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Catalyzing the Conversation

The good life varies in its dimensions across place, time and culture. 
One size does not fit all. This issue of Catalyst: Strategic Design 
Review explores the meaning of the good life for people across our 
shared world.

For this issue, we searched out designers who were creating the 
future in their current practice. We asked them about the good life 
and what they had discovered about creating it and living it. They 
shared their discoveries and their design experiments with us and 
we have shaped this issue to engage all of our readers in a conversa-
tion about how we, collectively, might experiment with designing a 
good life.

Our contributors demonstrate that a good life can be designed for 
and by people who are not educated to read or write. In Rajasthan, 
we learn from “barefoot professionals” as they create economic value 
and enrich their communities and our ecosystem.

In this issue, our contributors demonstrate that our schools, 
libraries, clinics and gardens can be strategically designed to create 
a social infrastructure of experience and exchange. And, that the 
good life finally, must be one that is sustainable and inclusive.

The Rural Studio reminds us that architectural interventions can 
shape place and help define a good life for the residents of economi-
cally disadvantaged rural areas.

The work of Publicolor re-imagines the construction and design 
of learning spaces and offers another example of how we might re-
imagine education to include the full engagement of the senses.

BaSiC Initiative reminds us that design can revitalize communities 
and build economic strength. And, the PALS initiative helps redefine 
design education and challenges the leaders of academic institutions 
to lead the cultural conversation on designing a good life.

The experiments featured in this issue demonstrate that imagi-
nation is limitless even when material resources are in short supply. 
They give voice to the idea that strategic design can create an infra-
structure of exchanges and experiences to support a 21st century 
good life.

Add your voice. Spread the word, share the experiments and keep 
the conversation going about a good life that does not depend on 
outdated economic measures and models.

Dr. Mary McBride
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From the Catalyst Blog

The Gentle Lullaby  
of Sustainability
By Edwin Kuo

My 8-week-old son was crying the 
other day and I went through all the 
normal checks for what he could be 
crying about. Dirty diaper? No. Hun-
gry? No. Impact of the multitude of 
used automobile Electric Vehicle (EV) 
batteries on the environment? Bingo!

In the very near future, every major 
car manufacture on the planet will 
offer an electric or hybrid automobile. 
GM expects to build 10,000 Chevy 
Volts this year and Toyota has sold over 
a million Prius hybrid electric cars in 
the US alone since its introduction  
in 2000. The lifespan of EV batteries  
can vary, but the average is about 
10-12 years. If you begin to add up 
the number of new electric and hybrid 
automobiles that will be on the road 
in the next 10 years, you’re looking at a 
huge pile of EV batteries. Certainly the 
proliferation and consumer adaptation 
of hybrid and EV automobiles will have 
an impact on the amount of green-
house gas emissions that are released 
onto the planet. However, the carbon 
footprint that is created by the manu-
facturing of these batteries is extremely 
high and issues compound themselves 
once these batteries are used up.

Ford has developed a triple-bottom-
line by design solution for this issue. 
Ford recently partnered with DTE 
Energy to create Michigan’s largest 

solar power generation system. This 
pilot project will help power the Michigan 
Assembly Plant that will produce the 
new Focus and Focus Electric as well 
as their next-generation hybrid and  
plug-in hybrid vehicles. What makes 
this system innovative is that it will 
reuse vehicle electric batteries for 
energy storage at the plant.

Hybrid and plug-in automobiles are 
designed to only use a portion of the 
energy that is stored within the battery. 
In order to keep the batteries operating  
efficiently, the batteries in these cars 
are kept within a precise range of full 
to drained state to guarantee the cor-
rect functioning of the car. Once these 
batteries no longer have the ability to 

charge to the levels appropriate for 
driving, they still have a very high 
charging capacity. This can potentially 
be as high as 75% of the battery ability.

There are other companies research-
ing the reuse possibilities of the EV 
batteries, but the Ford plant will be the 
first to implement it. Ford will expand 
this system to other plants if this pilot 
program is successful.

This isn’t the only recyclable and 
renewable strategy that is being imple-
mented in Ford vehicles. Ford is using 
bio-based foams in many of their  
seat cushions. They are also using 
post-consumer plastics to make plastic 
components for the cars, recycled yarns 
for seat fabrics and repurposed nylon 
carpeting that is molded into cylinder 
head covers.

Knowing that Ford is out there 
implementing this triple-bottom-line 
by design action will help my son sleep 
better through the night. We can only 
hope that he begins to sleep through 
the night.

Ford has developed a triple-bottom-line by  
design solution for this issue. Ford recently 

partnered with DTE Energy to create Michigan’s 
largest solar power generation system.
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Read more posts on the CATALYST 
blog at: CATALYSTsdr.com

 “Great to see you!  
You Haven’t  
Changed a Bit!”
By Yochi Siskindovich

As designers and design managers we 
are in the business of change. We are 
constantly challenging the status quo 
in an attempt to improve our world. 
We therefore have a great responsibility 
to regularly question our belief systems 
and, if need be, adopt new ones.

Naturally, changing one’s opinion 
is not easy. You risk being viewed as 
inconsistent, soft, and insecure. How 
is it that openness, mental flexibility, 
and a willingness to improve one-
self are not valued as qualities of the 
highest order? On the same note, how 
is it that staying the course, never 
budging, and maintaining one’s con-
victions are so widely esteemed? How 
has changing one’s own mind become 
so unpopular?  

When was the last time you 
TRULY changed your mind?

I’m not talking about small adjust-
ments but rather substantial mental 

U-turns. The fact of the matter is that 
many of us resist change while criticiz-
ing others for acting just as we do. We 
may know a Democrat turned Repub-
lican, or an anti-Semite turned Rabbi, 
but these are the rare exceptions.

Most of us (including yours truly) 
assembled a rough worldview as 
young adults and will keep most of 
it undisturbed until the day we die. 
Somehow, we feel funny keeping our 
car, wardrobe, and hairstyle for more 
than ten years but we feel absolutely 
fine keeping convictions we acquired 
in our teens.

Albert Einstein said, “Common sense 
is the collection of prejudices acquired 
by age eighteen.” If he was right – and 
he often was – we should examine our 
convictions, listen to shows we never 
listen to, read the newspapers we never 
read, listen to people we believe are 
wrong, and become the change agents 
we aspire to be.

The Social and  
Cultural Entrepreneur
By Giselle Carr

It is said that entrepreneurship makes 
something take a new direction; new 
angles are found and developed. Lotta 
Levkall, Director of Nätverkstan, a 
Cultural and Civil Society Organiza-
tion based in Göteborg, Sweden, is 
working with cultural and civil soci-
ety organizations in Sweden which 
focus on just that.

At Nätverkstan and Kulturverkstan,  
a training project for “makers of cul-
ture”, creative professionals learn how 
to realize ideas and projects which 
change the world.

In the traditional sense, an 
entrepreneur is often described as 
curious, creative, positive, optimis-
tic, visionary and quite stubborn. If 
the meaning of entrepreneurship is 
”taking action”, it is easy to see that 
culture and civil society are built on 
entrepreneurs. Designers, artists, 
writers, poets, dancers, actors and 
cultural practitioners are known for 
being exceptional in their ability to 
grasp new possibilities, or making 
something new out of what is per-
ceived as an empty physical, psycho-
logical or virtual space. Not always 
is this combined with a sustainable 
economy, though.

The market for cultural and artis-
tic activities may be small depending 
on location, as there is often a lack 
of economic resources. How do you 
build a creative and viable organiza-
tion in a structured, project-based 
business world paradigm? The 
culturalentrepreneur.se blog explores 
this question, as well as entrepre-
neurship from a social and cultural 
point of view.
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From a Can of Paint:   
 Publicolor’s Use of  
 Design in Transforming 
Schools and Students 
AN INTERVIEW WITH RUTH SHUMAN, FOUNDER OF PUBLICOLOR.  

CONDUCTED BY BIJEY NARAYAN AND ADAM ZOLTOWSKI

Catalyst: How can design help individuals create their own vision of the good life?
Ruth shuman: The environment of a school and the environment of a neighborhood 
impact the behavior of people using the school, or living in the neighborhood. There are 
definitely organizations that are trying to do something about neighborhoods, but no 
one is addressing the environment of schools. I feel very strongly that by introducing 
design and color you can change attitudes and behavior as well as create visual order in 
environments where chaos reigns supreme.

Executive Summary
CATALYST and Ruth Lande Shuman of Publicolor discuss how the interior spaces of schools have both profound effects on students  
and on learning experiences. Beginning with her background in design, Shuman takes us on her journey of the founding of  
Publicolor and how she envisioned design as a core element that can be used to strengthen the educational experiences, and lives, 
of America’s most at-risk youth. She comments on how the simple act of painting a school’s hallways and classrooms, with student 
participation, can influence the mindset of the students within, changing their life trajectory forever. In explaining Publicolors’ tiered 
structure, designed specifically to provide structure for students and their schools, we are shown how skills learned in one area of 
life can impact all others. Through conversations with real-life participants of the program Shuman helps uncover how collaborative 
contribution and strategic design can help improve inner-city students’ ability to achieve their own version of the Good Life.

Good Life  5
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Strategy  
in Action

Maximize  
Student  

Engagement in 
Education

>> Redesign  
academic environ-

ment through student 
participation to ensure 

more engagement  
and participation in 

education.

>> Renew  
academic culture 

through informal pro-
grams of career coun-
seling, apprenticeship 

& scholarships.

>> Enable  
transference of work 
habits from practice 

to academics through 
a culture of rigor and 

discipline.

>> Improve  
students’ mind-set 

and performance 
through increased 

productivity,  
attendance, involve-

ment and interest.

>> Maximize  
school performance by 

preventing academic 
slip-backs, gangs  

and number of over-
aged and under- 

credited students.

>> Prepare  
the student com-

munity to face bigger 
future challenges in 

life after school.

6  CATALYSTsdr.com

FROM A CAN OF PAINT

Catalyst: What was the approach Publicolor 
took to get started?
RS: I started with a pilot project at JHS 99 in 
East Harlem, and my approach was simple; I 
thought, “If I put a paintbrush in the hands 
of disaffected students,” I’d engage in their 
education. They’d feel a sense of ownership 
and pride in their school, and they’d be my 
anti-posse. Nobody is doing this. Nobody put 
actions to any kind of observations they have 
been making. Most schools look and feel like 
prisons. They are undifferentiated environ-
ments, usually painted one color: beige or 
grey. And everything looks the same. You can’t 
tell the difference between security doors, exit 
doors and classroom doors. This is a form 
of sensory deprivation – similar to what the 
military uses as a form of torture! How can 
we expect students to feel energized to learn 
in these environments?

This is a total disconnect between condi-
tions and expectations. So we introduced and 
continue to create visual order and energy. If 
you stimulate the eye, you stimulate the brain. 
I deliberately teach the students how to create 
harmonious color chords – you want to stim-
ulate the eye, not tax it with harsh combi-
nations, and then we hold a school-wide vote 
so everyone feels like they participated.

Catalyst: How did you make the connection 
between the unique problems in schools and 
the use of color as a solution?
RS: In the 1980’s I was very active in the 
Big Apple Circus. Through my participation 
in that I got to see a lot of inner city middle 
schools. At the time there was also a lot of 
media attention around our country’s alarm-
ing dropout rate. All the schools looked and 
felt institutional and totally unwelcoming.

I was at Pratt at the time. I loved work-
ing with color. A light bulb went off: I knew 
that if I put a paint brush in disaffected stu-
dents’ hands, and we changed together the 
way that their schools look and feel that I 
could engage them in their education. I was 
that confident that it would absolutely work, 
and it did.

Catalyst: What stakeholders did you need to 
engage to get the program off the ground?

RS: The pilot was not difficult. The woman 
who ran arts and education for the Big Apple 
Circus was an educator herself. For many 
years, she had been saying she wanted to work 
together on something outside of the circus 
itself. I’m a designer, she is an educator, and 
what can we do?

Once I had the idea, I brought it to her, and 
it just made sense. She let me into her East 
Harlem School, and gave me all the hallways 
on the five floors to work with and four dou-
ble stairwells. 

She brought in representatives from Estee 
Lauder who asked me to make presentations 
to groups from the different companies under 
the Estée Lauder umbrella to expand the 
number of volunteers who would paint with 
me after students and teachers helped me 
prime all the spaces. A group of leading edu-
cational consultants stopped by and asked me 
to help them turn around a failing inner-city 
high school in Newark. 

Rudy Crew, the then school chancellor, 
also stopped by and declared that what I was 
doing was “A catalyst for change; I want your 
program in my schools.”

I wrote my first proposal to the city. I got 
another pilot in Bed-Stuy with the help of the 
Department of Education. This was MS57, the 

“I feel very strongly 
that by introducing 
design and color  
you can change  
attitudes and  
behavior as well as 
create visual order  
in environments 
where chaos  
reigns supreme.”
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FROM A CAN OF PAINT



CATALYST Insight
Design programs  
that have multiple 
levels of completion 
to ensure long-term 
effectiveness.
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lowest performing school in the system – we 
continue to focus almost exclusively on strug-
gling schools with principals who are commit-
ted to change. We worked seven days a week, 
but it was working and making an impact. 

