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Abstract:  Design students typically transition from unencumbered, conceptual, 

joyful thinking in 1st year to focus in 4th year on more technical aspects of 
design such as “sector-specific regulations and guidelines” and “interior 
contract documents” (Professional Standards 2018, 2018, p. 30). A 
module in a 3rd year lecture course regarding civility and grace in design 
intends to incite students’ sensitivities and revive their attention to the 
human experience in space including emotional, psychological, or 
spiritual awareness; moving in space; and recognizing space in a time and 
place. To do so, students read William Stumpf’s book The Ice Palace that 
Melted Away: Restoring Civility and Other Lost Virtues to Everyday Life 
(1998) in which he describes and provides examples of places, things, and 
paths to civility. But students grasped his meaning best through 
discussion of a campus memorial that was civil and gracious in its design 
despite its origin in shock and mourning.  

Learning Objectives: For students to 

• understand the significance of civility and grace in design 



• formulate activities, beliefs, or approaches regarding civility and grace in 
design that they could instill in their work 

• articulate or illustrate the kinds of designs they could develop that would 
restore civility and grace into the built environment 

• describe the effect of these proposed spaces on the human experience 

Criteria:   Students are expected to 
 

• develop insightful, meaningful, purposeful ideas 
• provide concrete examples of their design intentions 
• envision the impact of design on the human experience 
• assess their own design processes (How does their process differ from 

that of their first year?) 
• read William Stumpf’s book, The Ice Palace that Melted Away: Restoring 

Civility and Other Lost Virtues to Everyday Life (1998) 
• consider the story of the Va. Tech students’ design of a memorial 
• relate that narrative to their own experiences in the built environment 
• relate the story of the Va. Tech students’ development of a memorial to 

their own design process 
• consider how to make their designs more purposeful, meaningful, and 

expressive of time and place 
• capture their ideas in writing or in visual form 

 
Process:  

The Beginning 

Ask students to read William Stumpf’s (1998) book The Ice Palace That 
Melted Away: Restoring Civility and Other Lost Virtues to Everyday Life in 
which he writes that “[civility] is the something extra – the added 
measure of grace – in the way we shape human behavior through objects 
and custom…Civility is toleration, understanding…the integration of 
differences, not the heightening of them…” (p. xiii). “Part of design’s 
contribution to a civilized life is to help people make meaningful 
connections to the real world” (p. 136). Stumpf illustrates civility and 
grace in designs which he says can 

• shape human behavior such extra toilet stalls for women at a new 
baseball park; 



• provide comfort, acknowledge personal worth, honor others, help others 
such as providing a place to sit down, to get a drink of water, to breathe 
fresh air; 

• kindle play and delight, wonder, toleration and understanding when 
building an ice palace in the dead of winter with the help of designers, 
engineers, ice cutters, and electricians that brings community members 
together to watch or build or provide hot chocolate, to light the ice 
palace from within to create dynamic contrast against a dark winter 
Minnesota sky; 

• foster playing together, enjoying together;   

• nurture good will. 

Stumpf challenges our own design thinking with exercises such as 
designing a humane airplane with:  

• seats along the wings to have a view of flying; 

• virtual cockpits throughout to experience flight like from the bow of a 
ship on the ocean; 

• skylights for stargazing and telescopes; 

• seats rising up the tail of the plane to have a 180° view of the sky ahead; 

• seats in the rear to watch the earth move away from you. 

Whether these are realistic ideas or not, they are invigorating ways – 
invigorating design ideas – about the sensation of flying, of providing a 
human experience of speeding through air 5 miles above the surface of 
the earth and the exhilaration of that as opposed to current experiences 
in a metal cylinder removed from the sense of flying. One could just as 
easily be in a train or a bus with porthole windows. 

In a teachable moment, Stumpf’s observations reflect some of the same 
disconnects from actual human experience that often is seen in students’ 
work and too often in upper level studios. In final critiques, for example, 
students may not talk about their projects in terms of the wonder of 
space; of emotional, psychological, or spiritual experience of space; about 
the integrity of a specific material; about the location of this particular 
place or structure in time and space; about moving in space; or sensory 
experiences.  



