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INTRODUCTION 

Conference overview and publication of proceedings  

The 18th DEFSA Conference was hosted by Nelson Mandela University in cooperation with AFDA in 

Gqeberha from 18 to 19 September 2025. This was the second hybrid conference hosted by DEFSA.  

The theme of the conference: Design+ Disruptions, Realities, Futures, encouraged exploration of the 

dynamic intersections of design, education, technology, culture, social change and realities. It 

challenged researchers and educators to reflect on the tensions and aligned objectives between the 

physical and digital realms, and supports a reimagining of the phygital multi-modal reality. Grounded 

in contextually relevant discourse, the papers resonate with Afrikan-centred and global perspectives, 

ŜƴǾƛǎƛƻƴƛƴƎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΩǎ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǎƘŀǇƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜΣ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘŦǳƭ ŦǳǘǳǊŜǎΦ 

The initial call for abstracts published on the DEFSA website and circulated to member institutions 

resulted in the submission of 126 abstracts. 100 abstracts were accepted for full papers and 11 

conceptual research papers. A final total of 72 full papers were received for the second review. 

Subsequent to the double-blind peer review process, 62 papers were accepted, 9 rejected, and 1 of 

the accepted papers was withdrawn. Over the two days of the conference the 61 papers were 

presented, representing seventeen public and private Higher Education institutions that offer design 

education in South Africa, Botswana and the United Kingdom. The Hybrid format of the conference 

resulted in over 160 conference registrations over the course of the two days of the conference. 

Additionally, to the proceedings, a welcoming cocktail event was held on the evening of the first day 

of the conference, followed by a gala dinner on the evening of the last day of the conference. The 

conference programme included insights and engagements from the Department of Sports and Arts 

and Culture (DSAC), which worked closely with DEFSA between 2024 and 2025 on various DSAC-

funded initiatives facilitated by DEFSA. The DSAC-funded initiatives and conference engagement 

highlighted the importance of DEFSA and the future visions for the organisation and key stakeholders. 

All abstracts and full papers for the conference and subsequent publication were selected using a 

double-blind peer review process, which ensured that both authors and reviewers remained 

anonymous during the process. The double-blind peer review of the full paper was completed prior 

to the conference by a group of academics drawn from 35 institutions representing the disciplines of 

Architecture, Communication Design, Education, Fashion Design, Fine Art, Graphic Design, Jewellery 

Design, Interior Design, Photography and Visual Studies. A list of the peer reviewers is included in the 

Conference Proceedings. Authors received feedback in the form of peer review reports. 

Improvements and corrections to papers could be implemented prior to the conference but were 

necessary for acceptance in the Conference Proceedings. Authors were asked to reflect and report on 

ǘƘŜ ǊŜǾƛŜǿŜǊǎΩ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ōȅ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƳŀŘŜ ƛƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΦ 

Ultimately, 59 papers have been published in the 18th DEFSA Conference Proceedings.  
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Forward by Editors  

This 18th national DEFSA conference takes place amid polarising times where humanity still aims to 

thrive amidst technological advancements and uncertainty, societal strain and displacement of 

communities impacted by political, economic and environmental effects and disruptions. With this in 

mind, the conference theme aimed to present a channel for discussion of these social realities and 

their intersection with design education, research and practice. Through speculative provocations, 

authors were invited to propose their research that may disrupt and, more importantly, expand our 

thinking of our position as people, community members, designers, educators and researchers. 

This was the second conference that was in a hybrid format, which allowed for physical and digital 

engagement. Over the two days, the papers and discussions celebrated design as a powerful tool for 

innovation, cultural preservation, and societal transformation. The conference cultivated an 

atmosphere where ideas converged to critically examine the present and imagined possible futures of 

design education and practice. Through a dialogical and participatory approach and by posing open-

ended questions, the 2025 DEFSA conference aimed to highlight transformative collaboration and 

multidisciplinary perspectives while integrating Afrikan-centred and global insights into design 

education and practice for societal impact.  

The 2025 DEFSA conference theme, Design+ Disruptions, Realities, Futures, was open to 

interpretation and further guided by the following three subthemes. 

Design + Digital Disruptions and Technology Integration 

The first sub-theme encouraged the exploration of opportunities for innovation that emerge from a 

deeper understanding of artificial intelligence (AI) and its impact on design processes. It considers how 

the gap between industry and design education can be bridged in a technology-driven era and 

examines ways in which emerging technologies can enhance design education, practice, and creative 

development. 

Design + Societal Realities, Impact and Cultural Preservation 

The second sub-theme celebrates Afrikan-centred design and visual arts as vital expressions of 

identity, heritage and cultural continuity. It acknowledges the importance of critical design 

approaches that interrogate and reveal the complexities of societal protest and disruption, while also 

addressing the importance of cultural pride and the preservation and practice of indigenous 

knowledge that coexists in an increasingly globalised world. 

Design + Sustainability and Future-Focused Design 

The third sub-theme aimed to foster dialogue on how sustainable principles can be meaningfully 

ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΦ Lǘ ƛƴǾƛǘŜǎ ǊŜǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ 

responding to evolving global challenges and shaping impactful, human-centred futures. The theme 

also emphasises designing for engagement through collaborative, dialogical, and multidisciplinary 

approaches that strengthen design education, practice, and community building. 

In setting the stage for the conference interactions, the keynote speakers were an integral part in 

upholding the forward-thinking Afrikan-centred dialogue that echoes throughout the conference 

discourse. Cultural heritage, as Professor Lilac Osanjo emphasised on the first day, is not confined to 

artefacts we can see and touch, but it is equally found in the traditions, oral histories, performing arts, 

social practices, craftsmanship, and rituals that are passed down through younger generations. To 

frame heritage in this way is to recognise it as living, dynamic, and deeply intertwined with our 

http://www.defsa.org.za/
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identities. It is also important to acknowledge that engaging with heritage is not a passive act of 

preservation, but a disruptive one that challenges us to rethink how we teach, practice, and embody 

design in ways that honour diversity and affirm cultural continuity. 

Our second keynote speaker challenged us to imagine progressive policy not as distant theory but as 

radical change in the very fabric of our cities, through change that reclaims public space, makes it fun 

and safe, and shifts mindsets so that communities become active citizens in shaping their 

environments. Through the Young Urbanists platform, Roland Postma emphasises that open dialogue 

and action are essential in confronting the apartheid legacies that continue to shape our urban 

landscapes. Their call for economic, social, environmental, and spatial justice speaks directly to the 

heart of this conference, positioning design as a catalyst not only for transformation in classrooms and 

studios, but in the lived realities of our streets, neighbourhoods, and shared spaces. 

Keynote Speaker: Professor Lilac Osanjo 

A specialist in design research, design management, and entrepreneurship, Professor Lilac Osanjo 

began her career in advertising before transitioning to academia. She has taught at the Technical 

University of Kenya (TUK), Kenya Technical Teachers College (KTTC), and is currently Dean of the 

Faculty of the Built Environment and Design at the University of Nairobi. Prof. Osanjo has been 

instrumental in promoting design in Afrika, earning recognition as a Simba Club member at the Pan 

African Design Institute (PADI), patron of Design Kenya Society (DKS), and board member at The Kenya 

Fashion Council. She has also received the Women in Real Estate (WIRE) Legends and Leaders Award 

(2024) and the Africa Interior Design Week Leadership, Innovative Spirit, and Dedication Award (2023). 

Her expertise extends to design competitions, having served as a jurist for the German Design Awards 

(GDA), Turkey Design Week, and the Kshs 100 million for Artists in Nairobi. She is also a visiting 

Professor at the University of Johannesburg (UJ) and an adjunct faculty member at Wuhan University 

of Technology, China. Holding a PhD in Design, MSc in Entrepreneurship, and BA in Design, Prof. 

Osanjo brings a wealth of knowledge and experience to the conference. 

Keynote Speaker: Roland Postma 

Roland holds a first-class honours degree in Urban and Regional Planning from RMIT University. He is 

the Managing Director at Young Urbanists South Africa, where he plays multiple roles in shaping urban 

South Africa into a more inclusive, people-first society. Through his work, he empowers civil societyτ

especially young professionals in the built environmentτto actively engage with urban policy and 

planning. A strong advocate for youth-led urban development, Roland works at the intersection of 

urban planning, architecture, and design, fostering collaboration between communities and local 

governments to build cities that serve everyone. At Young Urbanists, he contributes to the Active 

Mobility Forum, which promotes the reallocation of road space from private vehicles to active mobility 

and public transport users. He also co-founded the Safe Passage Programme, a public-private 

partnership dedicated to connecting informal and formal urban areas by transforming spaces to be 

greener, safer, and more affordable. Roland also serves on the committee of Friends of Liesbeek, 

where he advocates for green infrastructure, including Sustainable Urban Drainage Systems (SUDS) 

and the rehabilitation of urban waterways. Beyond Young Urbanists, he is a founding curator of Design 

Week South Africa, and believes in the power of design to democratise public space and confront 

pressing societal challenges, from inequality to climate change. His contributions to the field have 

earned him recognition in the SCAPE Top 100 (2025) and the aŀƛƭ ϧ DǳŀǊŘƛŀƴΩǎ ¢ƻǇ нлл ¸ƻǳƴƎ {ƻǳǘƘ 

Africans. 
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PEER REVIEWERS  

The 2025 DEFSA Conference peer review group have more than 700 years of combined experience in 

Higher Education. The peer review process for the 18th DEFSA conference and publication of the 

conference proceedings followed two phases. In the first phase abstracts were submitted and peer 

reviewed in a rigorous double-blind peer review process. The peer reviews and reports were verified 

by the peer review committee and based on the outcomes approved abstracts were accepted into the 

conference and authors received feedback.  

In the second phase, full papers were submitted by authors and again went through a double-blind 

peer review process before the conference. Reviewers received a review guideline and review reports 

were completed online to a secure location on the DEFSA website. The papers selected and approved 

through this process, and which were presented at the conference, are then published in this 

conference proceedings.  

The double-blind peer review process ensures that each abstract and paper is reviewed by two people, 

and that authors and reviewers who are experts in their field remain anonymous. 

{ǳǊƴŀƳŜ bŀƳŜ ¢ƛǘƭŜ vǳŀƭƛŬŎŀǝƻƴ Lƴǎǝǘǳǝƻƴ wƻƭŜ 

!ōŀōƴŜƘ !ƭŀŀ  5Ǌ tƘ5 5ƛƎƛǘŀƭ IŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘŀǘ 
!ǳǘƼƴƻƳŀ ŘŜ 
.ŀǊŎŜƭƻƴŀ 

[ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ ƛƴ 5ƛƎƛǘŀƭ 
IŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ  

!Ƴōŀƭŀ !¢ tǊƻŦ tƘ5 ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
WƻƘŀƴƴŜǎōǳǊƎ 

!ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ 

!ƴŀƴŘ tǳƧŀ tǊƻŦ tD/I9 π bƻǩƴƎƘŀƳ 
¢ǊŜƴǘ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ  

tŜŀǊƭ !ŎŀŘŜƳȅ  tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ LƴǘŜǊƛƻǊ 
!ǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ 5ŜǎƛƎƴΣ 
{ǘȅƭƛƴƎ  

!ǎǎƛōŜȅ Dƛƴƴ .ƻƴǎǳ 5Ǌ 5¢9/I 5ŜǎƛƎƴ YǿŀƳŜ bƪǊǳƳŀƘ 
¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
{ŎƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ 
¢ŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ 

{ŜƴƛƻǊ [ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ ƛƴ 
{ǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ DǊŀǇƘƛŎ 
5ŜǎƛƎƴ ŀƴŘ .ǊŀƴŘǎ 
/ƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǝƻƴǎ 

.ŀǎǎƻƴ WŜŀƴπtƛŜǊǊŜ 5Ǌ tƘ5 /ƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǝƻƴ 
aŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ 

bŜƭǎƻƴ aŀƴŘŜƭŀ 
¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 

IŜŀŘ ƻŦ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘΥ 
!ǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜ ό{ŜƴƛƻǊ 
[ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊύ 

.ŀǿŀ !ƭπƘŀǎǎŀƴ 5Ǌ tƘ5 ƛƴ !Ǌǘǎ ¢ŀƳŀƭŜ ¢ŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ 
¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 

[ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ ƛƴ DǊŀǇƘƛŎ 
/ƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǝƻƴ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ 

.ŜƴƴŜǧ WƘƻƴƻ 5Ǌ tƘ5 !ǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ /ŀǇŜ 
¢ƻǿƴ 

{ŜƴƛƻǊ [ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ 

.ǊŜȅǘŜƴōŀŎƘ !ƳŀƴŘŀ aǎ a.! ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
WƻƘŀƴƴŜǎōǳǊƎ 

{ŜƴƛƻǊ [ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ 
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.ǳǊƎŜǊ ¸ƻƭŀƴŘƛ  5Ǌ tƘ5 IƛƎƘŜǊ 9ŘǳŎŀǝƻƴ 
{ǘǳŘƛŜǎ 

LL9 ±ŜƎŀ {ŎƘƻƻƭ κ 
[ƻǳƎƘōƻǊƻǳƎƘ 
¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 

{ǳǇŜǊǾƛǎƻǊ κ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ 
CŜƭƭƻǿ 

/ŀŎŎŀǾŀƭŜ 9ƭƛƻ tǊƻŦ a! όw/!ύ ¢ƘŜ DƭŀǎƎƻǿ 
{ŎƘƻƻƭ ƻŦ !Ǌǘ 

tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ ƻŦ 
¢ǊŀƴǎŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŀǊȅ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ 
LƴƴƻǾŀǝƻƴ 

/ŀŘƭŜ .ǊǳŎŜ !ǎǎΦ 

tǊƻŦ 

a¢ŜŎƘ D5  bŜƭǎƻƴ aŀƴŘŜƭ 

¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 

wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜ 

/ŀǊǎǘŜƴǎ [ƛȊŜǧŜ aǎ a! LƴŦƻǊƳŀǝƻƴ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ 
¦t 

¢ƘŜ LL9 ±ŜƎŀ 5ŜǇǳǘȅ 5Ŝŀƴ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ 

/ƘƛǧŜ {ŀƴƳƛǘǊŀ  tǊƻŦ a5Ŝǎ ²ƻǊƭŘ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
5ŜǎƛƎƴ  

5Ŝŀƴ  

5ŀǧŀ !ƳǊƛǘŀ aǎ aC! ±ƛǎǳŀƭ 
/ƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǝƻƴ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ 

IŜǊǊƻƴ {ŎƘƻƻƭ ƻŦ 
!Ǌǘ ŀƴŘ 5ŜǎƛƎƴΣ 
LƴŘƛŀƴŀ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΣ 
LƴŘƛŀƴŀǇƻƭƛǎ 

!ǎǎƛǎǘŀƴǘ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ  

ŘŜ YƭŜǊƪ !ƴƴŜƪŜ tǊƻŦ tƘ5 ±Lǎǳŀƭ !Ǌǘǎ ±ŀŀƭ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
¢ŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ 

!ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊΥ ±ƛǎǳŀƭ 
!Ǌǘǎ ŀƴŘ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ 

5ƛ wǳǾƻ aƻƴƛŎŀ 5Ǌ 5¢ŜŎƘ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ /ŀǇŜ tŜƴƛƴǎǳƭŀ 
¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
¢ŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ 

Iƻ5Υ !ǇǇƭƛŜŘ 5ŜǎƛƎƴΣ {ƴǊ 
[ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ 
tƻǎǘƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ 

9ǊŀǎƳǳǎ {ǳȊŀƴƴŜ aǎ aΦ ¢ŜŎƘ 5ŜƎǊŜŜ ƛƴ CƛƴŜ 
!Ǌǘ 

DǊŜŜƴǎƛŘŜ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ 
/ŜƴǘŜǊΣ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜ ƻŦ 
5ŜǎƛƎƴ 

tǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ [ŜŀŘ ŀƴŘ 
[ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ /ǊƛǝŎŀƭ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎ 

Cŀƴ /ƘŜƴ 5Ǌ tƘ5 5ŜǎƛƎƴ 9ŘǳŎŀǝƻƴ ¢ƻƴƎƧƛ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tƻǎǘŘƻŎǘƻǊŀƭ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ 

CŜƴƴ ¢ŜǊŜƴŎŜ 5Ǌ tƘ5 LƴŦƻǊƳŀǝŎǎ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
WƻƘŀƴƴŜǎōǳǊƎ 

Ih5 aǳƭǝƳŜŘƛŀ 

CƛǎŎƘŜǊ  {ǘŜũŜƴ  aȄ  a! aƛƎǊŀǝƻƴ ŀƴŘ 
5ƛǎǇƭŀŎŜƳŜƴǘΣ a¢ŜŎƘ 
!ǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜ όtǊƻŦΦύ 

DǊŜŜƴǎƛŘŜ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ 
/ŜƴǘŜǊ 

[ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ ƛƴ LƴǘŜǊƛƻǊ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ 

DŜȅŜǊ {ŀŘƛȅŀƘ aǎ a! 5ŜǎƛƎƴ όǿƛǘƘ 
ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƛǎŀǝƻƴ ƛƴ LƴǘŜǊƛƻǊ 
5ŜǎƛƎƴύ 

¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
WƻƘŀƴƴŜǎōǳǊƎ 

[ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ ƛƴ LƴǘŜǊƛƻǊ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ 

Dƛƭƻƛ {ǳǎŀƴ 5Ǌ tƘ5 9ŘǳŎŀǝƻƴ LƴǎŎŀǇŜ [ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ 

IŀǊǊƛǎƻƴ tŜǘŜǊ IǳƎƘ aǊ a¢ŜŎƘ LƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ LƴǎŎŀǇŜ 9ŘǳŎŀǝƻƴ 
DǊƻǳǇ όtǘȅύΣ [ǘŘΦ 

tƻǎǘƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜ !ŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ 
aŀƴŀƎŜǊ 

IŀǊǾŜȅ bŜǎƘŀƴŜ tǊƻŦ tI5 9ŘǳŎŀǝƻƴ ό5ŜǎƛƎƴ 
9ŘǳŎŀǝƻƴύ  

¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
WƻƘŀƴƴŜǎōǳǊƎ  

±ƛŎŜ 5Ŝŀƴ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƴŘ 
LƴǘŜǊƴŀǝƻƴŀƭƛȊŀǝƻƴΣ 
CŀŎǳƭǘȅ ƻŦ !ǊǘΣ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ ŀƴŘ 
!ǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜ 

IŀȅŜǎπ
wƻōŜǊǘǎ 

IŀȅƭŜȅ 5Ǌ tƘ5 ƛƴ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ LƴǎŎŀǇŜ 9ŘǳŎŀǝƻƴ 
DǊƻǳǇ ŀƴŘ ¦/¢ 

[ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ ƛƴ .! Iƻƴǎ ƛƴ 
5ŜǎƛƎƴ όŘƛǎǎŜǊǘŀǝƻƴύ ŀƴŘ 
±ƛǎǳŀƭ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǝƻƴ  

IŜƴƪŜ bƛƪƭŀǎ 5Ǌ tƘ5 ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘŞ 
DǊŜƴƻōƭŜ !ƭǇŜǎ 
όDw9{9/ 
[ŀōƻǊŀǘƻǊȅύ 

bƻƴπtŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ 
aŜƳōŜǊ 
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IŜǊōǎǘ aŀǊƛƴŀ aǎ a! DǊŀǇƘƛŎ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ bƻǊǘƘπ²Ŝǎǘ 
¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 

[ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ DǊŀǇƘƛŎ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ 

IǳƎƻ /ƘŜǊƛ aǊǎ tƘ5 ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜ ²ƻƳŜƴ 
ŀƴŘ DŜƴŘŜǊ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ 
¦²/ 

/ŀǇŜ tŜƴƛƴǎǳƭŀ 
¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
¢ŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ 

IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ !Ǌǘ [ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊκ 
!ǇǇƭƛŜŘ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ Σ CŀŎǳƭǘȅ ƻŦ 
LƴŦƻǊƳŀǝŎǎ ŀƴŘ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ  

WŀƴǎŜ Ǿŀƴ 
wŜƴǎōǳǊƎ 

aƛŜƪŜ aǎ a¢ŜŎƘ CŀǎƘƛƻƴ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ bŜƭǎƻƴ aŀƴŘŜƭŀ 
¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 

[ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ ƛƴ CŀǎƘƛƻƴ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ 

WƻƎƛŜ aƻƘŀƳƳŜŘ aǊ a! !Ǌǘǎ ŀƴŘ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ ¢ǎƘǿŀƴŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 
ƻŦ ¢ŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ 

[ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ ƛƴ LƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜŘ 
/ƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǝƻƴ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ 

WƻƎƛŜ aƻƘŀƳƳŜŘ  aǊ aŀǎǘŜǊǎ !Ǌǘ ϧ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ ¢¦¢ [ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ 

YŜƘƭŜ /ƘƛŜŘȊŀ aǎ a! ±ƛǎǳŀƭ !Ǌǘ 9ŘǳŎŀǝƻƴ hǇŜƴ ²ƛƴŘƻǿ 
LƴǎǝǘǳǘŜ 

[ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ ƛƴ ¦ǎŜǊ 
9ȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ 

YŜƳǇŜƴ  9ƭƛȊŀōŜǘƘ  tǊƻŦ tƘ5 ƛƴ tƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ {ƻǳǘƘ 
!ŦǊƛŎŀ 

 tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ 

YǊǳƎŜǊ wǳƴŜǧŜ tǊƻŦ tƘ5 ±ƛǎǳŀƭ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎ 5¦¢ IƻƴƻǊŀǊȅ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ 
!ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜ  

YǳŎǳƪ  aƛƴŜ tǊƻŦ tƘ5 CƛƴŜ !Ǌǘǎ 9ŘǳŎŀǝƻƴ 9ǎƪƛǎŜƘƛǊ 
hǎƳŀƴƎŀȊƛ 
¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 

±ƛŎŜ 5Ŝŀƴ ƻŦ !Ǌǘ ŀƴŘ 
5ŜǎƛƎƴ CŀŎǳƭǘȅΣ [ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ ƛƴ 
±ƛǎǳŀƭ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǝƻƴ 
5ŜǎƛƎƴ 

[ŀƳōŜǊǘ Lŀƴ 5Ǌ tƘ5 /ƻƭƭŜƎŜ ŦƻǊ /ǊŜŀǝǾŜ 
{ǘǳŘƛŜǎΣ 5ŜǘǊƻƛǘ 

5Ŝŀƴ ƻŦ DǊŀŘǳŀǘŜ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎ 

aŀōŀƭŜ  bǘƘŀōƛǎŜƴƎ  aǊǎ aŀǎǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ !Ǌǘǎ ƛƴ 
5ŜǎƛƎƴ 

¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
WƻƘŀƴƴŜǎōǳǊƎ 

 [ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ 

aŀƘŀǊŀƧƘ wŜǎƘƳŀ 5Ǌ tƘ5 ±ƛǎǳŀƭ !Ǌǘ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
WƻƘŀƴƴŜǎōǳǊƎ 

{ŜƴƛƻǊ [ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ 

aŀƘƭŀƴƎǳ bƻƳŀƭŀƴƎŀ aǎ aΦ!ǊŎƘ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
WƻƘŀƴƴŜǎōǳǊƎ 

[ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ 

aŀƛƻƴŜ [ƛǎŀ aǎ aC! DǊŀǇƘƛŎ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ Yŀƴǎŀǎ /ƛǘȅ !Ǌǘ 
LƴǎǝǘǳǘŜ 

!ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ ƻŦ 
DǊŀǇƘƛŎ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ 

aŀǘƘŜŜ ¢Ƙƛƴǳǎ 5Ǌ 9Ř5 ό/ǊŜŀǝǾŜ ŀƴŘ 
aŜŘƛŀύ 

LƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ /ƻƴǎǳƭǘŀƴǘ 

aŎƘǳƴǳ YƘŀȅŀ  tǊƻŦ tƘ5 ±ƛǎǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ 
tŜǊŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ !Ǌǘǎ  

¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
WƻƘŀƴƴŜǎōǳǊƎ  

IŜŀŘ ƻŦ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ  

aƻƪƎŀǘƭŀ hǊŀǝƭŜ wƻǎŜ aǎ a! 5ŜǎƛƎƴ aŀȅƴƻƻǘƘ 
¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 

!ǎǎƛǎǘŀƴǘ [ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ ƛƴ 
tǊƻŘǳŎǘ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ ϧ 
LƴƴƻǾŀǝƻƴ 

aƻƭƭŜƭπ
aŀǘƻŘȊƛ 

bŀƛƭŜƧƛƭŜƧƛ 5Ǌ  5¢ŜŎƘ CŀǎƘƛƻƴ ¢ǎƘǿŀƴŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 
ƻŦ ¢ŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ 

tƻǎǘŘƻŎǘƻǊŀƭ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ 
CŜƭƭƻǿ 

aƻǊǊƛǎ !ƳŀƴŘŀ aǊǎ a¢ŜŎƘ DǊŀǇƘƛŎ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ /ŀǇŜ tŜƴƛƴǎǳƭŀ 
¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
¢ŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ 

[ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ ŀƴŘ CŀŎǳƭǘȅ ²ƻǊƪ 
LƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜŘ [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 
/ƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƻǊ 

aǎǳǘǳ .ƻƴƎƛǎŀ aƛǎǎ a! IŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ 
ό!ǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜύ 

DǊŜŜƴǎƛŘŜ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ 
/ŜƴǘŜǊ 

[ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ ƛƴ LƴǘŜǊƛƻǊ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ 

aǳƴǊƻ !ƭƭŀƴ tǊƻŦ tƘ5 ¢ƘŜŀǘǊŜ wŜǝǊŜŘκǳƴŀŶƭƛŀǘŜŘ ǎǳǇŜǊǾƛǎƻǊ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜǊ 
ƻŦ aŀǎǘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ 5ƻŎǘƻǊŀǘŜǎ 
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aȅƭŜǎ 
WŀŎƪǎƻƴ  

aƛǊŀƴŘŀ  tǊƻŦ a! /ƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǝƻƴǎΣ 
aC! DǊŀǇƘƛŎ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ 

·ŀǾƛŜǊ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
[ƻǳƛǎƛŀƴŀ  

!Ǌǘ ϧ tŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ 
{ǘǳŘƛŜǎ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ IŜŀŘ 
ŀƴŘ !ǎǎƛǎǘŀƴǘ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ ƻŦ 
5ƛƎƛǘŀƭ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ 

bŀƴŀ  YŜǎƘƴƛ  aǎ aǘŜŎƘ CŀǎƘƛƻƴ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
WƻƘŀƴƴŜǎōǳǊƎ 

 [ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ 

bŜǿƳŀƴ bƛƴŀ aǎ a¢ŜŎƘ ¢ǎƘǿŀƴŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 
ƻŦ ¢ŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ 

[ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ ƛƴ WŜǿŜƭƭŜǊȅ 
5ŜǎƛƎƴ ŀƴŘ aŀƴǳŦŀŎǘǳǊŜ 

hƧƻ hƭǳǘǳƴƳƛǎŜ 
!ŘŜǎƻƭŀ 

5Ǌ tƘ5 !Ǌǘ ŀƴŘ 5ŜǎƛƎƴΥ 
/ƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǝƻƴ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ 

/ŜƴǘǊŀƭ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 
ƻŦ ¢ŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΣ CǊŜŜ 
{ǘŀǘŜ 

{ŜƴƛƻǊ [ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ ƛƴ 
/ƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǝƻƴ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ 

tŀƴŘŀǊǳƳ wŜŜƴŀ 5Ǌ tƘ5 ό ¢ŜȄǝƭŜ {ŎƛŜƴŎŜύ 
ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƛǎƛƴƎ ƛƴ о5 ōƻŘȅ 
ǎŎŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ !ǇǇŀǊŜƭΣ 
IŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ /ƻƴǎǳƳŜǊ 
.ŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ 

¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ {ƻǳǘƘ 
!ŦǊƛŎŀ 

{ŜƴƛƻǊ [ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ ƛƴ /ƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ 
ŀƴŘ ¢ŜȄǝƭŜǎ 

tƛƴƘƻ !ŘǊƛŀƴƻ aǊ a{Ŏ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ  ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
!ǾŜƛǊƻ 

5ŜǎƛƎƴ tƘ5 /ŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜ 

tƻǧŜǊ aŀǊȅπ!ƴƴŜ 5Ǌ tƘ5 ό5 [ƛǧ Ŝǘ tƘƛƭύ LƴǎŎŀǇŜ [ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ ƛƴ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ 
wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ 

tǊƛƴǎƭƻƻ LƭǎŜ aǊǎ a¢ŜŎƘ LƴǘŜǊƛƻǊ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
WƻƘŀƴƴŜǎōǳǊƎ 

IŜŀŘ ƻŦ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ 

{ŀƭŀŀƳ {ŀŬŀ 5Ǌ tƘ5 9ŘǳŎŀǝƻƴ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ !ŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ vǳŀƭƛǘȅ 
!ǎǎǳǊŀƴŎŜ 

{ŎƘƻƭǘȊ aƛŎŀŜƭŀ aǎ a! DǊŀǇƘƛŎ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ bŜƭǎƻƴ aŀƴŘŜƭŀ 
¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 

[ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ ƛƴ DǊŀǇƘƛŎ 
5ŜǎƛƎƴΣ tƻǎǘƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜ 
/ƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƻǊ όa!ύ 

{ŜǘƭƘŀǘƭƘŀƴȅƻ YŜƛǇƘŜ bŀƴƛ 5Ǌ tƘ5 ƛƴ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ ό 5ŜǎƛƎƴ 
IŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ /ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 
{ȅƳōƻƭƛǎƳύ 

¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
.ƻǘǎǿŀƴŀ 

[ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ ƛƴ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ 

{Ƴŀƭ  5ŜǎƛǊŜŜ  tǊƻŦ 5¢ŜŎƘΥ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
WƻƘŀƴƴŜǎōǳǊƎ 

±ƛŎŜπ5ŜŀƴΥ ¢ŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 
[ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 

{ƴŀŘŘƻƴ .ǊǳŎŜ 5Ǌ tƘ5 5ŜǎƛƎƴ /ŀǇŜ tŜƴƛƴǎǳƭŀ 
¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
¢ŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ 

{ŜƴƛƻǊ [ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ ŀƴŘ 
tƻǎǘƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎ 
/ƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƻǊ 

{ǘǊȅŘƻƳ aŀǊƛŜǧŜ  5Ǌ tƘ5 ό/ƻƴǎǳƳŜǊ 
{ŎƛŜƴŎŜύ 

¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ {ƻǳǘƘ 
!ŦǊƛŎŀ 

{ŜƴƛƻǊ [ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ  

{ǳƭŜƭƻ bŀƴŘŜ aǎ a{Ŏ ƛƴ 9ŘǳŎŀǝƻƴ  LL9 {ŎƘƻƻƭ ƻŦ 
IƻǎǇƛǘŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ 
{ŜǊǾƛŎŜ 
aŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ  

¢ŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 
aŀƴŀƎŜǊ 

¢ŀƭƧŀŀǊŘπ
{ǿŀǊǘ 

IŀƴǊƛ 5Ǌ tƘ5 /ƻƴǎǳƳŜǊ {ŎƛŜƴŎŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
tǊŜǘƻǊƛŀ 

[ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ ƛƴ /ƻƴǎǳƳŜǊ 
{ŎƛŜƴŎŜ ό/ƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ wŜǘŀƛƭ 
aŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘύ 

¢ƻǊǊŜƭƭ .Ŝǧȅ tǊƻŦ aΦ!ǊŎƘ aƻǊƎŀƴ {ǘŀǘŜ 
¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 

!ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
{ŎƘƻƻƭ ƻŦ !ǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ 
tƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ 
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Ǿŀƴ ½ȅƭ wƛŀ 5Ǌ tƘ5 ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
aŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 
LƴƴƻǾŀǝƻƴ ŀƴŘ 
¢ŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ 

LL9π±ŜƎŀ 5Ŝŀƴ 

¸ŀƴƎ ¸Ŝǉƛǳ tǊƻŦΣ 
5Ǌ 

tƘ5 ƛƴ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ {ƘŀƴƎƘŀƛ !ǳǊƻǊŀ 
/ƻƭƭŜƎŜ 

Cǳƭƭ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ 

¸¦ .ƻȅǳŀƴ 5Ǌ tƘ5 ƛƴ !ǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜ ¢ƘŜ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ 
¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ IƻƴƎ 
YƻƴƎ 

¢ŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ !ǎǎƛǎǘŀƴǘ ƛƴ 
!ǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜ 

¸ǳƴǳǎ {ŀƛŘ aǊ a9Ř ƛƴ 9ŘǳŎŀǝƻƴŀƭ 
¢ŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΦ tƘ5 
ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƛƴ L/¢ ƛƴ 
9ŘǳŎŀǝƻƴ 

{ǘŀǘŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
½ŀƴȊƛōŀǊ ό{¦½!ύ 

[ŜŎǘǳǊŜǊ ƛƴ 9ŘǳŎŀǝƻƴŀƭ 
¢ŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ 
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Interactive narratives for social impact: A new approach to 
media intervention 

Yumna Motala, University of Johannesburg 

Abstract  
Mass intervention is crucial when tackling pressing social issues, such as gender-based violence. One 

method in approaching this is the use of the public service announcement (PSA). Traditional PSAs, such as 

posters and short films, are linear media forms. They rely on passive viewership and an assumption of 

ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊŀƭ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΣ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘŜŦŀŎǘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƭƛƳƛǘǎ ǘƘŜ t{!Ωǎ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ 

inspire long-term, sustained, societal change as the effectiveness is highly dependent on the cognitive 

engagement of the viewer with the content. My research suggests that media employing the use of 

decision-based fictional narratives, such as interactive film, is more effective in enacting change. This 

ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ΨƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛǾŜΩ ƳŜŘƛŀ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿŜǊ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀƴ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ƛƴ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǎǘƻǊȅ ōȅ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘŀƛƭƻǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇǊƻǘŀƎƻƴƛǎǘΩǎ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅΦ 

The intended outcome of this engagement is to foster ideological and behavioural change at a societal 

level by eliciting an empathetic response in the participant. This paper proposes the development of 

a novel production method for interactive media designed to address social issues by combining 

narrative engagement and social impact. It centres around justifying the use of interactive film as an 

intervention method through an extensive literature review, that includes two case studies of existing 

interactive narrative media: The Boat (written by Nam Le adapted by Matt Huynh 2015) and 

Bandersnatch (Brooker 2018). This study highlights the limitations of traditional PSAs in fostering long-

term societal change and proposes interactive narrative media as a more effective alternative. 

Ultimately, this research evaluates the transformative power of interactive storytelling in generating 

meaningful social intervention and opens avenues for further exploration of media for change. 

Keywords: Interactive narrative media, gender-based violence, social change, public service 

announcement (PSA) 

Introduction 
As a tool for mass intervention, public service announcements (PSAs) are commonly used as a means 

of addressing issues at a societal, national, and global scale. The COVID-19 pandemic serves as a recent 

example as to why intervention on this level can be necessary, particularly in relaying critical 

information about health and safety (Schofield & Fowle, 2013). In addressing this genre of issue, PSAs 

can play a key role in the channel of communication between a governing body, be it a corporation or 

political system, and its constituents (Schofield & Fowle, 2013). This form of media ς at least in its 

traditional format ς while effective in facilitating the spread of information, may not be as effective in 

enacting long-term change due to its passive nature. For example, during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

many practices were adopted as a means of a general health and safety protocol, supported by a 
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plethora of posters and videos, but how many of these practices have we retained post-pandemic? 

PSAs are only effective as long as they are in circulation, as they are most useful in enacting short-

term behavioural change (Bigsby et al. 2013). As such, approaching the design of PSAs from an 

alternate perspective, one that considers sustained behavioural change as a core objective, may 

improve the efficacy of the medium and expand its potential for use in addressing not just practical 

issues, but larger, more complex social issues. In this paper, I aim to propose the use of a human-

centred design (HCD) approach in the creation of interactive PSAs that serve as discursive artefacts 

intended to address social issues, such as gender-based violence in South Africa. 

Research context and literature review 

Designing for the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) 

The term Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) refers to the ongoing rapid evolution of technology that has 

accelerated over the past three decades (Mayer & Oosthuizen 2020). The 4IR is centred around the concept 

ƻŦ ŀ άǎƳŀǊǘ ŦŀŎǘƻǊȅέΣ where automated systems and computational machines are seamlessly integrated 

into human activities at various levels (Petrillo et al. 2018). This revolution blurs the lines between the 

physical and digital worlds, leaning into the theory of transhumanism; in which human capabilities are 

enhanced, or even redefined through technological processes (Ostberg 2024). In essence, it is the 

amalgamation of the human and the machine, aiming to optimise human behaviour, decision-making and 

productivity. 

One of the most significant impacts of the 4IR has been the transformation of communication 

practices through the rise of new media (Smalluklene et al. 2020). Emerging digital platforms and tools 

have reshaped how we communicate, especially in three core areas: channels of communication, 

language use, and preferred methods of interaction. This shift in behaviour is particularly pronounced 

in Generation Z, the ȅƻǳƴƎŜǎǘ ŀŘǳƭǘ ŘŜƳƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎΣ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ άŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ƴŀǘƛǾŜǎέ (Smalluklene 

et al. 2020). During their lifetime, this demographic has witnessed, and adapted to, the 4IR movement, 

which has shaped their digital literacy (Smalluklene et al. 2020). 

Studies have shown that these traits vary between generations, each exhibiting particular patterns of 

behaviour and preferences when it comes to interpersonal communication and their use of 

technology. Between the last three generations, there are significant differences in how individuals 

consume media and communicate within a digital space (Wu 2022). Figure 1, as an overview, 

demonstrates that although all three generations use the same technology, their preferred styles of 

interaction differ, reflecting broader changes in human behaviour alongside technological 

development (Wu 2022). 
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Figure 1: Comparison of communication styles (Author 2025) 

The rising dominance of short-form content, especially among younger users, has led to a decrease in 

attention span amongst users and audiences (Gao 2023). Content that is concise and visually stimulating 

tends to perform better and remain relevant for longer than long-form media that is not tailored to current 

audiences, hence the popularity of platforms such as TikTok (Gao 2023). As a result, there has been a 

decline in average attention span, and a growing preference for media that is fast-paced, entertaining, and 

easily consumable (Gao 2023). 

In addition to varying use of devices and platforms, language between each generation changes to 

reflect new or revived colloquialisms, many of which emerge from trends in social media content (Gao 

2023). Generation X, for example, tends to use more formal language when communicating, opting 

for complete sentences that can be literally understood with minimal use of slang terminology (Ukhtin 

et al. 2021). Millennials and Generation Z, however, tend to use more casual language, characterised 

by a heavy use of slang, abbreviated shorthand, and frequent references to trending memes or 

popular media (Ukhtin et al. 2021). This linguistic evolution is reflective of the digital world, where 

language is dynamic and context dependent. 

Ultimately, the 4IR is not just a technological phenomenon, but a cultural and behavioural shift that 

continues to redefine how humans interact and communicate in a digital world (Smalluklene et al. 

2020). Designing for an audience during the 4IR requires an intentional focus on how media maintains 

viewer engagement to ensure that any artefact or product remains relevant and useful. In designing 

a contemporary PSA, the viewer, as the primary user, should remain at the centre of all design choices, 

with a primary objective being to retain their interest in the content as a means of facilitating 

understanding (Bigsby et al. 2013). 

http://www.defsa.org.za/


© Copyright 2025 Design Education Forum of Southern Africa (www.defsa.org.za)    5 

PSAs as an intervention method for social change 

Historically, PSAs have been used to discuss a multitude of topics, particularly those related to public 

health and safety (Lippert 2020). Through accessible formats such as print posters and television 

adverts, PSAs raise awareness about social issues that affect specific groups within broader 

populations. Although this practice dates back to the late 19th century, it still remains relevant today, 

especially when social issues are exacerbated during times of societal unrest, such as wars or 

pandemics (Lippert 2020). These issues, though framed as matters of public health and safety, are 

often deeply rooted in ideological or hegemonic systems of discrimination and oppression 

(Abramowitsch 2018). This sociopolitical context significantly shapes the production of all 

communication media, influencing visual design choices, the intent behind messaging, and audience 

perceptions of artefacts such as posters. 

 

Figure 2: "Don't die of ignorance" (NHS, 1986) 

The AIDS pandemic, for example, was not only a public health issue, but also a catalyst for widespread 

ostracisation and discrimination against the queer (LGBTQI+) community (Watney 1987). This intensified 

the spread of homophobic rhetoric, and subsequently, the mobilisation of ally support. Although other 

demographics were affected, the heavy influence of mass media, and its portrayal of the disease led to an 

increase in discriminationΣ ŀǎ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ōǊŀƴŘŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άƎŀȅ ǇƭŀƎǳŜέ (Shilts 1987). Early PSAs (Figure 2) relied 

heavily on fear-mongering and shaming tactics that discouraged homosexuality and promiscuity, rather 

than providing accurate information about viable health precautions (Shilts 1987). These campaigns 

perpetuated the stigma around HIV, with the support of governmental institutions and high-ranking 

political figures. This, in turn, contributed to widespread hesitancy around getting tested and disclosing 

health status to sexual partners (Shilts 1987). 

Later PSAs, however, sought to change public opinions by moving away from fear-oriented messaging 

as a means of reducing stigma around both the disease and the groups that were most affected (Kaiser 

Family Foundation 1997). These campaigns had two main goals: to combat misinformation and to 

address the stigma around HIV as an intersectional issue, thereby reducing discrimination (Kaiser 

Family Foundation 1997). The work of Callen and Berkowitz, for example, focused on providing 

information about safe sex practices through the inclusion of positive representations of same-sex 

couples, encouraging individuals to get tested (Berkowitz & Callen 1983). Similarly, the activist group, 

ACT UP employed forms of passive activism, such as street art and poster campaigns, to spread 

awareness and increase solidarity (Crimp & Rolston 1990). This use of visual media directly influenced 
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public opinion by reducing shame for those affected and promoting support for marginalised 

communities. 

ά!ƳŀƴŘƭŀΗέΥ Anti-apartheid resistance art as a form of PSA 

Anti-segregation movements, such as the anti-apartheid resistance in South Africa, also utilised 

resistance art as a tool for activism (Williamson 1989). Resistance art can be seen as a form of PSA, 

sharing similar intentions, strategies, and impacts. During the height of the anti-apartheid movement, 

artists and collectives, such as the Medu Art Ensemble used their work to advocate for the oppressed 

and disenfranchised (Williamson 1989). Their works explored themes central to the experience of 

subjugated groups, encouraging resistance to the system and fostering solidarity amongst allies. 

