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ABOUT THIS COURSE
COURSE INFORMATION
RCAH 192: Proseminar in Design for Social Good
M/W 10:20-11:40 am
C303 Snyder Hall
Office Hours:
Tuesday 10AM-12PM (Holmes)
Wednesday 11:45AM-12PM (Snyder)

Dr. Megan K. Halpern
Email: mhalpern@msu.edu
Twitter: @dr_halpern
Offices: 193E Holmes Hall; C320 E Snyder-Phillips

DESCRIPTION
This course is an introduction to design, design thinking, and design research as well as an exploration of
what it means to create something that has positive social impact. Many high profile design projects that
attempt to do good, like One Laptop Per Child, fall short. Where did these well funded and well intended
ideas go wrong? In this course, students will learn the basic principles of design (with a focus specifically,
though not exclusively, on technology and interaction design) as well as strategies and methods for engaging
with users drawn from user centered design, co-design, and reflective design practices. Throughout the
course students will engage in critical thinking about the roles of designers and users, the social and ethical
implications of technologies and designed objects, and the larger contexts in which these objects and users
exist. Coursework will include a mixture of readings, design exercises, case studies, and a final group project
in which students will examine their own college and building to find opportunities for socially motivated
design.

LEARNING GOALS
Students will:
•

Improve their skills in reading, thinking, discussion, and writing through activities that deepen critical
thinking and inquiry.

•

Develop their creative and design thinking strategies and skills by engaging in activities that deepen
creative and visual thinking.

•

Use a variety of design strategies and methods to develop and communicate design ideas

•

Employ a variety of methods to understand users and stakeholders in design projects and to incorporate
their wants, needs, and ideas into the design process

•

Critically discuss the values and issues involved in engaging users in the design process

•

Be able to describe and analyze the ways designed objects and systems have social impact. Particularly,
this analysis will include the ways values (and politics, and power structures) are built into the design
process, and the implications of these values for design and for society
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•

Develop both individual and group projects that incorporate critical and creative thinking into the same
project

MATERIALS
You are expected to access D2L using a computer or tablet throughout the course. While most readings will
be provided on D2L, there are three suggested books, all of which can be accessed online or purchased as
hard copies:
•
•
•

Heskett, J. (2005). Design: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford: Oxford University Press (Available as an
ebook through the MSU Library).
DiSalvo, C. (2015). Adversarial Design. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press (Available as an ebook through
the MSU Library).
Boyd, A., & Mitchell, D. O. (2016). Beautiful Trouble: A Toolbox for Revolution. New York, NY: OR
Books (Available online at www.beautifultrouble.org)

Please also purchase a small sketchbook or notebook to use as a design journal. You are welcome to buy
whatever kind of notebook you’d like, but I recommend ether a sketchbook with strong, archival paper or a
notebook with a grid. Please avoid spiral bound notebooks.
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ASSIGNMENTS
DESIGN JOURNAL
Your journal provides an opportunity to practice your design thinking, sketching, and writing skills. There is
no required structure or length. You should see the journal entries as a chance to think more deeply about
questions, concerns, and ideas raised in the class or in discussion posts. You should be creative with your
journals—you may want to paste photos, clips from magazines, or other objects into the journals. Song lyrics,
poems, visual patterns, even doodles will help fill in your journals and spark your creative and critical thinking.
You may choose to take notes from you the readings or class discussions right in your journals. Notes often
lead to ideas, especially while reading. You may start by writing about concerns or excitement over the
readings, or or by sketching out concepts you are reading about. Concept mapping is encouraged here, and
will help you build an overall picture of the themes from the course. Once again, outside examples, and even
photographs of real-world design can be an excellent way to think deeply about the themes and issues we are
discussing in class.
You will turn this journals in periodically throughout the course, and they will be graded at the end of the
semester. When grading, I will look for quantity and effort. Plan to sketch or write in them about twice a
week, whether there are specific prompts or not. The more you use these as a place to think out loud, the
better you will do on this assignment, and on the individual and group projects.