Catalyst: Was there resistance to your  
initiatives? What hurdles did you have  
to overcome?
RS: Principals resisted. They were afraid it  
would disrupt the school even more. They 
said, “You’re going to paint these colors? In my 
schools?” Fortunately, I had on my founding 
board, one of the city’s most respected educa-
tors. He took me to meet with superintendents. 
He was a champion for us, and people paid 
more attention and took us more seriously. It 
took getting positive feedback from the prin-
cipals of schools where we had been successful 
to get buy in from the new principals.

Catalyst: I imagine in the beginning it 
would have been very experimental, when 
did the organizational side of the program 
begin to emerge? When did the system 
evolve that you could replicate?
RS: By the time I was at my third school, it 
was clear how we should do it. For example 
in our paint club program in that school, 
after we finished we decided to start a new 
program. We wanted to celebrate completion. 
We held an awards ceremony, and hold them 
every now and then after each project, and on 
this particular one, as we were leaving, some 
of the kids were begging us to stay. We felt 
like we were walking out on them after this 
great experience together. We needed to cre-
ate a way to stay in touch with them after the 
initial project. I decided we’d go back to do 
weekly touch-ups.

Then at our next project there was a stu-
dent who was not attending school because 
he was getting harassed. He was very poor; 
he got made fun of, bullied. So I hired him to 
be my assistant. I noticed right away he didn’t 
know how to work. He had almost no sense of 
organization or initiative. He thought leaders 
were bullies. So I realized my next program 
was going to teach kids how to work.

When you work with at-risk kids, many of 
them are suffering from low self-esteem, so 

we built in daily small accomplishments and 
tasks that would allow them to build their 
confidence. Painting a door, taping a keyhole. 
They’re all successes and build into their sense 
of self worth. We wanted to leave behind a 
culture of rigor.

Catalyst: How does the program impact 
student’s ability to learn?
RS: The safety factor is also huge. When minds 
are frozen by fear, teachers can’t teach effec-
tively and students can’t learn. When confronted 
with danger, the brain releases cortisol, which 
blocks the formation of long-term memory. 
In prison-like schools we can’t be surprised 
these kids aren’t performing. They’re terrified.

All you need to do is remove the person 
from the fearful environment or change the 
environment, and the physiological effects 
will go away. 86% of our underachieving kids 
graduate high school in four years vs. 42% at 
their schools, and 100% go on to college, all 
from a can of paint.

We administer pre and post surveys at all 
of our schools and last year 90% of teachers 
reported having higher expectations of our 
students, and these were kids who were low 
performers before. High expectations are key 
to better performance.

Catalyst: So it’s about applying a  
positive psychology?
RS: It is showing kids they can be forces 
of good in any community they belong to, 
through design. The kids become a second 
family for one another. They have experienced 
so many broken promises. They don’t trust 
easily. We tell them they can behave however 
they want; we’re not going to walk out. They 
constantly test us. But we won’t go anywhere, 
and they know that. 

 The kids aren’t so jaded that they can’t see 
the truth when faced with it. They will react 
to honesty.

Catalyst: What have you seen that  
teachers are doing well, and what could  
they do better?
RS: When I was working in the schools, I 
was pretty horrified by how teachers treated 
students. I’ve spoken up about this before. 

Opposite: Publicolor 
program students and 
volunteers work together 
revitalizing learning 
environments
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Security guards bully the kids as well, and I 
think they made problems worse, when I was 
in the schools. I’m more aware that principals 
have gotten a lot better. It feels to me as though 
the quality has improved since we started. 
They’re more willing to go to bat for the kids. 
In the beginning they weren’t engaged at all. 

Catalyst: How does the system work,  
on each project?
RS: We’re teaching them a language. It’s a lan-
guage of logic. They have to think about each 
aspect of the project as they go. When you pre-
pare the space, you need to figure what you are 
doing and why you are doing it. What are you 
taping first and why? We teach the kids how 
to break the entire project down into a logical 
sequence of achievable goals so that they are not 
overwhelmed by the large scope of the project.

We also teach them that mistakes are 
opportunities. Give them the freedom to fail, 
to try again. 

Editorial Note: At this point in the interview, 
a Publicolor student named Tray entered  
the room.

RS: This is one of our students. We were 
talking about how there is no such thing as a 
mistake; it’s an opportunity to get more cre-
ative. We’re pushing boundaries. But it is an 
opportunity for the kids to get it right, and it 
translates to their approach to homework. I’m 
sure Tray can tell you more about it.

Catalyst: It’s like learning to do mathematics  
by calculating your batting average  
in baseball. Apply the same principle or  
concept to something you care about.  
It’s about transference of strategies for 
positive Reinforce.
RS: Right. Tray, can you talk about positive 
results in your experiences?
T: Usually I hate math. Until I related it to how 
many rebounds I had in one game. It made it 
a positive result for me. I took what I learned 
in one place and applied it to another.
RS: So much of it is practical. If you can 
teach through real life experiences, you’ll see 
an impact. It is not unlike design. My advisor 
for my Masters program was Gaetano Pesce. 

He talked about Organic Architecture and 
Personalized Design. He invented individual-
ized mass production. He wants empathy to 
be a part of design. Abstract is hard to relate 
to, especially for students, but if you make it 
real, they get it, especially for students in these 
environments.

So our designs are personalized. None of  
the schools look the same. Tray’s school looks 
entirely different from other schools. It’s 
because the kids choose the color scheme. 
They influence the final product. Some kids 
will even speak up and say, “We can’t use 
these colors because they represent gangs.”
T: Since we painted the school, people attend 
more often. For me, it brings me joy and hap-
piness to come to school. Students will spend 
time together in areas of the school they didn’t 
before. Our attendance rates are now up to 
75%, where they were 30% before we painted 
the school.

Catalyst: How long have you been in  
the program?
T: I’ve been in the program for six months. 
I didn’t know what painting could do for 
me, but it’s done a lot. I just graduated a few 
weeks ago.

Catalyst: What are your plans now? 
T: To go to college. I want to study aviation. 
RS: This is really about supplementing what  
is going on in the classroom already – at Tray’s 
school and many other schools. There are way 
too few college and career counselors. The stu-
dents are so under-served so we at Publicolor 
have a college and career prep program. We have 
weekly tutoring, and career exposure work-
shops, so we can help and provide the guidance 
they need to take those next steps. Right now, 
a lot of kids want to get involved, but we need 
funding to expand our reach. There aren’t a lot 
of options for older students to do something 
productive. And if they aren’t doing something 
productive, they are going to do something 
destructive with their energy. As a country we 
are sitting on gold – our young people, and we 
need to maximize their potential. 

Catalyst: How does this feed into the ‘good 
life’, and people’s personal definition of it?

FROM A CAN OF PAINT

Ruth Lande 
Shuman
Consultant

Ruth Lande Shuman is 
an industrial designer 

specializing in using 
design and color for 

social service. In 1996, 
Ms. Shuman founded 

Publicolor, a NYC-based 
not-for-profit organi-
zation, that engages 

at-risk students in their 
education by initially 

involving them in paint-
ing warm colors in all the 

public spaces of their 
schools, and then guid-
ing them towards career 

and college through 
a continuum of youth 

development programs. 
In 2000, on behalf of 

Publicolor, Ms. Shuman 
received the President’s 

Service Award, the 
nation’s highest honor 
for volunteer service.

Ms. Shuman has been 
deeply committed to 

community-based volun-
teer work for over thirty 
years, most notably as 
founding trustee of the 

Big Apple Circus, where 
she served as an active 

board member for  
17 years. She is a former 

trustee of the Rowena 
Reed Kostellow Fund  

at Pratt Institute,  
the Women’s Council  

at the University of 
Pennsylvania, the 

Mayor’s Voluntary Action 
Center, and The Kitchen, 

(continued on page 11)
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RS: As people transform schools they trans-
form themselves. I’ve said to Tray, when he  
told me he was in a gang, “Let us be your 
gang.” Our kids are very close. They take care 
of each other.
T: Since I’ve been with Publicolor, I haven’t 
been getting into trouble any more. I’ve tried 
to convince my friends to get involved. I used 
to be in a gang. I’ve convinced a few to check 
Publicolor out. Before, I wasn’t that safe. Now 
I stay home. Up in the Bronx, there are a lot 
of gangs. Shootings, and stabbings, this stuff 
happens all the time, so I spend a lot of my 
time down here at Publicolor.

Catalyst: Have you seen an impact at home?
T: Yeah. I started painting my room. I’m still 
working on it. I use light and bright colors so 
when I come into my house I feel positive. It 
regenerates me. I want to do it for my nephews 
and cousins. I want to see the impact on them. 
If it changed me, hopefully it will change them.

Catalyst: And you are working on all of this 
on your own?
T: Yeah, I do all of this myself. I didn’t know 
I could love art like this. But there’s nothing 
wrong with adding something new to your 
life. I’m trying to get my friends to do it, too. 
Usually, they’re doing something destructive. 
Now, it’s on my terms. If they want to see me 
they need to come to my house.

Catalyst: It’s given you the chance to live life 
on your terms, instead of the gang’s terms.
T: So far so good. My friends are in less trou-
ble now since I turned my act around. I used 
to start fights, make fun of people. Not any-
more. Life is too short for that sort of thing.

Catalyst: What has changed you: the  
counseling or the painting?
T: Both. I know I have a lot of potential. This 
gave me the step and the power to do it. I’m 
here every day now. It keeps me out of trouble. 
Ever since I painted my room, my nephews 
want to be in there and nowhere else.

Catalyst: Have you experienced a change in 
people’s reactions to you?
T: I definitely get more respect. My friends 
want to follow what I’ve been doing. I feel like 
I could spread this around the neighborhood. 
I decided I wanted to do something for the 
school before I leave, and the teachers and 
principal respected me more as a result. They 
loved me because I helped make the school a 
better place.

This is the next step. What we can do for 
others. When this hit, it had a huge impact. 
Attendance went up. People socialized more. 

Catalyst: Does it reflect on your grades?
T: My grades are up now. Last spring I was in 
the 60’s now they’re never below 85%.

Editorial Note: Another Publicolor student, 
Thiemo, entered the room

RS: This is Thiemo. He’s gone through all 
of our programs and works at Estée Lauder 
now. His path was not straight. When we first 
painted together he was in middle school in 
Fort Greene and then went to a high school 
that was full of gangs. We saw a huge change 
in him through Publicolor. We helped him 
transfer to a better school in Manhattan. He 
entered it as captain of the paint club.
Thiemo: I got into Bard High School early 
college. You graduate with your Associate’s 
Degree and your High School Diploma. I 
went into college with 50 credits at 18 yrs old. 
Publicolor helped me do this.

It’s a great place to be. It taught me a lot 
about life: how to work with people, how to 
accept yourself. Learning to paint is great, but 
it’s about more than that. As a young kid you 
don’t want to talk to anyone you don’t know. 
You don’t trust anyone. 

The kids in these communities are so disad-
vantaged. They don’t understand the system. 

(continued from page 10) 

a preeminent presenter  
of contemporary  
performing arts. She 
was also a member of 
the Union Free School 
Board of the Wiltwyck 
School, Ossining, NY. 
Ms. Shuman also served 
as the Mayor’s represen-
tative to the board of the 
Museum of Art & Design 
in New York City.

Prior to founding 
Publicolor, Ms. Shuman 
assisted Gaetano Pesce 
on projects in Japan and 
France, and coordinated 
a large design exhibition 
and the accompanying 
award–winning Abrams 
book Mondo Materialis 
for Steelcase Design 
Partnership. The  
exhibition traveled to 
major museums in the 
United States.

Ms. Shuman received 
her B.A. in 1964  
from the University of  
Pennsylvania and 
completed her M.S. in 
Industrial Design at  
Pratt Institute in 1989, 
where she also com-
pleted a six-month  
post-graduate study  
on the psychological 
effects of color. Ms. 
Shuman has two fabu-
lous sons, a wonderful 
daughter-in-law and an 
adorable grandson.

“When minds are  
frozen by fear,  
teachers can’t teach 
effectively and  
students can’t learn.”



CATALYST Insight
Design rewards into 

programs to Reinforce 
feelings of success in 

participants.
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FROM A CAN OF PAINT

They’re in situations that leave them entan-
gled. The system takes advantage of them. 
They have to learn that people will help them.

Many times the kids are so ignorant of 
their situation; they don’t believe this is pos-
sible. Once I realized I could make something 
of myself that was it. And here I am.

Catalyst: It’s about attitude change then?
Thiemo: Self-awareness is the key. The per-
son in trouble needs to wake up. You have 
to understand what you need to change 
about yourself

Catalyst: What happens if a student gets  
in trouble?
RS: We’ve had some kids get in trouble, and 
they ended up in Rikers Island. Our door was 
still open to them when they got out. 

