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INTRODUCTION

Since 2018, the Wish for WASH Thinks Inc 
team has been running Design Thinking 
workshops and courses with 10+ partners 
such as OpenIDEO, The Paideia School, 
The Weber School, Atlanta Girls School, 
Girl Scouts of Atlanta, and the Museum of 
Design Atlanta as a part of our educational 
and advocacy workstream.

Through our workshops and curricula, 
we seek to empower the next generation 
of STEAM learners, design thinkers, and 
human-centered problem-solvers to use 
empathic, interdisciplinary and iterative 
tools to build sustainable and inclusive 
innovation in the water, sanitation and 
hygiene (WASH) sector to help the world 
reach the 6th Sustainable Development 
Goal by 2030.

The Wish for WASH team has spent the last 
few years inventing and piloting the novel 
design thinking process, CLAP (Connect, 
Learn, Apply, Pitch). Weber High School 
in Atlanta has been a consistent partner 
over the years seeing many iterations 
of the Design Jams. The report below 
gives an overview of the most recent 
partnership with Weber in which Wish for 
WASH designed and facilitated a full day 
experience for 45 high school students 
(predominantly 9th and 10th graders) in 
Weber’s Daniel Zalik STEM Academy.

This workshop involved unique challenges 
for the Wish for WASH team as it was a 
custom designed workshop specific to the 
needs of the Weber teachers: 

•	 Length: This was our longest 
consecutive design jam (6.5 hours in a 
row compared to 2-4 hours in one day 
or 1-2 hours over a series of multiple 
days)

EVENT PROCESS

The goal of this full day Design Jam 
experience was to help introduce Weber 
students to the concept of human-
centered design and kick off a long term 
design thinking project with a focus on 
homelessness. 

The workshop was facilitated by Anya 
Smith-Roman with Jasmine Burton and 
Eliza Bruno serving as coaches and at peak 
there were over 45 students in the room 
in addition to Weber faculty who were 
coming in and out of the workshop. 

Introducing students 
to design thinking

Preparation

https://wishforwash.org/
https://www.weberschool.org/academics/the-daniel-zalik-academy


This Design Jam was a part of the W4W 
pilot of their original design thinking 
process / toolkit - CLAP (Connect, Learn, 
Apply, Pitch). 

•	 Coaches Ratio: There was a smaller ratio 
of W4W team members compared to 
participants (typically operating with a 
1:6 ratio but due to the length of time for 
this workshop we were only able to have 
3 Wish for WASH team members) 

•	 Audience: This was the largest high 
school student audience we had ever 
facilitated for at once (45 students at 
the same time compared to normally 
under 25; while we have worked with 
over 40 adults and mixed age learners 
at once the nature of high school 
classmates is very different and posed 
unique challenges)

•	 Topic: Typically Wish for WASH 
develops workshops around one of 
three topics: Water, Sanitation, or 
Menstrual Health (WASH)  Then we 
can use one of a dozen different user 
personas to create a multitude of 
differentiated workshops. However, 
because this workshop was also being 
used as a way to kick off a long term 
project for Weber students, the topic 
expanded beyond the solely the 
bounds of our usual options. There was 
also an added complexity of helping 
students learn about project dynamics: 
going from a large project topic focused 
on people experiencing homelessness 
with a WASH lens to a narrowed topic 
around fostering a school culture that 
allows for working with stigmatized 
populations. The goal was to leverage 
Wish for WASH’s collective experience 

Facilitation

The workshop began as they all do, with 
a Spark activity - a short game to help 
teammates meet and learn more about 
each other while also honing in on one 
or more skills necessary for completing a 
design challenge. Because we wanted to 
take advantage of the opportunities that 
being in person provided us, we chose a 
particularly interactive Spark: 1,2,3, Snap, 
Clap, Stomp. This Spark encourages 

in co-designing with underserved 
communities to co-create generative 
outcomes, especially around taboo or 
sensitive topics.

To navigate some of these challenges, the 
W4W team had several experience design 
calls with Weber teachers to intentionally 
co-design an experience that would best fit 
the needs of the school curriculum.

Co-designing an 
experience to fit the 
school curriculum

This is the W4W CLAP Design Thinking Method Model.



participants to push through when they 
inevitably mess up during the activity, 
turning the room into a place where it is 
okay to make and learn from mistakes. 
Everyone then re-grouped to discuss what 
design thinking means, the CLAP process, 
and norms for the workshop.

After completing a preliminary Know 
/ Need to Know activity at each table, 
participants heard from W4W’s Founder, 
Jasmine, about the beginnings of W4W 
and connecting the W4W story with the 
workshops design challenge of working 
with stigmatized populations. Jasmine’s 
presentation opened with the story of how 
W4W began as a senior design project 
and then led to so much more, and how 
design thinking can be used to address 
world problems. This was followed by a 
brief explanation of the 17 United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals and 
the statistics for those who lack clean 
water and sanitation around the world. 

Jasmine then segued into the connection 
between WASH and people experiencing 
homelessness as a key challenge is lacking 
essential resources. 

Facilitators then helped participants 
understand the magnitude of a challenge 
such as those connected to homelessness 
and made space for facing the reality that 
you can’t expect to solve such a massive 
problem in just one day. Instead, you have 
to break large complex problems down into 
smaller challenges. This complexity was 
described in part with the “User Map” tool 
which helps define different people that are 
connected to a problem: the direct user 
(people who are currently experiencing), 
fringe users (people who have experienced 
this in the past), connectors / advocate 
users (people who might know other 
people who have had this experience 
/ people who work for nonprofits or 
organizations that provide services to this 
population), and then the general public 
(general public opinions and social context 
relevant to the problem). 

