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AID 3200 Ethnographic Research Methods for Designers 

Location: Old Main, Room 2103 
Thursdays: 11:30am-2:00pm 
Instructor: Siobhan Gregory 
Contact: an9985@wayne.edu  (or in case of emergency 248.259.1362) 
Contact: siobhan.gregory@wayne.edu and 248.259.1362 
Office Hours: Tuesday and Thursday 10am-11am 

It is always best to schedule an appointment with me ahead of time and 
I will schedule alternate appointment times on an as-need basis 

Office Location: Schaver Building Room 305.2 

Learning Outcome: 

Understanding: Incorporate historical and contemporary practices into the design process. 

Course Description and Objectives: 

This course will introduce design students to ethnographic methods and approaches 
stemming from the field of anthropology. Students will learn to utilize these approaches to 
enrich and inform their design processes from concept, to ideation and design development, 
to user testing.  

This class introduces students to human-centered approaches to design, utilizing first-hand 
knowledge of the human experience to make culturally and ethically informed decisions in their 
design processes and design creations. Students will receive from this class a set of skills and 
experiences that they can apply to future academic and/or professional endeavors.  

The semester will begin with an initial investigation of a chosen research topic area through a 
literature review. Students will then identify some key assumptions to further explore through 
their own primary research. Students will conduct fieldwork to provide evidence which will 
prove or disprove their initial assumptions. Fieldwork will be rooted in anthropological research 
methods which will include: conducting semistructured and unstructured interviews; 
participant observation of people, places, and things; the creation and distribution of self-
documentation tools; and the development of participatory design exercises/activities that lead 
to the co-creation of innovative, relevant and human-centered design solutions.  

Through fieldwork experiences, students will gain a holistic understanding of a topic area and, 
above all, they will learn the importance of cultural context: why people do what they do; how 



people do what they do; how do communities, places, spaces, and things, along with other 
cultural constructions (like production, consumption, and identity) play a role in these 
experiences.  

The intent of these fieldwork exercises is to provide students with the opportunity to conduct 
interviews and participant observations in the context of a classroom exercise. Information 
collected through the fieldwork exercise will not be used to inform university research and will 
not be used for publication. Students will also learn to analyze and synthesize their data into 
2-3 key themes, which will provide concrete, targeted areas for further research and design 
development.    

Through this course, students will also be introduced to the standards and requirements of the 
IRB (Institutional Review Board). Students will be required to complete the CITI online modules 
for ethics trainings for human subjects research. This part of the course will introduce the 
standards of ethics for human subjects research and the process of completing the obligatory 
online trainings modules. Students will learn to create key components of a research protocol 
in keeping with IRB standards including but not limited to a literature review, consent forms, 
interview guides, participant observation guides, and self-documentation tools.  

In the last six weeks of this course, students will turn their research findings into design 
solutions. They will develop a series of drawings, plans, and/or low fidelity prototypes that 
evidence how their ethnographic research has informed their design process.   

Required Text: 

Ladner, Sam. Practical Ethnography; A Guide to Doing Ethnography in the Private Sector. Left 
Coast Press. Walnut Creek, CA. 2014. ISBN: 9781611323900 

Recommended Texts: 

Chipchase, Jan and Simon Steinhardt. Hidden in Plain Sight; How to Create Extraordinary Products for 
Tomorrow’s Customers. Harper Collins. New York, NY. 2013. ISBN: 9780062125699 

Cross, Nigel. Design Thinking: Understanding How Designers Think and Work. Bloomsbury Academic. 
London and New York. 2011. ISBN: 9781847886361 

Gunn, Wendy, Ton Otto and Rachel Charlotte Smith. Design Anthropology; Theory and Practice. 
Bloomsbury. London and New York. 2013. ISBN: 9780857853691 

Kalbach, Jim. Mapping Experiences; A Complete Guide to Creating Value Through Journey’s, Blueprints, 
and Diagrams. O’Reilly. ISBN: 9781491923535 

Madsbjerg, Christian and Mikkel B. Rasmussen. The Moment of Clarity: Using the Human Sciences to 
Solve Your Toughest Business Problems. Harvard Business Review Press. 2014. ISBN: 9781422191903 

Norman, Donald. The Design of Everyday Things. New York: Basic Books. 2002, c1988. 

