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Efficacy beliefs also play a key role 
in shaping the courses lives take by 
influencing the types of activities and 
environments people choose to get 
into. Any factor that influences choice 
behavior can profoundly affect the 
direction of personal development. 
This is because the social influences 
operating in selected environments 
continue to promote certain 
competencies, values, and interests 
long after the decisional determinant 
has rendered its inaugurating effect. 
Thus, by choosing and shaping their 
environments, people can have a hand in 
what they become.1 

            —Arthur Bandura

Most students have been exposed 
to the idea of recycling as it is both 
easy to comprehend and immediate 
in action. However, in order to reach a 
deeper understanding of sustainability 
and to move toward sustainable 
societies, we need to educate past this 
basic, individual level. Unfortunately, 
sustainability’s complexity requires 

us to comprehend things from the 
immediate present to time spans 
that outlast a human lifetime, to 
connect a local manifestation to 
trends that also span the globe—all 
which make sustainability daunting, 
if not overwhelming. Understanding 
how one fits into what appears to 
be a global morass is important; 
believing in one’s ability to contribute 
positively toward change is equally 
important. This idea of self-efficacy, 
a key component of social cognitive 
theory which is defined as “the belief 
in one’s capabilities to organize and 
execute the courses of action required 
to manage prospective situations,” 
can determine whether a person will 
attempt a behavior change of any 
scale.2

Most students are familiar with 
service learning in terms of 
volunteerism; a typical project might 
include organizing a week-long 
food drive or working in a homeless 
shelter. However, service learning, 
formally defined as experience that 
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involves both reflection and reciprocity 
as key elements,3  has the potential 
to move beyond basic volunteerism, 
skill-building and philanthropic work 
toward models of active citizenship 
that combines critical thinking with 
action. This shift from ‘how can 
we help’ to ‘how did things get this 
way’ exemplifies what I term a shift 
from first-order to second-order, or 
systems thinking. It is also reflects 
the types of thinking that needs 
to be applied to the problems of 
sustainability.

To clarify service learning, I adopt 
a proposed taxonomy for service 
learning that describes increasing 
circles of influence, abilities and 
understanding, and which situates the 
individual to act in increasing larger 
social groups.4

	  
	  
	  

	  
	  
More	  specifically,	  the	  label	  of	  “Skill-‐Set	  Practice	  and	  Reflexivity,”	  I	  map	  to	  what	  I	  call	  first-‐order	  
learning;	  the	  label	  of	  “Civic	  Values	  and	  Citizenship”	  and	  “Social	  Justice	  Activism”	  are	  what	  I	  call	  
second-‐order	  or	  system-‐level	  practices.	  Both	  of	  these	  types	  of	  learning	  levels	  relate	  to	  the	  
individual,	  group	  and	  national/global	  actions	  and	  skills	  that	  are	  necessary	  to	  address	  the	  
intertwined	  issues	  found	  in	  sustainability.	  	  
	  
As	  a	  practical	  discipline,	  design	  is	  a	  natural	  fit	  with	  service	  learning—the	  design	  process	  involves	  
the	  interplay	  of	  theory	  and	  ‘making,’	  requiring	  students	  to	  practice	  both	  reflective	  and	  critical	  
thinking.	  Additionally,	  contemporary	  design	  theorists	  and	  practitioners	  have	  been	  developing	  
and	  practicing	  explicit	  models	  that	  involve	  reciprocity	  with	  the	  audience	  for	  which	  the	  objects	  
are	  being	  designed.	  While	  this	  method	  of	  participatory	  design	  has	  historically	  been	  used	  within	  
the	  market-‐based	  environment	  of	  the	  designing	  of	  technology,	  increasingly	  designers	  who	  work	  
in	  what	  has	  been	  called	  a	  ‘social	  model’	  of	  design5	  grounded	  in	  the	  public	  or	  community	  good	  
have	  been	  deploying	  participatory	  design	  methods	  to	  varying	  degrees.	  	  
	  
Course	  Approach	  
The	  challenge	  of	  achieving	  effective	  service	  learning	  is	  complicated	  by	  the	  fact	  that	  students	  
often	  are	  required	  to	  take	  the	  service-‐learning	  course—both	  content	  and	  action	  is	  imposed	  
upon	  them	  through	  some	  form	  of	  outside	  authority.	  Therefore,	  I	  don’t	  believe	  it	  appropriate	  to	  
make	  greater	  student	  commitment	  to	  sustainable	  issues	  a	  learning	  goal.	  Instead,	  by	  using	  
sustainability	  as	  content,	  it	  is	  my	  intent	  that,	  through	  the	  design	  process	  and	  audience	  and	  

	   	  
Label	   Skill-‐set	  Practice	  &	  Reflexivity	   Civic	  Values	  and	  Citizenship	   Social	  Justice	  Activism	  

Goals/Definition	  
Developing	  competence	  and	  
self-‐efficacy.	  
	  

