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Opening Remarks 
Kerstin Scheuch

The subject of this symposium is social impact. Two months ago 
we were in Washington at a large conference for the presenta-
tion of an award given to a leader in the field of education. The 
first thing that this person said was, “Talent is equally distrib-
uted, opportunity is not.” This led me to think: What are those 
opportunities that are not equally distributed? Access to healthy 
food, a safe home, infrastructure, transport, finance… A series 
of things that help us live our lives. But I think that the most im-
portant resource or opportunity is education. Education not only 
gives you access to this resource, but it helps you create it, dupli-
cate it, pass it on to others; that’s why I think this symposium is 
essential for today’s world.
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Arturo Cherbowski 

We’ve spent many years talking about educational innovation and 
the changes required by our education models and higher educa-
tion institutions to respond to the current needs of what’s become 
known as the new Industrial Revolution 4.0 and the new knowledge 
economy, and different constellations of phenomena that have be-
come widely understood. However, in this debate that we’ve begun 
to have, many forums exist where we run the risk of overlooking 
the social aspect by focusing on issues such as disruption and in-
novation. And social impact is precisely what this innovation and 
transformation of our education models needs to consider. If we 
ignore it, there’s a danger of dividing the debate into two channels: 
one about education innovation and the other about social impact, 
when in fact both go together. But if we’re doing it right, we cannot 
talk about one without talking about the other.

What are the challenges facing us today in education institutions, 
in terms of our education models and new basic and higher edu-
cation? Can we carry on falling ever further behind, and continue 
creating wider social divides and increasing inequality? Or can hu-
manity now grasp this great opportunity to reconsider, through 
the prism of education, our fundamental social commitments? I 
think the latter. But we have to actually do it; it’s not enough just 
to think about it.

At this event we hope to begin this discussion and commit our-
selves—for as long as we continue talking about innovation in 
education—always to consider the social variable, which is so im-
portant for all of our work as individuals and as institutions. 
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Presentation 1 
Paulina Cornejo

The Social Design Hub is both a project and an act of faith, not just 
of the Centro community but also of the local residents who come 
and believe that in Centro they can find something worthwhile. 

I’m not going to dwell on our mistakes—although we certainly 
did fail and learned from our failures, and that’s no bad thing. This 
Hub did not appear out of thin air. Centro has long been engaged 
in social projects, but they were not mapped out or pinpointed 
until this process began in 2014. We knew that there were proj-
ects, teachers, directors and students who were interested in these 
initiatives, who wanted to engage in social projects, and some had 
even been carried out; but we didn’t know how many, or their 
scale and scope.

In 2014, Kerstin Scheuch set me the challenge of finding 20 social 
projects. Initially that seemed an enormous number and I didn’t know 
where to begin. To my surprise, I didn’t find just 20 but 77 projects 
with a social focus between 2007 and 2016. Many had gone beyond 
being graduation projects, course exercises or “Zona C” initiatives (spe-
cial projects involving collaborations between Centro’s top students 
with private-sector partners and organizations), and some had even 
become businesses. There were projects related to public health, im-
proving people’s quality of life, security and communication, producing 
3D printers, giving visibility to social issues, creating work for artisans, 
and fair trade. A lot of them had evolved intuitively from thesis projects 
but ultimately they proposed solutions to improve social problems.

The next step was to identify what these students were learning, 
and what had been essential for them during these journeys. They 
told us that their contact with different people and communities—
visiting villages and having contact with artisans—was sometimes 
more important even than the techniques learned. Studying a 
course where a teacher showed them, for example, issues related 
to recycling, their ecological footprint and impact on the world left 

Why did we choose to focus 
on these initiatives and 
to create a network 
of students and teachers 
who were more interested 
in these areas? Because we 
had the goal of connecting 
them and increasing 
the efficiency of acquiring 
new knowledge, as well 
as boosting energy 
and resources to improve 
learning and creating 
a greater social impact.
Paulina Cornejo
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such an impression on these students that, when they reached the 
seventh or eighth semester, they had chosen theses related to hav-
ing an impact on the world, and not necessarily classes or courses 
on the curriculum.

We drew up a map of seven skills that the students had developed. 
They were skills for the future, for the twenty-first century (that 
didn’t surprise us), skills also identified by Palo Alto’s Institute for 
the Future, skills that seemed very similar to future challenges, to 
the UN’s Millennium Development Goals. These skills were related 
to empathy, critical awareness, business development, social intel-
ligence, procedural reasoning, and collaboration. They were all re-
lated to collaboration with what is most lacking when companies 
hire people: systemic vision and critical thinking. Our map helped 
us see that all these projects, although they did exist, remained 
fixed as a disconnected constellation. Students went on to do oth-
er things; the projects were somehow lodged in some people’s 
memories but there was no single repository of their ideas.

Another finding was the increase in the number of degree theses 
and specialization course projects with a social focus. Between 2007 
and 2012, we only had 1.3 such theses per year, a number that rose 
to 7.5 just from 2015 to 2016—the years when we began to see a 
greater emphasis on these issues and representing an increase of 
576%. As some courses began to incorporate social aspects more 
consciously into their programs, and especially because in the sev-
enth semester (when students choose their thesis subject) we in-
troduced this new development with a cross-cutting class called 
Political and Social Context, and students began to incorporate this 
component into their theses.

Why did we choose to focus on these initiatives and to create a 
network of students and teachers who were more interested in 
these areas? Because we had the goal of connecting them and 
increasing the efficiency of acquiring new knowledge, as well as 
boosting energy and resources to improve learning and creating a 
greater social impact. 

In parallel, during 2014, we were engaged in a process of building 
Centro’s new campus, and the university began some initiatives to 
develop a better understanding of our community. One element of 
this was the “Ciudad Mural” project, in collaboration with a col-
lective from Puebla who had experienced great success working 
with another community on creating murals. This project helped 
us make contact with our own neighbors, even though we had not 
yet moved into the new campus. And getting to know the local 
residents from the Colonia América helped us understand the scale 
of the task before us.

In 2015, we began to move into our current campus. We were 
faced with the challenge of being part of a different setting to the 
one we were used to, in a privileged part of the city. Other chal-
lenges included local transport, the social context, relating to our 
new neighbors, how we were going to use the space and relate to 
our new surroundings. This was the basis for developing our Social 
Design Hub.

We understand “social design” as user-centered projects, prod-
ucts, services and platforms. For us, the user has become essential: 
we try to understand users, the community, neighbors and others 
around us. These projects are created through a co-design and 
collaborative process that prioritizes the creation of social value. By 
that I don’t mean that we disregard commercial interests. During 
our research of the 77 projects, we asked our students how we 
could add social value and what they thought of social design, and 
they told us, “I do want to make a social impact, but I only want to 
do pro bono stuff when I’m 50 years old.” And so, we answered, 
“What do you mean? For 35 years you want to do things that 
might have negative effects on society, and then start repairing 
the damage when you’re 55?” To which they responded, “It’s just 
that first of all I have to make some money.” We realized the con-
fusion that existed between making money and making a social 
impact. So we set about educating a generation of students and 
professionals to see that making a social impact is not at odds with 
making money.
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The objectives of this vision and of the Social Design Hub include 
designing and bringing together projects with social value; being 
aware of the capacity of creative professionals; making positive 
changes; linking academics, students and communities; and de-
veloping personal and professional competences, as we have al-
ready seen in certain skills that we had detected.

The Social Design Hub’s collaborations involve undergraduate and 
postgraduate students together with members of our local neigh-
borhood. These collaborations are based on the learning created by 
the experience in the place. We want to make the most of Centro’s 
location to have experiences and gain knowledge through exchang-
es. Therefore, we also invite local residents to form part of these 
experiences to visit the campus. We want our students to connect 
with the local community, and for the local community to know 
what they can find on the campus. The idea is to design projects 
that promote local products and services. We have students who 
have developed directories, which enables their peers to know 
about local service providers so that they don’t have to travel far to 
find them, and to show that this kind of exchange is possible. 

We also run projects to imagine possible, probable, and preferable 
futures with Karla Paniagua through the Time Capsule program. 
This is about the participatory budget; we want to make an im-
pact, and for there to be a wider range and better proposals of 
participatory budgets. We want projects that offer improvements 
for the community, that help us develop a deeper understanding 
of our context and make the most of the strengths of everyone 
involved. All our projects help us to improve our understanding 
of our context and enable our neighbors to understand us better; 
this is essential.

One of our projects is an amazing horticultural workshop, which 
we have also opened to the public. Demand for this workshop 
has been so high that we’ve turned it into a continuing educa-
tion course open to external participants. It was designed by an 
undergraduate student, Cristina Espinosa, as part of her thesis in 
collaboration with our new head groundsman, Vicencio García. 
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The workshop took shape through this collaboration. There have 
now been nine editions of the course and it is open to students on 
Centro’s Social Design course and others who wish to join. Anyone 
from our local community can attend for a very reasonable cost, and 
this is one of the benefits of being a member of the Centro commu-
nity. The collaboration is ongoing; students continue to add value to 
the workshop by designing labels, plant pots, and so on.

We also have Cine Ciudad, an initiative designed and taught by 
film students which is based on the premise that everyone can 
make films. This workshop is directed by Angélica Carrillo, but it’s 
a completely horizontal community workshop that recognizes that 
each of us can add value and tell stories. The workshop, which 
runs every semester, is now in its fifth edition.

We run fashion workshops, organized in collaboration with the Tex-
tile and Fashion Design program, where we seek to develop skills 
and competences. We have members of the local community who 
have already racked up 180 hours of training and the objective is 
to offer services to students on this course, and that these students 
can also give training to neighbors. We’re already working on the 
first exchange-based training projects for the local community—
students pay the neighbors to help them with their theses, and this 
requires the neighbors to attain a certain level of training.

The wonderful thing about these workshops is that we initially 
thought that it would simply mean that we would gain a better 
understanding of our neighbors and that they would develop cer-
tain new skills. But in practice we’ve found that we’re creating a 
community—and this took us by surprise. We realized that the idea 
is not necessarily about knowledge flowing down from Centro, but 
about building circles of trust and a much stronger community.

Another project is a soccer team called CENTRO-AMÉRICA, devel-
oped by students on the Master’s in Social Design program. This 
team is made up of students, valet parking personnel, security 
staff, faculty members, neighbors, and anyone who wants to sign 
up. We have even played in Palo Alto (Cuajimalpa) and invited 

neighboring institutions too, because it’s not just about neighbors 
coming to Centro but also about us going into the community and 
beginning to relate with our neighbors in a different way. In other 
such activities, neighbors become teachers and instruct us about 
things that they do well, and we know nothing about. The Hub re-
ceives proposals for new projects from all our community; we also 
promote local products and services. We even have a local caterer. 
The idea is to bring benefits to our community. 

In terms of participant numbers, we have 300 undergraduate and 
postgraduate students or those doing their community service; 
more than 250 neighbors, around 70 or 80 of whom are active 
participants (75% are women). Their ages range from 7 to 76, 
and between 25% and 30% remain active. And they get hooked! 
For example, we have a 30-hour pattern-making workshop, and 
afterwards the local participants continue using the space, even 
though the workshop has finished. There’s one group that has 
happily being coming along every Monday for the past year-and-
a-half. And we continue inventing and developing the curriculum 
because they don’t want to go, which we think is wonderful. Nine-
ty per cent of the neighbors who attend don’t participate in any 
other community activities; this shows that their non-participation 
in community activities is not out of a lack of interest, but because 
there simply aren’t any local activities for them to take part in. In 
a survey, 100 per cent of participants in the Hub’s activities re-
port having met new neighbors. They all have fairly negative ideas 
about their community; both about us here inside, as well as those 
outside. Therefore, the outcome has been quite encouraging.

Some local participants mentioned that the activities helped change 
perceptions about the community and its members. When they’re 
here, people realize that they share the same values. You’re outside 
and you think that the neighborhood is this grim place and every-
one is somehow not to be trusted; but then you actually come and 
you find that there are people living in the same neighborhood who 
are just as nice as you, and that they have the same desire to learn 
as you do—and this ends up making really virtuous circles between 
neighbors, students, faculty, personnel, chat groups, etc. 
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There are some key areas of learning as a result of the Hub’s class-
es, Master’s courses, and other activities. Each context is unique, 
and there are no repeatable formulae. Whenever I hear, “This 
worked really well in such-and-such a place,” I reply, “It’s not that 
easy. We have to really get to know our users, we have to get out 
there and be willing to listen, spend time and exchange value.” A 
key part of this project is that it’s not about philanthropy or chari-
table hand-outs; it’s about building a community where we want 
our students to develop a series of values and an understanding 
of design focused also on the user. We think that this is going to 
make a significant difference in their future lives and careers, even 
if they do end up working for Gucci. It will make a fundamental 
difference in their lives. There’s a deep understanding of the other; 
there’s empathy; they’re going to develop this ability to listen. We 
need to build up relations based on respect and trust, to work with 
the community and not for the community, to share exchanges 
and values. And we also need to be open to learning new things. 
This is vital. We often turn up with ideas and projects that have no 
bearing at all on reality. We must also be aware of the potential 
harm we can cause if we’re not conscious of everything that is out 
there. Many institutions and projects end up causing more dam-
age than good.

This project also provided us with various challenges for the pres-
ent and into the future, which relate to the contents of this sym-
posium: How can we train creative professionals who are agents 
of change, and who are aware of their effects on the world? How 
can our projects be scalable and replicable? How can we manage 
resources in order to be sustainable and to keep these programs 
running at universities? And how can we turn these initiatives into 
a value of the institution?
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New Professionals = Agents  
of Change: How to Train  
and Educate Students  
to Become Future Leaders  
and Social Innovators?
Speakers | Niels Hendriks, Andrea Wilkinson, Roos van Amstel and Carla Cipolla

Panel host | Arturo Cherbowski 

Niels Hendriks | The ideology that drives our work can be summed up 
by a quote by Finnish design thinker Ramia Mazé: “Design practices are 
not neutral—there are always critical political issues.” Design is more 
than just a functional or aesthetic act. In designing, we must recognize 
that design impacts, and must therefore reflect, its surroundings.

Our academy, the Luca School of Arts, is located in Genk, a post-in-
dustrial town in Belgium, which used to have coal mines and, until 
a few years ago, a large Ford automobile factory. Industry brought 
with it high levels of immigration, and it grew from a village of a 
couple of hundred inhabitants at the beginning of the twentieth 
century to a town of approximately 80,000 inhabitants. The coal 
mines closed in the 1980s and the Ford factory in 2014.