Papanek, Victor. Design for the Real World: Human Ecology and Social Change. London, UK: Thames 
and Hudson, 1985. 



Methods of Evaluation / The Non-Negotiables:

Homework: All homework must be handed in on the due dates listed. If you are late handing 
in an exercise you will automatically lose 20% off of each exercise for immediate lateness. This 
will be followed by an additional loss of 10% for each week you are late on an assignment. If 
there is a problem with getting your work done, come to me. 

Documentation: Make sure to keep track of all of your work and have backups. You will thank 
me later. 

Grading: You will have many components to this class made up of multiple exercises, 
assignments, and participation requirements. 90% of your grade is based on homework and 
in-class assignments. The other 10% is based on overall participation and engagement with 
the class.   

Grading structure in percentage: 

A (93-100)  work of exceptional quality 
A-  (90-92)  work of high quality 
B+  (87-89)  work, which reflects higher than average abilities 
B  (83-86)  very good work that satisfies goals of the course 
B- (80-82)  slightly above average work that satisfies the goals of the course 
C+ (77-79)  average work, which reflects an understanding of course material 
C (73-76)  adequate work; passable 
C- (70-72)  passing work but below good academic standing 
D+ (67-69)  below average work 
D (60-66)  well below average work 
F (59-0)  failure; no credit 

Attendance: We all have lives outside of the classroom/studio. However, the most important 
component of your education is to show up and be engaged in your classes, the material, and 
with your fellow classmates. You cannot miss more than 2 classes without penalty. It is a 
departmental policy that beyond 3 absences, your grade will be lowered by a full grade. After 
6 absences your grade will be lowered 1 more grade. After 9 absences, you fail. If you are late 
for class more the 15 minutes, 3 times, that will count as an absence. 

If you are not in attendance on the day of a scheduled presentation or check-in due to a 
foreseen scheduling conflict (like a critical professional or personal event, religious 
observance, etc), you must make arrangements with me ahead of time. If you are in the midst 
of a personal or family emergency, you must let me know ASAP and we can try and fit you in to 
present at another time. If you just don’t show up without letting me know, too bad for you. 

Participation: It is crucial that you participate in class and support your classmates with 
professional, constructive, and courteous critique. You are in this program to develop your 
voice and your viewpoint as a designer. The best way to do that is to be able to talk about your 



own work and the work of your peers. I am a big believer in collaboration and teamwork so 
come to class ready to speak up and work together.  

Religious holidays (from the online Academic Calendar):  
Because of the extraordinary variety of religious affiliations of the University student body and staff, 
the Academic Calendar makes no provisions for religious holidays. However, it is University policy to 
respect the faith and religious obligations of the individual. Students with classes or examinations 
that conflict with their religious observances are expected to notify their instructors well in advance 
so that mutually agreeable alternatives may be worked out.  

Student Disabilities Services:  
If you have a documented disability that requires accommodations, you will need to register with 
Student Disability Services for coordination of your academic accommodations. The Student 
Disability Services (SDS) office is located at 1600 David Adamany Undergraduate Library in the 
Student Academic Success Services department. The SDS telephone number is 313-577-1851 or 
313-202-4216 for videophone use. Once you have your accommodations in place, I will be glad to 
meet with you privately during my office hours to discuss your special needs. Student Disability 
Services’ mission is to assist the university in creating an accessible community where students with 
disabilities have an equal opportunity to fully participate in their educational experience at Wayne 
State University. You can learn more about the disability office atwww.studentdisability.wayne.edu 
To register with Student Disability Services, complete the online registration form at: 
https://wayne-accommodate.symplicity.com/public_accommodation/ 

Counseling and Psychological Services (CAPS): 
It is quite common for college students to experience mental health challenges,such as stress, 
anxiety and depression,that interfere with academic performance and negatively impact daily 
life.Help is available for any currently enrolled WSU student whois struggling with a mental health 
difficulty, atWSU Counseling and Psychological Services (caps.wayne.edu; 313 577-3398).Other 
options, for students and non-students,include theCounseling and Testing Center,and the 
Counseling PsychologyTraining Clinic, in the WSU College of Education (coe.wayne.edu/tbf/
counseling/center-index.php). Services at all three clinics are free and confidential.Remember that 
getting help, before stress reaches a crisis point, is a smart and courageous thing to do–for yourself, 
and for those you care about.Also, know that the WSU PoliceDepartment (313 577-2222)has 
personnel trained to respond sensitively to mental health emergencies at all hours. 

