
THE HIGHER ED 
REDESIGN INITIATIVE

In his January 2012 State of the Union Address, President 
Barack Obama suggested that college and universities must 
be more nimble and cost effective in preparing a diverse, 
knowledge-driven society for work and civic participation. 
The president’s remarks echo the sentiments of many others 
who have asserted that transformational change is necessary 
in the United States to ensure high quality, accessible, and 
affordable higher education for future generations. 

Employing Design Thinking to Create the 
Future of Higher Education in the U.S.

In this spirit, the Jandris Center for Innovative Higher 
Education in the University of Minnesota’s College of 
Education and Human Development (CEHD), the Midwestern 
Higher Education Compact (MHEC), and the University of 
Minnesota’s College of Design (CDes) are collaborating in a 
HigherEd Redesign Initiative to transform higher education 
to better meet the needs of citizens, states, and society. The 
project is informed by “design thinking for social innovation,” 
wherein design principles and tools are used to address 
complex problems by engaging users of products or services 
to improve their utility, functionality, and accessibility. In 
higher education, students and families would likely be 
defined as primary users; college and university faculty and 
administrators might be considered secondary users while 
policymakers, employers, and members of the broader 
community might be considered tertiary users.

This project is inspired by the Associates Program that was 
convened by the National Center for Public Policy and Higher 
Education between 2000 and 2011. The “Design Associates” 
will be selected from emerging and established leaders 
across public and private sectors including policymakers, 
researchers, designers, instructors, artists, policy analysts, 
business leaders, foundation officers, and advocates, with 
the goal of facilitating transformational change in higher 
education.

The Program

The signature feature of the program is a “design challenge” 
that cohorts will address during a 12-month commitment. An 
advisory board will help develop design challenges, which 
may focus on specific aspects of the user experience such 
as readiness/preparation, affordability, or completion; specific 
user populations or sub-groups such as students of color, 
English language learners, or first-generation students; or 
certain place-based, temporal, or situational challenges, 
such as displaced workers, returning veterans, or children 
of migrant workers. Each summer, cohorts will engage with 
participants and invited guests at the State Higher Education 
Executive Officers (SHEEO) annual meeting to discuss and 
critique prototypes emanating from the year-long design 
process. 

Intended Outcomes

Development of innovative strategies to address 
persistent problems in higher education: new 
prototypes for experimentation and testing in state-
wide contexts

A national shift to position students and families as the 
salient stakeholders in redesigning a system of higher 
education in the U.S.

Cultural change in challenging higher education 
leaders and policymakers to think creatively about 
persistent problems in higher education from a user’s 
perspective

Expanded toolbox: Associates and users will learn 
the design process that they can incorporate into their 
own institutions/systems

Opportunities for engaged research, teaching and 
practice around design thinking in higher education

 design thinking for higher education innovation


