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INTRODUCTION 
This work describes an intensive summer-long, design and 
build experience for students to provide them the opportuni-
ty to co-create the future of making at Olin. For the past 
several years, Olin has been transitioning it’s making and 
fabrication resources from a typical, engineering machine 
shop model, to a community-oriented space with resources 
intended to broadly support it’s heavily project-based, expe-
riential curriculum. This process has been characterized by 
increasing student engagement, autonomy, and sense of 
ownership in Olin’s fabrication spaces. A summer-long, 
student-centered design experience was the natural next step 
in that transition. 

OBJECTIVES 
The team included 2 rising sophomores, two rising juniors, 
two rising seniors, an professor of mechanical engineering, 
senior lecturer in mechanical engineering, and two full-time 
staff members. Together, members of the team laid out the 
following broad objectives of the work, and the specific 
projects chosen and designed by the students emerged from 
these objectives. 

• Improve the experience of The Shop through user 
research, design, and prototyping. 

• Expand access to The Shop and provide new 
on-ramps to making/fabrication. 

• Build the foundation for a culture of student en-
gagement and stewardship. 

• Improve integration of shop resources with Olin’s 
curriculum. 

• Create a platform for experimenting with ideas re-
lated to the role of making/fabrication in learning. 

Students chose and developed their own project ideas with 
teams of their own choosing as well. Faculty and staff served 
as resources, guides, and advisors but did not directly man-
age the team or track work output. 

METHODS 

The design team used two important sets of tools to research, 
define, plan, and execute the work of the projects. Hu-
man-centered design techniques helped students discover 
and understand needs within the community that were not 
being met by existing resources. Project teams conducted 
user interviews, distributed surveys, engaged in co-design 
sessions with community members, and ran play-testing ses-
sions for prototypes of their ideas as they developed. To plan 
and execute the work, the whole team followed a process 
adapted from Agile software development practices called 

“Scrum.” All anticipated work for every project was cap-
tured in a “product backlog.” Together, the team planned 
weekly “sprints,” developing a “sprint backlog” from which 
everyone worked. The team met daily for short stand-up 
meetings, and the weekly sprints were concluded with a re-
view and a retrospective intended to inform and improve the 
team’s process in advance of the next sprint. 

RESULTS 

Projects ranged in size and scope from improving tool or-
ganization, display, and labeling to designing and outfitting 
a new advanced woodshop from scratch. While the project 
output was impressive, the purpose of this work is to 
demonstrate the impact of intentionally supporting student 
ownership and autonomy on the health and quality of the 
culture in a makerspace environment. Though it’s not an en-
tirely adequate measure, we have seen a 50% increase over 
last year in demand for training in the space(s) as shown in 
Fig. 1. The completion rate for trainings has also increased 
by 15% from 67.5% to 77.5% suggesting that users are sus-
taining their engagement with the space and newly rede-
signed training procedures may be increasing retention. 

REFLECTIONS 
Finally, in an effort to make meaning of their experiences on 
the team, we asked student team members to write short re-
flections about their work on the project. As part of our daily 
routine, students wrote “six-word stories” intended to cap-
ture something interesting about their work from the previ-
ous day. To create their final reflections, they were asked to 
revisit their six-word stories and use six stories and six pho-
tos to draft a short design reflection synthesizing their learn-
ing. Many students expressed deep insight about themselves 
and the design process. Their reflections are further docu-
mented at http://theshop.olin.edu/reflections.html. 

 
Fig.1  Annual Training Completion Data 2016 & 2017 