DISCUSSION POSTS
In a seminar, the course readings are the backbone upon which learning occurs. These can be short, informal
posts of one or two paragraphs. The aim is not to spend a great deal of time writing these posts, but to use
the posts to help you make sure you've understood the readings and are ready to discuss them. You will also
be expected to respond to at least 3 of your classmates’ posts before attending class. This means that by
10:20 on Mondays you will post, and by 10:20 on Wednesdays you will comment. There are eleven discussion
posts over the course of the semester; you are required to post and participate in 10. If you fail to reply to
posts on Wednesdays, you may not get a point for posting on Monday.
Your discussion posts should do at least one of the following:
•

Summarize the main point of the reading (always try to do this, even if your ultimate aim is to ask a
question).

•

Raise clarification questions about the readings. Were there parts of the readings that were not clear
to you? This is your opportunity to ask your peers to help you parse some of the challenging ideas
you’ll encounter.

•

Raise questions for discussion. Were there things you thought might be controversial, or philosophical
questions about the role of technology and design in culture, or questions about power structures?

•

Describe real world examples of concepts in the readings. Links to articles, websites, and projects
that are related to the readings (when accompanied by a brief discussion) are an excellent way to
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engage with a reading. in conjunction with some of the other examples of what to do with your posts,
examples can be quite powerful ways to talk about design.
•

Criticize or refute the argument of the reading. Did you disagree with the reading? Why? Did you find
their argument flawed in someway?

INDIVIDUAL PROJECT
This design project is not tied to the larger group project in class, so you will have quite a bit of freedom to
choose a design project that suits your own interests. The individual project has two components, the
proposal, due in Week 6, and the final project, due during finals week. A full description and rubric will be
distributed early in the semester.

Project Proposal
During Week 6 of the course, you’ll turn in a proposal for your final project. This two-page, double spaced
document should be accompanied by rough sketches that help explain your aims.

Final Project
Over the next nine weeks, you will expand on these proposals, building background research or potentially
speaking with users, to build a strong rationale for your designs. These final projects should be polished and
well written, should articulate the reasons behind design choices, and should draw on the class readings as
well as outside sources.

GROUP PROJECT
This extended, four-part project will involve the entire class and will model the process you’ll go through for
your individual projects. We’ll dedicate some time to think about a group project theme and we will work
through creative design processes as well as user engagement together. A detailed description and rubric will
be provided for each of the following four assignments.

Group Project Reflection 1
This reflection offers an opportunity for you to reflect on what you’ve learned in the class so far and to begin
to relate that to the project theme.

User Engagement Assignment
We will be studying user engagement and will attempt to work with users in a variety of ways. We will decide
on methods as a class and then we will each conduct user research, carefully documenting the work so that
we can contribute to a larger body of research from which to draw inspiration and insight into our project.

User Engagement Report
We will work together to analyze the user data we gather, then each student will submit a report discussing
our methods, the engagements themselves, their analysis, and a plan for next steps. Papers should describe
what you did to engage people, why you believe the class chose these activities, and what the results looked
like. They will also analyze the results of the user studies. What did you learn about the people we engaged?
How does this inform our project? Finally, you will we need to develop further interactions with people to
move forward with the project?
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Final Group Project
We will assemble a group presentation for the final week of classes, for which each student will create a
section. You will also submit a final reflection on the project.

PARTICIPATION
Each week you’ll be expected to participate during class. We will complete short assignments during many
class sessions, and those will be turned in as part of your participation grade. You will receive one point for
participation each week, and that point will be determined by your thoughtful participation in group
discussions and activities, completion of in-class writing assignments, and your respectful attention to each
other and to me.
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GRADING
DESIGN
JOURNAL

DISCUSSION
POSTS

INDIVIDUAL
PROJECT

GROUP
PROJECT

You should aim to
sketch/write/think
in your journals at
least twice a week
and bring them to
class each day.

You will be asked
to post and
respond to
discussion posts 10
times over the
course of the
semester.

You will work on
this project
throughout the
semester. You’ll
submit a proposal
and a final project.

