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ABSTRACT:


Engage, Critique, Transform: designing a social innovation pathway within a women's undergraduate liberal arts college


Smith College is the largest women’s undergraduate liberal arts college in the US, and is home to a range of programs created to support students’ applied learning. Over a decade ago, the College began experimenting with Concentrations as a structured exploration of themes and practices outside of the major. As envisioned, Concentrations would be interdisciplinary, experiential, reflective, and designed to leverage distinctive college resources. Over the last four years, several of our newer Centers (the Wurtele Center for Leadership, the Conway Innovation and Entrepreneurship Center, the Design Thinking Initiative, and the Narratives Project) have worked together to develop a proposed Concentration in Collaborative Innovation. The goal of this offering is to provide a robust pathway where students become skilled at working purposefully with others to co-create new ideas that challenge and change inequitable systems and structures, ultimately transforming those ideas into practical realities. 


Designing such a program at a women’s liberal arts college presents a number of opportunities and challenges. One major opportunity is the ability to challenge many of the traditional concepts of leadership, entrepreneurship, and innovation that exclude women — and others — and reconceptualize these terms (and remake these practices) to make them more equitable. The critical thinking basis of the liberal arts prepares students to iteratively engage in and critique practices, helping them develop a rich sense of identity that links their academic experience with an issue that speaks to them. This linkage also creates friction within the historical context of the liberal arts, however, in which innovation practices and frameworks are often seen as “too vocational.” In addition, our model of collaborative partnerships that seek to undo perceived hierarchies between faculty and staff further challenges the status quo within the institution. 


In this presentation, members of our cross-unit team will provide an overview of the design of the Collaborative Innovation concentration. We will discuss points of friction that we have encountered, and those we anticipate are yet to come. We will examine how we might hold the productive tension of animating innovation practices within academia. And we will speak to the ways in which doing this work at a women’s college might offer new perspectives for the field at large. Rather than presenting our work as fully-formed, we hope to engage the audience in dialogue around what it means to co-design a dynamic social innovation pathway within the structures and systems of a complex institutional context.

