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This document is intended to be a guide for teachers, students, administrators, families, or community 
members who want to design (or a re-design) a community school, and are audacious enough to include the 
students who will attend the school as equal partners in the design process. We aim to make this a universal 
process, which can decentralize and democratize public schools, starting at whatever scale is possible in each 
situation. As this curriculum continues to grow, adapt, and be applied, we hope it can help make all schools 
culturally responsive, place-based, community-connected, and democratic. Ultimately, we believe schools 
like these will help to make our politics, cultures, economies, and societies more responsive, place-based, and 
democratic.
This document is an adaptable framework -- not a canned, scripted, to-the-letter guide for design. If the 
process here conflicts with the values, cultures, or needs of your community and/or design team -- prioritize the 
community over the process. 
This document is a participatory guide, and should be shared with and referenced by all members of the design 
team and stakeholders -- it is not for facilitators to squirrel away and keep as privileged knowledge.

A note on scale: 
This curriculum is written for an intensive, 16-week design of a start-to-finish, from-scratch school. In many 
situations, this is an unrealistic goal. However, the process outlined here is perfectly adaptable to any level of 
participatory design for learning -- we have used it to design a single section of a course with the students 
enrolled in that course, and it could likewise be used to design a workshop, a single curricular unit or activity, a 
cross-curricular project, or even a stand-alone lesson.

Aims:

We owe great debts of gratitude to the work and ideas of the following people, who informed and inspired us 
as we developed this Curriculum:
Dr. Merrelyn Emery, whose work connecting democratic design in workplaces and schools to broader political 
and social democracy was crucial to our formation. Plus, we adapted our title from her landmark book 
Participative Design for Participative Democracy.
C.T. Lawrence Butler and Amy Rothstein, whose On Conflict and Consensus provided us with the structure for 
decision-making which underlies all phases of our design process. 
IDEO, ITEEA, and Nueva School, whose visual and narrative descriptions of their respective design processes 
help us synthesize and frame our own design work into the following series of phases.

Acknowledgements:

A collection of resources which have informed this work, which are referenced in this work, and which have 
been created to support this work is available online. Many of the “Suggested Facilitation Strategies” listed for 
each Phase of the design process below can be found there.
You can access this Appendix of Resources at http://www.communitylearningdesign.org
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Design Overview

Participatory School Design 
- a new school created in 

partnership with the students 
who will attend it Suggest credit for E/LA, Social Studies, 

community service (to be negotiated 
with Designers’ current institutions)

16 weeks

7th-10th grade students

Desired Results

How can our school 
serve us in our 

community lives -- 
experienced in political, 
economic, and cultural 
realities (both as they 
are and as we want 

them to be)?

Democracy demands 
that we control the 

institutions that guide 
and shape our lives.

Participatory, reiterative 
design is the surest 

method of controlling 
our institutions.

Learning happens best 
when students create 

their own conditions and 
reasons to learn.

Essential Questions: Enduring Understandings:



Project Elements

School design must be democratic, deliberative, and participatory in order to maximize 
youth engagement in learning and democratic engagement in communities.

Problem to be solved:

Facilitators: Designers:

Experienced designers, educators, 
and group-leaders who are 

committed to learners and process, 
and who will become the Teacher 
Professional Practice of the school 

as it opens. (See appendix for 
resources on training as a facilitator)

Learners willing to put in the work to design 
school. Including, but not exclusive to -- those 

age 12-17, bored at school, frustrated at school, 
unrepresented at school, unchallenged at 

school. Learners who have tuned out, dropped 
out, or been thrown out -- or who are on the 
verge of these (aka learners who have begun 
the process of conscientization). Learners who 
thrive in school as-it-is, but are curious about 
what more could be. The design team must 

be intentionally diverse, representing the 
community and its peripheries.



