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Abstract 
Throughout the modern history of design there were many design schools 
that tried to shape the field in one way or another. While some were ex-
perimental, others were grounded and had a very practical focus. Very few 
of these early-day mavericks survived the test of time, remained true to 
their original mission, and continue to thrive today. The Myron E. Ullman, Jr. 
School of Design, whose heritage can be traced back to 1869 in  Cincinnati, 
Ohio, is one of these schools. Its predecessor, The McMicken School of 
Design, which was established with the mandate to drive innovation in 
industry, set the foundations for a design program that helped shape cor-
porate America as we know it today. This article is based on the book The 
Making of an American Design School (2019), which outlines the legacy of 
the Ullman School of Design in the American design landscape. By examining 
the 150-year history of the institution, and reflecting on its present state of 
affairs, School Director Gjoko Muratovski shares his vision for the future of 
one of America’s leading design schools.
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Introduction

Exactly fifty years before the Bauhaus, in 1869, The McMicken School of 
Design in Cincinnati was the first university-based design school to open its 
doors in the United States.1 Other eminent American design schools such 
as the School of the Art Institute of Chicago (established in Chicago as the 
Chicago Academy of Design in 1866), Rhode Island School of Design (estab-
lished in Providence in 1877), Columbus College of Art and Design (estab-
lished as the Columbus Art School in Columbus in 1879), Parsons School 
of Design (established as the Chase School in New York City in 1896), 
Academy of Art University (established as the Academy of Advertising Art 
in San Francisco in 1929), ArtCenter (established as The Art Center School 
in Pasadena in 1930) were established as private, standalone schools. Most 
design schools that were established within the public university system 
only emerged after World War II. This is what makes The McMicken School 
of Design so ahead of its time as an institution. The school’s history is rich 
and complex, and closely mirrors the politics of its time, the social fabric, 
and the fluctuating state of the economy.2 As with any institution, its history 
is marked with successes and downfalls, but its longevity demonstrates that 
the need for a school like this continues to persist through time.3 (Figure 1.) 

This quintessential American design school was established with the sole 
purpose of advancing industry by using design as a tool for creating a com-
petitive advantage. Since the very beginning, the school’s unique curriculum 
and its capabilities have been created with this in mind. The entire educa-
tion model that followed was re-envisioned and co-created with the support 
of local and national industry partners who even today play an active role in 
the day-to-day operations of the school. However, unlike some other well-
known design schools, this school seldom used advertising, promotional 
materials, or other marketing strategies to highlight its profile. In typical 
American Midwestern fashion, the school quietly relies on the strength of 
its graduates and their reputation in order to maintain its own. Its gradu-
ates have helped shape the American professional design culture, and their 
contemporaries continue in their footsteps by holding design leadership 
positions at some of the most influential American design firms and corpo-
rations. Illustrious alumni include the architect and Alessi designer Michael 
Graves (Figure 2); designer of the first Apple mouse, Douglas Dayton; one of 
the world’s most celebrated graphic designers, Michael Bierut (Figure 3);  
the first African-American Oscar winner for production design, Hannah 
Beachler; and the Vice President and Head of Design at Facebook and Ins-
tagram, Luke Woods, to name a few. The professional success of our alumni 
can be attributed to our close relationship with industry which informs the 
way we teach.4 

The Birth of Cooperative Education 

Even though from the very start the school was established with the intent 
to help advance American industry, the groundbreaking approach we use 
to engage with industry began to take shape some thirty years later. In the 
early 1900s at the University of Cincinnati, the foundations were laid for a 
unique new study model called “cooperative education” (or “co-op” as it is 

1 The Myron E. Ullman, Jr. School of Design 
is part of the University of Cincinnati’s 
College of Design, Architecture, Art, 
and Planning (DAAP). In 2007, Myron 
E. Ullman III (who was at the time 
Chairman and CEO of JC Penney) and 
his wife Cathy (class of 1970 alumna of 
our graphic design program), provided 
a $10 million endowment for the school 
in honor of Ullman’s father, Ullman, Jr. 
In the 1960s, Ullman, Jr. was a figure 
of innovation in the same way that 
renowned inventor James Dyson was in 
the 1990s. An inventor at heart, Ullman, 
Jr. developed nearly fifty patents under 
his name, including the invention of the 
modern dishwasher. To honor his legacy, 
on April 13, 2016, the school was offi-
cially renamed as the Myron E. Ullman, 
Jr. School of Design. It was around this 
time that I joined the University of 
Cincinnati as the first Endowed Chair and 
Director of the Ullman School of Design. 
The Ullman Endowment fund played a 
critical role in providing the school with 
a significant level of financial indepen-
dence. In return, this has allowed me, as 
director, to fund a range of initiatives 
and investments toward creating new 
innovation capabilities at the school.

