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Aiming for Tensegrity in Design:  
Aligning Theory with Practice in Higher Education 

A Synthesis  
 

 

What is good education in a ‘wicked’ system? Rittel and Webber (1973) tell us in 

their seminal piece in the Policy Sciences Journal that due to “unrestricted malleability of 

the future,” large interacting open systems will inherently always contend with tensions, 

and specifically, posit liberty and equity as competing forces. If one accepts this 

presupposition, this dilemma is thereby endemic to every element of our society, including 

our educational systems. Does that mean our only choices for overcoming wicked 

problems are defeatism or anarchy? How do we overcome these inherent tensions in our 

institutions of learning? What interventions are feasible? 

Surveying the literature for answers, there are many compelling takes and 

illuminating frameworks for contending with wicked problems. Across my own 

independent readings as well as assigned readings for two courses this term, from David 

Labaree’s “A Perfect Mess” (2017) to John Tagg’s paper on “Double-Loop Learning in 

Higher Education” (2007) in one class and in the other, from Raúl Gámez’s “Mentors, 

Resiliency and Ganas” to Ellen Berrey’s piece on the meaning of institutional diversity, 

and many other diverse voices in between, a common thread started to emerge.  
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Patterns of tension within our systems are enabled by competing values in design. 

From their origin, many of today’s extraordinarily stratified and hierarchical institutions 

“arose from the bottom up, out of the competition among colleges for students, resources 

and esteem” (Labaree, 2017, p. 162). Such competition in a free market economy has 

allowed this system to flourish but has also resulted in contending existential threats as 

“state appropriations fall and tuition rises with student loan debts” (ibid., p. 180). 

Ultimately, each institution must contend with moving the needle towards being engines 

for social mobility or maximizing efficiency as a commodity (Labaree 2017). This is 

important because there are resulting organizational tensions; even when functional units 

are working toward common goals. Perhaps, Sara Ahmed (2012) artfully captures it best 

in her book, On Being Included: “the struggle...can be understood as part of a wider 

struggle to recognize that all forms of power, inequality, and domination are systemic 

rather than individual” (p.44).  

Analyzing from a theoretical systems-level scope, it becomes clearer to see how 

interconnected competing elements can lead to systemic tension and how “all aspects 

must be adjusted” in order for change to be possible (Kezar et al, 2018). But, how, exactly, 

can all aspects be adjusted at the same time for effective change? 
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Thinking about the patterns of abstract tension and interconnectivity, I 

contemplated how physical constructions in our world attain balance and strength. In 

masonry construction, formations are stacked in “running bonds” of alternating patterns 

and this helps distribute the weight. However, while strong, such a construct is not flexible. 

If the goal is to adjust all aspects for change, the strength of elemental bonds is not 

enough. Flexibility is needed. Inspired by class discussions and 

after examining a spherical toy, the engineering design principle of 

tensegrity seems to hold much promise; structures consisting of 

opposing elements balance continuous tensile force, creating an 

internal prestress that stabilizes the entire structure. In other 

words, tension distribution provides strength and flexibility.  

Before applying any meta-framework to design interventions, it is important to 

define the governing values under which we are to design (Tagg, 2017). The challenge 

is, a duality of narrative remains prevalent and points towards differing principles; is higher 

education an engine for social mobility or is it a private commodity? Is it both at the same 

time? Yes. Should it be both at the same time? It depends on one’s own values when 

arriving at that answer. Institutions, like humans, can also hold multiple truths. Institutions, 

like humans, hold beauty and ugliness within their capacities. And institutions, like 

humans, have potential for growth and improvement.  

Before making any changes, modern institutions must confront the injustices of 

their very origin and recognize the equity implications for students (Freire, 1970; see also 

bell, 1994; Jack, 2019). This means acknowledging our proximity to the problem in our 

language and everyday actions (Ahmed, 2012). Unless we formalize expectations for 

order, respect and peace, there may be exclusion, biased treatment, and injury to the 

humanity of some individuals. Unless we aim for actualizing our intrinsic dignity in how 

we work together, the social inequalities embedded into the constructs will continue to 

result in systemic imbalances for how institutions are organized, how they serve students, 

and for their perceived purpose in our society.  