Exploring	  what	  it	  means	  to	  
exist	  in	  relation	  to	  others	  in	  
community.	  

Working	  with	  others	  to	  
transform	  systems	  of	  
oppression.	  

Focus	  On	  
Content	  
	  
Intellectual	  Domain	  

Values	  
	  
Moral	  Domain	  

Systemic	  change	  
	  
Political	  Domain	  

Outcomes/Level	  
of	  Change	  

Active	  learner	  with	  
understanding	  of	  reflexive	  
relationship	  between	  theory,	  
skills,	  and	  practices	  
	  
Critical	  thinking	  
COGNITIVE	  

Personal	  development	  as	  a	  
person	  in	  relation,	  in	  society.	  
	  
	  
	  
Reflection	  
RELATIONAL	  

Social	  change	  	  
Continued	  efforts	  to	  right	  
social	  injustice.	  
	  
	  
	  
Document	  changes	  
BEHAVIORAL	  

Service	  As	  

“Petri	  Dish”	  to	  concretize	  
abstract	  theories,	  and	  
encourage	  critical	  thinking	  

A	  touchstone	  for	  considering	  
and	  shaping	  one’s	  values	  

Opportunity	  to	  engage	  in	  
efforts	  which	  begin	  to	  
correct	  systemic	  social	  
disparities	  

Table	  1:	  Taxonomy	  of	  Service	  Learning	  Pedagogies	  
Adapted	  from	  Lori	  Britt,	  2006.	  
	  

Table 1: Taxonomy of Service Learning Pedagogies
Adapted from Lori Britt, 2006.

More specifically, the label of “Skill-
Set Practice and Reflexivity,” I map 
to what I call first-order learning; the 
label of “Civic Values and Citizenship” 
and “Social Justice Activism” are 
what I call second-order or system-
level practices. Both of these types of 
learning levels relate to the individual, 
group and national/global actions and 
skills that are necessary to address 
the intertwined issues found in 
sustainability. 

As a practical discipline, design is a 
natural fit with service learning—the 
design process involves the interplay 
of theory and ‘making,’ requiring 
students to practice both reflective 
and critical thinking. Additionally, 
contemporary design theorists and 
practitioners have been developing 
and practicing explicit models that 

involve reciprocity with the audience 
for which the objects are being 
designed. While this method of 
participatory design has historically 
been used within the market-based 
environment of the designing of 
technology, increasingly designers 
who work in what has been called a 
‘social model’ of design5 grounded in 
the public or community good have 
been deploying participatory design 
methods to varying degrees. 

Course Approach

The challenge of achieving effective 
service learning is complicated by the 
fact that students often are required 
to take the service-learning course—
both content and action is imposed 
upon them through some form of 
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outside authority. Therefore, I don’t 
believe it appropriate to make greater 
student commitment to sustainable 
issues a learning goal. Instead, by 
using sustainability as content, it is my 
intent that, through the design process 
and audience and rhetorical analyses, 
students find they need to reflect and 
locate themselves within this larger 
question. Additionally, I modified 
the outcomes for this project-based 
course to enable greater flexibility 
and development; the philosophy of 
creating a framework for students 
to locate themselves in relationship 
to the content guided me in the 
structuring the course logistics. 
The dynamic elements were open 
and flexible team structures, and 
interwoven project schedules enabled 
students to re-orient themselves as 
they learned more about the cycling 
community, the communication issues 
at hand and their actual interest in 
this slice of sustainability issues. 

Project outcomes
Instead of emphasizing completed 
designed objects as outcomes, which 
is typical for project-based design 
courses, course outcomes were the 
creation and presentation of proposals 
to institutional and individual 
collaborators whose efforts were 
needed in order for the proposals to be 
implemented. This fit well within our 
overall design curriculum, particularly 
within the junior-level course Design 
and Persuasion, where students work 
through an applied investigation of 
the role of words, form of objects, 
context, and audience in influencing 
how messages are received. This 
course requires students comprehend 
the classic rhetorical triad of ethos/
pathos/logos in terms of a modern, 
common-language appeals approach 
(three positions—author or agent of 
production, the reader, the value—and 

the medium of exchange, which would 
be the form and language).  Students 
were to use this approach when 
analyzing artifacts and contexts and as 
part of their design process.  