Printmaking (Figure 3), due to its affordability and capacity for mass reproduction, became a 

particularly powerful medium. Its bold visual style allowed for the creation of image-driven content 

that encouraged action by resonating with audiences emotionally (Williamson 1989). While these 

ǇƻǎǘŜǊǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜŘ ǇƘǊŀǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƭƻƎŀƴǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ά!ƳŀƴŘƭŀΗέΣ the emphasis was on compelling 

ƛƳŀƎŜǊȅ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƛƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘ ƛƴǘƻ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΣ ǾŀƭƛŘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜǎΩ ƻǿƴ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ 

(Kellner & Gonzalez 2009). This representation fostered a sense of collective identity and shared 

purpose, reinforcing the notion that those affected were not alone, nor forgotten. In providing a visual 

voice for those who were oppressed, resistance art acted as a valuable tool for recruiting people to 

the cause, both nationally and internationally (Kellner & Gonzalez 2009). 

 

Figure 3: Untitled piece by Thami Mnyele (Mnyele, c.1980) 

The work of Fatima Meer exemplifies this approach. Depicting women in intimate, mundane settings, her 

work resisted the dehumanisation that the apartheid regime sought to perpetuate. These women had been 

labelled as terrorists and criminals, but through presenting an alternative narrative of everyday life, Meer 

humanised them (Jaffer 2010). In providing this additional perspective, the illustrations not only challenged 

the dominant systemic narrative but also serve as a historical record, affirming that all those affected by 

apartheid were individuals ς human beings, worthy of dignity and respect. 

Resistance art has been employed for centuries as a tool for rallying communities and disseminating 

critical information (Williamson 1989). In viewing resistance art as a form of PSA, the medium 

transforms into a malleable tool for exploring visual communication methods and practices. 

Effective PSA messaging techniques 

For visual messaging to be truly effective, it must be intentionally designed with a clear understanding 

of the audience (Fishbein et al. 2002). A diverse range of communication styles and channels should 

http://www.defsa.org.za/


© Copyright 2025 Design Education Forum of Southern Africa (www.defsa.org.za)    7 

be employed to maintain interest and engagement, while avoiding the risk of an information overload. 

This approach is often referred to as multi-platform messaging ς a strategy that uses various forms of 

media within the same campaign to ensure that information remains accessible to as wide an audience 

as possible (Fishbein et al. 2002). 

An example of this is the LoveLife campaign in South Africa, which seeks to address sexual education 

and AIDS awareness (Matlhape 2002). Running since the early 2000s, the campaign has consistently 

adapted its intervention methods to suit a population that spans from bustling city centres to remote 

rural locales. With a primary audience of teenagers and young adults, it is imperative that the 

campaign continues to create content that is not just informative, but relevant and appealing 

(Matlhape 2002). LoveLife incorporates a range of channels in their method of communication, such 

as billboards, television broadcasts, and a regularly released magazine called UNCUT. Their media is 

intentionally youth-led and tailored to different communities through the use of local languages, 

cultural references, and outreach programmes, demonstrating how strategic communication can 

increase both reach and impact (2023). 

However, a variety of media alone is not enough. Effective messaging relies on highly developed, 

intentional storytelling (Bigsby et al. 2013). By incorporating narrative strategies, such as suspense, 

practitioners can create engaging content around topics that might otherwise seem complex, 

sensitive, or uninteresting. The purpose with this is to facilitate an emotional connection between the 

audience and the subject matter to ensure the success of the message (Fishbein et al. 2002). 

In her analysis of British and German PSAs, Tsyliuryk (2020) highlights that effective communication 

ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ƘƛƴƎŜ ƻƴ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ άŎƻƴŎŜŀƭƛƴƎέ ŀƴŘ άǊŜǾŜŀƭƛƴƎέ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΦ Tsyliuryk 

(2020) identifies three key principles: 

¶ Communicative indirectness: Metaphor and symbolic storytelling 

¶ Secondary meanings of signs: Using contextually and culturally specific symbols 

¶ Conceptual integration: Using simple language and colloquialisms to make complex or unfamiliar ideas 
more accessible. 

When applied effectively, these principles allow for a PSA that unfolds like a story, including the viewer 

in the narrative by encouraging them to decode subliminal messaging and draw personal conclusions 

(Tsyliuryk 2020). 

Fictional narrative, as an intermediary, can act as a vehicle for subliminal messaging, as seen in 

folktales, such as Tales of Anansi (19утύ ƻǊ !ŜǎƻǇΩǎ CŀōƭŜǎ (1484). These stories depict fictional 

scenarios as allegories for real-world values. The use of an imagined world, heavily saturated with 

metaphor, enables the audience to understand the message while maintaining a degree of separation 

between the story world and their own lived experience (Baker et al. 2019). This emotional distance 

allows for reflection without direct confrontation. As the audience interprets the story, the values 

proposed by the fictional narrative are translated into real-world behaviours (Baker et al. 2019). 

Highly persuasive PSAs prove more effective in facilitating sustained behavioural change (Fishbein et al. 

2002) by integrating the following elements: 

¶ Clear, intentional messaging 

¶ Emotional resonance and empathy 

¶ Relatability to the ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΩǎ lived experience- 

¶ A direct call to action. 
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By merging narrative technique with strategic design and audience insight, PSAs can effectively move 

beyond temporary awareness to foster long-term behavioural and ideological shifts. 

Theoretical approach 

Fourth wave human-computer interaction and discursive design 

¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άƘǳƳŀƴ-ŎŜƴǘǊŜŘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴέ (HCD) refers to an approach that places the user at the core of the design 

process (Coulton & Galen Lindley 2019). HCD deliberately considers how individuals interact with artefacts, 

taking into account contextual factors ς such as environment, and culture ς that may influence behaviour 

and capabilities (Coulton & Galen Lindley 2019). This approach involves in-depth user research, whereby 

behaviours and subjective biases are identified to ensure that the final outcome of the design process is 

effective and usable. 

HCD is grounded in an understanding of human-computer interaction (HCI) ς an interdisciplinary field 

that explores the evolving relationship between humans and technology (Preece et al. 2015). Bødker 

(20мрύ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜǎ ŦƻǳǊ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ άǿŀǾŜǎέ ƻŦ I/LΣ ŜŀŎƘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ ŀ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǎƘƛŦǘ ƛƴ Ƙƻǿ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎΣ 

designers, and users engage with technology and digital products: 

1. First Wave: Efficiency and Ergonomics 

2. Second Wave: Collaboration and Social Context 

3. Third Wave: Emotion, Experience and Everyday Life 

4. Fourth Wave: Participatory Design and Political Activism 

(Bødker 2015) 

My research is closely aligned with the fourth wave of HCI, which critically examines sociopolitical 

impact of technology through critical design. This wave moves beyond pure function and usability to 

explore how critical and participatory design can be used to address broader societal issues (Bødker 

& Kyng 2018). It argues that technology should serve collective social needs ς particularly those related 

to power, ethics and social justice ς rather than solely individualistic purposes. 

Within this context, I position discursive design as an approach to human-centred design that aligns 

with fourth wave HCI. As defined by Tharp and Tharp (2019), discursive design strays from traditional 

HCD by seeing design as a tool to provoke thought and dialogue, rather than artefacts that are solely 

functional solutions. It views design outputs as tools for critical engagement and reflection, 

encouraging users to consider social, cultural, and political issues (Tharp & Tharp 2019). The primary 

aim of discursive design is not to resolve a practical problem, but to create meaning through emotional 

and intellectual engagement. 

Interactive storytelling 

Interactive storytelling refers to narrative design that deliberately involves the audience in the 

unfolding of the story (Mateas & Stern 2005). This approach views the audience, not as a passive 

observer, but as an active participant, with the potential to influence the direction and outcome of 

the narrative arc based on their choices. An early example of this can be found in pantomime ς 

theatrical performances where the audience is encouraged to participate by influencing character 

decisions and interactions (Alraek & Baerheim 2005). This demonstrates how even simple forms of 

participation can heighten engagement, creating a deeper connection between the viewer, the 

narrative, and the underlying message. 
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In a digital context, role-playing games (RPGs) and massively multiplayer online role-playing games 

(MMORPGs) can be seen as a form of interactive story, where the audience (the player) takes on the 

role of the protagonist to shape the trajectory of the narrative arc (Peterson 2012). Although the 

overarching plot is predefined, these games often feature multiple pathways and branching storylines, 

allowing players to experience the consequences of the decisions in real time. This sense of agency 

provides a sense of control, enhancing the immersive quality of the story world (Peterson 2012). As 

the player interacts, the narrative evolves around them, creating the illusion of a living environment. 

In addition to narrative control, players can create and customise their avatars which act as a digital 

representation of their own identity (Juul 2005). The avatar acts as an extension of the self ς a manner 

of self-identification that can either present an accurate portrayal, or an entirely fictional persona. 

MMORPGs, in particular, encourage interaction among players, enabling shared experiences that 

mirror real-world social dynamics (Juul 2005). This ongoing inclusion of the player as a co-creator of 

the story increases their emotional investment in the narrative, aligning closely with the principles of 

human-centred design (Salen & Zimmerman 2004). 

As a tool for mass communication, particularly in the development of PSAs, the use of interactive role-

playing elements within a compelling narrative arc offers the potential for active engagement and 

therefore more effective messaging. Agency, as a key aspect of participation, can facilitate an 

empathetic connection between the viewer and the subject matter, especially when addressing social 

issues rooted in personal or collective experience. By encouraging users to engage not just 

intellectually, but emotionally, interactive storytelling has the potential to turn awareness into action. 

Critical analyses 

Immersive empathy in The Boat (Huynh 2015) 

The Boat (2015) is an interactive web-based graphic novel based on a short story of the same name 

by Vietnamese-born Australian author, Nam Le. The original anthology is a collection of narratives 

ŎŜƴǘǊŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ [Ŝ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀǎ άǳƴƳƻƻǊŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜέ ς individuals displaced by 

conflict or trauma, in search of stability that their homeland can no longer offer. The Boat tells the 

story of 16-year-old Mai, who flees war torn Saigon on a crowded refugee vessel. In adapting the story 

for interactive viewership, Matt Huynh transforms the experience into an immersive digital artefact, 

blending sequential illustration, animation and sound design. Through this, the reader becomes an 

active participant within the narrative, immersed in the experience with which they are engaging. 

 

Figure 4: Tilting frames (Huynh 2015) 

IǳȅƴƘΩǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƻ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎΥ ǘƘŜ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ 

functions. Visually, the artefact draws from traditional comic book language, with hand-illustrated 

frames presented sequentially. Rather than existing as static frames, scenes occasionally shift 
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dynamically with subtle animation that communicates the physical motion within the story. In the 

opening scene, there is a small boat rocking through a violent storm, dipping and rising with the waves. 

As the viewer scrolls downward, the first set of frames appear overlaid on the scene of the boat. The 

frames depict the crowded, claustrophobic interior of the vessel, where passengers are nearly 

indistinguishable in the chaos. These panels sway erratically from one side of the screen to the other, 

accompanied by sound design that reflects the crashing waves and creaking wood. The effect of this 

jarring motion is unsettling and disorienting, as the viewer has no control over the moving elements. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿŜǊ ǘƻ ƛƳƳŜǊǎŜ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ aŀƛΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΥ ǘƘe chaos, the physical instability, 

and a deep sense of danger. 

¢ƘŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ ƻǎŎƛƭƭŀǘŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǘŀƎƻƴƛǎǘΩǎ ŦǊŀƎƳŜƴǘŜŘ ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ ƳŜƳƻǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊ 

current reality, with each timeline characterised through visual design. Flashbacks are defined by 

decorative flowers, warmer tones, and the use of colour, while scenes in the present are rendered in 

darker monochromatic shades. Despite the shifts in visual style, certain motion is constant, with 

objects swaying rhythmically to follow the motion of the boat. This grounds the viewer in the present 

tense, even when Mai is mentally elsewhere, reflecting her inescapable reality. 

Huynh also employs an intentional balance between highly abstract and firmly literal imagery. The 

purpose of this is to emphasise the unpredictable atmosphere of the story which moves between 

chaotic and calm, in both an emotional and physical sense. The death scene of a young child, for 

ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ŜƴŎŀǇǎǳƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǘŀƎƻƴƛǎǘΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜ ŀǎ ǎƘŜ ǿƛǘƴŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ 

transition from sick, to deceased, and finally, buried at sea. In the sequence, drawn out over three 

ŦǊŀƳŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŀǇǇearance slowly disintegrates until he is no longer recognisable as human. By 

extending the scene, the viewer is forced to linger on this painful scene, bearing witness, as the 

protagonist does, to this loss of life. 

 

Figure 5: Abstract figure (Huynh 2015) 

!ƭƛƎƴƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ I/5Σ IǳȅƴƘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊǎ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿŜǊΩǎ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅ ŀǎ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

ŀǊǘŜŦŀŎǘΩǎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎΦ The Boat creates a semi-immersive environment that uses interaction, visual 

storytelling, and realistic sound design to encourage an empathetic response. It treats the viewer not 

as an external observer, but a participant in the story as a means of creating meaning. This also aligns 

with aforementioned principles of fourth wave HCI, as well as discursive design, by encouraging the 

viewer to consider the experience presented. While not necessarily a PSA, The Boat utilises similar 

messaging techniques ς particularly, conceptual integration. The artefact acts as a mediated form of 

lived experience where the use of illustration and animation offers a degree of separation that makes 

traumatic content more approachable. As such, The Boat functions as a convincing example of how 

interactive storytelling can be influential in addressing complex social issues. 
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Breaking the fourth wall in Black Mirror: Bandersnatch (Brooker, 2018) 

Black Mirror: Bandersnatch (2018) is an interactive film formerly featured on the Netflix streaming 

platform. It forms part of the Black Mirror anthology series which reflects on the future of technology 

through speculative fiction. As an interactive experience, Bandersnatch is a compelling example of 

how intentional design can position the viewer as an active participant. The story follows Stefan, a 

game developer in 1980s Britain, as he tries to adapt a choose-your-own adventure novel into a video 

game. Throughout the film, viewers are encouraged to make a variety of choices for Stefan, resulting 

in a branching narrative with multiple possible outcomes. Through its narrative structure, 

Bandersnatch not only presents an interesting approach to storytelling, but reflects key principles 

within HCD, fourth wave HCI, and interactive narrative design. 

Bandersnatch ƛǎ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŀǎ ƛǘǎ ŎƻǊŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜΦ Lǘ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜǎ 

decision-ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƳƻƳŜƴǘǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƻƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ {ǘŜŦŀƴΩǎ ōǊŜŀƪŦŀǎǘ ŎŜǊŜŀƭǎΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ 

seemingly inconsequential, this decision sets the rhythm of interaction for the remainder of the film, 

with each choice becoming more intense and morally complex. As the story unfolds, the choices that 

ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿŜǊ ƳŀƪŜǎ ōŜƎƛƴ ǘƻ ǎƘŀǇŜ {ǘŜŦŀƴΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΣ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǎǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ Ƙƛǎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

reality. The design of these interactions is based on familiar processes where the viewer selects one 

out of two options provided. This allows users to engage with the film intuitively and experience the 

outcome of their choices in real-time. 

 

Figure 6: Choices in Bandersnatch (Brooker 2018) 

!ǎ {ǘŜŦŀƴΩǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ŀǊŎ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎŜǎΣ ƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ Ƙƛǎ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ŀƎŜƴŎȅ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ ƭƛŦŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŦƻǊŎŜǎ 

ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿŜǊ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŦǊƻƴǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΩǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ς essentially, the viewer is 

ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜŘ ǘƻ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ άǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ DodέΦ In one scene, Stefan becomes aware of being 

ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŀǎƪǎΣ ά²ƘƻΩǎ ǘƘŜǊŜΚέ LŦ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿŜǊ ǎŜƭŜŎǘǎ άbŜǘŦƭƛȄέ ƛƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ǎǇƛǊŀƭǎ ƛƴǘƻ 

an overly dramatic fight scene, breaking the fourth wall entirely. While this scene serves as comic 

relief, it also highlights the relationship between control and autonomy, a concern in user-centred 

design where technology mediates our choices. 

The film directly confronts issues of free will, surveillance, and psychological manipulation. In one of 

the many pathways, viewers can choose for Stefan to pursue a conspiracy theory involving a sinister 

ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άt!·έΦ He finds that he has been under constant surveillance and manipulated by 

a larger power. This reflects real-world concerns about algorithmic influence and user manipulation 

in contemporary digital systems. The viewer, as the individual in control, is gradually made to feel 

responǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ {ǘŜŦŀƴΩǎ ǇŀǊŀƴƻƛŀΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ŦƻǊ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ with regard to the notion that 

technology is not neutral, but deeply entangled with sociopolitical issues, such as ethics, power, and 

agency. 
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Bandersnatch builds on the classic choose-your-own-adventure models by reimagining it as a digital, 

ŎƛƴŜƳŀǘƛŎ ƳŜŘƛǳƳΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿŜǊΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ 

define the plot, but are constantly reflected back at them through StŜŦŀƴΩǎ ƎǊŀŘǳŀƭ ŘŜǎŎŜƴǘ ƛƴǘƻ 

madness. Choices are also limited, implying to the viewer that they, themselves, are not in control. 

The film repeatedly loops back, forcing the viewer to make a different choice. This reinforces the 

notion that control is an illusion, as the system itself is rigged. This, again, mirrors real-world concerns 

over algorithmic media, where userǎΩ choices are directed. In addressing this, Bandersnatch acts as a 

commentary on the interactive form itself, aligning closely with discursive design as it encourages the 

viewer to reflect on the role of technology within society. 

Conclusion 
Both case studies demonstrate how interactive media can move beyond passive engagement to foster 

emotional connection and ideological reflection. While entirely different in tone, content, and 

ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜΣ ōƻǘƘ ŀǊǘŜŦŀŎǘǎ ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ōy treating the audience as active 

participants. Aligning closely with the principles of HCD, they intentionally consider empathy and 

psychological impact as core outcomes of the experience. They demonstrate how interactive narrative 

artefacts can create spaces for critical engagement to address broader sociopolitical issues. These 

artefacts use storytelling as an experience, where meaning is discovered through interaction. This 

illustrates the potential of interactive media to act as tools for discourse and transformation, especially 

during the development of innovative PSAs. As a tool for education, this medium offers far more than 

passive observation-based learning by increasing the depth of an experience through the direct 

involvement of the viewer as a decision-maker in the narrative itself. This approach reframes the PSA 

as more than a delivery mechanism for factual information, and rather as a dynamic, user-centred tool 

for emotional connection and ideological change. 
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From classroom to code and back again: The cyclical 
knowledge exchange between game development and 

teaching 
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Henk Scheepers, Independent Institute of Education, Emeris, Vega School 

Abstract  
Game design education is often framed around theoretical frameworks or technical skill development, 

frequently separating academic knowledge from industry practice. This paper challenges that separation 

by exploring the cyclical knowledge exchange that occurs when a practitioner actively engages in both 

teaching and game development. Through a co-authored autoethnographic reflection, the paper 

ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ƎŀƳŜ Ƙŀǎ ǎƘŀǇŜŘ ƻƴŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊΩǎ 

teaching approach, while classroom experiences have simultaneously refined his professional design 

practice. This reciprocal processτunderstood as a dynamic feedback loopτillustrates how 

practitioner-educators can integrate lived experience into curriculum design, creating a more adaptive 

and relevant pedagogical model. Revising the AI module, for example, freed space to introduce 

Procedural Generationτan area with far greater industry utility. Drawing on a background in 

ƳǳƭǘƛƳŜŘƛŀ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ƎŀƳŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΣ ǘƘŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊΩǎ development journey served as a powerful 

learning tool, extending beyond technical proficiency to include problem-solving, user experience, and 

broader production challenges. Teaching did not occur in isolation; instead, classroom discussions, 

student feedback, and the act of explaining complex concepts became critical catalysts for re-

evaluating and strengthening design decisions. Key reflections highlight the value of reflective 

practice, iterative learning, and mutual inquiry in design education. The study highlights the 

importance of aligning curricula with real-world relevance, prompting a reassessment of which skills 

and knowledge are truly essential. For example, lived experience exposed misalignments in module 

contentτsuch as an overemphasis on academically popular AI techniques and informed more 

common game development practices. This paper argues for a design pedagogy that embraces 

ongoing professional practice as a central educational tool. Rather than viewing industry and 

academia as separate spheres, the model presented here positions practitioner-led teaching as a site 

of active knowledge generation. It demonstrates how design education can stay responsive and 

relevant as digital practice evolves. 

Keywords: Game design education, pedagogy and professional practice, practice-based learning, 

practitioner-educator, cyclical learning 

Introduction 
Game design and development education occupies a space of continual tensionτbalancing the conceptual 

rigour of academia with the fast-paced demands of industry. This ongoing negotiation is especially 

http://www.defsa.org.za/


© Copyright 2025 Design Education Forum of Southern Africa (www.defsa.org.za)    16 

pronounced in game development degrees, where curricula often emphasise technical proficiency over 

critical reflection (Keogh & Hardwick 2023). In an industry defined by iteration, experimentation, and 

constant reinvention (Fullerton 2014; Salen & Zimmerman 2004), a curriculum focused solely on theory or 

tools may leave graduates ill-equipped for the realities of professional game development. 

Practitioner-educators who are actively embedded in both academic and industry contexts are 

uniquely positioned to bridge this divide. Their dual engagement enables a form of pedagogy that is 

iterative, reflective, and grounded in lived experienceτqualities essential not only for teaching game 

design and development but for modelling how to navigate its complex, ever-evolving landscape. 

This paper explores one such example: a practitioner-educator concurrently engaged in the 

development of an independent game and in full-time teaching within a tertiary Bachelor of Computer 

and Information Sciences (BCIS) programme. Drawing on a co-authored autoethnographic 

methodology, the paper traces the reciprocal influence between practice and pedagogy, showing how 

development work reshapes teaching approachesτand vice versa. 

Autoethnography, as a methodology, places the self at the centre of the inquiry, offering a lens 

through which personal experience can interrogate cultural norms, disciplinary expectations, and 

institutional frameworks (Adams & Herrmann 2020; Cohen, Manion & Morrison 2018). Within the 

context of design educationτwhere subjectivity, experimentation, and reflection are coreτthis 

approach offers a particularly resonant framework (Findeli 2001; Shreeve, Sims & Trowler 2010). 

Autoethnography enables insights that are both introspective and theoretically generative, allowing 

ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ ǘƻ άƭƻƻƪ ōƻǘƘ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƛƴ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ƻǳǘέ (Ellis 2004). 

The paper responds to the curricular blind spots identified by Keogh and Hardwick (2023), who argue 

that game education must navigate the tensions between creative ambition, technical constraints, 

and entrepreneurial expectations. Through iterative reflection on teaching and professional 

development, this paper proposes a model of cyclical knowledge exchangeτwhere teaching becomes 

a site of critical insight, and practice becomes a pedagogical catalyst. 

Methodology 
This paper adopts a co-authored autoethnographic methodology (Adams, Jones & Ellis 2015; Ellis & 

Bochner 2016), which situates personal experience as a site for scholarly insight and meaning-making. 

Autoethnography is particularly suited to design and game education, where subjectivity, practice, 

and reflection are often central to knowledge production (Findeli 2001; Shreeve, Sims & Trowler 

2010). In focusing on lived experience, it allows researchers to explore the dynamic interplay between 

personal practice and broader educational paradigms. 

In this context, the two co-authors bring complementary perspectives to the research. One author 

reflects on his dual role as both lecturer and independent game developer, providing first-hand insight 

into the intersection of teaching and practice. The second author extends and interrogates these 

reflections through a pedagogical and research-informed lens, ensuring that the narrative remains 

critically situated within broader discourse in game design and development and practice-based 

learning (Pace 2012; Adams & Herrmann 2020). This dual authorship approach is maintained 

throughout the paper, with each voice shaping the analysis and contributing to a multi-layered 

understanding of the cyclical relationship between practice and pedagogy. 

The reflective material was developed collaboratively through a set of structured prompts and open-

ended interview questions, designed to explore how professional game development practice and 
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classroom teaching intersect, overlap, and inform one another from both practitioner and pedagogical 

perspectives. The questions prompted responses on themes such as cyclical knowledge exchange, 

reflective practice, iterative design, and the influence of teaching on development decision-making. 

¢ƘŜǎŜ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŦǊŀƳŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŜǊΩs narrative structure, 

connecting individual experience to shared challenges in game design education. Themes were refined 

collaboratively through joint coding sessions. 

Given that the programme in question is a Bachelor of Computer and Information Sciences (BCIS) in 

Game Design and Development, the autoethnographic lens is valuable in surfacing tensions between 

the technical emphasis of a computing-aligned curriculum and the reflective, creative practices often 

central to game-making. The methodology thus serves not only to generate insight into the lived 

experience of a practitioner-educator but also to contribute to ongoing conversations about the 

structure, purpose, and responsiveness of game development education in higher education contexts. 

Findings and reflection 

From practice to pedagogy: Development as a teaching catalyst 

For practitioner-educators actively engaged in game development, professional practice becomes a 

vital source of pedagogical insight (Shreeve, Sims & Trowler 2010; Keogh & Hardwick 2023). The 

process of developing an independent digital game alongside teaching has shaped not only the 

examples used in the classroom but also the broader structure and emphasis of entire modules. This 

reflective recalibration enables a more nuanced understanding of which skills, tools, and workflows 

matter most in real-world production contexts. 

As one co-author observed: 

I think the main thing about developing games and teaching game development is that I get a 
good sense of which skills/processes/tools, etc., are important to know to make a game. It 
made it possible for me to focus more intently on the important aspects of a module while 
reducing time spent on less essential topics, without compromising on the curriculum. 

Such insights reinforce the value of practitioner-led teaching in game design education: rather than 

adhering to fixed syllabi, the classroom becomes a dynamic space where lived experience feeds 

directly into pedagogical choices. This echoes what Keogh and Hardwick (2023) describe as the 

ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ƻŦ ƴŀǾƛƎŀǘƛƴƎ άŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴǎέ ƛƴ ƎŀƳŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴτbetween creativity, 

technical fluency, and entrepreneurial realities. 

These insights also informed a detailed review of the curriculum. Through the lens of ongoing practice, 

misalignments between academic content and industry needs become more apparent. For instance, 

Artificial Intelligence and Graphics Programming modules were reassessed considering practical 

development experience. While the use of AI in game development is undeniable, the curricular 

emphasis had leaned heavily on machine learning techniques such as Neural Networks and 

Reinforcement Learning ς methods rarely applied in most game development workflows. In contrast, 

more commonly used techniques such as Finite State Machines and Behaviour Trees were only briefly 

addressed. 

Even though AI plays a significant role in game development, the module we presented only 
briefly covered practical systems like Finite State Machines and Behaviour Trees [...] Instead, 
most of the focus was placed on Neural Networks, Genetic Algorithms, and Reinforcement 
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Learning. While those techniques are definitely relevant within the broader field of AI, they 
tend to be quite niche in actual game development practice. 

This curricular revision not only addressed the mismatch with common industry practice, but also 

created space for the inclusion of more practically valuable contentτmost notably, Procedural 

Generation (PCG). Widely used across genres such as roguelikes (e.g. Spelunky, Hades), sandbox 

games (e.g. Minecraft, bƻ aŀƴΩǎ {ƪȅ), and in internal level design tools, PCG plays a significant role in 

contemporary game development. Its applications extend beyond content creation to enhancing 

replayability, scalability, and team efficiency. 

Integrating PCG into the curriculum proved especially impactful given its relevance to the co-ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ 

own development project, where it served as a core design and technical feature. In this sense, 

practice directly informed pedagogical contentτnot only by highlighting what was less useful, but by 

creating the opportunity to focus on techniques with immediate industry value and creative potential. 

This realisation prompted revisions that better aligned the module with practical needs, supporting 

CǳƭƭŜǊǘƻƴΩǎ (2014) call for iterative, feedback-driven design processesτnot just in game creation, but 

in teaching it as well. 

Over time, this cyclical engagement with both code and curriculum led to an increasingly 

experimental, adaptive approach to teaching itself: 

LΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ƎŀƳŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǎƛȄ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƎŀǾŜ ƳŜ ŀƳǇƭŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ 
experiment with new ways of teaching the same content and seeing what approaches work 
better than others. 

This framing of teaching as an iterative design practice parallels models of reflective pedagogy as 

suggested by Shreeve, Sims and Trowler (2010), highlighting the synergies between development and 

education. In this context, the educator is not simply transferring knowledge but actively co-producing 

itτnavigating an evolving relationship between personal practice, student needs, and institutional 

requirements. 

From pedagogy to practice: Teaching as a reflective mirror 

While professional practice enhances teaching, the inverse is equally true: the act of teaching can 

profoundly reshape how creative practitioners approach their work. In this case, repeated exposure 

to student questions, peer learning, and the demands of curriculum delivery have introduced fresh 

ways of thinking about game development itself. 

As one co-author reflects: 

{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ L ŘƻƴΩǘΣ ƻǊ ǘƘŜȅ ǎǘǳƳōƭŜ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ LΩǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊŜŘ 
ōŜŦƻǊŜΦ !ǎ ŀƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊΣ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎΦ 
The moment you believe you do, you stop learning, and that mindset can really hold you back. 

This openness to mutual learning reflects what Shreeve, Sims and Trowler (20млύ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άǘƘƛǊŘ 

ǎǇŀŎŜέ ƻŦ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƛƴ ŀǊǘ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴτwhere educators simultaneously navigate 

roles as practitioners, researchers, and facilitators of learning. Within this dynamic, the classroom 

becomes more than a teaching environment: it serves as a site for reflection, testing, and re-evaluating 

one's own creative methodologies. 

Explaining complex concepts to students often reveals underlying gaps or unquestioned habits in the 

educator's own development workflow. As the co-author notes: 
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Teaching has definitely helped clarify a lot for me. Explaining concepts to students often makes 
ƳŜ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ L ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜƳΣ ƻǊ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ Ƙƻǿ L ŘƻƴΩǘΦ LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǳƴŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŦƻǊ ƳŜ 
ǘƻ ǊŜŀƭƛǎŜ LΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ Ƙŀōƛǘ ƻǊ ƛƴ ŀƴ ƛƴŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴt way, which then pushes 
me to improve it. 

A particularly revealing example arose during a first-year Game Design lecture τ one of several 

undergraduate cohorts taught by the practitioner-educator. Most of the classroom reflections 

presented in this paper originate from this first-year group, offering valuable insights into how novice 

designers engage with practice-based learning. Future research might extend this reflection to upper-

year classes, where more advanced skills and expectations could yield different kinds of feedback. 

During the discussion, one student casually remarked that the short-ŦƻǊƳ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǿŀǎ άōŜǘǘŜǊέ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ 

more complex game the lecturer had spent a year developing. While initially jarring, the comment 

prompted the lecturer to initiate a deeper conversation with the class about what makes a game 

enjoyableτinviting students to reflect on playability, scope, and user experience. As the lecturer later 

recalled: 

It was a bit of a gut punch to hear, but instead of brushing it off, I asked the student why they 
felt that way. Their response led to a surprisingly rich discussion about fun, clarity, and the 
core gameplay loop. It also forced me to reflect on how I evaluate success in my own projects. 

This moment went beyond pedagogical reflection; it reignited interest in the short-form project and 

raised questions about its future potential. One student suggested a strategic release of the game on 

a widely used platform, using an existing profile with prior exposure to strengthen credibility as a game 

developer. What began as a passing comment evolved into a catalyst for creative reassessmentτ

highlighting the powerful role students can play in reshaping not only curriculum, but also the creative 

trajectories of practitioner-educators. 

These reflective moments function as productive disruptionsτcreating space for reconsidering best 

practices, improving workflows, and enhancing overall design quality. In many respects, the iterative 

reflexivity of teaching mirrors the design process itself: cyclical, responsive, and deeply user-focused. 

IŜǊŜΣ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǘƘŜ άǳǎŜǊǎέΣ and the pedagogical encounter acts as the interfaceτone that 

facilitates feedback, learning, and change on both sides. 

9ƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘƛǾŜǊǎŜ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ Ǌƛǎƪ-taking also encourages 

experimentation in professional practice. This reciprocal influence aligns with broader calls for 

integrating real-world agility and creative adaptability into curriculaτespecially in rapidly evolving 

fields like game development (Dias et al. 2024). 

The classroom emerges not as a unidirectional space of knowledge transmission, but as a dynamic 

arena for professional and creative development. In this way, teaching reinforces the legitimacy of 

lived experience as both a pedagogical resource and a design strategyτblurring the boundaries 

between making and teaching. 

Iteration and confidence: Growth in dual practice 

Both game development and teaching are fundamentally iterative practicesτeach demanding 

repeated cycles of experimentation, reflection, and revision. For the practitioner-educator in this 

study, iteration became a unifying principle across both roles. Every new development project offered 

an opportunity to refine coding practices, while each teaching cycle revealed more effective ways of 

communicating technical and creative concepts. 
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As the co-author reflects: 

I'm constantly trying to improve the way I approach the architecture of my code [...] With each 
ƴŜǿ ƎŀƳŜ L ǘǊȅ ǘƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ƻƴ ǿƘŀǘ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ǿŜƭƭ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜǎ 
what I teach in class. 

This dynamic process mirrors what Fullerton (2014) describes as the iterative core of game design: a 

continuous loop of prototyping, testing, analysing, and refining. The logic of iteration expands beyond 

design work into pedagogy itselfτwhere each student cohort functions as a new context for refining 

delivery, emphasis, and approach. The classroom becomes both a testing ground and a feedback 

mechanism for professional development. 

Practice-led reflection supports more than technical improvementτit cultivates a deepened sense of 

confidence. The ongoing development of both teaching and design capabilities has not only sharpened 

skills but also contributed to a stronger professional identity. As the co-author observes: 

I can see an improvement in both my ability as a lecturer and as a game developer, and it gives 
me a sense of confidence in my ability as both. 

This confidence is not rooted in finality or expertise, but in a growing comfort with ambiguity and 

change. It is a form of assurance that emerges through active iteration: a mindset of responsiveness, 

adaptability, and resilience. Rather than signalling mastery, it reflects an evolving relationship with 

ƻƴŜΩǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜτwhere success is measured by growth. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ŦǊŀƳƛƴƎ ǊŜǎƻƴŀǘŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ YŜƻƎƘ ŀƴŘ IŀǊŘǿƛŎƪΩǎ (2023) observation that game development 

education is shaped by ongoing negotiation between creative vision, technical precision, and shifting 

real-world conditions. In this context, confidence is not about having all the answers, but about 

cultivating the reflective and adaptive capacities to discover better ones. 

Navigating misconceptions and real-world complexity 

One of the unexpected affordances of straddling both industry and academia is the ability to 

recognise, interrogate, and recalibrate common misconceptions held by students. These 

misconceptionsτoften shaped by popular media, idealised workflows, or reductive narratives around 

creativityτcan obscure the realities of professional practice. For the practitioner-educator in this 

study, reflective development work provided a lens through which to challenge and reframe these 

assumptions. 

As they reflect: 

When you're developing a game in a small team or as a solo developer, it's rare to have the 
entire idea fully fleshed out before you start [...] Some of the best ideas emerge through the 
ŀŎǘ ƻŦ ƳŀƪƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǎƘŀǇŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ōŜƛƴg fully planned from the 
start. 

This observation directly challenges a prevailing belief among students that a game must begin with a 

fully formed visionτparticularly in terms of narrative structure. Instead, it emphasises the value of 

emergent design and iterative experimentation. 

A lot of students seem to think that narrative is the foundation of a game. Personally, I think 
ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ ƭƻƻǇ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǾŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƻǾŜǊ 
ŀƎŀƛƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅΣ ŀǊǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻǳƴŘ ŀǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǘƘŜ wrapping, not the structure. 

These reflections echo broader principles in the game design literature, where the primacy of 

mechanics, player agency, and iterative prototyping are frequently foregrounded (Salen & 
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Zimmerman 2004; Fullerton 2014). By translating personal development insights into classroom 

dialogue, the practitioner-educator invites students to move beyond cinematic or literary models of 

game creation toward a more interactive, systems-oriented mindset. 

This reframing work extends beyond game mechanics. It includes a broader pedagogical task: helping 

students rethink failure, uncertainty, and revision not as setbacks, but as integral components of the 

creative process. One of the central tensions in game development education is the negotiation 

between creative ambition and the practical constraints of production (Keogh & Hardwick 2023). 

Educators embedded in both spheres are uniquely positioned to model this balancing actτnot by 

diminishing aspiration, but by contextualising it within the iterative realities of design practice. 

In this way, addressing misconceptions is not simply a corrective taskτit is a generative one. It 

empowers students with more realistic expectations, builds resilience, and positions reflective 

iteration as a core creative strategy. This approach strengthens the pedagogical contribution of 

practitioners who teach not just from theory, but from lived and evolving experience. 

Classroom content as a catalyst for creative exploration 

Another key influence of teaching on professional practice emerged through the co-ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ƭƻƴƎ-

term engagement with the concept of Cellular Automata (CA). Initially re-encountered while preparing 

lectures in the early years of their academic career, the topic sparked ongoing curiosity. With each 

return to the subject in class, new questions emergedτprompting further exploration into its 

potential applications in procedural content generation. As the co-author reflected: 

Each time I revisited the topic for class, it reignited my curiosity. 

CA systems operate as rule-based models, where each cell in a grid changes state according to the 

states of its neighbours (Vodka & Shapovalova 2023). Often introduced via 2D simulations such as 

/ƻƴǿŀȅΩǎ DŀƳŜ ƻŦ [ƛŦŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ƻƴŜ- and three-dimensional forms, yielding 

complex emergent behaviours from relatively simple initial parameters. These models have been used 

in game development to simulate a range of phenomena, from natural terrain generation to fluid 

dynamics and foliage. 

The co-author began experimenting with CA-driven visual outputs in Unity, eventually building a voxel-

based engine capable of generating real-time 3D CA simulations. These technical explorations became 

the visual foundation for an independently developed game project, informing the aesthetic and 

structural approach to environment design. The process demonstrates how teaching content can 

reignite creative experimentation, and how this, in turn, can be re-integrated into the classroomτ

where CA was no longer presented as a theoretical construct alone, but as a hands-on design tool with 

direct industry relevance. 

Discussion 
The reflections presented in this paper discuss the value of a cyclical, practice-informed approach to 

teaching game design. In art and design education, the interplay between practice, pedagogy, and 

ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ άǘƘƛǊŘ ǎǇŀŎŜέτa hybrid zone where these domains intersect in 

mutually generative ways (Shreeve, Sims & Trowler 2010). The account presented here illustrates how 

professional development and classroom teaching can actively shape one another within this space, 

forming a responsive feedback loop grounded in lived experience. 
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The things I learned from applying new concepts in my game development often made their 
way back into the classroom. At the same time, conversations with students would sometimes 
spark curiosity in me, pushing me to explore ideas outside of class. It works both ways: I might 
discover something during development and bring it into a lecture, or a classroom discussion 
might lead me to try something new in my own projects. 

At the centre of this cycle is iteration. Whether developing games or delivering curriculum, iteration 

emerges as a process of learning, refinement, and responsiveness. Fullerton (2014) frames iteration 

not merely as a tool but as a mindsetτone that supports curricular evolution. Game development 

projects surface technical insights and real-world constraints, while successive cohorts of students 

introduce new challenges, questions, and opportunities for pedagogical growth. This ongoing 

engagement supports adaptability, allowing teaching to become more grounded in both industry 

relevance and lived experience. 

A second theme to emerge is reflective clarity: the process by which teaching sharpens understanding 

of creative decisions made in practice. Attempting to articulate principles, explain techniques, or 

respond to student inquiries often reveals previously unexamined assumptions or habitual 

ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ƛƴ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǿƻǊƪŦƭƻǿǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƳƛǊǊƻǊǎ CƛƴŘŜƭƛΩǎ (2001) conception of "project-grounded 

researchέΣ where design itself becomes the site of knowledge productionτrather than being held at 

a distance or abstracted from practice. 

This cyclical relationship nurtures confidence by normalising uncertainty as part of the learning 

process. Rather than assuming expertise across both domains, the practitioner-educator embraces 

the fluid movement between making and teaching. Confidence, in this context, does not stem from a 

sense of mastery but from the capacity to navigate complexity. This disposition is particularly valuable 

in a field as dynamic and rapidly evolving as game development. 

One contribution of this dual engagement is the capacity to address persistent misconceptions in 

game educationτsuch as the belief that narrative is central, or that a complete design must precede 

development. First-hand professional experience enables educators to challenge these assumptions 

and promote a more iterative, systems-based understanding of design. This helps reconcile the 

tension between creative ambition and production realitiesτsomething practitioner-educators are 

uniquely positioned to navigate (Keogh & Hardwick 2023). 

These findings also carry implications for game education situated within computing-based degrees. 

While such programmes may prioritise technical rigour, the lived experience of those who teach and 

create simultaneously points to the equal importance of design thinking, reflective practice, and 

creative adaptability. This perspective aligns with Dias et al.Ωǎ (2024) argument for cultivating industry-

relevant competencies that extend beyond tool proficiency into domains such as entrepreneurship, 

problem-solving, and innovation. 

This discussion proposes a model of cyclical, reflective knowledge exchangeτwhere teaching and 

making are not discrete activities but co-dependent, iterative processes. This model enriches student 

learning, strengthens curriculum relevance, and deepens professional development, highlighting the 

dual role of practitioner-educators as contributors to both curriculum and creative innovation in the 

evolving discourse of design education. 
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Figure 1: Cyclical knowledge exchange model for practitioner-educators in game design 

This model (Figure 1) visualises the dynamic interplay between professional game development 

practice and teaching. Anchored by reflective pedagogy, the cycle moves through four stagesτ

Professional Practice, Pedagogical Reflection, Curriculum Iteration, and Enhanced Practiceτ

highlighting the continuous feedback loop through which each role informs and enriches the other. 

While the reflections presented here capture the immediate impacts of integrating professional 

practice with pedagogy, a further layer of insight could emerge over time. Applying these 

methodologies longitudinally τ across multiple cohorts or successive academic years τ may reveal 

deeper shifts in classroom dynamics, student agency, and curricular adaptation. Such a longitudinal 

perspective would also allow practitioner-educators to track how their own reflective practices evolve, 

offering a richer understanding of cyclical knowledge exchange as an ongoing process rather than a 

single snapshot. 