This is the heart of
the course. There
are four
assignments
associated with this
project

You will earn one
point for
participation each
week.

15 Points

10 Points

25 Points

35 Points

15 Points

PARTCIPATION

DUE

ASSIGNMENT

POINTS

GRADE SCALE

Ongoing

Design Journal

15

4.0 = 92 to 100

Ongoing

Discussion Posts

10

3.5 = 86 to 91

2/28

Individual Project Proposal

10

3.0 = 80 to 85

5/3

Individual Project

15

2.5 = 74 to 79

2/22

Group Project Reflection 1

5

2.0 = 68 to 73

3/20

Group User Engagement Assignment

5

1.5 = 62 to 67

4/7

Group User Engagement Report

10

1.0 = 56 to 61

4/24-26

Group Project

15

0 = less than 56

Ongoing

Participation

15
Total Points
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SCHEDULE
The following schedule is subject to change over the course of the semester.

WEEK

1

TOPIC
MONDAY: INTRODUCTIONS, INQUIRIES, AND ITERATIONS
In class we will become acquainted with each other and the course structure. During class
we will read excerpts from the following:
• Rohde, M. (2011, January 25). Sketching: the Visual Thinking Power Tool. Retrieved
January 9, 2016, from http://alistapart.com/article/sketching-the-visual-thinking-powertool.
• Brewer, J. (2010). Sketch, sketch, sketch. Retrieved January 10, 2016, from http://
52weeksofux.com/post/346650933/sketch-sketch-sketch.
• Spool, J. M. (2010, September 22). Why We Sketch. Retrieved from https://www.uie.com/
articles/why_sketching/.

WEDNESDAY: DEVELOPING A DESIGN PRACTICE PART I
Read and post about the following before class on Wednesday:
• Heskett, J. (2005). Design: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford: Oxford University Press pp.
1-36 (Chapters 1-3).
• Explore the following website (and book, if you’ve purchased it): Beautiful Trouble | A
toolbox for revolution. (n.d.). Retrieved from http://beautifultrouble.org/

2
3
4

DEVELOPING A DESIGN PRACTICE PART II
• Balsamo, A. (2011). Designing Culture: The Technological Imagination at Work. Durham
NC: Duke University Press Books. pp. 1-25.
• A. Telier (2011). Design things. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. pp. 1-26.

THE POLITICS OF ARTIFACTS
• Winner, L. (1980). Do artifacts have politics? Daedalus, 109(1), 121–136.

EVERYDAY AESTHETICS
• Saito, Y. (2015). Aesthetics of the Everyday. In E. N. Zalta (Ed.), The Stanford Encyclopedia
of Philosophy (Winter 2015). Stanford, CA: Stanford University. Retrieved from http://
plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2015/entries/aesthetics-of-everyday/

DESIGN FICTION AS A METHOD

5

• Bleecker, J. (2009). Design Fiction: A short essay on design, science, fact and fiction. Near
Future Laboratory, 29. pp. 1-8
• Dunne, A., & Raby, F. (2013). Speculative Everything: Design, Fiction, and Social Dreaming.
MIT Press. pp 1-46. for Wednesday.
• Discusion Post is due WEDNESDAY
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WEEK

6

TOPIC
ADVERSARIAL DESIGN
• DiSalvo, C. (2015). Adversarial Design. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press. pp. 1-26.

MONDAY: ACTIVISM & DESIGN I

7

• Irani, L., & Silberman, M. S. (2014). From Critical Design to Critical Infrastructure: Lessons
from Turkopticon. Interactions, 21(4), 32–35. https://doi.org/10.1145/2627392
• Marshall, T. (2015, September 25). Here’s how members of the burgeoning digital
workforce are protecting themselves from exploitation. Los Angeles Times. Retrieved from
http://www.latimes.com/brandpublishing/localplus/ucsandiego/la-ss-ucsd2015-mturk-dtostory.html

WEDNESDAY: ACTIVISM & DESIGN II
• Beautiful Trouble 222-223; 152-153; 106-107; 174-175; 52-53
• TBD (A few short excerpts from other projects)
Group Project Reflection 1 Due Wednesday 11:59 PM

ENGAGING USERS PART I

8

• Stanford University Institute of Design. (N.D). UNDERSTAND Mixtape: Discovering insights
via human engagement. PDF retrieved from http://dschool.stanford.edu/dgift/chart-anew-course/.
• An introduction to user research techniques — Government Service Design Manual. (n.d.).
Retrieved February 13, 2016, from https://www.gov.uk/service-manual/user-centreddesign/user-research. *Click through and read all links under the “Background” and the
“Qualitative user research techniques” sections on the page.

