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Metro State Facts  

<www.mscd.edu>
Academic excellence. Metropolitan State College of Denver is a comprehensive,
public four-year institution granting bachelor's degrees through its three schools:
Business, Professional Studies, and Letters, Arts and Sciences. We offer 51
majors and 79 minors, as well as individualized degree programs that give you a
competitive edge in your career.

School size matters. With more than 21,000 students, Metro State is one of the
largest public four-year colleges in the U.S. And yet thanks to our intimate class-
es (average size: 22), accessible professors and availability of services like men-
toring and advising, you get the personal attention that fuels your achievement.

An urban-enriched education. Urban excitement, convenience, diversity,
unmatched cultural and recreational opportunities-with a campus adjacent to
downtown Denver, the city is our extended campus. You benefit from relation-
ships with the businesses, organizations and people who drive the city's success.

Department of Art Mission Statement

<http://clem.mscd.edu/~art_cs/place/pla_mission.htm)>
The Art Department at Metropolitan State College of Denver provides a challeng-
ing learning environment of methods and viewpoints in art practice and art the-
ory, This is achieved by making a commitment to a comprehensive study of con-
temporary art through an awareness of art history.

The faculty value distinctive, significant, and stimulating art, from all times and
cultures, which explores our shared consciousness and opens new perceptions
of life. We encourage critical thinking and theoretical analysis through a diversi-
fied examination of the visual arts in studio and lecture classes. With a discrimi-
nating eye to the future, we investigate new media and technologies, as well as
traditional approaches.

As artists and scholars, we are responsive in the local, regional, national, and inter-
national intellectual communities within which art is produced and experienced.

The Art Department, like the College, fosters an atmosphere of scholarly inquiry,
creative activity, and mutual respect within a diverse campus community.

Finally, because example is the best teacher, we strive through our creative and
scholarly research to embody the values we wish to impart.

The Metropolitan State College of Denver Art Department has been fulfilling this
mission for over thirty years, providing high-quality, accessible, and enriching
education that prepares students for successful careers, postgraduate education,
and lifelong learning in the visual arts.
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Communication Design Philosophy  

This program challenges the student to become an informed “thinking design-
er.” The Communication Design student is provoked to explore the theoretical
and practical aspects of design, creating inventive and effective design solu-
tions that address specific problems within social and cultural contexts.
Students gain an understanding of the relationships between form and func-
tion while examining the relevance of semantics, pragmatics and syntax.
Through specific Communication Design experiences the student discovers pos-
sibilities for research and practice in the context of design that strives to serve a
broad array of audience needs. Special emphasis however is placed on isolating
design problems that have a social implication and that demonstrate the power
of design that serves.
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This course examines how designers conduct pertinent research in order to produce
relevant and meaningful visual communications solutions. Through specific assign-
ments, students learn how to harness meaning and potential in their work by apply-
ing investigative processes, formulations, and strategies. Students work in teams put-
ting theory into action, which informs individual design practice thereafter. Much
time will be spent reading assigned texts from the two course textbooks supplement-
ed by follow up discussion, defining of terms, and group dialogue. The assigned
readings expose theory and research in the practice of design and directly relate to
the research projects.

4 Metropolitan State College of Denver The Inclusion of Social Responsibility in the 

Visual Communications Curriculum Case Study  |  2008

Project: Design Research Methods



Professor Lisa Abendroth

E-Mail: abendrot@mscd.edu

Office Tel: 303.556.3140

Office Hours: forth coming

			   Communication Design

			   ART 3222

DESIGN RESEARCH METHODS

 
Course Description

This course examines how designers conduct pertinent research in order to produce 

relevant and meaningful visual communications solutions.  Through specific assign-

ments, students learn how to harness meaning and potential in their work by applying 

investigative processes, formulations, and strategies.  Students work in teams putting 

theory into action, which informs individual design practice thereafter. Much time will 

be spent reading assigned texts from the two course textbooks supplemented by follow 

up discussion, defining of terms, and group dialogue. The assigned readings expose 

theory and research in the practice of design and directly relate to the research projects.