A combination of high immigration and the resulting conflicts, com-
bined with the closure of two large industries, has affected the local 
community and the larger region. The town of Genk and the sur-
rounding area is now faced with a high prevalence of child pover-
ty, the highest in Belgium. A mix of cultures and ethnicities clashes 
with the local identity and youth unemployment is also a problem. 
Demographics are changing too; there’s a large aging population. 

In the past decade this former mining area has been transformed 
into a site dedicated to culture, arts and the creative industry. 

Our basic premise is not to stay 
on the fringes but actually try 
to embed ourselves into the care 
situation. This means that our 
students work entirely off-site; 
our classroom is actually in the 
care facility. For our students 
to make something that meets 
the needs of someone suffering 
from this condition, we believe 
they need to be familiar and 
sensitive to the context that 
this person lives in; they need 
to be sensitive to what t
he environment looks like.
Andrea Wilkinson
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In 2010, our academy moved to the new campus next to the former 
mining towers. Moving into our multimillion-dollar building at this 
site, which used to be the industrial heart of its town, posed the 
question: How could the academy respond to the challenges facing 
the region, town and community, and integrate within it, instead of 
becoming an island?

The result is an art faculty that values the aesthetic qualities of de-
sign and the study of materials, and believes that its work should go 
further. Therefore, as design educators and researchers, our work is 
based on particular ideologies. We want to include the community 
in our design process through participatory design; we invest time in 
engaging with community members and work on projects for longer 
periods instead of going for quick turnarounds. We don’t see technol-
ogy and materials as the next cool thing but instead encourage design 
that adds value. And rather than distancing ourselves in our design 
work, we integrate it within the homes, workplaces and places of care, 
engaging with local organizations to develop lasting relationships. 

One example of our work is De Andere Market (The Other Mar-
ket), a local project to support individuals engaged in informal 
kinds of work and to see how decent informal employment can be 
nurtured without it becoming part of the official or formal econ-
omy. We collaborated with a large group of people in Genk who 
had set up small living-room restaurants, from pizzerias in garages 
to a Turkish sweetshop operated out of someone’s kitchen. These 
small, illegal establishments provided a means of survival for these 
skilled workers unable to find a job. We brought together these 
restaurants and helped them set up a structure to learn from each 
other: how to make sure their food is safe and hygienic, how to 
share resources by working together with local farmers, and so on. 

Our main topic for this symposium, however, is Dementia Lab, 
where we work closely with people with dementia, their fami-
ly and caregivers, to find and create ways in which design can 
make their lives more pleasant. Dementia is a problem that directly 
and indirectly affects many people. One of its most common and 
well-known symptoms is forgetfulness, but there are also other 
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symptoms: disorientation in time and place, impaired reasoning, 
difficulties with language and multitasking are as frequent as the 
memory problems. Over time, dementia makes it impossible to 
carry out basic daily tasks. And it’s degenerative and cannot be 
healed. In Mexico, as in most countries, the aging population is 
increasing. And as the aging population increases, so does the 
number of people with dementia. It is forecasted that by 2050 
dementia will affect 10 per cent of Mexico City’s population. In the 
Belgian care system, people with advanced stages of dementia no 
longer live at home, but are normally in care facilities with round-
the-clock supervision and nursing staff.

Andrea Wilkinson | When we were first confronted with dementia as 
a design problem seven years ago, our first question then was about 
the role that design can play. Many of the projects that we saw then, 
and that we continue to see today, focus on alarm systems, monitor-
ing, tracking, safety and security. These are very important issues, but 
they focus on carers and family members to ease the burden of car-
ing for someone with this condition, rather than on the people with 
dementia themselves. For example, people with dementia living in 
care facilities can become quite agitated at the end of the day: they 
start wandering around and want to go home. To address this prob-
lem, family members and care facilities install monitoring systems. 
When dementia patients try to leave the building or their safe perim-
eter, their carer will receive an alarm and can then intervene and take 
this person back to their room or back to safety. And there’s nothing 
wrong with this design; it solves the problem. However, it does not 
alleviate the dementia patient’s feeling of unrest or desire to leave. To 
change this, one of our aims was to include the person with dementia 
into the design process. 

Our basic premise is not to stay on the fringes but actually try to em-
bed ourselves into the care situation. This means that our students 
work entirely off-site; our classroom is actually in the care facility. For 
our students to make something that meets the needs of someone 
suffering from this condition, we believe they need to be familiar and 
sensitive to the context that this person lives in; they need to be sen-
sitive to what the environment looks like. Often the furniture will be 

outdated, and the rooms do not feel as homely as we might expect 
as visitors. Students also need to be familiar with what the environ-
ment smells like, and this can be positive and negative. There can be 
odors of cleaning supplies or the aroma of fresh coffee, the smell of 
soup being served, or medicine—or even the stench of urine. After an 
introduction to the course and to the care facilities, our students help 
out with lunch, hold people’s hands, sit beside people, sing along with 
visiting choirs, and so on. They begin from a position as fellow human 
beings, instead of working just from the position as a designer. 

In this approach, students need to shift their thinking about de-
sign and design research. In design processes, as researchers or 
as designers, we often act as sponges. We absorb information 
from users, interviewing and observing them. And then we go 
away to our ivory towers—beautiful design studios, workstations 
or workshops—and then we make a design and come back and 
say: “Look how beautiful this thing is,” and then maybe we test 
it. In our courses, by contrast, they become a part of the envi-
ronments. Students lose this “I’m an island, I’m a designer” ap-
proach and become part of the fabric of the care facility. And we 
believe that the different experiences of design students actually 
inform their designs. 

Our students are designing for one person and not for the 
“theme” of dementia. Dementia can easily be seen as a kind of 
generalizable topic, but in our approach they’re actually design-
ing for an individual’s experience of dementia. And even though 
they’re designing for one person, their work can often be relevant 
for other people. Instead of creating a generalized design, they 
are actually making a personalized design that can be transferable 
later. This working together is a form of participation; students are 
responding to this one person’s needs, their wants, their interests, 
and especially their abilities. And they search for ways to get this 
person involved in the design process, which also asks students to 
value not only the person with dementia and their input, but also 
the people surrounding the person: caregivers, family members, 
friends, volunteers, and loved ones. Students learn the important 
design lesson that they must integrate themselves into the daily 
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life of care. Without buy-in from the family—if students haven’t 
tested the object or if no one understands how it works—the de-
sign will stay on the shelf. And that’s something very important for 
students to learn while they are in design education. 

Finally, we say that our students are often mediating relationships. 
In our course, we don’t focus necessarily on aesthetic qualities, 
which become secondary. Our focus is on how the design will be 
used, and what it offers. One example is from a student named 
Doreen, who worked with a man who had dementia. Through the 
progression of his condition, he had recently lost the ability to com-
municate verbally. The patient had never been married and had no 
children, though he had always been close to one niece, who lived 
in a faraway town but came once a week to visit him. This niece told 
our student that her uncle had always been a real joker, and it was 
this side of his personality that she loved about him. But since he 
had stopped speaking and making jokes she found it hard to recog-

nize him as this person she cared for and loved all these years. She 
told Doreen that she was considering stopping coming, and telling 
him good-bye. Our student struggled with this. Doreen spent time 
with the man, and she noticed that he was enjoying small moments 
in a day: he liked standing in the sunshine, touching her arm, and 
going on walks in the hall. In her project (the “Do Nothing Toolkit”), 
Doreen tried to provide the niece with a new way to get to know 
her uncle, to appreciate the time she spent with him. This provided 
activities and objects to explore together. It also asked the niece 
to reflect after an activity on what she found the most rewarding 
about the time spent with him, and what she thought that he most 
enjoyed. In other words, Doreen focused on how a design could 
foster a new relationship and mediate the relationship between the 
man suffering from dementia and his niece.

Niels Hendriks (contd.) | We believe design practices are not neu-
tral. We see that design is no longer purely about products, but 
about services and how these impact people. It’s about relation-
ships, and how setting up and nurturing good relationships with 
the one you design for is as important as skills such as program-
ming or grid structures or montage. It’s about the diverse group 
of people that designers need to enable to be a part of the design 
process. And it’s about engagement and how we have to engage 
deeply in the context of your work, and with the persons for 
whom we design.

This leads to questions that design students, design educators, and 
organizations working with designers should ask: As design educa-
tors and design education institutes, are we training students to be 
skilled to work in this way? Many skills are still trapped in traditions. 
We are teaching young people to respond to design problems in the 
same way that we were taught. But are these skills and competenc-
es enough? As design students, are we willing to make sure that 
our design has meaning, an impact, and makes change beyond it 
being aesthetically nice and functional? Are we prepared to fight to 
make a living out of this, and not give in to do purely market-driven 
design? And by the same token, those people representing non-tra-
ditional areas for design such as care, where designers will work in 
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the future, need to consider whether their organization is willing 
and open enough to accept that the designers’ work will be part 
of their domain, and realize it should be appreciated both for its 
content as well as financially. 

Roos van Amstel | Before discussing the Bildung Academy, where we 
prepare students for the world we live in today, I’d like to take a brief 
look at what is going on in our world. A number of serious, univer-
sal problems are facing us: climate change, economic crisis, declining 
natural resources. More and more people feel hopeless because they 
don’t know how to deal with these kinds of problems. A 2016 report 
produced in the Netherlands showed that almost 75 per cent of stu-
dents are emotionally exhausted, and about 35 per cent have a high 
burnout risk. And it doesn’t stop there, because the people supposed 
to be coming up with solutions are also having difficulty. 

This hopelessness comes as no surprise to some experts. They say 
that instead of living in an era of change, we live in a change of 
era. We’re now at a stage when we already know that the old sys-
tems no longer work, but we don’t know yet which new systems 
are going to emerge. This is the stage at which we must let go of 
the old, and trust in the future that’s completely uncertain. This 
begs the question: What kind of education is needed for a time 
like this?

When we started the Bildung Academy we didn’t know the an-
swer to this question. But we did know that we wanted things to 
be different. As a small group of students, all from different disci-
plines, we agreed that our university studies were far too specific 
and too theoretical for a world that is not theoretical or specific 
at all. We began by talking to each other, to other students, and 
to all kinds of experts, not only from the field of education but 
also from other fields like art and business. These discussions led 
us to the realization that we weren’t the only ones who thought 
that things needed to be different. More and more people joined 
our movement, until we became a big group. And together we 
arrived at our answer to the question: What kind of education do 
we need for a time like this? And our answer to this question is Bil-



CENTRO Education and Social Impact Symposium

32 33

dung—a concept originally developed by the German philosopher, 
von Humboldt, and which we combined and updated with more 
recent studies (such as the work of Nussbaum). 

What is the Bildung concept? Essentially, for us it’s about relating 
actively and consciously to the self, to other people, and to the 
world around us. We believe to do this you need competences, 
and we came up with four. The first one is the critical, analyti-
cal competence, and this is the one we think is being taught well 
in most universities. But the other three (empathetic, expressive, 
and ethical competences) are overlooked, and we also added fur-
ther competences necessary to reach today’s important goals (e.g. 
the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals). We think that master-
ing these competences enables students to change, to make a 
change, to act in the world, and to make the changes they want to 
make. But we believe that to get there you have to start with the 
self and with personal development. 

Every program offered at the Bildung Academy starts with asking 
questions: Who am I? Where do I come from? What are my values? 
And, eventually, what do I want to do? Once you know what’s in 
the heart, it’s time to focus on the head. Not in the traditional way, 
where universities tell you what to learn, but by helping students 
to find information they need, in order to do what they want to 
do. Then comes the time for them to experiment. Firstly, in a safe 
environment where there’s room to make mistakes and to get feed-
back. And later to step out into the real world and make a change 
they want to make. In brief, the students go through a process, 
from becoming aware to evaluating, behaving, and then eventually 
developing a longer-term attitude. 

The students’ process during the Bildung journey is very intense on 
both a personal and group level, and therefore we have “Guides” 
to make sure they are properly oriented. And there are also “Ex-
perts.” However, it’s not all about experts sharing their knowledge, 
but also about other forms of learning: there are acting classes, 
field trips as part of the energy course, and art-based learning 
where students try to find answers to questions by looking at art 

in different stages. We have even spent a very long weekend with 
the army, which was all about personal boundaries and effective 
leadership. Our technology course first gives students the experi-
ence of new technologies and then lets them discuss the ethical 
consequences of these technologies. At the end of every course 
students do a project, turning everything they learned into some-
thing—an exhibition, a performance, etc.

Much has happened since we opened our doors three years ago. 
Student feedback has helped us continue to improve our programs. 
We now also have a course for teachers, a course at a university, 
and an evening course. Most importantly, because we think Bildung 
should be available to everyone, we have made as many partner-
ships as possible with several other educational institutions and ini-
tiatives in the Netherlands. 

For the past year we have been partnered with Ubiquity University, 
an international online institution that has developed an assessment 
system that not only measures academic knowledge but also per-
sonal development and social impact. This is a competence-based 
assessment system that works with badges, an online portfolio, 
and points rather than grading to enable a completely personalized 
learning journey. Students themselves can pick the competences 
they want to learn. If they are on a year program, they do a vari-
ety of assignments to show all kinds of competences. And they get 
points for all these competences on four levels. They work through 
four levels (Initiate, Apprentice, Visionary, Changemaker) in three 
categories: Personal Development, Academic Knowledge and Social 
Impact. And each level has a different form of assessment. For the 
Initiate level, which is basically about remembering and understand-
ing, it is relatively straightforward as we can use quizzes to assess 
the competence. But it becomes more and more complex when we 
start moving toward the Changemaker level. This system shows 
how well a student is able to make a change in the world and offers 
them a personalized learning journey. 
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Taking this one step further—and this is already happening be-
cause many universities see the importance of this—a badge is 
awarded for a certain competence in Hong Kong that shows its 
value here in Mexico. And this is what we at the Bildung Academy 
hope for the future, that soon we will be just one of the many 
social hubs, all connected through one online platform, where we 
provide high quality, affordable, on-the-ground education, avail-
able for all. 

And, to end with a quote (mostly Aristotle’s but which I adapted a 
little): “Where your talents passions meet the needs of the world, 
therein lies your vocation.”

Arturo Cherbowski | In addition to the concepts of embeddedness 
and commitment, we can see the importance of self-knowledge 
and self-consciousness, and how these competences are sometimes 
neglected in higher education, and how they become basic if we 
actually want to work toward change and give social value to what 
we are doing. 