Limitations and future research 

This study is based on the autoethnographic reflections of a single educator whose primary teaching 

focus lies in game development, with secondary responsibilities in game design. Most classroom 

observations discussed originate from first-year cohorts, offering valuable insights into early-stage 

learner experiences but limiting the scope of findings in relation to more advanced classes. As such, 

the insights presented are most relevant to curricula with a strong technical or systems-based 
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emphasis. While the cyclical knowledge exchange between teaching and practice is a potentially 

transferable model, the specific nature of this exchange may differ across disciplines within game 

educationτsuch as art, narrative design, or audio development. 

Future research could explore how similar practitioner-led feedback loops operate in other areas of 

game education, or within interdisciplinary teams. Comparative studies involving multiple 

practitioner-educators, or longitudinal studies incorporating student perspectives, could further 

extend the framework presented hereτhighlighting how different pedagogical identities shape 

curriculum design, reflective practice, and professional development. 

Conclusion 
This paper has explored the reciprocal relationship between game development practice and 

pedagogy through a co-authored autoethnographic reflection. By examining the lived experience of a 

practitioner-educator actively engaged in both making and teaching games, it becomes evident that 

these two domains are not parallel or opposing pursuits, but rather part of a continuous, cyclical 

process of learning and refinement. Professional practice informs pedagogical decisions, while 

classroom engagement and teaching experience feed back into development, resulting in a mutually 

enriching dynamic. 

The study highlights how real-world development experience enhances teaching by exploring which 

tools, processes, and mindsets are most relevant for emerging game designers. This allows for more 

authentic classroom examples, more strategically aligned curricula, and a deeper sensitivity to what 

students genuinely need in order to succeed in the industry. Conversely, the act of teaching exposes 

blind spots in one's own workflow, as explaining concepts to others, responding to student inquiries, 

and observing novice approaches to problem-solving all contribute to ongoing reflection and 

innovation in practice. 

One of the most significant outcomes of this cyclical exchange is the development of confidenceτnot 

through mastery or certainty, but a growing confidence that comes from working iteratively with 

complex problems. As practitioner-educators move between classroom and codebase, they normalise 

failure, adapt to change, and embrace the ambiguity inherent in both teaching and designing games. 

This adaptability is a critical trait in a rapidly evolving industry and serves to model for students the 

kind of resilience they will need in their own careers. 

The findings also point to the important role that practitioner-educators can play in challenging 

common misconceptions about game design. Ideas such as the centrality of narrative, the expectation 

of polished final products from the outset, or the notion that successful design is a linear process are 

frequently held by students entering the field. Drawing on practical experience, educator-developers 

are able to reframe these assumptions, offering students a more realistic and sustainable 

understanding of the design processτone grounded in play, iteration, and ongoing discovery. 

The cyclical model proposedτspanning professional practice, pedagogical adaptation, classroom 

engagement, and reflective iterationτcontributes to broader discussions in game design education. 

It offers a framework for bridging the gap between theory and industry, echoing what Keogh and 

Hardwick (20ноύ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴǎέ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘΦ ²ƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ŀ 

computing-based qualification such as the BCIS in Game Design and Development, this model 

reinforces the value of retaining creativity, reflection, and iterative design alongside technical rigour. 

While much of the literature on experiential learning in game education focuses on student benefit 
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(e.g., Dias et al. 2024), this paper explores the often-overlooked learning and development of 

educators themselves, positioning the classroom as a site of professional inquiry. 

While this study is based on a single educator's experience within a South African private higher 

education context, its implications are broader. Future research could extend this model by 

incorporating student feedback, examining its relevance across different programme types and 

institutional contexts, or exploring how it adapts in response to evolving industry and educational 

technologies. Building on the dual perspectives presented here, longitudinal studies could also trace 

how practitioner-educators and their students co-evolve over time, providing richer insight into the 

sustained impact of cyclical knowledge exchange. Recognising the cyclical, co-productive relationship 

between teaching and practice allows institutions to better support both student development and 

the ongoing professional growth of their staffτensuring that design education remains not only 

current, but deeply connected to the lived realities of the field. 
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Materials Science, vol. 23, no. 4, pp. 57ς80. 
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AI in education: Using DŀǊŘƴŜǊΩǎ five minds for the future to 
understand the effects of AI in design education 

Tlholo Tshepo Modibe Modiba, Independent Institute of Education, Emeris, Vega School 

Abstract  
In 2006, author Howard Gardner published a book titled Five Minds for the Future. The book considers how 

global trends in contemporary society, such as the increasing power of and reliance on technology, will 

affect the future of education and the development of human intelligence. The book goes on to outline a 

theoretical model of five different types of intelligences and the pertinent role each will play in the future. 

While the book was written and published nearly ǘǿƻ ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎ ŀƎƻΣ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ DŀǊŘƴŜǊΩǎ ǘǊŜƴds, forecasts, 

and analyses have proven useful over the progression of time, and continue to increase in global influence. 

!ǎ ǎǳŎƘΣ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ άCƛǾŜ aƛƴŘǎέ ƳƻŘŜƭ ǿŀǊǊŀƴǘǎ ǊŜǾƛǎƛǘƛƴƎΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ 

landscape marked by rapid technological innovation and disruption, as well as in light of the rapid and 

widespread adoption of artificial intelligence. Through qualitative desktop research and literature 

review, this article aims to describe and evaluate the current technological character of design practice 

and education in relation to the five various intelligences outlined by Gardner. The aim of this work is 

to provide a practical example of a framework through which we can begin to assess and even 

interpret some of the effects of artificial intelligence (AI) on education, and in particular, on the 

discipline of design. The effect of which will allow for a less alarmist and more structured approach to 

ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻƴ !L ƛƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΦ .ȅ ǳǎƛƴƎ DŀǊŘƴŜǊΩǎ CƛǾŜ aƛƴŘǎ Ŧor the Future (2006) as 

ŀ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀǇŜǊ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ !LΩǎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ 

education through a lens that is not strictly technical in nature, nor sentimental in its perspective. 

DŀǊŘƴŜǊΩǎ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎ to concern themselves with the ends that matter 

most: the type of minds that the enterprise seeks to develop, as these are ultimately the minds that 

will occupy and shape society. This paper concludes by cautioning that through the lens of Gardner's 

framework the widespread adoption of AI in design education, as well as in practice, runs counter to 

the educational journeys necessary for the development of the intelligences identified. 

Keywords: Design education, artificial intelligence, design futures 

Introduction 
In 2006, author Howard Gardner published a book titled Five Minds for the Future. The book considers 

how global trends in contemporary society, such as the increasing power of and reliance on 

technology, will affect the future of education and the development of human intelligence. The book 

goes on to outline a theoretical model of five different types of intelligences and the pertinent role 

each will play in the future. While the book was written and published two decades ago, many of 

DŀǊŘƴŜǊΩǎ ǘǊŜƴŘ ŦƻǊŜŎasts and analyses have proved even more useful over the progression of time, 

ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŜƴŘǎ ƘŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƻ ƎǊƻǿ ƛƴ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜΦ !ǎ ǎǳŎƘΣ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ άCƛǾŜ aƛƴŘǎέ 
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model warrants revisiting, particularly in the current design education landscape marked by rapid 

technological innovation and disruption, as well as in light of the rapid widespread adoption of 

artificial intelligence. 

!ǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ DŀǊŘƴŜǊΩǎ CƛǾŜ aƛƴŘǎ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ƘŀǾŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ 

aimed at building critical thinking in pre-service mathematics teachers (Ahmed & Al-Maqtari 2023), 

using the framework to examine and understand the effectiveness of strength and conditioning 

coaching practices in order to refine literature and practice in coaching education (Jefferys 2014), and 

as a theory for shaping educational thought and practice across multiple disciplines by focusing on 

mind development more tƘŀƴ ΨŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ŀǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΩ ǇŀǊŀŘƛƎƳǎ (Narayanan 2011). 

Methodology 
Through qualitative desktop research and literature review, this article aims to describe and evaluate 

the current technological character of design practice and education in relation to the five various 

intelligences outlined by Gardner. The aim of this work is to provide a practical example of a 

framework that we can begin to assess and even interpret some of the effects of artificial intelligence 

(AI from hereon) on education and in particular on the discipline of design. The effect of which will 

allow for a less alarmist and more structured approach to the future discourse on AI in design 

education. Similar to other studies using a secondary/desktop approach (Murti et al. 2023), the 

literature in this research was sourced from international peer-reviewed journals.  The research will 

also highlight challenges and opportunities in implementing artificial intelligence in design education, 

which may be helpful for curriculum developers and industry stakeholders. 

Background and context 
In order to discuss AI in design education, it is important to frame and define what we mean by AI. 

Built In (2024) provides a three-part categorisation of AI capability types that is helpful in providing 

understanding of the broad categories of AI, as well as providing a view on which types directly and 

indirectly impact design practice. The categories are as follows: 

Narrow AI 

The first category of that Built In (2024) provides is Narrow AI. This form of AI is closer to the root 

intention that lies at the heart of AI technological development, which is the automation of simple, 

repetitive tasks that are important in the execution of larger processes. 

Narrow AI, also known as artificial narrow intelligence (ANI) or weak AI, describes AI tools 
designed to carry out very specific actions or commands. They are built to serve and excel in 
one cognitive capability, and cannot independently learn skills beyond their design. All AI 
systems used today fall under the category of narrow AI. Narrow AI often utilises machine 
learning, natural language processing and neural network algorithms to complete specified 
tasks. Some examples of narrow AI include self-driving cars and AI virtual assistants (Built In 
2024). 

Narrow AI will primarily be referenced and discussed in this paper. While the definition and name 

ΨbŀǊǊƻǿ !LΩ Ŏŀƴ ƎƛǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ ƴŜƎƭƛƎƛōƭŜ ŎŀǇŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǿƻǊǘƘ ƴƻǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ 

series of ANI actions arranged in a systematic pattern can result in powerful applications or fully 

ΨŀǳǘƻƴƻƳƻǳǎΩ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƭŦ-driving car. 

http://www.defsa.org.za/
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Artificial general intelligence (AGI) 

 

The second category of AI provided is artificial general intelligence. This form of AI, sometimes referred 

to as Generative AI or GenAI, is a further development from the origins of automating tasks and 

processes. 

Artificial general intelligence (AGI), also called general AI or strong AI, refers to a theoretical 
form of AI that can learn, think and perform a wide range of tasks at a human level. The 
ultimate goal of AGI is to create machines that are capable of versatile, human-like 
intelligence, functioning as highly adaptable assistants in everyday life. Though still a work in 
progress, the groundwork of artificial general intelligence could be built from technologies 
such as supercomputers, quantum hardware and generative AI products like ChatGPT (Built In 
2024). 

While this form of AI will not be the primary focus of this paper, reference will be made to some of 

the products within its paradigm, in particular, ChatGPT and its impact on design practice and 

education. AGI is also relevant to the discussion around design, because the development of this 

specific form has called into question whether or not AI could replace knowledge and creative 

jobs/functions in the workplace (Hernandez-Ramirez & Ferreira 2024). 

Artificial superintelligence 

The final category of AI provided is Artificial Superintelligence. This form of AI, not yet developed, is 

speculative and seen as the final form or the final destination of artificial intelligence development. 

LǘΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴŎŜ !L Ƙŀǎ ǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ƛƴǘŜƭƭƛƎŜƴŎŜ ƭŜǾŜƭΣ ƛǘ ǿƛƭƭ ǎƻƻƴ ƭŜŀǊƴ ŀǘ ǎǳŎƘ 
a fast rate that its knowledge and capabilities will become stronger than that of even 
humankind. [Artificial superintelligence] ASI would act as the backbone technology of 
completely self-aware AI and other individualistic robots. Its concept is also what fuels the 
ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ƳŜŘƛŀ ǘǊƻǇŜ ƻŦ ά!L ǘŀƪŜƻǾŜǊǎέ. .ǳǘ ŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƻƛƴǘΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ speculation (Built In 2024). 

This category of AI will not be discussed in this paper, as it is still speculative and theorised in its nature, 

but it is helpful to have in a horizon view as a predetermined path of AI development. 

With the various forms of AI defined for engagement, it is also worth noting that as the development 

of these technologies are ongoing, and that the direction of the development is poised to assist and 

then take over certain human tasks and functions. The foundational understanding of AI has been 

grounded in its ability to automate repetitive tasks, which over time has developed into gradually 

automating entire processes. As we will briefly explore, such has been the case in the shifting role of 

AI in the design process. 

AI in design practice 

Looking at the effect of AI systems on (Graphic) Design, as a discipline within the broader design 

practice, Bahaa Mustafa (2023) notes not only the positive effects of the technology, but also the 

drawbacks, challenges, and some ethical concerns. In a broad investigation of the positive sides of the 

impact, the emergent finding was that AI-based design tools ς making use of Narrow AI ς have freed 

up designers to focus on the more creative and strategy-driven elements of design work, while 

expediting the process of interpreting data in order to make design decisions. Such tools included but 

were not limited to: The Grid and Logojoy, which are AI tools used for developing websites and logos 

respectively, as well as Adobe Sensei and L.aΩǎ ²ŀǘǎƻƴ, which enhance and streamline the 

ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭΩǎ ǿƻǊƪŦƭƻǿ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀǳǘƻƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘŀǎƪǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦ 
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aǳǎǘŀŦŀΩǎ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ !L ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ !L 

expedites certain aspects of the process to create opportunities for the designer to focus on other 

aspects of the process. But as suggested earlier, the trajectory of AI development has led to AI taking 

up more of an active role in processes; where it initially served as an aid, to now occupying the role 

entirely. This shift will be explored briefly below. 

The shift in the position of AI in the design process, from being a tool which enables efficient creation 

of output, to a tool that is directly employed and involved in the solving of problems, brings into 

question the nature of design work as we contemporarily understand it. In traditional schools of 

thought, design as a broad discipline is often understood as a process of creating ideas and solving 

problems. However, with the application of AI and algorithmic problem-solving loops, the problem-

solving process has been handed over to machines to execute. Verganti, Vendraminelli and Iansiti 

(2020, p. 225) make the following statements regarding the role of humans in AI-aided design 

processes: 

Problem-solving is now increasingly embedded into the automated learning loops of AI 
factories. If problem-solving is performed by machines, what kind of thinking is left to humans 
in innovation? The role of humans in AI factories becomes to understand what problems 
should be addressed and to drive the continuous evolution of algorithms toward a meaningful 
direction. The core of this activity is not problem-solving, but problem-finding. 

In this shift, we see the ideology of managerialism at work. Hernandez-Ramirez & Ferreira (2024) 

ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊƛŀƭƛǎƳ ŀǎ άŀƴ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛǎŜǎ ŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴŎȅ ŀƴŘ ǉǳŀƴǘƛŦƛŀōƭŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ 

intrinsic value of workέΦ As highlighted in the quote above, efficiency is one of the highest values of 

managerialism, and in the pursuit of this efficiency, designers (humans) are removed from the position 

of problem-solving and creation and are instead repositioned as managers of processes. 

[ƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ƛƴǘƻ aǳǎǘŀŦŀΩǎ (20ноύ ǿƻǊƪΣ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ ŀƭǎƻ ƴƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άώǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŘŜǎƛƎƴǎ 

based on data and user preferences] has increased the personalisation of and relevance of designs, 

which has improved user engagement and increased customer loyaltyέΦ This is the quantifiable 

outcome of managerialism at work, reviewing the efficacy of AI applied to design output and process, 

where the metrics are user engagement and customer loyalty. Verganti et al. (2020) give an example 

of this application in the case of Netflix, where AI-generated designs for movie/show titles and clips 

are created for each individual Netflix user through a series of explorations and decisions based on 

user data; with both the decision-making and the design execution being conducted through problem-

solving loops made up of Narrow AI systems. The authors make the role of and positioning of AI at 

bŜǘŦƭƛȄ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŀǘ άώbŜǘŦƭƛȄϐ ōǊƛƴƎώǎϐ ŀǳǘƻƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƛƴǘƻ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ-solving; that 

is in the definition of detailed design choices: which interface to show to a specific user, which content 

to create, how to position a product compared to competitorsέ (Veganti et al; 2020, p. 221) In the 

example, Veganti et al. (2020) highlights not only the ability of AI to create a solution, but also its 

ability to create variations of the solution across different users, which results in a large number of 

iterations and applications that a human designer would not be able to reasonably output at the speed 

of the technology. 

Suppose we accept this proposition (of the main design activity for humans moving from problem-

solving to problem-finding) and use the example of leading Digital Service Providers (DSPs) such as 

Netflix and Airbnb as a benchmark for where the industry and application of design will be headed as 

a norm. In that case, the question then becomes: what would a design education look like for designers 

who are meant to exist and thrive in these professional situations? 

http://www.defsa.org.za/


© Copyright 2025 Design Education Forum of Southern Africa (www.defsa.org.za)    31 

AI in design education 

With the increasing adoption of Artificial intelligence in the workplace, higher education has also seen 

the adoption of the technology into both the classroom and the institution. This broad application of 

the technology in educational contexts has been referred to in literature as AIED (Artificial Intelligence 

in Education) (Hutson, Jeevanjee, Vander Graaf, Lively & Weber 2022). 

In unpacking the role of AIED in higher education, Hutson, Jeevanjee, Vander Graaf, Lively and Weber 

(2022), begin by highlight that 400 to 800 million jobs will be displaced through broadscale AI adoption 

and automation in industries by 2030; and conversely point our that a further 555 to 890 million jobs 

will be created because of the same movement in industry. In light of these impending shifts, the 

authors provide an overview of what AIED is and is not, in order to allow for the consideration and 

factoring of AI into pedagogy in higher education (Hutson et al. 2022). Beyond the future, professional, 

value of integrating AI into pedagogy, the main assertion is that the integration of AIED into 

institutions will create flexible, inclusive, personalised and engaged learning for both students and 

teachers through tools that improve not only how learners learn but also how they feel about the 

educational experiences (Hutson et al. 2022). 

The six main areas of activity and current implementation of AIED in higher education were outlined 

by Hutson et al. (2022): 

¶ Chatbots 

¶ Expert systems 

¶ Intelligent tutors or agents 

¶ Machine learning 

¶ Personalised learning systems or environments (PLS/E) 

¶ Visualisation. 

The areas highlighted above mainly focus on the administrative as well as the engagement aspect of 

education, and these are mostly automated and enhanced through the implementation of Narrow AI 

(ANI). In looking at the trends, opportunities, challenges and prospective paths of AIEd within Africa, 

Ahmed, King, Hiran, Dadhich and Malcalm (2025) found that one of the key advancements in the 

application of AIEd in Africa was in the integration of adaptive testing. Adaptive testing adjusts the 

difficulty of the ǘŜǎǘ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜŜΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎ ǘƻ ƻŦŦŜǊ ŀ ǘŀƛƭƻǊŜŘ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ 

through this method allows each test to be appropriately difficult for each examinee and reflect truer 

proficiency (Ahmed et al. 2025). 

Lo (2023) conducted a rapid review of the literature regarding the effect of ChatGPT on education to 

further bring the discussion of AI in design education into specific focus. ChatGPT is an important tool 

to consider in the discussion, as it is one of the more prevalently engaged AI tools by users (who 

prompt directly into the interface). 

According to Lo (20ноύΣ /ƘŀǘDt¢ άŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ ƻǳǘǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ƛƴ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ-order 

ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎέ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǳǎŜ /ƘŀǘDt¢ ǘƻ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ōȅ ŀŎǘƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀ ǎŎŀŦŦƻƭŘƛƴƎ 

tool for drafting written assignments, brainstorming and even introductory research. However, the 

ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ŀƭǎƻ ƴƻǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ǳǎŜŘ /ƘŀǘDt¢ ǿŜǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ŎƻƳƳƛǘ ǇƭŀƎƛŀǊƛǎƳ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ 

ǿƘƻ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǳǎŜ ƛǘΦ /ƘŀǘDt¢Ωǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜ ǇƭŀƎƛŀǊƛǎƳ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ƛƳǇŀƛǊǎ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ƛƴǘŜƎǊƛǘȅ ōǳǘ 

also defeats the pǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŦŀƛǊƭȅέ (Lo 2023, p. 418) 

In response to these challenges, Lo (2023) recommends updating academic policies to structurally 

address the incorporation of AI tools into education, as well as an update in assessment methods that 

focus on the contextual and in-person elements of student learning. 
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However, a cautionary note on large language models (LLMs) such as ChatGPT has been left out by 

researchers regarding the tendency of artificial general intelligence (sometimes referred to as 

DŜƴŜǊŀǘƛǾŜ !L ƻǊ DŜƴ!Lύ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳǎ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŦŀƪŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƭǎƻ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ άƘŀƭƭǳŎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴǎέ (Lo 2023; 

Hernandez-Ramirez & Ferreira 2024). This is important since students often defer to ChatGPT as a 

ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻǊ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨƘŀƭƭǳŎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ŀƴŘ ŦŀƪŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ 

ƻǳǘǇǳǘǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀƴ άŜǊǊƻƴŜƻǳǎ ōǳǘ ŎƻƴǾƛƴŎƛƴƎƭȅ ǇƭŀǳǎƛōƭŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜέ (Hernandez-Ramirez & Ferreira 

2024, p. 416), is taken to be legitimate information from an authoritative source. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ΨƛƳǇŀƛǊƳŜƴǘΩ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƘǊŜŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ !L ǘƻƻƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ǇƻǎŜǎ ǘƻ 

existing design practice: the replacement of entire processes in achieving previously critical 

outcomes/solutions. Paralleling the effect of AI in professional design practice as well as in education, 

it is necessary to expose the need for a radical rethinking regarding how design is understood, taught, 

and practised from a foundational level. 

Theoretical foundation: DŀǊŘƴŜǊΩǎ five minds 
In his book, and subsequent papers on the same topic, Five Minds for the Future, Howard Gardner 

(2006; 2011) portrays the minds that will be essential to the flourishing of human society in the future. 

Lƴ Ƙƛǎ ŦǊŀƳƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΣ ƘŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ƛǘ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ƳŀŘŜ ǳǇ ƻŦ άǘǊŜƴŘǎ ǿƘƻǎŜ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ 

widely acknowledged, such as the increasing power of and reliance on science and technology, the 

ƛƴǘŜǊŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƛƴ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎΣ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǘŜǊƳǎέ. 

This definition is both grounding and helpful in the discussion of this paper as we look to the widely 

acknowledged, adopted, and studied trend of the incorporation of AI into design practice and its 

associated educational fields. 

Application/discussion 
¦ǎƛƴƎ DŀǊŘƴŜǊΩǎ Five Minds for the Future as a framework, we will look at the effect of AI adoption 

into design practice and education, and whether it supports or detracts from the formation of the 

minds as outlined by Gardner. As such, a brief introduction of the respective mind will be given, and 

then discuss applications in AI-driven design education and practice to assess the effect of adoption. 

The five minds (or intelligences) that Gardner (2011) highlights are as follows: the disciplined mind, 

the synthesising mind, the creating mind, the respectful mind, and the ethical mind. 

Disciplined mind 

The disciplined mind is explained by Gardner as a mind that has mastered a discipline, and not only to 

the extent of knowing how to produce the artefacts of the discipline, but also that the mind utilises 

the discipline as a way of thinking about all things. 

Gardner (2011, p. 3) provides the following example to bring clarity: 

An individual who has acquired the discipline of history can think like a historian: that is, the 
student of history appreciates that she must work with textual, graphic, and other kinds of 
records; those records must be reconstructed and interpreted; unlike science, historical 
events occur only once and cannot be replicated exactly or interpreted unambiguously; 
historians must impute motives to personages from the past; each generation will necessarily 
rewrite history; and yet historians are bound to respect the facts and to strive for as accurate 
and comprehensive a record as possible. The other major disciplines exhibit analogous 
regularities and constraints. 
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In examining the disciplined mind, we are given the first indications of what a design education that is 

compatible and competitive in the age of AI could look like: an education that is less focused on the 

output, but rather one that is chiefly focused on the process of thinking through and identifying 

problems. That is to say, design thinking should take the foreground so that design disciplines can be 

further unified through their shared process of mind, as opposed to being overtly separated by the 

artefacts that their design processes produce (e.g. graphic design, interior design, experience design, 

etc.). The implementation of design thinking is helpful in allowing design students to be immersed in 

human-centred experience and insights that identify and solve real-world problems with and for 

stakeholders in their contexts (Bodunrin 2021). 

However, this foreground of design thinking and the tendency to want to separate thinking from craft, 

is not without contention. Hernandez-Ramirez and Ferreira (2024) argue that crafting is an intrinsic 

part of the problem-finding and problem-solving process (ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ŀǎ ΨŘŜǎƛƎƴΩύ ŀƴŘ Ŏŀƴ 

therefore be viewed as advocating for crafting as crucial to the development of a mind disciplined by 

design. On traditional craft skills, such as prototyping and drawing as an irreplaceable part of the 

design process, Sennett (2009) makes the following statement: 

Every good craftsman conducts a dialogue between concrete practices and thinking; this 
dialogue evolves into sustaining habits, and these habits establish a rhythm between problem-
solving and problem-finding. 

The above therefore illustrates the importance of both design thinking and crafting within the 

development of the mind that is disciplined by design, i.e. adept at the process of both problem-

solving, as well as problem-finding. This is a particularly important observation as it directly shapes 

our perspective on the role that AI has begun to occupy within education and the practice of design. 

!ǎ ǎŜŜƴ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅΣ !L ƴƻǿ ƻŎŎǳǇƛŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ΨŎǊŀŦǘŜǊΩ ƻǊ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ǎƻƭǾŜǊΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ƘǳƳŀƴ ƻŎŎǳǇƛŜǎ 

the role of problem finder. The above observation can be understood as a cause to remove the 

separation between the two poles of the design process (finding and solving), and allow us to be more 

cautious in the aspects that we allow AI to be involved in. From the literature above, we can 

understand that to relegate the work of the hands to the machines, is to deter the development and 

undermine the work of the mind. 

Synthesising mind 

The synthesising mind is explained by Gardner as the mind that has the ability to survey and assess 

information from a multitude of sources and synthesise said information in a manner and format that 

can be effectively communicated to the self and others. Gardner (2011, p. 4) emphasises the 

importance of such a mind for the flourishing of our future societies when he writes: 

In the twenty-first century, the most valued mind will be the synthesising mind [Χ] those who 
can synthesise well for themselves will rise to the top of their pack; and those whose syntheses 
make sense to others will be invaluable teachers, communicators and leaders. 

Gardner also describes the process of synthesis as consisting of 5 steps: 1) deciding on an area of focus; 

2) Finding an existing syntheses in the area of focus ς and reaching out to experts if no syntheses exist; 

3) Using this initial information to assess the area of focus ς which information is adequately 

understood and which information is missing; 4) Decide on the final format of the synthesis (how will 

it be accessed by those interest/impacted) and; 5) Acquire, probe, evaluate, follow-up or sideline new 

information until the deadline for the synthesis arrives. 
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It is this highlighted process of synthesising that Gardner (2005; 2011) advocates as one that needs to 

be learned, understood and nurtured in future minds with urgency, since the facility is likely to remain 

at a premium and be crucial in leadership positions as a form or function of sensemaking. 

tŜǊƘŀǇǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƳƛƴŘ ǿŜΩƭƭ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǎȅƴǘƘŜǎƛǎƛƴƎ ƳƛƴŘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǇƻƛǎŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ άǘƘŜ 

Ƴƻǎǘ ǾŀƭǳŜŘέ (Gardner 2011, p. 4) in the 20th century because of its leadership capacity through the 

practice of sensemaking, is the mind most at risk through the introduction of AGI and Generative AI in 

design education. As previously discussed, LLMs are particularly valued for their ability to synthesise 

large quantities of information and communicate their findings/recommendations through natural 

language responses. In looking at the process of synthesising, as outlined by Gardner, we can see that 

LLMs are executing four out of the five steps. The only excluded step is the probing and evaluation of 

new information which is, for the most part, the synthesising mind in action. 

However, as pointed out previously, two significant issues exist with the syntheses of LLMs: (1) the 

lack of diverse data sources and worldviews which shape the reading and interpretation of available 

resources, and (2) the generation of convincingly written fake information (hallucinations). 

The first issue is critical in design practice and education, and synthesis in general, because it highlights 

that LLMs are often grounded in single-source epistemological and ontological approaches, which are 

ƻŦǘŜƴ ƴƻǘ ǇǊŜǾŀƛƭƛƴƎ ƛƴ άƳƛƴƻǊƛǘƛǎŜŘέ ƻǊ ǳƴŘŜǊrepresented contexts (Selwyn 20ннύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ΨǎƛƴƎƭŜ ƭŜƴǎΩ 

view of information can detract from the diversity of knowledge that can be uncovered through the 

syntheses of diverse minds, contexts and peoples. 

The second issue is particularly concerning for design education and the practice of synthesis, as AI 

has the potential to create a false foundation of understanding through hallucinations and false 

information. As Lo (2023) noted and suggested, students can, should, and do use ChatGPT as a starting 

point for drafting assignments as well as gathering information. However, this practice is undermined 

by the quality of information LLMs provide. Currently LLMs are unable to grasp the meaning of the 

data they process and also cannot review their own output critically (Hernandez-Ramirez 2024), which 

explains their propensity to hallucinate. 

Issues considered, the delegation of synthesising to AI tools and systems hinders the development of 

this mind altogether. Synthesis as a practice is difficult: requiring patience and discernment. However, 

to not engage in this practice is to stifle the development of this mind altogether. 

Creating mind 

The creating mind is ultimately the mind that springs forth from having mastered or integrated the 

previous two minds explored, as Gardener (2011, p. рύ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎΥ ά¢ƘŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŀŎǉǳƛǊŜ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ 

discipline and sufficient synthesis early in life so that one can take the confident leap ς go beyond 

what is known, and tweak it in new and unexpected directionsέΦ 

Here, Gardner highlights the creative mind as a necessary agent for the future, as it is able to move 

society forward in significant and meaningful ways. Gardner (2011, p. 6) also briefly outlines the 

ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŎǳƭǘƛǾŀǘŜ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ƳƛƴŘ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ άL ǿƻǳƭŘ ŦŀǾƻǳǊ ŀ ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ ŀƴŘ ŀ 

pedagogy that is orientated toward the cultivation of the creative person and the discovery and 

exploration of the creative ideaέΦ 

²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ƳƛƴŘΣ ŀǎ DŀǊŘƴŜǊ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŜƭŀōƻǊŀǘŜǎ ƻƴ ƛǘǎ ǘŜƴŜǘǎΣ ƛǎ 

that it requires, and therefore forms, a particular character in those who possess it. That character can 
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be recognised as one of grit, courage, as well as perseverance. Gardner (2011, p. 6)explains this as 

follows: 

More than willing, the creator must be eager to take chances, to venture into the unknown, 
to fall flat on her face, and then, smiling, pick herself up and once more throw herself into the 
fray. 

The above aspects of character formation, as seen in the creating mind, call into question the adoption 

of AI in design education and practice. Put differently: the work of creativity (in this case, the design 

process across thinking and crafting) requires and creates a form of character that allows for the 

effective execution of the work. Therefore, we can also consider to what extent the formation of this 

character is compromised through relinquishing the complete work of creativity to AI tools and 

systems. The commodification of design work into procedural tasks that can be surrendered to AI will 

see design reduced to a narrow set of skills that are focused on the operation of AI tools, with creatives 

being moulded into technicians and/or prompters (Hernandez-Ramirez & Fererria 2024). 

Respectful mind 

In contextualising the respectful mind, Gardner frames a world that is interconnected and therefore 

enables the meeting and exposure to diverse peoples and cultures. Gardner (2011, p. 7) describes the 

respectful mind and the individual who has one as responding in the following ways to this world: 

A person possessed of a respectful mind welcomes this exposure to diverse persons and 
groups. Such a person wants to meet, get to know, and come to like individuals from remote 
quarters [Χ] the respectful mind starts with an assumption that diversity is positive, and that 
the world would be a better place if individuals seek to respect to one another. 

The digitisation of our world has been instrumental to the development of the interconnected world 

that Gardner describes, however in a twist of algorithmic fate, AI ς as in the case of social media ς has 

ironically been a conduit in emphasising points of difference, promoting disconnection from others 

and siloing individuals into worlds of their own opinions and tastes. Much has been written about this 

ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƳŜŘƛŀ ŀƴŘ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ ƛƴ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ǘƻ !LΩǎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻƴ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ 

normalisation within the educational context, Selwyn (2022, p. снпύ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ άŜǾŜƴ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ 

well-intended use of AI perpetuates broader logics of monitoring, categorising, standardisation, 

synchronisation and social sorting that tend to enable oppression and exacerbate power imbalancesέΦ 

Looking specifically at the Sub-Saharan context, which is characterised by paradoxes personified by 

increasing digital, educational and access inequality, Dlamini and Ndizinisa (2025) argue that 

technological rationality guiding the implementation of AI could worsen existing social disparities 

instead of fostering inclusivity. Their paper acknowledges the potential of AIEd but caution that the 

digital divide in Sub-Saharan Africa reƳŀƛƴǎ ŀ ǿƛŎƪŜŘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΦ ¢ƘŜ ΨŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ŘƛǾƛŘŜΩ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ 

ŀǎ άŀƴ ŜƳōƭŜƳatic term for the inequality of information and communication technology accessέΦ 

(Dlamini & Ndizinisa 2025, p. 46) As a result of this context, the individualised learning offered by AI 

as an advantage will likely advance the advantaged and disadvantaged those already on the lacking 

side of the digital divide. The authors also connect this impending reality to the history of the continent 

when they emphasisŜ ǘƘŀǘ άŘƛǎǇŀǊƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ !L ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǳǎŀƎŜ ƛƴ ǎǳō-Saharan Africa are a cause for 

concern given the ŜƴŘǳǊƛƴƎ ƭŜƎŀŎȅ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƻƴƛŀƭƛǎƳ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀƴƛŦŜǎǘǎ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ !L ŜŎƻǎȅǎǘŜƳέ 

(Dlamini & Ndizinisa 2025, p. 45). Even with this critique however, the scholars do in fact agree that 

AI does have the potential to revolutionise education systems in Africa in ways that can benefit the 

vast majority of the people. However, for this to be the case responsible implementation through 
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distribution of resources, technological access and context-specific data inputs needs to remain at the 

forefront of implementation as opposed to techno-solutionism (Dlamini & Ndizinisa 2025). 

The consequences of having AI drive the way designers and design students understand the world 

around them are that the narrow, information-processing model of mind that tends to drive AI 

development is, more often than not, opposed to diversity, anomaly and social context. The 

information-processing and model-building focus of these technologies is directly opposed to the 

values of the respectful mind that positively frames values of diversity and individuality. 

Ethical mind 

Lastly, Gardner (2011, p. 9) describes the ethical mind in the following way: 

A person possessed of an ethical mind is able to think of himself abstractly: she is able to ask 
What kind of a person do I want to be? What kind of worker do I want to be? What kind of 
citizen do I want to be? 

In his discursive paper on the future of AI and education, Neil Selwyn (2022) outlines areas of 

contention when it comes to the broad-scale adoption of AI in educational contexts, one of them being 

the unspoken ideological nature of how the discussion around AI adoption is structured. His work 

brings to light the often-invisible value set that underpins the discussion, and one of the viewpoints 

that holds particularly popular (ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎύ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ά!L ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎƛǎǘέΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŀ 

manifestation of the viewpoints of corporate, multi-national, Big Tech companies. Selwyn (2022, 

p. 625) describes the problematic nature of this viewpoint in the following way: 

Within these professional technicist circles, AI projects tend to be driven primarily by a narrow 
set of values and concerns over improving technical performance, efficiency and/or 
generalisability of systems ς ƻŦǘŜƴ ǎƘŀǇŜŘ ōȅ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎΩ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ understandings, 
or else the perceived novelty of the application. 

It is this narrow set of values that he describes as being άjustified as enabling sound scientific practice 

alongside the pragmatic desire to develop useable and useful technologyέ, and he further points out 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘŜƴŘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƻŎŎǳǇƛŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŘǊƛǾŜƴ ōȅ άŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ ǾƻƛŎŜǎέΦ, and 

that άtalk of AI and education rarely originates from the people and groups who are most 

disadvantaged by the implementation of AI in educationέ (2022, p. 628). These assertions bring into 

focus what is often ignored about technological advancements, both in the professional and 

educational space, which is the advantaging of the already advantaged and the further disadvantaging 

of those who were previously disadvantaged. 

Kiemde and Kora (20ннύΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǇŜǊ Ψ¢ƻǿŀǊŘǎ ŀƴ ŜǘƘƛŎǎ ƻŦ !L ƛƴ !ŦǊƛŎŀΥ ǊǳƭŜ ƻŦ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ ǘŀƪŜ ƻƴ ŀ 

similar stance as Selwyn but grounded in the African context ς which has often been at the receiving 

end of Western technologies, education and ethics. Their paper calls for African scholarship and 

literature to take up increasing space in guiding the ethics of AI, and points out that currently the field 

is characterised by a majority occidental contribution. The importance of African voices in the ethical 

guidance of AI is that they increase the prospect of the technological innovation of AI leading to 

ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ ŎƻƴǘƛƴŜƴǘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿƻǊƪ Ŏŀƴ ōǊƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ άŀ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ !L 

ǊƻƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅέ (Kiemde & Kora 2022, p. 37), which is critical 

to contest for in a digital infrastructure that is controlled and managed by Western monopoly powers 

such as Facebook and Google, as well as Chinese giants such as Huawei (Kiemde & Kora 2022). 

Discussions around AI in education are not straightforward matters of technical efficiency or 
bringing corporate know-how to bear on classrooms. Instead, the topic of AI in education 
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needs to be approached in contestable terms ς as a site of struggle and politics, rather than a 
neutral, benign addition to classrooms (Selwyn 2022, p. 626). 

In advocating for the topic of adoption of AI to be approached in contestable terms, what is ultimately 

being called for is a broader view of the impact of these technologies beyond work, education and 

measurable outputs; but in the context of the people that we become and the societies we build, as 

we embrace these technologies. What this could look like practically is looking at the impact of AI 

through an ethnographic lens, which contemporary design and design education is grounded in ς 

contextualising the individual beyond the digital space, but also in the sociocultural and embodied 

environment that they are situated in. The adoption of multiple lenses through which to see the 

complex problems, as well as opportunities, presented by widespread AI adoption, is necessary in 

navigating an equitable way forward for those impacted by it. 

Conclusion 
.ȅ ǳǎƛƴƎ DŀǊŘƴŜǊΩǎ CƛǾŜ aƛƴŘǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ CǳǘǳǊŜ ŀǎ ŀ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀǇŜǊ ǿŀǎ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ !LΩǎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ƭŜƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǎǘǊƛŎǘƭȅ 

technical in nature nor sentimental in its perspectiveΦ DŀǊŘƴŜǊΩǎ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

discussions to concern themselves with the ends that matter most: the type of minds that the 

enterprise seeks to develop, as these are ultimately the minds that will occupy and shape society. It is 

important to note ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘƛƭŜ DŀǊŘƴŜǊΩǎ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ƘŜƭǇŦǳƭΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ōȅ ƴƻ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭƭȅ 

applicable and further discussions on AI in education may benefit from more contextually relevant 

educational frameworks to assess the impact of AI through a more contextual and cultural 

understanding of education. 

DŀǊŘƴŜǊΩǎ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜǎ ŦƛǾŜ ƳƛƴŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ (the disciplined mind, 

the synthesising mind, the creating mind, the respectful mind and the ethical mind) and this paper has 

sought to understand the effect of AI in design education through this lens, to understand if adopting 

AI in design education (and practice) promotes or detracts from the development of these particular 

minds. 

If we look at the development of these minds as various journeys, from undisciplined to disciplined, 

isolated to synthesised, stagnant to creating, ignorant to respectful and apathetic to ethical, we can 

consider that the role of design education is to mould these minds through the learning and practice 

of the design process. The adoption of AI, as explored through the literature, threatens to shorten this 

process by delivering solutions without the human process by framing design as a technical process of 

steps, as opposed to a descriptive process of arriving at a creative solution (Hernandez-Ramirez & 

Ferreira 2024). This disembodied approach to design that is not concerned with the crafting of the 

design object/solution, is a result of ideologies such as managerialism and technicism that view the 

value of creativity through the lens of quantifiable outcomes ς in the case of UX design, this is typically 

quantified through clicks and user engagement. 

Furthermore, in the pursuit of efficient outcomes, AI ultimately robs students and professionals of the 

opportunities of mastery that result from developing character through creativity and doing the 

knowledge work of synthesising information into narratives with meaning. This happens mainly in two 

ways. Firstly AI creates solutions from problems defined by humans, which sees design occupying the 

role of operators more than creators. Secondly, AI creates synthesised information, such as in the case 

of ChatGPT ς from which humans are able to make deductions and assessments. However, the 
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information provided by AI has regularly been found to be incorrect, and in some instances, even 

perpetuates biases based on the training data on it was developed. 

The widespread adoption of AI in design education, as well as practice, through the lens of Gardner's 

framework, runs counter to the educational journeys necessary for the development of the 

intelligences identified. 

Ultimately, what this paper argues is for the consideration of a different perspective. First, on design 

epistemology and ontology, second, on the nature of educational outcomes, and finally, on viewing AI 

outside of a technicist or productivity-driven lens. 
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Humanising online creative education: Exploring student 
engagement in a short course in copywriting 

Mandy Speechly, Independent Institute of Education, Emeris, Vega School 

Abstract  
Online synchronous learning presents unique challenges when teaching creative fields such as design and 

copywriting. Creative education characteristically involves individual expression, informal group 

collaboration, and praxis-driven experiential learning. However, the online environment dehumanises the 

experience, reducing opportunities for essential social interaction and community development, which 

impacts on engagement and the learning experience. This paper aims to build on previous research in the 

humanising of online education, by examining strategies for enhancing social presence in the classroom, 

specifically in fields of creative education. Observations on student engagement were made by the 

author of this paper, as one of the instructors delivering an online short course in copywriting at a 

private institute of higher education in South Africa. A reflection of the course experience revealed 

that students were remarkably eager to share ideas, opinions and answers during online synchronous 

sessions. Despite the class numbers exceeding 300 students per session, a high level of engagement 

was experienced throughout the course. A quality assessment questionnaire reported positive 

feedback from the students who found the course to be rewarding and engaging, with notable value 

found in the practical examples shared. Based on the theoretical framework of community of inquiry, 

a positive social presence was created that established a sense of belonging and trust. This 

environment effectively encouraged collaboration between participants to actively construct 

individual meaning. This paper reflects on the approach utilised by the instructors to help humanise 

the virtual learning environment. This case study critically reflects on the success of this copywriting 

course by observing the dimensions of social presence in the online learning space, specifically in fields 

of creative study such as design and copywriting. The paper contributes to theory on humanising 

pedagogy and confirms the pivotal role of the online instructor in enhancing engagement, by 

acknowledging the student as a whole human, with consideration of emotional dimensions, and lived 

experiences. The humanising role of the instructor when teaching through technology makes a 

significant contribution to the student learning experience. 