We had one in a situation, where a student 
– who by the way, had graduated high school 
functionally illiterate, became a drug dealer. 
We had to tell him to leave the program. It 
was a no-brainer, certain things are non nego-
tiable. Drug dealers destroy families, but I also 
told him to come back when he was willing 
to turn his life around. It upset him. He ulti-
mately worked his way back. He stopped deal-
ing, and he’s back with us now playing a huge 
part. Because of him and other students who 
couldn’t read, we started our next steps prep 
summer literacy and math immersion pro-
gram six years ago. We teach through product 
design – so our students have no idea they’re 
in school. We hold these classes every morning 
for seven weeks on Pratt’s campus. Afternoons 
are spent painting under-resourced but vital 
community facilities like local health clinics, 
homeless shelters, community centers, and 
police precincts. We even get the police to paint 
alongside our students. These shared projects 
build bridges of trust between two groups who 
historically have been hostile to one another.

Catalyst: What’s next for Publicolor?
RS: We are working on incorporating more 
design into our programs, specifically the 
practice of design thinking. We hired a design 
educator, to embed the practice of design into 
the program more fully. Last year, because 
the mayor named us one of the lead partners 

in his totally cool roof project, we started 
paint club +, which is a program that targets 
over, under-credited young adults. We teach a 
sustainability curriculum that we developed- 
the board of Education awarded it four cred-
its for eight weeks – as well as white coating 
and commercial painting. This summer we 
plan to white coat school playgrounds and 
embed games with science-based graphics in 
the overall design so children will learn even 
when they’re playing. We’ve had two pilot 
cohorts and averaged 98% daily attendance.

Catalyst: What more can design programs 
do to educate students towards addressing 
these issues?
RS: Design is an untapped reservoir. More 
and more people can have huge impact on 
the quality of people’s lives through design. 
Design better products. Design better schools. 
Use design to engage kids. It’s underused. 
There seems to be great interest to use design 
to address these issues in colleges nowadays, 
especially at Pratt. Young people seem more 
interested in design beyond just making a 
better chair, so these kinds of things need to 
be a part of the curriculum, and faculty and 
students need to engage with communities in 
meaningful ways. High school kids are plant-
ing organic gardens on school roofs. This is 
fantastic. It’s the way we need to be thinking. 
We need more of that approach. Use design to 
make a difference.

RELATED RESOURCES

www.publicolor.org

http://www.colorjack.com/

Opposite: Several  
before and after  

photos, displaying the 
drastic effect of the 
Publicolor program

“Design better  
products. Design  
better schools.  
Use design  
to engage kids.”
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Executive Summary
For more than 40 years, the “Barefoot College” has been working to improve the quality of life for the poorest of the poor in rural 
India. The college addresses basic human needs with a “learning by doing,” community-based strategy that promotes environmen-
tal and economic sustainability. This approach combines traditional rural knowledge with demystified modern technology to create 
lasting impact and fundamental change in impoverished communities. Since 2003, the Barefoot College has been operating www.
tilonia.com in partnership with US-based, Friends of Tilonia, Inc., for the sale and marketing of the Tilonia product line of hand-
crafted, artisan-produced home textiles, women’s accessories and gifts. Operated and maintained by Barefoot business managers 
in India, this e-commerce platform has opened up new income opportunities for the more than 400 artisans it supports.

Designing A  
Good Life  
in Rural Rajasthan
BY ELLEN FISH

tilonia is a small village in the desert regions of Rajasthan, 
India. It is home of the Barefoot College (the College), which 
for nearly 40 years has been working to improve the quality 
of life for the poorest of the poor in rural India. 2
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Earth provides enough 
to satisfy every man’s 
need, but not every man’s 
greed. –Mahatma Gandhi
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DESIGNING A GOOD LIFE IN RURAL RA JASTHAN



Strategy  
in Action

>> Empower  
communities to help 
themselves

>> Demystify  
modern technology 
and respect indig-
enous knowledge  
to create lasting 
impact and change

>> Educate  
through “learning-
by-doing” and ignore 
paper qualifications

>> Create  
opportunities for 
employment through 
marketing and sale of 
artisan-made products

>> Protect  
the environment

>> Design  
a life of quality,  
dignity and  
mutual respect

DESIGN OPPORTUNITY:  
BEING ILLITERATE AND POOR  
IS NO BARRIER 

Ordinary people written off by society because 
they are labeled as poor, primitive, backward 
and impoverished are achieving extraordi-
nary results. What the Barefoot College (the 
“College”) so effectively demonstrates is how  
the combination of traditional knowledge 
and demystified modern technology can bring 
lasting impact and fundamental change to 
impoverished communities when the tools are 
in the control and ownership of those they 
aim to benefit. 

Designed around Ghandian principles of 
mutual respect and equality, the College 
addresses basic human needs through a com-
munity-based strategy. The College trains 
illiterate and semi-literate women and men 
who earn less than $1 per day as Barefoot 
professionals. 

The College was designed to provide an 
alternative to charity and to enable commu-
nities to help themselves. Because literacy 
and paper qualifications are not required, 
their model is being replicated outside of 
India in countries such as Afghanistan, Bhu-
tan, Bolivia, Sierra Leone, Ethiopia, Rwanda, 
Uganda and others. Illiterate and semi-liter-
ate students, elected by their communities, 
come to the College to learn the skills neces-
sary to bring environmentally and economi-
cally sustainable change to their villages.

Barefoot professionals trained by the Col-
lege work within their communities to:
• Build and maintain rainwater harvesting  

systems for clean drinking water, and solar  
power systems for lighting and cooking;

• Provide preventive health services to 
tackle malaria, tuberculosis, AIDS and 
water-born diseases;

• Construct geodesic domes for housing, 
night schools and community centers;

• Create opportunities for employment  
by marketing and selling artisan-made 
products;

• Empower illiterate women by training 
them to become Barefoot solar and  
water engineers; 

• Educate the working children of the rural 

poor by running night schools staffed by 
Barefoot teachers and managed by the 
children’s parliament and village educa-
tion committees; and

• Protect the environment by reducing the 
need for fossil fuels, conserving rainwater, 
recharging groundwater and reclaiming 
wasteland.
Living conditions at the College are simple, 

creating a sense of ownership and ease. Work-
ing relationships depend upon mutual trust, 
tolerance and generosity. By applying the tra-
ditional knowledge and skills the semi-literate 
rural poor already possess for the develop-
ment of their own communities, they live and 
work with self-respect and dignity. 

PAPER QUALIFICATIONS  
ARE NOT REQUIRED

The Barefoot College believes the very poor 
have every right to control, manage and own 
the most sophisticated of technologies to 
improve their own lives. Just because they 
cannot read and write, there is no reason that 
the very poor cannot be water and solar engi-
neers, designers, communicators, teachers, 
midwives, dentists, architects and e-com-
merce entrepreneurs. 

 “Learning by doing” — a familiar practice 
in design — is the philosophy used in train-
ing. Practical demonstrations, “hands-on” 
experience and regular repetition over many 
months help trainees get familiar with terms, 
tools, equipment and components used in any 
of the sophisticated technologies which have 
been “de-mystified” and “de-centralized” in 
the Barefoot approach to design, learning and 
community development. 

 The approach challenges an assumption 
associated with technology and learning. 
It proves that “paper qualifications” are not 
required to become a Barefoot professional 
– whether a solar or water engineer, mid-
wife, dentist, teacher, designer or business 
manager. This approach also eliminates the 
dependency on outside aid or assistance as 
Barefoot professionals working within their 
communities are self-sufficient and commu-
nity supported.

Good Life  17

Opposite, top: 
Blockprinter from Bagru 
uses traditionally carved 
wooden blocks to print 
cotton fabric. 

Bottom: Rami Devi 
(left) and Rameshwar 
(right) manage the stock 
room in Tilonia. Rami 
Devi packs products for 
shipping. Rameshwar 
handles the bookkeeping 
for the stock moving  
in and out.
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DESIGNING A GOOD LIFE IN RURAL RA JASTHAN

MANAGING AN ONLINE,  
ARTISAN ENTERPRISE FROM  
AN INDIAN VILLAGE 

Since 2003, in partnership with the US-
based, Friends of Tilonia, Inc., the Barefoot 
College has operated the online enterprise, 
www.Tilonia.com, for the sale and market-
ing of the Tilonia product line of handcrafted, 
artisan-produced home textiles, women’s 
accessories and gifts. 

More than 400 artisans, most of them 
women, earn supplemental income through 
sewing, needlework, embroidery, tie-dying, 
block printing and weaving. Designs and pro-
duction methods draw on Indian craft tradi-
tions that are centuries old – but create modern, 
and otherwise unavailable, opportunities for 
these illiterate and semi-literate women. 

The women of Tilonia tell their stories of 
breaking with traditional practices of purdah 
(the practice of concealing women from men) 
and child marriages. They are “open” and do 
not cover their faces with a veil while work-
ing on the College campus. They send their 
daughters, as well as their sons, to school. 
Kailesh Kanwar, one of the women work-
ing on the Barefoot College campus, smiles 
proudly when she tells of traveling to major 
Indian cities, like Delhi, Mumbai or Banga-
lore, for Tilonia Bazaars to sell Tilonian prod-
ucts to urban markets. The courage of these 
women in the face of initial opposition from 
their families has created economic opportu-
nities for them and the women in their vil-
lages who work together, regardless of caste. 

The business management team for Tilo-
nia.com is all “graduates” of the night schools 

the Barefoot College operates for the benefit 
of children who work during the day tending 
animals, fetching water or managing other 
household chores. 

Pokhar Mal comes from a tiny hamlet ten 
kilometers from the main road. His father 
herds goats. Pokhar manages the online sales 
and customer service for Tilonia.com. He 
learned English and how to use computers 
while working at the Barefoot College. 

Badri is the business manager for the rural 
industries section of the College. He man-
ages a production team, warehouse staff and 
field center production teams which pro-
duce the Tilonia line of home furnishings, 
gift and décor items, clothing and accesso-
ries. He too, is a “graduate” of the College’s 
night schools and is proud of the work and 
opportunities that the College facilitates. He 
organizes the sales events in the small shop 
on campus as well as exhibition sales held in 
major Indian cities. 

A LIFE OF DIGNITY AND  
MUTUAL RESPECT

None of the business management team for 
Tilonia.com has ever been to a government 
school, and thus none of them have the school 
certificate necessary for a government job. 
They come from rural communities of shep-
herds and subsistence farmers in Rajasthan 
where the only option for livelihood during 
years of drought would be to migrate to the 
slums in overcrowded cities looking for work 
as common laborers.

In Tilonia, their life and work have been 
completely different. It has been one designed 
to encourage and support learning, opportu-
nity — and more importantly, a life of dignity 
and mutual respect.

RELATED RESOURCES

Barefoot College:  
www.barefootcollege.org

Friends of Tilonia, Inc. Webstore:  
www.Tilonia.com

Barefoot College videos on YouTube: 
www.youtube.com/barefootcollege

Ellen Fish
Executive Director  

of Friends of Tilonia

Ellen is founder and 
director of Friends of 

Tilonia, Inc. which takes 
its name from Tilonia,  
a small village in India 

that is home to  
the Barefoot College. 

Working with the 
Barefoot College, Ellen 
and a team of Barefoot 
e-commerce managers  

have developed an online 
enterprise, Tilonia.com,  

to market artisan 
products directly to 

international buyers. 
With a direct-to-buyer 
model, these artisan 

producers earn a greater 
percent of product sales 
than through traditional 
export channels and are 
empowered to build and 
manage their own enter-
prises, creating value in 
owning their brand and 

distribution channels.

Ellen has over 20 years 
experience in developing 

new businesses. Ellen 
held a number of busi-

ness roles with Standard 
& Poor’s and other 

financial information 
firms managing product 

launches generating 
more than $35 million in 

new product revenues. 

Ellen is a member of 
Investors’ Circle, a network  

of impact investors, and 
mentors start-ups at Pratt 

Design Incubator and NYU’s  
Stern School of Business. 2
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“The approach  
challenges an 
assumption associated  
with technology  
and learning.”
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Raj Kanwar teaches a new 
trainee, Neeraj, how to stitch 
the quilted duffel bag sold 
online on www.tilonia.com.

Bottom: Rameshwar and Pokhar 
check the quality of quilts 
received in the stock room. 
Pokhar Mal manages customer 
service and order fulfillment 
for www.tilonia.com.
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 Why Design  
 Education  
Matters Now
BY MARY MCBRIDE AND GISELLE CARR

Design exists within the context of culture and economy. So do ideas of the good life. 
Designers create within that context, but they also help to shape it. And they help to 
shape our ideas of what a good life is. 

Designers are ideally suited to shape a good life because they are educated to understand 
“ethos, logos and pathos.” Lofty Latin and Greek, but easily translatable and important in 
design education. Design education deepens understanding of  the fundamental character 
or spirit of time and place and culture. It enables the understanding of the underlying 
sentiments and beliefs that inform the cultural practices of a group. It values the impor-
tance of intuition and imagination as channels to the creative wisdom of the universe. 
And, it encourages a sentimental education—an education of the sensibilities and feelings, 
including empathy and compassion.

