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Editor’s Notes

We give our children everything except what they need most...our time.

Design for, by, with, and among children—a challenging,
multi-layered topic—was the theme of “Growing by Design,”
the 40th annual International Design Conference at Aspen,
Colorado, this past June. Organized by educator and exhi-
bition specialist Jane Clark Chermayeff, and graphic de-
signer Ivan Chermayeff, the conference brought together
one thousand participants and a diverse lineup of more than
seventy-five speakers who were asked to address an equally
broad list of topics: family life, play, learning, the mass media,
the urban environment, and public institutions that affect
the lives of our children, such as schools, playgrounds, and
museums.

For the first time, this annual five-day event was ac-
tually two conferences that overlapped from time to time—
one for adults and one for children. Special children’s classes,
projects, games, and storytelling were planned for each day,
providing worthwhile, exciting activities for children that
could be observed and often participated in by adults.

Perhaps because these carefully planned programs
for healthy, middle-class children were so happily and suc-
cessfully carried out, examining some of the issues that face
the disaffected, growing American underclass seemed more
urgent to the participants than specific design-related issues.
And, in fact, a majority of the speakers who addressed the
adult attendees were not concerned with design process or
aesthetics, but with the social, economic, and political issues
that influence design and that will dominate the future lives
of all our children. Those speakers included psychologist
Jerome Bruner, child advocate Marian Wright Edelman,
environmentalist Roger Hart, professor of education Brian
Sutton-Smith, and journalist Linda Ellerbee. For me, one
of the most compelling speakers was a Yale undergraduate,
Peter Beinart. We publish his presentation here because
more than any of his elders, this nineteen-year-old student
provided fascinating insights into the momentous difficul-
ties of the adolescentss rite of passage into the adult world,
difficulties that often overwhelm even members of the
privileged minority he represents. While articulating the
problems of youth, Beinart also pointed out the promises.
He believes that if adults would open the debate on sig-
nificant issues to include young people, youthful alienation

— Mark Twain

would be diminished and positive communications between
the generations would be renewed.

With the exception of Peter Beinart’s presentation,
Design Quarterly 149 is not a reprise of the conference
proceedings. These notes include brief excerpts and sum-
maries of some of the conference speeches and conversa-
tions. Examples of child-related design in architecture,
environmental, industrial, and communications design
follow. Many of these were not presented at the confer-
ence, but are included here because they realize, in physical
form, a number of the ideas raised at the conference. These
projects have been designed to help children become well-
adjusted, thinking adults. They are not “cute;” they are not
reminiscent of the good old days; and, sometimes they are
not designed at all, but simply allow children to be them-
selves in the company of their peers, with caring adults close
at hand.

Although one can quarrel with various elements of
the conference program, one of its major strengths was an
emphasis on the psychological and social environments of
our children, and the recognition that we should design for
and with children—but, in fact, Jane Chermayeff asserted:
“Children are designed—designed to be convenient, to be
trouble-free, their noise, messiness, and problems kept far
removed from their nearest living adult relatives. We have
electronic pacifiers that keep kids in their own space and
out of our hair.”

Those electronic pacifiers came under discussion
in a number of presentations—sometimes depicted as
dangerous but inevitable aspects of late twentieth-century
life, and sometimes as the answer to all our educational
dilemmas.

On the positive side: a number of multi-media pre-
sentations involving video, video disks, or compact disks
interacting with a computer, then interacting with a user,
were demonstrated. According to Kristina Hooper who, at
the Apple Computer multi-media lab in San Francisco, has
collaborated with the National Geographic Society to cre-
ate a project on American history, these programs promise
anew age of ideas by creating a whole new system through
which people can gain access to knowledge. They involve



movies, stills, and computer software. They permit students
to learn at their own speed, taking in the layers of images
and text in a depth limited only by their willingness to ex-
plore.

On the negative side of the electronic spectrum,
Kenneth Brecher, the Director of the Boston Children’s
Museum, talked about kids as consumers, the stuff of Sat-
urday morning TV. Junk food and Disneyland, which is too
sterile to be stimulating, were juxtaposed with the increas-
ing violence quotient of children’s cartoons and films. What
is television selling? Clearly not simply consumer goods. It
is also selling ideas, aspirations, dreams. Yet reality for most
children is quite remote from the stuff of Saturday morn-
ing television; from it they receive only the pseudo-food of
a fantasy life. Brecher reminded us that every minute of
the day TV is telling children who don’t have any money
where to spend the money they don’t have. Many Ameri-
can children by the age of eighteen have seen 350,000
commercials on TV; but more distressing is the fact that
today’s television is problematic as a learning tool because
it transmits information in a passive way, which in the end
is enervating—numbing.