Just as important as considering internal tensions, we must consider the 

externalities that may preclude attempts to mitigate tensions into the future. The 

implications of tuition hikes, mounting student debt, labor force demands, and changing 

demographics are just a few of the future trends that institutions have been confronting 

(Alexander, 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic shakes up further, what Kezar et al (2018) 
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may call a seismic-level “shift of the societal field.” ABC Insights and AACU (2020) 

recently published a report of a University Presidents survey indicating that due to the 

pandemic, most leaders are planning for cuts across the board, including staff layoffs. 

Factoring in integration of technology innovations, what seems most at risk of being 

missed in the grand shuffle is the value of human interaction, sense of belonging, and 

community—all of which have implications for whether institutions actualize their potential 

to advance humanity.  

Considering all the aspects of the wicked problem and the past, present and 

potential future(s) of higher education, how do we proceed to conceptualize the meaning 

of ‘good’ education? To Freire (1970), the answer seemed designing institutions of 

learning where education is “co-intentional” so that the system itself ceases to be an 

instrument by which learners can be manipulated (p. 68). To hooks (1992), college should 

be a holistic safe space for self-building and intersectional critical thought constituting an 

engaged pedagogy where learners and instructors are free to co-create knowledge 

(p.21). Biesta (2016), also artfully underlines the need to design universities that go 

beyond preparing learners for vocation (qualification) and socialization, and aim for 

subjectification; “an intrinsic relationship between education and freedom, to the extent to 

which we might even see education as the science and practice of freedom” (p. 130). 

Montessori also envisioned education as a transformative “journey of discovery” meant 

to actualize our intrinsic dignity, and believed this requires a prepared learning 

environment that offers learners freedom within structure to explore, be creative, and 

“realization of one’s own value… born in the consciousness” of the interrelatedness of life 

in order to become “intelligent critics, and almost co-operators with their professors” (p. 

82). If we accept these distinct thoughts with intersecting values, the underlining premise 

is that acknowledging tensions and aiming for a free equilibrium, within structure, is at the 

core of where we should orient our design of the university—at all levels and functions.  

As institutions of higher education confront the plethora of external and internal 

tensions, principles of tensegrity in design would allow for adaptability and distribution of 

pressures from competing values and put the focus on serving learners from the very 

start of their pathway and through their journey within the institution. Balancing opposing 

tensions and aligning theory with practice in the structural designs of institutions may 

serve to actualize the fullest potential of the most beautiful parts of what it means to be 

human; our capacity for critical thought, empathy and creativity which enables peace. 
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Aiming for Tensegrity in Design:  
Aligning Theory with Practice in Higher Education 

Interventions  
 

 
 
Design: Objective 
I designed a set of proposed interventions that consider the macro and micro level 

imbalances of institutional organizational design and addresses systemic tensions. 

Specifically, the interventions apply the engineering design principle of tensegrity along 

with learning frameworks to increase retention by distributing weight and tension across 

the system. Application involves looking at ways to make processes and practices 

systematically more collaborative with shared responsibilities, clear communications, and 

fostered sense of community through intentional connections in and out of the classroom. 

This impacts all areas of how institutions serve students; i.e. classroom practices, 

advising and student engagements. Systemic affordances of a more flexible, collaborative 

and inclusive system include increased equity (each element is important), diversity 

(some elements are rigid, others flexible, but stronger together), and flexibility (when 

structure is compressed by external forces, elements come closer together and retain 

strength).  
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Design: Problem  
One of the many challenges that institutions of higher education contend with is retention, 

which may be exponentially more troublesome going forward in light of the pandemic and 

other externalities. Research indicates that retention is widespread. According to the 2018 

American Talent Initiative Report, a study supported by the Bloomberg Philanthropies, 

fewer than 300 four-year institutions graduate at least 70% of their students within 6 years 

of matriculation. In another recent study, Harvard researchers Mabel and Britton (2018) 

found that dropout for students near graduation is widespread in public universities in 

Ohio and Florida. They found that 14% of all entrants drop out, and approximately 30% 

of dropouts complete at least 3/4 quarters of credits needed (ibid). 

 

Design: Governing Values  
1. Diversity and equity beyond access 

2. Flexibility and collaboration across functions 

3. Freedom (within structure) to advance agency, creativity, and co-creation of 

knowledge 

4. Importance of Informal Learning for building community 

 
Design: Impact and Evaluation        
Applying the New World Kirkpatrick Model, evidence of impact would comprise:  
   

1. Reaction: 
a. Engagement – The degree of active engagement will be captured by analytics, 
direct responses and feedback to school leadership. 

b. Relevance – The degree of relevance will depend on the value placed by the 
institution on having a learning environment that encourages a sense of 
belonging and community.          

