultivate a space where collaboration catalyzes 
positive change and guides us in the right direction: from developing inclusive tech, 
to redefining how higher education works, to 3D printing entire schools.
 
During our online panel discussion, we spoke about some of the most pressing 
problems in education today and what can be done to address them. In doing so, a few 
main themes emerged. These had to do with inequality and affordability, institutional 
and individual resistance to change, the role of collaboration and codesign, and the 
importance of continued education for adults and the elderly.

PANEL SUMMARY

Bryan Alexander
Futurist, 
Researcher, 
Writer, Speaker, 
Consultant and 
Teacher

Ryan Derby-Talbot
Mathematician, 
Educator, and 
Dean at Deep 
Springs College

Maggie Grout
Founder 
and CEO of 
Thinking Huts

Lisa Love
Co-founder and 
CMO of Tanoshi

One of the most obvious problems with higher education in the United States is affordability. Taking 
out student loans is a financial pandemic of sorts, with a staggering 1.75 trillion dollars of collective 
student debt across the country. Skyrocketing tuition prices create access issues and make it tough 
for those without the resources to afford a quality education. But perhaps we need to rethink what 
a “quality” education is. There has long been a stigma surrounding more affordable community 
colleges. These institutions do provide quality education, yet students and employers alike have 
looked down on them as inferior, and as a result, they are pushed to the margins.
 
In the higher education space, there seems to be an acute resistance to change. Ryan Derby-Talbot, 
Dean at Deep Springs College, pointed this out, saying that universities are too conservative. They 
rely on a system of prestige that dissuades any institutional reimagining of curriculum or school 
structure. The dominance of prestige and rankings makes these institutions very risk-averse, yet 
taking risks is the very essence of education – opening your mind to possibilities and diving into 
the unknown. This prestige-centric model exacerbates inequality in the workplace, as corporations 
and businesses tend to want to hire graduates from the highest-ranked schools – schools that only 
a select few have access to. As Lisa Love, Co-founder and CMO of Tanoshi pointed out, it also makes 
students themselves more hesitant to want to stray from the conventional model out of fear they 
won’t get that dream job, or they might stray from an established career path.
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Universities have also promoted specialization to the detriment of interdisciplinary collaboration. 
Expertise is certainly important. However, moving out of narrow silos and learning about 
interrelated subjects can tremendously benefit for innovation. Connecting the dots between 
different fields can help us find creative solutions to some of the world’s most pressing problems. 
If you study one thing from the age of 18 onwards, there’s a lot you may be missing out on.

Then there’s the pandemic. It rapidly pushed us towards a hybrid online/in-person educational 
model that was probably developing anyway. But lockdowns forced everyone online, and some 
clear issues arose regarding access to technology. If we want to move towards an effective and 
fruitful system of online/in-person learning, it’s essential that students have access to computers 
and an internet connection. Unfortunately, students in lower-income areas in the United States 
and developing countries often lack these tools. Both Maggie Grout, Founder and CEO of Thinking 
Huts, and Lisa Love are working on solving this. Thinking Huts is a non-profit working on building 
affordable 3D-printed schools in areas around the world that simply don’t have enough schools. 
Tanoshi offers laptops and tablets for kids in underserved areas who may not be able to afford one 
otherwise. The company seeks to help develop kids’ computer skills and builds in many features 
that can work without an internet connection.
 
A silver lining of the pandemic might be the fact that it has forced educators to take risks by 
changing up models that have been static for a long time. New education models that include 
co-design of curriculum between faculty and students can foster a sense of ownership of their 
learning and a level of personalization and agency that the future of education seems to be moving 
towards.

PANEL SUMMARY

And as people in developed countries have fewer children later in life, an aging population means 
that continued adult education will be essential. And continued education shouldn’t just mean 
trainings or certifications in your field. Adults should be able to maintain their curiosity and have 
ways of entering back into a university setting where they can study deeper, more fundamental 
topics like history, anthropology, philosophy, physics, or art.

Also, inter-generational learning, where there is a mix of students of different ages can be incredibly 
valuable for students and lead to dynamic classroom discussions.
 
Last but certainly not least, we touched on the impact of climate change and the role of education 
as a whole in addressing it. Bryan Alexander, futurist and author, made the point that the entirety of 
the educational system – from pre-k to post-graduate – will at some point be confronted with the 
realities of climate change. Some students may be directly confronting climate change through 
their chosen fields of study, but others might be physically confronted by it if their schools are 
located in areas affected by sea-level rise. It’s also vital that we update and design school buildings 
in ways that are more sustainable and ready for a very uncertain future with regard to climate 
change.
 
