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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. 

Beginning in the fall of 2013, the five-year project will 
engage cohorts of “Design Associates” and representative 
users to create innovative solutions, actionable plans, 
and prototypes aimed to improve educational outcomes. 
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. 
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The Associates will convene on three separate weekends-
-together with representative users as noted above--to 
create prototypes, models, or policy solutions that address 
core obstacles to higher education access, affordability, and 
completion. The project is based on the model utilized by 
the National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education 
for its policy Associates Program, which the Center ran from 
2000 to 2011. The HigherEd Redesign Initiative’s Design 
Associates program is conceived as the next generation of 
the National Center’s Associates Program, which for 10+ 
years built leadership capacity and facilitated networking 
among rising professionals to influence public policy and 
shape the future of higher education in the U.S.

Innovation in Context

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.

Higher education is replete with failed attempts to transform 
the enterprise and to institutionalize truly innovative practices 
that represent “game changers” for the industry. Various 
movements and “next best things” have come and gone while 
higher education continues its stodgy, lumbering pace toward 
a future it is ill-prepared to meet.
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Ann Kirschner, university dean of the William E. Macaulay 
Honors College at the City University of New York, outlined 
this history in a recent editorial in the Chronicle of Higher 
Education (“Innovations in Higher Education? Hah!” -- April 8, 
2012), in which she stated

A recent spate of books diagnoses the 
impediments to change and offers a broad menu of 
recommendations...most of their conclusions are 
surprisingly consistent, especially about the ways 
in which academic culture strangles innovation and 
reform. Love and respect for our educational mission 
do not deter these writers from identifying the greatest 
hurdle to overcome in higher education: inertia.

Kirschner goes on to assert that 

Ideas are everywhere, and innovation, technology, 
and accountability are their critical components. But 
they require tough choices and thick skins to survive 
the attack of the antibodies against change.

She concluded that

Change only happens on the ground. Despite all the 
reasons to be gloomy, however, there is room for 
optimism. The American university, the place where 
new ideas are born and lives are transformed, will 
eventually focus that lens of innovation upon itself. It’s 
just a matter of time.

So what makes design thinking different, and how is it 
relevant to the future of higher education? For one, design 
thinking allows and supports conceptualization of whole 
systems not as they are, but as they could be. Often 
developed through participatory processes, design thinking 
tolerates “both-and” outcomes rather than “zero-sum” 
solutions. Design thinking defines the conditions required for 
the needed “could-be” state, and leads to shared objectives 

for implementation among the various parties who have a 
stake in the outcome.

This approach differs significantly from most other thinking 
that tends to view existing conditions as if they are dials or 
sliders on an input-output device--adjust all of the inputs 
just right and the optimal results will emerge. That approach 
works fine in systems where the required changes are 
incremental. Higher education can no longer afford to operate 
in this luxurious fashion. When incremental adjustments are 
insufficient, design thinking is required. 

We are at the point where re-conceptualizing American 
higher education is appropriate and necessary. Tweaking 
the inputs of a machine that is winding down is a short-term 
strategy. Design thinking is required for true innovation and 
lasting transformation.

Program Design and Regional Context

As noted earlier, the Design Associates program is modeled 
off of an initiative of the National Center for Public Policy 
and Higher Education--the policy Associates Program--in 
operation from 2000 to 2011. The Associates Program was 
launched to build leadership capacity in higher education 
while developing networks of rising professionals who could 
advise and inform the policy process. In the Associates 
Program, cohorts of 10-21 individuals who were engaged in 
higher education research, policy, and practice in a variety 
of institutional and organization contexts were brought 
together for discussions with experts on contemporary higher 
education issues in a series of “think tank” symposia on three 
weekends spread across a program year.

The program evaluator noted that while the Associates 
Program was thought to have largely accomplished its main 
purposes, there was consensus that the program should 
continue in some form. Specifically, it was noted that

2/ 



THE HIGHER ED 
REDESIGN INITIATIVE
 design thinking for higher education innovation

As the program’s alumni advance in their careers, 
it is a virtual certainty that the three crucial “A–
words” in higher education, Access, Affordability, 
and Accountability, will become even more strongly 
ingrained values in the policy process, as will the 
question that was raised over and over again in each 
program class—How can institutions serve the needs 
of the public rather than vice-versa?”