2 Terri Premo, “The McMicken School 
of Design,” in VisionsRevisions, ed. Jay 
Chatterjee (Cincinnati: University of 
Cincinnati, 2001), 6–15.

3 Charles McMicken, a businessman from 
Pennsylvania who regularly traveled 
through Cincinnati for his trading 
enterprises, donated close to $1 million 
in 1858 (approximately $30 million in 
today’s currency) for the establishment 
of McMicken University, which became 
the University of Cincinnati in 1870. The 
city expanded the University of Cincin-
nati further by absorbing several other 
educational institutions, such as Cincin-
nati College and the Medical College of 
Ohio, which became chartered in 1819.

4 Gjoko Muratovski, The Making of an 
American Design School (Cincinnati: The 
Myron E. Ullman, Jr. School of Design, 
2019). You can download the full book 
for free on Academia.edu via the 
following link: https://www.academia.
edu/41429550/.

https://www.academia.edu/41429550/
https://www.academia.edu/41429550/
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Figure 1
The Ullman School of Design at the College 
of Design, Architecture, Art, & Planning 
(DAAP). © 2019 by the University of 
Cincinnati. 

Figure 2
Alessi Teakettle 9093 by Michael Graves.  
© 1985 by Alessi. 

Figure 3
The New York Times Building visual identity 
and signage by Michael Bierut. © 2008 by 
Pentagram.
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commonly referred to today). This model changed the course of higher edu-
cation in the U.S., and in the process, dictated how design would continue to 
be taught at the University of Cincinnati. The co-op model, which essentially 
offers the opportunity for the students to apply the theory of the classroom 
to the workplace, is now widely adopted by many higher education institu-
tions in the United States. Even though it was the College of Engineering 
who had first introduced the co-op education model in 1906, it would even-
tually prove equally viable for preparing designers for a life in the industry. 

In the pre-World War I years, Cincinnati was an industrial powerhouse 
that needed a highly qualified workforce. The city was the largest epicenter 
of hardwood lumber in the world, as well as a world leader in the production 
of machine tools, woodworking machinery, soap, ornamental iron, playing 
cards, and bottles. At the time, Cincinnati had some of the world’s largest 
factories and, in general, the most diverse manufacturing industry in the 
country (Figure 4). The proposal of establishing an educational partnership 
between the university and the local industry in training the workforce of 
tomorrow made perfect sense. This was also in line with some of the earliest 
practices at the university, and later exemplified through the establishment 
of The McMicken School of Design.5

Herman Schneider, the Dean of the College of Engineering at the time, 
believed that individuals, universities, and communities shared mutual obli-
gations and responsibilities in an industrialized society. As a pragmatist, he 
also believed that education is best served by hands-on experience. His pro-
posal for a work/study program would meet both the needs of industry, who 
would reap the benefits by engaging a young, committed workforce, and the 

5 Terri Premo, “Herman Schneider: Co-
operative Education,” in VisionsRevisions, 
ed. Jay Chatterjee (Cincinnati: University 
of Cincinnati, 2001), 28–29.

Figure 4
An illustration of the Cincinnati’s 1888  
Centennial Exposition—“The World’s  
Fair of Cincinnati.” © 1888 by the Society  
of the Preservation of Music Hall.
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needs of the students, who would be trained by their prospective future em-
ployers to face the realities of the workplace. Essentially, Schneider wanted 
to create a symbiotic relationship between the university and industry—the 
university would serve the industry sector, and in return, the industry sector 
would serve the university.6 

Putting some of these ideas into practice—to the extent that Schneider 
proposed, at any rate—was not an easy task. This was a radically new 
concept; it took several years for Schneider to develop his proposals into a 
workable scenario. In its early stages, the plan to introduce the combined 
model of education was met with limited approval among educators and 
prospective employers. Schneider faced considerable opposition from the 
more conservative academic staff at the university who rigidly held on to 
traditional notions of classic education. He also needed to secure firm com-
mitments from the city’s industrial leaders, whose support was necessary 
for the success of the venture. His ability to eventually convince both groups 
could be attributed in part to his forceful personality and, perhaps, to him 
being able to present his proposal as a common sense argument. In an era 
that was heralded by pragmatism, his ideas sounded reasonable. Schneider 
was also able to clearly outline how this could work in terms of scheduling, 
compensation, and program coordination. All he had to do was wait for the 
right time to launch the experiment—he was already in the right place.7

