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Abstract 
 
Why and how do you start a new contemporary design education? A design department in Sweden 
describe their process of building a new education for social change. Ups and downs are part of the 
process leading to several conclusions. The most important one is that if your university's strategy 
documents talk about social responsibility and internationalization, incorporate this strategy in the new 
education. Your university management may be rather surprised that you actually do what they pro-
pose, but the most important aspect is that you will acquire their support.  
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Introduction 
Linnaeus University is one of Sweden’s youngest universities, formed in 2010 through a merger of the 
universities of Kalmar and Växjö. As an effect of the merger, the Department of Design offers two 
bachelor programs: the Design Program – Specialization Sustainability and the Design Program – 
Specialization Product Design. The contents are not exactly the same but, as the selection of students 
is getting smaller for demography reasons, the university and the department needed to react. In 2013 
the University Board gave the Department of Design the mission to develop a new bachelor program 
in line with the university’s strategy to replace the two existing programs as of 2015.  
 
During this period the group of employees, including the Head of Department, has remained mostly 
the same, while the Vice Head has for various reasons changed each year. The current vice head is a 
graphic designer with a long experience of designing books while the department head is an architect 
with a similarly long experience from designing schools and homes for the elderly. Both have a back-
ground in teaching design contributing knowledge and experience from different design practices and 
on different scales. This has helped us to grasp the whole picture as well as narrowing it down to de-
tails. The professor recently employed to be in charge of research has helped to boost our strategy 
and vision for the new education. 
 
The employees have been involved throughout the process. The first workshop in 2011 was a big 
success but, as we have come closer to deciding on the direction, work has been harder. Passing 
from dreams and theory to reality and practice is not an easy matter. During 2013 a number of activi-
ties were organized to involve people from both inside and outside the university. Different methods 
and types of workshops were used to create an insight into the new program. Wide space has been 
given to see what issues are important to our staff and our students. People from the community, the 
academy and industry have been invited to apply both utopian and dystopian views to explore what 
design can do in these different perspectives. Fieldtrips have been arranged to different schools, like 
Goldsmith and Kansas City universities to see how the education at other schools of design is orga-
nized. 
 
 



Linnaeus University Strategy 
 
Linnaeus University takes its name from Carolus Linnaeus (1707–1778), the greatest international 
celebrity of Swedish scientists. Linnaeus was also known as a great teacher who stimulated his stu-
dents to cross both geographical and mental boundaries. Today, Linnaeus University has about 
40,000 students in 150 degree programs and 2,000 courses spanning the arts and humanities, social 
sciences, science and technology. Linnaeus University’s ambition is to create “a learning environment 
that integrates internationalization, diversity and sustainable development, an environment that en-
courages openness and knowledge exchange between different countries, cultures, age groups and 
academic disciplines” (from Linnaeus University – a journey into the future. Strategy 2010-2015). 
 
 
Program Syllabus Design + Change 
 
The Faculty of Arts and Humanities has been very supportive of the Department of Design in develop-
ing the program syllabus for Design + Change. The present strategy document states that Linnaeus 
University will be “supporting initiatives that integrate internationalization, diversity and sustainable 
development” and the new strategy for 2015–2020 adds that Linnaeus University will give “challenging 
educations with high societal relevance”. This has been our goal throughout the process of creating 
the new program.  
 
“The program is intended for students who want to use design to make a difference in the world. The 
training combines artistic interpretation with knowledge of sustainability with a view to preparing the 
student for a profession as a designer and a change agent at the forefront of design. Students develop 
both traditional and new design skills and tools to inspire them to their role as designers for significant 
local and global changes.  
 
Collaboration is central to the program. Many courses are conducted in close collaboration with the 
community, involving industry, business, organizations, authorities and locals. Teaching is conducted 
in English to prepare students for an international career. International admission also promotes diver-
sity in the student group. 
  
The program prepares students to work at both strategic and practical/operational levels in Sweden 
and worldwide. The students are well equipped to work in interdisciplinary environments and will after 
training be able to work as designers for sustainability:  
 • in ‛traditional’ design companies 
  • in companies that focus on service design 
  • in organizations dealing with change 
  • in communications companies 
 • with initiatives driven by the local community or municipality 
 • in their own businesses and organizations, individually or in clusters”  
                                                           (From Program Description, Program Syllabus Design + Change) 
 
The program syllabi at Linnaeus University also address various perspectives. We state that the entire 
Design + Change program is permeated by a sustainability perspective where the first course provides 
the basics for understanding the fragile system of which nature is composed. In the last second-term 



course the students examine how crashed systems can recover. During the first three semesters, stu-
dents will learn the tools that a designer can use to work for a more sustainable society, tools which 
are then to be practised in the subsequent three project course terms.  
 
The program’s sustainability perspective includes gender aspects and normative critique. During Term 
3 the perspective is immersed in the Design Practice 2 course, where students acquire the tools for 
incorporating this into their practice. The emphasis lies on training students in critical thinking about 
how norms affect the design process and its consequences in work practices, products and services.  
 
Several of the courses, such as Power Relations and Design in the third and Change in the fifth term, 
have a clearly international perspective. The program is offered in English to allow an international 
intake and give students access to a future international field of work. The Department of Design is 
actively involved in international networks such as Cumulus and Desis, platforms for knowledge ex-
change through joint projects, student and teacher exchanges. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1, ups and downs in the process 
 
 
Ups and downs in the process   
 
Up, Kick off  August 2011 
We had a kick-off to start working with our new programs in August 2011. The merger between Växjö 
and Kalmar universities was difficult, as we used to be competitors with different views of design in 
education, framework and habits. One year later we seemed to have survived and were able to look 
forward. Several employees who had been consultants for a long time had now become employed 
and full members of the staff. There was a feeling of a new start and a prosperous future.  
      