Executive Summary
It is difficult to define the good life in a way that honors the very different traditions of the world’s people. But we do know that the 
good life must be one that is sustainable for generations to come. The good life today cannot beggar the children of tomorrow. 
Design plays an important role in creating our conception of a good life into a pattern of purchases and behaviors. But are designers 
educated to responsibly and creatively shape the good life? What is the role of design education in helping to prepare designers to 
help create a good life that is sustainable?
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WHY DESIGN EDUCATION MATTERS NOW

Design education does more than provide the 
theory and tools of the various design disci-
plines. It also provides a framework for choice 
making and ethical practice and encourages 
creative minds to bring into form the spirit 
of being fully human. Not a small job! Espe-
cially in a century where human choices will 
impact: energy, mobility, community, health, 
materials, and global prosperity - a century 
where the good life can be hard to find. 

The Cooper Hewitt exhibit of “Why Design 
Now?” helped to host a conversation about 
design’s role as a shaper and sustainer of a life 
worth living. Bill Moggridge continued that 
conversation with leaders from 33 schools of 
Art and Design across North America in an 
innovation summit organized by Pratt Insti-
tute. The summit was designed to provide 
an opportunity for academic leaders to bet-
ter understand the role of their institutions in 
shaping a good life that was also sustainable.

 This summit is one example of the emer-
gence of a sense of urgency about the sus-

tainability of our world and our practice. 
Urgency is critical to urging innovation into 
the world and into our institutions. But, as 
Kotter’s model suggests, urgency alone will 
not enable change and innovation. Real 
change will require the formation of collab-
orative networks of teams across institutions 
charged with educating design leaders. Once 
formed, these networks can then help to 
guide the formation of a vision and help com-
municate that vision to assure buy-in, enable 

action and achieve some short-term wins.
Innovating practice requires a sustained 

effort to learn and to reinforce new learn-
ing. Persistence is a necessary ingredient 
in any change process. For innovation to 
become routine practice a “new normal” must 
be established and be made to stick through 
new incentives and measures that redefine 
excellence in design education and practice. 
In short, if sustainability is to become part 
of the teaching of ethos, logos and pathos, it 
must be institutionalized as a core value and 
a necessary practice.

The summit was designed to effectively 
channel urgency into concerted, collaborative 
action that could impact vision and practice 
and institutionalize sustainability as a core 
value and necessary practice. It established 
a time frame for action of five years, encour-
aged a commitment to common goals and 
set up mechanisms for leveraging and shar-
ing resources and best practices. It created a 
replicable process and an infrastructure for 
collaboration that allowed for progress to be 
measured using agreed-upon and standard-
ized measures across institutions.

And, it is creating a pattern of short-term 
wins that is establishing a “new normal”. 
Specifically, group actions for 2011 include 
a portal for “on demand peer-to-peer dia-
logue for best practices” and a sustainability 
resource marketplace for the sharing of cur-
ricula, syllabi and expertise. New work to 
emerge from sustainable practice will be 
exhibited and curated at the next summit, 
along with new tools for measuring sustain-
ability which will be developed.

 “Collectively, designers are  
seeking to enhance human 
health, prosperity, and comfort 
while diminishing the conflicts 
between people and the global 
ecosystems we inhabit.”  
- (Why Design Now? National 
Design Triennial, Smithsonian  
Cooper-Hewitt, National 
Design Museum)

Strategy  
in Action

>> Innovate 
education practice 

into action

>> Create 
new vision of art and 

design education that 
embraces complexity

>> Collaborate 
openly and  

consistently to build 
momentum

>> Re-imagine 
global issues into 
opportunities for 
design education

“Design education 
deepens under-
standing of  
the fundamental  
character or spirit  
of time and place  
and culture.”

CATALYST Insight
Sustainability  

translates directly into 
viability for art  

and design education 
institutions.



CATALYST Insight
Human choices will 
impact: energy, 
mobility, community, 
health, materials, and 
global prosperity;  
design education can 
shape the cultural 
conversation around 
sustainability.
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Why the emphasis on sustainability? 
Because design education today must address 
the issue of sustainability if it is to remain 
viable. Sustainability is not about green. It is 
about creating a world in which we are capa-
ble of thriving. It is about creating a good life 
- one in which we can be fully human, surviv-
ing and growing under favorable conditions.

Conditions today are hardly favorable for 
a good life. The threats to human health and 
economic prosperity have been made terri-
bly real most recently in Japan. The fragility 
of our ecosystem and our economic system 
must begin to inform design practice. Design 
can and must make its difference. 

 Designers today require the full value of 
an education that informs both an under-
standing and a critique of cultural practice. 
They will need help in developing and trust-
ing their intuition and imagination. They 
will need learning experiences that help 
deepen their compassion and empathy.

The “bottom billion” and the less advan-
taged in even the most affluent countries need 
design solutions if they are to ever experience 
a good life. Their needs are no less important 
and arguably more urgent. Their power to 
destabilize is real and is being recognized by 
nation states faced with forced regime change. 
In order to create a 21st century version of a 
good life for a world that may soon be 9 billion, 
design will need to enable nations and commu-

“Designers today 
require the full value  
of an education  
that informs both  
an understanding  
and a critique of  
cultural practice.”

 Kotter’s 8-Step Change Model

Creating a
climate for 
change

Engaging & 
enabling the 
organization

Implementing 
& sustaining 
the change

1. Increase urgency

2. Build guiding teams

3. Get the vision right

4. Communication for buy-in

5. Enable action

6. Create short-term wins

7. Don’t let-up

8. Make it stick



nities to re-imagine mobility, improve human 
wellbeing and generate alternative energy.  

The affluent are already demanding design 
solutions. They are purchasing hybrids and 
buying organic. They are investing in solar, 
wind and biomass. Design solutions and 
design education will need to become more 
life-centric, more focused on aliveness and 
fecund generativity. The shift has begun with 
the climate action plan signed by university 
presidents and the development of curricula 
that encourages an understanding of the 
complex web of life.

As a species, we are learning and unlearn-
ing all the time. Institutions also need to keep 
learning and unlearning. As Einstein suggests:

 “We are all very ignorant, but not 
ignorant of the same things.”

We cannot afford to be collectively ignorant 
of the very real threats to our good life posed 
by the depletion of our biosphere from indus-
trial practice. Economies that do not enhance 
wellbeing are not sustainable. Trade-offs that 
build wealth at the expense of wellbeing are 
increasingly unacceptable. Design practice will 
need to help new economies emerge through 
innovations in methods and materials. Design 
helps shape mindsets and behavior.

 “It is our responsibility, as  
educators, to create new  
educational models that prepare 
and inspire our graduates  
to envision the future.”
 - Dr. Thomas Schutte,  
President, Pratt Institute

Institutions are beginning to move from 
awareness of the urgency of innovating prac-
tice to action. Pratt helped lead this movement 
with the innovation summit. Together all of 
the participating schools helped create a new 
vision for design education that can respond 
to the complex nature of our world. Together 
they responded to the question, “What can we 
do together to ensure a sustainable future and 
a good life?”

 The summit was a beginning, a small but 
significant step in assuring that our defini-
tion of a good life was one that is sustainable. 
It will help to institutionalize this definition 
into design education. It will help designers 
shape the good life.

 “The summit could not have 
been more of a success. We met 
our goal to galvanize the group 
and establish an action plan 
for moving forward over the 
next year,” said Debra Johnson, 
director of the summit, who 
leads Pratt’s Center for  
Sustainable Design Studies. 
“Together we have the critical 
mass that will help us make 
transformative rather than 
incremental change.”

The participating schools continue to work 
collectively to better integrate sustainability 
into art and design programs. They continue to 
meet monthly online. They are now co-leading 
and have formed a Partnership for Academic 
Leadership on Sustainability (PALS). PALS 
will help lead the change in design education 
and help to define and demonstrate the critical 
role of art and design education in locating a 
good life in a sustainable and viable future.
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WHY DESIGN EDUCATION MATTERS NOW

“The summit was  
a beginning, a small 
but significant step  
in assuring that  
our definition of a 
good life was one  
that is sustainable.”

Mary McBride
Mary McBride is  
Director of The  

Graduate program in 
Design Management at 

Pratt Institute and  
Partner in the  

consulting firm  
Strategies for Planned 

Change. She is the 
author of Triple Bottom 

Line by Design: Leading 
as if Life Matters.

Giselle Carr
Giselle Carr is a  

Graphic Designer  
specializing in branding 

and marketing, for  
companies at the  

crossroads of design, 
business and  

social innovation.
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Executive Summary
Rural Studio has been responsible for over 75 beautifully crafted architectural interventions such as homes, parks, community 
and public buildings for the residents of West Alabama that are plagued by poverty and substandard housing.

Over the last twenty years, Rural Studio has catalyzed the rebuilding of communities and provided students with an education 
of architectural practices that improve life conditions. Their symbiotic strategy is based on the building of inspiring architecture, 
self-sufficient communities, and socially aware students. Though the Rural Studio lives in the community they serve, their latest 
projects are designed as prototypes of socially and environmentally sustainable design which can be applied elsewhere.

We were fortunate to speak to Elena Barthel, Architect and Studio Professor at the Rural Studio of Auburn University, to gain a 
better understanding of Rural Studio’s process and their latest projects.

Designing Prototypes 
of Self-Sufficient Living
A Conversation with Elena Barthel of Rural Studio 
BY MALA PARIKH AND PAOLA LADINO

Catalyst: How do you define the good life?
elena BaRthel: I think good food aids good life!

The Rural Studio acts in a very unique environment. We live and work in a small rural 
area with a powerful past and a weak present.  

In the last 50 years the style of life of the rural community in Hale County has pro-
gressively been converted into a suburban way of living. Coming from Tuscany, Italy, 
I found it very disappointing that no one lives off the land anymore; no one grows his 
own vegetables or raises domestic animals. Rarely do people eat fresh vegetables and the 
southern culture of seasonal food is lost. The most popular way of eating down here is 
to drive a “large car” and to buy processed food at the grocery store. I think this model 
is not sustainable anymore for both people and the planet. We need to stop transporting 
industrial food around the world and start cooking and eating locally.
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Christine/Papercrete House
Mason’s Bend, AL

2005 Thesis Project



Strategy  
in Action

>> Become 
a public servant for 

communities

>> Build tools 
to make the  

community self  
sufficient

>> Take  
Responsibility 

for what we do

>> Learn together 
with the community

>> Challenge 
your clients

>> Understand 
the process 

by living it

>> Work in teams
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Since the beginning, the Rural Studio’s work 
always addressed the big question- What is 
the future of the rural settlements in Alabama 
and how can we, as architects, contribute to 
improve the quality of life?  

These questions have led Rural Studio to 
create the Rural Studio Farm project. The 
idea is to transform the school’s campus into 
a self-sufficient farm capable of producing its 
own food, energy and materials to build. 

The Rural Studio Farm aims to reintroduce 
a style of life based on living off the land, and 
after five years, becoming a model for the sur-
rounding communities supporting the social 
and economic fabric. In the future we want to 
be able to barter milk and catfish for arugula 
and fresh eggs. 

At the same time it is a fantastic oppor-
tunity to exchange knowledge with the local 
farmers. It is a 360-degree project challenged 
by multiple scale issues: what should we eat, 
where should the food come from and how 
can we reduce our waste.

From a pedagogical point of view, the 
Rural Studio Farm project teaches students 
to become responsible architects, under-
standing the environmental and social impact 
of humans on the planet. It teaches how to 
design sustainable buildings together with 
zero mile meals, and how to produce and 
conserve energy. 

The students are charged to design and 
build, in five years, all the infrastructures 

needed to establish the Farm. Currently they 
are designing and building a Solar Green 
house, a passive construction, that produces 
heat, vegetables and collects rain water. It 
will be the first of our facilities to produce our 
own food, in the winter months. 

The food production at the Rural Studio 
Farm exposes students to the whole food cycle 
from seeding, planting, harvesting, cook-
ing, and finally to eating as a social act. The 
building material production, will expose stu-
dents to the wood cycle from cutting trees, to 
debarking, milling, ripping and finally build-
ing with local wood. 

Have you seen a growth in these types of 
design-build university-based programs 
that focus on creating an architecture that 
is more socially responsible?
EB: I feel there is a growing movement in 
architecture that takes the social, economic 
and environmental impact of buildings as a 
challenge and a civil responsibility. At the 
same time I feel there is an increased interest 
from architectural students in the design and 
build programs; and there is a growing inter-
est in community service.

At the Rural Studio every year we have 20 
to 25, 3rd and 5th year students, from Auburn 
University and a group of four outreach stu-
dents from abroad.

Traditionally the youngest students were 
charged to design and build charity houses 
in the Rural Studio’s immediate community. 
Since last year the curriculum has changed 
to a multi-phase project to strategize, design 
and build the Rural Studio Farm. 

Concurrently, 5th year students work in 
teams running large community projects, 
working on both public buildings and open 
spaces. The Outreach students investigate 
affordable housing prototypes, every twelve 
months, designing and building, a new evolu-
tion of the ‘20 K House’: a home for everyone.

In the last seventeen years the Rural Studio  
has designed and built over one hundred and 
fifty projects in a twenty-five miles radius 
of Newbern, in Hale, Marengo and Perry 
County: becoming a public servant for the 
communities. Its experimental and sustain-
able architectures are renowned worldwide.

“In the last 50 years 
the style of life of  
the rural community  
in Hale County  
has progressively 
been converted into  
a suburban  
way of living.”