Culminating Products and Preformances

• Curriculum 
• Instruction 
• Assessment 
• Justice practices
• Protocols and Procedures
• Schedule and calendar 
• Structure and governance
• Staffing
• Location and facilities
• Plan for reiterating the design
• Anything else determined within the 

design

School Plan, written by consensus of the 
design team, including detailed plans for (list 
contingent on Consensus of design team):

Written reflection on 
design and process 

Cohort: Individual:

Funders 
Authorizing agents
Families
Enrolling students
 

(Submitted for credit 
at learners’ present 

institutions) 

Equipment: Materials:
Community 
Resources:

On-site people, 
facilities:

Meeting 
space that is 
safe, neutral, 

comfortable, and 
accessible.

Flip charts, 
whiteboards, 
computers, 

round table, quiet 
work spaces,

proximity to gyms, 
parks, wilderness

Readings, videos, 
guest speakers. 

Emergent materials 
needs to be met 
as spontaneously 

as possible by 
facilitators.

Funding for space 
and two facilitators

Resources Needed

Presentation Audience



Learning/Design Plan
Phases of Participatory 
School Design:

Note: The design team moves from one Phase to another only by Formal 
Consensus of the entire team.

start here:
Build Our Team

name our challenge

understand our 
challenge

generate ideas

evaluate ideas

develop our plan

run an iteration

evaluate the iteration

How can we design in 
trust together?

What kind of school is 
possible?

What goals do we have?
What constraints are we under

Brainstorm our perfect 
school.

Which ideas meet our goals?
Which can be done within our 

constraints?

Write a plan for our 
school?

Teach and learn in our 
new school.

How did our first try go?



Phase
1 : Build Our Design Team

Our Purpose in this Phase:
We need to establish the “conditions for creative collaboration” (after Emery). To create together requires deep trust and openness. Our 

best ideas come from vulnerable places. All of us need to commit to each other as individuals and to ourselves as a team. 

On top of this, we need to quickly develop the hard skills we’ll need for the rest of the design process: how to make decisions by Formal 

Consensus, and how to engage in Design Thinking.

An Essential Question:
How can each of us commit honestly and deeply to each other and to our consensus design work together?

Considerations:
Many thoughtful people automatically fire up their “b.s. detectors” at any hint of “team-building” or “ice-breaker” activities. And rightly 

so! Meeting, getting to know, and building trust with other folks is the bedrock of community -- but it takes time and is often uneven, 

with ups and downs as the process flows. When well-meaning facilitators try to replace the natural social process of forming community 

with canned “exercises” then authenticity is lost and any relationships built tend to be shallow and short-lived. Or alienation and 

resentment come out instead. We need to be slow and responsive in this phase -- let relationships form as they will. 

We also have to remember: every team is its own mix of unique folks coming together in their unique context with unique challenges. 

We can’t lay stories onto people. Getting folks together is messy and any efforts to hasten community-building have to be nuanced and 

grounded in utter respect for the phenomenon that is each person and each relationship. The whole design process is emergent, but no 

phase of it more-so than this first.

Our design work will be in the context of white supremacist heteronormative classist patriarchy. We are all carrying our injuries from this 

reality -- some of us as beneficiaries and some of us as survivors. By designing democratically we are by definition designing for equity. 

We will have to struggle within ourselves and between ourselves to commit to each other in earnest community. 

We also need to recognize that the process of “community building” will be ongoing and continually emergent, both in the design phase 

and once the school is open and operating. There is no terminal point in this process, but there are benchmarks and minimums we can 

meet before we move forward with design.

We should move on only when we have openness & trust, and when we feel confident using Iterative Design and Formal Consensus.

Suggested Facilitation Strategies:
• Train in Formal Consensus 

• Train in Reiterative Design

• Train in Rationalization of Conflict

Likely Product:

• Anti-bias training

• Potlucks

• Movie Nights

• SWOT analysis

• Norming: Writing a team agreement

• Walking the community

• Storytelling

Team Commitment Statement



Phase
2 : Name Our Challenge

Our Purpose in this Phase:
We need to name the possibilities our school design can bring about for us as teachers, learners, and for our communities.

An Essential Question:
What are we here to dream, imagine, and create together?

Considerations:
Our design work from this point forward will be divergent -- ideas will expand and get broader in scope, deeper, and wider. To begin, 

though, we need a pin-point. A place we can all start from. 

