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DFA SUMMER STUDIO 2017 - BIGGER THAN EVER 

Since 2009, Northwestern’s Summer Studio is an annual 
full-time, six-week Design for America experience. 
Without exams and other extracurriculars to worry about, 
participants fully devote themselves to their projects. The 
program has grown from recruiting about 12 students a 
year to receiving over 50 applciations. 

Summer Studio 2017 was the first year the program was 
open to students across the country. This summer, 21 
students made impact throughout Chicago. Together, 
they represented 16 different majors and 3 universities. 
Students worked with Open Doors Organization to make 
airports more accessible. They combatted depression and 
mental health issues in two Chicago area neighborhoods 
partering with Rush University and the Feinberg School 
of Medicine. Participants worked with Dementia Friendly 
America to fight isolation often experienced by those 
suffering from dementia and their caregivers. Now, teams 
are making impact through collaborations with community 
partners and distributing their prototypes online!
.

In addition to gaining impactful project experience, 
Summer Studio 2017 participants explored innovation 
in various industries. 10 mentors from design practices 
throughout Chicago including Doblin, Panorama Innovation, 
and Grainger came in weekly to coach the teams. The 
program included 7 firm visits. Professionals from design 
firms, start ups and educational backgrounds led the 
students through 9 design methods workshops. 

Students learning about innovations in the medical industry at Medline Industries.



ABOUT DFA

Design for America (DFA) is an idea incubator, a motivated 
community, and a way of approaching complicated 
challenges. Since its launch in 2009 by students and Dr. 
Liz Gerber at Northwestern, DFA has sparked design 
innovation on college campuses across the United States. 

There are now almost 40 DFA studios where students form 
interdisciplinary teams and work with local community 
partners to tackle pressing, real-world challenges. Summer 
Studio extends their social innovation into summer! 

The Planner 2.0 team testing their mental wellness activities with middle school students in Lake Forest. 



The Dementia Friends team building an early prototype of their empathy kit.

“It felt so much more meaningful and 
productive than any class project. Not 
only do you care a lot, but you know 
the rest of your group cares because 
they’re also here everyday. In addition, 
professional design firms take on 
projects that last as long as ours did. It 
felt like we were doing the real thing!”

-Noah Rosenthal, Participant
Manufacturing and Design Engineering 



PROJECTS
Summer Studio participants filling out a prototype of Planner 2.0. 



IMMERSE

How can we build community support in River Forest to 
reduce the isolation felt by people with dementia? 

Britt Lovett, Anna O’Donnell, Kelli Nguyen, John Muyres 
Coaches: Kelly Costello and Nicholas Parades
Community Partner: Rush University and Dementia 
Friendly Illinois

47 million people suffer from dementia. Due to loss in 
mental functionality, many no longer partake in daily 
activities most people take for granted. While these people 
have the potential to be active in their communities, the 
understanding necessary for involvement is missing. As a 

result, those suffering from dementia withdraw from their 
communities, speeding up mental deterioration. 

“Persons with dementia struggle with attempting to 
maintain a good quality of life, finding meaningful 
activity, and coping with changes in relationships,” said 
Darby Morhardt, PhD and Feinberg professor. To create 
supportive communities, the team utilized existing inclusion 
trainings. They created an empathy kit of activities to 
help high school students and local business employees, 
including policemen, understand what it’s like to live with 
dementia. The team finalized 3 kits to be piloted at a River 
Forest Dementia Friendly kickoff event this Fall. 

Bruce Ankenman testing the team’s empathy kit at the Summer Studio 2017 
Design Expo. 

The team synthesizing interview notes. 



NAVIGATION, IN A SENSE

How can we support autistic travelers to comfortably 
navigate the airport experience? 

Nathan Selinger, Arthur Mergner, Swetha Marisetty, 
Hindeke Tewodros, Samarth Soni
Coaches: Rachel Perrine and Alex Richard
Community Partner: Open Doors Organization

Tasked with easing airport navigation and information 
sharing for people with sensory disabilities, the team 
learned airports are particularly overwhelming for autistic 
people sensitive to sensory experiences. Autistic people 

often plan their journey ahead of time to avoid noisy and 
crowded areas. 

To ease the planning process, the team created Gator, a 
mobile application that uses crowd-sourced information 
to develop an accurate picture of an airport’s sensory 
environments. The team is working towards a world where 
travelers can plan ahead and navigate chaos stress-free. 

The team is crowdsourcing data on noise levels at O’Hare 
through communicating with autistic communities online. 
They are contacting health-focused web developers about 
making their app higher fidelity.    

Screenshots of the team’s navigation application. Participating in an empathy activity. 



NOTICE, TALK, REFER
How can we help young adults identify a peer with a 
mental health issue and initiate a conversation with 
them?
 