In class discussion regarding Stumpf’s book, students understand and are 
enthusiastic about his message but struggle to translate his design 
challenge into their own work. They appreciate it and are inspired by it - 
“what a great idea for an airplane!” - but cannot articulate how they 
could infuse civility and grace into their own work. Stumpf does not 
provide a formula. He articulates his observations and provides examples 
of things, places, and paths of civility, each employing varying means of 
reaching a civil moment in design.  

But when the students listened to a story about a design process, from 
inspiration to construction, and how various conditions, thoughts, events, 
form, material, time and place came together to create a meaningful 
experience for users that was infused with civility and grace, they 
understood immediately the power of design and the promise of 
designers for astounding, moving, profound, evocative, consequential 
experiences. The keys to the story were a university setting, community 
members (students) leading a design process, clear connections to a 
place, and an emotional and historical event. 

The Story: The Shooting at Va. Tech 

Thirty-three people including faculty and students died on 16 April 2007 
when a single shooter killed 2 students in a dorm and then later 
barricaded doors in a classroom building and methodically traveled from 
room to room shooting as many people as he could before killing himself. 
Seventeen more people were wounded and 6 injured when jumping from 
windows. It was a tragedy beyond words that shook the core of the 
university and the community throughout the rural setting that 
surrounds it.  

Yet out of this came order and calm, not chaos or madness. The 
administration, also overwhelmed by shock and grief, was dealing with 
campus security, law enforcement, victims, family members, hospital 
care, the press, trying to know what happened and why, and then 
planning a convocation that included the President of the United States 
and other dignitaries. The student body attended to a memorial. 

At the heart of the Va. Tech campus is a drill field and viewing stand 
where cadets since the beginning of this formerly all-male, military school 
march on parade for the commandant. The viewing stand is directly in 



front of the primary administrative building on campus and at this place 
students placed flowers, mementoes, candles, messages, prayers, poems, 
and memorials. That night, a candlelight vigil was held with 40,000 
people on the drill field but without speakers or a planned service. 
Instead it was a place to gather and be. A single trumpeter from the Corp 
of Cadets played “Taps” to signal the end of the event. Many people 
stayed for hours. The shooting was acknowledged beyond the campus as 
well and included vigils in Washington, D.C., Richmond, Va., and in 
Europe; a light show at Niagara Falls; an MLB game with professional 
players wearing Va. Tech baseball caps; and a secret society at in-state 
rival the University of Virginia painting its symbol in Va. Tech’s school 
colors.  

These descriptions of responses to the tragedy remind students that all 
these activities and events are designs. Charles Eames (n.d.) tells us that 
design is, “A plan for arranging elements in such a way as to best 
accomplish a particular purpose.” William McDonough (2018) explains 
that, “Design is the first signal of intention.” All of this – the impromptu 
memorial, the simplicity of a silent candlelit vigil – are designs that 
shaped human behavior by enabling people to come together, to 
experience their grief collectively as a community.  

The next morning, 33 stones appeared in a semi-circle in front of the 
viewing stand on the drill field. The 33 stones represented those who had 
died, including the shooter. The stones were limestone, a local material 
formed by the ancient river that carved through the mountains and made 
the New River Valley, home to Blacksburg and Va. Tech. The limestone 
quarry that Va. Tech owns has since 1872 provided this building material 
for the campus, a material now known regionally as “Hokie” stone, 
named for the Va. Tech Hokies. 

The stones in the impromptu memorial had been taken from 
construction sites – in this place, from this place, at this moment in time. 
It was meaningful, purposeful – a “signal of intention” (McDonough, 
2018, n.p.) The individual identities of the students who placed the 
stones in this simple, gracious, civil design are not known because 
whoever came up with the idea is not as important as the idea, as the 
design. Whoever helped collect the stones and set them there is not as 
important as their placement. But within days instead of 33 stones, there 



were 32, and although certainly the shooter’s death was different from 
that of the others he also was a tragic figure but is not represented in the 
memorial. 

When the time came for a permanent memorial, none of the design 
submissions were as meaningful or as perfect for the site as this one – a 
design by students that emerged from mournful grief and despair, made 
of Hokie stone, arranged at the physical and spiritual heart of Va. Tech, 
and permanently enshrined in the life of the university. 

