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You�ve made a great decision in attending the In-

stitute of Design. ID is in the forefront of a new 

way of thinking about user-centered design, and 

the ways design can in�uence business and social 

policy. You have an amazing opportunity at this 

school, as it is a small program with outstanding 

professors and leaders in the design community. 

The student body is tightly knit, providing a 

healthy social balance to the academic rigors of 

the program. 

Students at ID created this student survival guide 

for YOU, because we know how daunting it can 

be to move to a new area and start a new school. 

You have a lot of questions and thoughts. We 

hope to address a large part of them in this

guide. As you think of more, you�ll have opportu-

nities to express them and even help shape next 

year�s orientation.
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				     A day in the life of an ID student can demanding and stressful, but is always rewarding. You live and 

breathe class projects week after week, �ll your head with design knowledge, and engage with your school-

mates in and outside of class. Each person�s experience is unique, so we have collected worst and best day 

stories from different perspectives and included a brief overview of foundation and the main program.

	

		  Foundation

Overview
�Our foundation class was 22 people. We spent all 

of our classes together, in the same classroom. All 

our desks were in the same room on the 3rd �oor 

of the ID building. When we started the program 

we were told �by the end of the year, these people 

will be your closest friends.� This is de�nitely 

true. It�s an amazing way to learn design 101. We 

critique each other�s work, help each other with 

projects, bitch about the workload, and celebrate 

each other�s successes and project completions.

�The typical week consists of three days of studio, 

one and a half days off, and half a day for Intro 

to Design. Don�t be fooled by �time off,� though. 

In between studio classes, you are busy with class 

projects. Every hour of your week is accounted 

for with these projects.

Every week you produce something new for 

each of your studio classes, this could result in: 

a bunch of photos, a logo design, a foamcore 

model of a product design, several ideation 

sketches, an interactive Flash environment, a one 

minute �lm, or an eight page brochure. You learn 

all the methods behind the design, the process to 

arrive from analysis to synthesis to ideation, and  

A Day in the Life
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the techniques to create these things (by com-

puter and by hand).

�Foundation provides you with all the design 

knowledge you�ll need for the main program. 

Foundation is an excellent way to prepare you for 

the main program. You get to know the school, 

the students, the classes, the different tracks, and 

faculty & staff all before you are inundated with 

the even more intense workload of the main 

program.�

Foundation�Worst Day
�My worst day was at the end of Product Design 

I (fall semester). It was late the night before 

the project was due. I was making a full scale 

prototype of a coffee table out of foamcore for a 

furniture design project. The design had bowed 

legs with no support in the middle, which I real-

ized around midnight was a problem. I placed it 

on its legs and the foamcore snapped. 

�I spent the next two hours using eight different 

kinds of glue and tape to salvage it, but it was 

clear the model was scrapped. I had to trash the 

project and start over. It was a stressful night. I 

was fully defeated. Eventually I made a better, 

more rigid coffee table design which is happily 

sitting in my living room.�

Foundation�Best Day
�I�ve never considered myself someone who could 

draw. Stick �gures (and not good ones) were 

the extent of my drawing skills. After attending 

several drawing sessions at lunch, I developed an 

understanding of the basics of how to under-

stand an object in a three dimensional plane. 

�My best day came when I became very patient 

about a few sketches for product design, apply-

ing what I had learned about drawing, and drew 

some very competent sketches about ideation. It 

was the most successful day I�ve had at ID as it 

was so obvious about one thing I learned here.

Overview
�As a �rst year student, your life will go from zero 

to sixty in a day. ID is on the quarter system, so 

 

students take between four and seven classes a 

week per quarter, and classes are between two 

and four hours long. The pace is intense but very 

rewarding. Most students have said that it takes 

a good three to four weeks to get into the swing 

of things. 