Carla Cipolla | An inclusive approach to design education is a very sim-
ple concept yet one with a deep philosophical background. Students 
are invited to act where they are, and to transform their own context 
of life in relation with others living in the same situation.

We use education to act for others, to design for users or clients 
inclusively: designing for where we are. I can illustrate this best 
through a comparison with empathy—a well-known and wide-
spread concept found in design today, where empathy is about put-
ting oneself in someone else’s shoes. This is now often used as a way 
of being human-centered and sensitive to the states of the others. 
An example from some time ago was the UK Design Council’s RED 
unit’s request for designers with type-II diabetes to work specifically 
on a project on diabetes. 

But how can we be rooted in our own context of life? How can we 
be dialogical? Not to design for others, but to be in a relation with 
them. Because when we design for others, somehow the others 

become an object. We therefore need to understand and explain 
the other. Empathy is used as a tool to increase sensitivity to the 
reality of others. But when we design for our own context, we are 
relating to others, to change our own situation. We don’t need to 
understand others, but to design on a deeply personal level. 

As a simple example, I can refer to one of our design explorations 
on the Federal University of Rio de Janeiro’s campus—an island of 
6,000 people which is its own municipality, making it a small labo-
ratory in the city. Everyone has many complaints about everyday life 
on the campus, but nothing is done autonomously to change the 
situation. In this assignment, students were asked to design solu-
tions for their own problems, in a dialogical, rooted and inclusive 
way, and in relation with others. To manage this methodologically, 
to any preconceived notion that students on our design courses 
might say to themselves something like “this is just an exercise, 
it’s not serious,” these projects have in fact proved highly valuable 
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An inclusive approach to design 
education is a very simple concept 
yet one with a deep philosophical 
background. Students are invited 
to act where they are, and 
to transform their own context 
of life in relation with others living 
in the same situation. 
We use education to act 
for others, to design for users 
or clients inclusively: designing 
for where we are.
Carla Cipolla

for our work, and students make a definite contribution to making 
changes and transformations. Reflecting on this process, I found 
that students had surprising difficulty in coping with a general and 
open case statement such as “Design something to improve your 
everyday life on campus” as opposed to something clear like “De-
sign a chair.” They asked: “Design what? What do you mean?” 

Two important issues were raised when we asked students to work 
inclusively. Firstly, the importance of storytelling and finding pat-
terns. Stories were very helpful for them to deal with unusual design 
situations and to make them ask themselves what they would like to 
change, how to deal with the problem, and how to frame their own 
design project. Secondly, visualization and collaboration tools creat-
ed common ground and called on students to talk to other people 
not trained as designers, because they initiated this participatory, 
collaborative process with other actors in universities (professors, 
technicians and administrative staff). Therefore, these tools were 
very important to create ideas and share ideas with them. 

In terms of the professional pathways of this idea, we can conclude 
firstly that good ideas can come out of working in a particular con-
text, in our case from the university as an organization. Secondly, 
we developed a critical awareness that we have the power to act 
as agents of change. This is a very powerful concept. If we are al-
ways going to design in communities elsewhere, and if we are only 
trained for that, we lose a lot of design power. It’s important to ask 
ourselves how we can design to change our life—our own area, 
our own community, our own condominium? When we go away 
to help others, we may just be coming up with a remedial solution. 
But if we start out changing our own neighborhood, this becomes 
very powerful. Although we might think we have everything and 
need to help others instead, we must remember that our own life-
styles generate many problems too; for instance, our consumption 
patterns and relations to others in the city. It is crucial to transform 
our cities by starting from our own context.

I’ve talked to my colleagues about Rio de Janeiro being a “broken” 
city, where parts of the city don’t talk to each other and tensions ex-
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ist between different areas. But instead of leaving my neighborhood 
to help others and alleviate tensions, I could make transformations 
starting where I live, on the borders where I live, through interac-
tions with other parts of the city, and thus help to reconnect it. If I go 
to another community, I’m never a member of it and so my change 
is built around an exit strategy, because I’m an alien. But if I change 
my own community deeply, I can make a structural change. 

Is social innovation about alleviating things, or making real social 
change? My first hypothesis is that an education that genuine-
ly fosters and nurtures social change must start within our own 
context of life, because we know the problems around us and we 
can change them from the inside. Secondly, I believe that such 
an education should enhance students’ awareness of their power 
as designers to transform, promote, and reduce inequalities. And 
thirdly, it is about nurturing students’ independence as they work 
on defining their own personal design brief in the dual role as both 
designer and client. 

Arturo Cherbowski (contd.) | We have three very different, and yet 
very related, examples of a way to work in an embedded way in a pro-
cess that must involve self-awareness. As a student involved in these 
communities, this is impossible without working on yourself at the 
same time. That is the essence of the dialogical process. The language 
and context might be different, but ultimately they are working along 
similar lines for the competences that we need to start keeping mind 
in order to orient our institutions towards the value of social change.
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Commitment and Values  
for Social Change: What are 
Higher Education Institutions 
Doing to Become Agents  
of Change? 

Speakers | Craig Bida and Blanca Zúñiga 

Panel host | Miquel Adriá

Craig Bida | To answer the question of how to activate a campus, 
and engage many kinds of stakeholder on a personalized journey, I 
will share the experience of Babson College, specifically The Lewis 
Institute and the Social Innovation Lab. By doing so, I hope to give 
some ideas on how to optimize systems, whether for leaders or par-
ticipants in organizations or efforts within an ecosystem.

Babson College has a strong track record in entrepreneurship and 
teaching entrepreneurship; educating leaders in a way that simul-
taneously creates economic, social and environmental value is em-
bedded deep within the school’s DNA. Not in a sequential fashion, 
but more in terms of thinking about business in an integral way 
from the very beginning. 

The campus needs to be considered as an ecosystem, and we need 
to think of the multiple stakeholders inhabiting within it. At Babson 
we do a number of things to create very “low-barrier” ways to par-
ticipate, through programs intentionally designed to catch people 
wherever they are on their journey. And it is a different journey for 
everyone. A senior last week expressed his surprise about everything 
that existed at the College, and his interest in what he could learn 
about the social innovation ecosystem at Babson in his remaining 
time, showing that it sometimes even takes alumni to find and dis-
cover some of the resources. 

Finding a way to say yes, 
cultivating relationships, 
promoting unusual partnerships, 
steering non-linear journeys, 
activating changemakers, 
igniting breakthrough 
interactions, fostering social 
value in business. These are 
all worth considering in terms 
of what motivates behaviors 
in an organization’s systems.
Craig Bida
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The Lewis Institute does not consider itself as the “center” or re-
pository of social innovation and changemaking ideas; instead, it 
has a systems approach and mindset. One of our most important 
challenges has been to figure out the “GPS” for social innovation 
and changemaking to discover who writes the algorithms that de-
cide where things go, and how to become a trusted campus col-
laborator. One of our exercises—perhaps taking a page from the 
Bildung Academy and others—was to dig down into the reason for 
the center itself, and to seek to understand, through a deep exer-
cise in branding and strategy from the inside out, what drives us as 
changemakers within this system. 

One of our core findings has been that desire, relationships and 
integrated actions create environments where everyone’s needs 
are better met. In other words, we need to focus on stakeholders. 
A lot of our work is driven by this desire. As a part of our exercise 
in branding and communications, and thinking about the strategy, 
we explored the motivations of those of us involved, and found 
that we have a number of beliefs about ways of acting and think-
ing: finding a way to say yes, cultivating relationships, promot-
ing unusual partnerships, steering non-linear journeys, activating 
changemakers, igniting breakthrough interactions, fostering so-
cial value in business. These are all worth considering in terms of 
what motivates behaviors in an organization’s systems. 

“Finding a way to say yes” is one example of a growth mindset 
that is very much part of the spirit of Babson and The Lewis Insti-
tute. That means promoting unusual partnerships, creating con-
texts in which different people come together, and understand-
ing that this is a nonlinear journey. Part of my work is focused on 
working with companies, many of which believe mistakenly they 
are on very linear journeys through the marketplace and change. 
We are keen to find ways to help people engage in nonlinear ways 
and to promote relationships: How can we integrate these ideas 
about simultaneity among stakeholders? 

Along its journey, our center has been moving away from creat-
ing events (together with all the pressure and the needs to meet 

multiple stakeholders in short time contexts) and toward think-
ing about creating a habitat. “Habitat” is a powerful word: What 
does it mean to create a place where the ideas and beliefs listed 
above can come to life and flourish? This has been a liberating 
progression. We still do lots of events and other things, but now 
it’s about a mindset of growth, of creating this habitat where 
things can happen. 

One of my favorite programs is “From Day One”—activities that 
engage new students on the first day that they arrive on campus, 
and making every day count during the relatively limited time that 
students’ time on campus will represent in relation to their ca-
reer. “Good Business Fridays” is another one of our programs, and 
it is designed to have an extremely low barrier to entry. Multiple 
stakeholders can come together, and we invite outside guests too. 
The event takes place on a day when students have few classes 
and where interactions occur. Participants decide when to come 
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and how long they want to stay, and they can participate however 
they choose. This attracts professors, visitors and students who 
may want to try out these notions without enrolling in a class or 
making a more formal commitment, and who find a way to par-
ticipate in thinking about the simultaneous value in economic and 
environmental impact. 

The message is to think about the ecosystem and about design-
ing different ways for people to participate. Much of this work is 
driven by Babson’s entrepreneurial thinking and action mindset, 
which is how our institution focuses on teaching entrepreneur-
ship. Partnerships with stakeholders, within the institution, and 
with external partners are essential. We have a strong network 
of fellows who support our work, and who come in and out in 
different ways and very flexibly. Our approach is also about joint 
value creation, and the notion of putting “strength to strength” 
(in other words, uniting people’s passion or area of expertise with 
others who have a strength in a related area). It’s a very open, shar-
ing and non-proprietary model to promote a mindset of growth in 
mutual advantage. 

Another evolution has been our shift from sporadic storytelling 
and engagement to a more intentional use of assets; from a small 
choir singing to itself to stimulating and engaging multiple voic-
es. This flows down into the classroom where students are often 
being asked and encouraged to create blog posts, to do things 
they can post on their LinkedIn profile and other social media sites, 
to create a set of voices that are talking in different ways about 
this issue. We encounter some resistance when trying to move the 
margins to the mainstream, but again it’s important to consider 
how to activate a campus and create a context in which these 
things are occurring.

I work with companies focused on social and economic val-
ue-creation and it’s becoming increasingly clear from the C-suite 
position that these issues are not separate from business. In the 
same way that design cannot be neutral, business cannot be 
neutral in today’s “change of era” in terms of current social is-

sues and the environmental implications of our actions. Whereas 
in previous eras businesses embraced the idea of externalities, 
now they need to be sustainable to go on existing in the future. 
We have tried to embed these ideas into the campus, as well as 
with any of our partners. 

We have matured over the years and recently we published a book 
containing all the information that can be used to push things 
forward. We have also created a Certificate of Advanced Man-
agement, responding to students’ desire to formalize this focus 
on social and economic value. We have also worked in partner-
ship around thought-leadership, creating research (“Defining the 
Competitive and Financial Advantages of Corporate Responsibility 
and Sustainability”) to figure out how to demonstrate the value of 
this approach: it feels great to say, “creating simultaneous social 
and economic value,” but does it work? This experience shows 
that in fact it does. It has an impact on companies’ stock prices and 
their ability to access capital, to have an impact, to retain talent, 
and on all the other essential business metrics. 

In terms of our strengths, there is high relevance to the context, and 
this goes back to the founding origins of the university which con-
sidered the greater societal context and cultural alignments. We’ve 
also been doing a fair amount of communication. One of my pet 
projects and peeves is that often we don’t communicate as effec-
tively as we can about our work. We’ve therefore created marketing 
materials about the institution, trying to zero in on the power of 
entrepreneurship, not just from a business perspective but in terms 
of social impact. 

We have also continued to work on engaging all stakeholders on cam-
pus, such as through Changemaker Awards given to individuals within 
the ecosystem whom we feel are working and growing and commit-
ting to these efforts. We are also setting up a Change Team to en-
sure more faculty leadership, as faculty members seek to integrate this 
mindset into their classes or bring it into different areas of the university. 
We are also keen to make an impact report to codify our impact. One 
of the challenges of working in an open, sharing and nonproprietary 
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mindset is that the phone rings a lot, and we often give a lot away, and 
now we would like to record the number of connections that Babson 
has opened through its open-participation model. 

In this more entrepreneurial mindset, where we’re trying many ini-
tiatives in a habitat where things are springing up, we are trying 
to find a balance. Can we “weed and seed”? In other words, we 
need to think hard about new opportunities, about partners that 
could maybe take things on, incubate things, and take them in a 
different direction. 

In brief, our focus is an integrated emphasis on a culture in which 
the simultaneity of economic and social value is something that 
people think about from the outset. We want to bring people 
along on that journey wherever they are; we want to promote a 
mindset of “getting to yes” by cultivating unlikely partners and 
being open to new ideas and outcomes, so that everyone is par-
ticipating in a habitat. It’s about changemaking, social innovation, 
and thinking of the university as a learning lab as well as a place 
for driving real outcomes in real-time. 

In conclusion, I wanted to mention the Affordable Design program, 
a collaboration with Babson, Wellesley College and Olin College 
of Engineering. The premise of the course—which is actually de-
scribed as a venture rather than a course—is to have students en-
gage deeply over time. Over two or even three semesters, many 
undergraduate students participate in this program which focuses 
both on product ventures and business ventures. Business stu-
dents work side-by-side with Wellesley’s Liberal Arts students and 
with Olin’s and Wellesley’s Engineering students. The program’s 
mission is to inspire and educate students to work with people in 
communities to address challenges endemic to poverty through 
design and entrepreneurship. Students aged 19 and 20 work on 
real issues (from indoor air quality to neonatal hypothermia), with 
businesses that have employees, and in various geographical areas 
(from communities in the United States to places in Asia and Afri-
ca). In doing so, they need to identify the challenges of operating a 
business that is trying to do both things at once. And they find it’s 
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a lot easier to talk about it than to actually do it. These programs 
are driven by principles of user-centered design, by a mindset of 
working with rather than for communities. The mindset is about 
learning to make an impact by trying to make an impact. 