A healthy society is built on a healthy education system. In our increasingly globalized world 
– full of beauty but also full of impending disaster – it will be imperative that we create spaces 
and curricula that can evolve to be more inclusive, more accessible, more affordable, and more 
flexible. Hopefully, by doing so, we can foster the critical thinking and collaboration necessary to 
meet the crises of our times head-on.

EDUCAT ION
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Bryan Alexander is an award–winning, internationally known 
futurist, researcher, writer, speaker, consultant, and teacher, 
working in the field of higher education’s future. He completed 
his English language and literature PhD at the University of 
Michigan in 1997, with a dissertation on doppelgangers in 
Romantic-era fiction and poetry. Then Bryan taught literature, 
writing, multimedia, and information technology studies at 
Centenary College of Louisiana. There he also pioneered multi-
campus interdisciplinary classes while organizing an information 
literacy initiative.

From 2002 to 2014, Bryan worked with the National Institute for 
Technology in Liberal Education (NITLE), a non-profit working 
to help small colleges and universities best integrate digital 
technologies. With NITLE he held several roles, including co-
director of a regional education and technology center, director 
of emerging technologies, and senior fellow. Over those years 
Bryan helped develop and support the nonprofit, grew peer 
networks, consulted, and conducted a sustained research 
agenda. In 2013 Bryan launched a business, Bryan Alexander 
Consulting, LLC. Through BAC he consults throughout higher 
education in the United States and abroad.
 
Bryan is currently a senior scholar at Georgetown University 
and teaches graduate seminars in their Learning, Design, and 
Technology program.

Bryan Alexander

Futurist, Researcher, 
Writer, Speaker, 
Consultant, & 
Teacher

LinkedIn

PANELISTS

“My name is Maggie. I was adopted from China when I was 
a baby, and I am here today because of my parents and the 
opportunities they gave to me through education. I founded 
Thinking Huts when I was 15 after becoming fascinated with 
the potential of technology to create architectural solutions 
for a world of good. My life could have followed a very different 
timeline, and I do not take that for granted. My hope is to find a 
solution that increases global access to education.”

Maggie plans to utilize 3D printing to tackle SDGs 4 and 9 – 
Quality Education and Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure 
– to catalyze positive change and increase educational 
opportunities. It all starts with providing students with a place 
where they can learn in comfort and safety.

Thinking Huts combines technology with humanitarian-
driven goals to support quality education. The designs for our 
first 3D printed school are currently being developed. We will 
further utilize additive manufacturing as production becomes 
more economical. Education is the universal solvent that has 
the power to prevent health epidemics, lift economies, tackle 
environmental issues, and empower communities.

Thinking Huts was featured on Fast Company’s World Changing 
Ideas 2021 list and a finalist for Startup Yale’s Thorne Prize. Their 
pilot 3D printed school project that is anticipated to be built in 
Madagascar has been featured by publications including the 
World Economic Forum, Smithsonian, Architectural Digest, MIT 
Technology Review China, CBS News, Springwise, Thomson 
Reuters Foundation, and Global Citizen. 

She has also given a TEDx talk on “How we can tackle the global 
education crisis with 3D printing.”

Maggie graduated from CU Boulder, Leeds School of Business 
and was an exchange student at the University of Sussex.

Maggie Grout

Founder & CEO at 
Thinking Huts

LinkedIn

EDUCAT ION
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Ryan Derby-Talbot PhD is a mathematician, educator, and the 
Dean of the College at Deep Springs College in California, a 
long-standing experimental two-year college that combines a 
rigorous liberal arts academic program, student self-governance, 
and labor on a working cattle ranch. Prior to Deep Springs, he 
served as the founding Chief Academic Officer of Fulbright 
University Vietnam, where he helped launch the university’s 
novel interdisciplinary and liberal arts undergraduate program 
using a process of shared faculty-student co-design. 

Ryan also served for nearly a decade as a professor and then 
Chief Academic Officer at Quest University Canada, supporting 
the development of Quest’s innovative liberal arts model in its 
startup years. He has also been a faculty member at the American 
University in Cairo  and taught in Japan on the JET Programme. Dr. 
Derby-Talbot is interested in experimental college and university 
models that produce extraordinary learner engagement. In 
support of the latter, he has founded Reimagining Higher Ed, an 
organization promoting innovation in higher education.