�The curriculum is structured in such a way that 

students from all the tracks take many of the 

same classes. The classes provide exposure to a 

battery of user-centered methods and the focus 

is on process. How you do things becomes as if 

not more important than what you make. There 

are also workshop classes that are a semester long, 

which allow students to explore a design prob-

lem in depth. Team projects are a big component 

to many of the classes. Learning to work together 

can be hard work but the teams allow students 

to gain insight into multiple perspectives and 

approaches to the design process. Many of the 

students at ID come from varied backgrounds 

such as anthropology, psychology and engineer-

		  First Year
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ing and close to half the student body are from 

countries outside of the US. The faculty, students 

and rich academic offerings at the Institute of 

Design foster a truly unique learning environ-

ment and perspective. During your �rst year at 

ID, you will learn an enormous amount about 

yourself and human-centered design methods.�

First Year�Worst Day
My worst day was during the �rst quarter of the 

winter semester. I was taking a prototyping class 

and was on a team with two other students. I was 

still getting into the swing of school, I was new 

to Chicago, and it was the middle of winter. Our 

assignment was to create a behavioral prototype. 

Our team kept meeting and talking and meet-

ing and talking and it felt as if we weren�t going 

anywhere. Our professor had given us the writ-

ten de�nition of a behavioral prototype but it felt 

vague. We would each come up with suggestion, 

then a team debate would ensue. 

�After three hours I suggested we meet with the 

professor for guidance. One of my team mem-

ber�s response to our confusion was that there 

are simply are no clear de�nitions. Her sugges-

tion was to start making prototypes and test 

them on users and not worry so much on what 

type of prototype we were making. When we 

asked her to explain what a behavioral prototype 

is, she said, �You will know one when you see it.� 

So we followed her advice. We made prototypes. 

We gave each other space and worked together as 

a team to create as many prototypes as we could 

think of. That process of learning through mak-

ing provided an invaluable lesson in teamwork 

and patience with the learning process.�

First Year�Best Day
�My best day was the day I participated in a user 

observation at the Chicago Lighthouse Foun-

dation. The project I was working on was for 

Cultural Human Factors. Our group�s task was to 

make design recommendations for a cell phone 

for the visually impaired. User observations and 

interviews with the visually impaired were neces-

sary to in order gain an understanding of their 

culture. While our group had a few preconcep-

tions regarding potential solutions for the project, 

the user observations gave us invaluable insights 

into an amazing culture. We generated many 

ideas; ideas we never would have thought of if 

we had not taken the time to talk to the visually 

impaired. 

It was during the interviews and observations 

that I realized how the insights we were learning 

could only be gained through a usercentered

approach. It was the �rst time that I was able to 

recognize he value of the methods I was being 

taught.�
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Social Life
Look, you can�t study all the time. We often run 

over to nearby coffee shops (even during class 

breaks�you can just make it if you hurry) for a 

quick latte, or end up at a bar after a late study 

session. Lunchtime conversations in the hilari-

ously mis-named �Cyber CafØ� (no computers, 

no coffee or food�but a nice view), hanging 

out in the �fth �oor student lounge, and indeed 

hanging out in the studios all provide variety in 

your day. Many of us get together on the week-

end for movies or concerts�Chicago is a great 

place to explore, and being a student means 

student discounts!

Student Activities Board
The Institute of Design Student Activities Board 

cultivates a supportive school environment that 

encourages everybody to contribute their ideas, 

enthusiasm, and skills to make ID a better place. 

Teams include:

engageID�Sponsoring a student newsletter 

(http://www.id.iit.edu/news/engageid/) and a 

series of lunchtime lecturettes

welcomeID�Providing a supportive environ-

ment for new students arriving in the fall and 

spring semesters

recruitID�Connecting students with job 

opportunities, through two nationally-promi-

nent recruiting events, bringing industry lead-

ers to ID to hire for internships and full-time 

jobs

socialID�Responsible for some excellent 

parties, including the legendary International 

Dinner, and the fabulous end-of-the-year 

show. 

About, With, and For�Presenting one of the 

leading user-centered design conferences for 

the North American design community

The Student Activities Board holds regular 

meetings, open to anyone who is interested, to 

develop new ideas and to provide opportunities 

for everyone to contribute their efforts. We hope 

you will be part of making ID great!

�

�

�

�

�
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Professional Design Groups
The IDSA (Industrial Design Society of America) 

is a great organization to join; they hold net-

working events, student workshops and

national conferences (idsa.org, idsachicago.org). 