Serving as an introduction, this course reveals diverse practices of research which can be 

employed within a student's everyday design practice. When posed with the question of 

design research, designers are often faced with the dilemma of creating solutions which 

must function for specific audiences with specific needs. The creation of design solu-

tions which only speak to the designer (designer as author or designer as artist) is not a 

realistic approach in today's competitive environment. Instead the success of a solution 

can often be measured by the preliminary efforts to understand the problem. One's own 

personal point of view and understanding is not enough in today's complex multicultur-

al and global economy. Understanding a problem from various points of view is critical 

and the only way to "see" a problem from diverse perspectives is to directly interact 

with the problem and the people affected by the problem a designer is seeking to solve.

What this class suggests is moving beyond the comfort of one's limitations of studio 

space (doing research online for example) and personal understanding (the designer be-

comes the audience). Instead Design Research Methods will provoke the design student 

to explore meaning found within specific audiences, users and participants. Through 

observation, documentation, visualization, collaboration and exploration of how design 

affects people in everyday life students will develop an understanding of how to infuse 

their work with appropriate meaning. A key goal of the course is to understand rela-

tionships between audiences, contexts and technologies.

This is not a studio class. This is a research class. Your activity this semester will be 

concerned with learning how to research and prepare for the design process thereafter!

Quality of work developed in this course is crucial. Conceptual development, concep-

tual articulation to visual form, visual and text based research, production, and visual 

and verbal presentation skills and working within a team mentality are all essential. 

Prerequisites

ART 2222 and ART 2225

Professor Lisa M. Abendroth

abendrot@mscd.edu

303.556.3140  T

303.556.4094  F

Office Hours by Appointment:  

Mondays 	 11-12 

Tuesdays	 10-12 and 1-4 

Thursdays 12-4

in Admin 250
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Required Textbooks

• Design Research: Methods and Perspectives, ed. Brenda Laurel, MIT Press, 2003 

(ISBN:0262122634)

• Design Studies: Theory and Research in Graphic Design (A Reader), ed. Audrey  

Bennett, Princeton Architectural Press, 2006 (ISBN:9781568985862)

Recommended Textbooks

• Social & Cultural Anthropology: A very short introduction, John Mopnaghan & 

Peter Just, Oxford Press

• An Ethnography Primer, AIGA and Cheskin

• Visual Research: An introduction to research methodologies in graphic design, Ian 

Noble and Russell Bestley, Ava Academia

Additional readings will be assigned from supplemental materials. Discussion will 

follow these readings to clarify, pose questions and ensure understanding. A written 

response to the material may be a part of the reading assignment. Please bring in any 

reading you find interesting or feel free to make requests.

Team-Centric

An aligned goal of this course is to emulate the practice of collaboration in the field. 

As a designer you are often only as good as your access to resources. When designers 

work together they have the ability to diversify and expand their thinking beyond the 

limitations of the individual designer. We are always subject to our own limitations, 

biases which color our view of the problems we are asked to solve. Learning to become 

more open to diverse points of view is easier when working in a team. This semester we 

will all be working in a team-centric scenario. You will be evaluated on your ability and 

willingness to work in this fashion. By sharing project goals and outcomes your  team 

will achieve more as a group than you ever could as an individual. 

Evaluation 

Grade distribution (subject to change): 

• Assigned Reading Presentation 10%

• Semester Process Journal  10%

• Exam 20%

• Research Project 60%:

	 • Part 1: Defining the Problem  

	 • Part 2: Ethnographic Strategies  

	 • Part 3: Site Visits and Interviews   

	 • Part 4: Iterative Design Strategies  

	 • Part 5: Final Presentation  
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Semester Problem:

To navigate the realm of design research through a series of assigned design problems 

that address design research strategies and rely upon specific audience filter.

The class will have the following criteria to work within as audience filter:

A) Culture

B) Age

C) Economics

D) Ability

E) Access

F) Education

Groups have been assigned and teams set at the start of the semester. 