Keywords: Creative education; online learning; social presence; humanising pedagogy, student 

engagement 

Introduction 
The nature of the online learning environment is characterised by limitations in social connection and 

student engagement (Roddy et al. 2017; Al Okla et al. 2023). More specific challenges are presented when 

teaching creative fields such as design and copywriting online (Burke 2020). The experience of the creative 

student is further compromised in this space considering the unique demands of creative education (Baker 
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et al. 2016), such as increased risk-taking and a focus on praxis-based learning through doing (Patterson 

2010). The essential informal social interaction typically experienced in a face-to-face creative studio is 

limited in the online classroom, resulting in feelings of isolation and disengagement (Carlson 2022). 

However, the online instructor can play a critical role in humanising the virtual learning environment 

to develop social presence in the online classroom (Volschenk et al. 2020; Strijdom & De Klerk 2021). 

When students experience a sense of belonging and community, they are more willing to engage and 

become more connected to the learning experience (Roddy 2017). Considering the increasing 

relevance of online education, this research contributes to the development of optimum online 

teaching approaches with a specific focus on creative education. 

Literature review 

Challenges of online teaching 

A classroom is by nature a social environment where people communicate and build relationships. 

However, teaching through technology alters the way in which instructors and students interact 

(Roddy et al. 2017). There is a level of dehumanisation in the online classroom that impacts the 

learning experience (Strijdom & De Klerk 2021; Balkanska 2023). A significant feature of the face-to-

face classroom is the natural rapport experienced between students and instructors. Non-verbal social 

cues such as facial expressions and body language are restricted in synchronous online sessions 

(Volschenk et al. 2021). It becomes more difficult to establish a dynamic class community as students 

experience feelings of alienation and isolation (Greenan 2021). Considering the basic human need for 

interaction, the online teaching environment therefore presents significant challenges for instructors 

to maintain engagement (Carlson 2022; Al Okla et al. 2023). 

Challenges of teaching creativity online 

The challenges of student engagement in the online classroom are exacerbated when teaching 

creative fields of study, demanding additional imagination in the instructor approach (Burke 2020). 

Some educators believe that teaching creative courses online involves elements of compromise as 

there is dissonance between the online learning environment and the core essence of the arts (Baker 

et al. 2016). The fundamental humanity associated with fields of art, design, and writing relies on 

interpersonal interactions that are difficult to replicate in virtual settings. The informal collaboration 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘŀƪŜǎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ΨǎǘǳŘƛƻΩ ƛǎ ƳƛǎǎƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΣ ŀ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜǎ 

participation, discussion, and constructive feedback (Patterson 2010; Askland et al. 2011). An integral 

aspect of these discussions involves an understanding of the processes as well as the resolved output 

to develop fundamental skills in creative problem solving (Eisner 2008; Burke, Baker & Hobdell 2023). 

It is argued this is of particular importance when teaching the field of copywriting, as compelling 

audience-centred conceptual communication is achieved by following stages in the design thinking 

process. The role of prototyping and practical application is essential to this process, which is 

challenging to achieve in the online learning environment (Cutcher & Cook 2016). Creative learning is 

characterised by a first-hand experience where conceptual understanding and meaningful learning is 

centred on praxis and achieved through doing. ¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ΨŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ 

fundamental to the somatic experience in creative education, which involves an embodied awareness 

within the communication between role players (Burke 2020, p. 5). 
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The role of engagement 

The correlation between student engagement and educational outcomes has been extensively 

ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŦŀŎǘƻǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΣ ŜǾŜƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ Ƙƻƭȅ ƎǊŀƛƭ 

ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΩ (Sinatra et al. 2015, p. 1). But what is learner engagement? Despite extensive research in 

the field of student engagement, there is limited consistency in the definitions of engagement, 

particularly in technology-mediated learning (Roddy et al. 2017). However, there is general consensus 

that active student participation in the learning experience increases levels of academic achievement. 

When higher levels of emotional and cognitive energy are given to accomplishing a task, the student 

also experiences increased satisfaction with the learning outcome (Halverson & Graham 2019). The 

emotional dimension of engagement therefore plays an essential role in creating a sense of belonging 

within the confines of an online learning environment (Al Okla et al. 2023). 

Strategies to boost student engagement are typically categorised through three levels of interaction 

ς student-to-content, student-to-instructor, and student-to-student (DeVito 2016, Martin & Bolliger 

2018). In the context of online learning, another important form of engagement is found in the 

relationship between ƘǳƳŀƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΣ ǿƛǘƘ ΨŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƳƛȄǘǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ 

ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴΩ ƛƴƘŜǊŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ (Al Okla et al. 2023, p. 160). The Learn 

Management Systems (LMS) utilised in distance learning hold potential to extend beyond a tool for 

managing information (Boyd 2016) and become a virtual Ψmultifaceted ecosystemΩ that reshapes 

identities and structures relationships (Strydom et al. 2021, p. 140). 

Role of the instructor in humanising the online classroom 

A core role player in the creative virtual classroom is the online instructor, who in the absence of face-

to-face contact, ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ŀ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ΨƛƴƎǊŜŘƛŜƴǘΩ ƛƴ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘƛƴƎ ŘŜŜǇŜǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ (Roddy 2017 

p. 30). The online instructor is therefore expected to possess a wider range of competencies to fulfil 

ǘƘƛǎ ƳǳƭǘƛπŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴŀƭ responsibility (Bawane & Specter 2009). The barriers to online human 

connection could be mitigated if the instructor is able to establish a sense of social presence in the 

classroom (Garrison, Anderson & Archer 2000). As the only personalised point of contact in the 

learning experience, the online instructor becomes more than a deliverer of content, but an essential 

emotional facilitator (Richardson et al. 2015). This supports the theory of humanising pedagogy, in 

which the role of the instructor extends beyond transmitting information to promoting the overall 

well-ōŜƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ΨōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎΩΦ IǳƳŀƴƛǎƛƴƎ 

pedagogy recognises students as whole humans, influenced by their individual identities and lived 

experiences (Del Carmen Salazar 2013). The background experiences of students are of particular 

relevance in the context of online learning in South Africa. In addition to the challenges of unreliable 

digital connection, many novice students with lower levels of digital literacy experience increased 

anxiety in an online classroom, exacerbating feelings of social division (Queiros & de Villiers 2018). 

The instructor-ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ Ǉƭŀȅǎ ŀ ŎƻǊŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǎƛƴƎ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎȅΣ ΨǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ ŀǎ 

the connective tissue between students, engagement, and rigouǊΩ (Pacansky-Brock et al. 2020, p. 2). 

By fostering a sense of community and presence, the instructor facilitates connection on a more 

relatable, human level. Understandably, there are limitations in unveiling individual stories for every 

student, when faced with greater levels of anonymity and fewer opportunities for personalised 

connection. However, the online instructor has ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ ΨƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŎŀǘŀƭȅǎǘΩ ōȅ 

encouraging interaction, asking questions, and allowing students to discover their own patterns of 

learning (Volery & Lord 2000, p. 223). 
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This approach is of particular relevance in fields of creative education, considering the individuality of 

expression and unique ideation methods adopted by designers and writers. Humanising the online 

learning experience is therefore a valuable teaching strategy, which impacts student satisfaction and 

academic outcomes, ŀǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ΨŎƻ-ŎǊŜŀǘƻǊǎ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΩ (Balkanska 2023, p. 20). 

Encouraging open dialogue is an essential component in creative learning but it cannot be assumed 

that students will engage in discussions or interact voluntarily. The instructor is therefore critical in 

consciously structuring interaction opportunities into the delivery of content (Coomey & Stephenson 

2018; Martin & Bolliger 2018). Constructive collaboration and group work that is fundamental to 

effective creative learning also requires more deliberate facilitation by the instructor (Volschenk et al. 

2020). 

The community of inquiry (COI) 

The Community of Inquiry provides a valuable theoretical framework for examining the dynamics 

involved in humanising the online teaching environment. The sense of ΨcommunityΩ in this context 

extends beyond a group of individuals in a specific social unit and focuses on how students participate, 

collaborate and explore meaning through purposeful communication (Garrison 2009). The essence of 

the ΨinquiryΩ occurs in the overlap between three dimensions ς social presence, cognitive presence, 

and teaching presence. Cognitive presence allows for the critical thinking associated with the 

construction of meaning and understanding of content. Teaching presence plays a crucial role in 

providing the appropriate facilitation of content and technology to realise the outcomes of the study 

(Garrison, Anderson & Archer 1999). In the online classroom, an example of teaching presence can be 

ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǘ ŦƻǊǳƳǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƻǊΩǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛǾŜ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ŜƴǎǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ 

discussion remains focused and learners stay engaged (Garrison 2009). 

Social presence 

The third element of social presence from the CoI model is of most significance in this discussion on 

humanising the online learning experience for creative education. The concept is rooted in social 

psychology and explores how communication facilitates emotional connection and interpersonal 

relationships (Sherblom 2010). Social presence examines how different individuals in a group express 

their personal characteristics and make purposeful connections in a trusted environment, or 

ΨcommunityΩ. If students feel safe and socially recognised, they are more likely to engage in critical 

thinking and achieve deeper learning (Greenan 2021). In the context of computer-mediated 

communication where typical non-verbal social cues are limited, it becomes even more important for 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƻǊǎ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ŀǎ ΨǊŜŀƭ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩ (Garrison, Anderson & Archer 1999, 

p. 4). 

The three indicators of social presence are all of particular relevance in fields of creative education: 

emotional expression, open communication, and group cohesion. In this context the collaborative 

ΨstudioΩ environment plays a critical role in collaboration, ideation, and experimentation. The quality 

of discourse and engagement is enhanced when students feel as part of a group rather than an 

individual, and authentic communication then extends beyond interacǘƛƻƴ ƛƴǘƻ ŀƴ ΨŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ 

creation and discovŜǊȅΩ (Schrage 1995, p. 4; Garrison, Anderson & Archer 1999). The openness and 

approachability of the instructor help to compensate for the reduced social cues in the online space 

(Ghamdi, Samarji & Watt 2016; Song, Kim & Park 2019). Beyond the delivery of academic material, 

instructors might enhance engagement by utilising elements of immediacy behaviour in their teaching 

approach, such as self-disclosure, emotional expression, and humour (Garrison, Anderson & Archer 

1999; Pacanski-Brock et al. 2020) 
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Indicators contributing to social presence 

Self-disclosure 

Self-disclosure represents a sharing of feelings, attitudes, and personal information outside of the 

classroom context, such as private interests and experiences. This communication approach helps to 

build familiarity and intimacy and encourages reciprocation from other participants (Greenan 2021). 

In the online classroom, students have limited cues or information about the instructor, particularly if 

cameras are not turned on, which impacts the development of meaningful relationships in the 

classroom. The instructor might apply simple behaviours to compensate, such as using first names and 

discussing common interests (Song, Kim & Park 2019; Ghamdi, Samarji & Watt 2016). 

In the context of creative education this becomes of particular importance, as developing skills in 

creative ideation often takes place through constructive dialogue and interpretation of feedback. By 

establishing a trusted community, students feel more open to taking risks and proposing innovative 

ideas without fear of negative judgment. Students feel more connected to instructors who disclose 

some personal information and facilitate open dialogue (Song, Kim & Park 2019). The humanity of the 

interaction is vital for creative students as they experience the person behind the instructor, allowing 

for more open ideation (Dupin-Bryant 2004). If online students are granted a safe space to chat openly, 

their experience of social isolation in the online environment is removed (Garrison, Anderson & Archer 

2019). 

Emotional expression ς humour 

Humour is a significant element of immediacy behaviour and plays a critical role in online learning 

(Wanzer, Frymier & Irwin 2010). By creating a relaxed and non-intimidating classroom environment 

through light-hearted banter, and even the use of emoticons, the instructor is able to reduce the 

psychological distance prevalent in the online space (Garrison, Anderson & Archer 2019; Song, Kim & 

Park 2019ύΦ IǳƳƻǳǊ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ΨŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭǳōǊƛŎŀƴǘΩ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜƭǇǎ ǘƻ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǎŜ ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎΣ 

creating a positive, open relationship between the instructor and student, and amongst peers (Shatz 

& Coil 2008, p. 106; McCabe, Sprute & Underdown 2017). The role of humour in teaching creative 

fields is even more pertinent considering the nature of the learning content. For example, copywriters 

are learning how to create communication for brands that entertains audiences, and humour is a 

powerful tool in establishing captivating and memorable consumer connection. When students are 

taught these skills with a relatable and enjoyable approach, they become more willing to participate 

in activities and develop a deeper understanding of the principles through enthusiastic engagement 

(9ǊŘƻƐŘǳ ϧ 4ŀƪƤǊƻƐƭǳ 2021). 

Methodology 
The core focus of this reflective case study is based on observations of student engagement made by 

the author of this paper, who was also one of the instructors on an online short course in copywriting. 

The course was offered at a private institute of higher education in South Africa as a complementary 

upskilling opportunity across the institution. The course received an extremely positive response with 

602 enrolments and class numbers averaging approximately 250 students in two separate 

synchronous sessions over six weeks. 

¢ƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘŜƳƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ complete their studies in English and 

demonstrated first-language levels of competency and nuance. The class comprised students in 

different stages in their academic journey, from higher certificate (bvCрύ ǘƻ ƘƻƴƻǳǊΩǎ ƭŜǾŜƭ (NQF7). 
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The students were completing a wide range of different qualifications, including communication and 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΣ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ōǊŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ōŀŎƘŜƭƻǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜǎ ƛƴ ŀǊǘǎ ŀƴŘ 

commerce. The level of proficiency in creative education was therefore varied and most students were 

unfamiliar with the principles or skills associated with the field of copywriting. Beyond the more typical 

barriers of online teaching, the class was therefore presented with additional layers of uncertainty as 

students were expected to engage in a field outside their area of specialisation. 

The observation methodology was based on the degree of engagement in the chat facility on 

Blackboard, the chosen learn management system for the course. The students were all familiar with 

this platform and had access to an appropriate digital connection to attend the synchronous sessions. 

The students were invited to use the chat facility to comment on the content, share opinions, answer 

and ask questions. Due to the large numbers in each session, students were not able to use the 

microphone or speak back to the instructor, restricting two-way conversation typically experienced in 

face-to-face settings. Additional data was gathered through analysis of an anonymous questionnaire 

submitted for the purposes of quality assessment after completion of the course. The questionnaire 

featured 10 questions relating to different aspects of the course content, delivery approach, and 

general impressions of their learning experience. The survey questionnaire received 112 responses, 

which represent approximately 35% of the certificated students and 18% of the enrolments. 

Discussion 
A critical analysis of learner engagement in this copywriting course suggests a positive classroom 

culture was achieved by effectively humanising the online teaching experience. Despite the large 

number of students and diversity of knowledge, a notably high level of student engagement was 

experienced. Throughout the two-hour synchronous classes, students maintained a constant flow of 

comments to each other and to the instructors in the chat forum on Blackboard. The students 

demonstrated an openness to shared discovery in a creative field outside of their comfort zone. They 

were willing to share opinions, respond to points made by the instructors, and ask questions by typing 

in the chat.  Examples of comments support this analysis, άYou made us feel very comfortable and it 

felt like a judge free and safe learning environmentέΦ άLǘ ŦŜƭǘ ƻƪŀȅ ƎŜǘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǿǊƻƴƎέΦ Considering the 

large class numbers, it was not possible to assess the number of students who were not engaged or 

might have responded negatively to the instructor approach. However, the positive tone of the 

comments and consistency of attendance in the sessions over the six-week course suggest broader 

appreciation and enjoyment. 

Self-disclosure 

The instructors enhanced social presence in the online sessions by instinctively practising elements of 

self-disclosure and immediacy behaviour. They chose to keep their cameras on for the entire session 

and introduced themselves with first names to personalise the instruction. An enthusiastic exchange 

ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƻǊΩǎ Ŏŀǘ ǿŀǎ ƘŜŀǊŘ ǇǳǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŎǊƻǇƘƻƴŜ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ 

the session and became a topic of conversation at the start of each session. The instructors also shared 

their personal passion and enthusiasm for the field of copywriting, which was appreciated by the 

students and mentioned in the course feedback. 

Humour 

The sessions were characterised by a light-hearted tone and humorous exchanges. When one 

instructor joked in a self-deprecating manner about being a mild hoarder, students responded eagerly 

with a flow of comments about their own personal hoarding tendencies. It is important to note, 
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however, that the use of humour did not involve joke-telling but rather the sharing of relatable 

anecdotes to create a sense of community in the learning experience. The use of emoticons in the 

chat forum also facilitated easy and entertaining engagement. The adverts that were presented as 

examples during the sessions also triggered humorous responses and lightened the tone of the 

classroom. 

Practical examples 

The instructors shared numerous examples of inspiring and entertaining award-winning brand 

campaigns to explain specific points. The use of examples provides an invaluable tangible illustration 

of abstract concepts in teaching creative thinking. This approach utilises elements of praxis-based 

learning to bring the theory to life. The examples also offered a form of entertainment and shifted the 

one-way flow of communication from the tutor to alternative sources of stimulation. 

Creative education 

To compensate for the challenges of the online environment, the instructors on this course provided 

students with positive and supportive feedback to any comments or views in the chat. This approach 

plays a vital role in teaching creative thinking and helps to remove any fear of inadequacy in the 

context of learning unfamiliar concepts. A flipped classroom teaching style was also used with open-

ended questions integrated throughout the delivery of content to encourage students to think 

critically and share personal opinions on relevant topics. 

Feedback 

A quality assessment questionnaire reported a positive tone of feedback from the students with 

consistent comments on the ΨsafeΩ culture of the online sessions. ! ./ƻƳ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŜŘΣ άOur 

facilitators made the classes very enjoyable and comfortable to participate inέΦ A strategic 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜŘΣ άThis course was a pleasure to join even at 20:00 at night as the 

facilitators did not force us to engage which created a safe space where we could openly engage and 

collaborate with them, making the learning process even more valuableέΦ Students also appreciated 

the high level of interaction, and the learning they gained from their peers. ά!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ class was 

ƻƴƭƛƴŜ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜ ŀƳƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ ǳǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘŜŘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǎǳǇŜǊ Ŏƻƻƭ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΩǎ 

interpretations and ideasέ ς Communications certificate student. 

Conclusion and future research 
There is an increasing need to support online teaching strategies as student numbers in the distance 

campus of this private education institution continue to grow. Extensive research has been conducted 

on the challenges of online teaching, characterised by the lack of face-to-face communication and 

social connection. However, there remains further opportunity to explore teaching creative fields in 

the online environment. Future research could examine the unique challenges of different creative 

specialisations, such as design, creative writing, and copywriting. Potential strategies to replicate 

ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƭ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛǾŜ ΨǎǘǳŘƛƻΩ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƭǎƻ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ 

further discussion. 

Limitations in the Community of Inquiry framework could be investigated, questioning the expectation 

that all engagement is socially constructed, and cognitive presence is developed through social 

presence. This theory makes an assumption that deep and meaningful learning can only take place 

with the practice of sustained two-way communication (Annand 2019). However, the associated 

collaborative constructive worldview might underestimate potential individual factors that also 
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impact the learning experience, including personal preferences and circumstances that limit social 

interaction in online learning (Cooper & Scriven 2017). These factors might be of particular relevance 

in the context of South African education, considering the diversity in digital competency. 

Ironically, the use of technology in humanising teaching leads to fascinating future exploration within 

the computer-mediated teaching environment. With advances in learn management systems, 

instructional design, and artificial intelligence, a plethora of exciting tools and technologies are being 

designed to enhance the levels of student engagement, which inspires further exploration. 

Considering the core objective of this paper is to humanise the online teaching environment, it would 

also, of course, always be wise to reconsider the fundamental aspects of successful personal 

connection in any context: a smile, a laugh, empathy, kindness, and basic mutual respect. 
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Abstract   
It is inevitable that with the rapid advancement of digital technologies, design education is being 

influenced greatly, particularly through the expansion of online learning and the integration of 

artificial intelligence (AI). Within a relatively short timeframe (which included the COVID-19 pandemic) 

there has been an accelerated transition to digital learning environments, exposing both opportunities 

and challenges in online graphic design education. While we are constantly shown that online tools 

offer potential for enhancing collaboration, participation, and feedback, it is important to remember 

that their effectiveness is dependent on accessibility, digital literacy, and educator preparedness. This 

ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΣ ƎǊƻǳƴŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǉǳŀƭƛǘŀǘƛǾŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅΣ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜǎ ƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ 

with online learning tools during emergency remote teaching (ERT). It examines key factors that 

influenced student success, including the pedagogical affordances of technology, psychosocial 

challenges, communication barriers, and disparities in digital access. While existing literature often 

highlights the potential benefits of technology in design education, the findings from this study 

emphasise that student experiences are deeply shaped by context ς especially in regions facing 

economic and infrastructural limitations. This research contributes to the discourse on digital 

disruptions in design education by examining how online learning tools influence contemporary 

pedagogy. It highlights the need for intentional, context-sensitive integration of digital technologies. 

Furthermore, it is imperative that while we explore strategies to effectively integrate these 

technologies, we should strive to preserve core design principles. A key question being, άIƻǿ Ŏŀƴ 

educational institutions reimagine design education to balance technological advancements with 

ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΚέ Initial findings provide insights into the evolving relationship 

between digital learning tools and design education, as we emphasise the need for strategic 

implementation that will enhance learning without diminishing the essential human elements of 

creativity. By addressing some of these challenges, this study aims to inform future curriculum 

development and instructional design that align with industry advancements while nurturing 

creativity and critical thinking in the next generation of designers. 

Keywords: Design process, graphic design education, technology integration, technological 

affordance, creative education, digital pedagogy 

Introduction 
The global COVID-19 pandemic (2020ς2022) set the stage for what would be considered a major shift 

in higher education, forcing academic institutions to adopt emergency remote teaching (ERT) with 
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little time for pedagogical redesign. While many fields of learning were thrown off course, graphic 

design education was one of the most affected due to it being traditionally grounded in studio-based 

learning, requiring opportunities for face-to-face collaboration, and iterative critique. While 

educational technologies provided opportunities for continuity, they also exposed deep challenges 

related to student engagement, technological access, and the quality of the learning experience. 

This paper emerges from research conducted in the aftermath of the pandemic, which investigates 

the lived experiences of graphic design students navigating online learning (Le Cornu 2023). The aim 

of this research is to examine how online tools were perceived and used for feedback, collaboration, 

and participation; three imperative constituents of creative education. Using qualitative narrative 

inquiry, this study highlights how technological affordances intersect with psychosocial and 

infrastructural realities, particularly within the South African context. 

As institutions continue to reimagine education in a post-pandemic world, there is an urgent need to 

rethink how technology is integrated into online learning, never mind the role it plays within design 

pedagogy.  We cannot think of e-learning as a temporary substitute for in-person learning, but as a 

ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘŦǳƭΣ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ΨǊŜŀƭΩ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ 

important when looking at Non-representational theory (Thrift 2008) which states that άǘƘŜ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ 

graphic designer an individual student becomes is not just the consequence of the teachers, ideas and 

ǘƘŜ ǘƻƻƭǎ ƘŜ ƻǊ ǎƘŜ ƭŜŀǊƴǎ ǘƻ ƳŀƴƛǇǳƭŀǘŜΤ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀƴ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻŦ ƛƴƘŀōƛǘƛƴƎ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǿƻǊƭŘέ 

(Nottingham 2017, p. 47). 

This paper contributes to the ongoing discourse on design and digital disruption by exploring how 

online tools both support and constrain the development of design education in relation to creative 

thinking and collaboration (Li et al. 2025). It also raises critical questions about what it means to 

preserve core design values in a digitally mediated environment, and how we might develop learning 

experiences that are accessible, immersive, equitable, and most importantly, human centred. 

Background and literature 

Traditional graphic design education 

While graphic design education is fairly new, it is historically grounded in face-to-face, studio-based 

learning, where the master-apprentice model developed within a guild (Souleles 2013). This 

mentorship model placed emphasis on hands-on experience and immersive learning through 

communities of practice. While design education and its humble beginnings can be traced back to 

medieval guilds, it was formalised further through institutions like Yale in the 1950s (Kelly 2001). 

Graphic design was now seen as an official profession, and aspects such as collaborative learning, 

ŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ΨŎǊƛǘΩ ǿŜǊŜ ŜƳōŜŘŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎǎΣ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ Ƙƻǿ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ǘƘŜ 

guild-based mentor-mentee relationship was in developing creatives. 

As noted by Crowther (2013) and Owen and Smith (2019), this model remained largely unchanged for 

decades, highlighting its effectiveness (but also its vulnerability when disrupted by ERT). Furthermore, 

Souleles (2013) highlights that despite the evolution of design tools, the educational approach lagged, 

especially in adapting to digital pedagogy. 

Graphic design education in a South African context 

{ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƘŀǊŜǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊƛǘƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎƛŜǎ ōǳǘ Ƴǳǎǘ ŎƻƴǘŜƴŘ 

with unique socio-economic disparities as well as infrastructural limitations. While formal design 
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qualifications are relatively new compared to fields such as law or medicine, recent decades have seen 

a rapid growth in programme offerings across public and private institutions (New Perspective Design 

2022). 

However, it should be noted that historically, formal degrees and post-graduate pursuits have been 

grounded in face-to-face teaching settings, whereas short-learning courses could be offered through 

distance opportunities (New Perspective Design 2022). 

Impact of COVID-19 on design learning environments 

The COVID-19 pandemic set the stage for a difficult move online, exposing the limitations of traditional 

pedagogies and revealing deep inequalities in digital access. Globally, educators were faced with 

unfamiliar platforms and limited preparation time. US designer and educator, Davis (2020) described 

this shift as a forced disruption, noting the inadequacy of temporary solutions to meet the needs of 

creative disciplines (Davis 2020). 

In South Africa, DEFSA 2021 conference papers written by Meyers (2021) and Nana and Roos (2021) 

highlighted the severe challenges facing design students, with a specific focus on the lack of access to 

devices, high data costs, and unreliable connectivity. Studio-based learning, reliant on practical 

engagement and peer critique, was particularly impacted. Without an end in sight, many institutions 

attempted to mitigate these issues through curriculum restructuring and asynchronous delivery, but 

issues of equity and skill development persisted. Additionally, psychosocial aspects and living 

conditions further compromised online learning experiences (Motala & Menon 2020). 

Lƴ ǊŜǘǊƻǎǇŜŎǘΣ {ǘŀŘƛƻΩǎ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛƴŀ 9ƭƎƛŜ (2021) argues that design education must not only recover from 

this disruption but be reimagined, starting with digital pedagogy and educator readiness, with a clear 

goal of inclusive access at the centre of future strategies (Elgie 2021). 

Online learning models and pedagogical shifts 

In order to reimagine design education, we need to understand the spaces for development. 

Online learning encompasses multiple spaces such as synchronous, asynchronous, blended, and 

hybrid. Each of these modalities comes with their distinct pedagogical implications. While 

synchronous learning mirrors the concept of live classroom experiences, it is highly dependent on 

stable connectivity which can be affected by data constraints and load-shedding (Kosie 2022) as well 

as engagement of the learners and educators within that online space, at that given time. 

Asynchronous learning offers flexibility but may lack immediacy and social presence, where blended 

and hybrid models aim to combine the best of both, with blended learning standardising dual modes 

(Edwards 2016) and hybrid learning allowing for more equal participation and equity (Pritchard 2024). 

While these concepts are indicative of the modes of learning, there are pedagogical approaches that 

can enhance these modes. Fleischmann (2020) found that a flipped-classroom approach within a 

design studio enhanced learner autonomy and maintained creative output. However, the success of 

these models hinges on deliberate planning, as accentuated by Jones (2020). If Emergency Remote 

Teaching (ERT) taught us anything, it was that this type of learning was reinforcing passive 

consumption rather than fostering critical design thinking which is imperative as part of the design 

thinking process in creative education. 

As a way to alleviate this type of passive learning, Self-regulated learning (SRL), as discussed by Nicol 

and Milligan (2006), can be utilised effectively. Thoughtfully developing learning opportunities within 

a blended environment using SRL becomes vital in online environments where feedback loops are 
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slower, and peer interaction reduced. SRL empowers students to monitor their progress and engage 

meaningfully with feedback, particularly when supported by responsive e-tools and reflective 

practices (Nicol & Milligan 2006). 

Technological affordances in design education 

As mentioned previously, professional and thoughtful implementation of e-tools can be beneficial due 

to the implied benefits that technology provides users within a given context. This is known as a 

technological affordance. Crosby et al. (2019) propose three layers of affordance, namely: functional, 

perceptual, and adaptive. Design students must master these to engage creatively and critically with 

digital tools (Crosby et al. 2019). It is interesting to note that while many design students are proficient 

in specific software such as Adobe Creative Suite, they often lack the deeper perceptual awareness 

ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ǘƻƻƭ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨƪƴƻǿƴΩ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƻŦŦŜǊƛƴƎǎ ς many of which were 

hard to acquire during ERT. 

As could be expected, the rapid shift to online learning during COVID-19 magnified gaps in digital 

literacy, and South African students, in particular, faced challenges in acquiring the hardware and 

software necessary for high-level design work. 

That being said, it would be short-sighted to not realise the new possibilities for collaboration, 

feedback, and participation that technology offers if implemented equitably and strategically. 

Design pedagogy: Feedback, collaboration, and participation 

Design education thrives on dynamic interaction. Feedback, provided orally, and/or written is 

instrumental in helping to develop designers through informal and formal crit sessions. During these 

opportunities, peer-based feedback is also central in developing reflective practitioners. While some 

studies such as the one by McCormack and Taylor (2005), suggest oral feedback (such as those 

provided in voice notes) offers an improved feedback experience due to the intimate nature of the 

mode, other researchers (Joshi et al. 2021) argue that written feedback provides clarity and minimises 

ambiguity. While both provide relevant reasons, it is imperative to note that immediacy and 

contextual sensitivity are key. 

While feedback allows for personal development within group settings, these same opportunities can 

allow for the development of collaboration. Collaboration, as highlighted by Ojo & Ntshoe (2017), is 

not just a skill but a mindset, and an important one at that ς being highlighted as a 21st century skill 

(OECD 2019). Not only are students able to tackle complex design problems together, but they are 

also able to prepare for real-world interdisciplinary practice (Ojo & Ntshoe 2017). Sadly, during the 

pandemic, many students became "solo designersέΣ losing vital opportunities for shared critique and 

peer learning. 

Additionally, participation and engagement were similarly disrupted. As Schritter (2022) notes, active 

participation fosters critical thinking and innovation but requires interpersonal trust and open 

communication. These were aspects strained by online platforms ς not only in design education but 

having a direct impact on the development of skills within design academia. 
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Methodology 

Approach 

This study adopted an inductive qualitative approach within a constructivist-interpretivist paradigm. 

It sought to understand how graphic design students in South Africa experienced online learning 

during the first two years of the COVID-19 pandemic, with particular focus on the use of digital tools 

for feedback, participation, and collaboration. In line with constructive-interpretivist practices, the 

research prioritised individual and contextual realities, or as Cohen and Manion (2006) state, άǘƘŜ 

subjectƛǾŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜέ. It is important to note that knowledge is socially constructed 

and shaped by experience. No prior theory was imposed; instead, patterns and themes were drawn 

ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎ (Cohen & Manion 2006). 

Data collection 

¢ƘŜ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅ ƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎȅ ǿŀǎ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƭƛǾŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΦ 5ŀǘŀ ǿŜǊŜ 

collected through two semi-structured focus groups and three one-on-one interviews. This allowed 

for in-ŘŜǇǘƘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻns. Participants were purposively 

selected from public and private higher education institutions to ensure diverse representation in 

terms of age, gender, background, qualification level, and learning context. In total, six students 

participated in focus groups, and three in one-on-one interviews conducted as part of a formal 

mŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ Ƴƛƴƛ ŘƛǎǎŜǊǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ŀōƭŜǎ м ŀƴŘ н ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀƴ ƻǾŜǊǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ŘŜƳƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎǎΥ 
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Table 1: Details of the respondents in the semi-structured focus groups (Le Cornu 2023) 
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Table 2: Details of the respondents in the semi-structured interviews (Le Cornu 2023) 

 
Recruitment was facilitated via social media and academic networking channels. Interviews and focus 

groups were conducted via Microsoft Teams, recorded with consent, and transcribed for analysis. 

Analysis 
5ŀǘŀ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜŘ ǳǎƛƴƎ .Ǌŀǳƴ ŀƴŘ /ƭŀǊƪŜΩǎ (2016) thematic analysis method, supported by Atlas.ti. 

This method is iterative and requires you to work through the following processes: familiarisation of 

data, initial coding, theme development, evaluation, and a final synthesis. This inductive approach 

aƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǊŜŎǳǊǊƛƴƎ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ ǘƻ ŜƳŜǊƎŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƭȅΣ ŀƭƛƎƴƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ 

voice and contextual interpretation. Themes were mapped directly to the core areas of graphic design 

education as highlighted previously, namely: feedback, collaboration, and participation ς particularly 

as they were experienced within the digital learning space. 

Findings 

Overview 

Having walked through the background and methodology, this section explores how graphic design 

students in a South African higher education context experienced online learning during the COVID-

19 pandemic. The research focused specifically on their perceptions of feedback, collaboration, and 

participation, as well as the tools and technologies used to support these processes. Through narrative 

inquiry and thematic analysis, six overarching categories emerged: Graphic Design Pedagogy, 

Affordances of Technology, Psychosocial Issues, Support, Communication, and Equality in Educational 

Opportunity as can be noted in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1: Categories broken down via data analysis (Le Cornu 2023) 

These are unpacked below with direct insights from participant narratives, thematic mind maps, and 

qualitative coding outputs. 

Graphic design pedagogy in online spaces 

¶ Students reported that the collaborative and iterative nature of design education was severely 

disrupted online. 

¶ Collaboration became a thing of the past. One student reflected, ά²ƘŜƴ you're isolated, you're 

literally in your own headspace. The only option you might have is to go online to look at the online 

mood boards or things like that, but then that's a different experience altogether. You're in your 

own headέΣ illustrating the loss of peer-based energy and critique loops. 

¶ Participation was inconsistent, particularly in camera-off classes. Some comments showed a sense 

of disengagement in this new fully online environment, άL was taking advantage of the sense that 

lecturers can't see me online ώΧϐ but then it would hold me back when I need to understand ώΧϐ I 

had to make a plan and just do whatever I think is making sense, hence my grades were not so 

good, I ǿŀǎƴΩǘ a bad student, but it was just because of that [no longer participating in a 

synchronous manner]έΣ and, άǘƘŜ way I was assimilating the learning was I was not really 

practicing, I was just watching what the lecturer was doingέΦ One comment in particular 

summarised this perfectly, ά¢ƘŜǊŜϥǎ a distinct difference between being present and being present. 

It's the nuance in that wordέΦ 

¶ Feedback suffered both in timing and quality. One respondent shared, άōŜŦƻǊŜ you were getting 

feedback almost on a continuous basis because you were all in the same space and you were 

learning from each otherέΣ and expanded, άLϥŘ get my feedback on my LMS and it will be in written 

form, and when I read it, sometimes I wouldn't comprehend it the way I was supposed to, and at 

the end of the day, my designs or my work is still not goodέΦ Many of the students lamented on 

missing the immediate and visual feedback which they felt were integral to studio practice. 

¶ Engagement declined without physical classroom structures. The loss of social presence impacted 

focus and output across multiple respondents, with one stating, άit's a bit difficult because we as 

graphic designers are visual people, we learn by engaging with things, we learn by touching, we 

learn by making, destroying, we learn with experimentation, and that's very difficult if you are 

working on a screen or if you're getting all your information on the screen, rather than you being 

physically in a place and having to walk, having to mix, having to work with vector ƻōƧŜŎǘǎέ. 

Affordances and limitations of online tools 

¶ Students' experience with technology varied significantly, influenced by access, familiarity, and 

task complexity. 
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¶ Graphic design tools were critical yet demanding. One respondent noted, άwhen you're at a level 

where you don't know how to use Illustrator, Photoshop, all these programs online become very, 

very challengingέΦ 

¶ Platforms like Microsoft Teams, Google Docs, Milanote and LMSs were used extensively during 

this time period and students found more positive connections to these tools than those used 

specifically by designers άThose kinds of tools [I think] would allow for online to be a bit more 

participatory and encourage more people to participate in the online spaceέΦ 

Furthermore, a word cloud (Figure 2) analysis from Atlas.ti ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ άŦŀŎŜέΣ άƻƴƭƛƴŜέΣ and 

άŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪέ ŀƳƻƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŀǎ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ ǘŜǊƳǎΣ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 

the embodied nature of design learning. 

 

Figure 2: Word cloud based on the information captured under affordances of technology 

analysis (Le Cornu 2023) 

Psychosocial challenges 

¶ The emotional toll of isolation and prolonged screen time was one of the strongest findings with 

many students referring to the concept of ΨŜƴŜǊƎȅΩ as a way to describe this: άȅƻǳ don't understand 

each other, when the energy is not the sameέΦ Furthermore, it was also noted that άƘŀǾƛƴƎ 

somebody who's there, who has the energy to push you, does help to motivate ȅƻǳέ and that this 

άǘȅǇŜ of exchange of energy and positivity within a group [happens] when you are working face to 

ŦŀŎŜέ. 

¶ Lack of confidence was at an all-time high, especially when students felt academically unprepared 

or unsupported. One student noted fear that they were άŀŦǊŀƛŘ to say the wrong thing or to give 

the wrong answerέΣ while another stated, ά{ƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ I get socially anxious, on an online platform 

ώΧϐ I was afraid of asking questionsέΦ 

¶ Empathy and trust declined between students and lecturers. Delayed or unclear communication 

from lecturers created doubt with one student saying, άit was very important, and you had to trust 

that feedback would come by when they said it would ŎƻƳŜέ and another noting, άǿƘŀǘ happens 

when you have load-shedding, or you don't have network during those times and then your 

lecturers just don't want to speak to you again. They don't trust you to start another meeting with 

you againέΦ 

http://www.defsa.org.za/


© Copyright 2025 Design Education Forum of Southern Africa (www.defsa.org.za)    59 

In addition, the word cloud for this data (CƛƎǳǊŜ оύ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ ǿƻǊŘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άŎƻƴŦƛŘŜƴŎŜέΣ άǘǊǳǎǘέΣ 

άŜƴŜǊƎȅέΣ ŀƴŘ άǇŜƻǇƭŜέ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ǘƘŜƳŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΦ 

 

Figure 3: Word cloud based on the psychosocial factors (Le Cornu 2023) 

Communication and support 

¶ Communication was disrupted by the shift to asynchronous tools, lagging feedback loops, and 

platform limitations with one respondent talking on behalf of a friend, άƻƴŜ of the things that 

actually played a role in one of the students dropping out was because of the miscommunication 

between her and the lecturer. She would send emails and then not get any feedback and then the 

lecturers would actually send emails as well and not get any feedback ώΧϐ they would say that she's 

not communicating and when I talk to her, she'll also say that they are not communicatingέΦ 

Students, using similar scenarios, described a breakdown in immediacy and transparency, noting 

that this would never have happened in face-to-face settings. 

¶ Support structures varied widely depending on institutional capacity, home environment, and 

personal resilience, with one student noting that it felt as if άǘƘŜǊŜ were days where it kind of felt 

like the tutorials were teaching us more than our lecturers because everything was just referring 

to references ƻƴƭƛƴŜέΦ 

¶ Infrastructure support challenges were also common with one student explaining the issue with 

South African realities, άYou have to rely on whatever mode of communication that's coming in. 

Communication signal losses, because with load shedding, you can't use or charge your computer 

or your phoneέΦ 

¶ Emotional support was hard to access with some students focusing on a need for άŀ mental health 

professional to speak to whenever they need ǘƻέ as well as άŀ resource that anyone can access at 

any time or when they need to, to help them with coping with how to deal with the stressful 

situation that you can't control how to deal ǿƛǘƘέΦ 

Moreover, the word cloud for this data (CƛƎǳǊŜ пύ ǎƘƻǿŎŀǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǿƻǊŘǎ ƭƛƪŜΣ άǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎέΣ 

άǇŜƻǇƭŜέΣ άŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪέΣ άŎŀƳǇǳǎέΣ ŀƴŘ άǘƛƳŜέΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ 

presence remained central to the learning experience ς sadly, the data showed that much of this was 

missing or lacked effective planning to engage with students effectively/ timeously. 
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Figure 4: Word cloud of words associated with the support and communication analysis 

(Le Cornu 2023) 

Inequality in access 

Existing inequalities, including living conditions and home environments, were amplified by the rapid 

shift to online learning. 

Device and data access varied dramatically. Some respondents relied on smartphones for design 

classes, which compromised participation and feedback. One student stated that lecturers would also 

άǘŀƪŜ ŦƻǊ ƎǊŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ǘƻƻƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŀǎ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŀ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎΦ {ƻ ƴƻǘ 

everyone at home has a printer, for instance, but there's a printer at campus, light boxes, and things 

like thatέΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŀƳǇƭƛŦƛŜŘΣ άnot everybody is able to buy an iCore seven with a 16 gigabyte 

RAM, processing powerέΦ 

Implications and recommendations 

Implications 

This study highlights the complexities of teaching and learning graphic design in an online context, 

especially within a developing country like South Africa. The findings reveal that while digital tools 

offer impressive opportunities, the emergency implementation of technology during the COVID-19 

pandemic often resulted in fragmented learning experiences. Feedback, collaboration, and 

participation, were significantly disrupted, leading to a loss of studio culture and a diminished sense 

of community among students. 