Design students get this. They also recognize that there isn’t a moment or 
a checklist of steps or materials that culminate in a civil and gracious 
design. They understood that the designers of the memorial connected to 
all aspects of the event, of the place, of the time. Those individuals 
practiced thoughtfulness, integrity, meaning, and purpose.  

In the assignment related to the emergence of the Va. Tech memorial, 
students in the course addressed this question, “What might I adopt in 
my life’s work as a designer to instill civility and grace into everyday 
life?,” and they responded with drawings, annotated sketches, or text 
with comments such as: 

• We need to have kindness toward strangers and boost each other’s self 
esteem [sic]. As designers, we can all have a part in this. We can design 
programs and facilities that integrate the society. We need to design a 
society that does not evolve around consumption. That way, making 
money wouldn’t be as important, thus we wouldn’t have to spend as 
many hours working, thus we could spend more time getting to know 
one another and reversing the negative effects we’ve had on the 
environment. If we could design more time into our schedules, we could 
come together as a community to plant parks, play music, support our 
troops, and simply “extract more pleasure from the art of living” (Stumpf, 
1998, p.48;). (Student #1) 

• Civility is about getting a glimpse of humor and beauty…Design is meant 
to be purposeful, and in order to be purposeful one shouldn’t design 
solely on aesthetics but rather for comfort, fun, and unforgettable 
experiences. (Student #2) 

 
• It seems the most important message we have learned both from class 

lectures, experiences, and “The Ice Palace That Melted Away” is that 
design needs meaning. One should design not for the aesthetics but to 



portray the message they had in mind. The design itself does not have to 
be grand, but the message should be. (Student #3) 

 
• Another incredible example we spoke of in class was the Va. Tech 

shootings. The deliverables of that horrific event was [sic] a mixture of 
compassion and human failure. Out of it, people were able to show a 
tremendous act of meaningful design in several ways. Students and 
others created a design that hired architects could not compete with 
because it came from the ones’ most affected hearts. (Student #4) 

 
• …our designs should mimic what truly matters to us. Our designs should 

be meaningful, memorable, and fun. (Student #5) 
 

The Conclusion 
 

The students’ assignments are graded and returned, but the most 
effective way of assessing students’ understanding is to attend their 
studio critiques at the end of the semester and ask them how they have 
instilled civility and grace into their current design project. And if they 
haven’t or can’t answer, then ask, “How could you instill civility and grace 
into this project that you have just designed to affect the experiences of 
the users or occupants?” 

 
Presentation Method:  

• faculty led presentation with PowerPoint images  
• YouTube video clip of the Va. Tech poet laureate during the Convocation 
• class discussion regarding the many contextual layers contributing to and 

recognized in the design of the final memorial 
• students’ reactions and observations 
• explanation of the assignment (written or visual) 

 
Evaluation:   

• letter grade based on thoughtful development of ideas 
• degree of success communicating their ideas 
• following the stylistic manual of their choice 

Credits:  NA 
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Ironically, it seems as if civilization suddenly exists where we humans aren’t, a terrible 
state of affairs and one I hope we can change. 

 
  from The Ice Palace that Melted Away: Restoring Civility and Other Lost Virtues to Everyday Life  
  William Stumpf, 1998. 
 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 
 
 

assignment 10: civility and grace 
 
the question 
Contemplate: 
 

What might I adopt in my life’s work as a designer to “[restore] civility and other lost 
virtues to everyday life”? (Stumpf, title, 1998) 
 

the resources 
As you ponder this question, consider the material we have covered across the course of 
the semester, in addition to that covered in your other classes. You have, in some way or 
another, grown as an individual and as a designer since August. Use William Stumpf’s 
book as a source of inspiration to illustrate the kind of activities, beliefs, or approaches 
that you could instill in your work or the kind of designs that you could develop that would 
restore civility in the built environment. There are many ways to think about this. Be 
thoughtful. Be smart.  
 
the deliverable 
Document your thinking about the restoration of civility and how you might contribute 
through your design work. This could be… 
 

o a brief paragraph documenting your thoughts  
o an annotated sketch or drawing 
o a list of goals you could achieve as a designer to restore civility 
o a series of drawings, explorations of an idea….of many ideas…. 
o + 
o + 
o + 

 
The final form could be any number of things. The only requirement is that you reference 
William Stumpf’s book. This is due before the end of our exam time (6:30pm) Thursday 
05 December.  
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