The Design Associates program will address these and other 
critical issues not just through discussion and networking 
among professionals, but by co-creation with students and 
other higher education “users” of new delivery and service 
models as well as innovative solutions, actionable plans, 
and prototypes aimed to improve educational outcomes. The 
signature feature of the program is a “design challenge” that 
cohorts will address during a 12-month commitment. In this 
period of time, associates will participate in three symposia, 
each lasting three days (Friday evening to Sunday noon). 
During these meetings, associates will engage with users 
(primary, secondary, and tertiary) to create prototypes, 
models, or policy solutions that address persistent problems 
in higher education. 

An advisory board will develop specific 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. These “shovel-ready” projects would be 
available for adoption by public higher education systems, 
private institutions, non-profit organizations, investors, and 
entrepreneurs.

The three symposia will be held at different locations in the 
12-state Midwestern Higher Education Compact membership 
region with design challenges aligned as closely as possible 
with unique circumstances or challenges connected to a sub-
set of states in the Midwest:

Great Lakes: Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Ohio
Heartland: Iowa, Kansas, Nebraska, Missouri
Northland: Minnesota, North Dakota, South Dakota,
          Wisconsin

It is appropriate that this initiative is situated in the Midwest, 
given the unique economic and demographic challenges 
facing the region. Collectively,the population of the 12 
Midwestern states is projected to grow by just 7% by 2030, 
compared to nearly 27% for the rest of the country. The 
population of individuals living in the Midwest between the 
ages of 18 and 64—those in their prime working years—is 
expected to decline. The only age group that is projected 
to grow with any significance in the Midwest is the 65 
and over demographic, as 20 million baby boomers enter 
their retirement years. The sheer massiveness of this 
demographic shift is unprecedented in our nation’s history. 
As these individuals leave the workforce, they will take with 
them an enormous cache of knowledge and experience. 
To suggest that the region will be challenged to replace this 
wealth of talent would be an understatement.
 
Along with its demographic challenges, the Midwestern 
economy requires structural changes on a scale that sets the 
region apart from other parts of the country. As John Austin 
and Britany Affolter-Caine wrote for the Brookings Institution 
in the Vital Center: A Federal State Compact to Renew the 
Great Lakes Region, the framing paper of its Great Lakes 
Economic Initiative: 
 

During the past generation, globalization, and the 
intense competition it has engendered, has diminished 
the region’s economic primacy, leaving its states and 
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communities struggling to find its competitive niche. . . 
Still heavily reliant on mature industries and products, 
its aging workforce lacks the education 
and skills needed to fill and create new 
economy jobs (emphasis added).

 
Given the primacy today’s knowledge economy places 
on advanced education and training, it is safe to say 
that the economic future of the Midwest and its citizens 
is hinged on helping its current and emerging workforce 
gain valuable postsecondary credentials. The ability of 
the Midwest to compete is inextricably tied to preparing a 
workforce possessing the knowledge and talent needed 
to become tomorrow’s leaders, technicians, researchers, 
performers, teachers, healers, creators, skilled laborers, and 
entrepreneurs. This goal can not be realized unless we find a 
way to deliver higher education better, faster, and at a lower 
cost, without reducing the quality of the degrees and other 
credentials that have made the American higher education 
system the envy of the world.

Symposia 

Symposia will convene in the fall, winter, spring, and summer. 
The purpose of each meeting is to help Associates and 
users progress in developing prototypes, models, or policy 
solutions in response to design challenges. The sequence 
and curricula guiding each symposia experience is as follows:   

Fall Symposium (Minneapolis, MN)

The first meeting will introduce participants to the philosophy 
of the program, the landscape of persistent problems in 
higher education, and the design thinking process that 
will guide the work of the associates during the 12-month 
commitment. Guest speakers and required readings will 
engage associates around the economic, political, cultural, 
structural, and historical contexts that have informed the 
evolution and current design of the system. Design team 
facilitators will initiate a process that challenges participants 

to think differently about long-standing higher education 
problems. This opening session aims to disrupt prevailing 
mental models that create barriers to innovation in higher 
education policy and practice.