Blanca Zúñiga | I would like to talk about Talca. You would be for-
given for asking: What is Talca? Juan Román wondered the same 
thing when the rector of the University of Talca told him, “Look, we 
need you to set up a new school of architecture.” He replied, “There 
are more than thirty across the country. Thanks for the offer, but the 
answer’s ‘no.’” The rector—who’s very persistent, and an excellent 
rector—followed up by saying, “Well, why don’t you come to Talca?”

Talca is a city 250 kilometers (155 miles) south of Santiago, which 
is a long way in Chile, because everything is close together. As he 
approached the city, he saw that there was something interesting 
about Talca, though not just Talca, but its surroundings too. Those 
“surroundings,” to start with, did not have their own architec-
ture. Indeed, there were no schools of architecture, the nearest 
ones being in Santiago and Concepción. There was this vast zone 
with remarkable cultural, economic, geographical and climatic 
features, but which had not been touched by contemporary archi-
tecture. There was colonial architecture and not much else. At that 
moment he realized that this zone could categorized differently, 
with a name all of its own, hence the idea of Ciudad Valle Central 
(CVC); although it’s not a city as such, but a series of towns and 
tiny villages with many things in common. And, it seems, it could 
be a very fertile place in which to start working.

In Chile, there are twelve years of schooling. Then, after an ad-
missions test, there are six further years of university. And then 
you have an architect. In Talca, students were arriving after having 
studied for those same twelve years but the preparation wasn’t 
as good as in the big cities: they were somehow half-baked and 
failed to become architects in the same sense as those who gradu-
ated from other architecture schools. 
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The rector and Juan Román ended up looking through the win-
dow. “So, what’s next?” And there was the answer. It was at 
that moment of intuition when the idea of a city started to take 
shape—one that is trying to become contemporary. In the same 
way as those cities that have a buzz and are on the verge of un-
dergoing an important transformation, but with a strong influence 
of a well-grounded rural environment, where there is a very par-
ticular way of moving around, where local production still exists 
and not everything has already been industrialized. There’s a very 
unique way of living in these surroundings which is very linked to 
the countryside, and the area had a value that the school needed 
to integrate.

Considering this very particular way of moving about in the re-
gion, a decision was taken to accept the challenge and set up a 
school of architecture, and they realized that they could fill this 
emptiness—this distance—with the experience of the students 
themselves. The students’ experience could even give meaning to 
the school of architecture. It was no longer a void but a fortress. 
Architects who left were already architects with their own differ-
ent set of perspectives; we didn’t know how different, how good 
or bad, but different.

We began to work on this basis and that was the seed of the idea 
of the Talca School of Architecture, which is built around three 
core ideas: action, material, and place. Action is understood as a 
way of moving around a specific territory: there’s a way in which 
the body moves, how our students walk, and they have a certain 
gaze; many artisanal techniques are still alive in the area. Material 
is approached with idea of working with what is at hand, not with 
expensive or sophisticated construction systems but with what 
there is available; what we can find, what has been discarded or 
abandoned, whatever is cheapest. And place is a complex territory 
in an economic and cultural sense, requiring an in-depth under-
standing of it in order to engage. We needed a school that had 
traditional architecture course modules (construction, structure, 
history, theory, etc.), but also some others that were different; 
subjects that somehow encompassed this action, material, and 

place. This was the origin of the workshops on materials, practical 
exercises and graduation constructions—three defining moments 
of the architecture school, and including these ideas of action, ma-
terial, and place.

We decided to divide up that first year into two-month periods, so 
that we have a system of three two-month periods and another 
four-week module for the practical exercise workshop, which is 
where the whole school gets together and we go out and do some-
thing. We always decide what to do at the time, together with the 
students. This is repeated in the first and second years, and in each 
two-month period we have workshops on architecture and technol-
ogy (related to constructions and structures, among other topics), 
on communications (how to express these ideas), and on context 
(history, theories, etc.). There is also a university training program 
that seeks to prepare students in terms of reading and writing. And 
each module has a day: workshop, technology, media, and context.

This structure is repeated during the five years of the course. From 
the second to fifth years, everyone is together for the practical ex-
ercise workshop, and in the fifth year, students have to complete 
their graduation construction. And here I would like to make a 
distinction: it’s an actual construction, not a trial run. Our students 
graduate by actually building something. This distinction begins 
to take on meaning and becomes a strong aspect during the first 
year, when we give that space to what the student brings along 
and for which there is space. There are other examples during the 
second year. By the third or fourth we study a pilot project, to 
see if it works. It’s always a trial-and-error process; our students 
love us and hate us at the same time because we’re always trying 
things out. Some years it works, some years it doesn’t, but they 
are always willing and have the energy to give it a go, and that’s 
the important thing. Now we’re trying a system of workshops with 
artists working in different areas, and seeing where this will take 
us, as well as other experimental initiatives.

At the end of the course, our students will have studied fifteen 
architecture workshops with different teachers, working on dif-
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ferent themes and on different scales. As a result, they begin to 
acquire a broad range of ways to work, and have been in a range 
of situations. They have studied five practical workshops and built 
a project (before graduating)—in addition to the traditional cours-
es. This gives them an interesting grounding before even starting 
their careers. And what is the output of all this? In the first year 
we begin with “material cubes” in order to validate the student’s 
gaze. We tell them, “Get out there and find something.” “What?” 
“Anything, whatever grabs your attention, something lying about 
in your house. It doesn’t matter, but just don’t steal your granny’s 
oxygen tank.” They can then use what they find to set up a small 
system; they need to transform their material into a cube, into 
something of worth. By doing so, we have the initial confirmation 
that they’re able to handle materials, that they can use their hands 
in a special, unique way, because they bring into play their experi-
ence, it’s in their DNA. That initial corroboration is crucial so that 
we can take a decision and say, “You have a place, you’re import-
ant, you’re unique within this school.” 

The second stage is the “body workshop.” Once again, we put 
students’ personal experience to the test, but this time through 
movement. They do not have to create a preconceived object but 
be able to convey an idea using their own body, with all the dif-
ficulties that this implies because everyone has different bodies, 
different motor skills, a range of limitations and abilities. Their 
physical condition doesn’t matter because, ultimately, they have 
to be able to communicate an idea clearly. It’s a fantastic exer-
cise because, afterwards, they’re able to face the world with much 
greater confidence—when dealing with teachers and anyone else. 
In fact, you can really notice afterwards if a student has been on 
the “body workshop” or not. Their body, their way of being, their 
way of moving, their shape—these are all validated too. Again, 
we’re telling them, “What you have is valuable for us.”

In the practical exercise workshop, as I mentioned before, we 
bring together all students from the second to the fifth years. (The 
first-year students have their own workshop.) There are about 200 
students per year; seven teachers (each teacher in a group); more-

or-less $350 per group for four weeks—and one place. Generally, 
we have these large gatherings and try to define what we’re going 
to do. The teachers have a rough idea, but that idea is generally 
changed after the students have made their contribution.

I’m particularly fond of one workshop in particular; it’s in Curtiduría, 
a tiny town of about 30 families about 20 minutes from Talca, but 
very isolated because there is hardly any public transport, making 
it seem very far—so far, that it has become lost in time. There are 
still the old adobe wine-producing farmhouses, a small center that 
used to be a school but has now been turned into a meeting center, 
a place for mothers, a center of something but which did not really 
have a space to act as a “center” as such. A trash dump used to be 
opposite, but it has been cleaned up a bit now. We decided to work 
in that particular place, to change it from being somewhere a bit 
scrappy into a proper place. For example, a doctor visits a hut once 
a month and the entire community, living on a long street, gather 
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there, even though there is really no place to congregate. We decid-
ed to look for construction systems out of what we could find lying 
around. We found tiles, pieces of wood, stones and other materials. 
This showed us the available possibilities and we all set to work. 
Using what we found to hand, we managed to create a scale and 
a small place that the local community gravitated towards. There 
is now a children’s playground that did not exist previously, a spot 
where people could rest and meditate. It has also become an am-
phitheater where plays have been staged. All because we were able 
to produce this small space using only what we found nearby. We 
managed to create a very interesting way of articulating together 
with the community; I think that was the first successful experience. 
As I mentioned, these things are always about trial-and-error.

The second experience, more recent, is Villa Francia. It’s also a 
patch of city that seemed to belong to Talca, but actually corre-
sponds to a different district and does not have any services or 
urban infrastructure. It’s been abandoned to its fate, yet still at-
tached to Talca, which puts it into an interesting position. We de-
cided to see what was there, and we found ourselves confronted 
with this very poor-quality wood called charlata, and we said to 
ourselves, “Let’s see what we can do with that.” We tried and 
converted it into a construction system. We used our actual bodies 
to make an outline—not using elements for making an outline but 
using the body itself—and the students even used the material to 
make a nest, to which they even added an over-sized bird. This 
is also part of what we need: students must have fun, and fall in 
love with what they do. So we did some trial runs and then we 
started to build. We found that cement was a good way of coating 
the wood and making it fire resistant (a visiting Spanish professor 
told us about this technique), and it turned out that the construc-
tion began to line up with a tower behind, but it was a matter of 
luck and that is also important for us; building on this serendipity 
as knowledge, the learning from trial-and-error… and also from 
luck, and how that can also be passed onto future generations. 
Therefore, we converted this small patch of land into a small area 
where people could wait for the bus and congregate. Eventually it 
became this iconic landmark in Villa Francia.

For the graduation constructions, we stipulated that they must 
consist of ten square meters of something in some place. The idea 
is to take architecture to places where none previously existed, 
to where it doesn’t reach, and where it serves a public purpose 
(in other words, works cannot be sited on private property where 
only a handful of people can enjoy them), and it cannot cost more 
than the expense of graduation at a traditional school. Every stu-
dent must take responsibility for the management, planning and 
building, budgeting, planning what is going to be done, and then 
the actual building. In the beginning, we worked a lot with land-
scape; the landscape gave us lots of ideas. We worked with some 
local economies, but on small plots, perhaps with a small-scale 
impact on some families but still making the most of the available 
landscape. As time went by, we began working a little more with 
communities, on a different scale, but always taking advantage 
of local materials. We then set about working with action and 
materials, with local trades in order to see what we could build 
using what was already there and transforming the shape to see 
what the program consisted of and how it could contribute to 
local communities.

It’s with this latter type of project where I feel that we have ma-
tured. We’re working with everything at the same time (materials, 
action, and place). We’re working with local trades, giving them 
a place and giving them recognition. For example, helping pro-
vide access to algae harvesters; previously, they had to climb up 
over an escarpment to reach their workplace. Or the case of a 
greenhouse which, following an earthquake that diverted various 
water courses, was left derelict. We transformed it into a clay pit, 
so the local people could work with the clay, mold and fire it in a 
collaborative environment open to the whole community. We also 
dared to enter the city whereas beforehand we were always a little 
afraid of the city; we became bold enough to go in and work with 
small communities, in small plazas, public spaces, sports grounds, 
soccer pitches—again using simple and cheap materials.

We’re always heading in new directions, so we worked on another 
project with seasonal farm workers who endured very deprived 
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working conditions. We decided to give them a dignified space 
where they could take a rest, shelter from the sun, somewhere 
to eat and socialize during their breaks. This was an area in which 
we became closely involved in order to give support to those areas 
which, once equipped with this kind of infrastructure, could be-
come capable of exporting products.

We also worked with memorials, after the 2010 earthquake, 
which tell our whole story as a country: places where the paths of 
the locals have been recognized and importance has also been as-
cribed to that as part of the underlying legacy of the region. There 
are also soccer pitches (soccer being an essential way of building 
communities in rural areas) some built out of the waste of a local 
apple business. In other cases, we built a classroom for a small 
school out of soft-drink cans, an outdoor classroom and place for 
children’s activities, spoken-word events—for which a venue had 
been lacking.

The last example is very special for me. We found a (literal) crack 
in the ground, the result of erosion. This ravine was turned into a 
wonderful amphitheater in this community (about half an hour 
from Talca, but with very poor connections); a community which 
had hitherto lacked access to cultural activities. This amphitheater 
has attracted a number of plays, music and dance performanc-
es by some of the best companies in Santiago. This is the kind 
of initiative we like; not only by offering a project that makes an 
aesthetic impact but also one that is able to create other positive 
outcomes beyond the initial brief; by that I don’t mean we’re of-
fering hand-outs, but rather that we are seeing opportunities that 
can arise for that community.

We now have 530 graduation projects in the region (it’s crazy!). 
Some of them have withstood the test of time better than others. 
During the management process, our students need to work with 
the municipal authorities, at least to secure the necessary permits. 
Sometimes they succeed in receiving financial support from them, 
but occasionally the permit is enough. The students have then man-
aged to stay and work in the municipal districts, and where there 
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was previously a void, without an architect to consider a given ter-
ritory, our students are now in place: as municipal employees, as 
construction supervisors, in regional health departments, in regional 
government housing agencies.

We have been conquering all these areas and, without it being our 
intention, we have been infecting the entire region—and even San-
tiago a little—and toward the south of the country, too. In particular, 
our students are working in government jobs or setting up their own 
studios; but they’re the ones who are now engaging directly with the 
region; they’re the ones who are at the helm, taking the region in a 
new direction after having simply been left to its fate for years.

I would like to mention a final “bonus track.” We’ve been fortunate 
to participate in activities and carry out projects further afield. We 
were invited to Kassel, Germany, for Documenta 13. We participat-
ed with an installation called “Experimenta Urbana,” with a blanket 
made of trash bags made by our students, measuring 60 meters and 
6 meters high. Three faculty members took it to Kassel where we in-
stalled it; it was mad. We went spare because the trash bags kept fall-
ing apart and then at the end it was fantastic because we finally made 
a small place, an experience. And at the end we converted them into 
plant pots in order not to leave any trash ourselves.

Later we were invited to Palermo, partly to repeat this experience. 
On this occasion we did not bring our students’ work but worked 
instead with an amazingly energetic group of Italian students. We 
made our blankets and then took them around Palermo. We cre-
ated some interesting happenings. Then we took the blankets to 
Talca, to the region, and that’s where they ended up staying.

And finally, we were lucky to be chosen to design Chile’s most 
recent national pavilion at the 2016 Venice Biennale, were we 
took along everything, “putting all the meat onto the grill,” as the 
Chilean expression goes. We took our know-how, our perspective, 
our form of site-specific architecture which our spirited, generous, 
host students have created in the place. And deep down it is the 
context that motivates us—which gives us our energy.
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tain degree of faith. I’m not a religious person, but for this to work, 
we did need an element of blind faith. And it has worked.

