
STUDIES

learning deficiency
DESIGNERS ARE LIKE EVERYONE ELSE—WHICH EXPLAINS WHY
SCHOOLS HAVEN'T ESTABLISHED SUSTAINABLE DESIGN PROGRAMS.

By Joel Towers

In May 2004, the Yale School of Forestry
conducted a study exploring "American At-
titudes on the Environment." As a reflection
of how we see our relationship to the natural
world, the report was revealing. In one sec-
tion, the authors noted that "44 percent of
sport utility vehicle owners identify them-
selves as environmentalists."

If you sell SUVs, that statistic is very good
news. Imagine the commercial: a pristine wil-
derness at sunrise, a majestic glacier glisten-
ing in the distance, a winding river rushing
toward the Arctic Sea. Powerful and limit-
less, the scenario is compelling, romantic,
and familiar. Inside the SUV, a happy family
watches peacefully as an idyllic natural set-
ting passes before their eyes, the coffee brews
in their on-board coffeemaker, and the global
positioning system tracks an approaching
herd of caribou.

Just as the gulf between desire and reality
is blurred by the power of the image—for
the purpose of selling a gas-guzzling truck
to a group of self-described environmental-
ists—the results of the Yale research reveal a
deep divide between widespread, bipartisan
concern for the state of the environment
and what is being done to address it. "The
public perceives a huge deficit between its
aspirations for environmental protection and
what our politics actually delivers," the Yale
study noted. "Eighty-four percent believe the
United States should enact stricter emissions
and pollution standards for business and
industry. This reflects substantial majorities
of Democrats (92%), Independents (90%), and
Republicans (68%)."

So why, given such an overwhelming desire
to protect the natural environment, haven't
design schools across the country incorpo-

rated sustainable design into their curricu-
lums long ago? There are several reasons, the
first of which is discernable in the internal
contradictions revealed in the Yale study. De-
sign schools are made up of designers who, it
turns out, are more or less just like everybody
else out there. And Americans, despite a
professed love of the natural world, are loath
to change their patterns of consumption in
order to protect the environment.

In part, this is a result of the historic
relationship we've had to a landscape that
has long been characterized as having a
limitless natural expanse and, at the same
time, an infinitely expanding frontier. Huge
territories set aside as national parks and
entire states that seem to consist only of
forests, fields of corn, or majestic mountains
have securely situated nature as something
external to us—something that is, in effect,
not integral to our day-to-day existence. We
are forever seeing the wilderness as Ansel
Adams portrayed it. The myth of the Ameri-
can frontier is deeply rooted and, it turns out,
marketable. Design schools exist within this
context, not outside of it, and to that degree,
they are a reflection of our society.

Teaching sustainability in schools is ham-
pered by the subject's complex relationship
to time and scale. For sustainability to have
meaning, it must operate on multiple lev-
els—individual, collective, national, trans-
national, and global, as well as rural, urban,
regional, and biospheric. But beyond the
positive impact of choosing to use ecologi-
cally responsible materials and processes, it is
hard to fathom the means by which designers
can engage their clients, or for that matter
themselves, in the radical change that's nec-
essary to achieve a truly sustainable system.

It has been a quarter century since the first
studies of global warming were produced,
and the problem has only worsened. Large-
scale transformations of the environment
happen over a time frame that is difficult to
comprehend—and even harder to address—
within the limitations of political or business
cycles. Global warming is so far outside the
daily life experiences of most people that
public discourse and scientific research are
mostly limited to a reiteration of the prob-
lem, albeit with more and more specificity
and accuracy. Yet these studies get us no
closer to knowing what to do about it.

Sustainability in schools is further chal-
lenged by the lack of design research and
theoretical frameworks that explore how our
interaction with the natural world influences
esthetics, form, meaning, and organization;
such material is necessary to make the subject
compelling in academic environments. And
it suffers from an image problem. For a brief,
fleeting moment in the 1960s, the "back to
the land" movement was avant-garde. Now
it's just green and fuzzy. For sustainability to
find its way into the curriculum in a mean-
ingful way, it will have to be reconceived as
both integral to our future and hip.