To win the hearts and minds of our children, learn-
ing in any form must be more rewarding and as accessible
as the television we all believe we should despise. Why don't
we despise it? Because it has become our constant com-
panion, our friend:; it brings the world to us in small, easy-
to-swallow bites. And although it can stimulate further
investigation into a topic, it is dangerous because it often
replaces lively, active communication between ourselves and
our children, and because we are all a bit lazy. or self-in-
volved, we too often settle for its controlled limitations.

There are already many households bereft of books
and creative activities for children, while even the poorest
American families seem to have access to television. Will
books disappear? Will improvisation vanish? Unlikely. Yet
it seems clear to me that we should welcome multi-media,
inter-active programs into our lives, as they offer a distinctly
new and sophisticated way to gain access to information—
a marvelous lively way to open the mind’s eye. These pro-
grams pron’de active leuming ( games) for youngsters that
allows them to take in information on their own terms and
challenges them to seek out more, because in these programs
one image or one piece of data leads easily and naturally to
others.

Brecher, who is an anthropologist by training, also
talked about his “second childhood.” a learning experience
in the jungles of South America where some years ago he
spent many months with a remote tribe. There he had to
start, as a child. from scratch, learning to speak and to be-
have in the ways of the group. Fascinating as this example
is academically, one cannot easily transfer that lesson to
contemporary America. Even if we could dispose of all our

A
The International Design Conference in Aspen is held annually in
this extraordinary tent in the Colorado Rocky Mountains.

Environmental psychologist Roger Hart believes that children’s play
is, in general, too regulated and confining. Kids should be
uninhibited in response to their environments and encouraged to
create with the basic materials at hand. For example, dirt is a
superb medium to use in the building of miniature worlds.



worldly goods and all accumulated knowledge to return to
an unfettered innocence, would we do it?

While not proposing a return to the isolation of
Brecher’s jungle or even Thoreau’s Walden, the environ-
mental psychologist Roger Hart, who spoke about the
physical environment for play, believes that social engi-
neering does not work in the creation of communities for
families with children. For example, there are countless
studies of new towns in which pedestrian and vehicular roads
have been separated. The kids, perversely, play in the
streets—they want to be where the action is.

Hart maintains that the physical environment does
not cause behavior, but that we can demonstrate how it
affords certain behaviors. Examples of this kind of affordance
have been studied by research teams in recent years. They
have found, for instance, that integrated play structures,
the kind of “megastructures” we now see on many play-
grounds, allow for sustained play by more children than
would the same elements separately installed in a play en-
vironment. Another study has demonstrated that in de-
signing child-care centers it is important to have spatially
well-defined areas that are at the same time diverse and
understandable to children; in them children explore more
and have greater engagement with their activities than they
have in a more undefined environment. Hart believes we
should not design for growth or development, rather, de-
sign should allow growth and development through the
environment. (Jerome Bruner described this enabling or
affording of growth as giving kids authorship of their own
destinies by providing opportunities for learning.) Hart
regrets that in America, we seem only to provide children
with the opportunity to run, jump, climb, and swing. Play
needs to be much more diverse, it should allow children to
be inventive, to build places of their own.

Brian Sutton-Smith, who is professor of education at
the University of Pennsylvania, believes that children ex-
press themselves most directly through play and storytelling.
According to Sutton-Smith, theorists have contrived three
kinds of children. First the predictable child, created by
science, who develops in a set, inevitable way. This theory
has been found wanting by, among others, the distinguished
paleontologist Stephen J. Gould, whose ideas about the
accidents of evolution now hold sway. On a somewhat less
scientific level, it is clear to Sutton-Smith that there are no
universals; the idea of predictability entirely ignores
children’s play and disregards all the serendipitous aspects
of their lives.

The second kind of child is fanciful
nineteenth-century romantics Kant, Schiller, and
Wordsworth. According to this theory, the child is a funda-
mentally imaginative being with special capacities. But

a notion of the

Sutton-Smith maintains that this idea of childhood is too
sanitized—the child’s garden of verses approach. Kids are

tougher, and play is more complex than that.