CB | It’s the desire that everyone has. We try to work with everyone 
who wants something, and to discover what it is they want. Some-
times people don’t know what they want, but it’s a feeling. That’s 
why we talk about desire, about collaborating with other similar 
desires and together creating something; hence the idea of always 
saying “yes.” Finding a way of saying “yes.” And then opening 
the door to discovery. It’s also important to create programs that 
are open to many people, and to lower the barrier to entry. How 
can we design experiences and ideas to let everyone in?

None of this would be possible without our students. They have un-
believable energy; generally they are the first generation to have de-
grees in their families. They have shown amazing faith in us, they have 
believed in us, and in that way they’ve turned all the ideas into reality. 
Although there are just the four of us, we’ve stayed together over 
time, helping to take this school of architecture to exciting new places. 

Miquel Adrià | The whole Talco experience is outstanding, even in 
its tremendous modesty as a city that is not even a city—and yet 
is no longer a town. This is where this phenomenon took place 
thanks to the vision and inspiration of Juan Román and all the 
team around him. I’ve had the opportunity to follow the devel-
opment of many of these works, and the entire process. And 
really, it has not only permeated the region described by Blanca 
Zúñiga, but I promise you that it has even reached Mexico. There 
are now some schools trying to replicate this phenomenon which, 
undoubtedly, is very inspiring because it turns the whole learning 
process around. It isn’t about having the best students as they are 
classified in Chile, but about the importance of what they were 
being proposed: “Go forth and see what you can find.”

 Q&A

I look around me in Mexico and wonder, What is stopping us from 
making such a leap, both in terms of innovation, and academical-
ly? There are many architecture schools and talented individuals. 
What could be the trigger to make these projects successful?

Answers

BZ | I think it’s got a lot to do with really wanting to do it. We be-
came devotees to our school and our students, too. I don’t think 
there’s a formula; it’s just about being able to give it your all. Our 
students really work hard in each construction workshop, they 
really give everything to the job at hand, and I think we do too. 
That’s the key thing. Everything else is an optional extra. It’s about 
seeking the necessary synergies for this to happen. With this kind 
of synergy, you get to where you want. And you also need a cer-
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Presentation 2
Sebastián Ocampo

The study programs at Centro differ from most other universities in 
that, as opposed to many other institutions where students grad-
uate simply by acquiring credits—which admittedly isn’t straight-
forward either—our students are already working on their theses 
from the seventh semester, and a professional exam follows this.

The result of this approach are projects related to social responsibili-
ty issues, such as the project called “Fundamento,” which emerged 
after the earthquakes of September 2017. This project relates to 
wood and congruence. And by congruence, I am trying to articulate 
this series of experience and projects. One of the difficulties which 
we find is that many of these experiences are circumstantially relat-
ed; in other words, from the perspective of academia, schedules, 
etc., circumstances do not always match a very specific program, 
which is normally what students are engaged in. What I have heard 
before is the idea of “connecting”—that the designer is able to re-
late these circumstances and connect them.

I’m also searching to do things I’ve never done before. That is how 
I think we learn. That is how we should learn. If you want to learn 
something new, you have to do something new. So it’s our respon-
sibility to teach this to students, but it’s also their responsibility to 
learn. I was listening to things they were saying about how can 
the university relate to this, and it’s the students also who have to 
relate to the project.

The story of the wood begins with what I mentioned above, from the 
Social Design Hub as a collection of theses and works related to the 
issue of social responsibility. Hence the opportunity of setting up a 
stand at the National Entrepreneurial Institute (Instituto Nacional del 
Emprendedor, INADEM), a part of the Ministry of the Economy. Cen-
tro was invited to take part, and we decided to show this collection 
of objects in a group called Hitos, which was mounted here at Centro 
and we also took it to the Centro Bancomer exhibition venue.

That is how we should learn. If you 
want to learn something new, 
you have to do something new. 
So it’s our responsibility 
to teach this to students, but it’s 
also their responsibility to learn. 
I was listening to things they 
were saying about how can 
the university relate to this, 
and it’s the students also who 
have to relate to the project. 
Sebastián Ocampo
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To ensure a coherent approach—since we are talking about so-
cial responsibility—we decided to use FSC-certified wood from a 
rural area in the state of Oaxaca. The FSC certification is one of 
the most important in the world. The local people work with the 
forested land as follows: they divide up the forest and use an area 
of 50 x 20 meters, and adjacent to this area are trees planted 15 
years ago, next to which are 14-year-old trees, and so on, until 
you reach the tree nursery. So it’s really like a farm. There’s no 
doubt that it’s a certificate that needs to generate added value in 
the Mexican timber industry. In Mexico, there isn’t a widespread 
practice of using timber for construction; instead, it’s used as 
fuel or to make formwork on construction sites. We decided to 
use this construction system and create an echo between the 
contents and the structure of the container. We did all of this in 
the understanding that all the timber would be recycled and used 
later in public schools, and we would also donate the furniture 
made by reusing this wood. 

There were two great projects, one by Miguel Ángel (Cuevas 
Miranda), which understands design as a service; as opposed to 
self-absorbed designing, the design process is about intelligence 
and giving shape to empathy and putting oneself in another per-
son’s shoes. Miguel Ángel’s project, “Campeones,” was exhibited 
at the Global Grad Show. It was a one-year project based on un-
derstanding the resources available in public hospitals, instead of 
creating an individualist spectacle where the designer takes center 
stage, saying, “I want to make a statement.” Instead, it was about 
understanding the hospital and its resources; the materials to be 
used are particular to that setting. For example, by turning an IV 
stand into a collection of superheroes which contain a reference to 
specific values—bravery, communication, faith, etc.

Another project, called “El ojito de Tomás,” by Bárbara Alonso, is 
related to eye cancer. Bárbara developed a tool—in the form of a 
story and a series of soft toys and dolls—to help doctors, parents 
and children understand what is going to happen during the oper-
ation when an optic nerve is going to be extracted. 
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Plenty of wood has been left over from our project, and first, we 
recycled it as part of a wishing wall set up in the Monte Sinaí high 
school, where pupils wrote the changes they wanted to see in their 
school. We then recycled this wood once again, for an exhibition 
at WOBI (World of Business Ideas). We also went to a camp with a 
group of students from the first and eighth semesters to Valle de 
Bravo, to familiarize them with living exposed in the outdoors, a 
little like the people who were forced to live in temporary shelters 
after the September 2017 earthquake. This meant we had recy-
cled the wood five times. After this earthquake, a spirit of com-
mon humanity returned to Mexico, and we forgot about individual 
concerns; it was a compelling feeling. We began to visit different 
parts of the country and imagine everything we could do different-
ly. We had many meetings, and there were some quite surreal ini-
tiatives too, to decide whether we wanted to make characterless 
concrete houses—which I don’t think represent what’s best about 
Mexico. We asked ourselves how we could do things differently 
using local materials, in the case of the woodlands of Ecatzingo 
and using this kind of vocabulary for constructions. Hence the idea 
for “Fundamento.” With the support of Santander, we collected 
resources as part of a process in which Centro provided significant 
help by inviting a group of students.

Over and above the reconstruction, which works a little like a com-
munity workshop where young members of the community share 
their skills and know-how and help in the construction. This led 
to a longer process of research. It’s also important to understand 
the particular aspects of the actual terrain outside the town itself. 
When people say their house collapsed they are referring to an 
adobe house had collapsed in one area and a slab of concrete 
falling down somewhere else, but the actual installations or water 
supply were not damaged. Ultimately, it’s a job that requires you to 
listen a lot, to understand and solve the problems at hand.

In the middle of this whole process, I remember telling my wife 
that it would be great if we could find someone who had been 
recently deported from the United States and who had been work-
ing in house construction. The following day, here at Centro, I met 

a girl who said that her uncle had just been forced to return after 
spending 15 years building houses in Texas. This is how we met Is-
rael, who became a teacher for these young people in the Ecatzin-
go community, so that when they reach adulthood they can stay 
and are not forced to leave the area to make a living.

This became a project that created jobs and we made frequent vis-
its; and eventually we built a house, which is now almost finished, 
complete with construction plans and the entire methodology so 
that it can be replicated in the future.

Q&A

Why do Mexican decision-makers lack this spirit of solidarity? 
Why do they not surround themselves with people who do have 
this sense of solidarity? Starting in secondary school, there was 
always this talk about looking out for other people, about values, 
and then you reach adulthood and you find that people only care 
about the here and now, and the immediate satisfaction of the in-
dividual. We don’t see this value trickling down into society. Where 
are we going wrong?

SO | Again, I think it’s related to the individual, from the initiative 
and from a personal standpoint. It’s about faith or willingness. It’s 
about entrepreneurship, getting in touch with a foundation (in 
our case “Reforestamos México”). Then you suddenly realize that 
a synergy exists there. I think we should do and initiate things 
ourselves rather than wait for the whole system around us to im-
mediately support the project that you’re proposing. I think that 
it comes from you, and it chimes with other people’s ideas and 
creates synergy, and you start meeting people—it even becomes 
slightly magical. For example, in the way we met Israel from Texas, 
which was a spectacular and completely unexpected coincidence. 
You have to start with yourself and go on your journey and find 
people who give meaning to what you’re doing. Even in govern-
ment, I wouldn’t say that it should be the responsibility of one 
particular area or sector.
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Panel host | Clorinda Romo

Adam Thorpe | Over and above the reconstruction, which works a 
little like an I think that communities and families that share stories 
are more resilient, and I would like to share some of our experi-
ences and stories about our work at Central Saint Martins College 
of Art and Design in London. For the past three years, I have been 
leading a group called the Public Collaboration Lab (PCL), a joint 
project between an art and design school and a local council. We 
have been funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council 
for two years between 2015 and 2017 to explore and create a 
prototype for an aligned space between local government’s opera-
tional objectives (to secure the best outcomes for its citizens), and 
the learning objectives of design education. The idea is to bring to 
bear more resources to support citizens’ engagement and involve-
ment in finding solutions for local challenges.

To provide some context, London’s local government is split up into 
30 boroughs [each with its own council]. Our college is in Camden, 
North London, and has a population of around 280,000 people. 
Local government is responsible for housing, education, social care, 
libraries, waste management, rubbish collection, and planning; the 

We need a common 
understanding between local 
government processes and 
the design process. 
We understand the design 
process: scoping the space, 
discovering what is going on 
in that space, defining priorities, 
developing responses, delivering 
those responses, and then 
evaluating and measuring. 
We find that this is understood 
by local governments and 
by civil servants as a project 
management strategy.
Adam Thorpe
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city government handles matters such as public transport and po-
lice, and the national government looks after healthcare and so on. 
However, sometimes things fall through gaps in the system. 

For local governments, funding comes from four primary sources. 
Central government provides a grant to help the local government 
deliver services, by using taxes collected at a national level. There 
are also business rates, a Council Tax, and fees for parking and so 
on. Between 2011 and 2016, on average, there was a 37 percent 
reduction in central government’s funding to local governments, 
meaning less money for adult social care, public health, housing, 
and education. In the particular case of Camden, we had a 50 per-
cent cut. Between 2016 and 2020, a further 78 percent reduction 
in central government funding to local government is predicted. 
This reduction in funding requires new ways to deliver all of our 
public services, entailing new ways of defining our priorities. 

The Desis Network (Design for Social Innovation and Sustainability) 
understands that design schools and the staff and students in those 
schools are social resources and that the community context is a 
learning environment. We apply that in our work with local govern-
ment and citizens. We’ve explored this through collaborative design 
experiments. “Experiment” is an important term. One of the first 
effects of reduced funding is that people move towards efficiencies, 
and this reduces the space for experimentation; if you can’t experi-
ment in a changing world, you are doomed to failure, going round 
and round, stuck like a frog in a pan of boiling water that’s scared to 
jump out of the water. It’s not the civil servants’ fault, but it’s the fact 
that there’s no spare space in the system to experiment. 

As an art and design school, we’re trying to use some of that space 
in the system, that culture of experimentation (learning through 
safe failure, creating de-risked spaces) where we can try new 
things together. Learning together by doing together. The aim is to 
invest all of those activities in the real world, not in a concept. But 
despite being invested in the real world, we need to co-design a 
very special space where we can afford to get things wrong; but if 
we do get things right, they can still make an impact. 
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We have run 15 projects over the last three years, and I’m going 
to give a couple of examples to provide you with a framework 
about where we’ve seen the synergy. In one area, the government 
has to carry out public consultation and engagement. The more 
decisions we make, the more choices we have to make about what 
will or will not be the priority, and the more we need to engage the 
citizens in that conversation. However, we have less resources to 
do so. When money is short, some people choose online consul-
tations to engage with citizens. But many marginalized people do 
not participate in online consultations, and unless we’re careful, 
we can end up in an echo chamber and in a conversation with a 
privileged minority. 

We seek to engage our design students and have had some suc-
cess. Every design student, regardless of their future work, needs 
to find ways to discover what people value. This is a learning pro-
cess that has real synergy between the need to engage people in 

finding out what they value in the way they live their lives, and 
where we should be investing the money. 

We have 4,000 design students going through our schools every 
year, across the six colleges that make up the university. If we mul-
tiply that by the number of UK universities, there’s a huge amount 
of opportunity to find diverse ways of engaging with citizens and 
deciding what’s important. And different ways of engaging means 
that we hear different voices. 

The Home Library Service (where people get books delivered to 
the home once every two weeks) is an example of service transfor-
mation. There are 500 people in the borough who cannot get out 
to the library because they are housebound; services are brought 
to them at home. Many of these people have complex needs so 
they interact with many different services such as his Home Library 
Service. We found this service costed 140,000 pounds (3.4 million 
pesos) a year, and we needed to take 80,000 pounds (1.9 million 
pesos) out of the service. 

This was a co-design project involving the people delivering the 
services, those receiving the services, and all the stakeholders sur-
rounding the service. It was a delicate situation, because of poten-
tial job losses as a result of transforming this service. It became ap-
parent that the service’s real value was that this was the only time 
when these people were in communication with the local council in 
connection to an interest and not a need. We also found that this 
also created trusting relationships, enabling conversations that re-
vealed and helped to resolve needs for this population (such as eye 
care and information about rebates to help meet the cost of heat-
ing). We had many other conversations about early intervention and 
joining up services, but these seemingly unnecessary services (in-
volving relatively small amounts of money) sometimes proved highly 
relational and to be the glue for those things to happen.

