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Design Thinking

A Talk by Dr. Raymond Yeh on December 8, 2013
at the Buddha Hall of CTTB
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I would like to share a few stories this evening about how design thinking
can help to facilitate powerful change in our lives.

About a month ago, my older sister in China passed away in peace.
We created a couple of Pai Wei and recited the Buddha’s name and Sutras
for her while she was in a coma. Although doctors had given up hope,
she actually woke up and was able to go home to have a very good closure
with her three daughters. Though she was not a Buddhist, I believe she
had a meaningful connection with the Buddha and Bodhisattvas.

As an old man, I've walked with many, old and young, during their
last stages of life and waved goodbye to them. Most of them, however,
resisted the life transition, since they usually had unfinished business that
they could no longer tend to. Life is a journey, and change is inevitable.
We can embrace it or resist it, with resistance being the norm. How do
we design our journey for change?

Design thinking, in my opinion, is “the ability to make meaningful
connections to reach a harmonious balance of the whole.” The famous
American architect Frank Lloyd Wright described the “design thinking”
of his famous work, the Kaufman House, with such poetic expression of

how he meaningfully connected nature and the house:

“No house should ever be on any hill or on anything.
1t should be of the hill, belonging to it,

s0 hill and house could live rogether

each the happier for the other.”

The basic design thinking of Frank Lloyd is to meaningfully connect
nature and the interior of the house so that the two mesh together
harmoniously to become a beautiful scene.

We are, of course, connected with everything. But which connections
are more meaningful than others? Let me give another example here. If
ever there were a poster boy for innovation, it would be former Apple

CEO Steve Jobs. His iPod is cited as an example of innovation at its best.
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Although iPod is a very successful product, it is not a new invention.
What made the iPod and the music ecosystem it engendered so appealing
was that it meaningfully connected all the elements — Sony’s portable
music concept (Walkman), mp3 format, iTunes store on-line music sharing
platform plus great design, ergonomics and ease of use — in a single device,
and then tied it directly into a platform that effortlessly kept that device
updated with music. As such, these multiple connections enabled Apple
to reach a tipping point which helped Apple to revolutionize the music
industry.

There are, of course, many disconnects as well in our journey of life.
Here is a good one. The American engineer, Robert Fulton invented the
steam powered ships that sailed the Mississippi River. When Fulton tried
to convince Napoleon that he could defeat the British Navy by using steam
powered ships, Napoleon disconnected. His response was, “What, sir,
would you make a ship sail against the wind and currents by lighting a
bonfire under her deck? I pray you excuse me, I have no time to listen to
such nonsense.”

Napoleon knew that his fleet could not “sail against the wind and
currents” and that a fire under its deck was very dangerous. Challenging
this conventional wisdom was too much of a risk for Napoleon. He could
not imagine how fire under the decks of his ships could make it possible for
them to sail against the wind and current. He missed the opportunity to
beat the British Navy.

In my humble opinion, design thinking is everywhere in our daily life.
For example, how does one meaningfully connect color, taste, and smell
when preparing a meal? Or, how do you decide to support your children
growing up—parents as models, living environment, education, etc.? In
these cases, the designers, whether chefs or parents need to make necessary
adjustments to their designs while in actions.

Here is an embarrassing experience of mine that helped me to learn
about the dynamic aspect of design thinking. When I was promoted to
a full professor about forty years ago, I was also elected chairman of the
department. As someone who had never had any administrative experience
before, I asked, “What kind of department do we want?” Then I proceeded
to change accordingly. In my first year, I upgraded our admission standards
as well as the criteria for hiring new faculty members, etc. As a result I had
to turn down six assistant professors who were in line for tenure, though
some of them were very good.