Importantly, the research also brought to light, deeper psychosocial effects. Students experienced 

reduced confidence and a lack of emotional connection. This was problematic as all of these aspects 

are crucial to effective creative development. Without human presence and the dynamic energy of a 

studio environment, many struggled to stay motivated or inspired. This points to the urgent need for 

more human-centred, empathetic design strategies when integrating technology in the design 

education space. 

Furthermore, South African students faced heightened challenges due to inequality, with stark 

differences in access to devices, electricity, quiet workspaces, and data. While curriculum changes and 
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pedagogical development will not directly tackle this, these structural barriers must be addressed if 

digital transformation is to be fully inclusive and equitable. 

Recommendations 

Drawing from these findings, several recommendations emerge for institutions and curriculum 

developers working within creative fields: 

While ERT did not give us the greatest foundation for implementation, we should strive to plan for 

intentional digital integration, not emergency adaptation. Design education requires a tailored 

approach to online learning with an understanding that generic LMS platforms and communication 

tools fall short of the experiential needs of design students. 

Time is more important than most other commodities and, in this instance, we need to invest in 

upskilling educators in both pedagogy and technology. Lecturer uncertainty and lack of digital fluency 

negatively impacted student trust and engagement during ERT. Even now, five years from the start of 

the pandemic, there is still a need for training that should include strategies for online feedback, studio 

simulation, and digital mentoring. 

Psychosocial support should be actively embedded into online curricula. Emotional energy, trust, and 

ōŜƭƻƴƎƛƴƎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ άŜȄǘǊŀǎέ ŀƴŘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΦ 

Despite there being a legitimate space for fully online learning in creative education, adopting flexible, 

hybrid learning models are key. This prioritises the value of physical studio interaction while leveraging 

the benefits of digital tools as students appreciated asynchronous access and autonomy, but not at 

the expense of real-time critique or collaboration. 

Future multi-institutional local studies could help document challenges and innovations more 

comprehensively, ensuring culturally relevant solutions. 

Wicked problems exist, and we will have to find ways to address digital inequality structurally. 

Equitable access to tools, platforms, and reliable internet should be a prerequisite for any digital 

transformation strategy. Institutions can consider support mechanisms such as device loans and 

alternate content for differing contexts. 

Conclusion 
While this research amplifies the voices of South African graphic design students navigating an 

unexpected shift into online learning, it showcases the importance of continuing the development of 

digital offerings within a structured, nuanced environment. In the world of design, such an 

environment is one that balances creative freedom with intentional scaffolding; where learning spaces 

are designed to support iterative experimentation, critical reflection, and collaboration within clearly-

defined frameworks. It involves providing stability through well-curated digital infrastructures, 

mentorship channels, and feedback loops, while still allowing for the organic and exploratory nature 

of creative practice to unfold. A structured, nuanced design learning environment, therefore, does not 

constrain creativity but gives it a supportive architecture within which it can fully develop. 

Furthermore, it reinforces that while technology is a powerful enabler, it cannot substitute for 

connection, community, and human interaction, especially in a field as socially embedded and 

engaging as design. 
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The challenge is not whether to use digital tools, but how to use them with consideration. Future-

facing design education must balance innovation with empathy, infrastructure with imagination, and 

take a step back to apply contextual relevance within the design phase. With thoughtful integration 

and a commitment to inclusion, South African design education can emerge from this disruption not 

only more resilient, but more relevant to the complex needs of a new generation of designers. 

Building on this foundation, the next phase of this research will take the form of a longitudinal study 

following these former students into their professional lives. This continuation will explore how their 

online learning experiences have shaped their creative identities, professional practices, and 

ŀŘŀǇǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀǎ ŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ŜǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ 

landscape. 
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History and policy in design education: The proposed 
development of an interdisciplinary Master of Design 

History in South Africa 

Richard John Haines, Nelson Mandela University 

Abstract 
This paper examines the relative paucity of curriculum offerings in design history and design education 

programmes at undergraduate and postgraduate levels in South Africa. The neglect of design history 

suggests a wholesale under-appreciation of the role of history and design development in industrial 

and economic production within the country in recent decades, as well as a disconnect between the 

relevant policy makers and the tertiary institutions in the country. The inexplicable lack of realisation 

of and response by business, state and society to the closure of the National Design Institute of South 

Africa in the early 2020s is an example of this disjunction. It shows that this relative neglect is at odds 

with the nature, scope and thrust of national design promotion policies in advanced and higher 

performing economies globally and the accompanying integration of education programmes and 

institutions in the enhanced integration of design with industrial and economic strategies in such 

settings/contexts. This study is a literature-based review and draws widely on publicly available 

reports, contemporary popular reports and formal academic articles. The study draws 

methodologically from development and economic history, design history, curriculum research and 

development perspectives, and practitioner theory. This paper explores the growing emphasis on 

history, place and culture in industrial and economic policy formulation internationally. It argues 

Higher Education Institutions should provide an explicit and substantive role for design education, the 

design disciplines, design thinking and the history of the applied arts in industrial and economic 

development policy in South Africa. The paper is also informed by the recommendation in a recent 

DSAC report on a National Design Council for South Africa (SACO 2025 forthcoming) of the need for 

an historically grounded approach to national design promotion and associated institution building. 

Taking heed of new international developments in cultural policy; cultural and creative leadership; 

and the increased emphasis on inter-institutional partnerships, the rationale and model for a 

prestigious inter-disciplinary coursework Master of Design History is outlined. The curriculum would 

reflect international trends in terms of the composition of such degrees; inculcating a historical and 

contemporary understanding of the multi-faceted nature of design and the design disciplines, and 

their role in national industrial, economic and social policy. The paper is a contribution to the field of 

design education. It responds to a need to develop and offer design history courses and curricula in 

South African universities and to reinforce linkages with national design policy work and comparative 

international developments. 

Keywords: Design history, design education, Master of History of Design, national design promotion, 

broker assembly model. 

http://www.defsa.org.za/


© Copyright 2025 Design Education Forum of Southern Africa (www.defsa.org.za)    66 

Introduction 
Some years ago, Deirdre Pretorius (2016) commented on the paucity of historical writings and 

analyses design in southern and South Africa.  She pointed out that while there is a range of southern 

African higher education institutions offering qualifications in various design disciplines, there is a 

notable gap in the formal recognition and historical study of Southern African design, as well as a 

scarcity of academics identifying as design historians. 

The situation has not improved in the interim, with design history remaining an under-emphasised 

subject and focus within South African design education both at undergraduate and postgraduate 

levels (SACO 2025a). Advanced and high-performing economies generally understand that design 

education, a historical sensibility, and the inculcation of cultural and creative leadership, contributes 

to innovation and industrial competitiveness improvement (SACO 2025b). 

This research paper argues for the establishment of a prestigious inter-disciplinary Master of Design 

History that combines international excellence with South African solutions. The mooted programme 

would forge university and inter-agency partnerships between institutions and an innovative delivery 

system. The resulting programme and its work would enable an integrated national design policy and 

industrial and economic strategy more generally. 

This study is a literature-based review drawing from publicly available material, contemporary popular 

reports and formal academic texts. Methodologically, the study is informed by development and 

economic history, design history, curriculum research, and development theory. 

An incorporative and international notion of design is invoked in the foregoing discussion. This is in 

line with the position of the International Council of Design (ICOD) which identifies a wide variety of 

ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ ΨŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜǎΩΦ Broad categories include Visual Communication; Industrial Design; 

Fashion Design; Interior Design; Service Design; UI / UX Design. ICOD also includes architects, urban 

planners, and landscape architects. The common factor is that the act of designing is central to the 

practice of the discipline (ICOD 2024). In addition, the field of design thinking has also gained 

acceptance as a design discipline, with its methodology derived from the practices of designers, 

although it does borrow from a variety of disciplines such as psychology, systems thinking and business 

strategy, and is applied in areas beyond traditional design (SACO 2025a). 

For the purposes of this paper, policy is defined in the broad sense of public policy (Narain 2018), 

which encompasses for our purposes key aspects such as industrial, economic, cultural, and national 

design promotion. These categories are fluid and usually overlap. Indeed, given the increasing 

emphasis on the creative economy in recent years, and the impact of the digitalisation of national and 

global economic activity, cultural policy is increasingly drawn into the ambit of industrial policy (SACO 

2025b). Historically and increasingly nowadays, national design promotion is increasingly integrated 

with industrial and economic policies to propel innovation, competitiveness, and economic growth 

(BIS 2010). And with a variety of developing industrial economies actively incorporating design into 

key aspects of their economic development strategies, design can also be linked with development 

policy. This field of policy encapsulates the range of political, economic and social measures deployed 

to enhance living conditions in developing countries (Woolcock, Szreter & Rao 2010). 

Given the assumed role of the design sector in driving competitiveness, innovation and economic 

growth, design education at tertiary levels should ensure that students are aware of the question and 

dynamics of policy and policymaking and the articulation of the design economy with such processes. 

The question of policy is inter-disciplinary in nature as can be evidenced inter alia by the growth of the 

field of Policy Studies in the 1980s and 1990s, and which amalgamated knowledge from diverse 
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disciplines like political science, sociology, economics and law to address complex societal problems 

and the dynamics of the policy process and policy making (Das & Mandal 2020). 

Cultural and design policy and national design promotion 

Historical foundations and policy shifts since 1994 

Underpinned by the 1996 White Paper on Arts and Culture (DACST 1996) the then national 

Department of Arts, Culture, Science and Technology (DACST 1996) formally began the process of 

democratising and integrating arts and culture into national growth initiatives. Overlapping with the 

1996 GEAR strategy which aimed at combining fiscal responsibility with market-oriented reforms 

while decreasing state funding and more emphasis on partnerships with the private sector. South 

Africa was also quick to follow suit in the promotion of the cultural and creative economy by the 

United Kingdom and certain developed countries (DACST 1998a). In 1997 a Cultural Industries Growth 

Strategy was initiated, and an inter-departmental Cultural Industry Development Agency (CIDA) 

recommended. However, interventions in the emerging sector remained as were via an informal 

relationship between the national Department of Trade and Industries (DTI) and DACST. 

The focus of the national Department of Trade and Industries (DTI) and DCAST was mostly music, film, 

publishing and crafts but without much direct focus on design (DACST 1998b). The lack of recognition 

of design in industrial policy and strategic development continued through the 2000s. For example, 

the 2006 MAPP-SETA report identified design skill deficiencies in contract management, technology 

and marketing, yet failed to create necessary training or support programmes (SACO 2025a). During 

this time the design economy generally received sporadic interventions with no apparent unified 

investment or strategic execution (SACO 2025a). 

Evolving policy frameworks and missed opportunities 

The 2010s ushered in the Mzanzi Golden Economy (MGE) programme which was intended to provide 

more coordinated promotion of the creative economy by the Department of Arts and Culture and the 

realisation of the economic growth and employment targets of the National Growth Path (2011) and 

the National Development Plan (2012). In addition, the Revised White Paper on Arts, Culture, and 

Heritage (RWP) emerged from a long consultation and re-drafting process in 2018 to serve as an 

updated national cultural policy framework. However, the RWP did not sufficiently delineate the 

design economy and its contribution to the CCI sector or grasp the nettle with respect to industrial 

competitiveness (SACO 2025a). The joint production of the Creative and Cultural Industries (CCI) 

Masterplan was produced in 2022 by the Departments of Sport, Arts and Culture (DSAC) and Trade, 

Industry, and Competition (DTIC 2022; SACO 2025a). 

Lǘ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƴ ƳŀǎǘŜǊǇƭŀƴǎ ƻŦ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ 2019 Reimagined Industrial Strategy. While it 

included Design and Creative Services as one of six specified sectors by the UNESCO Framework for 

Cultural Statistics it does not come to terms with the complexities of the sector. In international terms 

the CCI masterplan does not highlight design as an industrial priority as in design savvy countries such 

as Finland, Denmark and South Korea (SACO 2025a; Choi & Hyun 2025; Danish Design Centre 2024). 

In South Africa, the continued absence of dedicated national design institutions and policy 

discontinuities would seem to have contributed to under-investment in the relevant sectors, the 

overlooking of industrial opportunities, and a hesitancy to use local talent (SACO 2025a). 
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Towards a coherent national design strategy 

DAC began work on a National Design Strategy framework in the early 2010s, with the starting point 

that design could enhance manufacturing and service sector competitiveness by driving national 

objectives including job creation and inclusive growth promotion (DAC 2015). An interim 2015 Design 

Strategy Report identified barriers to the growth of the design sector. The key recommendation was 

for the establishment of a national design council to push for design excellence, coordination of 

relevant educational programmes, and strengthening designer-industry relationships (DAC 2015; 

SACO 2025a). It was also emphasised that design in South Africa should be integral to business strategy 

and industrial competitiveness rather than a luxury or aesthetic addition (DAC 2015). 

The process was continued by a study commissioned in 2018 of select value chains in the sector The 

study pointed out that successful countries which utilise design achieve policy coherence through 

departmental collaboration, and embedding design as a core component of economic and industrial 

planning rather than a separate cultural activity (Letsema 2019, p. SACO 2025a). This exercise was 

followed by the efforts during 2023-24 of a working group of academics, practitioners and 

stakeholders to provide a framework for a national design promotion strategy. Although provisional 

work was done, the group proposed the appointment of consultants to complete the strategy 

document. 

The foregoing discussion reveals a significant divide between the South African policy institutions 

concerned with national design promotion and industrial production realities. The failure to 

systematically use design as a factor in pursuing industrial competitiveness stands in contrast to the 

East Asian economies which have attained manufacturing growth and innovation by deploying 

integrated design and industrial policies. There has been a disinclination to develop an historical 

understanding of the design sector and the CCI more generally, to inform better design policies. 

It is noted, too, that the design sector is somewhat tangentially aligned to the CCI sector. The fact that 

the management of the CCIs falls uneasily between the DTIC on the one hand, and DSAC on the other 

is not productive. The unheralded demise of the South African Design Institute between 2021-22 also 

hinders efforts at associational consolidation of the sector. 

There are some signs of an institutional recoupling of the design sector (including the design 

educational field) with national design promotion which includes the mooted establishment of a 

National Design Council (SACO 2025a). Of interest is the trend in certain advanced and high performing 

economies to incorporate the CCIs more directly into the ambit of industrial policy and associated 

incentives (Creative UK 2024). 

The mooted National Design Council (SACO 2025) is a promising step. The Council must play a catalytic 

role in developing the design sector. This would include facilitating the creation of innovative industry-

education platforms and programmes of a work-based nature and fostering cross-sector and 

international partnerships. South African design needs a unified approach which combines domestic 

design heritage with global best practice to link educational and practical design initiatives with a 

collaborative strategy that integrates design promotion within industrial and economic policy 

frameworks through defined institutional frameworks. 

History in policy: Trends and development 
Catherine Schenk (2021) observes that since the onset of the Great Financial Crisis in 2007 there has 

been renewed interest in using the past as a basis for policy responses in the present. In the United 

Kingdom, there are examples of formal use of history in the policymaking process. Firstly, the Foreign, 
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Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO) contracts a team of professional historians who 

advise Ministers, publish policy-relevant papers, and coordinate select historical research on FDCO 

strategic themes. The second method of using historical advice is via established academic units which 

are linked with state agencies. One such academic body widely used by the United Kingdom Cabinet 

hŦŦƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ΨIƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ tƻƭƛŎȅΩ (H&P) network of over 500 academic 

historians, established in 2002, by academics from Cambridge University and the University of London 

(H&P 20нрύΦ Iϧt Ψƛǎ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ǘƘŀǘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ Ŏŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƳŀƪƛƴƎΣ 

ƘŜƭǇƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀǾƻƛŘ ǊŜƛƴǾŜƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿƘŜŜƭ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǇŜŀǘƛƴƎ Ǉŀǎǘ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜǎΩ  (H&P 2025). 

Notwithstanding these developments there has been a decline of institutional memory in the United 

Kingdom civil service, due in part to faster turnovers of governments and ministerial staff (a process 

ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ ΨŎƘǳǊƴΩύΣ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ Ŏƻǎǘ ŎǳǘǘƛƴƎ 

(Sheldon 2022). Kumar notes the lack of appreciation of history in India in public policy compared to 

the United Kingdom ŀƴŘ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ΨŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǘƻ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴǎ ƛƴ ǇƻƭƛŎȅƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ 

are not as intŜƴǎŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜΩ (Kumar 2023). 

In the United States, in the academia-government nexus, there are signs of an increased recourse to 

history. For example, an increased interest in a new multi-disciplinary approach in which history plays 

a more central role, has been observed since the late 2010s (hΩbŜƛƭƭ 2017). 

Sheldon (2022) argues that good policymaking requires an array of evidence: including statistics, social 

studies, modelling and economics. It is crucial that history be part of this list. State institutions must 

have a sense of where they have come from, otherwise thŜȅ ŀǊŜ ΨŀŘǊƛŦǘΩΦ ²ƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŀ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ 

policy capacity, government will tend to reinvent the wheel and may embark on the duplication of 

previous projects (Sheldon 2022). 

The incorporation of new perspectives and methodologies has extended the epistemological 

boundaries of history as well as its potential appeal. For example, Cliometrics, a variant of historical 

research based on quantitative data and econometric techniques, enables policymakers to more 

systematically analyze historical information and evaluate past policy implementations (Diebolt & 

Haupert 2021). Also, the refinement in analyses of historical institutions has helped in the ongoing 

revival of conventional economic history (Calafat & Monnet 2017). Of relevance, too, are efforts to 

reset historical research through a re-engagement with the social sciences using methodologies and 

insights from economics, sociology, political science and psychology (Mintz 2024). 

Huppatz and Lees-Maffei (2012) view the history of design as Ψŀ is a catholic and interdisciplinary area 

ƻŦ ŜƴǉǳƛǊȅΩ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ΨǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ŀǊǘŜŦŀŎǘǎΣ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

the discourses surrounding these, in order to understand the past, contextualise the present, and map 

ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘǊŀƧŜŎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΩΦ  Lǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŘŜŀƭǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƛƳŜƭŜǎǎ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ 

design, and as Bradley (20мпύ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƻǳǘΣ ǘƘŜ ΨƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƭƛŦŜΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ Ψŀƭƭ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǳǎΣ Ƙƛding in 

Ǉƭŀƛƴ ǎƛƎƘǘΩΦ 

Teasley (2014) argues that design history is an important means for thinking about public policy, with 

its exponents seeking to understand material and visual evidence. Design historians are critically 

attuned to the politics and processes of making and manufacturing. Indeed, design history is closely 

linked to the development of industrial production (SACO 2025a). Teasley cites an evidence-based 

study of hers regarding the decline of the Japanese traditional furniture industry which provides for a 

more granular exploration of government policy regarding what worked, and the lessons learned 

(Teasley 2025). 
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Towards a Master of Design History 
This paper has considered the partial disconnect between CCI policy and the active promotion of the 

design economy in South Africa. It notes the divergence over time in the South African economy 

between the industrial and manufacturing sectors, and the design sector. This is in stark contrast to 

international good practice examples such as the East Asian high performing economies whose 

economic and industrial success has dovetailed by extensive and self-conscious embedding of design 

into the production fabric of the economies in question (Design Council 2010). 

Creative economy specialist, Sir George Cox, stressed the importance of new interdisciplinary 

programmes in the development of internationally competitive national CCI sectors: 

Giving every student likely to work in, or with, business a wider understanding would be a great step 

forward. However, I believe that there is an opportunity for some universities to go further, running 

ƳŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ programmes that bring together the different elements of creativity, technology and 

ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΧ I therefore recommend that centres of excellence be created that specialise in such multi-

disciplinary programmes encompassing both postgraduate teaching and research (Cox 2005). 

These issues suggest the need for developing stronger linkages between the HEIs and the relevant 

government departments linked to the design economy; building a history and policy capacity in the 

public sector; and looking to remedy the current under-provision of design history education in 

universities and related institutions. 

A broader but related issue concerns the need for HEIs in South Africa to focus more directly on 

education that benefits the national economy. A recent OECD report highlights the relatively low 

percentages of graduates in South Africa, and significant inadequacies in technical, vocational and 

training programmes (Jacobs 20нрύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ŘŜŜǇŜǊ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ 

education sector, the failure to align its programmes with the knowledge and skills required by the 

labour market.  This is compounded by a high proportion of graduates failing to find jobs in the 

economy. Among its policy suggestions, the OECD called for more teachers and university lecturers 

with real-world experience as well as the need for an increased recourse to internship to better equip 

and prepare students for the demands of the job market (OECD 2025). 

With these concerns in mind, a relevant, cost-effective and engaged interdisciplinary programme is 

suggested for the design sector and economy, namely a Master of Design History or a variant thereof. 

Such a programme it is argued will provide skills and job opportunities which will mutually reinforce 

the design economy and relevant state and private sector institutions at both national and sub-

national levels. Such a programme would draw on international best practice and supplemented 

accordingly to suit South African circumstances and requirements. Over time, it could be reinforced 

by further programmes such as one in Cultural and Creative Leadership. 

Select international best practice examples in masterΩs programmes in Design History 

In recent decades a variety of interdisciplinary masterΩs programmes encompassing the subject of 

design history have emerged. These are primarily centered in the United Kingdom and Northern 

America although a few variants have emerged in other advanced countries. 

The leading United Kingdom programmes include: (i) V&A/RCA MA History of Design which is offered 

by the Royal College of Art in partnership with the V&A Museum; (ii) MSt in the History of Design 

ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ōȅ hȄŦƻǊŘ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩǎ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ /ƻƴǘƛƴǳƛƴƎ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΤ (ƛƛƛύ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ .ǊƛƎƘǘƻƴΩǎ a! 

in History of Design and Material Culture. Kingston University (greater London) presents the United 

KingdomΩǎ ƻƴƭȅ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘ a! ƛƴ !Ǌǘ ŀƴŘ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ IƛǎǘƻǊȅΦ ¢ƘŜ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜ ƻŦ !Ǌǘ ŀƴŘ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ ƛƴ 
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5ǳōƭƛƴ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ƴŜǿƭȅ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ a! ƛƴ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ aŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ /ǳƭǘǳǊŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ Ψŀ ǇƛƻƴŜŜǊƛƴƎ 

course that examines the history of design and material culture from the eighteenth century through 

ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŘŀȅΩ (NCAD 2025). There is a particular emphasis on historical and applied historical 

ƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ΨŘŜŜǇ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǿƛŘŜ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ 

including object analysis, archival research, ethnographic method, oral history and philosophical 

ŜƴǉǳƛǊȅΩ (NCAD 2025). 

DƻƭŘǎƳƛǘƘΩǎ (University of London) prestigious College of the Arts and Applied Arts, while not formally 

including an MA in Design History in their suite of design-oriented programmes, do offer a Design 

Pathway in their interdisciplinary MA Creative and Cultural Entrepreneurship. And Loughborough 

¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ a!κa{Ŏ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ LƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎŜŜƪǎ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ŀ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƳƛƴŘǎŜǘ ŀƴŘ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ Ψǘƻ ƛƴǎǘƛƭƭ 

positive change in and across organisaǘƛƻƴǎΩ ǘƻ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛƻ-cultural challenges 

(Lboro 2025). FuǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ ƭƻƻƪǎ ǘƻ ŎŀǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƘƛƎƘ ŘŜƳŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƛǎǘǎ ΨǿƛǘƘ ŀ 

ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ŘŜƛƎƴ ƳƛƴŘǎŜǘΣ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ Ǌƻōǳǎǘ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΩ (Lboro 2025). 

The programmes in the United States dealing with Design History have seemingly more focused 

aspects given the expanded range of curatorial opportunities in museums, art galleries, and related 

institutions in the country.  NewSchool (New York), for example, offers an MA programme in History 

of Design and Curatorial Studies. The Pratt School of Liberal Arts lists a well-regarded MA in Art and 

5ŜǎƛƎƴ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ΨǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ ŀǊǘΣ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀƴŘ ŎǳǊŀǘƻǊƛŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ Ǝƭƻōal 

ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜΩ ŀƴŘ ƭƻƻƪǎ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ŀƴŘ ƘƻƴŜ ΨŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭΣ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΩ (Pratt 2025). 

There is also an MA in Decorative Arts, Design History and Material Culture offered by the Bard 

Graduate Centre, New York (De Zeen 2024). 

IŀǊǾŀǊŘ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩǎ {ŎƘƻƻƭ ƻŦ 5ŜǎƛƎƴ Ƙƻǎǘǎ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŀǊȅ a! ƻƴ ǘƘŜ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ tƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅ ƻŦ 

5ŜǎƛƎƴ ŀƴŘ aŜŘƛŀΣ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ Ψŀ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜǎ ƻŦ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜΣ ǳǊōŀƴƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ 

landscape architecture, and their aligned aesthetic, ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŀǘƛŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΩ (BAM 2025). 

This emphasis on the built environment allows subsequent specialisation in doctoral research 

pathways in the relevant fields. Outside the United States, in Canada, the University of Alberta has a 

reputable MA of Art, Design and Visual Culture on its prospectus (IDP 2025). Australia does not offer 

a specific Master of Design History, but the University of Technology in Sydney has established a 

Ψ5ŜǎƛƎƴҌIƛǎǘƻǊȅ DǊƻǳǇ ŀƴŘ wŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ bƻŘŜΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΣ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ Ǿƛŀ 

research degrees at master and doctoral levels. 

The coursework masterΩs programmes discussed above are essentially interdisciplinary, and 

candidates are selected from a variety of backgrounds with formal training in design. Academic 

requirements are generally high with some variance according to the international rating and prestige 

of the HEI institution in question.  The Brighton University programme has a form of RPL option for 

ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜǎ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘƛƴƎ ΨǎǳƛǘŀōƭŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΩ (University of Brighton 2025). Some 

programmes such as the Oxford University programme are offered only on a two-year part-time basis. 

Some universities offer their masterΩs programmes on both a full- and part-time basis. The 

development of a suite of interdisciplinary and interpretative skills central to understanding the 

history of design, and the historical process, is a central aim of the programmes. There is also a 

substantive grounding in the techniques and materials used in creating objects. 

Future career paths include a diversity of options within and outside of the formal design sector and 

encompassing the public, private and third sectors. For instance, the Oxford University programmes 

ŎŀǊŜŜǊ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎ ΨƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ŘƻŎǘƻǊŀƭ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΣ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ industries, museum curatorship, the art 

ƳŀǊƪŜǘΣ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŀǊǘǎ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎΩ (Conted 2025). In several of the cases, such the National College 
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of Arts and Design (Dublin), provision has been made for students to gain relevant work experience 

(NCAD 20нрύΦ Lƴ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎŀǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ I9LΩǎ ƻŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ ƘŀǾŜ ōǳƛƭǘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎ 

with external partners including renowned museums, art galleries and other agencies in the applied 

arts and design fields (e.g. NCAD 2025; Oxford 2025). 

Several of the leading overseas masterΩs programmes in Design History offer a core module on the 

history of design and material culture. Certain of the masterΩs programmes in question include the 

ǘŜǊƳ ΨƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōǊŀƴŘ ƴŀƳŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊŜ ƳƻŘǳƭŜǎ 

covering the history of design usually have an international rather than a national focus, although 

there are differences in the period covered -- with the starting dates varying from the 14th century 

through to the mid-19th century. Although policy issues and processes are dealt with by most 

programmes, such as the RCA/V&A programme module on History as Public Practice (RCA 2025), there 

is scope for a formal systematic treatment of this aspect. This aspect could be dealt with through an 

offering on the policy dimension in the relevant South African curriculum development of a Master of 

Design History. 

The relevant United Kingdom masterΩs programmes in Design History, and variants thereof, provide 

the most useful reference point for the development of a South African version of such a programme. 

Historically United Kingdom coursework masterΩs programmes appear to have been the most 

influential regarding disciplinary and interdisciplinary postgraduate programme construction in the 

arts, humanities and social sciences in South Africa, particularly those focusing on Development 

Studies (Haines 2003). 

Developing a bespoke Design History masterΩs programme in South Africa 

The foregoing analysis has noted the scarcity of design history courses in South African HEIs. This is 

accompanied by a loss of institutional memory and underuse of policy history in the public 

management of the CCI sector in the country. Of particular concern is the seemingly tangential 

relationship and partial disconnect in policy productions and articulation between the design sector 

and economy and the CCIs. There is also a disjunction between the design sector and its incorporation 

into the thinking and practice of industrial policy ς in real contrast to international best practice as 

exemplified in the East Asian economies. 

The relative lack of recourse to policy history in functional industrial and economic policy in South 

Africa is proving problematic and does not align sufficiently with international best practice. Pilot 

projects which provide developmental reflexivity are necessary, including or especially in the design 

sector. Our recommendation, borne out by new policy-relevant research, is for the establishment of 

a bespoke Master of Design History which acknowledges and contributes to a history-and-policy 

vacuum in the South African design sector and in the industrial and national economy more generally. 

There is scope and precedent for a cost effective, innovative and collaborative programme which 

would draw on national practice and take cognizance of new trends in public-sector funding of 

interventions in the creative economy. Such a suggested initiative also draws from acknowledged 

good practice in postgraduate programme development in the arts and social and economic sciences 

in recent decades at Nelson Mandela University (previously the University of Port Elizabeth). In 

addition, from a formal external funding angle, the establishment of the Plattner d-School at UCT is 

also of relevance here. 

During the late 1990s and early 2000s a set of innovative postgraduate programme and associated 

institutional development were implemented at the then UPE. These were motived in part by the 
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ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨōǊƻƪŜǊ ŀǎǎŜƳōƭȅΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻƴ ƭŜŀƴ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ (Haines 

2003). In more recent years there has been a discursive shift with the broker management of networks 

(Obstfeld 2017). 

Applied to higher education the approach entailed a small core team supplemented with intra- and 

inter-university colleagues and other sector partners. For larger and more ambitious programmes the 

small core team (the broker) also drew in highly rated external and short-term contractual lecturers 

and experts (including a range of international academics). The programmes ranged from an Honours 

in Journalism and Media Studies which was formed in 1998 as a postgraduate offering of the 

Department of Sociology of UPE and the Port Elizabeth Technikon. There were also a range of 

interdisciplinary programmes established in the late 1990s including Master of Development Studies 

and Conflict Management. In addition to academics drawn from select departments of the university, 

academics from select national and international universities were appointed to present certain 

modules or parts thereof (Haines 2003). In addition, several business and political experts and 

practitioners were also involved in presenting on the programmes. All coursework programmes were 

run on a block release basis which allowed a wider field from which to select the candidates (Haines 

2003). 

It is recommended that a university-led consortium using an inter-agency and broker assembly 

approach be deployed in developing and implementing a new masterΩs programme on Design History. 

Such a consortium would involve the national departments of Sports, Arts and Culture, and Trade and 

Industries. As part of the process, partnering with one or more of the internationally oriented 

universities offering such a programme would make good sense. Such an initiative would be likely be 

supported by the appropriate cultural diplomacy institution, such as the British Council. With new 

public sector models of funding the creative economy stressing new and expanded private and public 

partnerships with internal and external agencies and actors and more recourse to concessional 

funding (SACO 2025b) the development costs of the venture should be covered. There would also be 

possible DSAC and DTIC funding, and options for SETA support, in addition to longer-term formal DHET 

subsidies. 

The establishment of an MA Programme in Design History would add real value to the design sector 

and its relationships with national state bodies and the private sector. For one, an MA programme 

would help build a history+policy capacity in the design sector and contribute to such understanding 

in relevant government departments and divisions. Secondly, a historical understanding of the design 

economy in South Africa would help in the growth and development of the sector and its international 

standing. Thirdly, the programme will add value to the design economy, strengthening the relationship 

between the HEI design education structures and other key national stakeholders. 

Conclusion 
This paper underlines the need for substantive courses in design history in design education syllabi at 

both undergraduate and postgraduate levels in South Africa. The current situation indicates a seeming 

failure to appreciate the contribution of history and historical analysis in policymaking in the country, 

which impacts on the management of industrial and economic production. There is a concerning 

disconnect between policy makers and tertiary institutions in the country in fields such as design. Such 

an undervaluing of history and its uses has also impoverished the design sector and its institutional 

memory. 
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This relative neglect in South Africa of the historical and policy aspects of design, national design 

promotion and industrial competitiveness, runs counter to the polices and uses of design in advanced 

and higher performing economies globally. Furthermore, it is shown that such countries have 

integrated their design education and training institutions and interventions more wholeheartedly 

with design promotion and the associated industrial and economic development processes. The study 

highlighted certain promising trends in the invocation and institutionalisation of history in policy 

circles and policymaking in certain countries. Thereafter strategic examples of the growing number of 

ƳŀǎǘŜǊΩǎΩ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǿƻǊƪ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜǎ, predominantly in the United Kingdom and the United States, have 

been considered and select lessons noted. 

Taking due cognizance of the aims, objectives and content of the overseas ƳŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ coursework 

History of Design programme, the approach to the development of a bespoke South African 

programme is outlined taking heed of relevant recommendations in a recent DSAC report on the 

mooted establishment of a National Design Council in South Africa. The curriculum should incorporate 

international trends in terms of the composition of such degrees; inculcate a historical and 

contemporary understanding of the multi-faceted nature of design and the design disciplines but also 

allow for the students to work directly with the relevant state departments and experience select 

work placements allowing more real-world history+policy interaction. 

Institutionally, the recommendations are that programme is offered on a hybrid and inter-institutional 

university partnership, using a broker assembly model for smart and cost-effective utilisation of 

national and international academics, and specialists. Furthermore, to widen the range of would-be 

candidates that programme should be run on a part-time basis. Potential funding models on a PPP 

basis, and the invocation of smart partnerships of a national and international nature are also raised 

in the study. 
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Small, local, open, connected: Cosmopolitan localism as a 
framework for sustainable fashion design 

Siviwe Jack, Cape Peninsula University of Technology 

Abstract  
This paper explores how the principles of Cosmopolitan Localism, specifically the Small, Local, Open, and 

Connected (SLOC) framework, can be operationalised within sustainability-focused fashion design 

education. Drawing on a practice-based, qualitative research study conducted within an undergraduate 

fashion design programme at a South African university, the paper analyses a pedagogical intervention 

aligned with the global Fashion Revolution movement. The intervention included a three-week experiential 

learning module, the Fashion Revolution Designathon, and a campus-wide clothing swap event to embed 

ethical awareness, material circularity, and critical design thinking into the student learning experience. 

Rooted in the theoretical frameworks of transition design and post-growth sustainability discourse, 

Cosmopolitan Localism offers an alternative to globalised, extractive fashion systems by promoting 

small-scale, community-rooted innovation that remains open to global knowledge and networks. 

Through the SLOC lens, this project facilitated human-scaled, collaborative learning (Small), localised 

material engagement and cultural referencing (Local), open process documentation and public 

storytelling (Open), and alignment with international sustainability movements such as Fashion 

Revolution (Connected). The study draws from various qualitative data sources, including student 

reflections, visual artefacts, process journals, and lecturer observations. Findings indicate that 

students developed technical and conceptual competencies in sustainable design and demonstrated 

ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴΩǎ ǎƻŎƛƻ-environmental impacts. By engaging in 

hands-on upcycling, cross-disciplinary collaboration, and public-facing presentation, students could 

situate their design practice within broader systemic conversations around justice, responsibility, and 

the future of fashion. This paper contributes to the field of design education by providing a replicable 

model for integrating SLOC principles into the curriculum through real-world, socially engaged 

projects. It also responds to the ά5ŜǎƛƎƴ ƻŦ {ƻŎƛŀƭ /ƘŀƴƎŜέ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜƳŜ by demonstrating how 

fashion education can be a powerful site for activism, ethical transformation, and community 

resilience. Ultimately, the research argues that embedding Cosmopolitan Localism into fashion 

pedagogy offers a meaningful pathway for cultivating the next generation of socially conscious, locally 

grounded, and globally connected designers. 

Keywords: Cosmopolitan localism, SLOC, fashion education, sustainability, fashion revolution, 

pedagogy, experiential learning 

Introduction 
The fashion industry is increasingly under scrutiny for its environmental and social impacts. (Niinimäki et al. 

2020). In response, educators are challenged to cultivate pedagogies that raise awareness and equip 
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students with tools for sustainable change. The global fashion industry is at a crossroads, with rising 

pressure to reconcile creativity and sustainability (Thomas 2020). In an era of climatic crises, ethical 

imperatives, and altering consumer values, fashion design must move beyond fast fashion models and 

towards more sustainable processes, incorporating global awareness and local rootedness (5ŀǳƪŀƴǘƛŜƴŤ 

2023).  Cosmopolitan Localism, defined by its core principles of Small, Local, Open, and Connected (SLOC), 

provides a framework for the long-term integration of global trends with local culture, production 

methods, and social values (Manzini 2011). Cosmopolitan Localism, particularly through the SLOC model, 

offers a framework to balance global responsibility with local action. This paper investigates how these 

principles can be enacted within fashion education, using a Fashion Revolution campaign as a pedagogical 

intervention. This paper is guided by the research question: How can the principles of SLOC (Small, Local, 

Open, Connected) be operationalised in sustainability-focused fashion design education through 

experiential projects such as Fashion Revolution campaigns? 

Theoretical framework: Cosmopolitan localism and SLOC 
Ezio Manzini's concept of Cosmopolitan Localism presents a compelling framework for rethinking 

sustainability in both design practice and education. It promotes a deliberate shift from centralised, 

globalised mass production systems toward decentralised, human-scaled, and community-rooted practices 

that remain connected to global networks (Manzini 2011). Cosmopolitan Localism is not a rejection of 

global interdependence but a reconfiguration that privileges local diversity, participation, and self-reliance 

while embracing open knowledge exchange, technological innovation, and trans local solidarity. 

This framework emerges from broader discourses in sustainable development, particularly as a 

counter-narrative to globalisation's homogenising and often extractive logics (Assibey, Chisin & Cronje 

2019). It is closely aligned with principles from transition design, post-growth theory, and degrowth 

economics, all of which argue that true sustainability requires a systemic transformation of how we 

live, produce, and educate. In this sense, Cosmopolitan Localism is not only an ecological imperative 

but also a socio-cultural and pedagogical one, calling for design approaches that are ecologically 

regenerative, socially inclusive, and contextually grounded. 

aŀƴȊƛƴƛΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƻŦ {[h/ ς Small, Local, Open, Connected ς distils the operational principles of 

/ƻǎƳƻǇƻƭƛǘŀƴ [ƻŎŀƭƛǎƳ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀƴŘ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪΦ ά{Ƴŀƭƭέ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜǎ 

manageable, human-scaled systems and nimble, responsive, and often informal interventionsΦ ά[ƻŎŀƭέ 

refers to valorising place-ōŀǎŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΣ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΦ άhǇŜƴέ 

highlights the importance of transparency, accessibility, and knowledge-sharing, encouraging 

collaboration and democratic participation. LastlyΣ ά/ƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘέ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŜǎ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ ŀƴŘ 

exchange across borders, ensuring local actions contribute to global resilience and shared learning. 

In the context of fashion design education, SLOC provides a valuable pedagogical lens through which 

students can engage with sustainability not as a fixed module or add-on, but as a systemic, situated 

practice. It reframes sustainability from a compliance-based objective to a design opportunity 

grounded in ethics, identity, and community (Bhamra & Hernandez 2021). This approach is particularly 

relevant for educational institutions in the Global South, where fashion design is often interwoven 

with inequality, cultural appropriation, resource limitation, and environmental degradation. By 

integrating SLOC principles into the curriculum, educators can foster a generation of designers who 

are both critical thinkers and compassionate practitioners, attuned to the complexities of the global 

fashion system and empowered to act locally to create positive change (Zeng 2020). 

The SLOC framework emphasises: 
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¶ Small: Focusing on manageable, human-scale systems that are adaptable and resilient. 

¶ Local: Prioritising place-based knowledge, materials, and traditions to foster cultural and 

ecological sustainability. 

¶ Open: Encouraging transparency, knowledge sharing, and innovation through open-source 

practices. 

¶ Connected: Linking local initiatives to global systems to ensure mutual learning, collaboration, and 

shared sustainability goals. 

In the context of fashion design, these principles suggest a pathway towards sustainable production that 

respects cultural identities, reduces environmental impact, and creates networks of shared value across 

borders. As applied to sustainable fashion, cosmopolitan localism represents a synthesis of global 

perspectives and local identities (Darku & Akpan 2020). While cosmopolitanism often evokes notions of 

universality and interconnectedness, cosmopolitan localism underscores the importance of preserving and 

promoting regional cultural diversity (Kossoff 2019). This framework posits that sustainable fashion should 

address global environmental and social challenges, and respect and celebrate local cultural traditions 

(aŀƴȊƛƴƛ ϧ aΩwƛǘƘŀŀ 2016). By combining a global outlook with a strong attachment to a particular place 

or community, Cosmopolitan Localism seeks to foster a sense of belonging to both a global community and 

a unique local context (Manzini 2010). 

Cosmopolitan Localism is defined as this symbiotic relationship between different scales of everyday 

life, from local to global, which would combine two long-standing and distinct traditions ς

cosmopolitanism and localismς and serve as the foundation for a new type of social, cultural, political, 

and economic settlement (Moorhouse et al. 2017).  The term Cosmopolitan Localism was first coined 

by Sachs (1999) in the 19флǎΣ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƻ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ŜŎƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŎŀǘŀǎǘǊƻǇƘŜ ōǳǘ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ άŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 

ŜǾŀǇƻǊŀǘƛƻƴέ (Sachs 1999). Globalisation causes the loss of many ways of being human in the world. 

This concept is emerging from local communities and is the key focus of this study in a fashion context. 

Methodology 
A qualitative, practice-based research approach was adopted for this study, grounded in the principles of 

reflective pedagogy and action research. This methodological choice was informed by the aim to explore 

how the theoretical framework of Cosmopolitan Localism, particularly the SLOC model, could be translated 

into tangible educational experiences within sustainable fashion design education. The study was 

ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΩǎ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ ŀƴŘ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎƛŎŀƭ 

intervention structured around Fashion Revolution Week 2025. 

The central component of the research was an experiential, curriculum-integrated project titled the 

Fashion Revolution Designathon and Fashion Show, facilitated over 4 days with first- and second-year 

fashion design students. The intervention comprised multiple phases: conceptual research, 

collaborative design, garment production using upcycled materials, and public presentation through 

a fashion show and a campus-wide clothing swap. The initiative was co-designed by academic staff to 

simulate real-world design and sustainability challenges, encouraging students to investigate, ideate, 

and act upon ethical fashion concerns. In doing so, the project aligned with the global mission of the 

Fashion Revolution movement and provided a real-world testing ground for the SLOC principles within 

fashion education. 