Ryan Derby-Talbot

Mathematician, 
Educator, & Dean 
at Deep Springs 
College

LinkedIn

PANELISTS

Lisa Love is the CMO and Co-Founder of Tanoshi, where the 
mission is to prepare all kids for a digital future, no matter 
their socio-economic background. Lisa oversees the planning, 
development, and execution of the marketing strategy for 
Tanoshi.

Lisa received her MBA from an HBCU, Clark Atlanta University, 
and began her career over 20 years ago working for Fortune 
500 CPG companies, including Heinz and Del Monte in brand 
and product marketing. She managed a portfolio of brands 
that generated revenue of up to $75M. She also spent 11 years 
working for the #1 online retailer of wine, where she wore many 
hats and worked in various departments throughout her tenure, 
including operations, merchandising, and partnerships.

Lisa and Team Tanoshi appeared on Shark Tank in 2020. Lisa 
was named 100 Powerful Women of 2020 by Entrepreneur 
Magazine and Top 100 Women Entrepreneurs of 2020 by Inc 
Magazine. In 2021 she made the Forbes Next 1000 list.

Lisa is passionate about giving all kids a fair chance to succeed. 
When COVID hit, 16 million U.S. students were without a computer 
or internet access in the United States. 800 million students 
worldwide. Tanoshi is bridging the digital divide by providing 
educational, affordable, and safe computers for kids with pre-
loaded, curated content. Kids can do their homework and learn 
to code on the Tanoshi, without internet access.

Lisa Love

Co-founder & CMO  
at Tanoshi

LinkedIn

EDUCAT ION
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Past PastPast Past

Present

Present

Future Future

Future

Future

Future
Future

Higher education was a 
luxury. Fewer people had 
the chance to get quality 
education. The ones who 
have college degrees were 
seen as way more superior 
compared to today.

Curriculums were quite 
rigid, prepared by the higher 
authorities  in the universities. 
There was greater focus on 
teachers’ perspectives.

Education is more 
approachable for the 
majority. But the quality of the 
education is questionable. 
Now the gap is more about 
the infrastructural level.

Curriculums are still mostly 
prepared by higher authorities 
in institutions. But more user 
centric and participatory 
approaches are started to be 
seen in the design of learning 
processes. Focus is shifting 
from teacher to learner. 

Creating equal opportunuties 
about education for all. Now 
that access to information is 
more democratized, equality 
is becoming more about 
having enough tools to reach 
out to the digital content.

Even more participatory 
processes will be seen in the 
preparation of educational 
programs, which will help 
close the gap between 
education and the needs of 
the century. More co-creation 
and co-design processes 
may increase the need for 
good facilitators in the sector. 

Past

Present

Present

Present

Present

Higher education was a 
remarkably conservative 
industry.

Higher education is still a 
conservative industry but 
people have started to 
question how it can meet 
the current needs of this era, 
and how academia can help 
answer the wicked problems 
of this century. 

Less specialization, more 
collaboration, and team 
based approaches can be 
the new norm.

PANEL DISCUSSION

Past

Focus was mostly on the 
teaching experience.

The corporate world 
chose the best employee 
candidates based on 
traditional ranking systems.

Online education wasn’t 
seen as a real method of 
education. It was more of 
a complementary way of 
learning.

Focus is shifting towards 
the learning experience as 
well as teaching. The whole 
idea of education is starting 
to become more student-
centered.

Traditional ranking systems 
don’t always show the 
needed qualities. Getting 
chosen by employers started 
to become more about vision 
and experience. 

Especially with the 
pandemic, online education 
becomes the new normal. 
The advantages and 
drawbacks are seen more 
clearly.

More student-centered, 
personalized educational 
approaches will survive for 
the next century.

The traditional meaning 
of grades will lose their 
status even more. Different 
approaches to selection 
processes can be seen. 
Focus might shift more 
toward soft skills.

The potential of online 
learning will be used more. 
It won’t kill physical learning 
but will become part of 
people’s daily lives. 