Finally, there is the child as mankinds future, a theory
with origins in the Enlightenment. This theory insists that
human progress is possible and that progress can be pre-
dicted. By the 1850s children had become the future—they
had taken on the burden of progress. In our time, the good
deeds of Shirley Temple carried on that tradition.

Sutton-Smith believes that these theories are sim-
plistic, unwarranted domestications of children. He points
out that anthropologists have long theorized that for chil-
dren, who are generally at the mercy of the adult world,
play is a simulation of power; kids act out their power games
through anarchy, through failure, and through antithesis
or inversion.

It may be that we can better understand our children
by listening to their stories, as Sutton-Smith suggests. But
understanding is not enough, as was so eloquently made
clear by Marian Wright Edelman, President of the Children’s
Defense Fund. She believes, “We are not going to be able
to save our children unless we dramatically transform our-
selves. For we live in an ethically polluted society of instant
solutions with no sacrifice, getting without giving, hoarding
rather than sharing

o2
for the common good.” Thus, she believes that we must

personal greed rather than concern

create a new paradigm of success, one that relates to ser-
vice and sharing rather than having and things.

She recited somber statistics that are terrible re-
minders of the plight of so many of our children: every eight
seconds of the school day an American child drops out of
school; every twenty-six seconds an American child runs
away from home; every forty-seven seconds an American
child is abused or neglected; every sixty seconds an Ameri-
can teenager has a baby; every seven minutes an American
child is arrested for a drug offense; every thirty minutes
one of our children is arrested for drunken driving; every
fifty-three minutes an American child dies as a result of
poverty; and finally, children are the poorest Americans.
But children in need are not just poor children. Rich chil-
dren are afflicted with a new disease called “affluenza,” a
growing problem of the middle and privileged classes.
Ms. Edelman then went on to deliver a long litany of other
devastating facts regarding the education, health, and
well-being of our children.

What can we do? She believes that to begin we must
eliminate child poverty; twenty-six billion dollars would do
it. We need to pass a proper child-care bill. No child should
be turned away from Head Start. We must expect children
to achieve—instead of expecting less, expect more—give
them the support they need. We must supplement school
programs with after-school programs. Give kids something
better to do. Designers should spend as much energy con-
vincing young people to achieve in school as they do in
selling them jeans.
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Child-made toys are almost a thing of the past because today
such improvisational activities are rarely encouraged by parents
or teachers.

Given these facts, it is clear that we must undertake
the remaking of our schools. In a discussion titled “Land-
scapes for Learning,” it was agreed that children learn in
many places, including schools; but it is apparent that schools
are too often kids’ ghettoes, where thirty percent of the
population (more than is engaged in any other occupation)
is kept under control for a given number of hours each day.

The panelists generally agreed that primarily for
economic reasons the old school building is here to stay,
but they also acknowledged that the traditional vertical
dissemination of information from the teacher down to the
student is a thing of the past. Therefore, even if the present
buildings stand, their spaces must be redefined to accom-

- modate new relationships between teachers and students,

students and their classmates, and students and the ever-
changing learning machines.
Should we bring spatial flexibility back into the schools

" to facilitate learning? Does the open plan work? Only if

the teacher knows how to shape space. Thus far, open space
has worked best for very young children. In part, that is
because above the third grade there is a noticeable lag in
research into the school environment. But we do know
certain facts about the later years that will have an impact
on the design of schools:

1. Sixty percent of all school children have working
mothers.

Therefore, we need to use school buildings after hours
and to collaborate with other cultural institutions in an or-
ganized way. Museums, for example, are this country’s most
underused educational resource and should be filled with
children during and after school hours.

2. Cultural diversity should be a dominant educational
theme, because the social makeup of the United States
is evolving rapidly. In the 90s, only two out of every
ten new work force entrants will be white males born
in America.

Therefore, we must affirm cultural histories and cre-
ate an integrated environment. In teaching history, visual
images—especially maps—are great tools for inner-city kids.
Concepts of journey and space are metaphors for the
imagination—expanding their sense of the world. Maps are
also a way to show kids how their families came to the places
they now live, whether from Latin America, Europe, or
Asia.

3. Many teenagers feel that the adult world is hostile,
that no opportunities are open to them. In our cities,
they assert themselves through such self-destructive
behaviors as gang violence and drug abuse.



Therefore, we need to give children a sense of own-
ership, a sense of promise, and a way to achieve both.
Through the unique project City Building Education,
Doreen Nelson has been developing methods to guide stu-
as a classroom

dents into creative thinking for many years
teacher, as a teacher of teachers, and most recently as a
participant in Apple Computer’s Vivarium program.