Data collection was multi-modal and included reflective observations by the lecturer-researcher, 

visual documentation of garments and presentations, student artefacts (such as lookbooks, mood 

boards, and process journals), student reflections, and informal post-project feedback sessions. 

Observations focused on student engagement, group dynamics, decision-making, and evidence of 
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critical thinking. Artefacts provided insights into how students interpreted and applied sustainability 

concepts, and the final outputs, garments and presentations, served as material evidence of learning. 

The clothing swap event, open to the entire institution and publicised through the internal newsletter, 

further contributed data on community engagement and institutional culture around sustainability. 

In keeping with the qualitative, interpretivist paradigm, data were analysed thematically, notably how 

students' actions and outputs demonstrated the operationalisation of SLOC principles. The project 

thus served as both a teaching strategy and a research site, allowing for an in-depth examination of 

how sustainability education can be embodied through collaborative, creative, and context-sensitive 

learning. The findings emerging from this approach offer insight into curriculum design and broader 

questions of how fashion education can foster ethical, situated, and future-oriented designers. 

Case study: Fashion revolution campaign in fashion design education 

Project overview 

The campaign invited second-year fashion design students to participate in the global "Who Made My 

Clothes?" movement. Students created their supply chains of garments, interviewed each other as local 

garment workers and tailors, and created digital and physical storytelling artefacts. They also attended 

workshops and talks on sustainability from industry experts and guest lecturers to better understand 

sustainability in fashion. They presented their findings through exhibitions, social media campaigns, and 

interactive class discussions. 

This study employed a practice-based, experiential learning methodology in a South African 

university's undergraduate fashion design curriculumΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƻŎŀƭ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ άCŀǎƘƛƻƴ wŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ 

Fashion Show DesignathonέΣ held from 22 to 25 April 2025, involving first- and second-year students. 

The project functioned as a pedagogical intervention aligned with the global Fashion Revolution 

movement and its sustainability, transparency, and ethical production values. Students participated 

in a time-bound, intensive design challenge that required them to conceptualise, develop, and present 

upcycled fashion looks. By grounding the learning experience in real-world fashion activism, the 

project allowed for applying design theory to pressing social and environmental issues. 

Collaborative experiential learning 

Students were organised into collaborative groups of five, fostering peer learning, creative dialogue, and 

teamwork. Each group was tasked with producing two commercially viable garments using only upcycled 

materials, such as second-hand clothes, textile offcuts, and discarded fabrics. This requirement 

ŦƻǊŜƎǊƻǳƴŘŜŘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴǘǎ ŀǎ ŀ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅΣ ŀƭƛƎƴƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ {[h/ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ ƻŦ ά{Ƴŀƭƭέ ōȅ 

encouraging intimate, manageable group sizes and scaled-Řƻǿƴ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ά[ƻŎŀƭέ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ 

emphasised by sourcing materials from local contexts and referencing South African designers known for 

their sustainable and upcycled practices. By engaging in group ideation, hands-on garment construction, 

and iterative feedback sessions with lecturers, students navigated complex design problems in a 

supportive, reflective environment. 

Open process and transparent communication 

The openness of the project was embedded in both process and presentation. Each group documented 

their design journey, from initial sketches and mood boards to sourcing challenges and construction 

experiments. These artefacts were assembled into presentation boards and digital lookbooks, shared 

during the final showcase and on social media platforms. Students articulated their design rationales in 

short descriptive statements and verbal presentations to a judging panel, which included faculty and 
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ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘǊŀƴǎǇŀǊŜƴŎȅ ƳƛǊǊƻǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ CŀǎƘƛƻƴ wŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŜǘƘƻǎ ƻŦ ά²Ƙƻ aŀŘŜ aȅ 

/ƭƻǘƘŜǎΚέ ōȅ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ǘƘŜ ƭŀōƻǳǊΣ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ŜƳōŜŘŘŜŘ ƛƴ ŜŀŎƘ ƎŀǊƳŜƴǘΦ Lǘ ŀƭǎƻ 

allowed for peer and public engagement with the stǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎΣ ŦǳƭŦƛƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άhǇŜƴέ 

ŀƴŘ ά/ƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘέ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {[h/ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪΦ 

Real-world engagement and reflection 

The final presentations were not only academic assessments, but also public-facing exhibitions aligned with 

Fashion Revolution Week. Garments were modelled, styled, and evaluated based on creativity, market 

relevance, artisanry, and ethical storytelling. Through this, students gained first-hand experience 

communicating design values to diverse audiences, echoing the global-local dynamic central to 

Cosmopolitan Localism. The project culminated in reflective discussions that encouraged students to 

critically assess their assumptions about fashion production, sustainability, and the designer's role as an 

agent of change. These reflections were vital in reinforcing the integration of theory and practice, thereby 

supporting the research aim of understanding how the principles of SLOC can be operationalised in a 

sustainability-focused fashion education. 

Institution-wide clothing swap: Community engagement and systems awareness 

Complementing the designathon, a clothing swap event was organised as part of Fashion Revolution Week, 

expanding the pedagogical reach of the project beyond the Fashion Department. An open invitation was 

ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ Ǿƛŀ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ƴŜǿǎƭŜǘǘŜǊΣ ǿŜƭŎƻƳƛƴƎ ŀƭƭ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀŦŦ ǘƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜΦ ¢ƘŜ 

swap occurred in a central campus space, and individuals were invited to bring gently used garments to 

exchange for others. This facilitated a participatory system of circular fashion that foregrounded the value 

of reuse over consumption. Students assisted in organising the event ς curating items, managing logistics, 

and documenting the experience, providing them with expertise in community mobilisation and event 

coordination. The swap embodied {[h/ϥǎ άhǇŜƴέ ŀƴŘ ά/ƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘέ ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴǎ by inviting cross-

disciplinary and institutional collaboration while creating awareness of sustainable practices in a real, 

accessible, and inclusive format. It ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ά[ƻŎŀƭέ ŀƴŘ ά{Ƴŀƭƭέ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ōȅ ŦƻŎǳǎƛƴƎ ƻƴ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ 

campus-scale interventions that contributed meaningfully to global sustainability goals. The event 

challenged traditional consumption patterns and fostered dialogue around personal responsibility, 

consumer behaviour, and the broader socio-cultural systems in which fashion operates. 

Operationalising SLOC 

The Fashion Revolution project provided a rich context for translating the abstract principles of 

Cosmopolitan Localism into tangible pedagogical strategies. The SLOC framework ς Small, Local, Open, and 

Connected- was a conceptual lens and a practical design for structuring learning, collaboration, and 

community impact. Each principle was embedded into the initiative's design, delivery, and outcomes, 

illustrating how sustainability education in fashion can be grounded in real-world, value-driven practice. 

Small:  focusing on manageable, human-scale systems that are adaptable and resilient 

The project was deliberately structured around small group work, with teams of five students tasked with 

producing two garments. This scale promoted focused collaboration, peer learning, and individual 

accountability. Students could develop meaningful, creative relationships, resolve design challenges 

ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ƻƴ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¢ƘŜ άǎƳŀƭƭέ ǎŎŀƭŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀƎƛƭŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ-making 

and experimentation, which are often lost in large, bureaucratic curriculum models. The limited timeframe 

of the designathon further intensified the experience, encouraging decisive action and iterative problem-

solving skills essential to sustainable practice in the fast-paced fashion industry. EssentiallyΣ άǎƳŀƭƭέ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ 

a safe, intimate laboratory for ethical, reflective design. 
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Local: Prioritising place-based knowledge, materials, and traditions to foster cultural and ecological 
sustainability 

¢ƘŜ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ ƻŦ άƭƻŎŀƭέ ǿŀǎ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ǎƻǳǊŎƛƴƎΣ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊ 

engagement. Students were required to upcycle used clothing and textile waste, often sourcing these 

materials from local donations, second-hand shops, or their wardrobes. This embedded the concept of 

circularity into the material base of their work and prompted critical engagement with waste streams in 

their immediate environment. Further, students were encouraged to research South African designers and 

upcycling initiatives, enabling them to situate their design concepts within local fashion narratives and 

aesthetics. The inclusion of the campus-wide clothing swap further deepened this connection by inviting 

the broader institutional community to participate in sustainable fashion practices. These localised 

interventions helped students see sustainability not as a distant ideal but as a tangible practice embedded 

in their communities, identities, and material culture. 

Open: Encouraging transparency, knowledge sharing, and innovation through open-source practices 

The openness of the project was manifested in both process and communication. Students documented 

their journey through mood boards, swatch collections, lookbooks, and process notes. These were shared 

during the final exhibition and, in some cases, published on social media platforms, inviting feedback and 

public engagement. Classroom discussions and peer critiques further nurtured a culture of openness and 

constructive dialogue. The judging panel, composed of lecturers and industry guests, encouraged students 

to articulate their design processes and ethical considerations clearly and confidently. Additionally, the 

clothing swap was an open forum where students and staff from various disciplines could interact and learn 

informally about sustainable fashion practices. This digital and physical openness mirrored the 

transparency championed by the global Fashion Revolution movement and helped foster a participatory 

learning environment rooted in accountability and shared growth. 

Connected: Linking local initiatives to global systems to ensure mutual learning, collaboration, and 
shared sustainability goals 

While the project was rooted in local materials and contexts, its connections were inherently global. The 

timing and theme aligned with the international Fashion Revolution Week, situating student efforts within 

a broader advocacy, critique, and ethical transformation movement. Students explored global supply 

chains, investigated the social and environmental impacts of fashion systems, and positioned their work 

within conversations around decolonisation, slow fashion, and social justice. Digital platforms allowed 

students to share their projects beyond the classroom, connecting them to online audiences, alums, and 

practitioners working toward similar goals. The άConnectedέ SLOC principle was thus operationalised as a 

two-way flow: global frameworks informed local practice, and local outputs contributed to global 

discourse. This interconnectedness helped students understand themselves as emerging designers and 

participants in a shared global responsibility for sustainable futures. 

Longitudinal data on the lasting impact of these interventions 

To enhance the case for curricular transformation and scalability, a longitudinal data study should be 

launched to monitor the long-term impact of the SLOC interventions.  Follow-up data should be collected 

from students after graduation, perhaps at one-year and three-year intervals, to assess the project's long-

term impact on their career choices, ethical design practices, and professional engagement with 

sustainability principles, for example, preference for circular design, use of local sourcing, or advocacy for 

transparency.  By demonstrating that the SLOC framework leads to long-term behavioural change rather 

than being a one-time academic exercise, the study would provide strong evidence of the curriculum 

model's effectiveness, justifying its wider adoption and scaling across design disciplines and institutions. 
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Implementing the SLOC framework, Small, Local, Open, and Connected, made the Fashion Revolution 

project more than just an academic exercise; it became a comprehensive paradigm for value-driven 

curriculum development in sustainability education. The effort gave students a thorough and practical 

understanding of cosmopolitan localism by regularly incorporating these ideas into the project's 

designathon structure, material sourcing, knowledge sharing, and global alignment. The framework 

effectively served as a strong, scalable, and adaptable pedagogical blueprint, demonstrating how 

ethical and reflective design practices can be realistically integrated into fashion education to prepare 

future designers for responsible professional engagement in an ever-changing world. 

Discussion 
The project demonstrated that experiential learning grounded in the principles of Cosmopolitan Localism 

can significantly deepen students' critical engagement with sustainability. By embedding the SLOC 

framework into the structure of the Fashion Revolution campaign and related activities, students could 

move beyond abstract understandings of ethical fashion into practical, embodied, and reflective learning 

experiences. Unlike conventional classroom lectures on environmental impact or ethical supply chains, 

which can often remain theoretical, the hands-on nature of the designathon and clothing swap allowed 

students to directly confront real-world sustainability issues through a localised, creative lens. 

Students were consistently challenged to make ethical design decisions based on available materials, 

time constraints, and peer collaboration. Working within the parameters of upcycling and limited 

resources, they had to critically assess their consumption habits, aesthetic assumptions, and the socio-

economic implications of their choices. This required a shift in thinking: from linear to circular models, 

from individual authorship to collective creation, and from globalised fashion ideals to context-specific 

design solutions. {[h/ϥǎ άǎƳŀƭƭέ ŀƴŘ άƭƻŎŀƭέ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘƭȅ ŦƻǎǘŜǊŜŘ this shift, as students 

experienced firsthand the value of designing within constraints and for their immediate communities. 

¢ƘŜ άƻǇŜƴέ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ, encouraging documentation, public sharing, and group reflection, 

was instrumental in fostering transparency, creativity, and peer-to-peer learning. Students became 

active participants in a shared learning ecology, exchanging techniques, offering feedback, and 

articulating the narratives behind their designs. This openness increased their confidence and enabled 

them to view sustainable fashion as a dialogic process rather than a fixed outcome. Visual storytelling, 

social media, and verbal presentations helped students internalise the importance of communicating 

sustainability values in accessible and impactful ways. 

The global connection by aligning the project with Fashion Revolution Week brought a sense of 

purpose and solidarity to the learning experience. Students recognised their work was part of a 

broader, international conversation on fashion activism and responsible design. This alignment 

bridged the gap between local action and global citizenship, reinforcing the SLOC principle of 

άŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘƴŜǎǎέΦ Lǘ ŀƭǎƻ ǾŀƭƛŘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎΣ ƘŜƭǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ǎƛǘǳŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ 

meaningful movement and motivating them to consider their potential roles as future change agents 

in the industry. The project highlighted how experiential, SLOC-informed learning can cultivate 

technical competencies in sustainable design, critical consciousness, ethical sensitivity, and systemic 

thinking. These are essential qualities for a new generation of fashion designers equipped to challenge 

and reimagine the current fashion paradigm. 

While the SLOC framework proved highly effective, its implementation was not without significant 

logistical and resource-based challenges. The "Local" principle, which relied heavily on upcycled and 

donated materials, introduced inherent unpredictability in material quality, quantity, and variety. This 
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required students to spend significant time obtaining and preparing materials, which could lead to 

dissatisfaction and take attention away from key design responsibilities.  Furthermore, the reliance on 

local community engagement for the clothes swap and material donations necessitated significant, 

unscheduled faculty and staff time for coordination, which may strain resources if the project were 

expanded without committed administrative assistance.  The designathon's limited timeline, while 

encouraging "Small" and agile techniques, also put significant strain on students, underlining a trade-

off between concentrated, intense learning and the necessity for introspective, methodical design 

processes commonly associated with real "Slow FashionέΦ   Slowing down the pace may be required 

for greater incorporation of the framework's ethical decisions. 

A second set of limitations revolved around the difficulty of measuring and sustaining the "Open" and 

"Connected" dimensions within a finite academic term. The "Open" principle required students to be 

vulnerable when discussing their process.  Nonetheless, not all students were equally comfortable 

with public documentation and social media visibility, which could lead to unequal involvement and 

documentation quality throughout the group.  More importantly, the "Connected" principle, which 

connects local designs to global supply chain analysis, was frequently constrained by the students' 

prior knowledge and access to complicated, real-world industry data.  While they understood the 

abstract concept of global critique, developing truly unique, data-driven linkages was complex under 

the constraints of a short assignment.  Maintaining the worldwide connection beyond Fashion 

Revolution Week proved challenging, necessitating a more integrated, year-long plan to keep students 

engaged with the international movement and its developing discourse. 

Finally, the project encountered inherent pedagogical challenges in overcoming deeply ingrained 

conventional mindsets and aesthetics. Many students, raised in a culture of rapid fashion and global 

brand aesthetics, initially struggled to accept the constraints imposed by the "Small" and "Local" 

ideals.  There was an apparent conflict between the ambition to create a 'professionally polished' 

garment from fresh, high-quality materials and the project's ethical mandate to work with salvaged, 

irregular, or discarded textiles.  Overcoming this aesthetic bias required ongoing faculty intervention 

and reassurance, implying that a successful curriculum transformation necessitates a change in 

methods and a more profound, longer-term cultural shift in what students and the broader fashion 

curriculum value as quality, beauty, and success.  Future iterations will require more scaffolding and 

explicit debate to deconstruct these widespread conventional standards. 

Implications for curriculum design 
The outcome of this project suggests that integrating SLOC-informed, experiential learning into fashion 

curricula holds significant potential for transforming sustainability education. The Fashion Revolution 

initiative's design and delivery exemplify how Small, Local, Open, and Connected principles can be 

intentionally applied to support deep, socially engaged learning. These pedagogical strategies do not 

merely enhance content delivery; they redefine the role of the design educator and the student as co-

creators of knowledge embedded in specific practice contexts. By focusing on upcycled materials sourced 

from local environments, the project encouraged students to engage directly with the material realities of 

their communities. This place-based approach foregrounded sustainability not as a distant policy directive, 

but as an immediate, lived concern rooted in local waste streams, cultural narratives, and economic 

conditions. Such an approach aligns strongly with Cosmopolitan LƻŎŀƭƛǎƳΩǎ Ŏŀƭƭ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ-responsive 

design. It is particularly valuable for institutions situated in the Global South, where sustainability 

challenges are entangled with social justice, resource scarcity, and cultural heritage. 
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The project positioned students as active participants in addressing complex global issues through 

local action. Instead of following prescriptive briefs, students were invited to co-construct meaning, 

make ethical choices, and articulate their values through design. This approach nurtured agency, 

critical thinking, and reflexivity, capacities essential for responsible design practice. Students 

developed garments and negotiated meaning, collaboration, and ethics. As a result, the curriculum 

became a platform for social learning and personal transformation. The alignment with Fashion 

Revolution Week enabled students to connect their classroom experiences to a larger global 

movement. This link between the micro (individual student projects) and the macro (global systems 

change) enabled learners to understand the interconnectedness of local and global fashion systems. 

The SLOC framework thus served as a bridge, supporting students to act locally while thinking globally, 

a pedagogical stance critical in developing future-ready design practitioners capable of navigating the 

socio-ecological complexities of the 21st century. 

The project also encouraged a breakdown of disciplinary silos. Through the clothing swap event -open 

to all departments and publicised institution-wide, students facilitated engagement with broader 

campus and community stakeholders. This aligns with {[h/ϥǎ άhǇŜƴέ ŀƴŘ ά/ƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘέ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ and 

shows how design education can catalyse dialogue, shared learning, and collaborative action. It also 

demonstrates the potential of fashion education to function as a socially transformative practice, 

advancing the conference theme of Design for Social Change by moving from isolated studio work to 

embedded, participatory learning experiences. 

This paper directly addresses the theme of Design of Social Change by demonstrating how the 

curriculum can be a site of ethical transformation and collective empowerment. By operationalising 

SLOC principles in a real-world educational setting, the project shows how design education can act 

as an agent of cultural, environmental, and social change.  This paper also addresses the subtheme of 

Design+ Sustainability and Future-CƻŎǳǎŜŘ 5ŜǎƛƎƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǳǇŎȅŎƭƛƴƎΣ 

storytelling, and public engagement illustrate how sustainability in fashion is not only about materials 

or methodsτit is about shifting mindsets and reimagining the fashion system through education. The 

study is academically sound, drawing on practice-based research methodologies and informed by 

theoretical frameworks from sustainability studies, design pedagogy, and cosmopolitan localism. It is 

grounded in qualitative evidence from multiple sources, including student reflections, artefacts, visual 

documentation, and project outcomes. The paper contributes to the field of design education by 

presenting a scalable, adaptable model for sustainability pedagogy rooted in real-world activism and 

systemic awareness. It offers concrete strategies for embedding social and ecological ethics into the 

curriculum and demonstrates how design can be both a mode of inquiry and a catalyst for change. 

Conclusion 
In conclusion, this paper has shown that Cosmopolitan Localism, when applied through the SLOC 

framework, offers a theoretical foundation and a practical, transformative approach to sustainability in 

fashion education. The Fashion Revolution project demonstrated how small-scale, community-rooted, and 

globally aware learning interventions can engage students in ethical, critical, and systems-based thinking. 

Students were empowered to question dominant industry norms, connect with local resources, and 

contribute to broader global movements for change by situating design practice within real-world social 

and environmental contexts. As the fashion industry faces increasing pressure to address its impacts, 

embedding SLOC-informed pedagogies will be essential for equipping future designers with the values, 

skills, and agency to create more just and sustainable futures. 
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Emergent female gazes: Representations of women by 
selected women artists from the Sasol New Signatures Art 

Competition from 2013 to 2023 

Anemarie Maboko Maganya, Tshwane University of Technology 

Abstract 
In this paper, I investigate the evolving visualisations of the female form in selected South African art, 

particularly among emerging female artists. Drawing from feminist critiques that expose the historical 

sexualisation and patriarchal depictions of women in the canons of art history from around the world, 

I examine contemporary visual strategies used in representing the female body, seeking to determine 

if there has been any shift from traditional misogynistic depictions of women. Using the Sasol New 

Signatures Art Competition digital archives from 2013 to 2023, I conduct a qualitative content analysis 

of selected artworks that made it to the final round to identify emergent themes in the works of young 

South African female artists. This paper contributes to ongoing feminist critiques and activism over 

the misrepresentation of the female body by showing how the current generation of women artists 

creates redemptive depictions of the female form. 

Keywords: Representation, female body, emerging South African artists, Sasol New Signatures Art 

Competition 

Introduction 
It has been several decades since feminist scholars like, amongst others, Simone de Beauvoir (1956), 

bell hooks (1984), and Judith Butler (1990) eloquently magnified the problematic, overtly sexualised, 

and patriarchal representations of women in the canons of art history from around the world. Within 

the male-dominated Western art system, women have been predominantly portrayed as objects of 

sexual desire (Arnold 1996, p. 2). This trope of sexualised imagery of femininity and objectification is 

referred to as the male gaze. In this paper, I am fascinated by the question of whether or not the last 

half century of critical discourse and activism around the misrepresentation of women's bodies, 

especially in the Western art historical canon, has shifted the needle in terms of how artists visualise 

women's bodies. As an emerging visual artist and researcher, I follow the careers of my peers with a 

keen interest in how they image women's bodies in their art. This paper is a response to this constant 

curiosity. However, the paper ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŜƳōŜŘŘŜŘ ƛƴ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŜǇƛǎǘŜƳƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ΨƴŜǿΩ 

ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǘǊŜŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ŀǊǘΦ IŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘƛǎǘƛŎ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ 

of women changed in this new millennium? Or is this new generation of woman artists still showcasing 

women using the same old misogynist visual language? I ask these questions based on my positionality 

as a young Black woman in her twenties living in South Africa, a country where the social standing of 

women is marked by thŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ǎŜǘǘƭŜǊ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘΦ 
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To unpack the questions of how women are represented by the new generation of women visual 

artists whose creative careers have been nurtured in the era of woke feminism, I turn to one of the 

leading art competitions for emerging visual artists in South Africa, the Sasol New Signatures Art 

Competition. According to artist Pieter van Heerden (Sasol New Signatures 2017, p. 6), the Sasol New 

{ƛƎƴŀǘǳǊŜǎ !Ǌǘ /ƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ά{ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ƻƭŘŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇǊŜǎǘƛƎƛƻǳǎ ŀǊǘ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴέ ŦƻǊ 

emerging and mostly young artists to showcase their creativity. 

The Sasol New Signatures Art Competition was established in the early 1960s by the then South African 

Association of the Arts Northern Transvaal (now Association of Arts Pretoria since 1997). The 

ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ƎǊƻǿƴ ǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜƳƛŜǊ ŀǊǘ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΩǎ ŀǊǘ 

calendar. Annually, hundreds of aspiring fine artists from all over South Africa submit their art to the 

competition, hoping to become the next winner. Since 2005, the organisers have kept a digital archive 

of the cƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŎŀǘŀƭƻƎǳŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴǎ ƛƳŀƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƴŀƭƛǎǘǎΣ ƳŜǊƛǘ ǇǊƛȊŜ 

winners, the runner-up, and the overall winner. According to the current chairperson of the Sasol New 

Signatures Art Competition, Pfunzo Sidogi (Sasol New Signatures 2019, p. 5), ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴΩǎ 

ŎŀǘŀƭƻƎǳŜǎ ŀǊŜ άǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ƭŜƎŀƭ ŘŜǇƻǎƛǘ ƻŦ ŀǊǘǿƻǊƪǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ 

ǘƘƻǳǎŀƴŘǎ ƻŦ ŀǊǘǿƻǊƪǎ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭƭȅ ŎŀǘŀƭƻƎǳŜŘέΦ 

Since the competition is one of the most extensive online storehouses of artworks created by 

emerging artists from around the country in the last decade, it provides a credible archive to examine 

how the newest generation of women visual artists represents women's bodies. 

In this paper, I ŜȄŎŀǾŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ {ŀǎƻƭ bŜǿ {ƛƎƴŀǘǳǊŜǎ !Ǌǘ /ƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǊŜǇƻǎƛǘƻǊȅ ƛƴ ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻŦ 

ƛƳŀƎŜǎ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎ ǿƘƻ ƳŀŘŜ ƛǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ǊƻǳƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

competition between 2013 and 2023. This article is part of a larger survey that forms part of my 

ƳŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ CƛƴŜ ŀƴŘ {ǘǳŘƛƻ !Ǌǘǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ¢ǎƘǿŀƴŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 

of Technology. In this paper, I present some preliminary findings of the descriptive and thematic 

interpretations of the selected artworks. Each year, around 100 artworks are chosen for the final 

judging round from an extensive regional adjudication process at eight selection points across the 

country.1 From a population of over 1,000 artworks, I have thus far identified 237 that fall within the 

criteria of feminist-inspired artworks I am interested in. For this paper, I only review nine artworks 

that fall within the common thematic tropes I discuss later. 

To analyse and interpret these artworks, I use Leedy, Ormrod, and Johnson's (2019, p. 265) approach. 

The authors define content analysis as the process of carefully evaluating a specific collection of 

material to identify common themes, patterns, or biases. This strategy aids in better understanding 

the content's meanings and points of view, allowing for more effective decision-making and 

interpretation. I classify the works into tropes through the feminist lens and present the data. 

While the women artists sampled for this paper may or may not identify as feminists or advocate for 

feminism in their work, I use them to ascertain how emerging female artists depict women's bodies 

and how feminist discourse may have influenced their artistic representations. These artists are 

included in this research because they are women artists whose works were selected as part of the 

Sasol New Signatures Art Competition's top 100 artists between 2013 and 2023. The main criteria for 

use of their artworks in this study are that their works have feminist elements or traits and, perhaps 

most importantly, because they image the female figure. 

 
1 The competition has eight selection points in (list the selection points by province and space). The 
Potchefstroom Museum collection point in the North-West province was added in 2024. 
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¢ƘŜƻǊƛǎƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ōƻŘƛŜǎ 

Societal views on women are predominantly influenced by how women look (Oyewumi 1997, p. 1). 

Growing up, I experienced firsthand that the way people perceived and addressed me was often based 

on how I dressed and looked. For example, when I am around the elderly members of my family, I am 

expected to wear clothes that are not overly revealing. Yet ironically, if I wear a short skirt and crop 

top in a public space, I receive unsolicited attention from men, often much older than me. I am 

Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘƭȅ ǘƻǊƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ ǘƻ ŘǊŜǎǎ ƛƴ ŀ ƳŀƴƴŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ΨŘŜŎŜƴǘΩ ŀƴŘ 

ΨǊŜǎǇŜŎǘŀōƭŜΩ, while also being made to feel uncomfortable and sexualised when I choose to wear 

clothes that accentuate the feminine elements of my body. Unlike boys and men, obligations and 

standards on how women should behave and be treated are predicated on their appearance. As a 

ǊŜǎǳƭǘΣ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƳŀƎŜǎ ŀǊŜ Ŏƻƴǎǘŀƴǘƭȅ ƎŀȊŜŘ ŀǘ ŀƴŘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎŜŘΣ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ŀ 

ōŀǘǘƭŜƎǊƻǳƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ ƴƻǊƳǎ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ (Williamson 2009, p. 130). 

Feminist scholarship has examined gender stereotypes, the portrayal of women, and symbolic 

ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ŀǊǘΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƛƴΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜǎ ǊŜǾŜŀƭ Ƙƻǿ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ŀǊǘƛǎǘƛŎ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ 

of women often neglect their varied experiences and subjectivities (Pro'Sobopha 2005, pp. 118ς119). 

5ǳŜ ǘƻ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ƳƛǎƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǊǘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƻƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

bodies focus on revisioning, reimagining, reinventing, and redefining their bodies (Crenn 2016, p. 3; 

Rhode 2016, p. 697). 

The traditional artistic portrayals of women by male artists were instrumental in reinforcing control 

and objectification within patriarchal structures and perpetuating a narrow image of what it means to 

be a woman (Ramos et al. 2018, p. 91). The women artists carefully and intentionally illustrate 

women's bodies in ways that were and are still often viewed as provocative and rebellious against 

traditional conceptions (Cronje 2001, p. 10). However, female artists face a difficult challenge because 

while intending to challenge patriarchal constructions and offer a female perspective, their depictions 

can sometimes reinforce the very same issues of discrimination, misogyny, and unrepentant 

patriarchy they intend to overcome. This view is supported by Fontcuberta (2019, p. 39), who asserts 

that focusing on women's bodies in art can be unsettling as it tends to perpetuate objectification and 

an emphasis on aesthetics. Even when an artist depicts her body from a female viewpoint, it may 

nonetheless maintain its conventional position as a sexual object. It is this possibility of objectification 

that implies that women's bodies may continue to be regarded through a male lens, despite attempts 

to oppose this perspective and provide an alternative viewpoint and genuine representations of 

women by women (Fontcuberta 2019, p. 39). 

This continuing objectification highlights the ongoing challenges faced by women artists in reclaiming 

and reinventing portrayals of women's bodies in art when breaking free from deeply ingrained 

patriarchal beliefs. Their attempts to resist objectification and sexualisation can sometimes 

unintentionally strengthen patriarchal beliefs. This challenge provides an opportunity for a careful 

analysis of what these women are doing that would prompt such an interpretation of their works as 

not being representative of the female gaze. 

This paper shows perceptions of the changing artistic approaches and issues that arise on the topic of 

ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŘŜǇƛŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŜǘŀƭ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜǎΦ !ŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀǇŜǊ ŀƛƳǎ ǘƻ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊƭȅ 

understanding of how women's bodies are portrayed by women in South African art. 
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Emerging tropes 

Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ L ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾŀƛƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊƛǎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ōƻŘƛŜǎ ƛƴ 

the selected artworks from the competition. As noted above, based on my preliminary analysis of the 

237 works retrieved from the Sasol New Signatures Arǘ /ƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ŀǊŎƘƛǾŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ 2013 to 

2023, I only discuss nine ŀǊǘǿƻǊƪǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƳŀƎŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŦƻǊƳǎ under several recurring themes, 

including domesticity, identity, beauty standards, and motherhood. 

Domesticity 

A frequent trope I identified is of images questioning the traditional roles women occupy within a 

domestic setting. The domesticity tropes have a deep and long heritage in Western art. According to 

Sidogi (2015, p. 125), domesticity tends to visually and literally portray a woman participating in 

household tasksΣ ŀƴŘ άǘƘŜǎŜ ƛƳōŀƭŀƴŎŜŘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ fuelled many of the polemics against the 

ŎƭŀǎǎƛŎŀƭ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎƛǘȅΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŦŜƳƛƴƛǎǘ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜέ (Sidogi 2015, p. 125). 

 

Figure 1: Chelsea Robin Ingham 2016, Atonement of the Female Home, photographic print 

on paper and bread, diptych: 21,5cm × 154cm | 7,5cm × 24,5cm × 11,5cm  

(Sasol New Signatures 2016, p. 37) 

Chelsea Robin Ingham's Atonement of the Female Home (2016) is a photographic print that depicts a 

female figure in five scenarios, each with her eating bread (Figure 1). Only half of her face is visible, as 

are her hands, which are smeared with a white powder, which could be flour, hinting at the bread-

making process. The image is shown on paper, with the brown bread resting on a white brick pedestal. 

The setup bears a resemblance to a pedestal, with the bread elevated as a symbolic object. In the 

photographic order, the woman is shown eating bread. The bread fills her mouth, but it is not entirely 

visible; only a portion of it is visible to the viewer. The woman's form is cut in half in what looks to be 

an intentional compositional decision. She avoids making direct eye contact with the audience; her 

gaze is disguised since her entire face is never seen. 

Reynolds (2006, p. 36) defines atone άŀǎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŀƳŜƴŘǎΣ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǳǇ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ŜǊǊƻǊ ƻǊ ŘŜŦƛŎƛŜƴŎȅ ώCǊƻƳ 

ŀǘ ƻƴŜϐέ ŀƴŘ atonement ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ŀŎǘ ƻŦ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŀƳŜƴŘǎέΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘƛǘƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ǇǊƛƴǘΣ Atonement 

of the female home (2016), reveals a deeper thematic concern with women's conventional duties in 

home settings. 
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The concept of atonement in this artwork can be interpreted as a criticism of the traditional obligations 

placed on women, particularly the duty to nurture, provide for, and serve at home. The act of making 

or eating bread becomes symbolic of these responsibilities. The woman is shown in the process of 

eating. This action can be seen as a metaphor of how these expectations are eating the woman. She 

is making amends for failing to do her household responsibilities, perhaps apologising for straying 

outside of it or attempting to reconcile her identity with societal expectations. Furthermore, this 

interpretation raises concerns regarding the subconscious acceptance of home responsibilities and 

the significance of past gendered expectations. The artwork encourages and challenges the traditional 

view of the woman as a housewife, provider, and caretaker, suggesting a tension between 

independence and obligation, visibility and erasure of these gendered expectations. 

 

Figure 2: Kgaugelo Mashilo (Cow Mash) 2018, Female Wife Material, wool and synthetic 

leather 20cm × 175cm × 136cm (Sasol New Signatures 2018, p. 41). 

YƎŀǳƎŜƭƻΩǎ Mashilo (professionally known as Cow Mash), Female Wife Material (2018), depicts a black 

synthetic leather cutout of a female figure that is neatly attached to a silk cloth backdrop. Contour 

lines define the body's form and curves, drawing attention to the shape and structure of the feminine 

figure (Figure 2). 

Wife Material (2018) shows standards of femininity and the qualities desired in a woman, particularly 

in terms of marriage. The use of synthetic leather and wool as materials looks intentional, not just as 

aesthetic choices but also as conceptual metaphors. Synthetic leather resembles genuine (real) 

leather but is distinguished by its uniformity. Synthetic leather usually lacks the natural grain and 

imperfections of genuine leather (LeatherNaturally.org 2025). In addition, wool is a natural fibre which 
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has its own set of implications, including comfort, history, and domestication. However, it is also a 

material used for protection and warmth, quietly reinforcing women's expectations to be both caring 

and resilient (Encyclopaedia Britannica 20нрύΦ /ƻǿ aŀǎƘΩǎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ ŎƻƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ 

challenge reductive conceptions of gender. The synthetic leather's impression of authenticity (Figure 

2) may mirror the fake roles that women are often forced to play. Simultaneously, the title and 

anatomical uncertainty challenge conventional ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ƻŦ ΨǿƛŦŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭΩΣ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ a criticism of 

gender, physicality, and identity within patriarchal structures. 

Identity 

The next dominant trope within the artworks I came across in the Sasol New Signatures catalogues 

was related to visualisations of identity. Identity is a complex matter to both rationalise and imagine, 

yet it is a favoured theme among emerging visual artists. At its core, identity speaks to the socially and 

ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎΣ ŀǎ άŜǘƘƴƛŎƛǘȅΣ ƎŜƴŘŜǊΣ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅΣ ŎƭŀǎǎΣ ǎŜȄǳŀƭƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅέΦ These factors all contribute to how individuals see themselves and interpret public image 

(Spencer 2006, p. 26). 

 

Figure 3: Dot Vermeulen 2013, Desperately Disciplined, oil on board and digital 

installation, 110cm × 170cm × 167cm × 27,5cm × 36cm & 40 seconds (Sasol New 

Signatures 2013, p. 61). 

In Desperately disciplined (2013), Dot Vermeulen shows an installation of a white woman lying flat on 

a multicoloured couch, reading a book. The same female image appears on a television screen in front 

of the figure. On screen, she is shown reclining on a bed, legs crossed, chin resting on her palm, and 

eyes fixated on the book before her, wearing reading glasses (Figure 3). This work of art might be seen 

as a comment on the portrayal of women for the male gaze, with the feminine figure positioned as an 

object of desire. This approach draws on Laura Mulvey's (2006) concept of the male gaze. To gaze at 

ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƻǊ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ƛǎ άǘƻ ŦƛȄ ǘƘŜ ŜȅŜǎ ƛƴ ŀ ǎǘŜŀŘȅΣ ƛƴǘŜƴǘ ƭƻƻƪ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŜŀƎŜǊƴŜǎǎ ƻǊ ǎǘǳŘƛƻǳǎ 

attentionέ (²ŜōǎǘŜǊ 5ƛŎǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ ƴΦŘΦύΦ  aǳƭǾŜȅΩǎ (2006) foundational work on the male gaze critiques 

how traditional film objectifies women for male pleasure. This aligns with Mulvey's (2006, pp. 346-

347) notion of the male gaze as the act of looking, particularly for pleasure, with men as active viewers 

and women as passive participants. According to Mulvey (2006, pp. 346-347), the male gaze 
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dominates, projecting its wishes and fantasies onto women, who are visually crafted to reflect those 

projections. Women are portrayed as exhibitionists meant to be seen and admired, with looks 

designed to leave a striking visual and sensual impression. As a result, women transform into symbols 

of being gazed at. As sexual objects, women are fundamental to erotic visual culture (Mulvey 2006, 

pp. 346-347). 

 

Figure 4: Andisiwe Diko 2021, Ukudendwa Series: Andibizangwa, photograph; diptych: (2) 

94cm × 69cm (Sasol New Signatures 2021, p. 28). 

In Andisiwe Diko's photographic series Ukudendwa: Andibizangwa Mna (2021), the photographs 

present a black woman dressed in black, standing against a black background, with her hands covered 

in white powder (Figure 2). The title translations are ukudendwa (unmovable) and andibizangwa mna 

(I am not called), both derived from the Xhosa language. Therefore, the series suggests that the figure 

ƛǎ Ψƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ƻƴŜΩΣ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ƎŀȊŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘ (where the 

gaze has been shifted from the viewer) to the second photograph (where she is staring directly at the 

viewer). The series suggests a sense of sadness or disappointment. In South African cultures, black 

clothing worn by women is often associated with grief. The woman's attire might suggest that she is 

mourning that she was not called. However, the photograph may also serve as a commentary on the 

cultural practices associated with mourning in Xhosa culture, particularly highlighting the norms and 

expectations placed on women during this period. 

http://www.defsa.org.za/


© Copyright 2025 Design Education Forum of Southern Africa (www.defsa.org.za)    95 

 

Figure 5: Azola Fumba 2022, A Restored Perception of Identity, multimedia-photography 

and audio; 94cm × 75cm (Sasol New Signatures 2022, p. 30). 

Azola FumbaΩǎ photograph, A restored perception of identity (2022), suggests that, as restoration is 

the άōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ŀ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴέ (Merriam-Webster n.d.), women can reclaim 

their identity (Figure 5). This restoration asserts that women are constructs of the oppositional gaze. 

In Black Looks: Race and Representation, bell hooks' (1992) describes the concept of the oppositional 

female gaze that is more than just the opposite of the male gaze; it is a perspective shaped by women's 

individual experiences, and influenced by factors such as race, culture, and class (French et al. 2021). 

While hooks (1992) created this notion to address representations of black women in visual culture, 

particularly film, I am applying this notion of the oppositional gaze in an attempt to make the reader 

better understand how these women artists use this gaze to challenge established conceptions of 

femininity, particularly the female body in contemporary art. The gaze is fundamentally political, 

functioning as a control mechanism and a means of establishing authority. The oppositional gaze is 

viewed as a strategy for resisting or defying authority. This patriarchal gaze reinforces power and 

control over those viewed as inferior, subjecting women to a critical gaze that both documents and 

questions them (hooks 1992, pp. 115ς123). The gaze becomes a tool of resistance in these works of 

art by challenging social and cultural norms around gender and representation. 

Beauty standards 

Another recurring trope is artworks that engage with feminine beauty standards. Critiquing the 

prevailing notion of beauty that women are expected to adhere to has been a staple for feminist 

ǎŎƘƻƭŀǊǎΦ !ǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƴƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ōŜŀǳǘȅ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ 

beauty stanŘŀǊŘ ƻǊ ƛŘŜŀƭέ, and ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜ άōŜŀǳǘȅ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ ƻǊ ŎƘŀƴƎŜƭŜǎǎΦ wŀǘƘŜǊΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ 

reflection of how well men and women live up to the gender roles they have been assigned by their 

ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜέ (Frederick et al. 2015, pp. 1, 4). 
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Figure 6: Paigen Kotze 2023, Compulsions, video/performance, 151 seconds  

(Sasol New Signatures 2023, p. 40). 

tŀƛƎŜƴΩǎ YƻǘȊŜ Compulsions (2023) video performance critiques established beauty standards that 

dictate how women should use makeup to accentuate their feminine beauty. The artwork uses the 

exaggerated action of the performer applying thick amounts of makeup and lipstick to her face, then 

she ingests the substances to comment on the societal construction of beauty and the pressure it 

places on women (Figure 6). Compulsions (2023) suggest that these beauty ideals are strong, often 

irresistible urges or behaviours that individuals feel compelled to perform repeatedly. 

 

Figure 7: Rorisang Monabela 2021, Bold and Beautiful, charcoal and graphite on paper, 

127,5cm × 96cm (Sasol New Signatures 2021, p. 52). 

In Rorisang Monabela's drawing Bold and Beautiful (2021), former Miss South Africa Zozibini Tunzi is 

positioned as a symbol of national beauty and femininity. Therefore, Miss South Africa becomes an 

example of how South African women are expected to appear and what it means to be considered 

beautiful. The artwork comments on beauty standards and the cultural expectations imposed on 

women. 

Motherhood 

The last popular trope I focus on in this paper is that of representations of motherhood, as 

άmotherhood is recognised as a dynamic, life-ŀƭǘŜǊƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ 

ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜƴǘ ǎƘƛŦǘ ƛƴ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ƭƛŦŜέ (Nel, Naudé & Piotrowski 2024, p. 657). Catherine 
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Acholonu (2021, p. 3), through her theory of motherism, reframes motherhood in African contexts. 