ENGAGING USERS PART II

9

• Gaver, W., Dunne, A., & Pacenti, E. (1999). Design: Cultural probes. Interactions, 6(1), 21–
29. http://doi.org/10.1145/291224.291235
• Gaver, W., Boucher, A., Pennington, S., & Walker, B. (2004). Cultural probes and the value
of uncertainty. Interactions, 11(5), 53–56
User Engagement Plan Due Wednesday 11:59 PM

10

REVIEW

Individual Project Proposal Due Friday 11:59 PM
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WEEK

TOPIC
PARTICIPATORY DESIGN

11

• Wicked Problems Worth Solving (N.D.). Participatory Design. Retrieved from: https://
www.wickedproblems.com/4_participatory_design.php
• Elizabeth B.-N. Sanders & Pieter Jan Stappers. (2008). Co-creation and the new landscapes
of design. CoDesign, 4(1), 5-18, DOI: 10.1080/15710880701875068
Bring observations and interviews you’ve finished thus far.

MEANINGFUL PLAY

12

• O’Donnell, C. (2014). On Balinese Cockfights: Deeply Extending Play. Games and Culture,
9(6), 406–416. https://doi.org/10.1177/1555412014545783
Guest Lecturer: Casey O’Donnell
User Engagement Report and Data Due Wednesday 11:59 PM

ICT4D

13
14
15
FINAL

• Wyche, S., Dillahunt, T. R., Simiyu, N., & Alaka, S. (2015). If god gives me the chance i will
design my own phone: exploring mobile phone repair and postcolonial approaches to
design in rural Kenya. In Proceedings of the 2015 ACM International Joint Conference on
Pervasive and Ubiquitous Computing (pp. 463–473). ACM. Retrieved from http://
dl.acm.org/citation.cfm?id=2804249.
Guest Lecturer: Susan Wyche

REVIEW AND PROJECT DEVELOPMENT

FINALIZE GROUP PROJECT
Materials for Final Group Project Due Monday
Individual Projects Due
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POLICIES
PROFESSIONALISM
My hope is that the culture of this class will be informal and respectful. This means we should all arrive on
time, and should be prepared to begin the day’s activities by the time class begins. It also means we should
be mindful of one another and considerate when expressing or responding to ideas and opinions.
I will not take attendance in this course unless attendance becomes a problem. This means I will not need
doctor’s notes, etc. if you are absent. If I notice that you are not present, or that you’ve missed a significant
number of classes, it will impact your participation grade. If I do not notice whether you are present or not, it
likely means you are not participating fully in the course.
If you miss a class, it is up to you to find out what you’ve missed and to turn in any assignments that were
due. Responsible students seeking opportunities for make-up work should 1) contact me via email prior to
missing class, 2) seek information from the syllabus and from classmates and 3) after consulting the syllabus
and speaking with classmates, take time to see me during office hours (or make an appointment) to ask
thoughtful questions about material presented in their absence.