Up, Open space March 2013 
This is a great way of starting a process of change because the people involved are able to put the 
issues that they think are the most important on the agenda. Very few rules make it easy to conduct:



           
 • Whoever comes is the right person!  
 • When it starts, it starts!  
 • What happens is the only thing that could happen!  
 • Wherever it takes place is the right place!  
 • When it’s over it’s over! 
Our then department vice head conducted the workshop in a very professional manner. The setting 
was excellent with good working material, Even the snacks were something extra! Teachers and stu-
dents were energetic and everyone was deeply involved. 
 
Down, Presenting the new program November 2013 
After some months of open space and other workshops it was time for members of the staff to start 
working with the program syllabus. The group did so, but at a midterm presentation it became very 
clear that the group had not been able to achieve the goals set. The department’s management team 
took charge of the assignment and presented the new program some weeks later. The department 
head was on Skype from a conference in Dublin. The new professor was on Skype from London. The 
vice head was standing alone with all the staff members, and they were not pleased. Teaching in Eng-
lish was the most criticized part. Do students really learn equally well in a language other than their 
mother tongue? This is an area of language instruction and learning where little research has been 
done (Airey, 2009:3). 
 
Up, Presentation March 2014 
At this point we knew that not everyone was content with the new education and that many would pre-
fer to build a more traditional education. This was our last presentation to the members of the depart-
ment before sending the curricula to the faculty board. We had prepared for days to be able to lead 
students and teachers through all parts of the new education. Still, even if everyone has been part of 
the process, a lot happens when the curriculum has been created by only a small group of the staff. 
We had also invited members of the University’s management team and students. Everything had 
been regulated. Presentations were not to be followed by questions. Instead, we finished the day with 
another open space where the most important questions could be dealt with. 
 
Down, Information meeting June 2014 
This time we were prepared to inform our staff about the program syllabus and the exciting coming 
year with a lot of coaching of our staff members. No big deal. But it was. We really did not see this 
coming at all. A negative atmosphere permeated the room and those who were really looking forward 
to the new program went silent. Once again the drawbacks of teaching in English was brought up, as 
well as facilities, and time was spent on the nitty gritty of the curriculum. 
 
Up, Individual discussions 
When the process has been jumpy we have had individual talks with everyone to compare what the 
group sounds like to the individuals. It seems that negativity from a few has a tendency to sound loud-
er than a larger group that is positive.  
 
Down, Large meetings 
With gatherings of the whole staff the meetings do not work. Relations from before the merger persist 
and a lot of prestige prevents us from concentrating on the program at hand. 



 
Conclusion 
After such a long process we have gathered a great deal of experience, We wish we had had some of 
this experience before this project started. Why not do a small pilot study to figure out how the group 
of people work together? 
 
Process  
Our process has been too long due to circumstances we had no control of. A more suitable process 
for a new education could be to devote one year to work with contents and curriculum and one year 
before starting to promote and prepare it. We advise others to be very clear about staff members’ par-
ticipation in the process. Who makes the decision and when? When are faculty staff able to influence 
and when are they not? Be specific and clear. Draw up an action plan and a schedule for all event 
right from the start. In our case we have had many different people in charge of the process for vari-
ous reasons. It is therefore important to be very accurate with the documentation so that everyone can 
follow the process. 
 
Relations 
Building a new education with one crew is difficult. Building a new education with two different groups 
that have been working for long together in two different educations is harder. Add that the new edu-
cation is going to be conducted at the campus of one of the teams while the other campus is diminish-
ing. In Sweden, being a democracy, we have been brought up to work in groups and collaborate. We 
were convinced that it would be possible for everyone to participate in every step. In a group with good 
dynamics and a lot of respect for one another this may be possible. Hence, be wise and take help 
from a professional team builder when you are starting the process. 
 
Content 
After our kick-off in 2011, and the work following that autumn, many of the faculty members had a 
fixed picture of the new education. Even when the work continued, we got the impression that they 
kept that vision and were not accessible to the new contents even after all the workshops. Beware of 
making the process too long. Put the goal up front at the start. If your university’s strategy documents 
talk about social responsibility and internationalization, incorporate this strategy in the new education. 
Your university management may be rather surprised that you actually do what they propose, but most 
important aspect is that you will acquire their support. If you receive help with your visionary work in 
the ongoing process, set up a new goal, if need be. 
 
 
One year to go 
 
After being in transition for several years it is now time to transform our framework. It’s a big change 
for many of our staff who were educated as designers in a different way. Changes may make us feel 
that we are going to lose control of the everyday life we are used to. Now that we have acquired expe-
riences from different parts of the new education we want everyone to be able to take some part or at 
least know what their fellow teachers are doing. Therefore we have created an ambitious coaching 
program for our staff this coming year before starting the bachelor Design + Change program. Teach-
ing in English has been pointed out as one of the most uncomfortable issues in the new programs. 
One big challenge is to make everyone comfortable with teaching in English, as the new program is 



going to have international admission. This autumn we are going to Oxford to have a week of intense 
training in English and after this English lessons will continue in Sweden.  
 
As the education is named Design + Change we will study the theories behind change as well as sus-
tainability, gender and norms. These issues have formed part of all our design programs but now it is 
time to make all teachers comfortable within these fields and with the fact that they will be included in 
every course. Critical design, speculative design, service design and social innovations are new fields 
for many teachers at our department and will also be included in this autumn’s education. Pedagogy 
will of course be one main issue, as this is a new program with new courses looking at design from a 
different perspective. 
 
All these discussions, all these battles. Is it worth it? Absolutely. In this new program our intention is to 
make a difference through design. Working together towards a sustainable future with our staff and 
students is worth it! 
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