The framework positions motherism that άŦƛƎƘǘǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ŜǾŜǊȅ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀōǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΣ 

prioritising the spiritual, material, and cultural survival of Mother Earth as an entity. It calls for love, 

patience, tolerance, cooperation, and non-ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŀƭƭ ǇŜƻǇƭŜέ (Ashaolu 2021, p. 3). 

 

Figure 8: Bianca Welthagen 2023, Inner Agony, etching and monoprint, 93cm × 67,3cm 

(Sasol New Signatures 2023, p. 76). 

.ƛŀƴŎŀ ²ŜƭǘƘŀƎŜƴΩǎ ǇǊƛƴǘ Inner Agony (2023) depicts a mother holding a child (Figure 8). However, 

what makes this artwork unique is how Welthagen emphasises the psychological burden of 

ƳƻǘƘŜǊƘƻƻŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ŀƴȄƛŜǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊŜǎǎΣ ŀƴŘΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘǿƻǊƪΩǎ ǘƛǘƭŜ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎΣ ǎƘŜŜǊ ŀƎƻƴȅΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ 

nearly obligatory role that society assigns to women. Particularly, there is an assumption that 

caregiving is both natural and obligatory. Welthagen captures this inner turmoil with a raw, almost 

visceral visual language that subverts the traditional glorification of maternal identity. 
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Figure 9: Goitseone Botlhale Moerane 2017, Mosadi o Tswara Thipa ka Bogaleng, mixed 

media 200cm × 200cm (Sasol New Signatures 2017, p. 49). 

Goitseone Botlhale Moerane's naming of Mosadi o tshwara thipa ka bohaleng (2017) (a woman holds 

the knife on the sharp side of the blade) is drawn from the Setswana language. Botlhale portrays an 

animated narrative of a woman in many scenarios who is always accompanied by a child in the frame, 

but the woman is never visibly identifiable. ¢ƘŜ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ŦŀŎŜ ƛǎ ƘƛŘŘŜƴ ōȅ ŀ ǎƛƭƘƻǳŜǘǘŜ ƻŦ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

Seshweshwe pattern, making her nameless. This invisibility of the face can be interpreted as a 

metaphor for the eradication of women's various identities at the hands of social standards. The 

patterns may represent various women and qualities present in the complicated and sometimes 

conflicting roles that women are expected to play. 

The idiom, the figure's concealment, and the title accept the hardship and abuse that women face. 

The mother becomes both a victim and a warrior. Despite promoting conventional mother duties, the 

artwork presents a striking image of women as strong, resilient, and capable of great sacrifice. 

Both Welthagen (Figure 8) and Moerane (Figure 9) evaluate motherhood as an unquestionable and  

questionable identity for women. The artists highlight the disregard for women's agency, uniqueness, 

and emotional well-being. Both artworks use separate yet evocative visual languages to illustrate the 

hardships put on women while also reclaiming the power inherent in persistence. 

Conclusion 
This paper set out to answer two questions: Have the artistic visualisations of women changed in this new 

millennium? Or is this new generation of woman artists still showcasing women using the same old 

misogynist visual language? Conducted from my perspective as a young Black female artist in South Africa, 

this paper considers the country's important social changes and gives a unique look at contemporary 

artistic practices and their connections to the feminist discourse. It was a response to my curiosity about 

what my peers are doing, their interests, and whether their ways of representing the feminine form have 

shifted from those of the past generation. I undertook this project because I found myself unable to fully 

connect with earlier feminist artistic expressions, which were often shaped by the lived realities of 

apartheid, patriarchy, and overt sexualisation and objectification. This new generation of artists did not 
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experience those political struggles in the same way as the past generation. Instead, they are steering a 

different terrain, one where they have a voice and their art focuses more on self-analysis and self-definition 

in a rapidly changing world. This paper makes it evident why emerging artists are projecting themes like 

identity, beauty standards, and domesticity in their works. These are not just aesthetic choices; they are 

extensions of their lived experience. For many of us, artistic practice begins with personal inquiry into how 

we see ourselves. This awareness starts with lived experiences, then considers societal views, and finally 

reflects influences from family, culture, and environment. This paper shows how these women artists resist 

dominant narratives and encourage women to redefine ourselves on our own terms. The female body, 

once a site of external control, has become a space of internal reflection. 
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Autochthonous design and the mapping of Afrikanness 

Bruce Cadle, Nelson Mandela University 

Abstract  
In the current milieu approaches to the design and creation of visual art and design artefacts by 

Afrikans, no longer follows the application of Euro-American ideologies and methods, stylised with 

Afrikan-inspired effects so that they are palatable to a Western audience. Colonial era atavism 

attempted to erase Afrikanness from Afrikans' cosmologies, citing the superiority of Western 

Enlightenment reasoning and their more 'sophisticated' society as preferable.  Afrikan aetiologies now 

supersede in contemporary creative practice in Afrika, grounded in values, heritage, genealogy, 

mythology, prolepsis and systems that are intrinsically Afrikan, and favour that which is authentically 

representative of the continent. A central idea here is that of autochthonous design, based on a 

theoretical framework informed by cultural hybridity and cultural significance, materiality, indigenous 

knowledge systems and Afronowism; a new ontology of authenticity. Chancy's model of inter-cultural 

diaspora resonates with autochthonous design as an ideology, impressing that cultural influences are 

fluid and that it is impossible to ignore the effects of diaspora in the quest for design authenticity. 

Consequently, this paper sets out to demonstrate, by exploring beaded artefacts, how this design form 

is a suitable means by which Afrikanness is expressed in contemporary Afrikan cultural production, 

whether fashion, interior, textile, or graphic design, and visual communication. Using beads and 

beading as aspects of materiality that have origins in the ancient cultural production of Afrika's colonial 

antecedent, examples of this phenomenon are discussed and the case for encouraging the use of the 

term "autochthonous design", to distinguish authenticity from pastiche, is put forward. The 

methodology is informed by interpretivism and acknowledgement that the 'essence' of Afrikanness is 

a subjective space that requires complex visual analysis to decode. In previous research, the author 

proposed a four-step model, called "Mapping Afrikanness", to guide designers who desire to generate 

creative production that manifests Afrikanness. The model can also be used as a mechanism through 

which design can be read or evaluated to determine its quotient of Afrikanness. Collectively the 

contributions of Hall, Rose, Pauwels, and Twigger Holroyd, form the nexus of the analysis model. A 

simplified version is employed in this paper to interrogate the use of beads and beading in modern 

artefacts that reference ethnicity, hybridity and diaspora, and cultural significance. Evident in this 

research is the correlation between the cosmologies of the past and present, inventing new ways of 

considering them whilst maintaining the reverential connection to their former significance. 

Keywords: Autochthony, Afrikanness, cultural hybridity, authenticity, agonism, alterplinarity 

Why autochthonous design? 
The modern era instigated the need to distinguish between disciplines of design that were derived 

from craft practices, and the commercial imperative that diversified specific design subject areas. 
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Hence the emergence of several design disciplines since the second Industrial Revolution began in 

муслΦ ¢ŜǊƳǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ-έΣ άǘŜȄǘƛƭŜ-έΣ άƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ-έΣ άŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ-έΣ ŀƴŘ άŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŀƭ ŘŜǎƛƎƴέ ŀƴŘ 

various others, descriptive of bracketed design fields, have since become more broadly used in the 

lexicon of terms for creative practices with a business or commercial focus where a functional product 

is the outcome. According to the International Council of Design (What is design? 20нрύ ά5ŜǎƛƎƴ ƛǎ ŀ 

discipline of study and practice focused on the interaction between a person τ ŀ ΨǳǎŜǊΩτ and the 

man-made [sic] environment, taking into account aesthetic, functional, contextual, cultural and 

societal considerationsέΦ To organise ǘƘŜǎŜ άƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎέ more logically, they can be categorised into 

άǾƛǎǳŀƭ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴέΣ άǎǳǊŦŀŎŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴέΣ άŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŘŜǎƛƎƴέ ŀƴŘ άǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴέ (Greef 

2021)τa neatly executed and simplified categorisation offered to secondary school learners in South 

Africa by the Western Cape Education Department. This is a useful system within which to place the 

ever-expanding terminology around design discourses and the niche nature of some forms of design, 

especially as they seek to be more inclusive, socially aware and cognisant of technological 

developments. The simplicity of this system is its appeal, in that it allows for an inductive process by 

which additional design forms or types can be included. 

Rodgers and Bremner (2017, p. нмύ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŜǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ǘŜƭŜƻƭƻƎȅΣ ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ άŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƛǎ ŜȄǇŀƴŘƛƴƎ 

its disciplinary, conceptual, theoretical, and methodological frameworks to encompass ever-wider 

ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜǎΣ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜέ ŀŦŦŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊκ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴκ ǳser system. 

Consequently, and not unexpectedly, the list of design types continues to expand; the Indeed editorial 

team present 15 unique types of professional design engagement, in this instance specifically 

considering those that lead to defined careers. Interior, industrial, engineering, software, graphic, 

fashion, landscape architecture, architecture, user interface, game, user experience, business 

ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜΣ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜΣ ǎƻǳƴŘ ŀƴŘ ƭƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ ŀƭƭ ǇǊŜŦƛȄƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ άŘŜǎƛƎƴέ (15 concepts 

of design and what these design types entail 2025).1 Consider that each one of these types 

encompasses a variety of characteristics that are used to define and categorise how the interaction 

functions between the user and the environment. 

Notably absent amongst these is any mention of design types where impetus for the design activity 

emerges from a space that is grounded in criticality, questions the nature of being and things, 

άǇǊƻǾƻƪŜώǎϐ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅέ (Koskinen 2016, p. 20), is transdisciplinary, hybrid and rhizomatous. 

The design types referenced here are critical, speculative, ontological, social, participatory, universal, 

agonistic (Koskinen 20мсύΣ ŀƴŘ άŀƭǘŜǊǇƭƛƴŀǊȅέ (Rodgers and Bremner 2017, p. 22), amongst others. It is 

these last two forms that perhaps best motivate for the notion of a new, or another, type of design 

ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ άŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛȊŜŘ ōȅ ŦƭǳƛŘΣ ŜǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ ƻŦ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǘǊŀǾŜǊǎŜΣ ǘǊŀƴǎŎŜƴŘ ŀƴŘ 

transfigure disciplinary and conceptual boundaries ώΧϐ  constantly shifting, creating, contesting and 

negotiating new terrains of opportunities and re-ǎƘŀǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŘŜǎƛƎƴέ (Rodgers and 

Bremner 2017, pp. 22ς23). This design form enfolds indigenous knowledge systems (IKS), traditional 

values, ancestral heritage, cultural significance and symbolism, is definitive of histories, ritual, 

groundedness and shared narratives but is also proleptic, expressing cultural hybridity, diaspora2, 

 
1 ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘŜǊƳƛƴƻƭƻƎȅ ƛǎ ǇǳȊȊƭƛƴƎΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ƳƛǎǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ άŎƻƴŎŜǇǘέΦ ²ƘŜƴ 
ŎƻƴƧƻƛƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ άŘŜǎƛƎƴέ ƛǘ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄΣ ƛƴǘŀƴƎƛōƭŜΣ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅΣ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪǎ 
for generating a solution or solving a problem, becoming translated into a physical, visible manifestation as the 
ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ ŀ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ ƛŘŜŀǎΦ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘ ǘŜǊƳ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ άŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ŘŜǎƛƎƴέ ƻǊ 
άŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜǎέΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀŎǘivity. 

2 In this instance I refer to the intra-Afrikan diaspora that developed in the pre-colonial era, driven by trade 
and migration on the continent from c900CEτмулл/9Σ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘ άŀƭƭƻŎƘǘƘƻƴƻǳǎ ƛƳǇǊƛƴǘΣ ƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ 
ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǳƴƛǉǳŜƭȅ !ŦǊƛƪŀƴέ (Cadle 2025) 
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authenticity, a contemporary Afrikan sensibility and Afronowism (all features of autochthony) (Cadle 

2023, 163ύΦ !ƳǇƭƛŦȅƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŀƎƻƴƛǎǘƛŎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƳƻŘŜƭΣ ōŀǎŜŘ ǳǇƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άŀƎƻƴƛǎƳέ ƛƴ 

political discourse. The underlying philosophy is applied to the practice of design as a space of 

adversarial engagement and questioning, a provocation to argue alternative or opposing viewpoints 

in pursuit of an aesthetic solution. Mouffe (2013, p. 7) points out that the central pretext is that 

άƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴέ is the space of contestation; even though parties are aligned to democratic principles, 

each seeks for their interpretation to hold hegemonyτǘƘƛǎ άŀƎƻƴƛǎǘƛŎ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜέ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ 

ŀǎ ŀ άǾƛōǊŀƴǘ ŘŜƳƻŎǊŀŎȅέΦ ¢ƘŜ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŎƻǳƭŘ Ŝǉǳŀƭƭȅ ōŜ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ǘƻ design and its aesthetics.   As 

YƻǎƪƛƴŜƴ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎΣ άƛǘ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ wŀƴŎƛŝǊŜΩǎ3 agonistic aesthetic in at least two ways, to bring 

together people who are not normally connected ώΧϐ ώŀƴŘϐ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀȅΣ ǘƘŜ ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎǎ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜώΧϐ ŀ 

ƘǳƳŀƴ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƴƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ŘŜǾƻƛŘέ (Koskinen 2016, p. 22) thereof, opening the 

discourses to the best argument and truth where better decisions can be made because broader 

participation allows people to debate and learn how others think (Koskinen 2016). 

In short, the characteristics of alterplinarity are; reshaping design boundaries, constantly questioning 

and evolving patterns of practice, while agonism provokes changes in society through arguing 

alternative viewpoints, contesting the space of interpretations, and considers the human element. A 

synthesis of ŀƎƻƴƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǘŜǊǇƭƛƴŀǊƛǘȅ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ƳŜ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ άŀǳǘƻŎƘǘƘƻƴƻǳǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴέ 

more clearly: 

Autochthonous design is not so much a design discipline, type or form, but rather a design-
focused attitude that explores the coalescing of multiple influences that target cultural 
significance, especially as it relates to IKS and traditions and their translation or interpretation 
in contemporary designed artefacts and visual communication. 

The last phrase is the distinguishing factor, as of necessity, autochthonous design has to project a 

forward-focused ethos because it is finding new ways of expressing that which is inspired by history, 

cultural mores and values.  ¢ƘŜ άƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴέ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎǊǳȄ ƻŦ ŀǳǘƻŎƘǘƘƻƴƻǳǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƛǎ 

reliant on a degree of subjectivity in identifying the essence of an artefact. Extracting criteria to analyse 

an artefact in this instance is of limited usefulness as one is attempting to correlate actual physical 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊ ΨŦŜŜƭǎΩ ƻǊ ǊŜŀŎǘǎ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪΦ  !ǎ /ŀŘƭŜ 

(2022, p. опύ ǎǘŀǘŜǎΣ ά¢Ƙƛǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ƻǇŜƴǎ ǳǇ ŀ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǾŀƭǳŜ-laden interpretations of the world and 

cultural beliefs, theories, and intuition to form a legitimate lens through which knowledge can be 

generated or observed and understoodτan epistemology that underlƛƴŜǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ Ψǿŀȅǎ 

ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƛƴƎΩέΦ 

This is of particular relevance to a design type where there is a complex mix of informing 

characteristics like in alterplinary design. Sensitive consideration of past, present and future is the 

essence of this design thinking and is consistent with the agonistic notion. Also, the role played by 

authenticity and pastiche in defining autochthonous design, is extant in this debate, in that it is almost 

impossible to view autochthony as devoid of external influence today. At best one seeks to see it 

rather as a rendition of enduring Afrikan cultural influences, where indigeneity takes primacy, and 

intra-Afrikan influences (the continental Afrikan diaspora) and colonial influences are selectively 

absorbed and hybridised into Afrikan culture (Cadle 2025; Nimo 2022), inventing new forms for 

culturally significant artefacts. Taking this further into the realm of contemporary Afrikan cultural 

ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ΨƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭΩ ŀǊǘŜŦŀŎǘǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜƎƛƳŜΣ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŘƛƭǳǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƛƳŀƎƛƴŜŘ 

through these influences, become the baseline upon which a whole new set of starting points are 

 
3 See Jacques Rancière, The Politics of Aesthetics (London: Continuum 2004) 
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mined to generate Afronowist designed artefacts. Thus, the autochthonous design result retains its 

Afrikanness, employing a variety of reference points from past and present to create the innovative 

design solutions that have come to represent modern-day attitudes to cultural production that are 

not pastiche or ersatz but themselves become newly significant to the culture. 

Research framework defining terms 
This paper argues that autochthonous design is a practice that has been present in indigenous 

communities for aeons and, in the present day, is the mechanism whereby design innovation develops 

and flourishes from traditional and historical influences. This correlation dispels the craft/ curio notion 

accorded Afrikan (and other) cultural production and shows that cultural practices, values, 

authenticity and acculturation underlie contemporary design practice where ethnic influences are 

hybridised into new creative formsτǘƘƛǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ άƴƻƴ-wrongful cultural 

ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘƛƻƴέ (Bardon & Page 2025, p. 5). Unlike appropriation practices that carelessly repurpose 

cultural artefacts for visual effect, pastiche or self-aggrandising ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ΨǎǘƻƭŜƴΩ 

ideas, shown disrespect to the culture or have not sought permission for use (Bardon & Page 2025), 

what Cadle (2020, p. 69) terms άΩǳƴŘŜǊƳƛƴƛƴƎΩ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŦŜŜƭƎƻƻŘ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘƛƻƴέ, 

autochthonous design acknowledges culture and its symbolism as telos, by considering the 

aforementioned factors. 

ά!ŦǊƻƴƻǿƛǎƳέΣ ά!ŦǊƛƪŀƴƴŜǎǎέ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅΣ άŀƎƻƴƛǎƳέ ŀƴŘ άŀƭǘŜǊǇƭƛƴŀǊƛǘȅέΣ L ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ 

ōƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ǘŜǊƳǎ ŦƻǊ άŀǳǘƻŎƘǘƘƻƴƻǳǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴέΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ōŜƭƻǿΥ 

¶ Afronowism is an attitude to design that considers several ways of knowing Afrikanness, and 

consequently, embedding that in ways of doing that is future-focused, identifying the ΨŜǎǎŜƴŎŜΩ of 

cultural identity that embodies an Afrikan sensibility, and acknowledges cultural diversity. 

¶ Afrikanness is a quality expressed by Ekpo (2022, p. 52) as άǘƘŜ cultural self-satisfaction we feel 

when we have been able to think and act Africanέ where άƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ is embedded in representation 

and ΨǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴΩέ 

¶ Agonism/ agonistic design provokes change in society through arguing for alternative viewpoints, 

is open to interpretations that are contestable, and is cognisant of the human element. 

¶ Alterplinarity/  alterplinary design addresses the nature of (mostly) product or artefact design 

that is not located in a single ΨŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜΩ but exists as project-driven activity where 

άpositively ΨƛǊǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜΩ practitioners, ώΧϐ purposely blur distinctions and borrow and utilise 

methods from many different ŦƛŜƭŘǎέ towards surprising and playful solutions (Rodgers & Bremner 

2011). 

Beaded artefacts as autochthonous design 
Beads and beaded artefacts represent widespread evidence of the reach of colonial influence from 

the 17th Century to the 19ǘƘ /ŜƴǘǳǊȅ ŀǎ ΨŎƻƴǘŀŎǘΩ ǿŀǎ ƳŀŘŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ  LƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ 

people of the South. Although the materiality of beads includes, shell, clay, stones, horn, bone, metal, 

wood, plastic and glass, contemporary design applications tend to favour the last three. It is the latter 

that is of interest to this paper as glass beads acted as the trigger for a more general uptake of beads 

in decorative, symbolic and culturally significant applications, but also as a currency of trade (hence 

ǘƘŜ άǘǊŀŘŜ ōŜŀŘǎέ ǘŜǊƳƛƴƻƭƻƎȅύΦ (Allen et al. 2018). Allen points out that a vast and lucrative global 

industry developed from this bead trade as it became a currency of transaction between colonial 

administrators, traders and autochthenes. Nettleton (2018) notes that in South Africa there is a 

ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ōȅ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ōŜŀŘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŜƭŘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴŎŜ ŀǎ άŀƎŜ-ƻƭŘέ ŀǊǘŜŦŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ άǇǊŜ-colonial, 
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pre-ƳƻŘŜǊƴ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜέΣ ǿƘŜƴ ƛƴ ŦŀŎǘ Ǝƭŀǎǎ ōŜŀŘǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŜŘ Ŏƻǘǘƻƴ ǘƘǊŜŀŘ ƻƴƭȅ 

ŀǊǊƛǾŜŘ ƛƴ ǉǳŀƴǘƛǘȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ ǇƻǊǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ муллǎΦ ¢Ƙǳǎ ǘƘŜ ΨƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜΩ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜŎŜƴǘΣ 

spanning until the 1980s, with Black South African women producing new and pioneering bead designs 

and adornment forms over this period, many of which are held in museum collections (Nettleton 

2018). The impƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ŀŎŎƻǊŘŜŘ ōŜŀŘǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΦ άBoth in the way 

they were worn, and in the patterns they used, beadwork items were important visual markers of the 

social roles and positions of its wearers, creating communal identities and politico-religious units. It is 

ǇŀǊǘƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŘƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘƛƴƎ ǊƻƭŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ōŜŀŘǿƻǊƪΩǎ ŎƭŀƛƳ ǘƻ ōeing ΨtraditionalΩ liesέ (Nettleton 2018). 

Lƴ DƘŀƴŀΣ ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ōŜŀŘŜŘ ŀǊǘŜŦŀŎǘǎΩ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ Ƙŀǎ ŜȄƛǎǘŜŘ ƳǳŎƘ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƛƴ {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀΣ 

with a connection to other cultural elements translating Adinkra symbols, bogolan symbols and kente 

patterns from textile forms and vice versa (Buami et al. 2022, p. 319). The trans-Saharan trade routes 

provided a pathway for trade beads to reach West Afrika via the Middle-East and Europe prior to the 

colonial era, emerging in about 500BCE and peaking in the 16th Century (Nimo 2022, p. 15). 

Mokoena (2015, p. 392) is critical of the categorisation of wearable beadwork as craft, as beaded 

ŀǊǘŜŦŀŎǘǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜΣ ŜƭƛŎƛǘƛƴƎ άƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŀǊǘƛǎǘƛŎ ŀǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ώŀƴŘϐ ǾƛǎŎŜǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ 

ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜέΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǎƘŜ ƛǎ referring ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƘŜǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ΨŎǊŀŦǘΩ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ŀǇǇƭƛŜǎ 

Ŝǉǳŀƭƭȅ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŀŘŜŘ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ΨƛƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ ŦŜŜƭΩΣ ƻŦǘŜƴ 

ŘŜǊƛǎƛǾŜƭȅ ƭŀōŜƭƭŜŘ ŀǎ άŎǳǊƛƻǎέ (Cadle 2025). Many instances exist in which beads and their designed 

progeny are present in contemporary creative artefacts, products of diasporic hybridity, evolving new 

forms, and innovative interpretations. One needs only to note the growth and pervasive nature of the 

craft and design industries in the current milieu ŦƻǊ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ōŜŀŘǎΩ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ 

and tactile arts. 

.ŜŀŘǎΩ ƎŜƻƳŜǘǊƛŎ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǘƛŦǎ ƘƻƭŘ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ Ƴŀƴȅ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎΣ ŀǊŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ 

interpreted in fashion and textiles, are embedded signifiers in cultural objects, and symbolise 

awareness of the storied histories of Afrikan culture, states Buami et al. (2022, p. 317). Beads and 

beaded artefacts hold allure and significance as value-laden objects in many instances whether they 

be of an historical nature or are the product of contemporary, Afronowist realisations. As Katsande 

(2014) explains, ά¢ƘŜ Ŏolours and sizes, the significance of the materials chosen, the placement of 

beads (ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅΣ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƻǊ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜǎύ ŀƳƻƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǳǎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǘƘŜ άǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

person using beads denotes perspective, experience, feelings, beliefs, desires, and/or powerέΦ In 

Afrika beads feature in several scenarios; spiritual, religious and ritual representations; musical 

ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘǎΤ ŀǎ ŀƳǳƭŜǘǎΣ ΨǿƻǊǊȅ ōŜŀŘǎΩ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǎǎŀƎŜ ǘƘŜǊŀǇȅΤ ŦƻǊ ƳŜŘƛŎƛƴŀƭ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴŎȅ ƻŦ 

trade and widely as adornment. More recently representations of animals, decorative pieces and 

furnishing objects feature in support of tourism and interior design applications (Katsande 2014). 

Beaded motifs are evident in the knitwear of designers such as Laduma Ngxokolo who considers the 

historical and traditional significance of being Xhosa (Mokoena 2015, p. 391), and memorialises it in 

the future-focused aesthetic of an Afronowist paradigm. He imbues his work with references to Xhosa 

beading and symbols and the (άǎŜŎǊŜǘέύ ƳŜǎǎŀƎƛƴƎ ŜƳōŜŘded therein, the influence of bold traditional 

colour combinations, brave pattern contrasts, and contemporized garment silhouettes that mix 

Afrikan and Western sensibility (Cadle 2022a, 260). 

¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ !ǊƧǳƴ !ǇǇŀŘǳǊŀƛΩǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎ ƻƴ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŘƛŀǎǇƻǊŀΤ Ƴŀǎǎ ƳŜŘƛŀ ŀƴŘ 

migration influence diasporic identity encouraging the development of new cultural forms (Evrard 

2017). Thus, the point of agonism as a design influence and its relationship to autochthonous design 

can be argued. One need only contemplate the ascent of designers and online platforms promoting 

innovative creative products. A standout example is 100% Design Africa, home of DecorexΣ !ŦǊƛƪŀΩǎ 
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largest craft, art and interior and textile design exhibition; developing novel experiences of design in 

Afrika, in engaging ways, ōȅ άŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘƛƴƎ ώΧϐ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾƛǘȅΣ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ-ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴέ (RX 

2023). Monkeybiz, on the other hand, is a novel and socially aware creativity and support project 

dedicated to the upliftment of women through traditional craft and creative beading opportunitiesτ

this non-profit organisation is supported by local designers and businesses requiring artisanal 

contributions to a variety of design forms from animals and dolls, furniture, interior décor and one-off 

ŀǊǘ ǇƛŜŎŜǎΦ !ǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǎǘŀǘŜΥ άhǳǊ ōŜŀŘŜŘ ǿƻǊƪǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ŀǊǘƛǎǘƛŎ ƳŀǎǘŜǊǇƛŜŎŜǎ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ǎȅƳōƻƭǎ ƻŦ 

ƘƻǇŜ ŀƴŘ ŜƳǇƻǿŜǊƳŜƴǘέ (Monkeybiz|Beaded Art 2025). Among the varied supporters of the 

Monkeybiz initiative are Ananta, a Cape Town-based, sister-driven design studio who find inspiration 

in their Indian roots (Kuta 2023)τthey create a space of intrigue and conversation with their hybrid 

artifacts presenting alternative viewpoints and open interpretations, coherent with agonism. As they 

ǇǊƻŎƭŀƛƳΣ άOur philosophy is Ψdesign to uplift humanityΩέ (Kuta 20ноύΣ ŀ ǇŀǘƘǿŀȅ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ άǘƻ 

ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ƘŀǊƳƻƴƛƻǳǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŜŀŎŜŦǳƭ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ώΧϐ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ ǎǇŀǘƛŀƭ ƎŜƻƳŜǘǊȅΣ 

calculations and alignment with nature to maximise the flow of good energyέΦ Two other creative 

sources are notable; Mash.T Design Studio ǿƘƻ άƳŜƭŘ ώΧϐ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎǊŀŦǘǎ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ 

ŀ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎέ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƛǎ ƻƴ ǎȅƳōƻƭƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΤ 

African Creative produces custom design and sources creative pieces that epitomise authentic Afrikan 

creative efforts, whilst socially conscious and in support of conservation (Welcome to African Creative 

2025) 

Lƴ ŀŎŎƻǊŘŀƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ YŀǘǎŀƴŘŜΩǎ (2014) view on the subjectivity of the bead-ǳǎŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŦǊƻƳ Ƴȅ ΨǊŜŀŘƛƴƎΩ 

ƻŦ ōŜŀŘΩǎ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ ŀǇǇŜŀƭΣ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ŜƳŜǊƎŜ ƛƴ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

argument for beads and beaded artefacts as manifestations of autochthonous design in the context 

of Afrika. 

Beaded works are evocations of the modern and the historical, co-existing as vessels of knowing and 

symbols of cultures past and present, a kind of Venn diagram of historical and cultural influences. They 

are valued because they reify symbolic and cultural values, concretised in forms that are appreciably 

more complex than their tiny, constituent parts; they are precious also, requiring patience, skill and 

care, artistic integrity, technical proficiency, and extraordinary time commitment in their fashioning. 

Objects, accessories, décor and furniture created in this way therefore embody the social and cultural 

anthropology of their makers, their sources of influence, and expectations of their users, a constantly 

evolving archive of the human condition. They achieve their heirloom status due to this and their 

longevity. The spherical, cylindrical or multifaceted beads strung, woven, threaded and aggregated in 

infinite configurations lend prepossessing tactile attraction, and seemingly fragile weight to finished 

ǇƛŜŎŜǎΦ CǳƴŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǊǘŜŦŀŎǘǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ΨƳƻǊŜΩ ǿƘŜƴ ōŜŀŘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ōŜŀŘǎ ƎƛǾŜ ǊƛǎŜ ǘƻ ǎŀǘƛǎŦȅƛƴƎƭȅ ǊŜǎǘǊŀƛƴŜŘ 

musicality as they delicately click and susurrate against each other. In my view it is all of these qualities 

that coalesce into the irresistible appeal one feels for beaded things. 

Afrikan artefacts: Design or craft 

The above notwithstanding, essential to this notion is the necessity for the artefact to be a product of 

a design-driven process. Richardson (2023) posits criteria that differentiate design from art or craft: 

¶ Design is functional and the product of an individual or group working towards a common goal 

¶ Innovation is a desirable quality when it contributes to functionality (superficial or surface 

adjustments are considered as styling) 

¶ {ǳƭƭƛǾŀƴΩǎ dictum ΨŦƻǊƳ follows ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴΩ tracks the design resolution 

¶ Aesthetics is always considered as an intrinsic component. 
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This is not to say that craft and design are not closely related, as skill, technique and knowledge of 

materiality are essential aspects of both. It is perhaps the handmade, one-off nature of craft forms 

that is a distinguishing factor. 

Assuming that the design criteria are satisfied, it seems appropriate that if an artefact is to map its 

Afrikanness, it needs to satisfy the requirements of the design criteria first, then ensure that it is 

ideologically Afronowist and incorporates an agonistic and alterplinary design proposition. 

Mbembe (2002, cited in Kotecki 2020ύ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘΣ άSince the nineteenth century, those who maintain 

that Africans have their own cultural identity, that there is a specific African autochthony, have sought 

to find a general denomination and a place to which they could anchor ώƛǘϐέ. This paper aligns to this 

view, addressing the idea of (Afrikan) autochthonous design in (an as yet unpublished)  part 1 of this 

ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ (Cadle 20нрύΦ .ȅ ŀŘŘƛƴƎ άŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛŀέΣ άŀƎƻƴƛǎƳέΣ ŀƴŘ άŀƭǘŜǊǇƭƛƴŀǊƛǘȅέ ǘƻ 

the definition of autochthonous design, the model developed for mapping Afrikanness refines the 

ΨŘŜǎƛƎƴΩ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƴǳŀƴŎŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜƴǎ ƻŦ ŀƎƻƴƛǎƳΣ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜ ŀƴŘ 

unpredictability from the alterplinary. These are two aspects of Afrikan design that address 

indigenously derived epistemologies inclusive of customs and practices, the fluid influence of the 

intra-cultural diaspora (Chancy 2020), and the inevitable residue of the Afro-European legacy and its 

resultant hybrid Afrikan culture4. 

Mapping Afrikanness and the link to autochthony 

The original flowchart for mapping Afrikanness first appeared in my 2023 paper titled Celebrating 

Afrikanness. This model presupposed a method for designing with Afrikanness as intent. An otherwise 

academic exercise initially, it provided a real-world way for students (and designers) to design 

according to a viable methodology. A subsequent iteration in 2025 considered only 9 principles of 

Afronowism as they were teleologically linked to Afrikanness, and the visual analysis method of Luc 

Pauwels (2020), as criteria for artefact analysis. This was applied to reading designed artefacts in 

determination of their quotient of Afrikanness, and consequently whether the artefacts could be 

considered as examples of autochthonous design. Below, in Figure 1, is the latest version of that 

flowchart, this time renamed as Autochthonous design mapped for Afrikanness. 

As stated, the intention of this paper is to clarify the relationship between autochthonous design and 

Afrikanness and submit that by applying this lens to a designed artefact that it lends a label of 

authenticity thereto. This, now more rigorous, analysis framework considers additional criteria that I 

assert validates the autochthonous design argument. An example of work by Mash.T Designs, the Liz 

Pendant (Figure 2), that incorporates beadwork, is scrutinised below according to the new flowchart. 

The focus on beaded artefacts is discussed in depth previously. Reiterating the main intent, as stated 

in the introduction, άƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǎƳƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘΣ ƛƴǾŜƴǘƛƴƎ 

new ways of considering them whilst maintaining the reverential connection to their former 

ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴŎŜέ. 

¢ƘŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿƭȅ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ŘŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ƻŦ άŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛŀέΣ 

άŀƭǘŜǊǇƭƛƴŀǊƛǘȅέ ŀƴŘ άŀƎƻƴƛǎƳέ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ ƛƴ ŀ ǉǳƻǘƛŘƛŀƴ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Liz Pendant was selected in 

 
4 In the present day (although not considered in the scope of this paper) the pressure of ubiquitous social 
media and its reach and effect on skewing or reconfiguring perceptions of autochthony cannot be ignored. Nor 
can the globalisation and appeal of American socio-cultural and commercial culture, as these self-same 
vehicles pummel users with values, symbols and consumer models via the pervasive presence of Alphabet, 
Meta, Microsoft, X and Amazon, among others (Technology, Media and TelecomτSocial Media Companies by 
Market Cap 2025). 
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ŎƻǊŎƻǊŘŀƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ tǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ !ŦǊƻƴƻǿƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ tŀǳǿŜƭǎΩ ±ƛǎǳŀƭ aŜǘƘƻŘτreplete with Afrikanness 

credentials. 

Design criteria 
The Liz Pendant is clearly a functional object, serving as a lampshade. The two-piece wire armature 

allows the inner and outer elements to create a linked, coherent object, whilst defining individual 

purposes, one as receiver for the coloured twine inner and the other foǊ ǘƘŜ ōŜŀŘŜŘ ƻǳǘŜǊΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ΨŦƭƻŀǘΩ 

together but separated. The inner mutes the light transmission before it encounters the beaded 

section, producing an uplighter/downlighter effect. Presumably, it is designed like this to create an 

intimate cone of illumination. Form follows function is present in the modernist simplicity and the 

light transmission qualities that show off the coloured twine and the jewel-like effect of backlit beads. 

The beaded areas are redolent with Zulu inference (the designer is Zulu and attempts to express 

heritage in her design work) (Mash.T Design Studio 20нрύ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ Ψ½ǳƭǳ ƭƻǾŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ 

bodily beaded decoration. 

Alterplinarity 

Overtly a product design, the piece suggests inputs from industrial-level wire forming and welding, 

craft inputs from beaders, design vision from a textile background, and anthropological knowledge 

(IKS) of beaded patterns and their significance. Despite multiple inputs from artisanal, engineering and 

designer sources, the resultant object is coherent and read as a singularity. The visualisation is 

ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜΣ ΨŦǊƛŜƴŘƭȅΩ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛǾŜƭȅ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ a playful aura. 

Agonism 

The Liz Pendant challenges conceptions of Afrikanness and craft by foregrounding a hybrid of 

Modernist and Afrikan geometries, questioning preconceived notions of each. Zulu beadwork, 

expected as some form of bodily adornment and cultural signalling, assumes an unexpected habitus 

as interior décor. Zulu, and indeed all culturally significant beadwork, occupies a coded form, known 

to some but not to all, so in this instance reveals and hides simultaneously. 

Reflecting on the findings produced by the criteria above, it is therefore safe to recommend the 

analysis model Autochthonous design mapped for Afrikanness, as it is useful for adding more depth to 

the reading of a design artefact, especially when wanting to confirm its provenance as an authentic, 

Afrikan example of autochthonous design. 

Conclusion 

The point of this exercise is not to formularise or categorise but to develop a new ontological 

perspective for understanding Afrikanness in design. Important also, is to put to rest the tendency to 

consider styling and decoration as signifiers of Afrikanness and rather prioritise embedded values, 

essence and cultural significance. As Nelson Mandela University (2024, p. ммύ ǎǘŀǘŜǎΣ ά¢ƘŜ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ 

value embedded in cultural artefacts is created, not by the value of the materials used to make it [sic], 

but by the recognition and agreement that it has special value to individuals, specific cultural groups, 

and/or to societyέΦ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎŀǎŜ ά!ŦǊƛƪŀƴƴŜǎǎέ ƛǎ ŀ ΨǘƘƛƴƎΩ ŀƴŘ ŀǳǘƻŎƘǘƘƻƴƻǳǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜ 

whereby authentic Afrikan design can be created. 
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* I have added this point to assist in distinguishing between the craft/design dichotomy as noted in 

the discussion on design criteria. 

Figure 1: Autochthonous design mapped for Afrikanness (Cadle 2025), uǇŘŀǘŜ ƻŦ άŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ 

ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ Ŧƭƻǿ ŦƻǊ ƳŀǇǇƛƴƎ !ŦǊƛƪŀƴƴŜǎǎ ƛƴ ŀ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀǊǘŜŦŀŎǘέ (Cadle 2023) 
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Figure 2: Mash.T Design Studio, Liz pendants, beads, twine and wire (image by Mash.T 

Design Studio 2025, used with permission) 
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{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΥ Co-design in fashion 
education 

Neshane Harvey, University of Johannesburg 

Abstract 
Co-design, under the broader scope of human-centred design, refers to an approach, attitude, 

alternative way of thinking, and engagement with design practice. In an educational context, although 

limited, scholarship exists around co-design pedagogy, which coincides with the need for future-

focused design education, including fashion. However, a research gap exists in terms of student 

attitudes towards co-design practice. Also, a further gap exists regarding fashion education, in that 

conventional pedagogies that foster a culture of designer-centeredness and self-expressivity remain 

at the forefront, with educators reluctant to embrace a co-design pedagogy. Hence, the criticality of 

fashion education is questionable in terms of its future-focus. Considering the arguments offered, this 

paper is driven by a two-fold research question: how can co-design pedagogy be implemented in 

fashion education, and what are students' attitudes towards co-design practice? Aligned with the 

research question, this paper offers a two-fold aim. The first aim is to situate the implementation of 

co-design pedagogy with first-year fashion design students at a South African urban higher education 

ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ŀƛƳ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŘǊŀǿ ƻƴ ŜƳǇƛǊƛŎŀƭ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ Ŏƻ-

design practice. This research was executed through the qualitative research lens rooted in a case 

study. The case relates to first-year fashion design ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ Ŏƻ-design at a South 

African, urban higher education institution. Empirical data collection involved artefacts comprising of 

22 first-ȅŜŀǊ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŜǎǎŀȅǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜŘ Ǿƛŀ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΦ The 

findings reveal that when students are exposed to a future-focused co-design pedagogy and practice, 

transformation in student mindsets about fashion design practice is evident and yields positive 

attitudes. Notwithstanding, designer-centeredness and self-expressivity also emerged and generated 

negative student attitudes towards co-design practice. Considering the above, this paper contributes 

to the conference theme: DESIGN+ Disruptions, Realities, Futures, by disrupting conventional fashion 

design education to ensure effective scholarship of teaching and learning through innovative, co-

design pedagogy and design practice that can shape futures. 

Keywords:  Attitude, co-design pedagogy, future-focused, fashion education, scholarship of teaching 

and learning 

Introduction 
Muratovski (2022, p. ȄȄƛƛƛύ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘǿƻ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ƴŀƳŜƭȅ άŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƴǿŀǊŘ-looking 

ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜέ ŀƴŘ άŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭƭȅ ŘǊƛǾŜƴ-ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎέ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŜǊ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƛƴ ŀǊǘƛǎǘƛŎ 

style and personal self-expression driven by designer inspiration, however, with the latter approach, 

design is about problem-ǎƻƭǾƛƴƎΣ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άƴŜŜŘǎ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊǎέ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊŜŦǊƻƴǘΦ 
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In a discipline such as fashion education, programme offerings appear to continue aligning with the 

Bauhaus vision, with traditional roots in crafting skills that foster aspects such as drawing, modelling, 

individualised perceptions, imagination, image manipulation, and visualisation (Faerm 2012; Skjold 

2008; Tovey 2015; Wolff & Rhee 2009).  Consequently, the manifestation of design, as an inward-

looking practice, appears conspicuous, with a focus on designer innovation and the development of 

fashion mood boards that reflect creativity around a central theme or idea, acting as a catalyst for 

designer sources of inspiration (Freeman, Marcketti, & Karpova 2017; Lee et al. 2018). Essentially, 

mood boards comprise imageries for sensorial stimulus and inspiration, and from a fashion 

educational standpoint, equips students with skills for industry practice (Freeman, Marcketti & 

Karpova 2017; Omwami, Lahti & Seitamaa-Hakkarainen 2021). Muratovski (2022, p. 41) argues that, 

ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ Ƙŀǎ ŜǾƻƭǾŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ŦŀǎƘƛƻƴ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜ Ƙŀǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜŘ ƻƴ ƛǘǎ ƻǿƴ άǊǳƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘǳƳō 

ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎέ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǘŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƳŜŘƛŀΣ underscored by unchanged frameworks. 

