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Abstract: 

The University of Wisconsin Cartography Lab (Cart Lab) Design Challenge is a day-long mapping workshop that 

brings together Cartography and Geography students, often in collaboration with campus or community partners, 

around a curated mapping theme (Moore et al. 2017, Bley et al. 2022). The Design Challenge is now an institution in 

the University of Wisconsin‒Madison Geography Department, first running in 2015 and wrapping its 10 th annual event 

this past February 2024. We seek to identify topics that are inclusive of the diverse breadth of expertise and interests in 

the Geography Department, oscillating between human/critical and environmental/geophysical case studies and 

between research versus community partners (Table 1). In total, the ten Design Challenges have involved 68 organizers 

and partners and participation from 198 students from UW-Madison undergraduate and graduate Cartography and 

Geography programs. Accordingly, there have been numerous contributors and individual experiences across the ten 

Design Challenges, and in this presentation, I reflect on the strategic role of the Design Challenge for expanding 

cartographic research, education, and outreach at UW‒Madison from my perspective as the Cart Lab Director.  

Table 1. Cart Lab Design Challenge Topics and Partners 

We hold the Design Challenge around the fourth week of the Spring UW-Madison semester (roughly late February), as 

the timing both lands during the coldest temperatures in Madison (USA) and before midterms start around the fifth or 

sixth week of the semester. Accordingly, we try to have a topic, partners, and organizing team identified by the end of 

the Fall UW-Madison semester (mid-December) so that we can create a dataset plan over winter break and begin 

advertising the event at the start of the Spring semester in late January. In the time first advertisement, we distill the 
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Design Challenge topic down to a short, actionable prompt to focus creative energy and provide a starting dataset for 

students to explore in preparation for the event. The event itself is hosted over a roughly ten-hour period on a Saturday 

to prevent conflict with class schedules, although we often invite a speaker related to the Design Challenge topic to our 

Friday colloquium series to provide context and inspiration for the event. While every Design Challenge is structurally 

different in some way, we generally begin with introductions and a summary of goals for the day, hold a brainstorm and 

group formation session in the morning, and then alternate design sprints with group check-ins over meals, concluding 

with presentations when students share their key bottlenecks and breakthroughs from the day (Table 2). 

Table 2. Cart Lab Design Challenge Schedule at a Glimpse 

Over the past ten years, the Design Challenge has evolved to fulfill multiple strategic objectives for the Cart Lab and 

Geography Department, and my role as the Director the Cart Lab is to try to balance these often competing goals to 

ensure we supply a valuable experience for as many students as possible, generate value in ways legible to the 

university and community, while remaining true to the values we hold as a collective in the Cart Lab. First and 

foremost, this annual event enables students to test their skills and expand their design portfolios, which are important 

for obtaining gainful employment in cartography and the geospatial industry. Second, the Design Challenge creates an 

opportunity for new transdisciplinary conversations across subdisciplines within Geography, generating new scholarly 

insights and opening new research questions for future collaborations. Third, the Design Challenge encourages 

experimentation with alternative creative design approaches, enabling participants to step back from delivering specific 

products and instead focus on being more intentional throughout the process. Finally, the Design Challenge often 

emphasizes community-engaged scholarship and design practices, empowering community partners with maps and 

spatial arguments around inequities and other important defined needs.  

In summary, the Design Challenge has been essential for centering the Cart Lab, and Cartography broadly, in the UW‒

Madison Department of Geography, which includes relocating the Cart Lab into a centrally-located and newly-

remodeled space in time for the 10th annual Design Challenge last February. In this presentation, I summarize how the 

Design Challenge has evolved to balance the different goals of the event and touch on success stories that could be 

translated to peer institutions for the enhancement of cartographic research, education, and outreach. 
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