"Sustainability" and its corollary "sustain-
able design" have been contested terms since
they emerged from the nexus of national and



international debates on the environment,
public policy, and development in the 1980s.
Perhaps the most widely accepted use of "sus-
tainability" flows from a redefinition of what
constitutes "best design practice."

Within the discourses of design, this inter-
pretation of sustainability has had the most
traction. Often referred to as "green" or "eco"
design, sustainability is, from this stand-
point, construed as a technological and mate-
rial response to methods of production that
damage the environment. In communication
design, sustainable work may mean the use
of short-run production methodologies,
print-on-demand publications, the specifica-
tion of recycled papers and non-toxic inks, or
the development of end products specifically
engineered for reuse within artificial or bio-
logical nutrient cycles, as described in Wil-
liam McDonough and Michael Braungart's
book Cradle to Cradle.

Sustainability understood as "best prac-
tice" is broadly applicable across design
disciplines and defines how we can adapt to
a changing environment. Integrating this
sort of ecologically responsive practice model
into design education is not, it turns out,
particularly hard. A combination of project
assignments that nurture a sensitivity to
modes of production, energy flow, and mate-
rial selection—as well as waste reduction and
redefinition—can all be incorporated into
existing design programs with little to no
impact on teaching methods or on the struc-
tures of established curriculums.

We could ask students, for example, to de-
vise a communication strategy that explains
nuclear energy's long-term waste storage
problems as a way of responding to argu-
ments that nuclear energy is "green" because
it produces no carbon dioxide (it is, instead,
a gift that keeps on giving for 10,000 years).
This kind of assignment serves to engage the
students in a current debate of great impor-
tance even as they learn to communicate
complex ideas in an engaging and compre-
hensible fashion.

While some faculty education may be
necessary, teaching sustainable design from
a "best-practice" perspective can be achieved

without affecting other changes that design
schools are making to update their curricu-
lums. This should be implemented immedi-
ately, as it is certainly far better to consume
eco-products and green design than their
toxic alternatives.

If we are to more significantly change the
way we think about the world, design must
play a leading role. Design has the capacity
to explain complex systems and to catalyze
change through storytelling and by evok-
ing alternative possibilities. If we under-
stand sustainability as a paradigm, then the
transformations associated with this "way
of seeing" are essential reconfigurations of
human-nature relations. It's time to get our
heads out of the sand, confront the myths
that comfort us, and get to work designing a
future we want to and can inhabit.

This, however, wreaks havoc with tradi-
tional design education and the structure
of many programs. Sustainability requires
broad social engagement, collaborative and
transdisciplinary teaching structures, and the

delivering knowledge to students and evolve
toward a model that is focused on teaching -
students how to continually learn new skills
and to gain knowledge relevant to solve
the problems they encounter—even if such
information is outside of their traditional
skill set. That pedagogic shift, set within a
context of project assignments and discus-
sions intended to explore human adaptation,
resilient ecologies, and society's relationship
to nature, will allow students to link their
education to the defining challenge of their
lifetime: the environment.

Environmental degradation and unsus-
tainable consumer culture cannot be resolved
through transformations of design practice
alone. Equally, a paradigm shift in design
disconnected from the material base of
everyday life is untenable. Both paths must
be explored at the same time. And while
progress along one path may not mean prog-
ress on the other, this should not dissuade us
from acting.

We are now at a critical juncture. Will

capacity to integrate and seek out knowledge
well beyond isolated professional disciplines.
Educationally, the challenge is teaching
students the skills they need to excel in the
marketplace while giving them the knowl-
edge they need to remake that very market-
place: Our ultimate goal—their goal—is to
create a resilient system that addresses both
society's and nature's needs. To do this, we
need to move away from the old model of

we develop strategies that will allow us to
respond to a changing dynamic between the
natural world and our society? If we do, we
will have to challenge the prevailing mar-
ket system and the very nature of how and
why we do things. If we continue to pursue
narrowly self-interested goals, we are merely
shifting the responsibility for the detritus we
create to future generations. But we can avoid
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that: There is still time to choose.
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