Well, by the end of the first year, it was a total disaster as many students
who would have come were barred by the higher standards, and I had few
means to compete for top talents with well-known schools. In other words,
I was able to recruit neither desired students nor faculty members. It was a
major embarrassment. I was forced to ask the question: “Was the proposed
change in the right direction?” The answer was “Yes!” So, we decided to
go forward with the proposed change, despite the very undesirable early

results.
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Well, T had a lot of open faculty slots to deal with. As it was not
hard to find highly qualified people to teach the courses from industry,
at almost no cost, I began to think about how to utilize these slots. I
created a “distinguished lecture series” inviting twelve top computer
scientists from around the world to join us as “distinguished professors”
for two weeks at a time. Nine of them signed up. Shortly after the
posters went out to all major campuses before the next academic year,
I was pleasantly surprised to hear the buzz about this “prestigious
program” from people outside. This is my first experience of making
meaningful connections at work, namely, connecting the top people in
my field to the reputation of my department.

Another funny thing happened. I was invited to consider the
Dean’s job, shortly after my boss left abruptly to become the President
at Rice University during the summer. I asked the search committee
chairman why they would consider me as my first year experience, as a
department chair, had been disastrous. His reply surprised me. He said,
“We need exactly this kind of person, who dares to ask what kind of
college we want to be, and has the guts to act on it.”

To make a long story short, during the second year, everyone
began to chip in and recruiting showed some results, as many of our
distinguished visitors actually recommended people to consider us.
We had a bumper crop of faculty and students in our third year, as
people were willing to bet on the great potential of an upwardly moving
department. During my fourth year, the Computer Science Chair from
Harvard called and told me, “Ray, Harvard would be happy to have
one of your students on our faculty.” By the time my four-year term
ended, the department was ranked #9, one of the two top-10 ranking
department at University of Texas at Austin at the time.

A few days ago, I got an e-mail from President of Asia University
in Taiwan informing me that in the most recent report of Ranking of
Universities in BRICS (Brazil, China, India, Russia, S. Africa), and
Emerging Economies (Malaysia, Turkey, etc.), Asia University is ranked
# 53, a phenomenal feat for a new university barely fifteen years old. No
one would have thought it is possible. I remember fondly that, at my
first meeting with its founder, he talked about becoming one of the top
400 universities in ten years. I suggested that they make a connection to
the Nobel laureates by creating a Nobel lecture series. In addition, Asia
University has made many other meaningful connections in their design
thinking such as transdisciplinary education, creation of an innovation
college, close collaborations with the Chinese Medical University, etc.
As more than a dozen Nobel laureates had lectured at its campus, Asia
University has, among other innovations in education they had done,
gained tremendous reputation with that meaningful connection.

What I've learned in these experiences is that design thinking is
part of that continuous dynamic exploration of life to change. Indeed,

good strategy needs to be based also on actual engagement rather than
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deliberation alone. For example, with lessons learned from World War
I, the French built a highly reinforced defense called the Maginot line
in order to prevent Germans from ever being able to attack France again
from the East. Well, during World War II, the Germans simply went
in from Belgium, completely flanked the Maginot line, and conquered
France in six weeks.

What I would like to mention now is that the schools in CTTB
have established a pretty good reputation due to our education
consisting of character education, high academic achievement, strong
ability to serve, and good environment for learning Chinese language
and culture. However, we don’t seem to be able to break through to
reach its potential of becoming a very special and unique academic
institution. If we can connect these elements more meaningfully with
new design thinking, we should be able to reach a state such that our
graduates will be heavily recruited by top universities. The question is:
do we want to move in this direction?

I am a beginner in the Buddha dharma. However, from my very
limited exposure to Buddhism, I see design thinking everywhere. The
Four Noble Truths is an example. The story of seeking guidance from
53 spiritual teachers, as related in the Avatamsaka Sutra, is an example of
good design for a life journey. Of course, the process of how Amitabha
Buddha achieved his Pure Land provides an illustration of the highest
form of design thinking. To be “in accord with all the living beings”
is definitely not easy. However, these examples show that under the

guidance of good design thinking, a person can achieve as high as she

dares to dream! 3

EREFMZE The Kaufman House
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