In 1905, Schneider was finally able to put his experiment to the test. The 
University of Cincinnati Board of Trustees had finally allowed him, albeit 
reluctantly, to “try this cooperative idea of education for one year only, for 
the failure of which they would not be held responsible.”8 

The cooperative education program was an immediate success. In 
1906, three years after his arrival at the University of Cincinnati, Schneider 
launched the first version of the co-op model. The first cohort of students in-
cluded twenty-seven engineering students divided into two sections. While 
one group was taking classes, the other was at work. Each week the groups 
would switch, and they continued alternating on a weekly basis. Schneider 
would personally supervise both sides of the program, making sure that 
employers and students were mutually satisfied. The program was a major 
success, and the following year more than four hundred students applied 
for the seventy available spots. By 1912, only six years after the launch of 
the co-op program, there were already fifty-five companies participating in 
the program. Schneider was right to believe that industry needs workers 
skilled in both technique and theory. He had also anticipated the needs of 
both employers and prospective students for a program that would prepare 
a future workforce for rapidly changing industrial and commercial environ-
ments. The co-op model, under Schneider’s supervision, was introduced in 
the design programs as well. The model continued to evolve and its success 
made Schneider famous in American higher education circles. As a result, 
he was invited to serve as a consultant to many universities from around the 
country who wanted to adopt the same model.9 

Today, the University of Cincinnati facilitates more than six thousand 
co-op placements annually at more than 1,300 companies and organizations 
in forty-four states and twenty-two countries.10 In 2019 alone, the students 

6 Clyde W. Park, Ambassador to Industry: 
The Idea and Life of Herman Schneider 
(Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1945).

7 Premo, “Herman Schneider,” 30.
8 Kettil Cedercreutz and Cheryl Cates, 

“Cooperative Education at the Univer-
sity of Cincinnati: A Strategic Asset in 
Evolution,” Peer Review 12, no. 4 (2010), 
accessed Feb 11, 2020, https://www.aacu.
org/publications-research/periodicals/
cooperative-education-university-cincin-
nati-strategic-asset.

9 Premo, “Herman Schneider,” 31.
10 “Get Experience: Co-op,” University of 

Cincinnati, accessed February 5, 2020, 
https://www.uc.edu/campus-life/career-
education/get-experience/co-op.html.

https://www.aacu.org/publications-research/periodicals/cooperative-education-university-cincinnati-strategic-asset
https://www.aacu.org/publications-research/periodicals/cooperative-education-university-cincinnati-strategic-asset
https://www.aacu.org/publications-research/periodicals/cooperative-education-university-cincinnati-strategic-asset
https://www.aacu.org/publications-research/periodicals/cooperative-education-university-cincinnati-strategic-asset
https://www.uc.edu/campus-life/careereducation/get-experience/co-op.html
https://www.uc.edu/campus-life/careereducation/get-experience/co-op.html
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from across the university who participated in this program earned over 
$75 million in salaries.11 For some students at the University of Cincinnati, 
these placements are optional. For students at The Ullman School of Design, 
however, completing placements is mandatory. To graduate, they have to 
complete five co-op placements at up to five different companies during the 
five years of their undergraduate studies. This means they have close to two 
years of industry experience. The alternating of semesters between industry 
and the school makes an enormous difference in their professional readiness 
at the time of graduation. The university has an entire department—the 
Division of Experience-Based Learning and Career Education—dedicated to 
managing the co-op process from identifying industry partners to facilitating 
student employment. Figure 5 shows how the co-op model is integrated into 
the Curriculum for the Bachelor of Science in Industrial Design.

The Ullman School of Design

Over the last 150 years, the school has adhered to one guiding principle in 
particular: we need to be a place where design education and industry come 
together. During this time, the school has gone from educating students 
to be successful in gaining employment, to educating students on how to 
become design leaders. 

Figure 5
The Curriculum for the Bachelor of Science 
(BS) in Industrial Design. © 2019 by the 
University of Cincinnati.

