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“Imagine a future where design can alter the quality of life.” So began the
instructions for “Charrette: A 48 hour Design Challenge” hosted by Virginia
Commonwealth University’s School of the Arts in Qatar. (“Charrette,” 2007.)
Combining sustainable design solutions with issues of human rights, an experiment in
design education was created to challenge students to improve the quality of life for

some of the world’s most disadvantaged workers.

Virginia Commonwealth University in Qatar

Established in 1998, Virginia Commonwealth University School of the Arts in
Qatar (VCUQ) was the first of several American universities to open a campus in the
Qatar Foundation’s Education City. Striving to create a multicultural atmosphere,
VCUQ fosters an atmosphere of artistic expression and individual growth. These goals
make the university unique in the region and provide a global perspective of design for
students in an Islamic environment (“Virginia Commonwealth,” 2006). Education city
was established to bring quality education to Qatar and has grown to include campuses
of Carnegie Mellon, Georgetown University, Texas A & M, and Weill Cornell Medical
College.

For nearly ten years His Highness the Emir of Qatar, Sheikh Hamad Bin Khalifa
Al-Thani, and Her Highness Sheikha Mozah Bint Nasser Al-Missned, have led the efforts
to reform the country’s educational system. Her Highness Sheikha Mozah serves as the
Vice-President of the Supreme Education Council, as well as leading the efforts at

Education City, striving to improve student learning (“Her Highness - Education”, 2006).

It is also through her efforts that environmental initiatives have been launches to help
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the Qatari people deal with the rapid urbanization the country faces, without loosing
touch with nature and the fragile ecosystem of the Persian Guif (“Her Highness —
Environment,” 2006).

To further enhance the education of its students, VCUQ organizes Tasmeem
Doha, an annual international design conference to bring the world’s best designers to
Qatar. Arabic for design, Tasmeem is meant to introduce students to new ideas relating
to the global world of design, and expose them to the professional realities they will face
upon graduation. In 2006, in response to the success of Tasmeem, Sheikah Mozah
requested that a student charrette be implemented as part of the conference. She felt
that in addition to hearing the world-renowned speakers that were brought to Doha,
students would benefit from working directly with the invited designers on an issue that
would benefit Qatar. (K. Woolley, personal communication, April 19, 2007). On this
recommendation VCUQ added “Charrette: A 48 Hour Design Challenge” to the
conference.

The focus of Tasmeem Doha 2007, held March 5-8 on the campus of VCUQ,
was sustainability, under the theme “Sometimes, You Just Have to do it Yourself.” Now
in its fourth year, the conference brought together the world’s foremost leaders in
sustainable design. Geneticist Dr. David Suzuki was joined by activist Anita Ahujah,
industrial designer Gijs Bakker, graphic designers Jonathan Barnbrook, Sheila Levrant de
Brettville, Nicholas Blechman and Dawn Hancock, fashion designers Natalie Chanin and
Rebecca Earley, architects Yasser Elsheshtawny, Cameron Sinclair, Yasmeen Lawry and

Pliny Fisk, interior designer Kirsten Childs, writer Susan Szenasy, and automotive

designer Dan Sturges (“Conference Speakers,” 2006).
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To facilitate the charrette, three of these speakers were invited to work directly
with students on the weekend preceding the conference. It was the first exercise of its
kind at the school. Natalie Chanin, Dawn Hancock and Gijs Bakker were chosen to
guide a group of students chosen from VCUQ and Virginia Commonwealth University
(VCU) in Richmond, Virginia.

The goal of charrette organizers was to provide an atmosphere where students
would be given the freedom to define the problem for themselves (K. Woolley, personal
communication, April 22, 2007). It was hoped students would be exposed to a real
problem, but be allowed to explore possible solutions without the limitations and
boundaries imposed by the world (K. Woolley, April 29, 2007). For Event Coordinator
Donna Duffett, “The idea of the charrette was not to make judgment but to come up
with feasible alternatives to the current conditions for the low income workers.”
(personal communication, April 29, 2007).

The facilitators were given the following instructions by charrette supervisor

Kevin Woolley, assistant professor of interior design at VCUQ.

You will begin the charrette 48 hour design challenge at 9:00 am Saturday,
March 3. Attached is the charrette “idea” that we have come up with. You will
find that it is very loose and flexible for you to facilitate. The end result is really
up to you to decide. All you have to do is present your group's final: work?
product? designs? at 4:00 pm Sunday afternoon . .. Sounds easy, right? Well at

least what you don't know will become part of your adventure (February 21,

2007). (See Appendix A)
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The information given to participants before the charrette provided basic
information on Qatar and the principles behind sustainable design. It also profiled the
lives of three low-income expatriate laborers currently working in Qatar (“Charrette,”
2007). Students were challenged to come up with sustainable solutions to address the
problems facing low-income workers in Doha. The worker profiles gave students insight
into the lives of many expatriates living around them. This topic was chosen by YCUQ
to fit with the conference theme and provided a way to introduce students to the
contrast that surrounded them in Qatar. Many faculty members at VCUQ are also

expatriates from outside Qatar. According to Professor Woolley, he and others at

VCUQ were,

concerned about the lives of the common laborers and what a sad contrast our
Qatari experience was: observing the entitled, pampered lives of our rich
students compared to the very poor nannies, cleaning ladies, security guards, and
construction workers working very hard with little or no appreciation or even

acknowledgment from anyone. (personal communication, April 22, 2007)

It was with the goal of introducing students to real-world challenges that the
charrette proceeded. The were intentionally left in a loose format to provide students
with an opportunity in exploratory learning and abstract reflection. Enough historic

context was provided to give participants a framework to present their solutions in (K.

Woolley , April 22, 2007).
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years of torture and tension. VWe have not been sending any money home, so our
families are suffering. All we want now is to go back home, no matter if we starve
there.” (“Workers on verge of nervous breakdown,” 2007). The men were given food

and promises of help, but conditions are slow to improve.

Pilipino workers report similar conditions at another company labor camp. One

worker told The Gulf Times:

We are forced to work 10 hours a day without any commitment to pay
overtime. If a worker falls sick, there is nobody to take him to the hospital.
When the worker manages to resume duty after fending for himself, the
employer serves memos saying that the salary for the period of absence will be
deducted. One employee who suffered a mild stroke was not provided any
medical assistance. It was the workers who saved his life by taking him to the
hospital. Our families back home are suffering because we have not been able to

remit any money to them (“Workers accuse firm of violating contract,” 2006).

Complaints have been brought to Qatar’s National Human Rights Committee on
behalf of workers. Various companies are accused of failure to pay wages, refusal to give
time-off, inhumane living conditions, unfair deportation of workers and attempts at
intimidation if they speak up (“Workers Seek Help,” 2006). The government of Qatar
has admitted that there is a problem at the labor camps and unscheduled raids of
company facilities have forced some companies to improve their compounds

(“Conditions at some labour camps are pathetic,” 2007). In spite of this attention

conditions in many camps remain unacceptable and reform needs to continue to
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while workers took pictures of the students. The men respectfully kept their distance
and allowed the visitors access to public areas and private rooms. As the students
returned to the bus, workers followed them out of the housing complex and
spontaneously applauded the attention they received.

The American students were more surprised by the reactions of the Qatari
students then they were by the living conditions. One interior design student observed,
“The living conditions were horrendous, but the bigger shock was seeing the reaction of
the YVCUQ students; the fact that this problem was so close to them and they for the
most part had no knowledge of such happenings.” (L. Clark, personal communication,
April 22, 2007). Another American student agreed. “It was more distressing to see how
the VCUQ students were incapable of handling the situation and were absolutely
repulsed by the sights and smells.” (J. Wootton, personal communication, April 21,
2007). A third student appreciated the balanced view of Qatar that the tour provided. “I|
love the fact that we were taken to see another aspect of Qatar—the real Qatar that
natives know but visitors never get to see because it isn’t pretty enough.” (Anonymous,
personal communication, April 17, 2007).

Charrette facilitator Dawn Hancock believes the tour was vital to understanding
the problem.

| thought it was amazing to be able to see [the labor camps]. Of course sad and

disheartening, but what an opportunity. The Qatari students said they had never

seen anything like that and were positive most Qatari folks didn't know the

conditions under which these people lived (D. Hancock, personal

communication, April 30, 2007).
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It was this exposure to a real world humanitarian issue that gave the groups

focus and motivation as the charrette began.

Charrette Groups

Upon returning to the school students were assigned groups and met for the
first time. Groups were randomly selected, consisting of five students from VCUQ and
five students from VCU in Richmond. Interior, graphic and fashion design were
represented, along with communication arts, kinetic imaging, art foundation and fashion
merchandising. This mix of cultures and backgrounds proved to be rewarding and one
student credited this with the success of her group. “We needed the interior students
for their practical solutions, and graphic designers for their conceptual strength and the
fashion students who are more down to earth.” (Z. Hamdy). For one American student
the mixture enhanced her understanding of the problem. “The VCUQ students supplied
the internal perspectives of the country and its people, laying the foundation for the
development of our design solutions . . . The interaction . . . was the most rewarding
part of the Charrette. ” (L. Clark).