Opposite top:  
Perry Lakes Park

Covered Bridge
Marion, AL

2004 Thesis Project

Opposite bottom: 
Corrugated Cardboard 

Pod Newbern,  
Hale County, Alabama

2000-2001  
Thesis Project Gabriel 

Comstock, Amy Jo Holtz, 
Andrew Olds
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Elena Barthel
Architect & Studio 

Professor at  
Rural Studio of  

Auburn University

Today: Elena Barthel is 
currently Assistant Pro-

fessor at the Rural Studio 
running the Third Year 

Design Studio charged to 
design the Rural Studio 

Farm which is a five-year 
project focused on the 

redesign of the Rural 
Studio campus. It is an 

opportunity to experi-
ment with the produc-

tion of food, energy and 
building material. 

The aim is to live off the 
land and instigate a new 
style of life for the Rural 

Studio students and 
its community. Eating, 
building, and living are 

intended as parallel sym-
biotic systems driven by 
the same holistic ethic: 
challenged by using the 
land creatively as a pre-

cious resource. 

The Rural Studio Farm is 
intended as a prototype 
to pursue sustainability 
towards a better quality 
of life and a privileged 

opportunity to answer an 
important question: 

What can the future of 
farming be in a contem-

porary rural setting?

Previously she taught the 
Second Year Studio at 

the Rural Studio as Visit-
ing Assistant Professor 

(continued on page 33)
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The students’ projects are constantly sup-
ported by local, national and international 
consultants together with visitors and guest 
lecturers. Professionals, who help to frame 
the projects, make sure they stand up, per-
form well and last longer.

We have structural engineers from Chicago 
and London, Joe Farruggia and Anderson 
Inge. Our environmental engineer, Paul Stoller 
is from Atelier 10 in New York, and our land-
scape architect, Xavier Vendrell is a Catalan 
architect from Barcelona, based in Chicago. 

Recently, Scott Peacock, the famous local 
chef from Atlanta, has been included in our 
team helping the Rural Studio to increase its 
food culture.

At the same time Hale County Extension 
Office has been helping us to plan the Rural 
Studio Farm crop-growing calendar.

What do you think about shelter problems 
in these emerging economies?
EB: Two years after Samuel Mockbee died, 
the Rural Studio’s new Director Andrew 
Freear, started a renewed course for the Out-
reach students focused on the design of a 
twenty thousand dollar house: a prototype 
designed to be affordable, beautiful, durable 
and sustainable. The project costs $10,000 in 
materials and $10,000 in labor. 

The 20K House is a clever response to a real 
problem. Locally, it is possible, for low income 
families, to access to a $20,000 federal loan, 
but there is no available model houses for 
this price. Before the 20K House project was 
started, 7 years ago, there was no housing 
solution for this part of the population.

Academically speaking it is a very impor-

tant project because it introduces architecture 
students to all the general issues related to 
social housing. 

At the same time, it starts to fulfill the 
need for affordable housing in places like 
Hale County, where 40% of the population 
lives below the poverty line. 

In this sense the Rural Studio took on a 
big challenge, answering year after year the 
same question: is it possible to build a beauti-
ful, durable and sustainable, 500 square foot 
house, for 20,000 dollars? The answer, after 
10 evolutions of the same prototype, is yes! 
And it can be built by a local contractor! 

The 20K House has a completely different 
approach to the charity house, originally built 
every year by the Rural Studio students, for 
one individual family. Each house was unique, 
as houses designed for rich people usually are. 

The 20K house is for everyone and impacts 
a much larger portion of the community. It 
focuses on two goals: to establish an afford-
able housing model and to create a build-
ing prototype able to help develop the local 
wood frame building economy. It proves that 
a local contractor can build a house in three 
weeks and make a living! 

To support the lack of housing, as well 
as the low incomes, in fragile rural settle-
ments such as Hale County, is the strength 
of the 20K House. Generally the most success-
ful projects, are the ones that give a model 
to the community that allows it to be self-

“The 20K house  
is for everyone and 
impacts a much 
larger portion of  
the community.”

“I think the time  
of object-building is  
over. The future 
should focus on the 
materiality, the social, 
economic and envi-
ronmental impacts of 
architecture. “
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(continued from page 32)  

of Architecture. For 16 
years, the Second-Year 
Studio at the Rural 
Studio has focused on 
designing and building 
single-family homes. In 
2008-2009 her studio 
took the opportunity to 
design and build Rose 
Lee’s house, in Foot-
wash, a small community 
near the Rural Studio.

managed. A tool to help the locals to become 
self-sufficient. 

We are currently finalizing three differ-
ent typologies of the twenty thousand dollar 
house: a Shot Gun model, a Modified Dog 
Trot and a Square House. Last month we cel-
ebrated the first house built by a contractor. 
We gave him the drawings and he built it!

Is the intention of this prototype to be built 
even where the Rural Studio cannot be 
present?

EB: The principle of the 20K house is to be 
applied anywhere. However, it has been de-
signed for this particular region and climate 
with the clear intention to minimize expenses 
and maintenance costs. The last model we 
built, ‘David’s house’,  costs only 35 dollars per 
month to run utilities. 

It is very popular at the moment to go to 
the ‘Third World’, build temporary houses, 
give an answer to an emergency and go back 
to the first world. The Rural Studio is com-
pletely different; we live in Alabama all the 

Building Section (Scale 3/16”+1’-0”)

Greenhouse roof plan
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Hale County Animal Shelter,
Greensboro, AL, 2006
Thesis Project
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CATALYST Insight
Designing flexible 

prototypes that are 
self-sufficient enable 

greater impact.
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time, year around. We take responsibility for 
what we do project after project. We learn 
together with the community how to make 
it better and more appropriate for this place. 
Without living here, it would be impossible. 
The 20K house project is the result of this 
site-specific approach to architecture.

Is that because you are rethinking already 
what is sustainable for those communities?
EB: The 20K house is based on the idea of 
minimizing the resources, labor and materi-
als together with the bills, to accomplish and 
run a house. This is what we intend as sus-
tainability in Hale County.

You spoke about wanting the communities 
to be self-sufficient. What are the strategies 
or methods you use to encourage people to 
be self-sufficient?
EB: Together with the 20K house that sug-
gest another way of living, the Rural Studio 
farm project is intended to become a proto-
type and show another way of producing. 

At the same time we are proceeding with 
what we call ‘Thinnings Project’, exploring 
new ways to use the local round wood known 
as “thinnings”. In this case the Rural Studio 
attempts to suggest another way of building. 
In response to the recent forest industry cri-
sis our students are currently testing inno-
vative structural systems to utilize the small 
round wood produced by the management 
of the forest, usually sold as fire wood. It is 
a very clever idea based on the acknowledge-
ment of the strength of wood when used in 
tension and compression. 

The “Thinnings project” is run by the Rural 
Studio in collaboration with the Talladega 

Forest, one of the main national parks in the 
south of the United States. 

This year a group of four 5th year students 
is in the process of designing and building a 
bath house as the first new facility for the 
public inside the camping area of the park. 

The ‘Thinnings” is another project we use to 
encourage the local industry to become more 
self-sufficient and diversify their production. 

In Latin America the economy is not so 
strong. So, designers and architects are 
just thinking about how to make more 
money. They are not thinking about how 
to improve the communities, lives of poor 
people or the country itself. 
EB: Whether your client is rich or poor does not 
really matter as long as you challenge them!

Are there other models or disciplines that 
Rural Studio uses for inspirations? You 
talked about energy, sustainability, farm-
ing, economics, construction, and are there 
other sources for inspiration?
EB: Yes, we are currently improving the art 
and craft of the studio. Being able to teach 
the students how to become good craftsmen 
is very important. The pedagogical model, in 
which Rural Studios is rooted, is tied to the 
concept of “learning by making”. At Rural 
Studio the practice of building is very much 
associated with the perspective of the artisan, 
who from his own professional ethic demands 
high quality, a work of art executed with 
intelligence, manual skill, and knowledge. 
It is very important for the Rural Studio to 
teach the understanding and expertise to 
use tools, combined with the ability to cre-
ate beauty. At the same time it is important 
to transmit to the students the civil and 
social obligation to work to the best of their 
abilities.  

This attitude is central to the practice of 
Rural Studio, constantly tasked with the 
search for a sustainable architecture with a 
small “s,” to appropriately respond to the 
climatic, economic, social, and cultural con-
ditions of Hale County. 

In the last two years we started two new 
courses: the Wood Shop and the Drawing 
Class. The Wood Shop instigates the culture 

“Rich or poor does  
not really matter  
as long as you  
challenge them!”
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CATALYST Insight
Challenging people’s 
assumptions is critical 
for designing  
social innovation.
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of wooden craft, teaching 3rd year students, 
the principles and the techniques needed to 
reproduce famous Modern Movement chairs. 

At the same time the Drawing Class 
teaches, 5th year students, the craft of hand 
drawings. The students dedicate 3 hours per 
week to design and make beautiful full scale 
hand drawings. Whether they are building a 
construction, a chair, or a drawing, the atti-
tude should be the same - find the best tools, 
use the best skills, and do it beautifully!

Have you seen transformations in the stu-
dents in your programs?
EB: The Rural Studio is an atelier kind of 
class. Everyone is participating and working 
towards a common goal and part of the same 
process. The students gain a full experience 
and it becomes part of their lifestyle. When 
they come here they are aware of, and commit-
ted, to this collaborative process. They arrive 
enthusiastic, wanting to be part of the com-
munity and building it. All of them gain a deep 
understanding of the process by living in it.  

Do you think that in the future architecture 
and design will re-imagine the whole pro-

cess, and center the attention on more than 
just object making?
EB: Yes, absolutely without doubt. That is 
the task of the architect in the third millen-
nium. I think the time of object-building is 
over. The future should focus on the materi-
ality, the social, economic and environmental 
impacts of architecture. 

For example if you go through the history of 
the design-build programs we can easily under-
stand what should be the focus of the third mil-
lennium architecture. The first design-build 
program was the Bauhaus and was about revo-
lution, using architecture and industrial design 
to provoke a social revolution. The design-build 
programs in the 1960s-1970s were very politi-
cally oriented, focused on activating and involv-
ing the users, in the design process of their cities. 
Today the most important design and build 
programs teach the environmental and social 
responsibility of architecture!

What advice would you give to young, ideal- 
istic designers? At the Rural Studio you 
have been able to implement all these ide-
als in an economically and environmental 
sustainable way.
EB: Come and work with us!

I think the key is working in teams. The 
Rural Studio wouldn’t exist if we did not put 
so much effort into team work. 

Then, find a place that you like and stay 
there.

I don’t think the current model of moving 
to China to make money is really sustainable. 
I think it is much more interesting to find 
a place where you feel well and day by day 
incrementally build it up. 

It will not necessarily be about making 
easy money, but it is gonna last longer! 

RELATED RESOURCES

BRAC USA, Microfinance - www.brac.net/ 
content/microfinance

Aarong - www.aarong.com/index2.php

Microfinance in India Compared to the American  
Subprime Crisis - www.economictimes.
indiatimes.com/news/economy/indicators/
microfinance-in-india-is-like-subprime-lending- 
y-v-reddy/articleshow/6972903.cms3.

“The 20K house is 
based on the idea 
of minimizing the 
resources, labor and 
materials together 
with the bills, to 
accomplish and run  
a house. This is  
what we intend as 
sustainability in  
Hale County.”
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Opposite: Music Man 
House Greensboro, AL
2003 2nd Year Project
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Building post Katrina housing to 
the height of the new reality of 
potential floods in Biloxi.
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Executive Summary
BaSiC Initiative has been responsible for designing and building of over 95 socially and environmentally responsible projects 
around the world including schools, libraries, clinics, houses, laundry facilities, gardens, as well as sustainable infrastructure  
projects – waste treatment facilities, wells, and solar fields.

Over the last twenty years, BaSiC Initiative has focused its design and educational practice on 90% of the world population, 
which is plagued by poverty and social iniquity. BaSiC Initiative aims to socialize architecture by helping communities with the 
process of building civic and economic strength. The process takes students out of their comfort level and embeds them in a 
reflective and transformative educational experience. Throughout the process, BaSiC Initiative teaches both the students and the 
community, new and better ways to live.

We were fortunate to speak with Sergio Palleroni, Architect Co-Founder and Director of BaSiC Initiative and Professor and Fellow 
at the Center for Sustainable Processes and Practices at Portland State University, to gain a better understanding of BaSiC Initiative’s 
work and process.

 Socializing Architecture 
and Designing  
 Reflective Practitioners
A Conversation with Sergio Palleroni  
of BaSiC Initiative
BY MALA PARIKH AND PAOLA LADINO

How would you define the good life and how do you think that design is a catalyst for 
creating the good life?
seRgio PalleRoni: I have an interesting approach. My clientele is very poor, and so 
my role is a actually a promoter of rights for people who normally wouldn’t be heard.  
The good life of the poor has usually not been considered by the forces that be. One 
side of the definition of the good life for me, is just very basic. It involves things like 
food safety, knowing that you are going to get food, and that your children will have a 
right to an education, to a safe and enjoyable home, and to live in a place that dignifies 
the human existence. I come from the point of view that, the things that many of us 
assume are not always the rights of the very poor, my clientele.