A lot also goes on with CHI² (Computer-Human 

Interaction group of Chicago), like some great 

speakers and workshops on computer interface 

design (acm.org/chapters/chi-sqrd/). For com-

munication design, check out the AIGA (Ameri-

can Institute of Graphic Arts)�a great resource 

for all things 2-D (aiga.org, aigachicago.org). O2 

is a design for sustainability organization with a 

chapter in chicago (o2-usa.org/chicago/).

Books on Design
Toothpicks and Logos, written by ID professor 

John Heskett, is a good book to get you started 

in the �eld of design. A nice introduction to 

the history of design, The Art of Innovation by 

Tom Kelley is a closer look into IDEO�s design 

methods and practices. Others: Design Secrets: 

Products: 50 Real-Life Product Design Projects 

by IDSA; Bauhaus by Frank Whitford (a good 

look at the history of ID & its design roots); The 

Design of Everyday Things by ID board mem-

ber Donald Norman; The Evolution of Useful 

Things by Henry Petroski, Rapid Viz by Hanks & 

Belliston (a great book to learn sketching); and 

Grid Systems in Graphic Design by Josef Muller 

Brockman.

Design Stores
Many high-end furniture shops surround, and 

are located in, the Merchandise Mart, one of the 

premiere providers to interior designers. Go to 

IKEA (in Schaumburg, about an hour drive) and 

notice the ef�ciency by which everything is de-

signed and packaged. You can also furnish your 

apartment here at low prices. Design Within 

Reach (not nearly as cheap) has classic examples 

of modern design�and is a short walk away at 

10 East Ohio (at N. State St.).

Design Web Sites
core77.com has great examples of design port-

folios, as well as some job listings (it�s never too 

early to see what employers are looking for!); 

designobserver.com is a great blog on current 

issues in design;

www.businessweek.com/innovate is Business 

Week�s Innovation portal.

Design Magazines
Check out a copy of ID magazine, an elegant 

resource for the latest trends in product design. 

Metropolis is good for all areas of design, while 

How is good for graphic design speci�cally.

		  Think Design
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Computers
It�s not absolutely essential to have your own 

computer�the school has a great computer lab 

on the 5th �oor out�tted with both Macs and 

PCs, and with most of the software that you�ll 

need during your classes here. It is accessible 24 

hours a day (all students receive electronic access 

keys to the ID building), and there is usually no 

wait to get on them. 

But most students, however, end up purchasing 

their own laptops, because the mobility gained 

by the laptop is well worth the extra cost. Stu-

dents with laptops often bring them into classes 

to take notes or do work during class time, and 

having a laptop allows you to work in breakout 

groups. Wireless network access is provided 

throughout ID�s space, and you�ll also have an 

Ethernet connection at your assigned desk in the 

third �oor or �fth �oor studio.

Depending on which track you decide to go into, 

Macs (communications) or PCs (product) may 

be preferable�but it matters much less now than 

it did even a few years ago. Wait until you�ve had 

a couple of weeks at school to decide what laptop 

to purchase. Your new faculty and ID students 

will have lots of advice. You also will be eligible 

for student pricing at the Apple Online Store, 

among other places.

Digital Camera
Other than the laptop, the other major purchase 

you�ll likely incur (for Foundation) is a digital 

camera. John Grimes� Photography class,

a required course for all Foundation students, 

uses digital cameras, which usually run from 

$300�$500, and are a good investment as they 

can be used for other courses at ID (such as user 

research, product design, and documentary

photography). As with the laptops, wait until 

you�ve arrived at ID and talked to the faculty and 

students before making any purchases.

Software and other school supplies are also nec-

essary purchases. The requirements for each class 

differs semester by semester, so don�t buy any-

thing major until you get to the school. Your new 

students will have lots of advice for you, and you 

never know where you can �nd the software!  As 

with hardware purchases, software can be bought 

at special student prices once you have a valid IIT 

identi�cation card, at places like AcademicSuper-

store.com.

In conclusion, don�t spend any money until you 

get to the school! Just bring yourself, something 

to take notes, and your enthusiasm. The rest will 

fall into place.