11 M.B. Reilly, “UC Pulls Rank: No. 3 for 
Co-op in U.S. News Guide,” UC News, 
September 9, 2019, https://www.uc.edu/
news/articles/2019/09/n20854617.html.

 

https://www.uc.edu/news/articles/2019/09/n20854617.html
https://www.uc.edu/news/articles/2019/09/n20854617.html
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Today, the Ullman School of Design offers three core study programs: 
Industrial Design, Communication Design, and Fashion Design, and one 
specialized study pathway in Transportation Design. Most of the work 
produced at the school sits at the intersection of these disciplines—from 
social innovation and healthcare design to the future of mobility and wear-
able technologies. In addition to its unique five year Bachelor of Science in 
Design degree, the school also offers a two year Master of Design degree. In 
the period between 2017 and 2019, a major effort was undertaken to revise 
and renew the entire school curriculum. The new curriculum was intended 
to provide more opportunities for interdisciplinary collaboration, more 
flexibility for the students to tailor their educational experience, and a more 
holistic approach to course integration. We have also introduced a person-
alized Executive Education program for design and innovation leaders at 
major Fortune 500 companies.

A New Pedagogical Focus

For over a century we have taught our students to excel in outcome-based 
projects. These projects are typically similar to those assigned to a junior- 
level designer working in the industry. They take the shape of a very specific 
design brief to be executed by the individual student. The quality of the final 
outcome depends on the student designer’s technical skills and how well 
they interpret the brief. The students receive formative feedback throughout 
the project and the final work is assessed in terms of how they translated the 
design brief into a tangible design outcome. 

This kind of work replicates the type of work students normally do in 
their co-op placements. It further reinforces their skillset and helps them be 
industry-ready. But today we no longer try to define ourselves by excelling 
in this model alone. For us to educate a new generation of design leaders 
capable of driving innovation in industry, we had to evolve. Since our stu-
dents have close to two years of diverse industry experience by the time 
they graduate, they should not be thought of as entry-level designers when 
they join the workforce. As a school director, I strongly believed that our 
students would benefit by being exposed to other kind of skills as well. As a 
result one of the most important developments at the school over the past 
few years has been our strengthened commitment to developing soft skills 
(leadership, communication skills, team work, and emotional intelligence) 
and evidence-based research skills (primarily based on social science re-
search methods). This has resulted in a shift in focus from individual, out-
come-based projects to team-based exploratory research projects halfway 
through the students’ learning trajectories. Albeit, we are still ensuring 
that our students develop their “makers” abilities throughout their studies. 
(Figure 6.) 

Development of New Skills 

As school director, I wanted the curriculum to complement the co-op ex-
perience we provide, rather than merely replicating the type of work that 
students already know how to do well. In the new curriculum we have 
expanded our scope. In the first half of our program the students focus on 
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producing individual work aimed at building design skills and techniques, 
and in the second half they pivot to team-based work aimed at building 
advanced research capabilities and soft skills—while working on industry- 
sponsored projects whenever available. 

Even though our team-based exploratory research projects are very 
different from the individual ones, our expectations for the quality of final 
execution remain high. These are large-scale, complex projects with no 
design brief. In most cases, team projects are industry sponsored. Students 
are placed in teams in ways that require them to learn to work as a team 
in order to complete the task. They must develop their own design brief by 
conducting research on the industry sector in which the sponsor operates. 
They must identify gaps in the market, determine new opportunities and 
challenges, gain an in depth understanding of the sponsor’s product users 
and user needs, and frame the problems they want to address. Pursuing 
preconceived notions of what the design should look like is not allowed, as 
research must inform the design. 

We now introduce this way of working in students’ third year of studies. 
In the first two years, students learn how to do outcome-based projects and 
they focus on learning the fundamental design principles of their respective 
fields. As they have never done an exploratory-research project before, we 
guide them through the process step by step, not as teachers, but as coaches. 
The learning curve is steep, but very rewarding at the end. Students are ex-
pected to exhibit curiosity, initiative, and leadership, and in the process, they 
develop critical thinking skills and learn how to negotiate a solution within 
a group setting. Through this kind of engagement, we essentially teach the 
students how to learn. 