2. Sense of Belonging:     
a. Culture Climate Survey – The degree by which staff and students feel a sense 
 of belonging may be measured by a survey.  
b. Course Pulse Checks and Evaluations  

3. Behavior: The degree to which learners apply what they learn in intervention(s). 
 

4. Results: The degree to which short-term targeted outcomes occur. 
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Design: Interventions  
As part of a holistic approach, I offer four approaches for systemically realignment of 
tensions that may help increase retention. Taking tensegrity as a design principle, I 
thought to look at the interactions, processes and connections that exist across a 
student’s journey including classroom interactions, advising and engagements.  

1. Pre-Term Learning Lab 
This week-long pre-term learning engagement (residential or virtual) would 
provide the following: 
 

■ Introduction to institutional values and campus culture 
■ Metacognitive skills overview 
■ Life design Lab 
■ Cohort Peer Bonding 

 
2. Advising Circles  

Students engage with diverse peers and have continuity with one advisor leader 
(for degree journey) on a regular basis built in to academic schedules. Time may 
be informal learning time (i.e. study hall or collaborative studio time), bonding 
time, or organized as formal learning engagements (seminars, field trips, etc). 
Students and cohort leaders co-create knowledge and engagements. Navigation 
and access to resources is a crowd-sourced experience (meaning the advisory 
circle serves as a sounding board and helps one another find needed resources 
on and off campus). Advisory circles may also be a collective experience for 
service engagements or other social activities. Advising circles consist of: 
 

■ Diverse cohort-based peer groups 
■ Led by faculty, staff or alumni advisor 
■ Advisory hour built into weekly academic calendar  
■ Peer-mentoring with alumni having option to continue engagement  

 
3. Double-Loop Qualitative Course Feedback (see page 6) 

By taking a pulse check early in the course (week 2 or 3), student feedback helps 
inform the instructor's teaching practices as the course advances. This creates 
opportunities for the instructor and student to engage as co-creators of 
knowledge; instructors learn about their students, what is working, what is not 
working about their teaching practices. This pulse may inform and inspire new 
teaching practices, learning engagements as well as strengthen trust and a 
sense of community and belonging in the classroom. Potential learning pulses 
may be (at instructor discretion or student choice): 
 

■ Qualitative Course Evaluation (early double-loop learning ) 
■ Written Reflection: "What I wish my Professor knew about me" 
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■ Peer-to-Peer Interviews (think-pair-share model) 
■ Brief focus-group discussion with TA or RA 
■ Anonymous Results; Option for Instructor to not count for tenure 

 
4. Faculty Culture Incentive System for Engaged Pedagogy 

Faculty citizenship under this model is emphasized as part of the tenure review 
portfolio. This enables recognition of pressures on faculty including the feasibility 
of expectations and their load in terms of teaching, research and administrative 
commitments. Even when some faculty may wish to engage in connecting with 
students beyond academic advising to serve as mentors, there is no incentive to 
invest more time in stewarding students through their learning journey beyond 
classroom interactions and assigned advising. “Something’s gotta give” and that 
may mean faculty may engage less—not out of lack of interest but due to cognitive 
load and bandwidth capacity. Providing formal ways that faculty may engage that 
are recognized and counted towards their own citizenship and scholarship may 
help leverage how faculty choose to engage with students.  
 

Design: Conclusion 
In designing interventions, unless we aim to contemplate the organizational structure of 

the institution as an ecosystem, we may end up addressing one problem but creating 

another problem. Recognizing the ‘wickedness’ of the system allows us to be mindful of 

the implications and ripple effects of our work and interactions. Everything is 

interconnected and has influences across divisional units and functional areas in an 

organization. Division of labor is efficient but it may also lead to inequities as far as the 

output, with that being the experience of the student. The answer to the wicked problem 

may be tensegrity in design; to focus on distributing the weight of the tensions in a 

manner that strengthens the organizational structure as a whole. Perhaps Labaree 

(2017) may be right that it’s all a “perfect mess” but his conclusion to accept tensions as 

is lacks a growth mindset. It is missing governing principles that hold equity as important 

as freedom in education—both values that are essential to empower the capacity for 

empathy and creativity—essential for our own dignity and humanity. That is, of course, 

only if, we believe that education’s purpose is to actualize the fullest potential of the 

most beautiful parts of what it means to be human, which enables peace.  
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mobility and access--he asks us to accept this incremental and slow progress as 
proof of mission-driven function and success. Furthemore, under that premise, 
he asks us to accept the system as is and not seek to change it.  