EDUCAT ION
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David Staley
CEO & Founder
Associate Professor / 
Department of History 
at the Ohio State 
University

Ernst Wagner
Lecturer and 
Researcher / Academy 
of Fine Arts, Munich

Cate Han
Founder / Hudson Lab 
School / Co-founder 
Learning Pods

Stacey Seltzer
Partner / Prehype

“In my book Alternative 
Universities I asked what 
is the university for? 
What’s its purpose? Many 
institutions look like every 
other institution. And what I 
mean by that, is that there’s 
an awful lot of copying that 
goes on in higher education. 
A paramount problem may 
be this lack of differentiation. 
And so the book is as much a 
call for strategic imagination 
and thinking about what 
universities can be.”

“If you only concentrate on 
the self development or self 
formation of the individual in 
art education, then something 
is missing. So I think we also 
have to address societal 
and ecological issues in arts 
education. If we miss this, I 
think we lose our role in the 
educational system.”

“Students these days have 
all the information in the 
world at the tip of their 
fingers: once they’re allowed 
to get a phone, all the 
information is available to 
them. So it’s so much more 
important to understand 
how to process that 
information, how to choose 
the right information, how 
to do a Google search. 
There are really interesting 
ways to use technology and 
to have our kids be able to 
harness that technology.”

PODCASTS ON EDUCATION

Felecia Hatcher
Co-founder Center 
for Black Innovation / 
Founder Black Tech Week 
& Space Called Tribe 

Dr. Amanda Kloo &
Aron Hall
National Inclusion 
Project

Jennifer Uchendu
Founder / Susty Vibes

“What we saw is the school 
shut down during Covid. 
And then what immediately 
happened were parents 
saying: my kids don’t have 
access to a computer, my 
kids don’t have access to Wi 
Fi. Most people assume that 
people have devices in their 
homes, but you still need 
actual hardware, you still need 
training. And we’re seeing 
success stories. We’re seeing 
young people graduate. 
We’re seeing people get 
into jobs. But there is still 
an underlying accessibility 
issue in the United States of 
all places that still exists.” 

“We will never give a 
program a prescription, or a 
standardized method of what 
to do for a child with cerebral 
palsy or for a child with autism. 
We can guide them along 
the path of what it is that we 
know the best practices are, 
because people have been 
experiencing and educating 
with these methods for 
forever. So we have an idea of 
what best practices are, we 
can equip teachers with that, 
and then open up that: how 
do you tweak it? How do you 
adapt it? How do you modify 
it to fit that child to fit your 
program?”

“  SustyVibes was filling a 
gap, creating a platform 
where sustainability can be 
relatable for young people 
in Nigeria. So the key word is 
relatable. If it’s not something 
that’s understandable, if 
we can’t use pop culture, 
everyday language and slang 
to explain this problem, then 
perhaps it’s not so pressing. 
So that’s what we made a 
case for.”
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Case Study 01
A University Campus 
in Kabul

Malcolm X
Minister and Human Rights Activist

EDUCATION IS THE 
PASSPORT TO THE FUTURE, 
FOR TOMORROW BELONGS 
TO THOSE WHO PREPARE 
FOR IT TODAY.

Project Details

Location: Kabul, Afghanistan
Date: 2021
Client: Anonymous
Typology: Campus, Concept Design Completed
Site area: 17.000sm

Inspired by Afghan tradition, responding to today’s local and global demands, and 
preparing for the future needs of higher education

Inspired by the rich Afghan traditions, taking into account today’s reality and spatial demands, and 
preparing for a campus that is ready to adapt to future scenarios of digitalization, intergenerational 
education, globalization and unconventional ways of teaching, we worked closely together with a 
university in Kabul during the spring and summer of 2021, to create a new campus that could house 
the needs of their  growing numbers of students and faculty, now and in the future. 

The university, which started operations a few years earlier with just a single classroom and 12 students, 
has grown to become the largest private university in Afghanistan: encompassing 3 campuses, 7 
degree programs, 2 graduate-level programs, and a range of certificate programs with over 400 
faculty and staff with an annual average enrollment turnover of 6,000 and over 30,000 alumni.

The growing interest from the young population from Afghanistan and neighboring countries to 
attend university asks for a new campus in the Afghan capital, informed by the needs of the future 
of education, the needs of its faculty and students, and the need for a safe building to socialize and 
learn.

“
”
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How might we design the campus of the future, while responding to local needs of 
safety, access to green, and social life?

Co-ideating on the design with students, faculty and administration, our proposal for the 
new university campus in Kabul offers flexible, multi-purpose spaces indoors and outdoors, 
incorporating multitude of green interaction and resting areas throughout the campus to support 
learning, productivity and wellness. Nature is a fundamental part of a healthy learning and living 
environment and should be emphasized more both indoors and outdoors. While it would bring 
better microclimate conditions to the campus, it will also make the school more attractive to its 
users, as we learned from a survey we distributed to a diverse group of students (in which we 
took into account an evenly distribution among male/female, Bachelor/Master, different study 
programs and different living circumstances).