The experience changed cultural perceptions, especially among the Americans.
According to one, “The issue generated so much conversation, it allowed the VCUQ
students to see how westerners solve problems and the VCU US students to see how

the middle east addresses them. | learned more about Islamic culture that weekend then

at any other point during the trip.” (J. Wootton).
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Charrette Facilitators

The shape of the solutions each group formulated was dictated by the
professional who was assigned to facilitate. Each designer brought a different

personality and focus to their group of students.

Natalie Chanin is a renowned fashion designer, manufacturer and filmmaker who
works to preserve the arts as an integral part life. She believes that preserving craft and
tradition is an essential part of creating truly sustainable communities (“Natalie Chanin,”
2006). Chanin challenged her students to rethink the design of the buildings the laborers
are housed in. To her, the solution to the problem lies in redefining a sense of
community for the workers, allowing them to feel a connection to place while away
from their homeland. Chanin brought a strong work ethic to her group, which the
students respected. When asked about working with her one student said, “She was
great! You could tell she was exhausted from flight and all and she still sat and put as
much effort as everyone in there. She organized the process to begin with, which was
fantastic.” (Z. Hamdy). Another responded, “She helped us with the research and she
gave us ideas on how we can try to solve the problem. She cleared it out for us; she
broke the problem into different parts and suggested how we can tackle it.” From
Chanin this student learned “how to work as a team and how to look at a problem

from different points.” (H. Akkawi).

Dawn Hancock, a graphic designer from Chicago, brought a unique perspective

to her group. Through her studio, Firebelly, she is dedicated to socially-conscious design

and donates her services to nonprofit organizations (“Dawn Hancock,” 2006). For
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Hancock education was the key to bringing relief to the workers. After carefully
discussing the lives of the profiled workers the groups were given, she focused on an
educational campaign to inform the world of the worker’s plight in order to bring help
and support from the public. For one student, “Working with Dawn was a pleasant
experience; she was very enlightening and inspiring. | feel that most of my group
members including Dawn have very similar working and design ethics; but we also
respectfully appreciate and understand the differences in our design aesthetic.” (L.
Clark). From Hancock she learned that “in the design process, no idea is a bad idea, and
that all initial ideas place you one step closer to the right solution.” Another student
said, “I LOVE LOVE LOVE Dawn. She is such an amazing genius. . . She helped generate
a creative environment, and gave off such amazing energy throughout the charrette.” (J.
Wootton).

The third group was led by Gijs Bakker, an industrial designer from Amsterdam
and founder of Droog Design (“Gijs Bakker,” 2006). As the only European participating
in the charrette, he challenged the students to look at the problem from a completely
different perspective. According to Bakker, “| have a long experience in working
together with young designers . . . This means | am able to open up the minds of the
young kids.” (G. Bakker, personal communication, April 25, 2007). For him good design
must be for all. Any solution for the workers must be equally valuable for the Qatari
people, as well as Westerners, in order for it to be successful. Bakker said the tour of
the labor camps, “stimulated me to work not only for the poor labour but to design the

same objects suitable for the local people.” (G. Bakker).
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This approach was a surprising one, especially to the Americans. According to
one student, “He told us that as Americans we are trained to solve problems and that

this wasn't the process he wanted us to work through.” (S. Tabb) Another remarked,

| found his design approach to be fresh, gutsy, and fun. . . [He believed] that the
charrette topic was too large of a problem to solve in the 48 hour window.
While the other two groups tackled the entire problem of worker’s rights, Mr.
Bakker gave us the direction to take one aspect of the worker’s lives and make it

simpler, but with a good design aesthetic. (Anonymous).

The approach to design Bakker introduced his group to challenged the way they
have been taught to address problems. He wanted them to abandon their perceptions of
defining and solving a problem, and explore design on a more fundamental level,
separate from a solving a problem. This changed the way one student thought about the

designer — client relationship.

I am trained as an illustrator, so | am expected to show a client exactly how the
finished image will look the first time | give them an idea. Gijs will meet with a
client many times, so his clients are able to be more active in the process. After
Gijs explained this to me, | stopped giving him finished projects and rather

conceptual representations of ideas. (S. Tabb)

With the experience and guidance of each facilitator playing a significant factor in

the development of ideas, the charrette continued over two days as students from

different backgrounds and cultures learned to work together on a common problem.
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Breaking Down Barriers

The most significant aspect of the charrette was the opportunity it gave students
from both schools to work together and change perceptions about their respective
cultures. One student remarked, “The best part of the conference was getting to know
the students at VCUQ. They were open to all of our questions about their country and
culture, as well as extremely helpful . . . experiencing life in Qatar teaches you very
quickly not to generalize about the Middle East.” (S. Tabb). Another added that the
charrette, “broke down the barriers, and made the US students fall in love with the

Qatari students.” (J. Wootton).

Before coming to Qatar many of the Americans had no idea what to expect
from their trip to the Middle East. One admitted his complete ignorance about the
country, “l had the thoughts that we were going into rough desert land full of the
Taliban.” (J. Wootton). Another said, “| was very open to the idea that their culture
would be inherently different from what | was used to. . . | was expecting a very formal
and subdued presence from the people but mostly the women.” This student found
through the charrette process her perceptions of the VCUQ students changed. ““| was
very impressed by their work ethics, passion for art and cultural enthusiasm, and
politics. | was elated to see that the Qatari students were determined and reserved, but

in a sense of solidity not passivity or submissiveness.” (L. Clark).

The students at VCUQ were less surprised by cultural differences than the

American students, but valued the experience. For one student from Lebanon the

charrette, “was really successful in actually getting to know these students on an
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academic level. You gain more respect for them and actually understand them better
than you ever would after having spent a week just messing around.” (Z. Hamady).
Another VCUQ student worried that American students “were not going to give us the
chance to take part in the team work and that they will not consider our opinions and
ideas.” After the charrette she found, “they were extremely kind, polite and different

from what | expected. They were fun to work with.” (H. Akkawi)

Design Solutions

Over the two days Natalie Chanin divided her group into smaller working units
to address specific aspects of the design in their attempts to improve living conditions in
the labor camps. The group explored ways in which a sense of community could be
provided for the workers. They felt it would be important to workers if companies
provided visas for their family members to come and live in Qatar with them. They
designed a housing complex that incorporated a day care, playground, healthcare
facilities and community areas (“VYCUQ Students Dismayed,” 2007). A living wall was
also a part of the sustainable design. This entailed planting native vegetation on exterior
walls that would be watered with recycled grey water, and would help cool the building,
cutting down energy costs. The students in Chanin’s group were happy with the results
of their two days of work. One said, “| feel like if we actually got the funding, we could

actually accomplish this here in Qatar. Which feels great!” (Z. Hamady)

Dawn Hancock’s group focused on developing an advertising campaign directed
at Qatari nationals to raise awareness of the conditions in the labor camp. Using the

slogan, “Our Destruction is not Construction,” they challenged officials to regulate
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conditions, and mandate that no more than four people be housed in one room, with a
minimum of 1.5 square meters of living space provided for each worker. They also
wanted a minimum of 50 liters of water to be provided to each person for showering

and cleaning (“*VCUQ Students Dismayed”).

The student’s satisfaction with this design solution were mixed. One said, “In a
period of 48 hours time, | think the design solutions were suitable. There was enough
diversity [in the ideas] to see development, consideration and a collective thought
process. . . It effectively communicated the impact that we wanted to get across.” (L.
Clark). Another student was less optimistic about the impact the ideas would have on
worker’s lives. “Hopeless.” he said. “Until you teach the culture to value other
nationalities, no action will take place. . . . | would have loved to see the legal
department step in and take action to benefit the situation, but there seemed to be no

expressed reaction of concern.” (J. Wootton).

Guided by his experience in industrial design, Gijs Bakker focused his group on
designing products that would be a benefit to workers, but that would also be functional
and appealing for a larger market. His group came up with ideas that included a mattress
and pillow that could fold into a backpack, a shade device made out of native palm
fronds, and knee pads made from recycled plastic bags that would also be appealing to
skateboarders (“VCUQ Students Dismayed”). While students in Bakker’s group
enjoyed working with him, they felt their solutions were inadequate. One student said

that to properly address the problem, *“| would have needed to spend much more time
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in the environment, do a large amount of research, and talk extensively with our clients,

the workers, to see what would best benefit their needs.”

The solutions of all three groups were presented at a |5 minute press
conference to school officials and the media. Each group had a few minutes to describe
their solutions accompanied by images in a PowerPoint slideshow. For some students
this was a frustrating and inadequate way to convey their ideas. One student presenter
said, “It was a fun way to present my argument, but very nerve-wracking and exhausting
after a long long long weekend.” He felt preparing for a press conference inhibited the
group’s work throughout the charrette. “We all felt like we didn't have the ability to do
what we really wanted to do for the project because we were afraid of offending some
of the guests present at the media questioning.” (J. Wootton). Another expressed her

worries over the public presentation by saying,

| just hope the people of Qatar didn’t see us as a group of naive foreign artists
proposing solutions for a culture we haven't fully experienced. Everyone in
Qatar, including the students, faculty, and expatriate workers made a huge effort
to welcome us and teach us about the intense lack of concern for labors that is
ever-present. | wanted to be able to enact change as a part of the community,

rather than propose grandiose schemes with no purpose to the press.