A critical focus of the meeting is to introduce participants 
to the “design challenge,” which members of their cohort 
will address over the 12-month commitment. As previously 
discussed, a design challenge is a specific problem in higher 
education for which an improved process is necessary to 
bring about desired outcomes. Design challenges will be 
principally approached from a primary user perspective, but 
will also integrate perspectives of secondary users (faculty, 
administrators) and tertiary users (policymakers, employers, 
and members of the broader community). 

Winter Symposium (location TBD -- possibly 
Kansas City)

The second meeting will build on the introductory concepts 
articulated in the first meeting in relation to the design 
process and design challenge. The centerpiece of the 
meeting will be participation by Associates and users in 
small design teams led by a facilitator. At this meeting, 
participants will begin to identify the needs of the users in 
relation to the design challenge (i.e., begin to understand 
the existing experiences of the user in relation to the system/
problems). Various higher education stakeholders, or 
“users,” in design parlance—students, family, faculty—will 
engage with participants to provide perspectives on the 
problem. The meeting will end with identifying characteristics 
that could improve the experience for users related to the 
specific design challenge. The main goal of this meeting is to 
understand the experiences of users and produce as many 
creative ideas as possible about opportunities for change 
(emphasis on divergent thinking).
Sunday will conclude with a large group reflection about 
the design process and insights from other small groups. 
Collectively, this feedback would be used to inform the spring 
meeting.
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Spring Symposium (location TBD - possibly 
Detroit)

The third meeting will build on the second meeting related 
to the design challenge. Like the second meeting, the 
centerpiece of this meeting will be participation in design 
teams to address the design challenge. At this meeting, 
participants will draw connections between the design 
experience and background/research about their design 
challenge. This information will then be used to create 
prototypes describing “ideal” experiences for users. 
Opportunities for giving and providing informal feedback from 
other groups will be provided. Sunday would conclude with 
a group reflection about the design process and what was 
learned. 

Summer Symposium (convened alongside the 
SHEEO annual meeting)

The final meeting would correspond with the date, time and 
location of the State Higher Education Executive Officers 
(SHEEO) annual meeting, with the Associates gathering one 
or two days prior to the SHEEO meeting. The first day of the 
meeting will be a preparation day, allowing design teams 
to prepare a brief presentation for associates colleagues 
and SHEEO attendees about the prototypes developed in 
response to the design challenge. 

The second day would feature a half-day forum to present/
critique design concepts and prototypes. The forum would be 
streamed live as a webinar sponsored by the Jandris Center, 
giving external audiences (including the next selected class 
of Associates) the opportunity to interact with the design 
teams regarding their prototypes. The final day would include 
reflection on the forum, discussing prototype strengths/
weaknesses, and implications for future design teams. Final 
presentation materials (handouts, etc. would be forwarded to 
Jandris Center staff for posting/critique on the center website.

Design Associate Cohorts

Because design thinking is anchored in a generative process, 
the results of the first cohort design process will inform the 
design challenges for the second cohort. Subsequently, the 
prototypes developed by the second cohort will inform the 
third cohort and so on. This cyclical process would continue 
through the lifespan of the five-year project.

Project Outcomes

Beneficiaries of this program include primary, secondary, and 
tertiary users of U.S. higher education; the Design Associates 
and “users” who participate in symposia; MHEC; and the 
University of Minnesota: 

U.S. Higher Education

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 public agenda thinking, making 
users (students and families) 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

Design Associates

Expanded toolbox:  knowledge/skill development in 
the design process which can be applied to their own 
institutions/systems
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Networking: opportunities for Associates to interact 
with one another, MHEC staff and constituents, 
Jandris Center staff, University of Minnesota students 
and faculty, senior consultants, state government 
officials, and collaborators to advance their own 
professional work in higher education.