On the subject of behavior change, participatory design not only 
creates insights into people’s behaviors and how they might 
change them for themselves, but it also helps produce advocates. 
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Often it’s the process of collaboration, not the end product, that is 
transformative, and we can bring capacity to that participation in 
the transformative process. 

Our community resilience project has been running for three years, 
and it is focused on overcrowding. Camden is an unequal bor-
ough, with some of the UK’s richest people living in its northern 
areas and some of its poorest, both financially and in terms of 
opportunities, in the south. This inequality is expressed within 
housing. Families in social housing find that, as their families grow, 
there is nowhere for them to move to, unless they move out of 
their area. We have been designing furniture solutions with those 
families to help them deal with their overcrowded homes and sit-
uations. People would like a house, but on the way to that house, 
we tried to co-design some furniture that enables them to create 
their own solutions. The first year it was a toolkit that helped peo-
ple focus the conversation; the second year it was furniture; in the 
third year, it has been about creating a community-maker space 
where this furniture can be made, showing that these projects are 
long term.

We need a common understanding between local government 
processes and the design process. We understand the design 
process: scoping the space, discovering what is going on in that 
space, defining priorities, developing responses, delivering those 
responses, and then evaluating and measuring. We find that this is 
understood by local governments and by civil servants as a project 
management strategy. But we do things differently in design. We 
need some common understanding but also some different ways 
of working because it’s that difference that makes it worth collab-
orating. Our work is either about informing policy or developing 
insights or in the service area, by co-designing ways of responding 
to that policy through services. 

Our learning approach is about creating the space for experimen-
tation, and a space for learning. It’s also about how participatory 
design—based on the principle that everyone’s voice being heard 
and valued, and on a far-reaching culture and disciplinary exper-

tise built up over 40 or so years—can contribute to participatory 
democracy. How can this 40-year period of helping people be-
come more involved in decision-making processes around design 
contribute to decision-making processes around the way we live 
our lives? 

Therefore, PCL is not only democratizing innovation, by involving 
more people in the conversation about finding new ways of doing 
things, but it’s also about innovating democracy: finding new ways 
for people to contribute to decisions. And in terms of design edu-
cation, PCL creates a de-risked space for experimental learning; it 
widens participation and creates opportunities for lifelong learn-
ing, because everyone involved in those projects are all learning 
from each other; and it creates future opportunities for graduate 
designers, because everyone involved in those projects starts to 
understand what design can do, and maybe they would want a 
designer on their team in the future. For students, PCL gives con-
fidence and capability, meaning and value—summed up by one 
student’s comment, “It’s not just about getting a good mark but 
doing a good job for our neighbors”—and experiential learning.

Another student, after grappling with “wicked problems” (those 
without any solution, because there is no single problem owner 
and there are sometimes contradictory desirable outcomes) said, 
“Sometimes people don’t have the entire landscape of the other 
parties involved in a situation. It is tough to cater or empathize 
with all of them.” Such is the world of social design, complex chal-
lenges, and wicked problems.

In addressing these challenges, the biggest problem can be align-
ing expectations and agendas. For me, it’s about negotiating 
agendas transparently and not managing them. Enabling is about 
alignment and synergy, and having a project champion, both in 
institutions at a strategic level, and a project owner who is there 
every day at the operational level. And “infrastructuring”—a con-
cept developed by Borgsen and colleagues at Malmö—is about 
building relationships over time, in an open-ended way, without 
immediate solutions.
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For this to work relationships must be solid, sharing trust and 
values. You need to have thematic and operational infrastructur-
ing, where we know how we work together, where we know our 
working practices, timings, and so on. We need to have the strate-
gic alignment of the enablers of the institution. Do the institutions 
have common visions? If you get all of those three things in the 
same place then we are ready to change systems. We can change 
systems through our practices if we have those relational, opera-
tional and strategic infrastructure alignments, and that is what we 
trying to do through practice. 

José Allard | I have had the privilege, for the past six years, of direct-
ing the School of Design at the Pontifical Catholic University of 
Chile. We share the campus with the School of Architecture and 
the Urban Studies Institute; a smaller campus of the Catholic 
University. It was founded in 1957-8—we’re now about to cele-
brate our fiftieth anniversary—and we have around 1,000 enrolled 
students, 10 of them on a Master’s program in Advanced and 
Strategic Design. We take a global approach to design; our stu-
dents do not graduate with specialization, but instead, we encour-
age them to take courses in different subjects from textile design 
to digital manufacturing and typography—although that does not 
prevent the students from finding their niches.

We are very interested in human-centered design (HCD). In recent 
years, we have included more sociologists and anthropologists 
than designers in our faculty, which has proved particularly en-
riching for how we consider the “other.” Furthermore, this has 
allowed us to focus on research, since we are an active part of a 
complex university that also measures our work by that scientific 
production, and therefore we can interact with different faculties, 
from biology, chemistry, engineering, sociology, and even educa-
tion. We are also fortunate in that the university has undertaken a 
commitment to make an impact on society. We are convinced that 
knowledge has to leave the university, and we’re also aware of our 
enormous responsibility with our surroundings. 
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We probably all agree that there is a systematic loss of legitimacy in 
public institutions. This is not something only connected to nation-
al and local governments but institutions in general: the Church, 
universities, etc. Therefore, there is a need to make progress with 
transparency; that is the priority in terms or rebuilding that trust.

On the one hand, one way of achieving this network of trust must 
be based, in our opinion, on placing the citizen at the center of 
our work. For example, in Chile we still trust our institutions (at 
least I am a strong believer in the importance of the state); and we 
respect our presidents (some of us may disagree with their political 
leanings, but ultimately we believe in them and vote for them). But 
although our current president performed well in the elections, we 
soon realized that her approval ratings were decreasing. 

On the other hand, we also see a bottom-up force, mainly con-
sisting of local governments, trying to incorporate and generate 
innovative initiatives. We can take the example of the Puente Alto 
community on the outskirts of Santiago where many people spend 
their whole time commuting from their workplaces and don’t have 
enough time to sort out their paperwork with the administrative au-
thorities. What was the solution? It was a simple innovation because 
it was not really a high-tech innovation: on the first Tuesday of each 
month, the municipality opens until 11 o’clock at night. This meant 
the same installations of the various government departments were 
open to the public; they brought in music and food, and the people 
were delighted. The government officials are not allowed by law to 
receive money for overtime, so the municipality offered tickets to 
Cancún instead, and they were all thrilled at the idea of a nice trip to 
Mexico, and the public was happy too. But the most exciting thing 
and something we hadn’t thought about is that by making available 
all the public services in a single place, it resolved many of the prob-
lems created by that system of silos that the municipal agents had 
not been able to sort out until that point.

This increase in the problems’ complexity starts creating a pressure 
to do more with less; generally speaking, governments have pro-
gressively lower budgets, and people demand more, and expect 

to have more rights. Also, citizens expect public services to be as 
good as their private equivalents. This probably happens here too, 
perhaps more in Chile, because the economic model has boosted 
the importance of the private-sector model, and people expect the 
level of public healthcare to be as good as they can find in private 
clinics. There is also this tension about the equivalence between 
private and public services.

Therefore, on the one hand, we have people demanding more 
rights, which leads to a demand for a wider range of higher-quality 
public services, and on the other hand we also have an elector-
al democracy that has turned into a citizen democracy; in other 
words, one that is no longer demanding the resolution of “hard” 
needs (such as infrastructure) and is now demanding attention be 
paid to “softer” needs (such as services). This shows the paradox: 
that with greater prosperity, democracy and stability comes a more 
critical and demanding population, which demands more services 
and greater participation in defining these problems.

We can refer to one particular case of students in Chile. Nowa-
days, many of them have access to higher education, which does 
not necessarily mean that it’s good. And at the same time, there 
are funding issues. As a result, students are taking to the streets 
demanding higher-quality education. Thanks to them, we have 
now spent almost six years focusing on education as the main top-
ic of discussion in Chile.

How can we incorporate the user and the citizen into public pol-
icies involving development projects? On the whole, surveys are 
carried out and focus groups set up; many legally established 
techniques are used. Unfortunately, almost all of these processes 
are token gestures. In other words, citizen participation is about 
corroborating pre-established premises. This creates a kind of dis-
connect that distracts from identifying real needs and problems.

How do we approach innovation at our university? We place the 
user in the center, we work with multidisciplinary groups, we have 
the good fortune of working with engineers and sociologists, and 
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nowadays it’s fantastic to see that there are lawyers talking about 
design—and doing so even better than we can, because of their 
skillful use of language.

In terms of taking a systemic approach, the problems are com-
plex and don’t have a simple solution, and so we are trying to join 
together these different approaches to innovate through design. 
I will give you some quick examples of how students and teach-
ers are tackling public policy issues. The redesign of the new na-
tional standard for kindergarten furniture. Now all kindergartens 
will have different furniture as part of a project developed by the 
School of Education.

We have also worked in the area of humanized birth alongside 
the faculties of medicine, sociology, and anthropology. Chile is an 
elongated country with different cultures and people and ethnic 
groups from the north of the country are different from those from 

the south. Therefore, work was undertaken to ensure that giving 
birth, which is a traumatic process anyway, was not standard but 
adapted to the country’s different regions.

Santiago’s public transport system is very complex. We worked 
with the Department of Typographical Studies on information sys-
tems for users, by developing a new standard for this typography 
and maps. Conducting surveys, we realized that no one had ever 
asked the opinion of the drivers, who are the ones working every 
day in the system and know it the best. Also, in collaboration with 
Chile’s tourism office, we worked on the new tourism information 
offices. With this work, we have begun to build up the govern-
ment’s trust.

Unfortunately, Chile is an extraordinary laboratory for natural di-
sasters—we have tsunamis, active volcanoes, wildfires… We have 
been working with students on their graduation projects and also 
with the National Office for Emergencies, on a very simple, modest 
and discreet project. This is a system that simplifies emergency kits. 
People donate their surplus stuff, from wedding dresses to other 
second-hand clothes. This is where we worked with a multidisci-
plinary research center on disaster response, staffed by engineers 
and anthropologists. One of the problems detected was related to 
managing materials; there’s one disaster after another and lots of 
donations are received. However, the logistics become very diffi-
cult: How do you make sure that donations reach the places where 
they’re needed? In this case, a system was developed so that peo-
ple could download a checklist and create boxes filled with what 
is. The exciting thing is that this project also considers a business 
model: Why do we only have to make these emergency kits just for 
disasters when perhaps these same boxes could be sold as stan-
dardized products in supermarkets? Therefore, an institution that 
wants to donate 400 boxes doesn’t have to be producing the box-
es but instead can buy them directly from the stores.

Another very interesting case relates to a system of online univer-
sal pictograms called “Guemil,” developed by one of the faculty 
members, Rodrigo Ramírez. It’s now in the process of being reg-
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istered with the ISO. As an open-source project, the idea is that 
people can continue collaborating, adding new pictograms to 
make available a universal program of pictograms. We are taking 
advantage of this momentum and inviting all the design schools 
across Chile (over 60 in total) to work for one semester on issues 
related to emergencies, which was the central theme of the 6th 
Design Biennial held in Santiago.

The Public Innovation Laboratory is a joint initiative involving the 
Catholic University’s Public Policy Center and School of Design. We 
want to improve the quality of public services that we deliver to 
the citizens. We’re not reinventing the wheel; there are many insti-
tutions (such as Nesta and MindLab) around the world doing this. 
We believe in co-creation, in participative and other processes to 
better understand people’s needs. One of our aims is to understand 
user needs, co-diagnose problems and co-create solutions, recog-
nizing the multiple realities that exist for all stakeholders. Although 
it sounds surprising, providers of public services are also captives of 
the public service—and the cleaner can sometimes have lots of use-
ful information about problems that exist in an office.

Working with the Design Council’s “Double Diamond,” we real-
ized that there was a “Triple Diamond” that could be incorporat-
ed, which is a common problem for all of these social innovation 
initiatives: How do we move from pilot projects to public policies? 
This is one of the major challenges.

We have worked a lot with immigrants: Chile receives many immi-
grants, especially from Haitian communities, who speak a different 
language and have a different skin color. I think this is fantastic but 
obviously, this influx is not without its problems. Many of these com-
munities do not want to integrate within the system, and for us, it is 
important that they do so. For a thesis, one of our students worked 
with pregnant Haitian women who have no alternative but to come 
into contact with the health service. This same student researched 
how to empower these women so that they can relay information 
about how their entire community could become part of the public 
service. The information was provided in both French and Creole.

In another project, there were also students who work with the 
Santiago municipality’s Mobile Geriatric Unit. Many senior citizens 
are effectively housebound and no longer participate in activities. 
We resolved many problems in this sense. For example, there is a 
cream that is provided by the government’s social services which 
is great, but the packaging is very badly designed. So we worked 
on redesigning the packaging, even improving its tactile quality. 
The cream was very insipid. The elderly people lose their sense of 
taste, and so textures were added to the food, and the formats 
were changed.

I know that many people nowadays talk of bottom-up processes, 
but we think it’s important not to forget top-down ones too, be-
cause in Chile the state continues to have an important impact, 
and so we believe that we cannot simply leave them unattended.

We are also redesigning public competitions. In one example, 
there was a national competition for the arts that no one under-
stood; artists weren’t able to apply, and they had to hire a fund-ap-
plication expert. We are also insisting on including the design ser-
vice within government, and for the first time, the state is hiring 
designers of services. We have a role to play as universities to open 
up new areas of work for our students. Another project is involv-
ing street kiosks in Providencia which are falling into disuse be-
cause no one buys newspapers any longer. This led to the idea of 
transforming these kiosks into meeting places.

I want to refer to another project that is perhaps symbolic. We’re 
working with senior citizens in Puente Alto, who often stay at 
home because they’re afraid of going out, either because they 
need to be near a toilet due to incontinence or because they get 
mugged on the bus when they pull out their travel pass from their 
wallet. And this is where anthropologists help us: when older 
adults are forced to stay at home, they begin to die. We want 
the elderly to get out-and-about and socialize. Therefore, we in-
vented a system of a bracelet with a chip inside. This chip makes 
it possible for them to do many things, such as giving them a long 
time to cross at traffic lights and access to a network of toilets in 
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stores, just by showing their card. The participating stores have 
put up a voluntary sticker that means, “I accept people wearing 
this bracelet.”In terms of design’s contribution to public practices, 
we believe that bottom-up user-centered design can be extremely 
helpful, and incorporate non-traditional actors into public policy 
projects; the possibility of co-creating services between users and 
civil society, officials and authorities, and developing processes by 
making fast prototypes and allowing for the trial and implementa-
tion of these ideas.