Through our co-creation sessions, we learned that students, especially faculty members, spend 
quite long hours in the campus environment. Congested areas make them feel exposed, and the 
lack of privacy, together with noise, make the campus experience exhausting and distracting. 
Our proposal addresses this issue by incorporating bigger spaces for collaborative sessions and 
lectures, as well as providing sufficient spaces for refuge and focus. The educational spaces are 
designed with adaptability in mind, to be flexible for future changes, different classroom sizes 
and digitalization. 

Kabul and other areas of Afghanistan inhabit various security security concerns. Due to political 
unrest with the potential Taliban takeover (in particular during the spring and summer of 2021, 
the period in which we performed our research) and gender-related tensions, there are limited 
acceptable means of socializing within the urban scape. For the students and faculty members, 
a campus often means a place of opportunity for socializing. Our proposal promotes interaction 
and socialization on campus through sports facilities, flexible spaces for student clubs, tea/snack 
areas, and cafeterias. The campus environment is designed to answer the social needs of students 
and faculty members, and cultivate a sense of belonging and community. The design aims to 
promote social and intellectual exchange, in line with the pioneering position the university has 
in the region.

Institutional Culture Map

HOW DID WE DO IT?
The insights that defined the design principles and first massings are generated through: 

1. Desk Research on Afghanistan’s local traditions, architecture, demographics, geography and 
history

2. Expert Interviews with academics in the field of education, university design, campus and 
sustainability, as well as local experts on gender equality and human rights, and youth organizations.

3. Diagnostic Discussions with professionals from diverse backgrounds in the field of education, 
during the event What’s Wrong With Education?
 
4. Digital Ethnography by analyzing social media and blogs to find student trends and cultural 
influence knowledge sharing 

5. Participatory Design Methods including  co-ideation workshops with local students and faculty 
members, and an online survey distributed under both staff and students.

Morning

Evening

Noon

FOOD FOR THOUGHT

Designing for safety. How can we optimize safety without creating a feeling of policing and constant 
fear? Using elements such as landscape and materiality in order to create safe places that can 
mimic nature and empower wellbeing.

Security has two meanings in the design. The first is simply about being physically secure space. 
The second is about boosting the feeling of security. New campus environments should provide 
both.

Density Mapping



Physical security measures, feeling of 
belonging, understanding and inclusion all 
promote a sense of safety among students 
and faculty.

‘‘It is important to feel safe here in Kabul. But 
at the same time it feels like a prison when you 
see all those armed personnel in the campus.’’
Faculty Member

Spatial flexibility and adaptability 
allow students and faculty to create 
diverse and quality experiences, while 
enabling campus resiliency in a fragile 
state.

‘‘At campus we only have classrooms 
and a cafeteria. There is no other space 
for gatherings and small events.’’
Graduate Student

STUDENTS & 
FACULTY INSIGHTS

Spatial elements that create 
privacy can support personal 
needs and promote self-care.

‘‘Some of us live far from the school, 
so we can not go home in break 
time. We spent the whole day at 
school. We need spaces to relax 
and refresh.’’
Faculty Member

In addition to promoting 
environmental benefits and 
human well-being, vegetation 
and water could be utilized as 
security measures that do not 
remind potential insecurity.

‘‘Green places are not too much 
in Kabul. It would be great value 
for students to bring the nature in 
campus.’’
Graduate Student

A campus that incorporates areas to gather 
and collaborate can promote social interaction 
and cultivate peer-to-peer relationships.

‘‘We are really busy in our daily life. Most of us 

work, then come to school and study. We don’t 
really have time and place to socialize and do 
off-work activities.’’ 
Graduate Student



Case Study 02
Mission Rock

Maya Angelou
American Poet, Memoirist, and Civil Rights Activist

Americans are exposed to 4,000 and 10,000 ads each day according to Forbes. We are overloaded 
by content, digitally and physically in our environments, while still being hungry for historical 
storytelling. As we face new developments in robust urban settings, we have the opportunity and 
responsibility to echo the lands’ history into new planning and create inclusive experiences that are 
educational and thought-provoking. Once a tiny rock, Mission Rock is now a big landfill reclaimed 
from the water, developed by the Giants in partnership with renowned developer Tishman Speyer 
and the Port of San Francisco. Looking into the urban intervention opportunities for Mission Rock, 
we asked the question in collaboration with Bednark: How might we bridge a new development 
site to history, while creating a memorable experience for all ages?