Through your team's assigned filter, begin to consider and observe one of the follow-

ing: A) a communication problem, or B) a technology problem. In order to assist you in 

starting to define the wealth of options for investigation, answer the following question:

How can my team enhance the quality of life for someone 
within our assigned audience filter?
Once your problem has been defined and agreed upon by your team, you will be 

led through a series of design research strategies to better understand your problem 

through audience, context and technology or communication. 

The Projects:

• Part 1: Defining the problem

A) Text-based design brief — solving the design problem

B) Visual interpretation of the same brief

C) Visual presentation of the problem as gathered through assigned goals

• Part 2: Ethnographic strategies 

A) Observation — listen, watch, sit, see

B) Documentation — write, draw, photograph, sketch, describe

C) Visualize — use ethnographic strategies to reveal the significance of the problem

• Part 3: Site Visits and Interviews

A) Site Visits — arrange for visits in the field for purposes of ethnographic research

B) Interview — conduct interviews with diverse and focused audiences and participants 

in a controlled setting

• Part 4: Iterative Design Strategies

A) Proposal for the solution scenario based on research findings (personas & improvisation)

B) Team-centric development and ways of testing the scenario; Analyzing the testing 

outcomes

C) Refining and adjusting the solution for the audience, context and technologies in use

• Part 5: Final Presentation

Project sheets will be handed out 

for each assigned component of 

the semester research project. 

This is only an overview of the 

broad subjects covered.
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This schedule is a tentative outline of how the course assignments 

may progress through the first half of the semester. Dates and as-

signments are subject to change as individual and group projects 

develop. Always refer to current project handouts for most updated 

information. Reading/presentation assignments listed in italics.

Textbook reading key: 

DS = Design Studies 

DR = Design Research Methods

Week One
Monday, Jan 21					   

No class = MLK Observed

Week Two 
Monday, Jan 28

Intro to communication theory, design research, ethnography

Read: 200-205 McCoy (DS) in class

Reading presentation: L. Abendroth 

Week Three 
Monday, Feb 4

Student Reading Presentation 

Presentation boards due

Week Four 
Monday, Feb 11

Student Reading Presentation 

Work in class on presentations

Week Five 
Monday, Feb 18

Student Reading Presentation 

Review Part 2 components

Start generating field contacts

Wednesday, Jan 23

Class Introduction

Team orientation

Assign Part 1

Wednesday, Jan 30

Defining terms; team work on defining problem

Read: 26-35 Frascara (DS)

Wednesday, Feb 6

Design brief draft due

Read: 51-63 Forlizzi & Lebbon (DS) 	

Wednesday, Feb 13

Continue: PART 1 PRESENTATIONS / Assign Part 2

Introduce the Ethnographic Primer

 Read: 23-29 Ireland (DR) 	

Wednesday, Feb 20

Read in class: 172-175 Deasy (Dr) 

Read: 30-38 Plowman (DR) 

Review Part 2 components
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Week Six 
Monday, Feb 25

Student Reading Presentation 

 Review Part 2 components

Week Seven
Monday, Mar 3

Student Reading Presentation 

Week Eight:
Monday, Mar 10

Student Reading Presentation 

PART 2 DUE

Week Nine
Monday, Mar 17

Student Reading Presentation 

Week Ten — Spring Break
Monday, Mar 24

Week Eleven
Monday, Mar 31

Reading presentation

PART 3 DUE: Improvisation / Assign Part 4

Week Twelve
Monday, Apr 7

Student Reading Presentation 

Part 4: Iterative Design "sketches" due

Week Thirteen
Monday, Apr 14

Student Reading Presentation 

Wednesday, Feb 27

Read: 130-146 Cooke (DS)  

 Review Part 2 components; work in class

Wednesday, Mar 5

Read: 41-48 Dishman (DR) / Midterm meeting with faculty  

Wednesday, Mar 12

Continue Part 2 presentations / Midterm meetings

Assign Part 3 

Read: 55-62 Santos (DR) 