A third student was critical of the press conference and worried about the

perception the Qatari people would have of their work.
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| felt that the Americans presenting the solutions came off as “high and mighty”,
meaning that we came, were appalled by the condition of Qatari immigrant
workers, and gave a laundry list of things to make the problem go away, because
the Qataris couldn’t do this on their own and the Americans had come to the

rescue.

In spite of student frustrations the school felt the charrette and press conference
were a success. An article was published the next morning in the newspaper The
Peninsula under the headline “VCUQ Students Dismayed by Labour Camp Conditions”.
According to Kevin Woolley, “After the presentation, there were many Qatari's who
were very impressed with the student's work . . . It seemed that everyone, including
many students, were talking about the charrette.” (April 23, 2007). The press
conference highlighted the student’s work in a way that received notice by officials who
could make a difference. Sheikha Mozah and the Minister of Civil Service Affairs and

Housing both requested copies of the presentations (D. Duffett).

Conclusion

The charrette was a significant experience for those who took part. For some it
provided a new focus for their work. One VCUQ student said, “Personally, | found
purpose. Students need to be subjected to these kinds of themes early on because that

is how you kind of find your ‘calling’.” (Z. Hamady).

Others struggled with the concept of holding a charrette to address such an

overwhelming issue. “How could we have been prepared for such a heavy topic as
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‘globalized worker’s rights as it applies to sustainable design?”’ (Anonymous). Another
was frustrated by the concept. “We based the whole project on assumptions of what
we, as onlookers, saw as concerns making the project itself an abstract interpretation of
the problem.” He felt that without the opportunity to interview the workers that no
appropriate solution to the problem could be found (J. Wootton). One American

student disagreed with the premise of the weekend.

It was a good idea to have a project at a sustainable design conference attempt
to be sustainable and socially productive, but because the charrette was a fake
assignment, it was literally and conceptually inadequate. The conference offers
incredible opportunities, and having a project that does more than pretend to be

involved in the surrounding community would be a strong move (S. Tabb).

Not everyone agreed with this assertion. Another student was encouraged by
Qatar’s willingness to address a controversial issue. She felt the charrette, “shows the

nation’s acceptance of such a problem and a possible willingness to resolve it.” (L. Clark).

Dawn Hancock felt the project would have been more successful if the charrette
guidelines had given more structure. “| think the students had a hard time coming up
with ideas in such a loose setting, especially since half of them were coming from the US
and just learning about the Qatari culture in general.” (D. Hancock). One VCU student
agreed, “| felt overwhelmed and a bit confused as to what we were specifically supposed
to be doing. Perhaps [the charrette should address] an overall topic with a few related

but distinct options.” (Anonymous).
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Many felt they weren't sufficiently prepared for the experience. Not enough
notice was given beforehand to facilitators or the students that the charrette would take
place (Anonymous). With only days to prepare none felt like they could give the topic
the attention it deserved (D. Hancock). Participants flying in from the United States
universally felt they needed more time to recover from the trip and adjust to the time
difference. Jet-lag affected their ability to work, especially in the afternoons.

The most remarkable result of the charrette was the opportunity it gave
students from both schools to work together. Cultural stereotypes were broken and
new friendships were formed. Interaction among students continued throughout the
week of the conference and continued after everyone returned home. The “VCU
Tasmeem 2007” group was formed on Facebook, a social networking website, as a way
for students to share photographs and keep in touch.

Knowing that an issue like human rights was a provocative topic to be addressed
by design students, charrette organizers proceeded with the expectations that new
thought would emerge among the participating students. “| hope that the legacy of the
first charrette was a positive learning experience which opened the doors of design to
all - even the invisible expatriate worker in Qatar.” (K. Woolley, April 29, 2007). For
everyone involved, the Tasmeem charrette design challenge was a memorable
experience that broke down cultural boundaries and provided new expectations among

students of the challenges that design can address.
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Recommendations
While the charrette was considered a valuable experience by participants,
changes can be made to improve the learning environment and productivity of the
weekend. More background information and preparation time before the charrette
would allow the participants to come to the event ready to work. Dawn Hancock
would have appreciated more notification of her responsibilities. Discussing her

preparation before the event she said,

| would have liked to do more, but honestly | didn't know enough about what to
expect to prepare anything. We didn't receive the final charrette challenge until a
few days before we were leaving and by that point, | was so swamped with work
and making sure everything was in order before | left, that | couldn't really put

any effort into research or strategy (April 30, 2007).

Students at VCU weren’t informed of the charrette until two days prior to their
departure when they received the project brief, and would also have appreciated more
notification (Anonymous). Many wished that computer access was more readily
available, and would have brought laptops with them to work in their groups in the
evening if they had known wireless internet was available at the hotel (J. Wootton).
Future charrettes should give more notice of the project to participants and inform

students of the resources that will be available to them, at the school and the hotel,

before hand.
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Problems also arose with the VCUQ students who were working to complete
projects in other classes while participating in the charrette. This additional work load
surprised the facilitators and prevented the students from fully participating in the event
(D. Hancock). Charrette activities should be coordinated with professors at both
schools so that students are free to devote their full attention to the challenge over the
weekend. Doing so will allow the students to more fully learn from this unique

experience.

For all participants who flew in from the United States, jet-lag played a
detrimental role in their ability to work over the weekend. The visitors arrived after a
twenty-four hour flight on Friday evening and began the charrette at 9:00 the next
morning. It is recommended that visitors arrive a full day before the charrette begins to
give them time to rest before a working weekend. The schedule of the charrette could
also be adjusted to compensate for the jet-lag. Instead of beginning at 9:00 a.m. each
day, and working until 4:00 p.m., it would be beneficial to begin and end the charrette
earlier. If the work began at 7:00 a.m. and ended at 2:00 p.m., the schedule would more
closely match the circadian rhythms of those working on an eight hour time difference.
The greatest fatigue was felt in the late afternoon and this schedule would allow

students more time to rest (J. VWootton).

It would also have been beneficial if students were introduced to their groups

earlier on the first morning, before they were taken on the tour. This would have

allowed them to sit together on the bus and tour the compounds with their facilitators,
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providing more time to get to know each other before they began working (D.

Hancock).

As the days progressed the groups tended to loose focus. This is due not just to
fatigue, but to the way each facilitator addressed the challenge. The loose guidelines left
the project open to interpretation and at times participants floundered, not knowing
which direction they should pursue (K. Woolley, April 29, 2007). Over the weekend
there were several professors from both schools, as well as conference speakers,
available on campus. It might have helped the direction of the groups if at
predetermined times speakers like Cameron Sinclair and other professors had visited
the groups to give feedback on their direction and progress. Explaining their projects to
an observer would help students articulate their decisions and new input from experts
would have stimulated more thought and ideas in the groups. This interaction might
have helped the facilitators, some of whom had no prior teaching experience, to work

through their ideas with the students (D. Hancock).

Final results of the projects were presented to the media at a press conference
at the end of the charrette. Each group had five minutes to explain their concepts, and
after two full days of work it proved to be an inadequate way to express their concerns
over the plight of the workers. If the students, along with their facilitator, had more
time to present their ideas in an informal setting, along with an opportunity to discuss
their solutions with the other groups, they would have felt more satisfaction with the

final results (Anonymous). Students could have then refined their presentations further

before presenting them to the press. A formal presentation to conference attendees
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would also be an appropriate way to further highlight the student’s work and bring

greater attention to the condition of the labor camps.

Throughout the charrette students were given the unique opportunity to
explore a real humanitarian issue in a setting where no boundaries were placed on their
creativity. They were allowed to experience the problem first hand and any avenue they
wished to explore was open to them. This is a rare opportunity in education and should
be preserved at Tasmeem. Students expressed a desire for more structure in the way
the problem was presented to them. Focusing on a narrower issue could lead to more
useful or concrete results, but the format for future charrettes should never
compromise the freedom the students experienced to explore and push creative

boundaries.

The single most valuable outcome of the 2007 Tasmeem Charrette Design
Challenge was the opportunity for students from different countries and different
cultures to come together to address an issue of human rights. It was an experience that
challenged perceptions and changed expectations for the future of students at both
schools. To further this result it would be beneficial to also involve the Tasmeem
student project winners in the charrette. Doing so would increase the cultural diversity

and depth of thought as students from other universities are involved.

Virginia Commonwealth University School of the Arts in Qatar has created a
unique opportunity for its students to explore powerful and provocative issues that
effect the future, not just of Qatar, but of the world. As the charrette continues to

evolve, so will the lives of those who have the opportunity to participate.
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Appendix B

Interviews with VCUQ Faculty

Kevin Woolley, Assistant Professor of Interior Design

April 19, 2007

How did the charrette come about and where did the idea for labour cambs come from? What

were the hopes of YCUQ that it would produce? Where might it go from here?