Midwestern Higher Education Compact

Addresses critical issues facing policymakers and 
higher education leaders in the 12 member states of 
the compact

Fosters learning and networking opportunities among 
MHEC commissioners, staff, and constituents to share 
and test new policy prototypes

Expands network of policy professionals to become 
engaged in future MHEC initiatives as consultants and 
collaborators

Distinguishes the Midwestern Higher Education 
Compact as a national leader on innovative reform in 
higher education

University of Minnesota

Forges interdisciplinary collaborations between the 
College of Education and Human Development and 
College of Design. 

Facilitates opportunities for engaged research, 
teaching, and practice around design thinking in 
higher education. Such collaborations may result in 
new courses, practicum and research opportunities. 

Provides opportunities for University of Minnesota 
students (particularly in CEHD and CDes) to interact 
with national leaders around important problems in 
higher education

Distinguishes the University of Minnesota as a 
national leader in promoting innovative thinking, 
policy, and practice in higher education.

Partner Roles and Responsibilities 

Jandris Center for Innovative Higher 
Education, College of Education and Human 
Development

The Jandris Center will serve as the managing partner of 
the project, directing all planning and managing logistics for 
the program. In consultation with MHEC and the College 
of Design, the Center will be responsible for 1) assembling 
and facilitating advisory board activities, including the 
development of design challenges; 2) executing the 
operational elements of the program, including the design 
symposia; and 3) creating opportunities to house and 
disseminate tangible products emanating from the program.

These products may include white papers, reports, policy 
studies, blog postings, commentaries, scholarly articles, book 
chapters, and videos outlining innovative policies, prototypes, 
and practices in relationship to design team outcomes; 
webinars and other virtual/real spaces addressing critical 
topics related to design team outcomes; and briefings for 
state legislatures and other policy organizations throughout 
the MHEC 12-state region and nationally.

Contract to U of M Continuing Education: The Jandris Center 
will contract with the University of Minnesota’s College 
of Continuing Education to handle all aspects of meeting 
preparation and implementation. This includes on-site 
services and negotiation of rates with hotels/travel agencies 
to provide cost effective, high quality meeting experiences. 
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Midwestern Higher Education Compact

MHEC will play a key role in recruiting and convening the 
advisory board to help oversee the initiative and create 
design challenges for the project. In addition, MHEC will 
lead the recruitment of Design Associates from inside and 
outside its 12-state membership to participate in the program, 
and identify leaders and thinkers in higher education policy 
who can contribute to the program as speakers, mentors, 
collaborators, and evaluators. MHEC will serve as the formal 
liaison with the SHEEO organization in developing the 
collaborative program for the summer capstone meeting. 
Finally, MHEC will collaborate with the Jandris Center and 
CDes in securing resources to launch and sustain the 
program.

College of Design

The University of Minnesota’s College of Design will have 
primary responsibility for developing the programmatic/
curricular aspects of the design initiative. CDes experts will 
draw on best practices in design thinking for social innovation 
to create appropriate design challenges and symposia that 
result in envisioned outcomes for the program. To that end, 
CDes experts will facilitate the design process for each 
symposia and advisory board meetings. Finally, CDes will 
collaborate with the Jandris Center and MHEC in securing 
resources to launch and sustain the program. 

Costs 

The costs for the program fall under four broad categories: 
personnel, program development, symposia, and outside 
contracts. Within these categories each partner will incur 
expenses commensurate with their roles and responsibilities 
within the program. Costs are estimated at approximately 
$600,000 annually. 

Proposed Timeline

Spring 2012

 
Spring-Summer 

2012

Fall 2012

Winter 2013

Spring 2013

Summer 2013

Fall 2013  

Finalize concept idea with 
partners

Fundraise, recruit advisory board

Fundraising continues

First meeting of advisory board 
to develop design challenges 
(October)

Begin recruiting first class of 
applicants

Planning for fall meeting, 
continue to recruit associates

Associates program applications 
due March 1st 

Decisions/notifications: April 15. 
Planning for fall meeting

Planning for fall meeting 
continues

First class of Associates arrives 
in Minnesota
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