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Mission: Educating for Impact 
I teach because every problem I engage in research and practice highlights the critical, unmet needs 
of our global future. My goal as an educator is to better train a new generation of planners, 
architects, engineers, and designers to confront problems of unforgiving complexity.  As my own 
background spans several fields of design and social sciences, my approach to teaching is equally 
interdisciplinary but best suited to students seeking social impact through their work. My methods 
are applied with high standards, clear expectations, and strict professionalism. 
 
A selection of work completed by previous students is available at: 
http://www.sipusdesign.com/teaching. 
 
 
Core Principles 
 
The Role of Fundamentals 
All students should master a collection of foundation skills such as descriptive statistics, mapping, 
or drawing.  Yet I do not narrowly define what a foundation skill is, or should be, as these are 
subject to change with time and market demand. The objective is for students to be equipped with 
ways of thinking and working toward an external problem, not to merely master the skill.  
 
A Process for Creating Vision 
Students should develop a process to mentally visualize a scenario through several stages of 
transformation over time. Students should develop the ability to mentally perceive, deconstruct 
and reconstruct the variables of that vision, like a conductor of an orchestra. While drawing is 
often the traditional approach to visualizing new futures, I do not demand my students to draw in 
traditional terms. I do require material evidence of an internal process to facilitate visioning. That 
process may be in the forms of raw prototypes, excel spreadsheets, simple notes, mathematical 
equations, sketches or otherwise.   
 
Problem Responsiveness – Not Value Driven Inputs 
My students are to build systems of learning and action in response to the composition of a 
problem, not to extend a personal interest or belief.  Many times, I have witnessed an individual 
or team act on personal values – like a goal for ecological sustainability or social resilience – 
without the ability to initially measure, assess, and respond to the conditions at hand. Such values 
are important but are not the best starting point when confronting an entrenched or ambiguous 
problem. 
 
Shifting Frames of Reflection & Practice 
Reflective practice is a routine concept, but I teach students to reflect outside of their own 
subjective perspective and discipline, to build a capability for frame reflection. This ability is 
essential for success within multi-stakeholder and cross disciplinary engagements. To facilitate, I 
augment all studio education with theory from economics, geography, social technology studies, 
and social sciences. Conversely, my theory seminars include several brief exercises for students to 
channel the ideas into practice.  Ideally students can appropriate these various points of view for 
more structured critique. 
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From Deductively Reflective to Inductively Reflexive 
Leveraging frame reflection, I challenge students to discover and take responsibility for their 
assumptions about a given problem and their assumptions on how to solve it. To learn this way of 
thinking is not easy. Students tend to prefer a clear and deductive curriculum (design a building 
that does X) but for advanced students my challenge is to instill an inductive logic (given X, what 
is the best approach to discover Y, and what are the perceived consequences of that approach upon 
XY?).  
 
Implementation of Principles 
 
Teaching for Neuroplasticity 
My role is to not to remove the mental strain – as the physical sensation of learning is pain - but to 
gradually guide students through the experience to also associate feelings of satisfaction through 
“small wins” with the subject matter. Initially my students do find the first few weeks very 
challenging, but as the semester continues, as they become accustomed to new ways of thinking, 
designing, and working, the stress is reduced. None of them become masters of confronting wicked 
problems, in a single semester – but over time, they build a combination and confidence and 
capability that wields great force. 
 
Consumable Units of Information  
To guide students through the challenges of inductive education, I package all content into 
consumable units, often as “methods”. Methods are commonplace in urban planning – quantitative, 
qualitative, econometric and so on – but within design are typically limited to user research. I 
extend methods into all parts of the creative and problem solving process. By providing students 
with packaged units of theory and method, they can create a personal toolbox use in their work. 
Later, with the ability to mindfully shift between frames and methods to a given problem, students 
can build a highly effective practice. 
	
Professionalism 
I was fortunate to acquire several mentors over the years and I can appreciate the value of such a 
model. But those mentorships grew out of a professional relationship of hard earned mutual 
respect.  I do not believe students should be obligated to participate in a medieval, apprentice-
like education model.  Consequently, I maintain very clear terms of expectations, grading, and 
course obligations.  I maintain clear student and teacher relationship boundaries. Students are 
welcome to reach out to me for conversation, feedback, and advice – as I am dedicated to their 
success – but that engagement is their free choice.  
 
Course and Conflict Management 
Every assignment – undergraduate and graduate students – is provided in written notice, any 
changes to syllabus are discussed democratically, and final grades are accompanied by individual 
performance records. If a student is dissatisfied, I propose we review the material support for 
their claims – the work.  The student is to present and review the work she has completed and I 
openly share my records for discussion. From this conversation, I ask students propose the next 
step(s) toward resolution of the problem so we may mutually proceed. I keep the conversation 
focused on the evidence so the problem is strictly professional, and resolution is swift. 