		  Supplies and Materials
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Chicago Newspapers
Chicago Reader. A free guide to Chicagoland 

in newspaper form that can be found in most 

stores. [chicagoreader.com]

Chicago Sun-Times: One of Chicago�s two 

major dailies (and one of the 10 largest daily 

newspapers in the entire US). [suntimes.com]

Chicago Tribune. This nationally recognized 

daily newspaper has been a Chicagoland staple 

for the past 150 years. [chicagotribune.com]

Windy City Times. Gay and Lesbian weekly. 

Even though the paper�s of�ces are downtown, 

it covers the entire country. [wctimes.com]

�

�

�

�

Red Eye. An edition of the Chicago Tribune; 

designed for quick reading with shorter stories 

and additional entertainment content. [re-

deyechicago.com]

Websites
[metromix.com] Chicago restaurants, bars, 

entertainment, clubs, and nightlife.

[chicago.citysearch.com] Overall city guide.

[gapersblock.com] A site that asks you to slow 

down and check out all the cool things in the 

city.

[chicagoist.com] About everything that hap-

pens in Chicago: news and events, restaurants 

and nightlife, happenings, goings-on and 

observations.

�

�

�

�

�

Learning Chicago
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In Chicago, �nding an apartment you like is 

not as dif�cult as it is in, say, Manhattan or San 

Francisco; supply and demand seem to be fairly 

well aligned in the Windy City. Nevertheless, 

Chicago has seen nearly two decades of sustained 

urban renewal as many thousands of former and 

would-be suburbanites have gravitated back to 

the diverse stimulating life of the city. As a result, 

rents are no longer cheap in many once afford-

able neighborhoods (Bucktown and Wicker Park, 

for example). 

Having determined budget limits and space 

needs, pick a few target neighborhoods. Keep in 

mind that the money you spend on that Gold 

Coast studio can get you two bedrooms in Rog-

ers Park. You should be aware, however, of some 

of the facts of Chicago apartment living�the 

older the building, the smaller the space (includ-

ing closet space). In places like Ukrainian Village, 

Bucktown or Wicker Park, you will most likely 

pay extra for space, electric, or heat. With steam 

heat, more common in neighborhoods like An-

dersonville and Rogers Park, the landlord 

usually pays.

If your funds are limited or you want to live 

closer to the lake/Loop, consider �nding a room-

mate. A two-bedroom apartment is often not 

that much more expensive than a one-bedroom, 

and sometimes a three-bedroom apartment can 

be shared for the price of two onebedrooms. If 

you are new to town and don�t know anyone, 

check �Housing to Share� in Section Four of the 

Chicago Reader for others in search of a roomie, 

or check Craigslist [chicago.craigslist.org].

Once you�ve narrowed the search down with 

respect to apartment type, neighborhood, and 

price range, there are several different ways

to start looking.

Hit the Streets
Though perhaps a little low-tech and time-con-

suming this can be an excellent way to locate 

apartments. Hop on a bike or get in a car, and 

drive through your neighborhood of choice. 

Keep an eye out for �rst-�oor windows and 

entryways with bright red or small, black and 

white �For Rent� signs. Many of these will have 

the information you need (number of bedrooms 

and price) to decide whether you want to call the 

landlord and ask to see inside. If your doing this 

in a car, you might want to bring along a friend 

who can wait in the car while you�re taking 

down numbers.

This method has some distinct advantages over 

the classi�eds. Many apartments are never ad-

vertised in the papers. Building owners who have 

only one or two apartments will frequently put a 

sign in the window because they don�t want the 

hassle of advertising in the newspapers. Don�t 

assume that there�s any correlation between 

apartment quality and dollars spent on advertis-

ing. Some of the most beautiful and best-kept 

apartments are hiding behind those cheap plastic 

signs. Finally, get a �rst-hand view of the street, 

the building and the immediate neighborhood 

will quickly narrow down your search.

Obviously, if you live out of town, this approach 

will require a trip to Chicago. But getting a 

good deal on an apartment you actually like can 

be worth it. (If you need a cheap place to stay, 

consider the Arlington House hostel [www.ar-

		  Finding a Place to Live
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