Meet DROPLET: an interactive and accessible exhibition structure that creates an immersive 
educational experience for the youth in Mission Rock, San Francisco. Inspired by the location and 
neighboring shores, the form follows movements of water and how each water drop gathers and 
becomes a nurturing source, similar to how the exhibition content aims to nurture minds. With 
its engaging design, diverse content and appeal to all ages, DROPLET creates a unique urban 
experience which people will remember, talk about and drop by again.

I’VE LEARNED THAT 
PEOPLE WILL FORGET 
WHAT YOU SAID, PEOPLE 
WILL FORGET WHAT YOU 
DID, BUT PEOPLE WILL 
NEVER FORGET HOW YOU 
MADE THEM FEEL.

“
”
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THE PROJECT

The form is not only informed by the history and location of Mission Rock, but also by the symbolic 
meaning of water. Water gathers nature and people around itself, it nurtures, and it is forceful. 
It is playful, yet relaxing. The 13th-century Persian poet Rumi once said “You are an ocean of 
knowledge hidden in a dew drop”. DROPLET aims to become that ocean of knowledge for the 
youth, to raise awareness, provoke thought and inspire the next generations on global social and 
environmental subjects.

While the form is designed to surround the two existing trees as an exhibition and seating structure, 
it also aims to accumulate water from rain and mist into the tree roots, nurturing nature as it will 
nurture minds. The structure is permeable yet sheltering, becoming a curious refuge that lets in 
sunlight during daytime and is illuminated by solar charged lighting strips at night.

In a DROPLET structure, we aim to bring an ocean of knowledge year out, in an interactive and 
accessible exhibition structure, curated around social and environmental subjects. In line with 
Mission Rock’s community pillars and location, DROPLET’s exhibition themes can be around 
Inspirational Women of the 20th Century to highlight the achievements of women like Maya 
Angelou, around the sea to help children understand why sea levels are rising, or fire to understand 
the cause of forest fires in California and encourage thought on how to avoid them in the future.

HOW DID WE DO IT?

Desk Research - Historical sources give us an understanding of people and places.

Site Analysis - A deeper dive into the ecological, social and economic context of the project 
creates an understanding of the environment and connection to the city.

Expert Interviews - With local artists, sustainable material specialists, and curators.

Ethnographic Research - Observations and interviews with the local community to identify 
exhibition themes.

FOOD FOR THOUGHT

Our built environment is where we live, work and play, and perhaps there is an opportunity to 
have higher expectations from our surroundings. How can we ensure all urban interventions are 
intentional and become catalysts for awareness and intellectual stimulation?

3.00pm

2 3pm - Rain
When it rains the roof structure o�ers a shelter below and provides water for trees and 
the fountain above.

6.00pm

3 6pm - Rush Hour
The permeable nature of the structure does not obstruct the flow of the street even at the 
busiest time of the day.

9.00pm

4 9pm - Night Time
The street room houses exhibition spaces that teach children about issues such as rising 
sea levels, California wildfires, visionary women in history.



Case Study 03
Inclusive Simulator

Christina Mallon
Award-winning Inclusive Designer and Disability Activist

The majority of designs today in consumer goods, fashion and the built environment are inaccessible to people with 
disabilities. This due to l ack of education in inclusive design at design schools, leading to lack of awareness among 
designers in the industry; lack of industry standards to make products inclusive, and relying on outdated baseline 
requirements for our environments; and the reluctance by industries to face the cost of changing past developments 
and work streams to make them more inclusive. Due to these reasons, we are not only denying people with disabilities 
their right to access, but also face the risk of such designs not sustaining in our lives as they are not designed to be 
inclusive of diverse life stages and personal needs. This lack of flexibility and adaptability grows to become a larger 
societal and environmental issue. 

The way to address this is by practicing co-design with people with disabilities by incorporating participatory methods 
in design processes. And to address the root of the problem, we need to address the first reason discussed above: 
the lack of education, which leads to a lack of awareness in practice. Therefore SOUR is partnering with WPP and 
NVIDIA to address inclusion and accessibility in design by developing an accessibility simulator that will plug into 
design softwares. Such a simulator will raise awareness among designers during the design process, helping them 
observe how a product might be inaccessible, and enabling meaningful iterative design. The simulator will not replace 
co-design and co-creation with people with disabilities, but it aims to raise empathy and understanding within the 
broader design community and bring efficiency to design iteration and prototyping.