Lahey, Jessica (2016). The Gift of Failure. Harper.  
 

This book discusses the modern pressures and culture of parenting that is  
defined by overprotectiveness and emphasis on academic success under 
meritocratic ideals. Lahey contends that it is possible for parents to cross the line 
in how responsive they are to the point that they undermine a child’s ability to 
develop their natural capacity for autonomy. The author offers suggestions and 
strategies for how parents can handle school involvement, sports participation, 
and other parental guidance with the goal to scale back their control and allow 
their children greater freedom. Instead of hovering over their child’s progress and 
growth, the author suggests parents should adopt an “autonomy-supportive” 
approach to parenting that places higher value on providing feedback that guides 
the child toward recognizing their own mistakes and allows the child to solve their 
own problems.  
 

Mabel, Z., & Britton, T. A. (2018). Leaving Late: Understanding the Extent and  
Predictors of College Late Departure. Social Science Research, 69 (1), 34-51 
 
This paper presents an overview of the literature on late college dropout and 
offers new evidence based on the authors’ event history analysis of data from 
Ohio and Florida state college enrollment data. Their findings suggest that the 
dropout rate is widespread at community colleges (20%) and open-admission 
four-year universities (14%). A unique aspect of their research and analysis is 
that instead of modeling dropout rates as a function of chronological progress, 
Mabel and Britton analyzed the data by credit progression. While their paper 
focuses on their empirical research methodologies and results, in their 
conclusion, the authors suggest that more research is needed into causation and 
suggest that universities should a) identify at-risk students based on past 
performance and demographics as predictor metrics, b) invest in robust guidance 
and supports across the student’s journey, and c) consider changes to degree 
structure and stop-gap milestones on path to earning degrees such as awarding 
associate degrees. Given limited resources and support, Mabel and Britton 
suggest that the takeaway from their research is that targeting at-risk students 
near graduation may offer cost-effective strategies for increasing degree 
attainment.  
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McNair, T., Sanchez, G., Eatman, T., Navia, C. (2020, 17 April). Designing High-
 Impact Practices for Equity and Impact in New Contexts [Webinar]. AACU: 
 https://www.aacu.org/events/designing-high-impact-practices-equity-and-impact-new-
 contexts 
 
 This panel discussed the implications and challenges in the move to virtual 
 learning for advancing high-impact practices on campus. The Panelists shared 
 their own best practices, campus strategies and shared ideas. Topics touched 
 upon include inequitable access to resources and institutional obligation for 
 learning engagements, the need to recognize and confront other imbalances that 
 will appear and need to redefine rigid structures for student success. Panelists 
 agreed that all professors need to be compassionate, flexible and understanding 
 with students given global circumstances and that there is no one-size fits all 
 approach to serving in the best interest of students. Chris Navia of University of 
 Wisconsin offered that it is important for faculty to be cognizant of where their 
 students are when engaging because otherwise their teaching is less effective; 
 “intellectual magic needs a place to land.”  
 
Montessori, M. (1948). “The Functions of the University” in From Childhood to 
 Adolescence. Montessori-Pierson Publishing Company.  
 