Strategy  
in Action

>> Seek out 
collaborations with 

different disciplines 
for better long-  
term solutions

>> Engage 
in a participatory 

process and an  
ongoing dialogue with 
your own community

>> Evolve 
and nurture  

relationships to create 
networks that  

support each other

>> Empower 
people to understand 

that their voice  
needs to be heard

>> Awake 
a sense of a  

social commitment  
in students

>> Design 
as a social process

>> Open 
yourself to criticism 

and learning

>> Venture 
outside your  

comfort zone

>> Learn 
by doing

>> Become 
a reflective  
practitioner
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For them the good life is achieving the simple 
things that we take for granted, but are actu-
ally the human rights of all individuals. It’s 
almost like I’m waging a human rights cam-
paign for the rights of people who normally 
wouldn’t have access to these things. 

Then my approach is figuring out how the 
good life can continue to perpetuate itself, 
how I can help come up with models of devel-
opment or skills. Through these projects 
that we do, where people in the end have the 
ability to do it again, have they learned the 
skills to produce a home for their children, 
or have they learned the skills to access the 
resources needed and build the next school 
after we build this school? Part of it is how to 
perpetuate the wellbeing of these communi-
ties. We don’t want to do a one-time gift; we 
want to do a gift that stays with them. We 
want to work to perpetuate wellbeing. 

How is it that you encourage the commu-
nities to be self-sufficient? What are the 
strategies that you use to encourage that 
self-sufficiency? 
SP: In addition to working with designers, I 
am also working with business students and 
medical students. I’m working with a pretty 
motley crew of disciplines because I think 
conversations that we have with other disci-
plines are essential to achieving permanent 
and long-term solutions. I use these kinds 
of projects as a way to create collaboration 
among different disciplinary thoughts, which 
might not exist right now,  but I think are 
necessary for the long term. Even though we 
are talking about a housing project,  people 
are thinking about it as a health issue, or an 
economic issue, and a political issue. Hav-
ing students and sometimes professors from 
different disciplines work on this is creating 
a more complex solution, but is it also help-
ing people understand how complex it is – for 
both my clients and my students. In a sense, 
what I am running is a moving classroom 
throughout the world where we are learn-
ing from communities and they are learning 
from us. What we are learning is as signifi-
cant as the expertise we are giving out.  

Specifically, what do we do? Well, we 
always engage in a participatory process so 

that all voices are heard; so that you get a 
democracy in action, so that people learn to 
begin to understand their voice is important. 
You don’t just call an outside expert. Maybe  
they have never dealt with an outside expert 
like a doctor or an architect. The relation-
ship that we develop for them to deal with 
an architect or doctor is one in which their 
opinion is valued. It is very important to start 
with a level playing field. To engage in a com-
munication like that, you really have to get 
off your high horse and participate. You have 
to be able to open yourself up to critique and 
learning as well; it’s a process of social level-
ing. It is important in the design projects that 
we, as experts, don’t hold all the solutions, 
but that many solutions come from the place 
itself. I think that one of my central mantras 
about sustainability is that we need to appre-
ciate native knowledge and also appreciate 
the knowledge of people who live in a place 
and understand that it is a huge part. So we 
are involving ourselves in a very deep and 
complex discussion with people about what 
makes their place work, etc. 

The second thing we do is that we are big 
programmers; we are programming before 
we start. When we start, we involve the com-
munity in a kind of deep discussion which 
leads to a programming document that is 
not only a character sketch of what the com-
munity wants in the solution, but also of the 
broader goals, desires, and things the com-
munity wants to do and be involved in. And 
the third thing is that every participatory 
process does not just end with the design of 
the project. We transcend the actual building, 
which brings issues of economics, organizing 

“My approach is  
being able to figure 
out how the good  
life can continue to 
perpetuate itself.”
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Photo credit here

Building outdoor classroom,  
peace tents, out of the 
parachutes of the war zones 
of Central Asia.

Children’s Library in  
squatter community made 
from salvaged parking 
structure concrete forms.
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Sergio Palleroni
Co-founder and  

Director of BaSiC  
Initiative & Professor

Sergio Palleroni, (B.Arch. 
University of Oregon, 

MSArchS MIT) profes-
sor at the University of 
Washington, and Luce 
Foundation Professor 

in Sustainable Develop-
ment at the University 

of Texas, Austin, before 
joining Portland State 

University as a Professor 
and Senior Fellow of the 

new Institute for Sustain-
able Solutions. Professor 
Palleroni’s research and 

fieldwork for the last two 
decades has been in the 

methods of integrating 
sustainable practices 

to improve the lives of 
communities worldwide 

typically underserved. In 
1988 to serve the needs 
of these communities he 

founded an academic 
outreach program that 

would later become  
the BaSiC Initiative 

(www.basicinitiative.org),  
a service learning 

fieldwork program which 
each year challenges 

students from the US 
and abroad to apply their 

education in service 
of underserved com-

munities throughout the 
globe. Today the BaSiC 

Initiative continues to 
have programs worldwide 

that serve the poor in 
Latin America, Africa, 
and Asia. In addition 

(continued on page 30)

the community, and how we organize our-
selves to effectively produce the work. Then 
the business school students who participate 
in my programs figure out models by which 
programs can continue to be perpetuated. 
We try to learn about the elements we need 
for a long-term and economically sustainable 
model. So as we are building, we are creating 
kind of a participatory action research proj-
ect, because we are learning as we are doing. 
It is a different type of research from scien-
tific methodology; it does not presuppose 
the kind of information that we are looking 
for. The process informs the solutions that we 
come up with. So it’s participatory research 
and we see it as a complement to the academic 
learning that the students are getting in the 
classroom. It is a different mode of knowl-
edge production and it’s a very important 
one. And, I think that in the long term this 
will help the student bridge into future prac-
tice because in the real world, it’s all about 
relationships. 

In the whole building process, we see the 
building site as an open classroom. We have 
a rule that anything can be said in the con-
struction site, in the critique, and that you 
should be open to the design and critique as it 
goes along, A lot of people only realize things 
when they see the building up and then they 
go “oops what happened there? That is not 
what I thought.” Also in the process of making 

it real you yourself become aware of things, 
about the site, about the way light must fall 
upon it, about how people walk to it, and 
how people feel about it. You should be able 
to think that the design process doesn’t end 
until the building is finished. It transcends 
the paper and continues to the site, continues 
to the building, and continues to the moment 
that you put on the doorknob and close the 

building up. We actually find that it doesn’t 
end there, that it actually keeps going for 
as long as that building is alive because the 
building keeps transforming and changing. 

We actually try to go back to some of the 
previous work and see not only how people 
are feeling about it post occupied, but also 
how the building itself is transforming, how 
the site is transforming, and the neighbor-
hood. Every building creates a kind of rip-
ple effect on its communities. That is very 
important to us. Finally, we think of design 
as a social process mainly in which a com-
munity gains an identity through the mak-
ing of this building.

It is a huge investment for any of my clients 
in the first place. The community becomes 
aware of who it is and where it wants to head, 
and becomes aware of its capacity, which is 
really important as it moves forwards. Also 
it begins to identify social, personal and eco-
nomic capital sources. A lot of  communities 
we work with are communities in the mak-
ing, lacking fiscal areas and resources and 
making up for these things through social 

“We always engage 
in a participatory 
process so that all 
voices are heard, so 
you get a democracy 
in action, so that 
people learn to begin 
to understand their 
voice is important.”

“Finally we think of 
design as a social 
process mainly in 
which a community 
gains an identity 
through the making 
of this building.”



and personal capital and social relation-
ships. The making of a building becomes 
a great opportunity to create, cement, and 
solidify networks. 

We also have spoken to Rural Studio as part 
of the research for this article. They spoke 
about the success of their model being 
rooted in one place and having responsi-
bility to that place. We know your work 
spans many countries and many organiza-
tions so how do you adjust this process for 
different communities?
SP: First, I have been in exile from my own 
country so maybe I am in search of a coun-
try, like an eternal tourist. It is interesting 
and I really admire living in one place like 
the Rural Studio has done. I think we are 
more involved in an ongoing discussion. We 
focus more on the social process. The Rural 
Studio produces some beautiful build-
ings; they are more building-focused than 
we are. We are more involved in social and 
economic development than they are. And I 
think we, like them, though we don’t have 
the luxury that they have of living in one 
place, are dedicated to that place. We make 
a commitment to spend three to ten years on 
every project. So we keep coming back to the 
projects. Even though we have done almost 
a hundred projects now, some are multiple 
building projects. We are always committed 
to going back. I absolutely agree with Rural 
Studio; it is about a sense of permanence 
that builds close relationships, which is hard 
to do in one year. Maybe it is possible. I don’t 
know how it is possible. I don’t know how 
people do it, but I can not do it. I am not 
that smart.

I also think that my goal in doing this 
started out by wanting to take Americans 
out of their comfort zone and take them out 
into the rest of the world, so they will see 
themselves from the outside in, to begin 
to culturize Americans to a world view. So 
in a way, it is my reaction to what I saw in 
America when I first came – a very naive 
view of the world with its possibilities, and 
a limited view of the impact that they were 
having not only economic and military but 
also through the models that they were per-

petuating about the ways that people should 
live, which were very popular and we were 
all doing. America makes a very sexy image 
on the television. So my thing was just to 
take students out of their comfort zone and 
into the squatter communities to appreci-
ate how extraordinary these people were, so 
when they came back they would never see a 
Mexican in the same way. Maybe it’s a little 
bit of cultural politics.

How do you see the transformation of the 
students and the communities through 
this process?
SP: We are all impacted by the work, I mean 
I am. I always say the most important thing 
that a student should take out of my program, 
and even a community, is to become a reflec-
tive practitioner. You know if you design in 
paper you create a kind of fiction in the paper 
that it is a safe and complete world in there. 
But, often the world is a really complex thing 

and there are many competing forces and 
views. So I think being able to take them 
out into the real world is really important. I 
am trying to get students to reflect on their 
actions. There is nothing like being out on 
the site where you see how your decisions are 
impacting people’s lives for students to actu-
ally connect the dots. 

What I do in the program is to give them a 
structure by which they can take those reflec-
tions and articulate them either through 
redesign or by having them document their 
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“I absolutely agree 
with Rural Studio; 
it is about a sense 
of permanence that 
builds close relation-
ships, which is hard 
to do in one year.”

(continued from page 29) 

Professor Palleroni has 
worked and been a 
consultant on sustain-
able architecture and 
development in the 
developing world since 
the 1970’s both for 
not-for-profit agencies 
and governmental and 
international agencies 
such as UNESCO,  
the World Bank, and  
the governments of 
Argentina, Brazil,  
Colombia, Costa Rica, 
India, Kenya, Mexico, 
Nicaragua, and Taiwan.

The work of the BaSiC  
Initiative has been most 
recently documented 
in Studio At Large: 
Architecture in Service 
of Global Communities 
(University of Wash-
ington Press, 2004), 
Building One House 
(Princeton Architecture 
Press, 2005), Archi-
tecture Like You Give a 
Damn (Metropolis Books 
and Princeton Archi-
tecture Press, 2006, 
2007, 2008), Expanding 
Architecture (Metropolis 
Books and Princeton 
Architecture Press, 
2009), The Alley  
Flat Initiative: Infill 
Housing as a Strategy  
in Sustainability  
(University of Texas 
Center for Sustainable 
Practices, 2010), as well 
as several documentaries 
including the PBS series 
Design e2 (2006), all 
which explore the BaSiC  
Initiative’s efforts to 
improve, and make  
sustainable, the lives  
of the planet’s  
poorest citizens. 
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Straw bale house build
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and a process for  
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reflections through film, writing, or theatre. 
So there are many ways that I give them 
opportunities to ref lect back on what they 
have done, and I try to give enough of those 
reflective moments so it will stay with them 
afterwards, I hope. We take that moment of 
exteriorization where we pick someone out 
of the country and their normal self, displace 
them and they become conscious of this. We 
give them an avenue of ref lection through 
film, writing, work, design, whatever it is, 
which we hope they will continue to prac-
tice when they leave.

For the community itself there is an 
opportunity to connect beyond their nor-
mal means. We see it as an extraordinary 
opportunity for the community to also reflect 
on what their real possibilities are and how 
they can act on their possibilities. As profes-
sionals we never deal with the poor. So, we 
get this gift of insight of looking at things 
in a different way. We try to leave a trail, we 
try to make the most of it. We try to keep 
a continued and sustained relationship 
so they continue to understand and know 
how to do it. Third, we try to engage local 

professional communities in these projects 
either through local schools, universities 
or architecture or design schools, and get 
them involved in these issues, too. This is 
a movement where the first world has led 
the developing world but now is being led by 
examples. This is becoming increasingly an 
important factor in local universities and 
the places that we work. Not only are the 
local students becoming more interested 
and involved in this, but also the local com-
munity knows that they are not only com-
ing from some foreign exotic place but from 
a local university. The community can go 
out and cross a boundary which sometimes 
seems more daunting because of racial and 
social politics, but they (community) can go 
out there and appeal to these people (local 
students) for help. So we changed their rela-
tionship from one of marginalization to one 
of inclusion. 