Since there is no blueprint for students to follow, they must start with 
a blank canvas and study everything they can about the topic of interest 
before proposing design solutions. This is important. To drive innovation, 

Figure 6
Students working in the DAAP Build Lab.  
© 2019 by the University of Cincinnati. 
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designers must learn to get comfortable with working in unchartered terri-
tory. Ambiguity is an essential part of the innovation process. To be at the 
forefront of innovation means to be open to more than one interpretation 
of the situation at hand. At times, this also means learning new skills and 
technologies, and all of this becomes a part of the new learning process 
that we are now introducing. As a part of this, students are taught how to 
be flexible and adapt themselves to the circumstances that they face, rather 
than perpetuating tried and tested methods that may not lead to the right 
answers and solutions. Learning how to do research plays a major role in 
professional development. Other important components include learning 
how to communicate ideas to a broad range of stakeholders, how to share 
and delegate responsibilities, how to function as a cohesive unit, and how to 
be supportive of one other. All of these qualities are developed, enhanced, 
and tested within the container of the team-based project.

For us, it was important to recognize that our students have their own 
way of looking at the world and their own understanding of what success 
means. We needed to accept the fact that for us as a school to try to collec-
tively bring every single student to the same standard of work is an outdated 
concept. This was an appropriate model of education during the industrial 
era when the manufacturing process was such that everyone had to fall into 
line. Today, we no longer operate in this environment and we need to allow 
the students to pick and choose what they want to learn and what they need 
to learn to successfully complete their tasks and deal with the challenges 
they face. This is why we shifted our focus from teaching students how to do 
things, to teaching them how to learn. Moving forward, I would like to intro-
duce the study of evidence-based methods as a foundational training in the 
first semester of the first year. I believe this will help students make better 
informed design decisions throughout their studies, while also enabling 
them to develop their critical thinking skills much faster.

Enhanced Student Engagement 

Even though every education provider would likely say their institution is 
student-centric, in practice, not many are. Engaging prospective students 
early, communicating with them in a meaningful way, and using multiple 
platforms is incredibly important. Incoming students bring an existing 
passion with them—the role of the school should be to accelerate that into 
a career by providing an exceptional student experience. Students who 
feel connected to the school and feel cared about, who understand their 
purpose, and have clear academic and career goals are better motivated to 
succeed and have higher retention rates. Once they graduate, as engaged 
alumni they will be far more inclined to support the university by donating, 
volunteering, mentoring students, providing employment for recent gradu-
ates, and serving as university ambassadors.

Working with our students to identify a career they are passionate about, 
helping them achieve their academic goals, and supporting them to reach 
their full potential is what we aspire to do. As a school, we strive to provide a 
holistic student support system that encompasses all touchpoints and inter-
actions between the key stakeholders and the institution—from the moment 
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prospective students consider enrolling at a university, to when they are 
alumni. This means everything from how we communicate with students, to 
the facilities we provide and the way we create a sense of community. The way 
this kind of engagement is delivered can be critical to the long-term success  
of the students and the university. Positive emotional experiences for students 
while they’re interacting with the university before, during, and after their 
studies can provide invaluable, lifelong support to the institution in many 
ways. As a result, our alumni are our most valuable asset when it comes to 
fundraising and providing employment opportunities for our new graduates. 

An Empathetic School

Given the implications behind the new demographic shifts that occur reg-
ularly in a university setting, it is important for us to better understand our 
students so we can form a greater sense of connection. And sometimes that 
means looking at the bigger picture. When students experience difficulties 
in their studies, sometimes, it is because life gets in the way. Obstacles such 
as conflicting work and class schedules, lack of access to reliable trans-
portation, family issues, or unaffordable childcare can all pose significant 
challenges for some students on their path to graduation. Being empathetic 
and finding ways to help students navigate through challenges of their daily 
lives is what will make their relationship with the university stronger. With 
this in mind, I can say that we all need to identify various university-led and 
campus-based initiatives that can be put in place to alleviate some of the 
daily challenges that students face. As students with non-traditional back-
grounds—adult learners, working professionals, students with dependents, 
etc.—become more of the norm, traditional support structures such as day-
time-only office hours for advising and student affairs have already become 
inadequate. For example, one often overlooked demographic are young par-
ents. Playgrounds for children and family-friendly restrooms on campuses 
will encourage student-parents to bring their children with them when 
visiting the university, so they do not feel that as parents they do not belong 
on campus. Initiatives like this send a positive message to the community 
that not only is the university for everyone—its infrastructure actively con-
tributes to the coherence of broader social fabric of the community.