Breaking down the user groups then 
allowed the room to pivot from focusing 
on the large problem of, “How might 
we (HMW) enable people experiencing 
homelessness to have greater access to 

Applying design 
thinking to address 
global problems 
for stigmatized 
populations



essential resources with a particular focus 
on water, sanitation and hygiene?” to a 
more focused challenge, “HMW create a 
culture at Weber that allows for working 
with stigmatized populations?” 

Following the presentation, participants 
regrouped in the eight table breakouts to 
begin their empathy work which happened 
in two phases.

Phase 1: involved “speed interviews” where 
student teams talked one at a time with 
eight different faculty members in quick 
five minute interviews. These interviews 
helped give students an idea of faculty 
perspectives on culture at weber and their 
experience and comfort with talking about 
and working with stigmatized populations.

From: “How might we (HMW) 
enable people experiencing 
homelessness to have greater 
access to essential resources 
with a particular focus on water, 
sanitation and hygiene?

To: “HMW create a 
culture at Weber that 
allows for working 
with stigmatized 
populations?”

Phase 2: of the empathy process was 
then focused on empathizing with other 
students at Weber. The design teams were 
given the option to choose between three 
alternate empathy tools – a card sort, likert 
scale, or open ended survey – to then 
go out during lunch time and speak with 
students about Weber culture. 

Using what they learned from the various 
empathy tools, participants created 
personas (a composite user based on a 
combination of stories and experiences 
from real people) and team problem 
statements that would motivate their 
prototyping process.

After lunch, each breakout group then 
jumped into the Apply phase, beginning 
with a group brainstorm based on insights 
drawn from the empathy tools in the 
Learn phase. Groups then storyboarded 
a process to help adjust the culture 
at weber to be more open to working 
with stigmatized populations. Group 
members then chose one bubble each 
from the storyboard to prototype in depth 
individually as a physical prototype. 

After finishing their individual prototypes, 
breakout groups came back together to 
both create and practice their pitches as 
a team in a 2 minute video format. These 
videos were then played live to all of the 
groups and collected faculty members that 
came to watch the final presentation. 



The Wish for WASH team re-connected 
with Weber teachers about a month after 
the workshop to discuss feedback from the 
day of the workshop as well as visible long 
term impact. Teachers found the format 
overall was a great introduction to design 
thinking and set the groundwork for 
continuous conversations throughout the 
end of the semester. They were particularly 
impressed with the lasting impact of the 
students’ empathy interview skills; their 
ability to ask thoughtful questions and 
make interviewees feel comfortable when 
talking about challenging topics was a 
testament to their training from the design 
jam.

Despite tangible successes, discomfort 
emerged as a recurring motif during 
the debriefing session. We realize that 
discomfort often signals growth and 
change, acknowledging that enduring 
short-term discomfort often yields long-
term benefits. However, amidst our 
achievements, there were wishes for 
improvements. Maintaining focus among 
all 45 participants remained a challenge, 
with attention waning as individuals moved 
away from the center of the room over the 
course of the long day. Having a specific 
W4W coach at each table and additional 
preparatory conversations were among 
the suggestions for future enhancement.

Reflecting on the experience, the team 
collectively wondered about whether we 
attempted too much at one time with this 
learner group. Perhaps breaking down the 
process into smaller, consecutive sessions 
might have been more effective than 
tackling it all at once in one sitting. Finding 
the balance between comprehensiveness 
and manageability emerged as a 
persistent query.

CONCLUSION

The Wish for WASH 2023 Stigmatized 
Populations Full Day Weber Design 
Jam workshop was an eye-opener, a 
testament to perseverance, and a source 
of invaluable learning experiences for 
everyone involved. 

For most of the students, this was their 
first time going through a long form 
process, and thus simply completing all the 
steps felt like a significant triumph. The 
transition from a virtual setting to in-person 
engagement was also refreshing, and 
allowed for deeper exploration than ever 
before. 

Students developed the 
ability to comfortably ask 
interviewees thoughtful 
questions about 
challenging topics.



The need for clarity in distinguishing 
between interactive and listening times, 
along with the challenge of keeping a 
larger group engaged, begs the question of 
refining our strategies for future sessions. 
Exploring advanced concepts of design 
thinking while also transitioning from broad 
topics to specific questions proved to be a 
large cognitive leap for this learner group, 
highlighting the necessity for more explicit 
guidance and bite-sized opportunities to 
learn by doing.

Past design jams have often had many 
viable prototypes, but that has never been 
the ultimate goal of these design jams. 
The goal is about introducing the process 
of design thinking and WASH topics, 
teaching how to utilize empathy tools, and 
brainstorming low-res prototypes that can 
kick off deeper exploration. 

With this framework, the Design Jam was 
incredibly successful as a reference point 
the class can use for the rest of the year. 
As W4W treads this path of learning, 
it becomes increasingly evident that 
mastering design tools isn’t a one-
day affair. Reducing the scope while 
increasing repetition and allowing for 
multiple iterations emerged as potential 
strategies for smoother learning curves. 
We must continue to remind ourselves and 
our partners of the differences between 
an introduction to design thinking (or a 
design spring) and a complete educational 
curriculum and manage expectations 
accordingly.  

In essence, this process has been 
transformative, illuminating the intricacies 
of empathy, problem-solving, and the 
journey toward understanding design 
thinking. It’s not just about the end result 
but the evolution and growth experienced 
throughout the journey, a testament to 
the value of persistence, adaptability, and 
continuous learning. 

We are grateful to our incredible 
partners in this work at the Weber 
school for embarking with us on this 
amazing learning journey because 
#everybodypoops! 