You have been involved in this process for 
many years, what are the most difficult 
limitations that you had to overcome?
SP: Okay, you are waiting for a long list here. 
Well, actually, bigger than anything is prob-
ably national politics and local politics. Often 
even if we can organize a community to build 
a school, sometimes the local Ministry of 
Education will be our worst stumbling block. 
They will not accept a green school. For exam-
ple, I had this problem with Mexico for years 
because we are building all these schools, and 
they were more sustainable, had better light, 
and had nicer ventilation. Everyone agreed 
but the guys from the Ministry of Education 
kept denying us teachers because they said 
the school doesn’t look like a school. I said the 
school you design is the same school that you 
are designing in the tropics and in the des-
ert. It doesn’t perform so well in every single 
climate; it performs well in one climate but 
not in every one. It doesn’t mean a lot to these 
people (the communities), they just accept 
it because you are giving it to them. It took 
me years to get them (Ministry of Educ.) to 
agree and it was not through any kind of 
enlightenment on their part. Actually it was 
due to the fact that the movement behind our 
schools was so politically powerful they had 

“I am trying to get 
students to reflect on 
their actions. And 
there is nothing like 
being out on the  
site where you see 
how your decisions 
are impacting  
people’s lives for  
students to actually 
connect the dots.”
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to accept, they had to begrudgingly accept 
change. Local politicians and the powers that 
be are often some of our worse hindrances.

Second is economics. You can get organized 
to a great extent to overcome a lot of things 
but a little more money would be great. (He 
laughs). Money is always good. We don’t need 
a lot, but we need a little bit. For my students, 
it is one of the things they most want to learn 
about, how to raise money. That is always a 
big thing. So how do you make it go? 

The third thing that is a big hurdle is that 
increasingly, probably more than any other 
program in the country, according to Brian 
Bell, we produce more spin-off groups. More 
than 35 or 40 different groups emerged from 
the BaSiC Initiative. How do you create the 
conditions for supporting them? How do 
you create the conditions for a young person 
who has been transformed by his work with 
women in squatter communities in Africa 
who comes back and says, “Well, how do I 
continue with that interest and commitment 
back in the United States working for HOK 
(big architectural firm) or SOM (big architec-
tural firm)?”  What do we create for those 
students to be able to pursue what you have 
awoken in them? Those are my three big ones.

Can you talk about how you select the com-
munities that you work in? Meaning: how 
do you go about doing the research since 
some of the projects are through the UN, 
and some are local, so how do you go about 
the process of choosing the community?
SP: Well, let me say that a lot of them are 
continued relationships. For example, we have 

been working with some of these women in 
squatter communities in Mexico since 1986 
or 1987, and we are still working with them. 
So, 25 years later, they keep coming back and 
demanding more. And they know me too well 
and they are mothers so they can guilt trip 
me. (He laughs). I always manage to say yes. 
So a lot of it is continued relationship. And 
projects evolve through these relationships.

A lot of them are based on relationships; 
for example I started working in India with 
women who met women in Mexico through a 
UN conference on women and development. 
They will say, we have this great new archi-
tect who will come and help you, and before I 
know it I get a message from Central India. It 
happens and it is amazing. 

For instance we are working in Tunisia 
because one of my former graduate students 
who went out there is writing his thesis. He 
came to Mexico to work on one of our proj-
ects and got transformed by that. He invited 
his dad from Tunisia to come out to Mexico 
and his father came out and said “Oh my 
God this is what Tunisia needs.” That is how 
we connected. So we have some 50 projects 
that we are behind right now. I am going to 
be doing this until the day they carry me off 
the site in a box. 

We have a lot of work backed up and we 
have several filters for choosing it. One way 
the work comes is that it comes from the UN 
projects and there are other organizations 
who seek our help as we have become better 
known. Other organizations such as Mercy 
Corps, and other international organizations 
collaborate on projects. 

And then we use several filters. One filter 

“This is a movement 
where the first  
world has led the  
developing world  
but now is being led 
by examples.”

“What do we create 
for those students  
to be able to pursue 
what you have  
awoken in them?”
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Opposite: Building walls 
from the earth of the site 

in Southern India.

is that it has to be something that is doable, 
has the possibility of being solved because we 
have limited resources. 

Secondly, and we think very importantly, is 
that it will provide a significant educational 
experience for my students and the commu-
nities, because really beyond everything else, 
we are an education foundation. We are really 
just focused on education and educating peo-
ple to make change, building their capacity 
to make it for themselves. So, it has to be a 
significant educational experience. 

Thirdly, the communities have to be orga-
nized to a level where they know what the pri-
orities are, because I am cautious about going 
in and telling a community what they should 
have. They don’t have to know exactly what 
they want but they have to know what they 
are after and what are their priorities. 

And then fourth, within the community 
there has to be an organized entity that truly 
represents the community. So we don’t step 
in if 25 mothers ask us to build a school. 
The mothers have to organize themselves 
and bring the community together, become 
maybe a little organization, the promoters of 
school, and then talk to the community. Then 
the community decides it is a priority, and 
they organize themselves to come up with a 
campaign. We come down and at that point 
we will come and help them figure out what a 
school campaign might be, what other things 
may be included in  the school campaign like 
libraries, clinics, etc. 

Then at this point we send a team of gradu-
ate students out into the field and they go and 
live with the community for several months, 
and come up with a programming document. 
They take all these wishes, desires, and reso-
lutions. Then they live with the community 
and observe it as inhabitants and then they 
come up with this document that says this is 
what we need. 

Now that you have set up the problem, how do 
you assemble the team and process to solve 
it? In other words – what happens next?
SP: We start the whole project and then this 
programming document gets sent out to 
universities and BaSiC Initiative groups. We 
selectively ask certain universities that are 

going to have skill sets that we need or may 
have connections that we need. We also put 
out a general call through the BaSiC Initiative 
Universities, which is about 50 of them now, 
and people say, “Oh yeah, I am interested in 

this.” People make connections that way, and 
then we form a group and that becomes the 
working group around this project.

Usually this initial phase gets followed up 
with a research phase, which is usually about 
six months or sometimes a year. We pick 
all the issues that are involved in this com-
munity project, and break them down into 
a series of research projects. How do we get 
clean water there? How do we get sanitation 
there? We look at the technologies both in 
the lab and in the field by talking to people. 
We try to set it up by breaking it down into a 
series of solvable problems and then eventu-
ally we organize the first of our design build 
efforts to formalize this into a series of inter-
ventions. When we go out to build a school, 
it has already taken two years to prepare, 
unless there is an emergency like in Haiti, 
and then we go immediately.

“Actually the process 
was about social  
capital formation 
as well as economic 
capital formation 
because during  
the five-year process  
they acquired a  
home and the home 
was transformative  
for them because  
they owned it.”
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The economic model and the resource fund-
ing varies for each project. We know you 
work towards self-sufficient models that 
are replicating and sustainable. When we 
were doing the research for this interview, 
we looked at your project “Hogar del viento” 
or “yaqui house”, which includes micro lend-
ing. Can you talk more about this? 
SP: Oh! Yes, this was a huge micro funding 
project for us. We were working with Save 
the Children and several organizations. The 
first part of this is probably the story of many 
projects. We have a community which had 
organized itself – a group of women, who 
were well off, started to organize themselves 
to support women who were really badly off. 
Then they created the foundation to help 
build sustainable housing for the Yaqui 
women, because Yaqui women were suffer-
ing in enormously high rates. These women 
didn’t have any other recourse because they 
are too poor even to qualify for the most min-
imal income housing in the country. There 

is no housing and this is terrible. The rate of 
single parenthood in the Yaqui community is 
75% and it is all women. 

Here are single women, heads of house-
holds, who are the poorest economic family  

“The communities 
have to be organized 
to a level where  
they know what the  
priorities are, because 
I am cautious about 
going in and telling a  
community what 
they should have.”
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is the means of commu-

nicating a moment in  
the design process

2. Celebrating a birthday 
on the site of a future 

school in Mexico.

3. Group effort takes the 
place of machinery  

in the middle of  
a squatter community.
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Sometimes a project 
requires designing  
a new process and not 
a new product.

unit in North America, more than any indig-
enous group in Mexico. They have very low 
capacity. Actually solving that was really 
an economic issue. The solution was get-
ting them to form into groups of 20 to 
25 women, who created a social unit to 
help each other save money and because 
of that relationship, creates a strong social 
extended value for each other. They saw 
each other through for the entire five-year 
process of acquiring their homes, saving 
and acquiring materials. Actually the pro-
cess was about social capital formation as 

well as economic capital formation because 
during the five-year process they acquired a 
home and the home was transformative for 
them because they owned it. But also they 
have another group of 24 other families who 
are now their support network. Probably it 
is equally powerful. 

Now the program continues. It runs as an 
economic outreach program, measured by 
self-sufficiency. They finance new housing 
programs, they organize women, they give 
them education about how to save money, 
and how to work in a cash economy, how to 
run household finances, and at the end they 
get a home. We are not involved in the design 
or construction part any more. This is where 
I think we are distinct from other programs 

nationally. It is not always true that we end 
up with the design-build component, though 
it is often true and, even when it is true, the 
design component includes the economic or 
social project which is equally important as 
the construction project. 

You talked before about politics and eco-
nomics. Do you look at models or disciplines 
outside of architecture? Can you talk more 
about that?
SP: Yes, of course I do. I learned all of this 
from a famous man Ivan Illych who is phi-
losopher. He was working in Mexico from 
Europe; he was one of the most important 
philosophers of 20th century. If I paraphrase 
him: “Just engage women in this community, 
just get them involved in the dialogue. Get 
them to learn that having a dialogue is a sig-
nificant thing because you create cohesion, 
create solidarity and create movements.”

We were creating a place called “CED” 
“Centro de Encuentros y Dialogos” (Center 
for Encounters and Dialogues). It is a space for 
women to meet and organize and exchange 
and build solidarity. I think that was probably 
the most significant lesson I had, more than 
design buildings’ programs. When we started 
there were only two or three doing design 
build programs; now there are hundreds. It 
was a handful when we started, two or three 
doing it properly. There were not that many 
and now there are a lot them, but we feel, in a 
sense, that we are still learning about how to 
make a social movement. It is what we focus 
on; we socialize architects to be more involved 
in the public interest.

You speak about a growing number of prac-
titioners who are more socially and environ-
mentally responsible. Do you think that the 
profession is changing and considering this 
issue in a more serious way? When I was in 
architecture school and I was interested in 
these things, it was not considered as real 
architecture.
SP: When I published our first book people 
said that socially and environmentally respon-
sible architecture was very significant but it 
is not as beautiful as the Rural Studio. They 
also said it was not consistently aesthetic like 
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“Architecture needs to 
transform itself and 
reengage with reality,  
which is that 95%  
of the people just get 
what they can get 
because architects  
are not there to  
provide it for them.”
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the Rural Studio’s work. I said yes, every com-
munity is different; we are just an expression 
of social outcomes. So, I live by that and I 
think there is a growing awareness among 
bright young people. 

The programs and the architecture are 
not well. Architecture needs to transform 
itself and reengage with reality, which is that 
95% of the people just get what they can get 
because architects are not there to provide it 
for them. We are talking to a lot of people, but 
we are not engaging the bigger issues, we are 
only engaging in a limited range of issues. We 
are basically dealing with aesthetic concerns 
and some ecological concerns.

I teach sustainability but I would like to 
see it move beyond the three to five percent of 
the upper class who can buy sustainable stuff. 
I want to see solutions that are available for 
five dollars; solutions that everyone can buy. 
Otherwise, there is no impact on the people 
who would most benefit from the impact. If 
the poor can access it, then it is a huge impact. 
They don’t have any other choices for getting 
doctors or improving the lives of their kids, all 
the things that sustainability can do, better 
school performance, happiness, better health. 
They don’t have any other options for that. 
Sustainability could be an extraordinarily 
powerful social tool.

How do you define sustainability? This is a 
widely used term these days and the mean-
ing from every profession and perspective is 
different.
SP: This is a good question. They are all 
good questions. Sustainability is a good issue 
because the world is going to crash. It is in 
bad shape and it is in bad shape because no 
one has known how to manage the kind of 
gift we were given.

The ability to make sense to all of this 
is an issue that connects us all, poor and 
rich, everybody is really affected by this, it 
is important. It is kind of fantastic from my 
perspective; we all need to solve it, because 
if the rich just solve it, it is not going to 
help because it is the same world. We are 
all connected. We cannot divorce ourselves 
from each other. We all find ourselves in the 
same boat. So, if the boat springs a leak on 

the lower deck, which is where the poor are, 
the boat is going to sink just as if the boat 
springs a leak on the upper deck, which is 
where the rich are. 

This unifies us in a way – the idea of recon-
necting to the world. Yes, it can continue to 
be a kind of “me” culture, a culture of narcis-

sism. But it can actually be an opportunity for 
connecting with our environment, connect-
ing to a place, respecting local culture and 
the knowledge of the farmer who is out there 
in the fields and knows his fields from centu-
ries ago. Sustainability can begin to create 
this respect and engagement with things that 
are more distributed and more equitable. 