TECHNOLOGY POLICY
Your decision to use laptop or tablet in the classroom can impact not only your own learning and grade, but
also the academic success of those around you. Therefore, we will discuss some of the pertinent issues
regarding technologies in the classroom in the first week of classes. Together, as a class, we make a decision
and a policy regarding your use of personal devices, and that policy gets inserted into this syllabus. To
prepare for this conversation, consider some of the following studies on the impact of computers and tablets
in the classroom:
•

Fang, B. (2009, December 22). From Distraction to Engagement: Wireless Devices in the Classroom.
Retrieved January 6, 2017, from http://er.educause.edu/articles/2009/12/from-distraction-toengagement-wireless-devices-in-the-classroom

•

Fried, C. B. (2008). In-class laptop use and its effects on student learning. Computers & Education,
50(3), 906–914. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2006.09.006

•

Guo, J. (2016, May 16). Why smart kids shouldn’t use laptops in class. Retrieved January 6, 2017, from
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/wonk/wp/2016/05/16/why-smart-kids-shouldnt-use-laptopsin-class/

•

Patterson, R. W., & Patterson, R. M. (2016). The Impact of Laptop Use in the College Classroom.
Retrieved from https://www.ilr.cornell.edu/sites/ilr.cornell.edu/files/CHERI%20WP173.pdf

•

Rockmore, D. (2014, June 6). The Case for Banning Laptops in the Classroom. Retrieved January 6,
2017, from http://www.newyorker.com/tech/elements/the-case-for-banning-laptops-in-the-classroom
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•

Sana, F., Weston, T., & Cepeda, N. J. (2013). Laptop multitasking hinders classroom learning for both
users and nearby peers. Computers & Education, 62, 24–31. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.
2012.10.003

•

Wurst, C., Smarkola, C., & Gaffney, M. A. (2008). Ubiquitous laptop usage in higher education: Effects
on student achievement, student satisfaction, and constructivist measures in honors and traditional
classrooms. Computers & Education, 51(4), 1766–1783. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.
2008.05.006

ACADEMIC INTEGRITY
You are responsible for knowing and understanding the policies at MSU and in Lyman Briggs College, and for
holding yourself to the standards of a university scholar. Ignorance of the rules is not an excuse for plagiarism
or other forms of academic dishonesty. If you are unsure about how to proceed, please consult the university
website on Academic Integrity (https://msu.edu/unit/ombud/academic-integrity/), as well as the Honor Code
for Lyman Briggs College (http://www.lymanbriggs.msu.edu/current_students/academics/
AcademicPolicies.cfm). If you are still unsure, make an appointment and discuss your situation with your
professor or with an academic advisor before you turn in an assignment.
Additionally, Students should familiarize themselves with the newly adopted Spartan Code of Honor. The
Spartan Code of Honor was adopted by ASMSU on March 3, 2016, endorsed by Academic Governance on
March 22, 2016, and recognized by the Provost, President, and Board of Trustees on April 15, 2016. The
pledge reads as follows:
“As a Spartan, I will strive to uphold values of the highest ethical standard. I will practice honesty in
my work, foster honesty in my peers, and take pride in knowing that honor is worth more than
grades. I will carry these values beyond my time as a student at Michigan State University,
continuing the endeavor to build personal integrity in all that I do.”

ACCOMMODATIONS FOR PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES
Michigan State University is committed to providing equal opportunity for participation in all programs,
services and activities. Requests for accommodations by persons with disabilities may be made by contacting
the Resource Center for Persons with Disabilities at 517-884-RCPD or on the web at rcpd.msu.edu. Once your
eligibility for an accommodation has been determined, you will be issued a verified individual services
accommodation (“VISA”) form. Please present this form to me at the start of the term and/or two weeks prior
to the accommodation date (test, project, etc). Requests received after this date will be honored whenever
possible.

HONORS OPTIONS
Students wishing to complete an Honors Option (H Option) in this course should contact me regarding their
intentions within the first three weeks of the course. Once we have agreed on whether or not you will
endeavor to complete an H Option, you’ll need to submit a one or two paragraph proposal detailing your
plans and timeline. Details will be worked out on a case-by-case basis.
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MANDITORY REPORTING
As an faculty member, one of my responsibilities is to help create a safe learning environment for my students
and for the campus as a whole. As a member of the university community, I have the responsibility to report
any instances of sexual harassment, sexual violence and/or other forms of prohibited discrimination. If you
would rather share information about sexual harassment, sexual violence or discrimination to a confidential
employee who does not have this reporting responsibility, you can find a list of those individuals here: http://
counseling.msu.edu/.
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