We all walk in with our own visions of schools and learning and communities we want. What do all our individual visions have in 

common? What are the one or two sentences we can all agree motivate our being here?

This should be a focused statement. There will be time for goal-setting (Phase 3), brainstorming specific aspects of the school (Phase 

4), and writing the plan for the school (Phase 6). Our Possibilities Statement should be brief, succinct, and to the point. And powerful. 

Inspiring. Full of joy and hope.

We should only feel ready to move on when we agree on a clear statement of the possibilities we’re here to bring to life.

Suggested Facilitation Strategies:
• Affinity Mapping

• Small-group Drafting

• Revising and editing in Formal Consensus

Likely Product:
Team Commitment Statement



Phase
3 : Understand Our Challenge

Our Purpose in this Phase:
We need to know what concrete goals our design will need to meet. We need to know what limits we’ll have to live within, even as we 

push against them. We need to know what non-negotiables we’re all bringing to the table.

An Essential Question:
To bring about the possibilities we’ve named, what can, should, and must not be included in the plan for our school?

Considerations:
We will be divergent in this phase -- expanding outward from our “Possibilities Statement” to get a bit more specific, but still holding 

back from creating specific plans for our school.

We will conduct qualitative social-anthropological action research here, with the aim of understanding:

How did our community come to be as it is?

What do we want our community to be?

Why do we experience school as we do?

What do we want our school experience to be?

To answer these questions, we’ll need to find the centers and margins, listen and observe very cautiously at each, consider ourselves as 

subjects of history and analysis, and hold each other accountable for honesty and empathy. 

Seek out and pay close attention to the margins: who is not speaking, and why? 

A useful organizing strategy will be to organize our results into criteria (our goals for our design -- but not specific ideas for the design 

-- this can be a hard balance to strike but it’s very important), constraints (the limits we’ll come up against while designing -- what 

requirements will be placed on our design that are beyond our control?), and non-negotiables (what, from our research in this phase or 

from our values we bring into the team, will be “deal-breaker” elements of our school design?). Planning up front, regular check-ins, and 

quality judgements of our products will all help us immeasurably.

We should only feel ready to move on when we fully understand the work we’re up against, from inside our own team and from the 

larger communities we’re in.

Suggested Facilitation Strategies:
• Storytelling 

• Stakeholder Ask and Listen sessions

• Model-school research, visits/observations, and analyses

• Historical research and analysis

• Meetings with authorizing agents

• Community mapping

Likely Product:
• Criteria & Constraints lists

• Non-negotiables

• Skeleton outline - school plan elements



Phase
4 : Generate Ideas

Our Purpose in this Phase:
Further along the divergent path now, as we expand even more from the Possibilities Statement, through the Criteria, and now... time to 

get it all out on the table: what are each of our individual visions for our school?We need to create and share our ideas in an absolutely 

judgement-free moment and space. We can build on each other’s ideas, we can connect ideas, and we get out our wildest and most 

absurd (seeming) ideas, but we will not give any feedback (positive or negative) on any shared ideas.

An Essential Question:
If we had no limits whatsoever, what would be the key elements of our school design?

Considerations:
“Brainstorming” is something everybody thinks they know how to do, but which is rarely done really well. The crucial rule, which needs 

constant monitoring and reminding and reinforcing by a good facilitator is: “No Judgement.” Positive judgement (“love that idea!”) 

tends to shut down thinking almost as much as negative judgement (“we could never do that because…”). This has to be watched 

closely, which is not hard to do. What’s harder is to set the conditions where people don’t do this to themselves, either in individual, 

solitary idea-generating sessions, or when people come together to share their ideas and build off of each other. It helps a lot to try to 

establish a quota of “stupid ideas” and to model a few of them (“school where everyone gets paid a thousand dollars for each day they 

attend!”) to break the ice. 

It’s pretty likely that in the last phase we created an empty skeleton of our eventual school plan, listing out the design elements we’ll 

need for our school’s plan (“governance,” “assessment,” etc). We’ll have to decide how much to make this a framing tool for our 

brainstorming -- it can be useful, for example, to ask the team to generate ideas just about “curriculum” or “facilities,” though it might 

also be more limiting than simply asking the team to “dream a school.” Probably the best route is a bit of both, but each team and 

design will be different, so we’ll need to be responsive in making this decision.