In Chile, there is already a government laboratory trying to include 
innovation as a part of government, and we are a part of this ini-
tiative. A simple example is how to improve the legibility of water 
and electricity bills so that people can understand what they say.

Among some of the challenges ahead, we have noted that de-
signers lack an understanding of the public sector, and vice-versa. 
There are also difficulties in estimating and evaluating processes 
and their results. Designers need (and I believe this is a widespread 
issue) objectively-verifiable indicators; that there is accountability, 
and that some understanding exists of why money is being spent 
on design. On the whole, the public sector does not necessarily 
consider innovation among its objectives.

Chong Keng Hua | We set up Opportunity Lab a couple of years 
ago in Singapore—a small island of 700 square kilometers with 
5.2 million people, and a highly dense, high-rise environment. At 
the Singapore University of Technology and Design, we have four 
“pillars”: Architecture and Sustainable Design, Engineering System 
Design, Engineering Product Design, and Information System 
Technology and Design. The Architecture and Sustainable Design 
“pillar” was set up in collaboration with MIT in Boston, with the 
idea of trying new things in Singapore. Our classes are organized 
so that all students take the same class throughout the whole year, 
during three terms, and in the final year, everyone takes the same 
design class as well. In the design classroom, we have an architecture 
instructor (myself) and an engineering instructor. We have about 40 
students studying the different “pillars,” working on real projects 
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with companies and multidisciplinary teams. In approximately two 
terms they must come up with a new design and sell it to a compa-
ny, which will then see whether they want to adopt the idea. 

This is a whole new approach to education, at least in Singapore. A 
very bottom-up process drives us, and in my seven years at the Uni-
versity I have set up three groups: a social urban research group, 
focused on the relationship between the environment and people; 
a teaching lab, together with my colleague from engineering and 
social sciences, where we run classes and empower students to 
work with the community; and Colours – Collectively Ours, a con-
sultancy I set up with a colleague to translate some of our research 
into actual projects.

One of our current focuses is on aging, a serious issue in Singa-
pore. We considered how to translate this into a design project us-
ing empty spaces underneath tall housing blocks where we install 
some smart lighting. Depending on how residents laid out their 
furniture, they would have blue lighting (for studying), cozy light-
ing (for a dining room layout, to be conducive to conversation), 
or even disco lighting. We took this project to a lighting festival, 
in this case using simple umbrellas given the very low budget. We 
also initiated the idea I borrowed from Boston: converting parking 
lots into a park for a day, where all the university, polytechnic, and 
secondary school students turn a car parking space into a different 
kind of park. 

Opportunity Lab also empowers and educates students through 
these social design values and this framework. We empower stu-
dents to go out of the classroom and to try new things with the 
communities. We also give them a chance to go outside Singa-
pore to try new things with other local communities. Since Singa-
pore is very small and the whole place is a city, we have no more 
villages or suburban areas, and to try out new things we need to 
leave Singapore. 

We are developing a program to engage different years of stu-
dents through electives, final year projects, and theses, so they can 

go through all the different courses to develop and propose their 
own theses for their final master course.

We adopt a research methodology of participatory action research 
so that projects are usually driven by students. Instructors are 
therefore mentors who give guidance, encourage and pull strings 
to help them get funding. Ours is a co-design, co-creation and 
co-ownership process. (The latter is still under development, as it 
has caused us the most difficulty.) We have had many failures as 
well as some small successes. 

Given Singapore’s aforesaid lack of space to experiment on, we 
headed to Vietnam, which has a very different context as a vi-
brant, fast-developing country. The people and students are very 
motivated; they want to make a change and make a better life for 
themselves. In the southern area there are many social problems 
and vicious cycles—vacant plots, unemployment, flooding, chil-
dren and elderly people with nowhere to go, or waste manage-
ment and so on. 

Students have had many opportunities to work with the Vietnam-
ese students, and one of the first obstacles they face is cultural, 
due to the language barrier. Some of the Vietnamese students can 
speak English, and luckily we also have Vietnamese students at our 
universities who can become a bridge. We participated in many 
workshops with the students, teachers, and local citizens too. 

On many trips over the few years of the project we ran a workshop 
to collect data so the students could map out different kinds of 
issues in those areas, and they came up with different methods to 
collect data. After gathering the data, they put on a public exhibi-
tion in the school. It took about a year to collect the data and map 
out the assets in the villages, and to get the students, especially 
the children, to express their vision for their town. 

The following year we were given this task of trying something 
new in this vacant land, which had been left empty for many years 
and had become a dumping site, subject to flooding, and dan-
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gerous for children. We conducted outdoor participatory design, 
together with residents, inviting all the elders, the school head-
master, and students who made models based on these ideas. 
They came up with a “monkey” bridge (which is how people in 
South Vietnam cross a river using very minimal materials), an idea 
we translated into a playground design, and a park for people to 
come together. 

On the next trip, after two years of working on this project, our 
students alongside local students came together and used local 
recycled materials to make an adventure program for the children. 
But one month later it collapsed because they played too hard 
and the weather was quite extreme with constant flooding. We 
returned a few months later to rework the site, but the owners 
of the land sent their representative and security personnel down 
and told us to stop our work because too many people were com-
ing to play and loitering around. 

After a period of waiting, we moved onto another project at the 
invitation of another Vietnamese counterpart, this time from the 
north of the country in Hanoi, who said the funds from their 
school-building project had run out before the landscape and 
playground had been completed. They had heard about our pre-
vious projects and so they asked us to continue this adventure 
for the students to come up with something interesting for the 
community. 

We went there with our partners (CapitaLand and WorldVision), 
and again we had many rounds of engagement with the resi-
dents. This time it was more complex, because there were fund-
ing companies, each with very different views on development, 
so we always had to negotiate between the two partners. The 
local, city, and national government were also involved and had 
something to say. 

After much discussion, the students managed to combine all these 
ideas into one. Mainly to work on the landscape. Since flooding is 
always an issue, we had engineering students try to work out the 

drainage system and the landscape/playground design. We had a 
limited budget, so we only had two primary materials, tires and 
pipes, as well as some string, water barrels and timber, salvaged 
from the village, which one student used to build a play race car. It 
was very touching to see the children enjoying the space. 

After the trip, one of the students said, “The design is no lon-
ger exploratory and hypothetical […] but more grounded, beyond 
what we can learn in an architecture studio. It exposed us to the 
complexities of dealing with multiple stakeholders. As architects, 
we should never lose sight of the purpose of our design. After see-
ing the children embrace our playground and play wholeheartedly, 
that’s all that matters.”
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Panel Discussion

Clorinda Romo | In terms of social behavior and behavioral change, 
how can we as “enablers” make sure students’ learning includes con-
cepts such as resilience-building. The process for designing for social 
behavior is constantly a trial-and-error process, and these situations 
can often lead to frustration. Working with a young, multidisciplinary 
team, this is a challenge we are facing when working with govern-
ment and trying to engage civil society.

CKH | In our last project, apart from the students, there were about 
80 volunteers of all ages from across the world, from the companies 
setting up this volunteer program, and they listened to the students. 
The students organized the whole program and agenda, and every-
one was working under the students. The students felt very humble 
that, as students, they managed to work with adults and with real 
professionals and made this playground together. This made the stu-
dents feel much more empowered beyond designing on paper and 
in areas such as management, logistics, PR, marketing, and commu-
nications.

AT | In the short term it’s about sharing, and sharing responsibility, 
group dynamics, pastoral support, recognition that there isn’t one 
right answer but many contesting views, the idea of transparency and 
negotiation, empathy and respect. You can support students’ resilien-
cy and engagements through those sorts of approaches, through ac-
tive listening skills and providing them with the skills to enable them 
to go out and do the work. 

In the long term, I think that resilience for all of us comes from rec-
ognizing the stuff that surrounds us as infrastructure. How do we 
configure the people, the objects, the places, the legislation as an 
infrastructure? Star and Ruhleder talk about the notion that there’s 
no such a thing as one infrastructure but an infrastructure: for one 
person, stairs represents infrastructure but for someone else they are 
a barrier. Every infrastructure is subjected to the individual. 

Our work on this design process of innovation—recombining these 
existing assets to address these challenges—teaches our students 
ways to see what surrounds them as infrastructure. It also teaches 
them ways to be able to access that infrastructure. Without under-
standing how to conduct yourself and how to develop those relation-
ships, you won’t be able to access much of that infrastructure.

JA | Generating trust and overcoming prejudices is very important at a 
time when we’re all absorbed by our smart phones and we’re all think-
ing about our own private spaces. It has been amazing to sit down at 
the same table with different stakeholders supposedly working in the 
same area, but for different reasons they have never met each other. 
It’s important to generate spaces for straightforward conversations to 
understand each other’s problems, and to generate empathy.
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Scalable Structures and Social 
Impact in Higher Education: 
Opportunities and Limitations
Speakers | María José Céspedes and Brian Fleming 

Panel host | Kerstin Scheuch

María José Céspedes | I’m going to talk about Ashoka’s activities in 
recent years in terms of higher education. Ashoka is a social orga-
nization with more than 35 years’ experience in the field of social 
entrepreneurship, and our vision is to create a society of agents of 
change. We want a world in which each one of us has the tools and 
skills with which to identify ourselves and act as agents of change.

We were the pioneers in the field of social entrepreneurship, and 
currently we have a 3,800-strong network of social entrepreneurs 
who we have selected as Fellows in more than 90 countries; 250 of 
them are in Mexico and Central America.

Who is a social entrepreneur? We see social entrepreneurs as be-
ing those people leading an innovative initiative to solve a social 
or environmental problem, and considering how to turn their solu-
tion into something systemic, rather than addressing a very specif-
ic geographical space or issue.

And how does Ashoka choose its social entrepreneurs? We look 
for five characteristics or criteria: new ideas, creativity, entrepre-
neurial quality, social impact, and ethical fiber. We run the same 
selection progress in every country; two of the selection criteria 
related to initiative, and three to the individual, because at Ashoka 
we support the individual—the entrepreneur. 

We start by looking at innovation. And often this is not about re-
inventing the wheel but taking a different perspective on a system 
that has not been able to be solved effectively. Secondly, we focus on 

Who is a social entrepreneur? 
We see social entrepreneurs 
as being those people leading 
an innovative initiative to solve 
a social or environmental 
problem, and considering how 
to turn their solution into 
something systemic, rather 
than addressing a very specific 
geographical space or issue. 
María José Céspedes
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social impact and we’re looking for solutions that can tackle problems 
systematically and that are scalable and replicable, and which can be 
localized to make them relevant even in other countries.

Among social entrepreneurs, we’re mainly looking at three char-
acteristics. The first is creativity, the ability to understand a prob-
lem and design a strategy to tackle that issue systematically; at 
the same time as overcoming hurdles that are likely to appear 
along the way and find ways of addressing them. The second is 
entrepreneurial quality; the entrepreneur must have had a history 
of leadership from a very young age. If we’re investing in social 
entrepreneurs, we don’t want to have entrepreneurs who decide 
to do something else two years down the road. We want people 
who are committed to their idea and to taking it to its final conse-
quences. And the last criteria is ethical fiber. To resolve a social or 
environmental problem systematically, you need to be trustworthy. 
We’re looking for entrepreneurs who can connect with their work 
teams, their customers, their beneficiaries, and who can see how 
to co-create solutions with those affected by the problem, without 
taking a paternalist approach.

At Ashoka, we support for-profit and not-for-profit organizations. 
In the case of for-profit organizations—socially oriented business-
es—we always want to make sure that the company’s main mis-
sion is to solve a social or environmental problem. If the right way 
of doing so is through a business model, so be it, because we think 
that it can, therefore, be scalable.

One example of Ashoka’s network of social entrepreneurship is 
Jimmy Wales, the co-founder of Wikipedia, who thought of a way 
to make knowledge a collective resource, available to everyone. 
We are interested in how to generate that agency of the change 
in everyone, to share our expertise, and to put it out there in the 
world, so that everyone can capitalize on the knowledge of those 
around us systematically and collectively—and thinking about a 
systemic change. This has completely revolutionized the field of 
expertise, and it is making knowledge much more democratic and 
widely available.
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Another example is Iluméxico, a Mexican company founded by 
the Fellow and entrepreneur Manuel Wiechers with a group of 
friends—engineers and architects who studied at the UNAM. 
They identified the problem of the lack of sustainable energy in 
Mexico. There are communities so cut-off that they are beyond 
the reach of the electricity supply, raising the question of how 
to give a community the capacity to supply itself, using their 
solutions. Iluméxico is exceptional because, apart from redefin-
ing the issue of technology with a solar panel that is completely 
adapted to suit the needs of these communities, they also of-
fered financing and training so that the community itself could 
market and maintain the systems. For us, this meant the solution 
was highly systemic.

Throughout its history, Ashoka has supported these social entre-
preneurs. Firstly, we offer them financial support during the first 
three years during which they belong to the network, and they 
commit to spending 100 percent of their time on social innova-
tion. And secondly, they form part of a system of peers. I think 
that’s the most important thing we offer. The knowledge in our 
network is highly valuable, and the members have access to an 
incredible accompaniment. We also provide a structure of mentors 
or Coaches—experts in a range of fields who help entrepreneurs 
to strengthen their organizations so that they can have the maxi-
mum systemic impact. 

Some years ago, we realized that we were demanding a lot from 
the entrepreneurs regarding their systemic change, asking them 
how they were going to bring the whole world on board as part of 
their solution and revolutionize their respective fields, but we saw 
that we weren’t doing this ourselves. We were selecting about 100 
entrepreneurs every year and supporting those who were already 
part of the network, but we weren’t reaching that breaking point 
of systemic change in the areas of entrepreneurship and social in-
novation. At that moment we redefined our vision and turned it 
into our current one: “Everyone is a Changemaker,” because we 
can all be agents of change in our different fields. 

Then we began to work on many fronts. One of them was in high-
er education, with an initiative called “Ashoka U.” The idea, based 
on this vision, is about how to leverage universities so that they 
can become centers of social innovation. Our aim is that everyone 
who goes through the university during three, four or five years 
not only becomes an expert in their respective area of study—not 
only becoming a great designer, a communications specialist, a 
fantastic designer—but also an agent of change who can place 
these skills being developed into the service of a much broader 
community and not just for the benefits of their next clients, their 
university, or for themselves. Incredible examples exist of universi-
ties who are taking this very seriously; many come from design and 
architecture schools, but we are looking for greater commitments 
from the university in general.

