
Innovation in Design Proposal

COURSE RATIONALE
My research investigates appropriate, productive roles for experts and non-experts in public 
design initiatives; in particular I am concerned with inclusive community engagement and 
authorship.  The fields of public history and contemporary art offer design professionals and 
educators theoretical insights and robust practices that can be employed by designers to 
foster truly responsive design.  While courses in these subjects are often available to design 
students as electives, they are rarely integrated into architecture or landscape architecture 
curricula. I propose to develop and teach community design as a relational practice, with 
three emphases: public history research, participatory art practices, and open narrative 
design.  

Public history research, when properly authored, reveals diverse, representative values and 
concerns while authentically engaging community. It is an excellent indicator and resource for 
designers (and planners) engaged with communities about public space, planning, and 
environmental needs. Current methods of history research practiced by professionals and 
students are often remiss, however, and result in narrow, select readings that do not adequately 
represent or interpret diverse, contemporary community interests. Designs and plans that follow 
are similarly inauthentic. Research methods from the fields of cultural anthropology, history, and 
art that are participatory, co-creative, and de-authored can uncover the multiple and varied stories 
and values central to inclusive, responsive design. These methods also help to define expert 
roles. Active listening methods basic to critical history research allow a community to voice who 
it is, what it needs, what it likes. Designers can then find appropriate roles for themselves in 
responding and co-creating, offering ideas, techniques, and solutions. For all of these reasons, 
public history investigations are an especially powerful tool for community design classrooms. I 
have attached my paper, Considering Public History, which discusses these ideas in depth; 
the paper will appear in a forthcoming book edited by the Erasing Boundaries network, 
about service learning in the design professions.

Among these methods, contemporary art practices are especially useful for eliciting 
engagement and structuring partnerships between experts and non-experts. Temporary 
interventional artwork can foster engagement by providing forums for assessment and 
feedback, while relational artwork shapes co-authored, interstitial, harmonious actions 
appropriate for community design. I began investigating these ideas at an international urban 
design workshop in Hamburg, Germany sponsored by HafenCity University as a student in 2009.  
The live/work program is situated in Wilhelmsburg, a river island district of Hamburg 
characterized by great diversity in landscape and peoples; coincidentally, the district and its 
residents are marginalized in significant spatial, cultural, and socio-economic ways.  During the 
2009 workshop my team identified these aspects as impediments to consensual development of 
the urban realm.  In response we devised and implemented public space experiments akin to art 
interventions to promote dialogue and explore design ideas, with promising results. The ASLA 
published my article about the Hamburg experiments in last year's Urban Design Newsletter. 



I attended the workshop again in 2011 as an instructor and researcher, to teach a small-action 
community design method that I developed from these pilot results and refined with insights 
from relational aesthetic theory. Objectives evolved beyond community building and 
engagement in the planning process to include real initiatives co-created by the community and 
students. Relational ethics inspire initiatives that appropriately align with community values, and 
persist beyond planner/designer involvement by virtue of community sponsorship and 
ownership.  I will present this work at EDRA43 in Seattle in May. In addition, my proposal 
Participatory Art Practices in Community Design has been accepted by the 2012 International 
Conference on Arts and Society, and the paper will be reviewed for publication.

Participatory art often has an “open narrative” structure, like much of contemporary art. This 
literary device deserves special consideration by landscape designers and architects as they 
undertake historical research and design response. Because open narrative centers meaning-
making in the audience/participant, it distances and “de-authors” researchers. Potteiger and 
Purinton (1998) describe open narrative experiences as lived and indeterminate, participatory, 
evolving, and public, integrated and temporally layered, non-scripted, and open to reader 
interpretations. All of these characteristics facilitate an active exchange between user and 
researcher, between user and place, and among users, making open narrative an excellent method 
for uncovering public histories. 

Open narrative also offers a wonderful technique for incorporating and recording the multiple, 
conflicting, changeable, layered meanings central to inclusive design. By offering unscripted 
individual experiences, open narrative form in landscape and building accommodates and 
mediates sub-group differences. Many familiar architectural elements, forms, and tropes can be 
used to express layered and non-directed history (and other) conversations in the built 
environment.  

The complementary, concordant precepts and practices of public history, contemporary art, and 
open narrative are therefore exceptionally worthwhile to professional and student designers and 
planners committed to a community design ethos. They are most useful as an integrated, 
interdisciplinary praxis. While the theoretical basis for such an approach is evident, synergistic 
classroom and professional application of these ideas is uncommon. 

The body of work I have proposed is necessarily an undertaking for educational settings. 
Teaching and research institutions offer the greatest opportunity for the interdisciplinary 
collaboration at the foundation of this proposal, and for experimental investigations, both of 
which are limited in private, commercial settings. Most community design also happens as 
university outreach and service learning initiatives.  Because of its emphasis on co-creation, I 
believe a relational practice like the one described here to be the most ethical basis for student 
and experimental work in client communities, especially those that are disadvantaged. Real 
benefits to community will be an important measure of this proposed curriculum, in addition to 
student outcomes.



The essential material can be covered thoroughly in a three-module sequence. Public history and 
aesthetic theory can be taught in a seminar format; skills and methodologies can be developed in 
a workshop environment; both concepts and skills can be applied in community design studios. 
Open narrative design can be taught in any studio setting. The inclusion of students of History, 
Art, Geography, and Anthropology would strengthen all courses, adding complementary 
perspectives and knowledge. 

In summary, balancing expert and community knowledge, roles, visions, and goals is a difficult 
task for students and professionals. Acknowledging multiple social and cultural meanings in 
designs and plans is likewise an extremely challenging endeavor.  Public history research and 
contemporary art practices together can address these challenges, inspiring responsive, inclusive, 
emergent place-making.  For all of these reasons, an integrated, interdisciplinary course sequence 
is a necessary addition to architecture, landscape, and planning curricula.
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