Changing Demographics

A major challenge that we must take into consideration is the general shift 
in the demographic profile of incoming students. Many students no longer 
come to university straight from high school to attend classes full-time 
while living on campus or nearby. An increasing number of students are 
twenty-four years of age or older. Many prefer to study part-time in order to 
accommodate full-time work, or they need to take care of children or other 
dependents. The new generation of students are also digital natives who 
expect a digitally-enhanced learning environment, which puts more pres-
sure on the university to make the student engagement more accessible. 

In the near future, we are also going to see increased numbers of dis-
placed workers from disrupted economies enrolling in college to be re-
trained for new or emerging knowledge-based jobs. These industry shifts 
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have already triggered the emergence of competency based degrees that 
cater specifically to non-traditional students. Competency based degrees 
reward prior experience and measure learning through demonstrated 
proficiency. They allow students to progress through courses at their own 
pace, shortening or lengthening the time needed to complete a degree. All of 
this puts additional pressure on us to build entirely new infrastructures and 
support systems.

Many design schools focus on emulating success stories at other in-
stitutions. By growing programs already in their portfolios, they are 
strengthening their macro-credentials. For us, it is important to shift this 
conversation to include a new understanding of adult student segments 
and motivations, assessments of the regional labor market demand, and an 
analysis of how we can address these new opportunities with our internal 
capabilities. We must take two key questions into consideration in light of 
this new, audience-first strategy. What is more important to students and 
employers: the credential or the skills? And, does the market segment re-
alize that more education is necessary for advancement? 

Working Professionals

For many working professionals there are complex motivations and in-
flection points across career lifecycles that must be considered before they 
consider enrolling in a university. Essentially, there are six key areas that 
universities need to be prepared to address if they are to attract this new 
market segment: 

1 Upskilling in Place (I need skills to keep up with job expectations.)
2 Seeking Promotion (I need to build new skills for my next step.)
3 Facing Replacement (My career doesn’t exist anymore; I need 

retraining.)
4 Returning to the Workforce (I haven’t worked in a long time; I need to 

update my skills.)
5 Preparing for a Switch (I want a better job; I need to prepare for a 

career change.)
6 Pursuing a Passion (I am looking for a career with meaning.)

 
Preparing to address the needs of this market segment might be carried 
out in partnership with major industry partners with a vested interest in 
re-training or retaining their existing workforce or in maintaining their 
market competitiveness by investing in new skills. There is a growing trend 
in the U.S. where major corporations such as General Motors, Nike, Google, 
and Facebook are developing their own internal educational capabilities 
to address some of these matters. Amazon, for example, is spending $700 
million to upskill its workforce by the year 2025, in hopes that a large-scale 
retraining initiative will help move their workforce into more highly-skilled 
roles within or outside Amazon.12 

Entrepreneurial Mindset

There is no doubt that to remain globally relevant and financially solvent, 
the university sector will need to become increasingly entrepreneurial and 

12 “About Amazon: Upskilling 2025,” 
Amazon, accessed August 21, 2019, 
https://www.aboutamazon.com/work-
ing-at-amazon/upskilling-2025?utm_
source=sem&utm_medium=g&utm_
term=g07112019.

https://www.aboutamazon.com/working-at-amazon/upskilling-2025?utm_source=sem&utm_medium=g&utm_term=g07112019
https://www.aboutamazon.com/working-at-amazon/upskilling-2025?utm_source=sem&utm_medium=g&utm_term=g07112019
https://www.aboutamazon.com/working-at-amazon/upskilling-2025?utm_source=sem&utm_medium=g&utm_term=g07112019
https://www.aboutamazon.com/working-at-amazon/upskilling-2025?utm_source=sem&utm_medium=g&utm_term=g07112019
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build close ties with a range of industry sectors. In line with this, one of the 
school’s key priorities might be pursuing funding opportunities that will 
diversify our revenue. We would be able to reduce our reliance on tuition 
and government funding, and potentially become entirely self-sufficient in 
the long term. This is why I am considering introducing a key initiative: the 
development of a Venture Capital division at the school, which would be 
paired with a new Master of Design program in New Ventures.