The first version of the simulator on NVIDIA Omniverse enables a hand’s ability to be altered, mimicking impairments 
such as stiffness, swelling, limited dexterity, limited range of motion and reduced coordination. While the hand could 
simulate such impairments that may result from diagnoses such as arthritis, cerebral palsy, multiple sclerosis, as well 
as life stages/events such as aging and temporary injuries. The simulator as a software plug-in would interact with the 
3D models created for products, in order to observe the differences in interaction as the ability of the hand changes. 

The goal is to launch the simulator in educational settings, to further develop into a software to be used in the industry. 
An open-source system would enable introduction of more diagnoses and therefore implications, creating the 
opportunity to simulate incredibly diverse abilities. Expanding the simulation to incorporate other limbs would also 
enable mimicking broader interactions with products and environments. 

The collaboration between WPP, NVIDIA and SOUR is the first step to raising awareness of design-led inaccessibility, 
and it is a call for action to the industry to join in on the collaboration and take action.

EVERYONE BECOMES DISABLED 
AT SOME POINT IN THEIR 
LIVES, SO ABILITY SHOULD BE 
A CONSIDERATION ON EVERY 
DESIGN BRIEF.“
”
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SOUR Talks on 
NYCxDESIGN: 
Design Thinking 
Master Class Series 
(Brooklyn Navy 
Yard)

Critically addressing core challenges faced by designers today, 
this series part of the NYCxDESIGN festival brought together 
designers from different disciplines and backgrounds to 
brainstorm ways in which they can immediately work towards 
progressive, meaningful change in their creative practices. 
Each session was led by experts in their fields who presented 
the challenge and lead small group discussions.

Tuesday, May 10
Waste Reduction in the Design Process with Danielle Elsener, 
Founder, DECODE MFG
 
Wednesday, May 11
Solving for Prototyping Challenges Throughout the Design 
Process with Mitchell Joachim, Co-Founder, Terreform ONE 
(Open Network Ecology)
 
Tuesday, May 17
Cultivating Sustainable Practices led by Athena Diaconis, 
Director of Strategy, HUSH Studios, with special guests
 
Wednesday, May 18
Showcasing the Importance of Social & Sustainable Design 
Thinking with Pinar Guvenc, Managing Partner, SOUR

Inclusive design addresses issues within society and how 
to develop innovative ways to combat them. Developing an 
understanding of inclusive design practices, designers will 
reflect and debate on current ideas surrounding these topics 
in this in-depth masterclass.

May 18, 2022

SOUR TALKS

SOUR Talks on 
NVIDIA

Simulating Accessibility with Omniverse: The Future of 
Inclusive Design

The enormous and underserved market for people with 
disabilities is ripe for innovation and disruption. Inclusive design 
puts usability by the largest number of people - including those 
with disabilities - at the very heart of the creative process. 
WPP is a world leader in working with global brands to make 
the products we use every day more accessible, and has 
partnered with NVIDIA and New York University to simulate 
grip and mobility in real time to allow design concepts to be 
tested virtually in a faster and more iterative way. 3D printing, 
and testing prototypes within the disability community, remain 
fundamental, but advanced soft-body and joint physics in 
Omniverse allow for truly groundbreaking new workflows in 
product design.

SPEAKERS
Perry Nightingale, SVP, Creative AI, WPP, SOUR

DESIGNERS REFLECTED AND DEBATED
Experience four days of learning from some of the world’s 
brightest minds, connecting with experts, and networking 
with your peers at NVIDIA GTC on March 21-24. Discover how 
the power of AI, the unlimited potential of Omniverse, and the 
latest technical breakthroughs are making it possible to take 
on the world’s toughest challenges—together.

March 23, 2022
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SOUR Talks on the 
Design Critique 
Podcast

Published is SOUR’s conversation on the Design Critique 
Podcast, a podcast that encourages usable designs for a 
better customer experience. The show was created by Timothy 
Keirnan and Tom Brinck in 2005, using their working lives as 
UX professionals and personal lives as customers: “So many 
reviews on the Web seemed suspiciously positive and we didn’t 
trust them. We still don’t. We critique products and services, 
discuss user experience methods and practices, and interview 
authors or anyone else whose work we find interesting.” 