I see sustainability as an opportunity 
for social revolution which begins breaking 
down some barriers, because in the end the 
only way we actually are going to solve this 
is by all of us pitching in together and mak-
ing sense of it. At the same time it is not an 
easy thing to do. And people need to make 
the connection between sustainability and its 
social and political manifestations.

“I want to see 
solutions that are 
available for five 
dollars; solutions 
that everyone can 
buy. Otherwise, there 
is no impact on the 
people who would 
most benefit from the 
impact. If the poor 
can access it, then it 
is a huge impact. ”



A long time ago the fields of law began to 
make a powerful connection between environ-
mental law and human rights law. It is extraor-
dinary because one of the most powerful ways 
to lobby for human rights for native people in 
the world is actually to lobby for the rights of 
the resources which they have. So, the connec-
tion between environmental rights and human 
rights is profound, deep and embedding in 
legislation and laws. That is what I am doing, 
growing those connections for architecture. 

What advice do you give to young idealist 
designers, architects, people who want to 
change the world? 
SP: Friends, do it! (He laughs). Definitely the 
world needs you. One side expects it to be a 
long process, and don’t give up. 

Second, networking is probably one of the 
best ways to help you survive. Finding other 
people who are going through the same strug-
gle is just like the women in squatter com-
munities; their network is what helps them 
survive. Also this opens up possibilities where 
you never expected they would be. 

Third, is probably to be able to get trained 
and try to look at all aspects of your profes-
sion, not only become good at one thing, 
instead try to get a broad perspective to move 
forward from. 

Fourth, get engaged in your own com-
munities, even in simple things. You will be 
surprised in how many ways design, as an 
intellectual and social practice, can have an 
impact. So make yourself available to those in 
need in your own community. 

Keep an open mind because you are going 
to be proven wrong a lot of times. Therefore, 
always put yourself in the shoes of the other 
person. This is probably the most important 
thing anyone ever taught me. 

And lastly, unfortunately, don’t do what 
they teach us in architecture school: don’t be 
obscure. Try to make whatever you offer as 
understandable and easy to access as reading 
a comic book. (He laughs). 
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“I see sustainability 
as an opportunity 
for social revolution, 
which begins  
breaking down some 
barriers, because in 
the end the only  
way we actually are 
going to solve this is 
by all of us pitching 
in together and  
making sense of it.”
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Education must shift from instruction 
to discovery – to probing and  
exploration.  – Marshall McLuhan

SOURCES : “HEALTHY AND SAFE SCHOOL ENVIRONMENT, PART II” BY DR. D. BREITHECKER,WWW.ASHAWEB.ORG; “THE 

MONTESSORI PARADIGM OF LEARNING”, QAIS FARYADI, UITM MALAYSIA ; RAFFINEWS CENTER FOR CHILD HONORING, 

WWW.RAFFINEWS.COM; “WHAT IS A HIGH PERFORMANCE SCHOOL? ”, WWW.CHPS.NET

LEARNING 
OCCURS 
THROUGH:

13% through
Hearing & Touching

12% through
Smell & Taste

75% through
Visual Stimulus



Infographic: Education and the Good Life

Good Life  57

View more infographics like these at  
CATALYSTsdr.com/tags/infographics/

PHYSIOLOGICAL VULNERABILITY  
OF SCHOOL CHILDREN

Children’s higher metabolic rates mean that they breathe  
more air per pound of body weight than adults.

While adults have peripheral vision of 180, children have  
120 up to age 10, and are unable to spot danger as quickly.

Metals like lead and mercury settle close to the floor; children 
breathe closer to the floor, play on the floor.

Children’s developing organs are more  
vulnerable to damage from toxins and chemicals.
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Tools for Catalyzing Change

A Whole  
New Mind
By Daniel Pink
Reviewed by Ahmad M. Alammary

Daniel Pink’s A Whole New Mind: 
Why Right Brainers Will Rule 
the Future is a simple, easy read,  
but with a slightly skewed point  
of view. Pink argues that right-
brain directed individuals are more 
in demand today than they were 
before. With large corporations  
hiring right-brain thinkers in 
top positions, today the value of 
visionary thinking, which happens 
to be a right-brain type of thinking, 
has become vital for any company  
to stay ahead. In our current  
age, or as Pink names it, the Con-
ceptual age, in order to succeed,  
businesses should embrace an 
R-directed philosophy. 

Pink continues to highlight the 
many reasons why left-brain  
driven jobs are in trouble today. He 
explains that because of “Automation,  
Abundance, and outsourcing in 
Asia”, left-brain professionals are 
losing their jobs to software and 
outsourcing, while abundance has 
commoditized everything. While 
Pink’s discussion of automation and 
abundance may be well-grounded, 
his explanation of outsourcing speaks 
from a purely American point of 
view. Left-brain professions exist all 
over the world, and economies are 
flourishing in these same areas. Pink 

animals) who have dedicated their 
lives to improving the human condi-
tion. Through the power of docu-
mentary films and photography, the 
mission of explore.org is to create 
a portal into the soul of humanity, 
helping people to benefit from others 
by learning about their work and 
connecting with them. In terms of 
media and sharing the message, the 
site is primarily designed as a com-
munity destination where people can 
engage in dialogue and share stories 
by embedding their favorites on blogs 
and social networking sites. 

The company’s core characteristic 
of lifelong learning is reflective of the 
good life in its truest sense - a life of 
inspiration and aspiration; a life dedi-
cated to selflessly helping those who 
cannot help themselves; a life that 
explores the meaning of life itself.

explore.org 
Championing  
the Selfless Acts  
of Others
Reviewed by Giselle Carr

After the March 11th earthquake 
and tsunami impacted Japan, the 
plethora of online responses to 
the disaster and causes to send aid 
rippled out at a near equal pace. One 
of the campaigns which resonated 
with me the most was a Facebook  
initiative by Dog Bless You, a non-
profit that was attempting to raise 
$100,000 through sponsors, by  
having 100,000 Facebook fans. 
The goal was to send search and 
rescue dogs to Japan, including  
Dog Bless You and explore.org 
founder Charles 
Annenberg’s dog, 
Lucky. Within 
36 hours the goal 
of 100,000 fans 
was met and 
exceeded, thanks 
in part to brief 
documentaries 
about the dogs. 

Designed  
to strategically 
use emerging 
technology and 
communications 
media, explore.org 
showcases indivi- 
duals (including  

Designed to strategically use emerging technology and  
communications media, explore.org showcases individuals who have 

dedicated their lives to improving the human condition.



goes on to list six different senses 
that guide business leaders through 
the Conceptual age:

Design: engaging customers 
through function only does not work 
anymore. Objects should be beauti-
ful to look at, easy to use, and they 
should create a bond with their user.

Story: Companies and their com-
munications develop relationships 
with their customers, a task that is as 
important as their product.

Symphony: Pink talks about 
synthesis versus analysis, and it is 
all about the big picture.

Empathy: To produce perfect 
products, a company must learn 
everything there is to know about 
its customer.

Play: Productivity is directly linked 
to happiness and we cannot always be 
serious in our everyday jobs.

Meaning: Today, mankind does 
not seek wealth, but true meaning 
and satisfaction in finding purpose 
and spiritual fulfillment. 

This book speaks to two audiences: 
left brainers and right brainers. As 
much of a great promise the title of 
the book provides, the real goal is 
to find the right balance between 
the two. The book is packed with 
exercises one can practice to ignite 
the six senses above. Right Brainers 
might end up ruling the future, but 
only if the left sides of their brains 
can think too.
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The Third Teacher 
Bruce Mao Design,  
VS Furniture & 
OWP/P Architects
Reviewed by Giselle Carr

How can design transform teaching 
and learning so that it becomes more 
self-actualizing? The Third Teacher, 
a collaborative work by Bruce Mau 
Design, VS Furniture and OWP/P 
Architects, is an exploration of the 
link between the school environment 
and how children learn. Opening 
with a series of dramatic quotes such 
as “Whether this year’s kindergarten 
student will merely survive or posi-
tively thrive in the decades to come 
depends in large measure on the 
experiences she has in school”, and 
“The child starting kindergarten this 
fall will graduate in the third decade 
of the 21st century”, the project 
encourages us to consider the impact 
of our youngest learners - in the 
future that is already happening. 

The basic premise is that educa-

tional environment design has not 
been fully examined or revisited since 
the 1950’s or so, therefore much of our 
technological, social and educational 
advancements have been built on an 
obsolete foundation. “Learning is far 
more complicated than once thought 
but also far simpler than commonly 
presumed,” writes David Orr. Design-
ing a school that operates as more 
of an ecosystem of inspiration has 
transformed “how we think, and how 
we think about the act of thinking”. 

The authors approach the educa-
tional environment and the student 
in a holistic manner, and the book is 
broken into sections which consider 
the implications of this environment 
on children’s basic physiological 
needs, neurological growth patterns, 
as well as healthy play and motion. 
They then elaborate on designing 
the wider experience of learning, 
such as community connections to 
the school, the role of sustainability, 
nourishment of the senses in activi-
ties such as creating school gardens, 
using appropriate colors for different 
rooms in the school, creating a more 
inclusive learning environment, and 
finally incorporating innovation and 
technology in rewired learning.

The Third Teacher does not only 
offer analysis of the surrounding 
issues of education in which design 
can play an enabling and empowering 
role. It reminds us that the answers 
and case studies showcased are by no 
means finite, and that the redesign of 
education - one of the hallmarks of 
“the good life” - is well underway, and 
accelerating as we speak.

Read aboout Tools for  
CATALYZING Change at:  
CATALYSTsdr.com//tags/tool-reviews/

Pink continues to 
highlight the many 
reasons why left-
brain driven jobs are 
in trouble today.
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Catalysts

Ashley Bellavia
By Dante Clemons

Susan Bowman
By Alice Shu

Ashley Bellavia works as a Facilities Plan-
ning Consultant on a myriad of commercial 
and governmental projects in the Washing-
ton, DC area. A native of New Jersey, Ashley 
began her career in the residential sector, as 
a kitchen and bath designer. She has since 
worked as an Interior Designer for interna-
tional banking clients in the commercial  
sector and most recently, in the public sector 
as a federal consultant.

Ashley graduated from Pratt Institute’s 
Design Management program in 2008, as 
the economic climate of the U.S. was mas-
sively changing. When the market for Interior 
Design jobs shrunk, Ashley utilized tools 
she developed in the Design Management 
curriculum to secure her next position. She 
relocated to Washington, DC to accept a 
position as a Facilities Planning Consultant. 
In this role, Ashley develops space-planning 
solutions, analyzes long-term real estate 
strategies and investigates the evolving sus-

tainability requirements of federal agencies. 
Ashley credits her degree in Design 

Management with enabling her to realize her 
professional worth, as the triple-bottom-line 
is now ingrained in her design approach in 
an industry where sustainability is becoming 
increasingly important. As the U.S. federal 
government and commercial companies  
shift to place a high priority on sustainable  
building, Ashley is positioned to take  
advantage of the emerging opportunity for 
strategic, business-minded designers. She 
utilizes her skill set and expertise to develop 
strategic solutions to divest old buildings, 
retrofit existing structures, and streamline 
program requirements for new construction. 
In the future, she hopes to become a leader  
in facilities planning.

In addition to her M.P.S. in Design  
Management from Pratt Institute, Ashley 
holds a B.A. in Interior Design from  
Marymount University.

Susan Bowman received her MFA in Sculpture 
from Rutgers University. After graduation, she 
continued to make art, working in the publish-
ing industry as a freelance graphic designer. 
She landed a position at Sesame Street as Art 
Director and eventually Creative Director of 
their publishing group. In 2001, she graduated 
from the Pratt Design Management program, 
which gave her an edge to move into academia 
and seek out a tenure university position.

She is currently Associate Professor and 
Chair of the Department of Art and Coordina-
tor, Graphic Design at Rowan University. She 
was hired to reinvigorate their undergraduate 
curriculum, by developing the new program: 
BFA with a Specialization in Graphic Design. 
Susan notes: graphic design was once thought 
of as a client service provided at the end of 
a process. Rowan now provides its students 
with “real-life” professional experiences while 
working “safely” in the classroom. She develops 
opportunities for upperclassmen to have “client-

based” experiences, creating valuable learning 
in the management of the design process. The 
program introduces design students to vital 
concepts and practices of Design Management: 
performing design audits for clients, writing 
creative briefs, creating budgets, time manage-
ment and managing expectations, and learning 
to “educate” clients about the design process.

 Susan is currently working on two projects. 
The first is a catalog for the exhibition Exchange 
with Sol LeWitt with Cabinet Magazine and 
MASS MoCA, documenting submissions 
from around the world. The second is a book 
tentatively titled: Creative Lives & Careers. It 
will be a compilation of statements, manifestos, 
questions, and advice about the distinction 
between creative actions and careers. The 
book will include materials by artists, writers, 
musicians, curators, dealers, and educators on 
topics including: role models, studio, audience, 
success, and writing. The target audience is 
students, teachers, and artists of all ages.
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