The recent rapid emergence of billion-dollar businesses co-founded by 
designers (including one of our own alumni) is proof that design schools 
can play a significant role in developing new, human-centric entrepre-
neurial activities. (For example, see Figure 7.) The New Ventures program 
could enable individuals or interdisciplinary teams of students to graduate 
with a degree and a start-up business, which would help schools attract 
an entirely new cohort of students—individuals who are more interested 
in starting their own enterprise, instead of working for one. The program I 
would like to introduce could operate as an incubator in the first year and 
an accelerator in the second. Enrolment would be open to students of any 
background, not just design. However, the instructors and advisors in the 
program would be able to advise the students on how to approach their new 
business concepts from a design thinking perspective, and how to conduct 
evidence-based research to validate their ideas. My plan would be for the 
Ullman School of Design to retain a small part of the equity of each new 

Figure 7
The Allbirds shoe brand, co-founded in 2016 
by our alumnus Tim Brown (Class of 2005), 
reached the value of $1.4 billion after  
just two years. The company is defined by  
its commitment to quality and comfort, 
while still offering an environmentally sus-
tainable products. © 2016 by Allbirds.
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business launched, thus making this program the venture capital arm of the 
school. This is a long-term strategy that requires very little investment out-
side of standard operating costs, but comes with a high probability of signifi-
cant revenue generation.

Teaching Innovation

Another challenge today is that the prevailing teaching models and envi-
ronments in the university sector have evolved very little over the last 150 
years. The way people interact in society and the way industry operates has 
changed dramatically in recent history, yet the classroom, as a concept, has 
remained largely unchanged. Many teaching environments today continue to 
follow industrial age standards of education. As a result, progressive edu-
cators find it hard to foster creativity in environments that are designed to 
suppress it. This is why we need to rethink how we teach in the twenty-first 
century and what kind of learning spaces and experiences we are providing. 
The lecture-based model, which has characterized higher education since its 
inception, is now problematic. But with better technology and a much deeper 
understanding of how students learn, we are starting to personalize learning. 
Integrating research, theory, and studio practice in a more holistic way, 
rather than treating them as separate courses, will be a critical next step. 
Teaching research methods should become a part of the foundational design 
skillset, introduced in the first year, alongside other discipline specific design 
knowledge. Essentially, we need to replace our studios and classrooms with 
fieldwork research and a network of specialized laboratories. 

The School as Destination 

To provide the highest quality of education, design schools must innovate in 
the ways they interact and engage with students. One of the most pressing 
challenges today is the conversion of the traditional classrooms and studios 
into immersive and inclusive labs and environments supported by state-of-
the-art technology. Many schools are increasingly working towards creating 
new learning and teaching environments that are inspiring and future- 
focused. The learning environment that design schools provide today should 
challenge existing conventions and serve as a model for the workplace envi-
ronment of tomorrow. New tools and pedagogies enable learning to happen 
anywhere, at any time. To remain relevant, design schools will have to offer 
something that cannot be found anywhere else—an inspiration, a sense of 
belonging to a community, and an experience of meaningful learning. This is 
why design schools must become destinations in their own right. 

At the Ullman School of Design, we have created a series of shared trans-
lational research lab ecosystems to foster the development of such envi-
ronments. Facilities and capabilities that we have introduced include the 
Futures Foresight Lab, VR Automotive Design Lab, Experimental  Packaging 
Lab, Apparel Production Lab, Advanced Visualizations Lab, Advanced 
 Communications Lab, Wearable Futures Lab, Digital Patternmaking Lab, 
Textiles Innovation Lab, Color Technology Lab, Generative Design Lab, and 
a Makers Hub. Many of these facilities are now fully operational. Others will 
be completed soon. Also, in order to commemorate our 150th anniversary, 
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I have developed and launched the Ullman Design Museum (Figure 8). 
Housed in the executive suite of the school, the purpose of the museum is to 
preserve and celebrate the design legacy left by our alumni. Private donors 
and corporate sponsors have generously funded all of these new initiatives. 

Prospective Student Support

For students from low-income families, financing is not the only factor 
standing in the way of higher learning. Many do not receive the quality high 
school education that they need to effectively prepare for a university in the 
first place. Many high schools —particularly those in low-income areas—do 
not help students develop the study skills they need to excel in a university. 
Without this preparation, once enrolled in a university, students may have 
trouble keeping pace and eventually lose the confidence and motivation 
essential to completing their studies. Without adequate support, first- 
generation university students may not be able to rely on family or friends 
for advice about higher education. This can result in an additional burden 
on the student: constructing a support network of mentors, role models, 
and advisors on their own. Without suitable advice and counseling, these 
students might make decisions that adversely affect their circumstances, and 
in return, their education. However, many individuals and organizations—
within or outside the university—can help students succeed. A university 
that builds relationships with outside entities can offer its students a great 
starting point in their academic careers and beyond. Design schools could 
partner with high schools to help prepare students for higher education. 
Collaboration with other peer institutions can be helpful when it comes to 
sharing best practices, or for implementing joint-strategies in a more cost- 
effective way. A broad engagement is necessary as support from a variety of 
stakeholders, coordinated by a university, can help put students in a better 
position to succeed in the long term.

