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I have two main reasons for writing Design at Stanford: A Visual 

History of Thinking and Doing.

The first is because of the popularity of “design thinking.” It is 

a concept whose origin story is largely associated with Stanford 

University’s Hasso Plattner Institute of Design – the “d.school” – 

for emphasizing design’s iterative process across disciplines. Its 

founder is alumnus David Kelley, who also applied design think-

ing to the corporate world’s challenges and through this grew his 

company IDEO into a global design powerhouse. The d.school, an 

interdisciplinary collaborative workshop environment that does 

not grant degrees, began in 2005, almost fifty years after the 

departments of Mechanical Engineering and Art created the Joint 

Program in Design graduate degree. The book will reveal the peda-

gogical foundations and competing curricular proposals that pre-

ceded the d.school, and show on whose shoulders David Kelley – a 

giant of design in his own right – stands. 

The second reason is that the story of the Joint Program in 

Design, emphasizing product design, and for many years visual 

design, merits telling. It was a mid-century educational ideal that 

sought to balance objectivity with subjectivity, functionality with 

form, need-finding with personal expression, technology with aes-

thetics, entrepreneurial ventures with humanism – in other words, 

to leverage engineering with art. Through a chronology that begins 

in 1949, readers will learn about the courses, the faculty, the facil-

ities and the conditions that created a world-influencing design 

program, that, for better or worse, is now taking a divergent path 

to the future. 
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at Stanford will look increasingly like the world it designs for. 

The book’s collage illustrations deserve an explanation. They 

were a much needed creative outlet and gave me license to add a 

layer of humor and commentary over the representational role of 

the source images. As the collages constitute a derivative creative 

work, done in the service of scholarship, I am able to apply the 

Copyright Act’s Fair Use clause to others’ pictures. 

A few words of thanks: to the Stanford design faculty and emer-

itus faculty who were interviewed for the book, to the three dozen 

alumni who contributed their recollections, to Wim de Wit for his 

early encouragement, to Jessica Barness for providing feedback on 

the manuscript, to Haakon Faste for access to (and insights on) his 

father’s papers, to the University of Minnesota’s Imagine Fund for 

supporting my research, travel and book production, and to Eliza-

beth Guffey for her insightful foreword.

I am a Joint Program in Design alumnus. The Stanford edu-

cation I received from 1983–85 was personally and profession-

ally transformative. My Master of Fine Arts thesis project was an 

unconventional book about people and their oldest possessions 

that combined interviews, editing, photography, graphic design, a 

variety of printing techniques and a physically interactive binding 

structure. It gave me the confidence that I could combine self-initi-

ated content and experimental form into a compelling design that 

had meaning beyond commercial value. It led to a thirty-year aca-

demic career that has advanced the notion of the designer as a type 

of author (see my previous book: The Designer As...). 

I am not, however, a trained historian, and this book is not a 

work of typical scholarship. So, by researching, writing, editing, 

illustrating, designing and publishing Design at Stanford (concur-

rent roles that many traditional publishers couldn’t fathom), I am 

simply fulfilling my privilege to practice, as esteemed art professor 

Matt Kahn was fond of saying, “creative disobedience.” 

Besides the chronology, which is the book’s backbone, fac-

ulty profiles, select alumni stories, anecdotal side stories, alumni 

memories and collage illustrations populate the pages. Mechanical 

Engineering professors Bob McKim and Jim Adams get a different 

treatment with their profiles: reviews of their books Experiences in 

Visual Thinking (1972) and Conceptual Blockbusting (1974), respec-

tively, are included as deep dives into how these scholars estab-

lished foundations for Stanford’s approach to design thinking and 

making. Another digression is the essay on Stanford’s short-lived 

digital typography program; during the 1980s art professor Chuck 

Bigelow collaborated with computer science faculty to teach and do 

research in type design and its adaptation to computer technology. 

The book is not exhaustive – no doubt that additional alumni 

could be profiled and some affiliated faculty could be mentioned – 

but I think that I’ve rendered the central story effectively. And there 

are those who have a Stanford education and have contributed to 

design at national and international levels who aren’t mentioned. 

Elizabeth Guffey (professor of design history at SUNY–Purchase 

and editor of the respected journal Design and Culture) has a PhD 

from the Department of Art & Art History; she has kindly written 

this book’s foreword. Elizabeth “Dori” Tunstall (dean of the Faculty 

of Design at OCAD University in Toronto) has a PhD in anthro-

pology from Stanford. Amy Franceschini (founder of the studio 

Futurefarmers, which designed the Twitter logo among much else) 

has an MFA, but did it in fine art, not design. 

One doesn’t need a magnifying glass to see that Design at Stan-

ford is primarily a history of white men. While the student body 

diversified some time ago, the faculty has had a more homogeneous 

composition. This might be due to career longevity, to historical 

norms, to lack of disciplinary diversity (especially in grad programs 

preparing future faculty), or to sorting mechanisms like competi-

tion, merit or self-selection. One assumes it’s not overt bias. 

Things are changing: of three recent tenure-track jobs related to 

design, two were filled by women; the d.school’s teaching and inno-

vation fellows programs brings in diverse participants, like Kareem 

Collie among many others; Banny Banerjee, a native of India, was 

on the design faculty for several years. Hopefully the design faculty 