Nelson’s City Building Education involves students
in the creation of miniature cities with models made by
children in the classroom. The city building ideas can also
be applied to the classroom proper by involving students
in the organization of its space. The city model can be

transformed to any scale and can thus become a microcosm

of the larger civilization.
Nelson defines what her research has shown:

What distinguishes the creative process as unique and
what makes it teachable is the development of spe-
cific abilities. These include: the ability to isolate,
identify and name objects in the environment; the
ability to be able to recognize the current function of
things, places, and people, and to experiment with
alternative uses for them, including the invention of
entirely new, never-before seen functions, meanings,
contexts, spatial relationships, places and roles for what
already exists.

Vivarium is a long-range research project relating the
forms and behaviors of living things to the interests of
children. It is designed to discover how that information
can be used in conjunction with computer technology to
teach children the creative process through three-dimen-
sional learning,

The most recent project under development by
Nelson at Vivarium is “Portable Effects,” an analysis of those
things we carry around with us in a purse, a backpack, a
briefcase, our pockets. Nelson writes:

The goal of the study is to discover principles of de-
sign strategy and behavior that are so ordinary that
most of us simply regard them as second nature. The
purse is an information container and the simple les-
son learned from the ways we organize our pockets
and our purses can be transformed to frame more
complex, large-scale design issues such as our houses,
offices, cities, all elements of the same design process.

All of these ideas are aimed at helping people dis-
cover ways to design their own lives and through that to
develop an understanding of the design of the larger world
around them.

Although the conference focus was design for chil-
dren, one speaker, Linda Ellerbee, got in a few words about
design for and by adults. She pointed out that changing

family patterns—particularly the single parent syndrome—
exacerbate the problems of “growing up” for both the par-
ent and child. She talked about social changes related to
families, to aging, and to feminism, and she described how
she (a journalist) redesigned her own house.

I packed up his comic books, I'sold off the bunk beds,
I gave away the Star Wars sheets, and I threw out the
bean bag chair...I tore down the six M°A°S*H post-
ers that were super-glued to the wall separating his
bedroom from mine. Next I tore down the wall, ripped
up the floor, raised the height of the roof beams. Then
Linstalled a skylight and sank a Jacuzzi big enough to
do the back stroke across, planted flowers...painted
everything a lovely shade of childless white, and
watched my son go nuts.

“Mother, you turned my bedroom into a bathtub.
How could you do such a thing?” said my son.

“I have my reasons,” I said.

“Name one,” said my son.

“You don't live here anymore,” I said.

My son was living in his own apartment, but that was
different. That change had not upset him like this
one had. Moving out had been easy; a natural pro-
gression; “a rite of passage,” he called it. He was
nineteen and didn’t know the first thing about change.
He thought that change would always be easy. He
thought that change would always be a choice: his

choice.

In summarizing the conference findings, the CBS
reporter Robert Krulwich was disheartened to find that in
many areas of life things are getting worse for our children—
especially in schools and places for play. Security, safety,
and protection are winning over adventure evm‘_wvhere. Kids
are losing the streets.

Krulwich asserted that the danger lies in the adult
culture, in adults stealing from their children: stealing their
inner lives, stealing their imaginations, stealing their sense
of being the authors of their own lives. He maintained that
children must bring to adulthood the possibility of bristle,
of revolution, of dissent; that requires confidence and a
sense of cultural pluralism. Jerome Bruner concluded, “Kids
must have the freedom to invent themselves, so they can
reinvent the culture in which they live.”
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This past spring, as daily news reports told of extraordinary developments in
Eastern Europe, of people, especially young people, toppling huge and
seemingly incorrigible institutions, of truth confronting power, and power
giving way, I sat in a modern political philosophy class with twelve other
nineteen years olds.

Our professor was a Soviet immigrant. Under Breshnev he had been
arrested eighteen times. His crime: operating an underground printing press
that distributed books banned in the Soviet Union. He didn't speak to us

much about the events in his native
country, he stuck to the course ma-

Rite of Passage terial. As we progressed from phi-

Peter Beinart

losopher to philosopher he discussed
the first time he had encountered
each thinker. Usually he had read
them first as a student, and often in secret. He talked about trading a pair of
shoes in order to obtain a copy of Jean Jacques Rousseau’s Confessions. And
he talked about his reactions. Reading Hobbes filled him with anger and fear
and he hid away from the world for three days feeling that he had to come to
terms with this man’s writing before he could rejoin society. The assumption,
unspoken, because he thought it so obvious, was that these books mattered.
They mattered not simply as tools for intellectual discussion but as guides for
how one should live.