Figure 8
The Ullman Design Museum logo. © 2019 by 
Gjoko Muratovski.



81 Muratovski: The Making of an American Design School

“Hardest to Hire” Skills

According to a 2017 study facilitated by the Business of Higher Education 
Forum, a survey on the future of the workforce revealed that employers in 
the U.S. have identified eight skills that are the hardest to hire.13  
These skills are:

1 Cybersecurity (97 percent)
2 Data Science and Analytics (95 percent)
3 Critical Thinking and Problem Solving (83 percent)
4 Design/Systems Thinking (79 percent)
5 Innovation and Creativity (79 percent)
6 Global Perspective (78 percent)
7 Cognitive Flexibility (78 percent)
8 Cross-disciplinary Ability (74 percent) 

This presents clear evidence that design, as a field, has never been more 
influential and more in demand as it is today. Aside from Cybersecurity 
and perhaps Data Science and Analytics, most design schools should have 
no problem delivering on the remaining skills in terms of education in the 
near future. At the Ullman School of Design, we are working on adding Data 
Science and Analytics to our portfolio of skills as well.

For example, in 2018, under my leadership, we started an initiative to 
establish a university-wide Center for Predictive Analytics in a partnership 
with the School of Criminal Justice and the School of Information Tech-
nology. Aimed at several government departments, the defense sector, and 
major corporations interested in tracking socio-economic trends, the center 
can generate various types of analytics using a proprietary AI algorithm, 
deep machine learning, and intuitive data visualization interfaces. What 
makes this center unique is that it draws on the knowledge and expertise 
of highly diverse researchers and practitioners—from designers, computer 
scientists, and anthropologists, to intelligence officers and economists. We 
are currently testing the center’s capabilities by conducting a university 
funded pilot project, and we are working on developing a business plan that 
will include different tiers of corporate subscriptions, alongside a range of 
customized research and consultancy services.

Asserting ourselves as providers of some of the hardest to hire skills is 
an opportunity that design schools must embrace and communicate to all 
prospective students and employers. The way we plan to pursue this op-
portunity further at the Ullman School of Design is by the development of 
a Doctorate of Design (DDes) in Innovation Leadership aimed at corporate 
 executives (possibly as a flexible online program), alongside a more tra-
ditional PhD by Research program aimed at training a new generation of 
design researchers capable of addressing complex global challenges. 

Conclusion

Design is an ever-evolving field. The nature of the profession means 
 designers are constantly faced with new and emerging challenges that 
require new approaches. As the world becomes increasingly complex, 

13 The Business-Higher Education Forum, 
Creating Purposeful Partnerships: 
Business and Higher Education Working 
Together to Build Regional Talent 
Ecosystems for the Digital Economy 
(Washington, DC: BHEF, 2018), available 
at http://www.bhef.com/publications/
creating-purposeful-partnerships.

http://www.bhef.com/publications/creating-purposeful-partnerships
http://www.bhef.com/publications/creating-purposeful-partnerships
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designers must be able to reach across disciplines to gather data, extract 
ideas, and think critically from a multitude of viewpoints. It’s becoming ob-
vious that the ability to learn skills as needed, to absorb knowledge quickly, 
and to translate insights into opportunities are all critical new requirements 
for professional success. However, I have to note that there is more than one 
way this can be achieved. 

How design is taught in a particular place can be influenced by many fac-
tors, and some of them may not be immediately obvious. Local history, geog-
raphy, economics, and politics, and access to natural resources and  industry 
can all have an impact on the design philosophy of a particular school in a 
particular city or a country. This is why one approach to teaching design 
may vary markedly from another, and both can be perfectly appropriate 
when used within their own contexts. This is what makes the field of design 
so diverse and exciting. It is also what makes the leadership of a design 
school so complex and demanding. Each design school faces a unique set of 
challenges, problems, and opportunities; but it is the combined contribu-
tion of each of these schools that helps define the field of design nationally 
and globally. 
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