Her Highness, Sheikha Mosa responded to Tasmeem speakers saying something to the
affect "Why bring these speakers from all over the world and just have the student's sit
and listen. It would be better if the speakers and the students design something that will
benefit Qatar..." She had a good point and Dean Toscan, Dean of the School of the Arts
in Richmond, told her it would be incorporated into the next Tasmeem. How did | get
involved? | was absent for one meeting... just one meeting - and so was "volunteered”

to take on this additional responsibility. No lie.

April 22, 2007

Why were labour camps chosen as the charrette topic? What were YCUQ's goals in choosing

this topic and what was hoped the results would be - for your students, and for the Richmond

students?
They are building a housing compound next to Al Shallal and | have watched it daily for

the last year and a half. Every morning and every evening about a hundred men line up

in little lines, like at school when you were a little kid, waiting for a rickety old bus to
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take them back to their compound. | often wondered where do they go? What do
they do there? What kind of life is this?? It seemed that others at VCU were also
concerned about the lives of the common laborers and what a sad contrast our Qatari
experience was: observing the entitled, pampered lives of our rich students compared
to the very poor nannies, cleaning ladies, security guards, and construction workers
working very hard with little or no appreciation or even acknowledgment from anyone.
The goal was less noble. It was like "Hey let's see what the students can do..."
Some thought was given to whether this would be thought provoking and somewhat
controversial but it seemed to be a topic that tied in with the conference theme and
was what | was interested in at the moment. Not everyone thought it was such a hot

idea, however they probably felt that if it went bad then | would carry the blame.

The way the topic was presented to the students was very large and vague as to what the

possible results could be. Why this particular method of presentation?

| went to a charette that Richmond brought over here the previous semester. That
charette was even more vague and did not have any guidelines or background
information. | thought that the students did ok but that overall it was poorly planned
and poorly executed. This time around, | wanted to at least provide some historical and
present day information so that the students would have a little narrower context in
which to envision what | was seeing through my own eyes. |P Rouer, the committee
chair, was also very influential in setting the charette course in a loose direction. He is

excellent at guiding students through exploratory learning and abstract reflection. | am

much too functional. My solutions involved designing "things" and using my architectural
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"schema" to solve other's problems. This would inhibit the type of outcome solutions
for the Tasmeem charette. So | pulled back a little bit and purposely made part of the
charette solution a problem of defining the actual problem through the student’s eyes.

My hope was to have new thought emerge - and that is exactly what happened.

Why were those specific facilitators chosen? Any barticular reasons?

I don't know, | didn't choose them. | can tell you that the students were placed in their

groups through a random order, | did not know the students or the facilitators.

Are you happy with the results of the charrette? Do you feel it was successful?

| felt it was more successful than | thought it would be. The ministry backed out of it at
the last minute and we didn't have anywhere to go and nobody to lead us. | spent hours
calling people asking to let us go see their housing compounds and no one would allow
it (they were very afraid). JP and | met with Mohammed Ali who said "Sure | will take
you, no problem." | didn't sleep. The next day, the bus showed up, the students
showed up, but most importantly, Mohammed Ali showed up. That was a good sign. |
drove with Mohammed Ali. When we got over to the industrial area, he turned down a
road and pointed to the first apartment building. "You want to go there?" "Sure." That
was exactly what happened. So, it could not have been planned any better, because it

wasn't planned at all - it was just blind luck.

April 23, 2007

What is the Ministry? What exactly did they back out of,_and why?
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There is a Qatari gentleman by the name of Abdul Aziz who is the head of one of the
ministries on housing. He is a young man who politely agreed to provide a personal

guide for the student field trip. However, his real intention was to do nothing.

Who is Mohammed Ali and who does he work for? What was his reaction to the students? Did

he have any comments about all of this?

Mohammed Ali is VCU's "liason officer” for the "office of the dean"

Have you had any response from anyone (ministry, school_government, etc.) since the bress

conference, positive or negative?

After the presentation, there were many Qatari's who were very impressed with the
student's work. Abdul Aziz especially came up afterwards and shook my hand. It
seemed that everyone, including many students, were talking about the charette. So this
along with the showing of the Al Gore documentary to the students two weeks prior

set up the tone for the Tasmeem conference.

April 29, 2007

What do you think worked well with the charrette? What do you think needs to be done

differently?

| purposely did not make any prior expectations about the charette, | just wanted to
give the students the opportunity to grow. My main goal was to prepare the Richmond
students for their trip to Qatar and to make them feel comfortable. What they did with

the charette or how they interacted in the groups was out of my control. So | didn't




Design Response to Humanitarian Crisis - 43 -

have an expectation. What worked well? | think the field trip was good - it opened up
people's eyes that this was not an academic problem but a real social injustice. | think
the groups floundered a bit - we both talked about that and how the facilitators
approaches were very different. The three outcomes were better than | thought. The
students seemed to have learned something. | probably wouldn't have changed anything
except give the students more time to recover from the long flight over.

I've been thinking a bit more about the students wanting to actually "do"
something rather than just "think” about something. The main goal of the charette (for
me at least) was one of exposure - exploration of possibilities - thinking without the
limitations and boundaries of our imposed world. The learning outcome was definitely
achieved from both the student and the facilitator's perspective. The sharing of the
group thought provided greater insight. Some good will come out of it. | don't think
that it was my university's job to solve the problem, though.

| hope that the legacy of the first charette was a positive learning experience

which opened the doors of design to all - even the invisible expatriate worker in Qatar.

Donna Duffett, Projects and Events Coordinator

April 29, 2007

How did the charette come about? What was Sheikah Mozah's role in it?

When Sheikha Mozah attended the opening ceremony of our 2006 Tasmeem

conference she was talking to Dr. Toscan (vice provost of VCU) that it would be nice to
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see the students do a project during Tasmeem that would impact Qatar in some

manner. That is when we decided to include the charette in the conference this year

Where did the id~~ *7 address labour camps come from? Was this considered a controversial

topic?

The conditions in the labour camps had been in the papers a lot in the past 6 months
due to the lack of clean living conditions, lack of clean water and sewage and garbage
problems. It was decided with the committee that this issue would have the biggest
impact and could well address the conference theme of sustainability. Yes this topic was

controversial and still is.

| was told that Abdul Aziz agreed to take the students on the tour of the labour camps but

then backed out. What are the reasons for this? Was the Ministry uncomfortable with the

attention the charette might bring?

The Ministry of Civil Service Affairs and Housing is responsible for living conditions of
workers in Qatar. It was believed that the Ministry could not be directly involved in the

charette but would not stop it either. It was a political move.

What were VCUQ's hopes that the charette would produce? What were the goals of the

project, for the VCUQ students, and for the Richmond students?

The idea of the charette was not to make judgment but to come up with feasible

alternatives to the current conditions for the low income workers. The goal was that
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the students were to look at a problem/issue and to come up with solutions through

sustainable design that could be implemented economically.

What role was the press conference meant to play in the charette?

The press conference was to present the issues/ideas of the charette to the Qatar
public. It was also a tool to high light the students work and to show that the issues of

the low income workers can be addressed through sustainable design.

How do you feel about the results of the charette? Was it was successful? Were the solutions

and interaction between the students what you expected?

I thought the results were very good. The issues were addressed by the students in a
very non confrontational manner. Sheikha Mozah and the Minister of Civil Service
Affairs and Housing both requested copies of the presentations, the work was noticed

by those who can make a difference and on that level it was very successful.

The students really enjoyed the charette. It was one of the high lights of the conference

for them.

What do you think worked well in the charette process, and what do you think needs to be

improved?

| think the charette process worked very well, the one improvement would be more
time to complete the charette and presentation. We are going to implement the

charette again for Tasmeem 2008 with some changes. The charette will be over 2 V>
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days and the findings of each charette will be presented during the conference itself by

the students.
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Appendix C

Interviews with Charrette Facilitators

Dawn Hancock, Graphic Designer

Firebelly Design, Chicago

What were your perceptions of Qatar and Qatari culture before you were invited to sbeak at

Tasmeem? Were they changed by the experience?

Honestly | didn't have much of one. | didn't know anyone who had ever been there and
there isn't much that | found online to help me gain a real perception. | thought though
that it might be a bit homophobic given what | know of Muslim culture and honestly |
didn't experience that at all (which might have been a result of who | spent time with
while i was there, but honestly it didn't seem to be the worry | anticipated - which was

great!).

What, if anything, did you do to prepare for the charrette?

| would have liked to do more, but honestly | didn't know enough about what to expect
to prepare anything. We didn't receive the final charette challenge until a few days

before we were leaving and by that point, | was so swamped with work and making sure
everything was in order before | left, that | couldn't really put any effort into research or

strategy.
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The guidelines you were given were very loose and open to interpretation. Did you like this

format for the charrette?

| don't know if it was as successful as it could have been with the loose
structure, however it was very interesting to see what all the groups came up with. |
think the students had a hard time coming up with ideas in such a loose setting,
especially since half of them were coming from the US and just learning about the Qatari
culture in general. They integrated really well with the others, but much of the time was
spent just learning about one another (which was great, but given the two day timeline,
it made the final product a little thin).