Selecting the project
The UT Safe Cycling Campaign, 
initiated and directed by architecture 
graduate student Kate Bedford, is 
a comprehensive effort spanning a 
year and a half to improve the state of 
bicycling as a viable means of transit 
on The University of Texas at Austin 
Campus. The ultimate goal of this 
cross-disciplinary project, involving 
students from multiple academic 
departments and university offices, 
and which entails both research and 
applied projects, is the successful 
establishment of bicycle transit as 
a safe, widely used and ‘equally 
available to all’ means of commuting. 
The success of Bedford’s applied 
projects are dependent upon the 
enactment of behavior change; the 
projects she proposed work both 
on the individual scale in personal 
education and awareness, as well 
as that of the greater public good. In 
particular, she proposed three ‘art’ 
projects that address safety education 
and public awareness. One was taken 
on by a Design graduate student and 
was presented within a gallery setting. 
The other two, one regarding bicycle 
theft and another about bicycling 
safety, I brought to the course.

Structuring student role
With the participatory design 
process, I hoped to give students the 
opportunity to locate themselves both 
within the immediate project content 
and a longer-term engagement with 
sustainability. Each student comes 
with his or her own set of experiences, 
values and priorities. By creating a 
class environment where they are 

both participant and audience, agent 
and recipient, I hope to afford students 
the opportunity to locate and develop 
their values and actions to their 
individualized levels of self-efficacy. 
Students more interested than others 
with the issues at hand have the 
opportunity to pursue the content; 
those more interested in the process 
of developing a proposal or the design 
logistics are able to develop those 
skills. 

To enable students to work in teams 
and to organize themselves into 
groups, at the beginning of the course 
I invited all students to list their 
self-perceived design strengths (e.g. 
sketching, illustration, web site, 3-D 
modeling, etc.) in a shared cloud-
based document. Students then could 
reference this document to self-
organize into appropriate teams with 
the appropriate skill sets as needed. 

To allow for students to reassess 
their positions after particular steps 
within the design process, two of the 
three projects were scheduled to have 
overlapping returns. 

While this required students to shift 
focus from one project to another 
in what may feel like “mid-stream,” 
this was mitigated by clearly defining 
different types of landmarks. For 
example, while students were aware 
of the scheduled presentation 
dates (including internal or practice 
presentation dates), they were also 
aware of specific landmarks within 
the project process where they 
needed to stabilize and commit to 
particular roles. Also, as a class, we 
met each class session for general 
announcements, team updates and 
goal-setting, after which students 
broke out into individual or teamwork 
as necessary. This regular class 
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schedule enabled us to reorganize at 
key points during each project and 
the design project, as well as readjust 
to any new pieces of news or hiccups 
that may occur.

Participatory versus client-based
A typical client-based design project 
course begins with the introduction of 
the project description from the client. 
However, given this course’s emphasis 
on the participatory design process, 
I had students embark on a short 
fieldwork project rather than use the 
briefs given to me from the UT Safe 
Cycling Campaign as an introduction 
to course content.  They were asked to 
uncover how the visual and material 
rhetoric might work within a specific 
type of persuasive context—spaces 
where bicycles were procured—and 
through this, to uncover general 
patterns of visual expressions as well 
as subcultures within what might at 
first appear to them as a monolithic 
categories: racing cyclist and 
recreational. As the students studied 
a range of locations that provide 
bicycles, from stand-alone shops to 
national department store chains 
to non-profit cycling groups, they 
learned both about the complexity of 
the cycling community as well as the 
issues of cycling as transportation and 
recreation. By sharing their results 
with their classmates and several 
graduate student researchers, they 
not only became fellow researchers 
in a larger community, but located 
themselves through the marketing 
categories that are so frequently 
embedded in our commercial 
landscape. 

This exercise positioned the students 
to be both representative-of yet not 
fully-representative-of the university 
community; their gaps in knowledge 
and experience provided real 

motivation and openness for the field 
studies and surveys needed to work on 
the specific design briefs.

An Example: 
The Bicycle Theft Project
The project brief, as originally 
presented by the UT Safe Cycling 
Campaign, reads:

Environmental Signage to raise 
awareness about/encouraging action 
against the university’s high bicycle 
theft rate: This project should focus 
on the current issue with bike theft 
on our campus. UTPD data are easily 
accessible and clearly reinforce 
the existence of this problem. The 
numbers are clear and simple, tracked 
by month, with stats listed going back 
to 2000 (36 bicycles reported stolen in 
January 2011 for instance). 