We should only feel ready to move on when every person in the room is absolutely exhausted of all possible design ideas.

Suggested Facilitation Strategies:
• Various brainstorming techniques

• “Individual Visioning to Collective Visioning” (after Linda Stout)

• Concept-mapping ideas to design elements

• Chalk-talk

Likely Product:
Brainstorm list of school characteristics, qualities, parts, descriptors, etc



Phase
5 : Evaluate Ideas

Our Purpose in this Phase:
Time to start changing from divergent thinking to convergent -- sort and organize the ideas we generated in the last phase to begin 

focusing our vision. We will use the Criteria, Constraints, and Non-Negotiables we defined back in Phase 3  to decide which ideas stay 

and get built on, and which ones have to go.

An Essential Question:
Which of our ideas meet the criteria and constraints designated for our design?

Considerations:
The last phase demanded we shut off our critical/evaluative brains and focus on getting quantity, not quality. That was a challenge -- 

turning the evaluative brain back on, but doing judgement and criticism in a fair, honest, and respectful way will be more of a challenge. 

We need to be prepared: some of the ideas that some of us may be in love with will get axed here. Other ideas that we don’t really love 

will have to be considered just to stay within our limits. But we should and will push hard against the limits we’ve set for ourselves -- now 

is our chance to start saying concretely what we will build together. Facilitators: keep the conversation moving, make sure the process is 

open and clear, and keep the tone in line with our team’s commitment to each other. Make sure that our Possibilities Statement, as well 

as our Criteria, Constraints, and Non-Negotiables are posted large and clear, visible to all in the room so that they can serve as anchor 

points of discussion for all ideas under consideration.

In the last phase we may have started aligning our brainstormed ideas with the plan outline areas -- or if we didn’t, we should do so 

now. Sticky-notes moving around a whiteboard may be the best way to visualize, or a projected digital flow-chart with multiple editing 

collaborators, or chart paper with lots of lines and arrows -- again, we’ll work together to find the best fit for our team and our design 

work together. What we sort and organize in this phase will become the written plan for our school in the next phase, which will become 

our school in the next. Stuff’s getting real now, so conflict and elevated emotions are to be expected (celebrated?) -- be ready to make 

peace and to advocate for each other.

We should only feel ready to move on when each and every idea generated previously has either been accepted as part of our school’s 

design, or eliminated.

Suggested Facilitation Strategies:
• Concept mapping with sticky notes and a white board

• Small-group breakouts to sort and winnow topics

Likely Product:
Framework or outline for each section of our school plan, built from brainstorm list 



Phase
6 : Develop Our Plan

Our Purpose in this Phase:
We will now “make our school on paper.” All the research and brainstorming and refining of idea-lists must now result in a written plan 

for our design. We are making the blueprint from which our school will be built.

An Essential Question:
How will our school work in its first iteration?

Considerations:
There’s no getting around the fact that this is a writing-intensive moment in our design. Our product will be the written plan which will 

guide us as we run our school in “Year One.” This plan must be thorough, clear, specific, and full of our life and passion that brought it 

into being. We must find and maximize the strengths on our team to meet these tall goals. Who can turn a phrase really nicely? Who 

is strong and detailed enough to act as an editor overseeing the drafts as they come in, and finding ways to make each part come 

together? Why can track and manage the process of drafting our school’s plan across multiple small groups?

We should only feel ready to move on when the document we’ve written includes all the ideas we agreed on in the previous phase, but 

fleshed out and filled-up with specifics and details.

Suggested Facilitation Strategies:
• Small-group breakouts to draft sections

• Real-time digital collaboration (wiki or Google Docs)

• Wall-pinned critique sessions 

• Proposed sections evaluated and edited by full team via Formal Consensus

Likely Product:
Framework or outline for each section of our school plan, built from brainstorm list. 



Phase
7 : Run an Iteration

Our Purpose in this Phase:
Time to make our “school on paper” become a “school in the real, live world!” Build it -- make it -- enact it. Be in it and with it, for a year, 

together as learners, teachers, and designers.