And for me, | have never taught before either -- which both Natalie + Gijs have -
so it took me a minute to get a handle on that too. While | suppose | do 'teach’ as the

owner of a company, its definitely a different experience.

What did you think of the tour of the labour camps you were taken on? How did this affect the

rest of the charrette?

| thought it was amazing to be able to see them. Of course sad and disheartening, but
what an opportunity. The Qatari students said they had never seen anything like that
and were positive most Qatari folks didn't know the conditions under which these
people lived. | think because we were given the opportunity to visit the camps, we also

were able to photograph the conditions and use the images as inspiration in the work

that was created.
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How did you feel about the size of your group?

It worked fine, although because some of the Qatari students had projects in other
classes to do, | think that hindered the work they were able to do. | didn't expect that

they would be working on other things during the charrette.

What were your observa*~-s of the interaction between the VCU Qatar and the VCU

Richmond students? How do you feel they worked together?

The integration of the two campuses was amazing to see -- and | think watching the
women and men work together was pretty great too. | didn't really think about that
until | got home, but it was probably pretty strange for some of the girls to work so
closely with the guys from Richmond. They seemed to really get along nicely. | hope that

my open collaborative style of working was 'appropriate’ for the group.

How did you feel about the mixture of students from different design disciblines? How did this

affect the group's final product?

| loved that they were from all walks of life -- whether design, culture or whatever -- to
me, it made the end result more successful. Our final piece integrated both interior,
interactive and graphic design, and a whole lot of research which every discipline should

be doing. | was hoping everyone was able to make their voice heard.

How do you feel about the solution your groub came up with? Was it appropriate for the

broblem you were bresented with?
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| was very happy, although | think one more day and/or a bit more structure would have
made it more successful. | did take the work that everyone had completed and put
together a cohesive presentation. That made the final piece of so many voices, a bit
more polished. | think the students were happy with that way of working too, because it

gave everyone the ability to say they were part of a whole.

What did you think worked particularly well during the charrette? What do you think could be

improved?

Definitely being able to experience the conditions in plain sight. Without that, we would
have all been coming from completely different biases on what those camps actually
were. Sometimes you just have to see it with your own eyes to believe it. It might have
been nice to know who was in our group before we set out on the trip to be able to

discuss and talk as a group on the bus and at the camps.

What suggestions would you give to anyone facilitating next year's charrette?

| think get the materials out sooner to give the designers time to prepare a little. The
conference seemed like it was planned so far in advance and that the charrette was an
afterthought. Give it a bit more structure with regards to expectations on final product.
Maybe even have check points throughout the 48hrs with smaller ‘working'
presentations between groups -- that might get kinda difficult, but if there is a way, it

would be nice.




Design Response to Humanitarian Crisis - 51 -

Any other thoughts?

For me...it was very difficult to arrive in Qatar at | Ipm and not get to bed until 1:30am
and then have to get up and run a workshop at 8am two days in a row -- with some
amount of jet lag. I'd say the same was probably true for the Richmond students too. |
suppose the only way to solve that would be to have everyone arrive one day earlier or

so...but it might be helpful. | had a rough time, especially after lunch.

Gijs Bakker, Industrial Designer

Droog Design, Amsterdam

What were your perceptions of Qatar and Qatari culture before you ***~-e invited to speak at

Tasmeem? Were they changed by the experience?

This was my first time in the oil states. | was completely open to absorb this new

experience

What, if anything, did you do to prepare for the -*-rrette?

| have a long experience in working together with young designers at Droog Design and
by my activity at the Design Academy in Eindhoven, where Droog is responsible for the

master course. This means | am able to open up the minds of the young kids.

The guidelines you were given were very loose and open to interpretation. Did you like this

format for the charrette?
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| was inspired by the topic “do it your self’ it's what | did all my creative live.

What did you think of the tour of the labour camps you were taken on? How did this affect the

rest of the charrette?

It stimulated me to work not only for the poor labour but to design the same objects

suitable for the local people.

How did you feel about the size of your group?

OKAY

What were your observations of the interaction between the VCU Qatar and the YCU

Richmond students? How do you feel they worked together?

| know the US mentality to well. For me it was more interesting to tease the local

(woman) students in elegant black.

How did you feel about the mixture of students from different design disciplines? How did this

affect the group's final product?

This | always prefer the most.

How do you feel about the solution your group came up with? Was it abpropriate for the

broblem you were presented with?

| liked them all but the roller-skater/street worker, the most
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What did you think worked particularly well during the charrette? What do you think could be

improved?

Better materials for model making

What suggestions would you give to anyone facilitating next year's charrette?

Go on
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Appendix D

Interviews with Student Participants

Zeina S. Hamdy, VCUQ

Junior, Graphic Design

What did yc- *“ink the American students would be like before you met them?

well we'd met students from richmond the preceding years as well so we had a pretty
good idea. but it's always a surprise. we get a very distinct bunch every time. this time
we got to work on the charrette with them (a first) and it was really succesful in actually
getting to know these students on an academic level. you gain more respect for them
and actually understand them better than you ever would after having spent a week just

messing around.

What did you feel about the subject of the charrette? Is the problem of worker housing an

appropriate topic for a student project?

oh yes definitely. everyone here needs a wakeup call. i've seen squalor back in lebanon
but i take it for granted that everyone lives well in doha. this is a country made of denial
and this was a perfect idea. plus, now we know what we should be working on after we
graduate. personally, i found purpose. studnets need to be subjected to these kinds of

themes early on because that is how you kind of find your "calling".

How did you feel about the tour you were taken on? What are your personal feelings about the
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living conditions you saw ¢~ the experience you had on the tour?

i didnt much like the way the tour was conducted.. it felt too much like we were looking
at zoo animals and invading some peope's privacy... BUT the workers who were on

strike didnt seem to mind the exposure at all. it all turned out for the best i guess.

How did you like the size of the group you were put in? Were there too many people or not

enough?

it was perfect. we had just enough people for every task to be completed right on time
and with the exact amount of feedback and attention it needed. and we very

harmoniously split into two groups, which made things much easier to handle.

What did you think about the mix of students from VCU Richmond and VCU Qatar? Did you

have an opportunity to get to know the Richmond students? Did they change the perceptions

you had of American students and American culture before you came?

i'm quite aware of what american culture is like so no, no perceptions were changed.
but i loved seeing how richmind handled things versus how YVCUQ handled them. the
standards are not as different as i thought, and i learned that whoever can make it in
gatar can also integrate quite well with the richmond standard and student body if they

ever went to YCUR

What did you think about the mix of students from different design disciplines? What was it

like working with students studying a different area of design? How did this imbact your group's

approach to the problem?
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you always need studnets that are good at different things, otherwise the team just
doesnt function. we needed the interior students for their practical solutions, and
graphic designers for their conceptual strength and the fashion students who are more

down to earth.

What did you think of Natalie Chanin? What impact did she have on the direction your group

took? Do you think she was effective as a facilitator of the charrette?

oh she was great! you could tell she was exhausted from flught and all and she still sat
and put as much effort as everyone in their. she organized the process to begin with,

which was fantastic. i love her.

How do you feel about the final solution your groub came up with?

very satisfied. i feel like if we actually got the funding, we coyuld actually accomplish this

here in qatar. which feels great!

Was the 48 hours your group was given appropriate? Should it have been held the weekend

after Tasmeem ended, rather than before?

i thought it was prett perfect. got our brains going an intersted in hearing what the
speakers had to say. bt i would also like to see what a charrette after the conference

would be like... but maybe everyone would be too tired by then.

How did you feel the press conference went? Was it an adequate way to present your

solutions?

i would have liked more guest designers to be there giving their feedback.
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Would you like me to keep your identity confidential?

i dont really care

What is you major? Are you a freshman, sophomore, junior or senior?

i'm a junior in graphic design

Any other thoughts?

how are ya?

Hala Akkawi, VCUQ

Sophomore, Interior Design

What did you think the American students would be like before you met them?

| thought that they were not going to give us the chance to take part in the team work
and that they will not consider our opinions and ideas. | also thought that they were not

going to socialize with the YCUQ students

What did you feel about the subject of the charrette? Is the pbroblem of worker housing an

appropriate topic for a student project?

Yes it was very interesting to see the bad and poor side of Qatar
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How did you feel about the tour you were taken on? What are your personal feelings about the

living conditions you saw and the experience you had on the tour?

I felt very sorry for the workers and | never expected to see people living in such

conditions. As in no hygiene, 8 in a room, dirty food and more.

How did you like the size of the group you were put in? W~~~ there too many peof'~ r not

enough?

It was a good number of people

What did you think about the mix of students from VCU Richmond and VCU Qatar? Did you

have an opportunity to get to know the Richmond students? Did they change the perceptions

you had of American students and American culture before you came?

Yes they were better than last years visitors and they were extremely kind, polite and

different from what | expected. They were fun to work with.