In reflecting on the overall problem 
of bike theft on UT Austin’s campus, 
students decided to look at the overall 
experience of being a cyclist on 

campus.  This included a comparison 
of actions taken by cyclists before and 
after the occurrence of a theft, as well 
as whether or not they had registered 
their bicycles as a transportation/
parked vehicle. Students mapped 
bicycle racks on campus, observed 
how bicycles were locked, and 
registered their own bicycles through 
the university’s website. Additionally, 
they conducted interviews with 
officials and ran surveys with campus 
cyclists. 

Ultimately, the students proposed two 
directions:  the first of which I might 
term a first-order design solution 
focused on bicycle theft and education; 
the second of which addressed the 
cognitive dissonance students found 
when trying to register their bicycles 
on campus. 

The How to Double-Lock Your Bike 
video and print campaign was 
proposed by students in response to 
their research that indicated most 
people did not know how to effectively 
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lock their bikes with both a U-lock 
and a cable lock. The students 
proposed communication styles that 
they believed adopted a tone most 
effective to the majority of the target 
audience—one of friendliness and 
parity.

The second proposal addressed the 
issues of bicycle registration. More 
than half of cyclists surveyed had 
not registered their bike for a variety 
of reasons, including laziness, fear 
of ticketing, and being unaware that 
it was mandatory. Based on this, 
students proposed a solution that they 
believed would target both raising 
awareness and making registration 
more readily accessible for students—
in essence, lowering the threshold 
for action. Students suggested 
streamlining the registration process 
with fewer steps and developing a way 
to help students associate cycling with 
ease of parking.

Reflections

The course, in many ways, is not 
yet done; project proposals that the 
students made in April to a committee 
that included representatives from 
the UT Police Department, Parking 
and Transportation Services and the 
Office of Sustainability, won support 
and constructive feedback. This fall, 
two of the projects, one regarding 
bicycle lights and one regarding 
locking a bike, will be implemented. 
When the projects have been realized, 
and the effectiveness of the design 
themselves can be measured (e.g. 
was there a decrease in theft as 
compared to previous years), I intend 
to survey these students regarding 
their total experience. Meanwhile, 
my preliminary reflections fall into 
two categories: time, space and 
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funding and organizational space; it 
is safe to say these service projects 
would not have existed without their 
support.

Complexity
This process is messy, and students 
who are generally accustomed to 
orderly and linear classes with a set 
narrative will find it a change from 
their typical classroom experience. To 
help manage students’ expectations, 
it is helpful to explain that working 
within systems involves ‘untidiness’ 
and requires flexibility. The continual 
addition of new material over the 
course of the semester, by way of 
interviews, surveys and discussions, 
reinforces the dynamic and 
interconnectedness of issues and may 
also reveal how a single change can 
make a huge difference across an 
organization. 

The converse of managing student 
expectations is the management of 
the expectations of collaborators 
or partners.  Partners are required 
to take a leap of faith that solutions 
will be found, and they may not be 
what they initially expected; they 
must release any attachment to 
presupposed outcomes. Achieving 
an adequate level of trust, reciprocity 
and participation are all critical to the 
successful experience for all.
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complexity.

Time
These projects take more time 
than a single semester allows. One 
way to address this would be to 
make the service-learning course 
become a year-long course, allowing 
one semester for research, initial 
presentations and engagement with 
participants, with a second semester 
for building, implementation and 
results analysis. An extended process 
would allow for that most crucial step 
of student development:  reflection 
on the design process as well as their 
individual values and self-efficacy.

Space
In terms of physical space, for any 
studio-based project, committed 
studio space for the class is necessary 
for both the creation of an “idea” room 
as well as for building objects. This 
space should not be one that requires 
students to “pack up and stow their 
projects back into lockers” but rather 
should be based on the studio space 
commonly found in architectural 
studios.

In terms of organizational space, for 
an institution to develop a sustainable 
culture of sustainability, it would be 
helpful to have a centralized office 
from which interdisciplinary projects 
can be requested, managed and 
funded, and with which students and 
faculty can work together to integrate 
portions of their service courses. 
This cross-disciplinary integration 
would require pedagogical flexibility, 
commitment and financial support 
(implementation and stipends) 
as well effective engagement by 
the administrating unit as well as 
institutional collaborators. UT Austin’s 
Green Fee program and Office of 
Sustainability have provided important 
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