Academic Dishonesty--Plagiarism and Cheating 
Academic misconduct is any activity that tends to compromise the academic integrity of the 
institution or undermine the education process. Examples of academic misconduct include: 
•Plagiarism:To take and use another's words or ideas as your own without appropriate referencing 
or citation. 
•Cheating: Intentionally using or attempting to use or intentionally providing unauthorized 
materials, information or assistance in any academic exercise. This includes copying from another 
student’s test paper, allowing another student to copy from your test,using unauthorized material 
during an exam and submitting a term paper for a current class that has been submitted in a past 
class without appropriate permission. 
•Fabrication: Intentional or unauthorized falsification or invention of any information or 
citation,such as knowingly attributing citations to the wrong source or listing a fake reference in the 
paper or bibliography. 
•Other: Selling, buying or stealing all or part of a test or term paper, unauthorized use of 
resources,enlisting in the assistance of a substitute when taking exams, destroying another’s work, 



threatening or exploiting students or instructors, or any other violation of course rules as contained 
in the course syllabus or other written information. 

Such activity may result in failure of a specific assignment, an entire course,or, if flagrant, dismissal 
fromWayne State University.https://doso.wayne.edu/conduct/academic-misconduct 

Course Drops and Withdrawals:  
In the first two weeks of the (full) term, students can drop this class and receive100%tuition and 
course fee cancellation. After the end of the second week there is no tuition or fee cancellation. 
Students who wish to withdraw from the class can initiate a withdrawal request on Academica. You 
will receive a transcript notation of WP (passing), WF (failing), or WN (no graded work) at the time 
of withdrawal. No withdrawals can be initiated after the end of the tenth week. Students enrolled 
in the 10th week and beyond will receive a grade. Because withdrawing from courses may have 
negative academic and financial consequences, students considering course withdrawal should 
make sure they fully understand all the consequences before taking this step. More information on 
this can be found at: https://reg.wayne.edu/students/information#dropping 

Student Services:  
• The Academic Success Center (1600 Undergraduate Library) assists students with content in 
select courses and in strengthening study skills. Visit www.success.wayne.edu for schedules and 
information on study skills workshops, tutoring and supplemental instruction (primarily in 1000 and 
2000 level courses).  
• The Writing Research and Technology Zone is located on the 2nd floor of the Undergraduate 
Library and provides individual tutoring consultations free of charge. Visit http://
clasweb.clas.wayne.edu/writing to obtain information on tutors, appointments, and the type of 
help they can provide.  
• Library research assistance: Working on a research assignment, paper or project? Trying to figure 
out how to collect, organize and cite your sources? Wayne State librarians provide on-campus or 
online personalized help. Contact them at: https://library.wayne.edu/forms/
consultation_request.php  

Class recordings:  
Students need prior written permission from the instructor before recording any portion of this class. 
If permission is granted, the audio and/or video recording is to be used only for the student’s 
personal instructional use. Such recordings are not intended for a wider public audience, such as 
postings to the internet or sharing with others. Students registered with Student Disabilities Services 
(SDS) who wish to record class materials must present their specific accommodation to the 
instructor, who will subsequently comply with the request unless there is some specific reason why s/
he cannot, such as discussion of confidential or protected information.  

Links to Policies          
Dept. policies: http://www.art.wayne.edu/advising.php 

The departmental Student Safety Handbook can be found at:  
http://art.wayne.edu/files/student_safety_handbook_2010_11.pdf 

https://reg.wayne.edu/students/information#dropping
http://www.art.wayne.edu/advising.php