Michael Dawson, Parth Bhatti, Laura Carther, Naomi Wang
Coaches: John Leach and Audrey Clarke
Community Partner: Rush University and the Center for 
Community Health Equity 

Notice, Talk, Refer (NTR) joined a team of physicicans 
and community leaders working with Dr. Shah at Rush 
University improving mental health resources in Chicago’s 
West Side. NTR found existing resources inaccessible to 
young adults because of time commitments and costs. 
Time and time again, they heard stories of young adults 

not knowing how to support their friends with mental 
health issues.

Working towards a world where young adults feel 
confident in reaching out to friends experiencing mental 
health issues, the team designed NTR, an easy-to-learn, 
3 step peer support process. Notice: when a friend might 
need help. Talk: start a conversation with that person. 
Refer: direct them to professional resources. The team 
prototyped NTR’s goals through a poster campaign, a 
short skit, and a brief training workshop. NTR handed off a 
report of their learnings and Dr. Shah’s team will continue 
to develop solutions based on Team NTR’s insights.   

The team testing with a group of high school students at RUSH. Posters exemplifying NTR’s goals. 



PLANNER 2.

How can we create a fun way for middle school students 
to gain emotional awareness and feel comfortable 
discussing emotions with their parents?

Kelley Czajka, Millie Rosen, Yoonjie Park, Anna Scarbrough
Coaches: Jenny Rabodzeenko and Rich Beckman 
Community Partner: Feinberg

Over one fourth of Lake Forest teens reported 
experiencing a depressive episode in a 2014 Illinois Youth 
Survey. From interviews with school counselors and 
students, the team learned Lake Forest High School offers 
abundant mental health resources, but many students 
graduate middle school without the tools they need to 
communicate their emotions effectively. 

The team sought to ensure every student enters high 
school comfortable discussing their feelings with loved 
ones. The team’s design principles were  1) to be fun 
and positive 2) to promote emotional communication 3) 
to develop emotional vocabulary and 4) to be easy to 
understand for middle school students and parents. Their 
final concept was an academic planner with mindfulness 
and emotional wellbeing activities. The team is currently in 
contact with 3 Lake Forest middle school principals with 
hopes to test with individual classes this year. Their goal 
is to hand out the planner school-wide in at least 1 middle 
school within 2 years.
  

An example week in Planner 2.0. The team receiving feedback from physicians at Feinberg. 



PROJECT ASCEND 

How can we prevent millions of dollars in damage 
to motorized wheelchairs when they’re stowed on 
airplanes? 

Alex Bloom, Max Leef, Sara Gnolek, Jintae Park
Coaches: Karen Smetana and Erika Gonzalez
Community Partner: Open Doors Organization

40% of powered wheelchairs return to their owners 
damaged after a flight. Instead of enjoying their travel, this 
leaves wheelchair owners stuck figuring out how to cover 
repair costs and get around in a new location. They also 
often experience physical discomforts from using a chair 
that is not their own. 

Project Ascend spoke with people who use wheelchairs 
and observed baggage handlers. They built prototypes to 
physically protect wheelchairs and communicate how to 
properly pick up a wheelchair. During testing, 80% of those 
surveyed said they would be interested in using the teams’ 
wordless stickers that mark where to lift a wheelchair and 
where not to lift it. This Fall, they are continuing testing 
of their physical prototypes and are selling their stickers 
online at http://www.DfaAscend.com. While handing 
out stickers at a public event, multiple people not in 
wheelchairs took a packet of stickers because they had a 
friend who would find them useful. 
 

The team observing baggage handlers. Project Ascend passing out stickers. 



OTHER SUMMER STUDIO 2017 HIGHLIGHTS 

Design Thinking 101: Ken Hunter and Alex Sher, DFA National 
Importance of Empathy: Byron Stewart, Dramatic Diversity
Synthesis: Kelly Costello and Audrey Clarke, Summer Studio Coaches
Prototyping: Matt Wilcox and Donovan Morrison, Luna Lights
Basics of Ideating: Dr. Liz Gerber, Faculty Founder of DFA
Ideation Activities: Susan Stirling and Sari Gluckin, Wishful Thinking
User Research: Michael Chapman, IDEO
Implementation:  Rob Calvey and Bruce Ankenman, DFA National and Segal 
Design Institute 
The Perfect Pitch: Mert Iseri, SwipeSense

Design Methods Workshops

Microsoft Technology Center
The Plant
Method Soapbox
Shure Inc.
IDEO
Greater Good
Medline Industries 

Partner Visits 



THANK YOU! 
Summer Studio 2017 would not have been possible 

without the support of the Padula and MacLean families.  

Want more info? Looking to connect with a team?
 Contact Alex Sher at alex@designforamerica.com