Wednesday, Mar 19

Read: Pat Moore Article (handout)

Review Part 3 components; work in class	

Wednesday, Mar 26 

Wednesday, Apr 2

Read: 145-154 Rhea (DR) 

Review Part 4 components; work in class	

Wednesday, Apr 9

Read: 164-171 Donahue (DR) 

	

Wednesday, Apr 16

Read: 311-332 Pruitt & Grudin (DS) 

Part 4: Iterative Design — team development, stage 1 / 2
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Week Fourteen
Monday, Apr 21

Reading presentation

Part 4: Iterative Design — refinements, testing, stage 2-3  

Week Fifteen
Monday, Apr 28

EXAM

Week Sixteen
Monday, May 5

FINAL PROJECT PRESENTATIONS

Week Seventeen
Monday, May 12

FINAL CLASS MEETING - PROJECT HAND BACK  

BINDERS / JOURNALS DUE

	

			 

Wednesday, Apr 23

Part 5: Semester conclusion

Prep for exam; in class discussions

Wednesday, Apr 30

Part 5: Work in class

Wednesday, May 7

FINAL PROJECT PRESENTATIONS



Part 2 of the semester deals with the collection of data culled from diverse research
sources and compiled into a response to not only the research itself but the act of
researching your problem. The total project is due Monday, March 10 with various
check-points along the way. The goal of this Part is to put research into practice,
allow you to gather content and assess its value to the problem, work individually as
well as within the team to conduct your inquiry, formulate an understanding of the
problem based on contact with those affected by the need.

11 Metropolitan State College of Denver The Inclusion of Social Responsibility in the 

Visual Communications Curriculum Case Study  |  2008

Project: Ethnographic Strategies



Professor Lisa Abendroth

E-Mail: abendrot@mscd.edu

Office Tel: 303.556.3140

Office Hours: forth coming

			   Communication Design

			   ART 3222

DESIGN RESEARCH METHODS

 

Part 2: Ethnographic Strategies: 

Part 2 of the semester deals with the collection of data culled from diverse research 

sources and compiled into a response to not only the research itself but the act of 

researching your problem. The total project is due Monday, March 10 with various 

check-points along the way. The goal of this Part is to put research into practice, allow 

you to gather content and assess its value to the problem, work individually as well as 

within the team to conduct your inquiry, formulate an understanding of the problem 

based on contact with those affected by the need. Part 2 consists of:

• Part 2: Ethnographic strategies 

A) Observation — listen, watch, sit, see

B) Documentation — write, draw, photograph, sketch, describe

C) Visualize — use ethnographic strategies to reveal the significance of the problem

Assignment for Monday, Feb 25: Individual Activities: Based on this week's reading (see 

Ireland, DR 23-29), each student is to consider the ways in which the team might 

engage the method of observation for your group project. Based on the unique needs 

of the problem before you, be prepared to discuss how you might witness the problems 

concerned with your specific audience through observation. Each team will start this 

process by identifying resources for observation. Teams will have to work individually 

and as a group to witness the core of their problem in action.

Understand at this stage we are focusing solely on observing the problem - not engaging 

the problem (or the user/audience) in discourse or discussion. While there may be some 

interaction, the goal of your activity is witnessing how the problem happens with you 

as the "fly on the wall." How can you and your team accomplish this effectively? This 

needs to be identified for action starting this week.

By the time you leave class today, each team will present a plan for dealing with their 

observations in the coming week. Due date for materials coming from observation is 

a week from today (Feb 25) and resulting materials from each student will include the 

following comprehensive samples (identify each with notations as to where and when 

you observed or gathered this information):

• sketches 

• notes

• diagrams

• lists

• photographs taken as appropriate to the "fly on the wall scenario"

Reading Assignment Monday
To Present: Monday, Feb 25 
Pg. 30-38 Plowman (DR)

Wed, Feb 20: 

• read DR Non-Assumptive 

Research 172-175. Based on this 

reading,  each student is to con-

sider the section under Planning 

and address the criteria in that 

category by creating a typeset 

response to Steps 1-4 which 

reflects on your design problem 

and related research possibili-

ties. This brief response is due 

Wed, Feb 27th.
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The Thick Description project
includes images from observations
conducted in the research class by
students Shane McDaniels, Sean
Galway and Agnieska Kijak.