What did you think about the mix of students from different design disciplines? What was it

like working with students studying a different area of design? How did this imbact your group’s

approach to the problem?

Each student from each major took part, the graphics were helpful in putting together
the presentation, and the interiors helped us come with a space plan for their residence.
However they all gave some information which had nothing to do with their major, it

was all common sense and knowledge
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Which group were you in, Gijs Bakker, Dawn Hancock or Natalie Chanin?

Natalie Chanin

What did you think your group leadr-? ‘What impact did s'he have on the direction your group

took? Do you think s/he was effective as a facilitator of the charrette?

She helped us with the research and she gave us ideas on how we can try to solve the
problem. She cleared it out for us; she broke the problem into different parts and

suggested how we can tackle it. Her input was helpful

What did you learn about the process of design from him/her?

How to work as a team and how to look at a problem from different points

How do you feel about the final solution your group came up with?

| am happy with the result

Was the 48 hours your group was given appropriate? Should it have been held the weekend

after Tasmeem ended, rather than before?

No, it was appropriate

Do you have any suggestions for future charrettes? What do you think worked best? What

needs to be improved? The charrette was very educational; | think it went extremely well.

Having us divided into groups was a good idea and to work on a problem in Qatar is

also an interesting thing to look at




Design Response to Humanitarian Crisis - 60 -

How did you feel the press conference went? Was it an adequate way to bresent your

solutions?

Yes, it was very professional

What is you major? Are you a freshman, sobhomore, junior or senior?

Interior design- sophmore

Linda Clark, VCU

Junior, Interior Design

What was your perception of Qatar before you went to Tasmeem?

| was very open to the idea that their culture would be inherently different from what |
was used to. As far as cultural behavior, | was expecting a very formal and subdued

presence from the people but mostly the women.

What did you feel about the subject of the Charette? Is the problem of worker housing an

abbropriate topic for a student project?

A 48hr Charette topic addressing the problem of worker housing might have been a bit
ambitious for a student project, but | felt it was a step in the right direction. It's not
likely that the perfect solution for such a socially and politically based problem would be
acquired in such little time from a group of students who, (a.) are not aware of the
situations because of social divisions and estrangements, and/or (b.) are from a

completely different culture/nation without the knowledge or understanding of how a
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society’s government might take action or operate. All design solutions derive from a
real life problem or situation, so the choice of addressing this issue in a design Charette

shows the nation’s acceptance of such a problem and a possible willingness to resolve it.

How did you feel about the tour you were taken on? What are your personal feelings about the

living conditions you saw and the experience you had on the tour?

I'm sure by American standards, the living conditions would be classified as inhumane,
but I've seen conditions worst than those. The living conditions were horrendous, but
the bigger shock was seeing the reaction of the VCUQ students; the fact that this
problem was so close to them and they for the most part had no knowledge of such
happenings. As an outsider, seeing the substandard living conditions of the workers
helped to paint a picture of the problem, and though unhealthy they were, they

represented not the worst, nor the best but a moderate account.

How did you like the size of the group you were but in? Were there too many people or not

enough?

The size of my group was adequate. |t was enough people to get the work done and to

collectively brainstorm ideas and concepts.

What did you think about the mix of students from Richmond and Qatar? Did you have an

opportunity to get to know the YCUQ students? Did they change the perceptions you had of the

Qatari students and culture before you came?




Design Response to Humanitarian Crisis - 62 -

The interaction between the YCU Q and Richmond students was very successful. The
diversity in backgrounds provided a lot of coverage in addressing the project topic. The
VCUQ students supplied the internal perspectives of the country and its people, laying
the foundation for the development of our design solutions. This process helped a great
deal in giving us a better understanding of how to help and reach the people. Working
with the VCUQ students, | got to know them on a personal level. | was very impressed
by their work ethics, passion for art and cultural enthusiasm, and politics. | was elated
to see that the Qatari students were determined and reserved, but in a sense of solidity

not passivity or submissiveness.

What did you think about the mix of students from different design disciplines? ‘**’*1t was it

like working with students studying a different area of design? How did this impact your group’s

approach to the problem?

The mix of disciplines was also very successful. In my group the different disciplines
worked well together because we were conceptually on the same page but had different
approaches and perspectives to communicating and reading the design solutions. The
interaction with the mix of disciplines as well as the interaction between VCUQ and

Richmond students was the most rewarding part of the Charette.

What did you think of Dawn Hancock? What impact did she have on the direction your group

took? Do you think she was effective as a facilitator of the charette?

| think our group was well placed. The students were viewing the project in the same

light as our facilitator, Dawn Hancock. Working with Dawn was a pleasant experience;
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she was very enlightening and inspiring. | feel that most of my group members including
Dawn have very similar working and design ethics; but we also respectfully appreciate

and understand the differences in our design aesthetic.

What did you learn about the process of design from Dawn?

| learned from Dawn that in the design process, no idea is a bad idea, and that all initial
ideas place you one step closer to the right solution. Dawn also encouraged lots of

research and brainstorming, including word mapping and concept webs.

How do you feel about the final solution your group came up with?

In a period of 48 hours time, | think the design solutions were suitable. There was
enough diversity in the design solutions to see development, consideration and a
collective thought process. Overall, | was satisfied with my group’s final solution

because it effectively communicated the impact that we wanted to get across.

Was the 48 hours your group was given apbropriate? Should it have been held the weekend

after Tasmeem ended, rather than before?

If more time was given, the solutions and presentations would have been a lot stronger,
but for the purpose of a charette it was appropriate. It would have been helpful if the
design charette was held after Tasmeen. We would have known more about

sustainable design to incorporate in our design solutions.

Do you have any suggestions for future charettes? What do you think worked best? What

needs to be improved?
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The interaction between the students was the most successful.

How did you feel the press conference went? Was it an adequate way to bresent your

solutions?

| think our ideas could have been presented well if we had a little more time to prepare
for the presentations. The presentations seemed rushed and not as important. | don’t
know if that was because it was a press conference, but | felt it should have been

handled with more consideration.

A-~vou a freshman, sobhomore, junior, senior or grad student?

(Sophomore/Junior) -I am technically a junior by the university’s standards, but a
sophomore in my Major- (Interior Design). | switched majors last year, so | also have a

background in illustration and graphic design.

Would you like me to keep your identity confidential?

No, you can disclose my identity.

Justin Wootton, VCU

Junior, Graphic Design

What was your perception of Qatar before you went to Tasmeem?

| had the thoughts that we were going into rough desert land full of the Taliban. My level

of ignorance going into the trip was ridiculous. Yet, | was not worried or even remotely
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concerned about my safety or health. | had never seen anything about Qatar, but had

seen Kuwait before, so | was remotely expecting something like that.

What did you feel about the subject of the charrette? Is the problem of worker housing an

appropriate topic for a student project?

This topic was not addressed the correct way at all. The topic was an issue of social
injustice... and the coordinator wanted us to focus on creating remedial solutions that
did not address the issue of the cause at all. Projects like knee pads and palm leave
overhangs provided us with several hours of laughter over dinner that night. It was as if
everyone was competing to come up with the most ridiculous idea to present as a
solution. We all felt like we didn't have the ability to do what we really wanted to do for
the project because we were afraid of offending some of the guests present at the media

questioning.

How did you feel about the tour you were taken on? What are your personal feelings about the

living conditions you saw and the experience you had on the tour?

It was something | have confronted in the section 8 housing of Richmond Virginia and
the slums of Cleveland Ohio. Also, | have seen families living the same way on the island
of Nasau Bahamas. It was more distressing to see how the VCU students were
incapable of handling the situation and were absolutely repulsed by the sights and smells.
The reality | find though is that the workers were willing to live in the environments
provided for them... but we never had an interview or translator that told us WHAT

the needed and what the WORKERS concerns were. We based the whole project on




Design Response to Humanitarian Crisis - 66 -

assumptions of what we, as onlookers, saw as concerns making the project itself an
abstract interpretation of the problem. And so, no solution was necessarily the needed

one.

How did you like the size of the group you were put in? Were there too many people or not

enough?

It felt as if there were at times too many people per group, but the end result needed so
much completed work that it was necessary to flood the room with people. Plus with
the jet lag, many of the US students found that the amount of people was helpful when

we needed to sneak downstairs for a nap.

What did you think about the mix of students from Richmond and Qatar? Did you have an

opportunity to get to know the VCUQ students? Did they change the perceptions you had of the

Qatari students and culture before you came?

They kept telling us how we were their favorite group of students. This is because they
didn't start off any year with a charrette before. This really broke down the barriers,
and made the US students fall in love with the Qatari students. The issue generated so
much conversation, it allowed the VCUQ students to see how westerners solve
problems and the VCU US students to see how the middle east addresses them. |
learned more about Islamic culture that weekend then at any other point during the

trip.

What did you think about the mix of students from different design disciplines? What was it
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like working with students studying a different area of design? How did this imbact your group’s

approach to the problem?

| still can not figure out what the fashion merchandising program had to offer the trip. |
am soo happy that Kate was there though, but when | first met her, | was thinking... why
are you here again? Are we going to the mall the whole trip? But it turned out the be
for the best because everyone that went on the trip had a very different perspective to
add to the projects. It was fun bringing good and bad designers together to produce a

final piece that everyone was semi satisfied with.

