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Context.
Located on the East Side of 
Columbus, Ohio, 1251 Bryden Road 
House and Carriage is the former 
home of a non-profit serving the 
needs of the predominately African 
American neighborhood. After the 
non-profit moved to a new facility, 
the community house fell into 
disrepair. In 2010, a partnership 
formed between faculty in the 
Department of Design and the non-
profit, Central Community House 
to renovate the house and carriage 
house and to extend social services 
to residents in need and uplift the 
community through cultural arts.



The project.
Design Matters is the outcome of 
the university-community 
partnership. As a service-learning 
course, it aims to: 1. provide 
designbuild services to the non-
profit for the renovation of the 
4000-square foot community 
house and 2000-square foot 
carriage house, 2. extend 
education beyond the campus by 
engaging directly with urban youth 
of the neighborhood in the 
renovation process, and 3. provide 
experiential learning to university 
students in a highly situated, real-
world context. 



The design 
process.
The service-learning course 
brings university students 
together with urban youth in a 
team-based process that fosters 
cross cultural exchange and 
collaborative creativity as teams’ 
co-design new interiors and 
furniture for the house 
renovation project, the new 
English Center for Community 
and Art. The youth are engaged 
as co-leaders in the design 
process and have a voice in the 
renovation project. 



Central Community House supports TRANSIT ARTS, an art-based youth development program. TRANSIT ART programs 
provide urban youth a safe environment to explore the arts and creative expression in an otherwise socio-economically 
challenged neighborhood. Best practices from the Design Matters course aim to inform outreach and engagement policy at 
Ohio State University for future curricula development.

empowering urban youth

University-Community engagement partnership

Governance and Policy Making



Activism and Civic Participation

The driving force of Design Matters is participatory in nature. The approach aims to elevate principles of 
democracy by engaging all voices in the design process of making, fabricating, and installing. In this way, students 
learn the significance of dismantling hierarchies of power and privilege; and all engage with social activism 
through design.

designing with principles of democracy



While the renovation of the Community House serves as the context for university students to directly engage with urban 
youth in a series of designbuild projects, it is the social interactions and authentic engagement that spawns new cross 
cultural knowledge, cultivates friendships, and fosters skill development. The collaborative design (co-design) approach 
adopted for it enables the course to go beyond simply serving the community to empowering both university students and 

Collaborative learning

Cross cultural exchange

Social Interactions and Relations



The renovation of 1251 Bryden Road, now The English Center for Art and Community, re-invigorates a 

Safe haven for art and creativity

Architectural renovation

City and Environmental Planning



With a physical space at the carriage house to practice and perform, the Transit Art program continues to excel in 
its production of creative cultural arts, including hip hop, open mic, and live painting performance. Teens in the 
youth development program have performed stage productions nationally and created art for public exhibitions. 

Inclusive creativity

Cultural arts uplift community

Production, Distribution and Consumption



Expanding design education to serve communities in need and peer-to-peer learning are the fundamental drivers 
for the Design Matters service-learning course. Urban youth learn new skills as university students expand their 
cultural competencies and learn to design “with” rather than “for” people.

Hands-on learning

Educating beyond campus

Cultivating partnerships

Skill Training and Design Education



Building local capacity

Educational experience spawns new non-profits

Job Creation

Inspired by the educational experience afforded them through the Design Matters course, former students 
continue to seek employment opportunities in design and social innovation and work in the non-profit sector. One 
student returned to Central and led an urban revitalization program with young neighborhood men. 
Local Tech Heros, a non-profit engaging local youth in technology, was conceived from inspiration of the Design 
Matters course.  



Full participation requires design students to develop “tool kits” for each phase of the design process to 
engage non-designers, urban youth in the renovation project. From ideation and sketching to mock-ups and 
full-scale building, the toolkits facilitate visualization, dialogue, knowledge exchange, and skill building. 

Knowledge exchange

Toolkits facilitate participatory design

Storytelling and Visualisation
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