Metropolitan State College of Denver, Center for Visual Art presents, Substance:
Diverse Practices from the Periphery, an international exhibition that spans the disci-
plinary boundaries of design. Substance highlights the contributions of over 30 con-
temporary industrial, graphic, architectural, environmental and media design inno-
vators who are making a profound contribution to the field of design through their
attention to issues that affect the quality of everyday life.

Implicit to the processes held by these designers is a responsibility to design research
and problem solving that shows a commitment to working directly with communi-
ties beyond the traditional confines of the studio environment. As a result of their
work, these designers develop highly meaningful and life-altering solutions.

While these projects can be located at the periphery of a discipline, they demon-
strate the rich possibilities that result from embracing community as client, where
working across socio-economic borders, cultural divides, and in the margins reveals
the depth of the design discipline. In a consumer culture so oriented towards design
today, the exhibition places specific emphasis on projects that focus on the needs of
under served people, places and problems.
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SUBSTANCE:  
DIVERSE PRACTICES 
FROM THE PERIPHERY 
September 6 - November 9, 2007 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Imvubu Project’s Hippo Water Roller 
 

 
EVENTS: 
Thursday, September 13, 2007 
6 - 7 pm: Lecture: One Laptop per Child - Kenneth Jewell, Continuum (Boston, Milan, Seoul) 
7 - 9 pm:  Opening Reception 
 
Thursday, October 11, 2007 
6 pm:   Lecture: Patricia Moore, MooreDesign Associates (Phoenix, AZ) and Bryan Bell,  
  Design Corps (Raleigh, NC) 
 
Friday, October 12, 2007 
8:30 - 10 pm: Gala Reception in conjunction with the AIGA NEXT national design conference 
 
All events are free and open to the public. 
 
 
Metro State Center for Visual Art presents Substance: Diverse Practices from the Periphery, an 
international exhibition that spans the disciplinary boundaries of design. Substance highlights the 
contributions of over 30 contemporary industrial, graphic, architectural, environmental and media 
design innovators who are making a profound contribution to the field of design through their 
attention to issues that affect the quality of everyday life. Implicit to the processes held by these 



designers is a responsibility to design research and problem solving that shows a commitment to 
working directly with communities beyond the traditional confines of the studio environment. As a 
result of their work, these designers develop highly meaningful and life-altering solutions. While 
these projects can be located at the periphery of a discipline, they demonstrate the rich possibilities 
that result from embracing community as client, where working across socio-economic borders, 
cultural divides, and in the margins reveals the depth of the design discipline. In a consumer culture 
so oriented towards design today, the exhibition places specific emphasis on projects that focus on 
the needs of under served people, places and problems.  
 
In order to show the rich connections between design problem and outcome, each project is 
supported in the exhibition by a narrative back story which may include text, images, video, 
sketches and notations. Text responses address the exhibition thematic criteria of Cause (the basis 
for the design action or response relative to the problem); Method (the manner in which the design 
problem was solved, how research strategy was oriented to the problem); and Impact (how the 
project outcome addresses the cause in a significant manner). Through this documentation we gain 
a better understanding of how design functions in context, moving the discussion of design beyond 
that of aesthetics. Projects selected for inclusion were not identified based on formal considerations 
but instead on how they changed lives. 
 
