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A DESIGN CASE EXAMINING LEARNING IN THE D-LAB

Katharine Leigh, Kenneth Tremblay, Jr., Nancy Miller Colorado State University; Amy Huber, lllinois State University; Laura

Malinin, University of Colorado; Derrell Jackson, Herman Miller

The design process described in this case emphasizes
decisions made to guide and direct the creation of a unique
classroom addressing the needs of millennial learners. The
project, a research/learning partnership with Herman Miller,
gained insights from participants in a design charrette,

an advisory group focused on creativity, and the practice,
teaching, and research experiences of the project lead-
ership. The challenge was to create a learning space that
encouraged behaviors and activities to enhance creativity for
today’s millennial learners. Decisions made during the design
process were shaped by the perspectives of faculty and
student users, whose comments were documented in exit
interviews and annual teaching evaluation questionnaires.
Despite a minimal budget, the project demonstrates how
careful planning through ideation, strategic partnerships,
and implementation took the design from wishful thinking to
full execution and implementation. The resulting classroom
is the case’s outcome and the design processes' response to
the needs of academic spaces that invite millennial learning.

Katharine E. Leigh, PhD is a professor of interior design at
Colorado State University, the facilitator of the Creativity Research
Group, and the project lead for the d-lab project.

Kenneth Tremblay, Jr, PhD is a professor of interior design at
Colorado State University and a researcher participating in the
Creativity Research Group.

Nancy Miller, PhD is the department head of Design &
Merchandising at Colorado State University.

Amy Huber, MS is an assistant professor at lllinois State
University in Interior Design and a researcher participating in the
Creativity Research Group.

Laura Malinin, PhD is a senior lecturer and architect at the
University of Colorado and a researcher participating in the
Creativity Research Group.

Derrell Jackson is a Strategic Education Consultant with Herman
Miller providing research coordination for the project’s data
collection activities.

CONTEXT OF THE CHALLENGE

The Interior Design program at Colorado State University
is housed within the Department of Design and
Merchandising. The program offers a four-year Council for
Interior Design Accreditation (CIDA) Bachelor of Science in
Interior Design and a post professional two-year Master of
Science in Design and Merchandising.

The authors of this design case are faculty members teach-
ing in the program and members of an informal research
group focused on creativity. The project lead has been a
faculty member in the department for 12 years and was
responsible for assembling the design team and overseeing
the project’s implementation, from start to finish.

This design case presents the design process and outcomes
of a learning space—a design lab or d-lab—expressly
designed to address the learning styles of millennial learners.

A campus tour guide described the Interior Design pro-
gram's location, in a building originally constructed as a
campus dormitory in the 1950s, as “the most unaesthetic
environment on campus!” Over the past three decades, no
one could recall any significant renovation, although the
classroom had been painted pink, blue, and brown, fabric
covered tack surfaces had replaced warped homosote
painted panels, and metal stools had replaced broken uphol-
stered drafting stools. Physical support for the objectives of a
creative major and program remained elusive. We searched
for ways to improve the environment, desiring to model the
program’s learning spaces after design practice workplaces
to invite students to experience the environment of the
profession while in school.
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