An Essential Question:
How do we bring our vision for a more-perfect school to life?

Considerations:
There is a really strong chance that the school we have designed up to this point is very different than any school any of us have attended 

or worked in before. This will be beating new terrain for all of us -- we will “make the road by walking.” We need to be prepared to 

support and challenge each other, to reaffirm our values periodically, and to be open to the newness we’ll be with. 

We should be warned, ready to expect a “detox period” where each and every one of us will struggle with the fact that “this is not like 

school has ever been before.” It will take some time to sink in that what we’re doing is real. For some of us, there will be an up-front 

exhilaration, followed by regrets or “buyers’ remorse.” For others, there will be immediate anxiety of being deep in the unknown.  Some 

of us will want to back out and walk away, and some of us might end up doing just that. And that’s ok. But for those of us who stick 

it out, and make the “new normal” something that is much better aligned with each of our hopes and dreams for ourselves, and our 

collaborative visions for our community, we’ll see hints of joy and satisfaction that we never really thought could come from “school” 

before. Let’s all help each other get to the finish line of the first year!

Suggested Facilitation Strategies:

• Impromptu check-ins

• Restorative Circles

• Rapid re-design sessions

• Early evaluations of the iteration

Likely Product:
One complete school year, with all the learning that happens in all its imperfection.

Much of what happens during this first year will be determined by the design process and the plan we 

developed. However, as facilitators, we can and should “break” from the plan if and when we see the need, to 

pull designers together in:



Phase
8 : Evaluate the Iteration

Our Purpose in this Phase:
As soon as an “iteration” of our design has been implemented (i.e. a school year -- unless we determine we need to evaluate sooner!), 

we need to step back, look at what we made, and compare it to the goals we set for ourselves in the beginning of the design process. 

Once we’ve taken a cold, hard look, we need to make a plan for how we’ll move forward with the design (i.e. “Iteration #2”).

An Essential Question:
What worked, and what did not work, with our attempt at this school?

Considerations:
Evaluation is hard, particularly when you’re evaluating your own work, and particularly when you’re evaluating something that you put 

a lot of heart into. Plus, we’ll likely be doing this critical evaluation at the end of a school year -- typically our brains are not quite primed 

for deep thought and reflective action at this moment in any given calendar. We need to be intentional, optimistic, supportive, and 

challenging (as always). We need to have our original Criteria/Constraints/Non-negotiables lists at-hand, and we need to do an honest 

check-in: how did we do? Did we meet all the goals we set out to? If not, why not? Did we push up against the constraints of our design, 

but stay within the necessary bounds? DId all of our “non-negotiable” elements survive the year? Most importantly, WHERE DO WE GO 

NEXT?

Suggested Facilitation Strategies:
- Return to Criteria & Constraints

- Return to round-table design session by sortition or representation

- Use check-list rubrics for evaluation

Likely Product:
A decision: we need to start the next iteration at which phase of the design process?

1. We have/need a team that is different than the team that did the last design. Go back to Phase 1.

2. We have/need a new possibilities statement. Either the vision changed over the course of this year, or we discovered that the 

possibilities we set out to enact weren’t really the possible after all! Back to Phase 2.

3. We need to know more about the challenge we’re addressing -- new data or stories have shown us that we didn’t understand 

everything as well as we thought. Go back to Phase 3.

4. Our solutions weren’t inventive enough -- we need new and better ideas for meeting our goals. Back it up to Phase 4

5. We used some ideas from our initial brainstorm that didn’t pan out, and left other potentially good ideas stranded and unused. Try 

again at Phase 5.

6. We had good ideas, but failed to describe and define structures that would bring these ideas to life. Back for more work at Phase 6.

7. The plan was solid, but our implementation of the plan was somehow lacking. We just need to re-commit to the plan and give it 

another shot. Dive back into Phase 7.



This curriculum is free and open!
Adapt, apply, and use in any 

non-commercial educational setting.

Please contact us for support, training, 
with questions, or to share your stories 

of designing alongside youth.

communitylearningdesign.org

Thank You!
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