What did you think of Dawn Hanco-'-> What impact did she have on the direction your group

took? Do you think she was effective as a facilitator of the charrette?

| LOVE LOVE LOVE Dawn. She is such an amazing genius. She was in such shock
hearing about the Arab world and how the girls live and what the mentality of the
culture was. Being extremely liberal, there were points where she would zone out in
shock after hearing some of the opinions the men had towards women and some of the
traditions the girls had to go through. She helped generate a creative environment, and

gave off such amazing energy throughout the charrette.

How do you feel about the final solution your group came up with?

Hopeless. Until you teach the culture to value other nationalities, no action will take
P M

place. That's the issue with a class system though... there is no way to get off the
bottom. | would have loved to see the legal department step in and take action to

benefit the situation, but there seemed to be no expressed reaction of concern.
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Was the 48 hours your group was given appropriate? Should it have been held the weekend

after Tasmeem ended, rather than before?

NO.. it was essential for the function of the week to get to really know the group. It
should never be at the end. The time really sucked though. We were all so so so so so
$0 so so tired that it was truly a challenge to work on the second day. If we had known
it was as safe as it was on the trip, we would've brought our laptops and worked some
at the hotel. The first two days were way to long, and made me feel extremely ill from
exhaustion. Also, it effected the VCUQ students too because they had work for other
courses on top of the charrette. A two hour break in the middle of the day would have

greatly benefited the students.

Do you have any suggestions for future charrettes? What do you think worked best? What

needs to be improved?

-Break time to counter act jet lagg... a trip back to the hotel was necessary but not
provided.

-The food and drink acessablity was amazing and very helpful

-The project was bogus and unresearched so the students found the challenge too vague
-An example of what was expected as a final product would have been helpful

-Computer access back at the hotel would have helped greatly

-the press conference was very unexpected and rushed... shocking actually
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How did you feel the press conference went? Was it an adequate way to bresent your

solutions?

It was a fun way to present my argument, but very nerve racking and exhausting after a
long long long weekend. | felt sick after it, and | am never nervous to get up in front of a
crowd... | do catwalk show at fashion week in NY for goodness sake, and | was never as

nervous as | was for the press conference. | think it was from absolute exhaustion.

Are you a freshman, sobhomore, junior, senior or grad student?

Junior

Would you like me to keep your identity confidential?

NO!

Any other thoughts?

It was the best way to start the trip... | really bonded with the students and it allowed
the walls to be broken down. It was better than going on a field trip around town or
something non interactive like that. | want that picture of me on the skateboard! Find it

for me ASAP!

Gabriel Williams, VCU

Senior, Kinetic Imaging

What was your perception of Qatar before you went to Tasmeem?
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| tend not to travel with expectations or perceptions. When | travel | take the

experience as is. | did a little research and saw that Qatar was a very wealthy country.

What did you feel about the subject of the charrette? Is the broblem of worker housing an

appropriate topic for a student project?

| honestly feel as though the problem of worker housing is an appropriate topic for
students...However the students should be consulting with the corporate leaders and

the government to assess this problem.

How did you feel about the tour you were taken on? What are "~ = ~~=~~qgl feelings about the

living conditions you saw and the experience you had on the tour?

The tour was fairly informative. | do not however feel as though the 20-minute tour is
enough time to truly assess the problems within the compound. Personally it is
disturbing to see the living conditions of the industrial workers. | think it would be
beneficial to have the workers engaged in the project as well so that they have a voice

and provide perspective.

How did you like the size of the group you were put in? Were there too many people or not

enough?

The group size was just right.

What did you think about the mix of students from Richmond and Qatar? Did you have an

opportunity to get to know the VCUQ students? Did they change the perceptions you had of the
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were not done in vain because at the end of the day, the industrial workers are still
exploited and their living conditions are still the same. | would like to see something

happen with the design projects that will actually benefit these people.

Was the 48 hours your group was given appropriate? Should it have been held the weekend

after Tasmeem ended, rather than before?

It was hard doing the project under the fatigue of jet lag. The project should still be
held on the first weekend, however the group should just arrive 2 days earlier to have

time to adjust to the time difference.

Do you have any suggestions for future charrettes? What do you think worked best? What

needs to be improved?

Refer to previous question.

How did you feel the press conference went? Was it an adequate way to bresent your

solutions?

The conference went well and was adequate.

Are you a freshman, sobhomore, junior, senior or grad student?

Graduating senior

Would you like me to keep your identity confidential?

No you do not have to.
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Any other thoughts?

No.

Anonymous, VCU

What was your perception of Qatar before you went to Tasmeem?

| really had not heard about Qatar too much. | did know that it existed because |
used to use it as my “q” word in Scrabble (. | know that proper names are not allowed
in Scrabble; 2. Since | was around 7 or 8, grown-ups were impressed that | knew that
Qatar existed; 3. Qatar is one of the only words in the dictionary that does not
necessitate a “u” after the “q”). | knew that Qatar was in the Middle East near Saudi

Arabia, that it was a country that most inhabitants practiced the Muslim religion, and

that the country was rich from oil.

| do like to travel a lot, so | have found that the best policy for me is to have an
open mind. Different people live different ways, and the best way to fully experience
different surroundings is to be open—that way you will never be disappointed with

unfulfillment of preconceived notions.

What did you feel about the subject of the charrette? Is the problem of worker housing an

appropriate topic for a student project?

| have a lot of feelings about the charrette that | will express here. First of all, |

got the first inkling that | would be participating in a charrette when | was given an email
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by VCU to pick up an “important package that had just been shipped from VCUQ". In
this package was a folder, a logo pen, a fancy logo notepad, and an impressive looking
charrette brochure that had been printed wrong (it was obvious that whoever had
printed it had had a comprehension of the English language because the pages were out
of order—it left an extremely bad impression; | think | still have it somewhere if you
need to see it). We were told to pick up this package by Tuesday February 27, 2007,
and we left on Thursday, March [, 2007. Even our teacher, Mrs. Linda Lee, was not
aware of the charrette’s occurrence so had not advised us. So, in a nutshell, | feel a bit
upset that the students before us got to have free time, and we had to work on the

charrette.

| feel that the subject of the charrette was an applicable problem to both the
world and to Qatar, but | also feel that the topic was too large of a problem to deal
with in the 48-hour window that was given to us. | know that the people in my team felt
very overwhelmed, including me, by the fact that we were supposed to solve the
problem of worker housing in a sustainable fashion in just 48 hours. This is a lot to take
in, especially since the only indication we had that we would be participating in the
charrette was the “info packet” we had picked up. Again, not even the department
heads/professors that accompanied us were aware of the charrette. So how could we
have been prepared for such a heavy topic as “globalized worker’s rights as it applies to
sustainable design”. We thought we were all on vacation and would not have to think.

So we didn't, or at least | didn’t.
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Lanl

How did y~ about the tour you were taken on? What are your personal feelings about the

living conditions you saw and the experience you had on the tour?

| absolutely loved the tour we were taken on. | think that it served to give a face
to the problem that we were supposed to be tackling in the charrette. Besides the fact
that we got to see the worker’s conditions, | love the fact that we were taken to see
another aspect of Qatar—the real Qatar that natives know but visitors never get to see
because it isn’t pretty enough. That is the reason | love to travel; not the tourist spots,

but to see how all aspects of life play out on a daily basis.

As for my personal feelings about the living conditions that we experienced, | can
sum in up in a few words: appalled but not surprised. | do realize that | travel
internationally much, much more than other people in my age group. | have seen
situations on several occasions (namely in Guatemala and Turkey) where it was told that
workers lives in such situations, but | have never laid eyes on one before. That is where
my feeling returns to appalled but not surprised. You have to remember, | am not the
norm. | hold two nationalities and passports (American and Irish), spend my summers in
Cesme, Turkey (you should go), and travel whenever | get the chance, and spend extra
vacations in exotic locales (honeymoon: 15 day private camping safari throughout the
parks of Botswana, Africa). | do not mention this to be snooty, not at all, but just to
outline the fact that, yes | have traveled outside of the USA whereas many of my

accompaniments had not.

How did you like the size of the group you were put in? Were there too many people or not

enough?
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| feel that the group size was perfect. There were twelve people (6 VCU, 6
VCUQ) in my charrette section, whence we divided it into three groups based on
individual selection of three identified ideas that would be followed into fruition. Thus, |
had four people in my group. Out of the four in my group, none were Qatari, but since

we all had agreed on one singular idea, our group flowed well.

| will note that although | did not highly interact with any Qataris students
(although | would have liked to), we chose our groups based on common ideas, that

unfortunately none of the Qataris shared with our group idea.

What did you think about the mix of students from Richmond and Qatar? Did you have an

opportunity to get to know the YCUQ students? Did they change the perceptions you had of the

Qatari students and culture before you came?

See above. Although disappointed that | didn’t get to work with any VCUQ
students in my group, | felt that it was pertinent to our work that we were allowed to

choose our group on what ideas we felt most inclined to pursue.