 In this paper, Montessori sets forth her theories regarding education for the adult 
 mind. She posits that the purpose of the university should be to provide a wide 
 and flexible environment for intellectual and moral exploration that allows for 
 individuals to gain higher consciousness about themselves and their place and 
 value in the social constructs of the world and to become “intelligent critics and 
 almost co-operators with their professors” (p.82). To achieve this, Montessori 
 proposes that education should be aligned with human developmental growth 
 and that there should be an intentional design in education to align learning 
 across the educational span. To her, it does not make sense “to detach the 
 various phases of life” and that universities should not only be concerned with the 
 education of men and women but also seek alignment with early education 
 during the most formative periods of socio-emotional and intellectual growth in 
 order to awaken consciousness and enable the individual to overcome what 
 injures their humanity. She also briefly mentions in this paper that her idealized 
 vision of the university would include economic independence for all learners so 
 that they may focus on their studies and no exams so that learners may learn 
 without pressures and compulsory pressures on their intellect and curiosity. 
 Additionally, she suggests that higher education should not be treated as a three 
 to six-year pursuit but rather, that it should be a life-long pursuit of learning and it 
 should be a culminating phase of education where learners “study for the love of 
 study and of human progress, and [only] for the immediate and direct purpose of 
 a profession” (p. 87).  
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Pasquerella, L., Hinton, M., Lannon, P., Lawrence, F. (2020, May 05). COVID-19 and  
 Legal Considerations for Campuses [Webinar]. AACU: https://www.aacu.org/ 
 events/webinar-series-quality-equity-and-inclusion-during-covid-crisis 
 
 This webinar featured a panel of university presidents and legal experts who 
 discussed legal challenges due to the pandemic and implications for how 
 campuses adapt to support and serve students going forward. Panelists agreed 
 that more interdisciplinary approaches and breaking down of silos are needed to 
 change the structure of the academy to be more flexible to deal with high 
 uncertainty. Topics touched upon include growing economic and racial 
 segregation, the digital divide, safety. The panel also delved into the topic of 
 differentiation in the times of COVID-19 when all universities are now online—
 how to differentiate while also collaborating with others? Brief overview of ABC 
 Insights and AACU Report findings were also presented. Study indicates the 
 majority of university presidents are planning for cuts across the board.  
 
Park, M.J. (2020, April 27). Community Peace Circle for Adults [Webinar]. Little  
 Friends for Peace: http://www.lffp.org/adult-programs.html 
 
 This community peace circle meeting organized by Little Friends for Peace 
 focused on the power of listening for interpersonal connections, conflict 
 resolution and mindfulness practices. We discussed approaches for listening 
 intentionally and practicing the concept of “connecting before correcting” as well 
 as the meaning of peace—reaching a state of equilibrium within oneself as well 
 as externally with others.  
 
Rittel, H.W.J., and Webber, M. (1973). Dilemmas in a General Theory of Planning.  

Policy Sciences, 4:2 (1973: June) p.155  
 
Rittel and Weber provide a framework for conceptualizing approaches to social 
policy problems. They contend that any rational, scientific approach will fail in an 
open system with infinite eventualities because science is only meant to deal with 
“tame” problems where it is possible to hold a variable control. The authors 
suggest that liberty and equity will always be “luxuries” and opposing values and 
forces. The implication is that in such systems, the only choices are to accept 
conditions as they are or fight to ‘overcome’ the whole system.  

 
Tagg, John (2007). Double-Loop Learning in Higher Education. Change: The  

Magazine of Higher Learning. 
  

Tagg provides a conceptual framework for thinking about how processes happen  



Cristina Benitez 
 

23 

and what we value in the processes. He contends that we must begin design of 
any process by thinking about the “governing values,” and then proceed to create 
more than one touchpoint of influence in the process. He calls this concept 
double-loop learning compared with single-loop learning where there is only one 
input and then the result influences the next input. In double loop learning, he 
suggests starting with defining the values and principles followed by designing 
multiple touch points through which a process can be improved by inputs or 
feedback.  
 

U.S. Department of Education (2016). Advancing Diversity and Inclusion in Higher  
 Education. Key Highlights focusing on Race, Ethnicity and Promising  

Practices. http://www2.ed.gov/rschstat/research/pubs/advancing-diversity-inclusion.pdf 
 
This federal report was commissioned by the Obama Administration as part of 
their efforts to promote diversity in institutions of higher education and provides 
an insightful overview of research findings that are still relevant. The key findings 
include that (in 2016), Higher Education was still a key pathway for social 
mobility: the unemployment rate at that time was about half of the national 
average. Also, the report shares that the gap in bachelor’s degree attainment has 
widened for both Black and Hispanic adults compared with White adults. In turn, 
these gaps in opportunity have contributed to diminished social mobility, 
particularly in regards to disparities experienced by students while in high school 
before entering college. The report offers recommendations to higher education 
institutions including to increase mentoring and outreach, to aim for inclusive 
campus climate, and elevate support services to include well-designed course 
placement strategies and individualized mentoring and coaching.  

 
 
 
 