Exhibition Curator and organizer Lisa M. Abendroth, Associate Professor and Communication 
Design Coordinator at Metropolitan State College of Denver, has brought together a critical 
collection of timely work engaging national and international audiences and participants. Featured 
projects include Architecture for Humanity’s Biloxi Model Home Program; AeroVironment’s 
Architectural Wind Turbine; contributions by Continuum and Fuse Project for Nicolas Negroponte’s 
One Laptop per Child project; Design Corps’ Farmworker Housing Program; the Kinkajou Projector 
by Design That Matters; Electroland Studio’s Urban Nomad Shelter; Imvubu Projects’ Hippo Water 
Roller; Potters for Peace Ceramic Water Filter; and celebrating the 25th Anniversary of the 
completion of the Empathic Elder Model Research is the work of Patricia Moore of MooreDesign 
Associates. Boulder, Colorado-based Samson Design will also be featured with two important 
works included. 
 
The Emmanuel Gallery will host an exhibition under the same Substance title focused on 
international student works from October 4 – October 27, 2007. Both the CVA and the Emmanuel 
Gallery will host a Gala Reception the evening of Friday, October 12th from 8:30-10:00pm. For more 
information on the student exhibition go to www.emmanuel gallery.org. 
 
The Center for Visual Art is located at 1734 Wazee Street, Denver, Colorado 80202.  
Hours: Tuesday – Friday 11am-6pm, Saturday 12-5pm. Admission is free. Telephone: 303.294.5207 
www.mscd.edu/news/cva 
 
VISUALS AVAILABLE UPON REQUEST 
 





AeroVironment, Inc.
Project:Architectural Wind Turbine

Architecture for Humanity
Project: Biloxi Model Home Program
Project: Siyathemba
Project:The Ipuli Rural Center of Excellence

Barefoot Artists
Project: Rwanda Healing Project

Boezels
Project: Boezels

Continuum
Project: One Laptop per Child prototype
Project: Pedisedate
Project: OmniPod

Design Corps
Project: Farmworker Housing Program
Project: Farmworker Market Program

AIGA Design for Democracy 
Project:AIGA Design for Democracy
Ballot/Experience Design 

Design That Matters
Project: Kinkajou Projector

Electroland Studio 
Project: Urban Nomad Shelter

Freeplay Foundation 
Project: Lifeline Radio

Fuse Project
Project: One Laptop per Child

Gans Studio 
Project: Unbearable Lightness

Imvubu Projects 
Project: Hippo Water Roller

Inkahoots 
Project: Caravan Kit

Bill Klingensmith
Project: Drive Project

Gerard Minakawa
Project: Ring Furniture

Monkey Biz 
Project: Positively HIV Book and CD

MooreDesign Associates 
Project: Empathic Elder Model Research
Project: Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation
Environments

Ziddi Msangi 
Project: Schoolyard Banner Project

Nazli Eda Noyan
Project: Map of Awareness

Berto Pandolfo 
Project: Design, Industry and Culture

Picture Projects
Project: 360degrees.org

Potters for Peace
Project: Ceramic Water Filter

Room Services
Project: Nomadic Restoration Vehicle

Samson Design 
Project: Level Star PDA Device for the blind
Project: Hart Interactive Voter E-Slate

Dr. Rosemary Sassoon 
Project:Typeface — Sassoon Primary

Smart Design
Project: OXO Implements 
Project: Johnson & Johnson Reach
Toothbrush

Whirlwind Wheelchair International
Project:Whirlwind Roughrider Wheelchair

Andrea Wollensak 
Project: Collaborative Cartography using GPS

WorldStudio Foundation
Project:“Help Kids Create”Mentoring Program

XtraCycle Access Foundation
Project:World Bike and Big Boda Bike
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Exhibition Contributor List
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The Substance exhibition was also presented in a student-centered format at the
Emmanuel Gallery on Auraria Campus in Denver, Colorado from October 4– October
27, 2007. International student works were juried into this exhibition, which featured
socially motivated architecture, media, product and communication design solu-
tions. To follow are three student projects documented from this exhibition that were
produced through the Community-Based Design course at MSCD.
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Student Submissions
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The Immigrant Story,

by student Jazmin

Lopez
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A Walk Through the

Credit Line, by student

Kathleen Jewby
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Connecting

Communities, by stu-

dent Megan Beavers