What did you think about the mix of students from different design disciblines? What was it

like working with students studying a different area of design? How did this imbact your group’s

approach to the problem?

See above, | enjoyed working with the diverse mix that was my group because
we got to analyze the problem from four different angles (we were four with four

different design backgrounds, which gave us a good overall understanding)
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What did you think of Gijs Bakker? What impact did he have on the direction your group took?

Do y~ *hink he was effective as a facilitator of the charrette?

Personally, | loved Mr. Bakker. As you probably know, he was my charrette
leader. | found his design approach to be fresh, gutsy, and fun. | can see how the
organizers confused him with a sustainable designer, based mainly on the old clothing
chair (the first that | think of). But | do think that he did not really fit into the
sustainable, meaning reuse, recycle theme that the organizer thought of. But | do think
that he added (to be trite) a certain “je ne sais quois” to the whole event. He did use
many instances of reusable therefore sustainable design, but | felt that his idea has on a

higher level than the rest. Plus that whole pushing the envelope thing.

There were a few people who did not understand my group’s results at the

press conference. And then they saw Mr. Bakker speak. And it made so much sense.

| think that Mr. Bakker was exceptionally effective as a facilitator. | liked the
fresh, new perspective that he brought to the table. From talking to the different
charrette groups, Mr. Bakker’s facilitation of our group was more laid back than the
other facilitators. He agreed in my thinking that the charrette topic was too large of a
problem to solve in the 48 hour window. Therefore, while the other two groups tackled
the entire problem of worker’s rights, Mr. Bakker gave us the direction to take one

aspect of the worker’s lives and make it simpler, but with a good design aesthetic.

What did you learn about the process of design from Gijs?
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If you are going to design something, make it functional and aesthetic. Make it

have a purpose.

How do you feel about the final solutions your group came up with?

| was pleased with my charrette group’s solutions. However, | was not pleased in
the context of the other groups’ work. | felt stupid at the press conference where two
out of the three groups chose to tackle the entire problem of worker’s rights. Their
outcomes were not based on design—how does a press campaign relate to design? But |

also guess that their outcomes were based on a different interpretation of the challenge.

Was the 48 hours your group was given appropriate? Should it have been held the weekend

after Tasmeem ended, rather than before?

I do not think that 48 hours was enough time for the task at hand. | think that
we should have been given a smaller problem to tackle, or at least a more specific one. |

think that more than 48 hours would have been overkill though—too much time.

| do not think that it would have been beneficial to have the charrette after
Tasmeem. After long days of lectures, it would have been tiring to sit through long days

of charrette.

Do you have any suggestions for future charrettes? What do you think worked best? What

needs to be improved?

| think that the time frame of 48 hours and the group size worked well. As for

suggestions, | would like to have seen a more specific task given to us to solve,




Design Response to Humanitarian Crisis - 79 -

something more manageable for the 48 hour time period. | felt overwhelmed and a bit
confused as to what we were specifically supposed to be doing. Perhaps an overall topic
with a few related but distinct options. So for this past charrette, the overall topic being
worker’s rights, it would have been a nice option to choose specifically what to work
on: redesign an everyday object to make it easier to use; take unused materials seen on
the tour and give them a functional purpose; design a campaign to bring awareness to

the plight of immigrant workers; reconfigure the living spaces of the workers, etc.

Being given an option to choose something that | would have liked to work on
would have made me work a little harder because | could have at least picked a topic
that | liked.

How did you feel the press conference went? Was it an adequate way to present your

solutions?

| was extremely disappointed with the outcome of the press conference, and for
several reasons. First, since the topic was worker’s rights, | felt that the Americans
presenting the solutions came off as “high and mighty”, meaning that we came, were
appalled by the condition of Qatari immigrant workers, and gave a laundry list of things
to make the problem go away, because the Qataris couldn’t do this on their own and
the Americans had come to the rescue. Most of this had to do with the fact that the
Qatari students were not willing to present since they didn’t want to risk the chance of
having their picture taken. To solve this problem, it would have been better to have one

single person to present all three group’s ideas.
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Second, and this mostly applies to my group, the presentation was reported
incorrectly. Upon talking to one of the professors, | learned that it was not the press
that had written the article printed in the paper, but instead a VCUQ faculty member
that had submitted a press release to the paper. Therefore, | felt that it was absolutely
unacceptable that my group’s results were reported wrong. The faculty member had
ample opportunity to clarify with each individual group. The gist of the article said that
the problem of worker’s rights was tackled in the charrette, and then it pointed out that
Mr. Bakker’s group thought that a laundry shade would solve their problems, and
workers should be given kneepads made out of old plastic bags. That was not the idea
we were going for. This publicity made me feel stupid, because the publicity indicated
that our group thought we should make the workers use their laundry as an awning—

that they didn’t get new awnings because they were too poor.

| also felt that those in charge were unorganized. | was hard for me to feel calm
when those in charge didn’t know what was going on either. | also did not like the fact
that the last group chose not to pay attention to the rules of one representative per
group. It gave a cluttered, unprofessional feel to the whole ordeal. This could have been

solved by having one person relate each group’s findings.

Would you like me to keep your identity confidential?

Yes.

Any other thoughts?
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| loved the opportunity | got to see Qatar. It is a wonderful place. | just didn’t

like having to do a forced charrette. | would have rather been shown more sights.

Sera Tabb, VCU

Junior, Communication Arts

What was your perception of Qatar before you went to Tasmeem?

My roommate went the year before | did, so | had fairly accurate expectations.

What did you feel about the subject of the charrette? Is the problem of worker housing an

appropriate topic for a student project?

It was a good idea to have a project at a sustainable design conference attempt to be
sustainable and socially productive, but because the charrette was a fake assignment, it
was literally and conceptually inadequate. The conference offers incredible
opportunities, and having a project that does more than pretend to be involved in the

surrounding community would be a strong move.

How did you feel about the tour you were taken on? What are your personal feelings about the

living conditions you saw and the experience you had on the tour?

As someone who has volunteered in the United States, | have experienced worse
poverty than what we saw in Qatar. This is not to say that the conditions for workers

weren’t horrible, but | believe the tour had a greater impact on the Qatari girls who, as
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it was explained to me, are not supposed to see or be on the workers communes as
Qatari citizens. After the tour | definitely felt like a complete jerk, eating buffets for the
rest of the week, toying with ideas of sustainability, and then going off-roading with
SUVs in the desert. This conference was the wrong time to be decedent, though |
appreciated the wonderful hospitality we were offered by everyone at VCUQ. | felt the

need to reach out to the people we met in a more constructive manner.

How did you like the size of the group you were put in? Were there too many people or not

enough?

My group was about the right size, about 5 people.

What did you think about the mix of students from Richmond and Qatar? Did you have an

opportunity to get to know the YCUQ students? Did they change the perceptions you had of the

Qatari students and culture before you came?

The best part of the conference was getting to know the students at VCUQ. They
were open to all of our questions about their country and culture, as well as extremely
helpful. Meeting people you've only heard about always changes your perception of
them, and it was very exciting to do this with a group of artists! | wish that more from
the US could have the experience that | did; experiencing life in Qatar teaches you very

quickly not to generalize about the Middle East.

What did you think about the mix of students from different design disciblines? What was it

like working with students studying a different area of design? How did this impact your group’s

approach to the broblem?
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I'm in Communication Arts, so | was especially interested in working with the graphic
designers since our fields overlap. Unfortunately, no one from Qatar was in my
charrette group. | think that for other groups, the charrette allowed people from VCU
and VCUQ to get to know one another. The group work was a positive element of the
charrette; it is the charrette itself that needs to be altered in order to come full circle

with the ideas behind the conference.

What did you think of Gijs Bakker? What impact did he have on the direction your group took?

Do you think he was effective as a facilitator of the charrette?

It was fantastic to get to work with someone like him. He told us that as Americans we
are trained to solve problems and that this wasn't the process he wanted us to work

through. We both had very different ideas of what constitutes the design process, so he
was great to learn from. | wanted him to push us harder, but this might not have been a

good idea since we were all confused and jetlagged, which | suppose he realized.

What did you learn about the process of design from Gijs?

| am trained as an illustrator, so | am expected to show a client exactly how the finished
image will look the first time | give them an idea. Gijs will meet with a client many
times, so his clients are able to be more active in the process. After Gijs explained this
to me, | stopped giving him finished projects and rather conceptual representations of

ideas.

How do you feel about the final solutions your group came up with?
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and expatriate workers made a huge effort to welcome us and teach us about the
intense lack of concern for labors that is ever-present. | wanted to be able to enact
change as a part of the community, rather than propose grandiose schemes with no

purpose to the press.

Would you like me to keep your identity confidential?

No, but please let me know where/when you’ll be using it beforehand.

Are "~ a freshman, sobhomore, junior, senior or grad student?

Junior

Any other thoughts?

We have to find a way to be sustainable for a wide commercial market, designing for the

couture will have no large environmental impact based on economics, and this fact

cannot be ignored.
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