As Plato distinguished the soul in the city only in size, not in character,
my professor saw no important distinction between our lives and the life of
our government. When the Bush administration did something he thought
irresponsible, he would look at us with surprise and disappointment, as if one
of us had handed in a poorly written paper. It was impossible for him to
understand how people might live truthfully in a democratic society without
taking their roles as citizens seriously. He said the word citizen with rever-
ence. That we were citizens for him explained it all. He was preparing us not
for law school, or business school, or academia, he was preparing us for citi-
zenship. We were at the university to achieve an understanding of society
and government and to discover means to challenge it.

In class we watched this man, and realized that there was a gap be-
tween us and him. He wanted something from us that we could not give,
something that we were not prepared to give. He wanted us to do a great deal
of difficult reading, but more than that, he wanted us to see ourselves in
these books, and to let the books expose the hypocracy and injustice and fear
in our world and in us. We could do the work, but we could not understand
his passion. He did not ask, “What did you think of this book?” but, “How did
it make you feel, how did it move you?” Ultimately, “How did it influence
vour life?” In his thick Russian accent and broken English he would say, “What
does this book make you want to do with your government?” Often there
would be silence and he would look away from us. We couldn’t answer him.
I'm not sure if we really understood his questions. And although he had grown
up in a country that was poor and not free, and although we were becoming
adults in a country that is rich and free, he had something that we did not,
something that we did not even know how to look for—something profoundly
important.



Somewhere in that story is the sense that we, young people in America,
may have lost something, that something is different, and something is wrong.
Not a problem out there, but a problem in us. Not a fear about our world, but
a fear about ourselves. A fear that is hard to explain, but has to do with what
has been asked of us, and what we have been told to believe in. In the rest of
the world, young people seem to be questioning and challenging and re-
creating the societies around them. From hearts and minds that were supposed
to have been deadened, numbed, and muted, wellsprings of idealism, pas-
sion, and courage have been unleashed. Yet when Ilook around Yale Univer-
sity, where I have just finished my first year, I do not see those things. I see
intelligence, kindness, and tolerance, but I do not see passion. Not like that
of our counterparts in the universities of Beijing, Prague. and Capetoml.
People are caring and questioning but have been taught to cut short those
feelings at certain boundaries. There’s responsibility to friends and family,
but not toward government. I see a hunger to succeed in society, but not to
remake it. There is an inability to affect change or even to confront funda-
mental questions about what is wrong.

We have not really been prepared to address the great injustices in our
nation, but only know how to isolate ourselves from them. There is motiva-
tion for personal success, but there is a cynicism toward issues involving the
larger community. Getting into law school is relevant and important, govern-
ment is distant and strange. Oliver Wendell Holmes once said, “As life is
action and passion, it is required of a man that he share the passion and ac-
tion of his times, at peril of being judged not to have lived.” And that action
and passion is manifested in a growing community of young people around
the world, dedicated to eradicating long standing injustices and oppression.
Students in China were inspired by Poland’s Solidarity movement, and the
winds of change are beginning to invigorate students in Africa. Not only in
South Africa but throughout the continent young people are demanding free
elections and individual rights. But students in the United States are not part
of that change. We are not engaged in a similar reform movement. We watch
our counterparts in other countries with awe and some shame. Many Chi-
nese students, forced to flee and now residing in American universities, have
expressed sadness at the lack of meaningful, political dialogue among their
peers in this country. I sometimes think that we are the ones who have be-
come deadened and numbed— not by armies, oppression, and violence, but
by growing up in an age in which no one really told us that we had a role to
play in our democracy. Growing up at a time when the institutions that were
designed to lead us together, which span bounds of race and class, have been
allowed to decay. They have withered under a prolonged assault from the
politics of image, synthetic emotion, and denial. And the values most crucial
to healthy democracy— honest debate, prolonged effort and idealism— seem
increasingly out of place in our culture.

Our country needs young people, but I'm afraid that the government
has not understood the role we can play. It is not that we are wiser or more
capable than our parents or grandparents. Adults on the whole are more re-
alistic and have a greater sense of perspective, and are more cautious than
we. But young people, a bit more removed from the real world, should be
poking and prodding at that realism, stacking it up against new ideas and