During the podcast episode with SOUR, host Timothy Keirnan 
spoke with SOUR on how they approach architecture, interior 
design, product design, and public spaces work, as well as the 
use of co-creation panels and extended collaboration with all 
the diverse stakeholders on our projects, with a case study on 
the project for Taksim Square in Istanbul, Turkey. 

You can listen to the episode here.

January 17, 2022

SOUR TALKS

SOUR is a judge of 
the So(cial) Good 
Design Awards

We announced that SOUR is one of the jurors for this year’s 
Association of Registered Graphic Designers’ So(cial) Good 
Design Awards! An international design competition, the 
SoGood Design Awards celebrate design’s undeniable power 
to incite meaningful action and make positive change. 

The RGD invites designers to consider what “social good” truly 
means and to submit communication design projects that 
champion the causes reflected in the Awards’ eight categories. 
Submissions may include Advertising Design; Apps; Books; 
Brand Identities; Brochures; Campaigns; Digital Displays; 
Digital Marketing; Environmental Graphics; Exhibit Design; 
Game Design; Interactive Media; Magazines; Motion Graphics; 
Posters; Packaging; Print & Digital Promotion; Signage; Social 
Media Graphics; Type Design; Videos; Wayfinding; Websites

Judging Criteria
1- The project effectively promotes action in support of social 
change.
2- The project demonstrates originality and creativity through 
advanced, unusual or clever solutions, uniqueness of materials, 
originality of components and/or creative use of resources.
3- The project demonstrates good design, through the 
elegance and sophistication of core design concepts, the 
layout and use of space, typography, clever synergies of visual 
elements, artistic integration, etc.

Find all the details at rgd.ca/sogood 

January 18, 2022
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“Experimentation is an active science.” 

C L AU D E  B E R N A R D
French Physiologist

The earth is a complex system, where we started simple. We humans had a set land we were born 
in, a basic shelter, and finite options of what to eat and do in a day. As the number of innovations 
grew over history, our options in all multiplied by thousands - if not millions. Our social and 
environmental problems exponentially grew along the way, causing not the choices to be finite, 
but the access to them. Here we are today living on a planet of overlapping, tangential, parallel 
and independent complex systems, many of which are human-made. Despite our occasional way 
of acting, like we have figured it all out, we are facing more and more ambiguity, uncertainty and 
volatility. We have created a world of “unknown unknowns.” We are in VUCA.

The term VUCA was first coined in the late 1980s by the US Army War College in an educational 
curriculum, to discuss strategic leadership in the face of complexity, ambiguity, uncertainty 
and volatility in a global environment. Indifferent from many other innovations that appeared in 
the military, trickling down to commercial life, it has become a popular concept among leaders 
of today’s corporations to better respond and plan. While understanding the need for VUCA-
appropriate operation accurately informs leadership decisions and policy, it has the risk of 
remaining high-level and strictly top-down. So the [S]OUR question is: how do we take action? How 
might we inform the design process to create VUCA-appropriate solutions that create bottom-
up action that inspire top-down policy?

In the late 1990s, David Snowden developed a sense-making tool for IBM to identify systems’ 
needs and how to respond to them. Called Cynefin (Welsh for the word habitat), the framework 
categorizes systems as Simple, Complicated, Complex and Chaotic with proposals on how to 
approach them. For complex systems, the first action is to probe. Probing to sense how the 
outcomes perform, then to respond with the optimal solution. Experimentation. Prototyping. 

WHAT’S NEXT?

Common steps in R&D, yet not necessarily in other processes. We need to perform “safe-to-fail” 
experiments in an iterative manner to find the best possible solutions that respond to the present 
and adapt to the future. We need to probe the environments we are operating in and designing 
for. And we need to recognize that this is not an optional scope item that is restricted by budget 
or timeline. It is an urgent need in order for the outcomes to survive and remain relevant in VUCA.

At SOUR, we couple human-centric methods with probing mechanisms in our design process, 
to achieve outcomes that are relevant for today and tomorrow. We understand that with our own 
complex nature, we humans and our behaviors need to be factored in, to obtain outcomes that will 
sustain. And we make sure our process allows for iteration, building in environmental or systemic 
probing that helps us generate actionable insights to reach the best design outcomes. Our “mad 
world” calls for proactivity and willingness to try, so we are making sure we are actionists and 
continue to embrace the discomfort of the new and the unknown.
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