In particular, we have two very extensive programs at Ashoka U. 
The first is “Changemaker Campus,” a term Ashoka implement-
ed various years ago for universities that were totally committed 
and shared our vision of becoming active promoters of social in-
novation and generating agents of change in their communities. 
The second is “Exchange,” a yearly event in alliance with those 
Changemaker Campuses. Just a month ago I went to the last Ex-
change in Boston with Babson, which is part of the network, and 
where there is a space where 700 people regularly meet. All of 
them are academic experts who come to share innovative practic-
es and to talk about the universities’ role in this paradigm shift that 
we’re seeing: How are we going to turn everyone into agents of 
positive change?

In regard to Ashoka U and the Changemaker Campuses we see 
how many universities are developing this role of helping and 
strengthening students’ capacities to put them in the service of 
something larger. At Ashoka U we are looking for an entire uni-
versity (not just one faculty, laboratory, or school) to have an or-
ganizational culture that is totally coherent with these values of 
social innovation.
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At Ashoka we’re not experts in education but we are good at set-
ting up networks of people who are doing it very well. This is what 
we have been doing for many years with the Fellows; connecting 
them and starting to see how, in those networks, things can be 
built that lead to systemic change. So far, there are more than 40 
universities that have been designated as Changemaker Campus-
es, but only five in Latin America, three of which are here in Mex-
ico (the Tec de Monterrey, Campus Guadalajara; the University of 
Monterrey; and the University of Puebla, UPAEP). There is also one 
in Colombia and another one in Chile. We are connecting all these 
universities so that they can learn from each other about what 
works best when a university takes on this role seriously in terms of 
making progress with social innovation and how to make the uni-
versity the center of transformation of their respective cities, and 
their country. Our aim is for this group of universities—in the same 
way as the social entrepreneurs—to work together and become 
an example so that many others can follow in their footsteps. And 

so that over time we might be able to define higher education 
institutions not so much as places to study a professional discipline 
but where you can learn how to put your talent and passion at the 
service of the community; so that university graduates define suc-
cess in that way, and knowing how to become agents of change.

Brian Fleming | I would like to share our experience, within the con-
text of the United States and largely through online learning, as a 
university operating at scale. I will focus on two major initiatives 
under way that represent some of the most difficult environments 
in which to scale high-impact education. 

Southern New Hampshire University was founded as small college 
in 1932. It has always been a nonprofit university and has largely 
grown around the New Hampshire area. But since 2018, we have 
become an international university, serving more than 100,000 
students. Unsurprisingly, the majority of our students learn online 
and we have scaled most of our programs over the last 15 years 
through the growth of online learning mainly within the US.

Our university’s mission statement is to be student-centric to the 
core, as opposed to most other higher education institutions in 
the US. We try very hard to care about our students and our mis-
sion statement also goes as far as to say that “the success of our 
university is defined by our student success.” Back in 1996 we 
had about 12,000 students, some learning online though mostly 
at a residential campus still operating in New Hampshire. We also 
have a growing international student population: about 1,300 in-
ternational students on campus in New Hampshire, from some 78 
different countries. 

I am often asked: How does such a university think about scale, 
particularly high-impact interventions for very challenging learn-
ing environments, and learning solutions? I can refer to two proj-
ects that illustrate our work. In 2018, our university was granted 
$1 million by Google to launch a project to explore the application 
of assessing soft (or professional) skills. This is targeted at a very 
vulnerable population within the US and worldwide, which we 
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generally refer to as “opportunity youth”: young people from the 
ages of 16 to about 25 who are neither in school nor employed, 
or if they are they are employed, they are underemployed. We had 
conversations with Google about how to deliver education to this 
population, recognizing that it is completely shut out from the cur-
rent educational system. After doing research, we could see that 
currently about one-third of the US population lacked a college 
degree and is in the middle to lower-middle income bracket. The 
bottom line is that we have a large addressable market of learners 
who are currently excluded from, and underserved by, the existing 
system. So the challenge is how to scale educational solutions to 
meet this population’s educational needs. 

I spend a lot of time with colleagues from the areas of technology 
and educational technology and I often hear about products being 
piloted with students at universities such as Stanford, Harvard and 
MIT, who represent a very small percentage the worldwide popu-
lation of prospective learners. By contrast, we go after those at the 
lower end of the education and income scale and begin to envision 
what it would take to scale educational programs for this population. 

Our research revealed that millions and millions of dollars are spent 
on “opportunity youth” within our context by local, state and fed-
eral government (with large federal programs such as WIOA, a 
workforce development act); venture capital is increasingly waking 
up to the needs of “opportunity youth,” and money also comes 
from foundations and community-based organizations. Given this 
situation, we continued to ask ourselves whether we were “mov-
ing the needle,” and if there were better ways to approach this.

We decided on a value-chain approach. Scaling interventions re-
quires you to start with identifying the problem at hand, and your 
solution set. We see “opportunity youth” entering into our edu-
cational system through the use of an assessment then moving 
onto some sort of talent and employer matching, and then toward 
stackable micro credential or degree options—ideally leading to 
stronger education and employment outcomes.
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It’s important to note that our model is about leading with assess-
ment, not content. As mentioned above, talent is equally distribut-
ed in this day and age, but opportunity is not. I would guess that 
if we walked out of this campus right now and found ten people, 
and asked them about their skills and talents, we would encounter 
very talented individuals, whose only problem is their inability to 
signal their talent to the labor market. We have no shortage of 
content with which to fill our brains, but what we lack is the ability 
to process the talents and skills that people already have, and then 
to allow that assessment to govern their education and employ-
ment pathways.

Although we may not be able to resolve some of these “wicked” 
or intractable problems with our level of funding, we can identify 
our solution space. In that sense, we think we can make an impact 
on the area of assessments and create a better talent-and-employ-
er matching process. We are beginning to explore what some of 
these alternative degree or learning credentials might look like, 
and how to scale this intervention for this particular population.

Another current effort is to educate refugees worldwide. We know 
that there are about 65 million people with refugee status around 
the world, with less than 1 per cent having ready access to higher 
education. This is a major problem, and one that only continues 
to get worse. We received a very large grant from a number of 
US donors to explore ways of scaling online learning and compe-
tence-based learning for refugee populations. The idea is to take 
our online work, largely in a US context, and scale that in a refugee 
camp, recognizing that this is an area of tremendous need.

Most of our current work is in Rwanda, and our learning model 
is focused on three areas. Firstly, all the students’ learning expe-
riences are based on projects, meeting contextual needs mainly 
defined by their employers, but sometimes also by the students 
themselves. It’s also a mastery-based learning model; you have to 
know the content. There is no C or D grade, you either know the 
subject or you don’t.

Our programs are largely delivered online, therefore the technol-
ogy at our disposal is also essential for scaling these interventions. 
Our online programs operate at the students’ pace; they make 
time to learn and can craft their own learning experiences around 
their own work or life schedules, in addition to personalized sup-
port. One of the key hallmarks of our model is the high level of 
support provided through faculty, advisors and learning coaches. 
That has been another part of the model we are looking to contin-
ue to scale within this context.

Our donors approached us with the idea that if we could create 
large-scale, high-impact, authentic learning in a refugee camp, 
we can probably do it anywhere. Our chosen population was 
the Kiziba refugee camp—to my knowledge, the world’s most 
long-standing refugee camp in Rwanda. We are now working with 
about 8,100 youth within just that one refugee camp, who oth-
erwise have no access to education. Our long-term goals include 
delivering both Associates and Bachelor’s degree programs to 
50,000 students within this context, at a very low cost. We think 
we can get the cost down to about $1,000 per student. (Although 
students don’t pay for this, it is paid by other means, we believe 
we continue to drive down the cost.) 

We are often asked how we achieve this, and how we scale our 
intervention. Firstly, we select a context; in this case a particular 
refugee camp, as well as other camps around the world. We are 
largely doing this through online learning, but also through an as-
sessment model where we continue to believe we can drive down 
the costs through the application of machine learning and artificial 
intelligence to create auto-graded assessments and other ways of 
rapidly assessing skills, and then wrapping around personalized 
advising support. 

The value of an American degree is very important in this context, 
and the students who receive these degrees have a full South-
ern New Hampshire University degree. Many US institutions issue 
“extension” degrees, with caveats or little asterisks attached. 
Students at the Kaziba refugee camp receive exactly the same di-
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ploma and degree as a student studying on our campus in New 
Hampshire. We also focus on completion because we want people 
to get across the finish line and we work very hard to support them 
in that effort.

Our outcomes speak for themselves. After some preliminary track-
ing of our students’ performance in our programs, we found they 
are outpacing their peers studying at traditional Rwandan uni-
versities across the board: in English grammar, writing, reading, 
computer literacy, math, logic, etc. So it’s a very powerful model, 
and core to our work. We have also seen that 99 per cent of our 
students complete an internship throughout their program, and 
94 per cent are formally employed by the time they graduate. This 
helps people get jobs—and that is the focus of what we are doing.

We often talk about how we scale high-impact interventions. I say 
that if we can do it in a Rwandan refugee camp, we can probably 

do it anywhere. But these are the contexts we must focus on. We 
cannot create solutions that are optimized for populations that 
don’t need them. We cannot create solutions for populations that 
already have solutions at their disposal. We have to pick the hard-
est places. We have to pick wicked problems. We have to “pick 
fights with big problems,” go after some of our most vulnerable 
and disadvantaged populations in the world and innovate there. 
That is the core of our focus, mostly through online learning and 
high-impact assessment.

Panel Discussion

KS (question to María José Céspedes) | Do I understand cor-
rectly that you switched your focus and that you are now system-
ically developing more changemakers, where each one may not 
have a systemic impact yet the overall impact is far larger?

MCJ | That’s correct. Our focus has changed from the non plus 
ultra changemakers or entrepreneurs who completely devote 
their lives and resources to resolving a social issue, to empower-
ing everyone to recognize themselves as a changemaker, and with 
their own resources, passions and interests, to be able to make a 
change albeit on a smaller scale than a social entrepreneur. This 
contributes directly to social entrepreneurs who are looking for 
systemic change, because they are recruiting armies of change-
makers, and that’s crucial if you really want to tip a sector.

KS | And you are also shifting from the entrepreneur figure to-
ward everyone playing a role in the ecosystem of inventing social 
change.

MJC | I see so many entrepreneurs here within universities in high-
er education who are completely transforming how their univer-
sities approach social programs in general, and that’s really valu-
able. However, even though not everyone has the need or drive to 
become an entrepreneur, if they can achieve this kind of change 
within their organizations, that’s more than enough and that’s 
what we’re looking for.
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KS (question to Brian Fleming) | We see that many of the proj-
ects have been about making change incrementally, totally involv-
ing people on a one-on-one basis (as described in the symposium’s 
talks on dementia, and in the case of students’ architectural proj-
ects in Talca). So although it is undoubtedly impressive to see more 
than 500 architecture projects spring up all over Chile, somehow 
this seems limited in size when compared to the scaling possible 
in the online world, where we have just seen you can reach 8,000 
people in just one refugee camp. However, are we losing some-
thing in the scaling? How can we translate this into something re-
ally personalized? How can the quality be the same? It’s extremely 
generous of you to give the same credits to online learners as to 
students on campus, but is there really the same level of personal-
ization as on campus?

BF | Ideally, I would defer to our students to answer that question. 
But in many cases, when we talk to students learning through 
Kepler (the organization we are working with), they will tell you 
that this is a highly personalized learning experience. Our students 
learn together in community. 

Of course, online has a level of impersonality, and that’s something 
you must control. The philosophy that governs our thinking is that 
technology is just the enabler. If online learning can enable you to 
do something else, then it may be one of your solution sets. Or it 
may not be. There are contexts where online learning is just not 
appropriate or feasible, and that’s fine. We have found we have 
been able to build a learning community to supplement much of the 
learning that would normally happen through lectures or through 
online modules. One area where I would say online is particular-
ly valuable is assessment. Technology can be leveraged to deliver 
high-impact assessment. This is where we as humans may not be 
as strong, or where we could leverage a lot of the technology to 
augment and strengthen those models. Given that we are largely an 
assessment model, that has actually always been very critical for us.

KS | Some of the more personal experiences are taken up by the 
communities, because in the refugee camp you’re not sitting alone 

learning on your computer, but with another 8,000 students. 
Therefore, some of the experiences are with the learning commu-
nity that you generate there…

BF | …and with a dedicated one-to-one adviser. Every student has 
an adviser and academic coach in addition to the support from 
their peers. Peer-to-peer learning is a phenomenal pedagogical 
approach, along with high-impact advising support. Even outside 
the refugee contexts, many of our online students are more famil-
iar with their adviser than the faculty members themselves.
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Closing Remarks: Insights  
for the Future of Education  
and Social Impact 

Karla Paniagua

I’ve found these presentations enlightening and have given plenty 
of food for thought, but there are a couple of ideas in particular I 
would like to share with you: the importance of looking around us 
and getting out into the world; to find the problem and the solution 
right there. Sometimes if you don’t know in which direction to go, 
you simply have to look around you. I habe also learned to restore 
the power of the conversation and one-on-one, unmediated en-
counters. Every experience is related to going up and actually speak-
ing to the user, not sending them an email or setting up a WhatsApp 
group. Just going along and talking to them. We need to take on 
the role as agents of change ourselves without waiting for someone 
to appoint us in that role; without asking ourselves: But what are 
the decision-makers doing? We’re also in a position to take deci-
sions. Many of the projects brought up the idea of creating space for 
trial-and-error, and serendipity—the magical discovery. Social inno-
vation is a way of seeing and doing rather than a discourse. This ap-
proach to reality begins with an individual, but this individual needs 
others to implement ideas. Therefore, I find it just as important and 
worthwhile for someone to have a great idea as it is to follow some-
one else who had a great idea in order to implement it. Both are 
necessary. I learned that social innovation requires empathy, trust, 
critical thinking, skill at materializing things, metacognition, a lot of 
curiosity to get out there, flexibility to exchange the teaching role, 
to be the conductor of the orchestra. Because everyone is an expert 
in their own life. So you need to give other people their place, listen 
and learn from them.

As Thomas Frey said, “Every avalanche begins with the movement of a 
single snowflake.” I hope you can all go away feeling like snowflakes.
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