Co-design, an approach to human-centred design (HCD), is a design method, attitude, alternative 

means of thinking, and application to design practice (International Organization for Standardization 

2010; Norman 2013; Sanders & Stappers 2012; 2014). In an educational context, although limited, 

scholarship exists on co-design pedagogy, which aligns with the need for future-focused fashion 

education (Cascian et al. 2021; Mchunu & Moodley 2019; Lam 2020; Lee et al. 2018; Bang & Hodges 

2024; Harvey 2018; Harvey & Ankiewicz 2022; Hur & Beverley 2023). However, a research gap exists 

in terms of exploring student attitudes towards co-design practice. Furthering this gap, Lee et al. 

(2018, pp. 430, 432) posit the curtailment of reflectivity and recognition of social co-creation because 

educators themselves have not changed their attitudes by welcoming co-design pedagogy. A further 

gap exists in fashion education because conventional pedagogies, which foster a culture of designer-

centeredness and self-expressivity, remain at the forefront. Thus, the criticality of fashion education 

is disputed in terms of its future-focus. While acknowledging the gap that educators themselves have 

not changed their attitudes to embrace co-design pedagogy, this paper focuses on students because 

they ultimately develop into future designers. Exposure to co-design at an educational level has the 

potential to provoke an attitude for change and enable future-focused practice. 

Considering these arguments and the research gap, this paper is driven by a two-fold research 

question: how can co-design pedagogy be implemented in fashion education, and what are students' 

attitudes towards co-design practice? Aligned with the research question and forming part of a larger 

research project, this paper offers a two-fold aim. The first aim is to situate the implementation of co-

design pedagogy with first-year fashion design students at a South African urban higher education 

institution. The ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ŀƛƳ ŘǊŀǿǎ ƻƴ ŜƳǇƛǊƛŎŀƭ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ Ŏƻ-

design practice. 

Literature review 
This section offers scholarly discussion on two theoretical themes, namely co-design in fashion 

education and attitude for change. The first theme draws on previous research narrating on co-design 

pedagogical strategies with fashion students and, in particular fashion education. Subsequently, the 

second theoretical theme draws on social psychology scholarship to nuance the discussion around 

attitudes. 

Co-design in fashion education 

Hur and Beverley (2023, p. 10) conducted a series of co-design workshops with multiple stakeholders, 

including fashion students, to evaluate a sustainable fashion toolkit. The study found that the co-
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design process was valuable in creating sustainable fashion solutions and fortified the development 

of design ideas and the re-evaluation of sustainable fashion through engagement and insights (Hur & 

Beverley 2023, p. мнύΦ [ŀƳΩǎ (2020, p. 119) research implemented a co-design process with 

undergraduate students focussing on community engagement through expressive textile art and 

fashion creativity. In this process, students worked together with multiple stakeholders to design and 

create textile artworks. Through co-design, students gained a deeper understanding of recipient needs 

but at the same time developed design skills, critical thinking, and facilitated social cohesion, social 

responsibility, and a sense of community in the learning process (Lam 2020, pp. 121, 127). Lee et al. 

(2018, pp. 432, 433, 442) developed an educational prototype to transform fashion education through 

co-design and found that a co-design educational strategy should include the following elements: 1) 

with collaborative methods, students will have an open-mind in an educational setting, 2) minimise 

student proficiencies with visualisation tools to support design expansion, 3) educate students to 

άǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŎƻǇŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƴŎǊŜǘŜ Ŏƻ-desigƴέ ƛƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ 

process while consenting to feedback, 4) educate students to enable understanding of the role of a 

designer in the co-design process, and 5) encourage students towards holistic perspectives. 

The international scholarship above exhibits the championing of co-design pedagogy to enable future-

focused fashion education; however, the South African situation appears underdeveloped. The author 

completed a doctoral study (Harvey 2018) that revolved around an HCD (co-design) approach to 

fashion education, which involved the design and implementation of two teaching and learning 

interventions with first-year fashion design students using co-design pedagogy. From this doctoral 

study, nine principles for HCD in fashion education emerged to guide a co-design process, as seen in 

Table 1. Despite the scope of fashion education, these nine HCD principles can be applied to any design 

discipline. 

Table 1: HCD principles (Harvey 2018, pp. 347-348) 

tƭŀŎŜ ǳǎŜǊǎ ŀǎ ŎƻǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŀǝƻƴ ς ŦƻŎǳǎ ƛǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊ ŀǎ ƴǳŎƭŜǳǎ ƻŦ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀƴŘ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ 

ƛƴǎǇƛǊŀǝƻƴΣ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘȅ 

LƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ς ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊǎ ŀǎǎǳƳŜ ŀ Řǳŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊǎΣ 

ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƛǎ ƎǊƻǳƴŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ 

LŘŜƴǝŦȅ ŀƴŘ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǳǎŜǊ ƴŜŜŘǎΣ ƎƻŀƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ς ŬǊǎǘΣ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎΣ ƎƻŀƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅπŜƴƎŀƎŜŘ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ ŀǎ ƛƴǇǳǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ 

ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƴŜŜŘǎΣ ƎƻŀƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ 

/ƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ǳǎŜ ς ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǘŀƪŜ ƛƴǘƻ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻǊ ǎƛǘǳŀǝƻƴ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊ ǿƛƭƭ ǳǎŜ 

ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ 

¢ǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜ ǳǎŜǊ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎ ς ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ 

ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎ όŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŎǊƛǘŜǊƛŀ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴǘǎύ 

¦ǎŜǊ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǝƻƴΣ ŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŬƴŜƳŜƴǘ ς ǳǎŜǊǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘŜ ǇǊƻǘƻǘȅǇŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪ 

ŀǎ ŀ ŎǊƛǝŎŀƭ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǝƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǳǎŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ 

ǘƘŜƳ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪ ƻōǘŀƛƴŜŘ  

aŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƛǘŜǊŀǝǾŜ ς ƛǘŜǊŀǝƻƴ ƻǊ ǊŜǇŜŀǘŜŘ ǎǘŜǇǎ ƻŎŎǳǊ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŀƴŘ 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǳƴǝƭ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛǊŜŘ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ ƛǎ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘ 

/ƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǝƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǳǎŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊǎ ς ǳǎŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŀŎǝǾŜ ŀƴŘ Ŏƻƴǝƴǳƻǳǎƭȅ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎ ƛƴ 

ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǳƴŦƻƭŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǳǎŜǊǎΣ ƴƻǘ ŦƻǊ ǳǎŜǊǎ 
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5ŜǎƛƎƴ ǘŜŀƳ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ƳǳƭǝŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŀǊȅ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǝǾŜǎ ς ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǘŜŀƳǎ ŀƴŘ 

ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ƛƴ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǝǾŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴπƳŀƪƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǝƻƴ 

 

In their research on co-design in fashion education, Harvey and Ankiewicz (2022, pp. 120-121) found 

a shift in both educatorǎϥ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƳƛƴŘǎŜǘǎΣ ǘƘǳǎ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŜƳǇŀǘƘȅ ŀƴŘ 

transformative teaching practices, ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜƴŀōƭŜŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ άŦǳǘǳǊŜ Ŏƻ-constructors, [and] 

ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛǾŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜǊǎέ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻǎǘŜǊ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƧǳŘƎƳŜƴǘǎΦ Lƴ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΣ IŀǊǾŜȅ 

(2025) found that co-design pedagogy exposed fashion design students to cooperative learning 

experiences, social cohesion, and human belongingness through inclusivity, respect, prosperous 

relationships, and profound communication. Simultaneously, the research found a shift from 

individualistic creativity to collective creativity and critical thinking (Harvey 2025). Mchunu and 

aƻƻŘƭŜȅΩǎ (2019, p. 89) interdisciplinary co-ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŦƻǳƴŘ άŀƴ ŀǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ 

both inter-institutional and cross-disciplinary levels, and the meta-view of collaboration as a conduit 

ŦƻǊ ǘǊŀƴǎŎŜƴŘƛƴƎέΦ ²ƘƛƭŜ international and local research on co-design pedagogy demonstrates the 

potential for future-focused fashion education, attitudes may play a crucial role. 

Attitude for change 

The discussion on attitude draws on social psychology scholarship. Wilson, Lindsey, and Schooler 

(2000, p. 102) posit that attitudes are conventionally viewed as evaluations, stored in memory, and 

endure over time.  Intrinsically, attitude evaluations are linked to human behaviour with a disposition 

for positive or negative responses towards objects, people, institutions, or events (Ajzen 2005, pp. 3 

20ύΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǎȅƴƻǇǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǎǳŎƘ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ŀǎ άƎƻƻŘ-bad, harmful-beneficial, 

pleasant-unpleasant, and likeable-ŘƛǎƭƛƪŀōƭŜέ (Ajzen 2001, p. 28). 

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ǾŀǊȅ ƛƴ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ŦƻǊŜƎǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƴ άƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎΣ 

intentions, and behaviouǊέ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǇǇƻǎŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜΣ ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎ ǿŜŀƪ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŜŘ (Howe & 

Krosnick 2017, p. 328). An attitude may be important to a person based on the principle of self-

interest, but it may also become of individual significance due to social identifications and individual 

views pertinent to their social and personal values (Howe & Krosnick 2017, p. 330). 

Dual attitudes are possible, whereby attitudes are stable evaluations that are habitually activated. On 

the other hand, attitudes are also context-sensitive and can change (Wilson, Lindsey & Schooler 2000, 

p. 102). Different views on attitudes have emerged, suggesting that attitudes are no longer seen as 

ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ǎǘƻǊŜŘ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ōǳǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ƛƴǎǘŀƴǘŀƴŜƻǳǎƭȅ άƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ 

ƘŀǇǇŜƴǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƛƳŜέ (Wilson, Lindsey, & Schooler 2000, p. 102).  However, 

Albarracin and Shavitt (2018, p. 301) argue that attitudes are defined as saved forever into fixed 

memory and are recovered as the need arises, indicating that attitude change is complex. 

Nonetheless, research on attitude change now encompasses social, environmental, and geopolitical 

imperatives, as well as the notions of engagement and inactivity (Albarracin & Shavitt 2018, p. 320). 

The implications are that attitude change is fundamental for future-focused fashion education to align 

with social, environmental, and geopolitical agendas. 

Situating the implementation of co-design pedagogy 
This section responds to the first research question and aim in terms of situating the implementation 

of co-design pedagogy at a South African higher education institution with first-year fashion design 

students. 
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Considering the fundamental value of integrating theory and design practice, the co-design pedagogy 

was designed and implemented to incorporate both theoretical and practice-based modules. The 

theoretical foundations of HCD principles, illustrated in Table 1, and co-design methodologies were 

offered in the theory-based module to enable students to gain understanding and conceptual 

knowledge. To empower theoretical knowledge linkages, cases of co-design practice in the fashion 

industry were discussed, which fostered student discussions around the crucial value of design 

methodologies in relation to theory. This alignment of theoretical knowledge and the crucial value of 

co-design in fashion practice set the stage for the practice-based module. 

The practice-based module outcome was to incorporate and utilise conceptual knowledge on the 

principles of HCD as the design method and intent to co-design, prototype, and make a wearable end-

ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŀ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ŘŜǾƛŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜǎ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ safety needs and the context of the use. 

First-year fashion students were required to co-design in a simulated situation comprising a two-

member design team. Design teams had to collaborate with Industrial Design students to prototype 

and make the safety device via 3D printing. The simulated design team comprised two setups, with 

students having autonomy to select their respective design team members. In the first setup, one 

student took on the role of the designer and the other that of the user. The second setup reversed 

these roles. As a result, there were 11 design teams. 

Although predominantly revolving around design and making, addressing theory around practice was 

essential before commencing with the practice-based module. Therefore, given the interdisciplinary 

nature of this co-design pedagogy, an Industrial Design educator presented pragmatic examples of 

safety devices, safety device functionality, embedded electronics, and the practicality of 3D printing. 

[ƛƪŜǿƛǎŜΣ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ǿŀǎ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ƻƴ IŀǊǾŜȅ ŀƴŘ {ƳŀƭΩǎ  (2021, p. 33) eight-stage, iterative generative tool: 

1) user needs, goals and preferences, 2) context of design use, 3) design criteria and constraints, 4) 

idea, 5) action plan, 6) concept, 7) prototype, and 8) product. This theoretical knowledge was 

important because the co-design pedagogy and design and making activities were designed and 

implemented against the backdrop of the generative tool. 

Against the backdrop of the first and second stages of the generative tool, designers engaged users in 

qualitative dialogues to gain ŀ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǳǎŜǊǎΩ ƭƛǾŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ 

safety, challenges, safety needs, goals, and preferences. Likewise, designers must understand the 

ǳǎŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘ ŀƴŘ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ŘŜǾƛŎŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘΦ 5ŜǎƛƎƴŜǊǎ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ 

qualitative conversation in design journals, and the process of data analysis and synthesis began. With 

such empirical research, information becomes clearer, and the messiness of information gathering 

streamlines the design process. 

This empirical research, data analysis, and synthesis led to the development of design criteria and 

constraints in terms of what to design.  Subsequently, abstraction began with idea stage activities with 

design teams engaging in big-picture brainstorming and thinking, manifesting several design ideas, 

and experimentations. However, design teams iterated and refined design ideas and 

experimentations, testing those that could work, discarding those that were unfeasible and those that 

required improvement. The intention with iteration was to narrow down the big-picture thinking and 

isolate core design ideas for further development. To that end, design teams participated in co-design 

action planning by plotting out design tasks and deciphering how to translate design ideas and 

experimentation. Correspondingly, the design teams planned the designer and user responsibilities. 

Turning to the concept stageΩǎ co-design activities, design teams further developed design ideas and 

experimentations. Design teams also had to collaborate with Industrial Design students around the 
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safety devices and obtain feedback on the functionality and practical manifestation. However, design 

teams had to be cognisant of the iterative co-design process to align with the user needs, goals, 

preferences, and context of design use, as well as the design criteria and constraints. 

After the concept stage, prototype or mock-up stage activities began, whereby a full-size prototype 

turned a two-dimensional abstraction into a three-dimensional reality. Users evaluated prototypes so 

that their needs, goals, preferences, context of use, and design criteria and constraints were 

addressed. The user feedback enabled designers to iterate, refine, and fix all problems before the 

product was launched. In the product stage, designers created the wearable product, whereas 

Industrial Design students created the 3D-printed safety devices. 

Note that all co-design activities were recorded in design journals through visual and written forms. 

Written narratives were essential to capture design team discussions, notes, brainstorming, feedback, 

internal thought processes, and justifying design decisions. However, design teams had the autonomy 

to decide on strategies for design journaling, for example, mapping, mind-mapping tools, diagrams, 

sketches, and experiments. The research methodology unfolded following the co-design pedagogy 

and practice. 

Research methodology 
The research was conducted through the lens of a qualitative case study. Qualitative research suggests 

that meaning is socially constructed through an in-depth understanding of a social phenomenon, and 

through experiences and viewpoints (Merriam & Tisdell 2016; Merriam & Grenier 2019; Taylor, 

Bogdan, & DeVault 2016). Yin (2018, p. 3) affirms that a case study is an in-depth inquiry into a 

bounded system. In this research, the case involved the bounded system of co-design pedagogy and 

first-year fashion desiƎƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ Ŏƻ-design at a South African urban higher 

education institution. 

The research used a purposive sampling method. With purposive sampling, participants are selected 

based on predetermined selection criteria because they hold relevant knowledge and data (Babbie 

2008; Yin 2011; Silverman 2014). In this research, 22 first-year fashion design students at a South 

African urban higher education institution participated in the co-design pedagogy. Data were collected 

from the 22 participants after the co-design pedagogy sessions. 

As mentioned earlier, this paper forms part of a larger research project which obtained ethical 

clearance in 2023 from the Department of Fashion Design at a South African higher education 

institution. Participants were invited with a pre-drafted invitational letter and consent form. All 22 

participants granted informed consent. Thereafter, data collection entailed artefacts comprising 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ŜǎǎŀȅǎΣ ǎǳōƳƛǘǘŜŘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻ-design pedagogy. 

In these written essays, participating students reflected their lived experiences and perspectives 

around the co-design practice. Yin (2011, p. 148) advocates that artefacts may comprise student work. 

The data collected were analysed using a content method of analysis through two coding cycles 

following Saldaña's (2021, p. 18) streamlined codes-to-theory model. The first cycle used in vivo 

coding aimed at preliminary data coding. With the second cycle, fragments of raw data were 

compared to formulate patterns, linkages and move into research categories and themes. The data 

analysis empowered the discussion of findings. 
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Discussion of findings 
This section addresses the second research question and second aim regarding student attitudes 

towards co-design practice. The findings offer two overarching research themes: 1) positive attitudes 

towards co-design and 2) negative attitudes towards co-design. Student raw data quotations are 

presented in italics and identified by codes such as S1 and S2 to facilitate interpretation. Here, the 

discussion shifts to the first research theme, namely a positive attitude towards co-design. 

Positive attitude towards co-design 

The findings reveal that when students are exposed to co-design pedagogy and practice, a 

transformation in their mindsets about fashion design practice is evident, thus yielding positive 

attitudes. With these positive attitudes, the students found the co-design practice to be adequate and 

professional (S20) and the ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ώΧϐ ǾŜǊȅ ƎƻƻŘ (S18). Accordingly, attitude for change transpired 

with students acknowledging the need for an alternative way of thinking, engaging with design 

practice and a revolutionised mindset as reflected in the comment: I had to change my mindset and 

somewhat look at the user as someone I care about and not just someone I can get business from (S15). 

Another student suggested that co-design should always be included in design as it is a fundamental 

way of understanding the concept behind any given design project (S4). These comments reaffirm that 

co-design is future-focused and advocates that social needs and empathy receive precedence as 

opposed to the notion that business comes first. 

Given the emphasis on social needs and empathy, it seems that an attitude of an inward-looking 

practice and designer-centeredness has reshaped into an inevitable future-focused collaboration 

entrenched in co-design.  One student mentioned that collaboration is a necessity in the world, 

whether we like it or not. But due to the nature of the world, collaborations are inevitable, and I will 

handle the situations accordingly (S5). Adequately dealing with situations advocates for resilience, 

adaptability, and flexibility to adapt to social, environmental, and geopolitical situations. With such an 

attitude about change, the findings affirm that co-design pedagogy and practice have the potential to 

prepare students and endow them with conversational, collegial, impartiality, and problem-solving 

skills. Hence, it is necessary to move beyond the scope of focusing purely on discipline-specific 

knowledge and skills. Interpretation derives from student comments such as the user and I 

communicated [and] resolved issues (S8), and we all have our own biases, but co-design can allow you 

to set aside these biases and see things very differently (S13). Such a positive attitude for change set 

the stage for self-reflection. 

Self-reflectiveness 

It is not uncommon for human behaviour to conceivably be linked to cognition and reliability. In highly 

intensive educational environments such as fashion, negative attitudes and human behaviour have 

the potential to present challenges. The findings illustrate profound self-reflection that could 

potentially influence fashion education and mitigate the challenges of negative student attitudes and 

behaviour. In an era where student mental well-being is of great concern, co-design pedagogy and 

practice have the potential to offer a supportive strategy, as seen in the response that it helped me 

deal with one of my insecurities (S3). 

In addition to the aforementioned, educators may encounter students who are forgetful, distracted, 

or preoccupied. Equally, student punctuality and its consequences may be a concern. Although these 

situations may exist, how educators manage such challenges remains questionable. The findings show 

that co-design offers a pedagogical strategy to counteract punctuality and absent-mindedness issues. 

Students acknowledged these problems but showed a positive attitude towards change to offset these 
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problems, as mentioned in the response: I would have to be punctual, which is something I really 

struggle with (S9). Similarly, the positive attitude towards change seems to have enabled greater 

productivity and mitigated inattentiveness, as expressed in the response: 

I am also well aware that my own absent-mindedness can cause me to neglect small details 
ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ƻŦǘŜƴ ōŜ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ L ŦƛƴŘ ƛǎ ŜŀǎƛŜǊ ǘƻ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ǿƘŜƴ LΩƳ 
working with someone else, because not only do they help me remember these necessary 
details, but they also bring new ideas to the table from a fresh perspective outside of my own, 
which can often make me see things differently, and even work better (S13). 

{ǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǎŜƭŦ-reflecting and finding ways to change behaviour exhibits that the innate ability to 

change attitudes to one of positivity by acknowledging that co-design is not about individual beliefs, 

values and attitudes but about the collective impact. Despite this, negative attitudes are perhaps not 

easy to change. 

Negative attitude towards co-design 

Design involves design criticism, yet showing ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜǊ ŘǊŀǿƛƴƎǎ ώΧϐ ǿŀǎ ǾŜǊȅ ǳƴŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ (S3). 

Congruently, the inward-looking practice and designer-centeredness bore a negative attitude as 

reflected in the response: ώƛǘΩǎϐ much more effective when working independently [and I] dislike 

working with people in general because [and] would not prefer dealing with other people's 

temperaments and circumstances (S1). Another student also mentions that since I always want things 

to go my way, I really do not enjoy collaborating with other people, which is why I prefer working alone 

(S19). These findings nuance the crucial requirement for change. Given the flux in social, 

environmental, and geopolitical crises, fashion education can no longer educate students in a way that 

thrives on exclusivity and an inward-looking practice. 

The findings also allude to the negative attitude regarding deadlines (interpreted from the raw data), 

as also having to set up deadlines on when we should show each other our progress was another 

challenge, because I am such a procrastinator and will hardly ever do stuff in advance but will always 

leave it for the last minute (S3). This finding raises the crucial responsibility and accountability aspects 

of future fashion education, as reliability, proactiveness, and deadlines are paramount. If such strong 

attitudes do not change, the sustained employability of fashion graduates is at risk. 

Conclusion 
Orthodox fashion education was questioned, and arguments were presented for co-design pedagogy 

as a transformative means for future-focused fashion education. This study aimed to situate the 

implementation of co-design pedagogy at a South African urban higher education institution with first-

year fashion design students and dreǿ ƻƴ ŜƳǇƛǊƛŎŀƭ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ 

co-design practice. The co-design pedagogy was designed and executed to integrate simulations with 

students working in design teams of two, with one positioned as a designer and the other as a user, 

and vice versa. 

The findings reveal that when students are exposed to co-design pedagogy, positive attitudes emerge, 

yielding the transformative ability for change in mindsets and developing an alternate way of thinking 

and engaging with design practice. Contradicting the positive attitudes, the inward-looking designer-

centeredness resulted in negative student attitudes towards co-design practice, which does not 

coincide with the need for attitude change due to global social, environmental, and geopolitical crises. 
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Therefore, because fashion education must educate upcoming fashion designers to be responsible 

and accountable, it is crucial to recommend further research.   Likewise, the challenges in terms of 

student behaviour, cognition, and reliability create the opportunity for further research in terms of 

how and to what extent fashion educators manage such situations. Additionally, as mentioned earlier, 

despite the gap that educators themselves have not changed their attitudes to embrace co-design 

pedagogy, this research focused on students. The focus on students and not on educators is a 

limitation of the research. Hence, this study recommends ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƻǊǎΩ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ 

about co-design pedagogy and about enabling future-focused fashion education. 

This paper contributes to the conference theme, DESIGN+ Disruptions, Realities, Futures, by 

disordering conventional fashion design education to ensure effective scholarship of teaching and 

learning through innovative, co-design pedagogy and design practice that can shape futures. In 

addition, although this research focused on fashion education, the co-design pedagogy and findings 

have the potential to transfer to any discipline in design education, and as such this research 

contributes to the broader discourse around the scholarship of teaching and learning, which is a field 

of study in its own right. 
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Abstract  
As architectural education evolves, integrating sustainability demands more than technological 

solutions; it requires an experiential understanding of physical and spatial design qualities. However, 

Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) in architecture has often been shaped by Global North-

centric technical approaches, promoting one-size-fits-all solutions. A more holistic understanding, 

incorporating the cultural and environmental realities of the Global South, remains underexplored. 

This research investigates how sensory perception, informed by Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS) 

and phenomenology, can enhance architectural ESD by fostering contextually grounded design 

approaches. What might a decolonised architectural design brief look like, and how can IKS and 

phenomenological pedagogy be meaningfully incorporated into design education beyond tokenism? 

The study adopts a reflective narrative approach to analyse a first-year architectural design brief that 

incorporates phenomenological and sustainable design principles within diverse natural contexts. The 

brief was analysed using a deductive coding method in two cycles: the first focused on attributes of 

phenomenology and decolonial pedagogy, the second explored themes through the lens of 

IŀōŜǊƳŀǎΩǎ Ǿŀlidity claims (comprehensibility, sincerity, and truth). The resulting codes were 

compared using a cross-referencing method to triangulate findings and assess whether a 

phenomenological and decolonial approach enhances ESD in the Global South. Preliminary findings 

suggest that engaging with phenomenology and IKS fosters a deeper connection between students 

and their design decisions. Achieving more sustainable, context-sensitive outcomes depends not only 

on what is asked in the brief, but also on how it is stated. This study proposes a design brief quality 

matrix for integrating phenomenology and IKS, to promote an ESD approach in architectural education 

that reflects comprehensibility, sincerity, and truth. 

Keywords: Architectural education, design brief, Global South, Indigenous knowledge systems, 

phenomenology, sustainability 

Introduction 
There is growing consensus that architectural pedagogy in South Africa must be rooted in the cultural 

ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ŘƛǾŜǊǎŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǎΣ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǾŀƭǳƛƴƎ LY{ ŀƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƴƻƴ-

Western epistemologies (Keane et al. 2023). However, the challenge lies in translating this imperative 

into meaningful, transformative curricular practices. Specifically, how can architectural design 
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education move beyond superficial inclusion to genuinely advance social justice and foster a 

decolonised, contextually grounded pedagogy? 

This study offers a reflective analysis of a first-year design project brief implemented within a South 

African Bachelor of Architectural Studies programme. The brief is based on the belief that teaching 

sustainability in ways that resonate with students and remain relevant to the realities of the Global 

South requires a shift toward more embodied, sensory modes of learning. This includes engaging with 

indigenous materials and knowledge, exploring vernacular architectural precedents, and adopting 

pedagogical approaches that foreground local relevance and experiential understanding. The 

philosophical foundation of this paper is the assertion that, although Sustainable Design and 

Phenomenology only emerged as academic discourses in the latter half of the twentieth century, the 

core principles underpinning them have long been embedded within IKS. 

Current approaches to Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) in architecture are still largely 

shaped by Global North-centric paradigms, privileging technical, standardised solutions while 

neglecting contextual specificity. As a result, there remains a significant gap in addressing the Global 

{ƻǳǘƘΩǎ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ Ŏultural, environmental, and social realities. While there is growing recognition of the 

value of IKS, its integration into architectural curricula is often superficial and tokenistic, lacking 

sustained or meaningful engagement. 

This research challenges those limitations by advocating for a more situated, culturally responsive 

approach to ESD in architectural education. It does so by critically examining how the design studio 

brief is constructed and communicated to students, with particular attention to its pedagogical 

underpinnings. 

This study assumes that meaningful ESD in architectural education cannot be achieved through 

technical knowledge transfer alone. Instead, it must be cultivated through pedagogical approaches 

that encourage deep, embodied engagement with space (phenomenological pedagogy) and the 

recognition and integration of IKS (decolonial pedagogy). 

Literature review 

Architectural education for sustainable development 

ά{ǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŜŜǘǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŎƻƳǇǊƻƳƛǎƛƴƎ 

ǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ƴŜŜŘǎέ (WCED 1987, p. 43). This widely cited 

definition from the Brundtland Report has become a cornerstone in sustainability scholarship, 

informing research and practice across numerous academic disciplines (Quental & Lourenço 2012; 

Hallinger & Nguyen 2020; Aggarwal, Sharma & Jhajj 2023). 

The origins of architectural Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) can be traced back to the 

growing awareness of sustainable development in the late 20th century (WCED 1987). Architectural 

education has increasingly embraced sustainable development by embedding its principles into 

curricula at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels (Bozkurt 2016; Al-Hagla 2012). This 

integration often involves aligning theoretical instruction with design studio practice (Bozkurt 2016). 

Professional bodies such as the International Union of Architects have played a pivotal role in 

promoting sustainability values within architectural education (Burton & Salama 2023; UNESCO-UIA 

2023). 
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Considering this, there is an urgent need to move beyond predominantly technology-focused models 

by incorporating more culturally and experientially grounded approaches, especially those informed 

by IKS and phenomenology, to encourage sustainability practices that are both ecologically and 

contextually relevant to the Global South. 

Phenomenology as pedagogy 

Husserl established phenomenology in the 18th century as a philosophical and scientific discipline 

focused on the study of consciousness (Soltani & Kirci 2019). In architecture, its foundations are 

ƎǊƻǳƴŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǎŜƳƛƴŀƭ ǘŜȄǘǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ aŀǊǘƛƴ IŜƛŘŜƎƎŜǊΩǎ Building, Dwelling, Thinking (1971), where he 

argues that dwelling is not merely occupying physical space, but fundamental to our being in the 

world. Norberg-Schulz expands on this in Genius Loci: Towards a Phenomenology of Architecture 

(1980), contending that people experience places emotionally and symbolically, through character, 

ƻǊƛŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ άǎǇƛǊƛǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜέΦ 

Bader (2015), referencing Maurice Merleau-Ponty, argues that direct experience through the sensory-

motor body, feelings, and movement in dynamic environments is often overlooked in architectural 

education and practice. Steven Holl describes phenomenology as the study of essence, asserting that 

architecture can reintroduce essence into human existence (Soltani & Kirci 2019). From this view, 

place is more than geography; it is shaped by environmental, historical, and cultural elements. 

Educators and designers must recognise that spatial experience is subjective and diverse, varying 

across users. 

Although phenomenology emerged as academic discourse in 20th-century Western philosophy, its 

core principles: embodied knowledge, relationality to place, and lived experience, have long existed 

within Indigenous Knowledge Systems. 

Seamon (2019) raises critical questions about how phenomenology can be evaluated in terms of 

ǘǊǳǎǘǿƻǊǘƘƛƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ǾŀƭƛŘƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ƻƴŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƭŜŀǊƴ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ ƭƛǾŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦ ²ŀŎƘǘŜǊƘŀǳǎŜǊΩǎ 

interpretive framework, developed in the 1980s, is particularly relevant to architecture, emphasising 

comprehensiveness, semantic depth, inclusiveness, and architectonic structure. Comprehensiveness 

refers to the completeness of interpretation; without it, experience risks becoming one-sided and 

distorting truth. Inclusive phenomenological inquiry spans past, present, and future experiences, 

offering a rich understanding of phenomena that can be validated over time. 

Indigenous knowledge as decolonial pedagogy 

Abah, Mashebe, and Denuga (2015) describe Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS) as deeply 

embedded worldviews intimately connected to individuals, their communities, and the natural 

environment. As Gupta (2015) notes, this knowledge is accumulated through generations of lived 

experience and interaction with specific ecologies. IKS is often contrasted with Western Knowledge 

Systems, which emerged in 16th-century Europe alongside industrial capitalism and were rooted in 

Cartesian and Newtonian paradigms (Odora Hoppers 2021). 

Breidlid (2013) argues that these Western systems gained dominance through colonial expansion by 

positioning themselves as the only valid form of knowledge. Smith (2021), a key contributor to 

decolonial pedagogy, critiques how Western research and education have served colonial agendas by 

marginalising and misrepresenting indigenous people and knowledge. They advocate decolonising 

research and education by reclaiming indigenous ways of knowing, challenging extractive 

methodologies, and promoting research with, not on, indigenous communities. 
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Quijano (2000) and Mignolo (2007) similarly argue that modern Western education privileges 

Eurocentric knowledge, devaluing systems from the Global South. In South Africa, Odora Hoppers 

(2021) highlights how colonialism, reinforced by European nationalism, discredited longstanding 

indigenous traditions, often portraying them as invalid or immoral. This delegitimisation reinforced 

ideologies justifying European control by depicting Africa as intellectually barren (Zegeye & Vambe 

2006). 

While "green architecture" has only recently gained academic attention, the relationship between 

people and land has long been central to IKS (Kusumawardhani & Wasilah 2023). Traditional 

indigenous architecture, rooted in ecological wisdom, reflects sustainable practices that modern 

architecture is only beginning to reclaim (Mashford-Pringle, Fu & Stuts 2023). IKS is not static; it 

evolves with the changing needs of the communities that sustain it (Widyalankara 2022). It should be 

understood not merely as pre-colonial, but more broadly as context-specific, localised knowledge 

rooted in particular geographies (Dondolo 2005). 

Odora Hoppers (2002) stresses that IKS encompasses scientific and technological insights across 

disciplines, including architecture, and calls for a reassessment of its contributions to global 

ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ !ǎ ǎƘŜ ƴƻǘŜǎΣ άCǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ōƛƻŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΣ ƛǘ has become clear that 

ŀ ƳŀƧƻǊ ǘƘǊŜŀǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŜǊƻǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜέ (Odora 

Hoppers 2021, p. 315). Mbembe (20мсύ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘƛŜǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ά²ŜǎǘŜǊƴƛsŜŘέ 

because they reproduce a Eurocentric canon that detaches knowledge from its context, legitimises 

colonialism, represses alternative epistemologies, and therefore requires decolonisation at both the 

level of knowledge and the institution. Omodan and Diko (2021, p. 96ύ ǎǘŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ άdecoloniality is 

challenging how knowledge is produced to unveil the many ways in which Eurocentrism has distorted 

the original meaning of curriculum as a way of knowing, learning and passing down knowledge from 

generation to generationέΦ 

Together, phenomenology and IKS offer a powerful lens for reimagining architectural education in the 

Global South. Both paradigms centre lived experience, embodied engagement, and a deep connection 

to place, qualities often missing in dominant, technocratic models of ESD. While phenomenology 

invites students to design through sensory and experiential understanding, IKS introduces ecological 

wisdom and cultural continuity, positioning sustainability as a relational, locally grounded practice. 

This dual framework challenges the Eurocentric bias in architectural pedagogy by advocating 

decolonial, context-specific approaches that recognise diverse ways of knowing and being. The 

following methodology section outlines how these principles informed the reflective analysis of a first-

year architectural design brief, examining the pedagogical potential of integrating phenomenological 

and indigenous modes of learning in sustainable design education. 

Methodology 
This study adopts a qualitative, interpretive research approach, using reflective narrative analysis to 

explore how a first-year architectural design brief can cultivate decolonial and sustainability-oriented 

thinking through phenomenology and Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS). The primary data source 

is a studio design brief developed by the teaching team, outlining a project in which students design 

two research pods situated in diverse natural landscapes. As part of the project, students visited two 

SANParks sites on a class tour, during which the brief was introduced and discussed. The brief was 

read collectively, and time was allocated for questions and clarification. Students then walked through 

the parks and were encouraged to take photographs, sketch their experiences, or even compose 

poetry to reflect how the context made them feel. The project invites students to engage with 

http://www.defsa.org.za/


© Copyright 2025 Design Education Forum of Southern Africa (www.defsa.org.za)    129 

indigenous landscapes by considering how factors such as climate, site conditions, materiality, 

building form, spatial use, and sensory experience shape architectural design. Implemented in the 

ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǎŜƳŜǎǘŜǊΣ ƛǘ ōǳƛƭŘǎ ƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘural training from the preceding six 

months. The brief is evaluated against a conceptual framework rooted in Education for Sustainable 

Development (ESD), with particular emphasis on pedagogical indicators of phenomenology and 

decolonial practice. As shown in Figure 1, the framework assesses whether the brief fosters critical 

self-reflection and contextually grounded learning. 

A deductive thematic analysis was conducted in two coding cycles. In the first, themes were identified 

under the categories of phenomenological and decolonial pedagogy. The second cycle uses a critical 

ǇŀǊŀŘƛƎƳ ƭŜƴǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ IŀōŜǊƳŀǎΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛve action, specifically his validity claims, to 

define themes and assess the instructional text. The themes from both cycles are cross-referenced to 

create a matrix evaluating the validity and effectiveness of the project brief. This matrix can be used 

to set up a design studio brief that promotes education for sustainable development in the Global 

South. 

 

Figure 7: Proposed conceptual framework for the analysis of the project brief 

During the first cycle, phenomenology is seen as both a philosophical movement and a method of 

inquiry that is focused on the lived experience, especially relevant to architecture. The study identified 

four key role players to identify attributes of phenomenology, namely Edmund Husserl (experience 

through consciousness), Martin Heidegger (phenomenology into existential and spatial realms), 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty (body and sensational focused), and Christian Norberg-Schulz (spirit of place, 

character, orientation, and identification) as indicated in Table 1. 

Table 1: Outline of the attributes to phenomenology 

!ǧǊƛōǳǘŜ ²Ƙŀǘ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŦƻǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŜŦ {ƻǳǊŎŜ 

9ƳōƻŘƛŜŘ 9ȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ tǊƻƳǇǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ŦŜŜƭΣ ǘƻǳŎƘΣ ǎƳŜƭƭΣ ŀƴŘ 
ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ƻǊ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ 

aŜǊƭŜŀǳπtƻƴǘȅ 

5ǿŜƭƭƛƴƎ Lǎ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ άŘǿŜƭƭƛƴƎέ ƻǊ ƛƴƘŀōƛǝƴƎ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘ ōŜȅƻƴŘ Ƨǳǎǘ 
ǎƘŜƭǘŜǊΚ 5ƻŜǎ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŜŦ ŀǎƪ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƻǿ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 
ƭƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜ ǘƻ ǎǇŀŎŜΚ 

IŜƛŘŜƎƎŜǊ 

tƭŀŎŜπƳŀƪƛƴƎ  5ƻŜǎ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŜŦ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǝŦȅ ǘƘŜ ǎǇƛǊƛǘ ƻǊ ƛŘŜƴǝǘȅ 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜΚ 

bƻǊōŜǊƎπ{ŎƘǳƭȊ 

tƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ {ƛǘŜ 
wŜŀŘƛƴƎ 

!ǊŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǘƻ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜ ƭƛƎƘǘΣ ǎƘŀŘƻǿΣ ǎƻǳƴŘΣ ŀƛǊ 
ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΣ ǘŜȄǘǳǊŜǎΚ 

!ƭƭ 

aŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ {Ŝƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ 5ƻŜǎ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŜŦ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƻŎŀƭΣ ǊŀǿΣ ƻǊ ǎŜƴǎƻǊȅπǊƛŎƘ IŜƛŘŜƎƎŜǊ ϧ 
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ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎΚ aŜǊƭŜŀǳπtƻƴǘȅ 

!ǘƳƻǎǇƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ aƻƻŘ !ǊŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ŜƳƻǝƻƴŀƭ ƻǊ ǎŜƴǎƻǊȅ 
ŀǘƳƻǎǇƘŜǊŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΚ 

bƻǊōŜǊƎπ{ŎƘǳƭȊ 

¢ƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ aŜƳƻǊȅ 5ƻŜǎ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŜŦ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǊƛǘǳŀƭǎΣ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ 
ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǝƳŜΚ 

IŜƛŘŜƎƎŜǊ 

To assess the decolonial and indigenous dimensions in the brief, attributes were established based on 

the literature on decolonial pedagogy and IKS integration, including the work of Linda Tuhiwai Smith 

(2021), Mignolo (2000) and Quijano (2007), Catherine Odora Hoppers (2021) and Achille Mbembe 

(2016). The attributes contribute to the contextual relevance, validation of indigenous epistemologies, 

critical consciousness and ethical relationality as indicated in Table 2. 

Table 2: Attributes describing decolonial pedagogy (adapted from Smith 2021; Hoppers 2021; 
Quijano 2007; Mignolo 2000) 

!ǧǊƛōǳǘŜ ²Ƙŀǘ ǘƻ [ƻƻƪ ŦƻǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛŜŦ YŜȅ ¢ƘƛƴƪŜǊόǎύ 

9ǇƛǎǘŜƳƛŎ WǳǎǝŎŜ 5ƻŜǎ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŜŦ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜ ƛƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀǎ ǾŀƭƛŘ ŀƴŘ 
ǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜΣ ƴƻǘ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǘƻ ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ ǇŀǊŀŘƛƎƳǎΚ 

{ƳƛǘƘ ŀƴŘ aƛƎƴƻƭƻ 
ŀƴŘ vǳƛƧŀƴƻ 
aōŜƳōŜ 

5ƛǎǊǳǇǝƻƴ ƻŦ /ƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ 
tŀǧŜǊƴǎ 

!ǊŜ ŘƻƳƛƴŀƴǘ ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪǎ όŜΦƎΦ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭƛǎǘ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ 
ƳƻŘŜƭǎύ ǉǳŜǎǝƻƴŜŘ ƻǊ ŎǊƛǝǉǳŜŘΚ 

aƛƎƴƻƭƻ ŀƴŘ 
vǳƛƧŀƴƻ 
aōŜƳōŜ 

/ƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭ wŜƭŜǾŀƴŎŜ 5ƻŜǎ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŜŦ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭΣ ǇƭŀŎŜπōŀǎŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ τ 
ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜΣ ǘǊŀŘƛǝƻƴǎΣ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƴŜŜŘǎΚ 

{ƳƛǘƘ ŀƴŘ hŘƻǊŀ 
IƻǇǇŜǊǎ 
aōŜƳōŜ 

LƴǘŜƎǊŀǝƻƴ ƻŦ LY{ !ǊŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜŘ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ƛƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǝƻƴ 
ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎΣ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎΣ ƻǊ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǝŎŜǎΚ 

hŘƻǊŀ IƻǇǇŜǊǎ 

9ƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ 
YƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ IƻƭŘŜǊǎ 

5ƻŜǎ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŜŦ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǝƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƛƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ 
ƻǊ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǝŜǎΚ 

{ƳƛǘƘ ŀƴŘ hŘƻǊŀ 
IƻǇǇŜǊǎ 

/ǊƛǝŎŀƭ /ƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎ !ǊŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜƅŜŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƻǎƛǝƻƴŀƭƛǘȅΣ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŜŘ 
ŀǎǎǳƳǇǝƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎǎ ƛƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΚ 

{ƳƛǘƘ ŀƴŘ aƛƎƴƻƭƻ 
ŀƴŘ vǳƛƧŀƴƻ 
aōŜƳōŜ 

During the second cycle, the brief is analysed using the three Habermasian validity claims: 

comprehensibility, truth, and sincerity. Habermas identified key criteria, potential distortion and the 

questions that act as the test to see if the communication (the project brief in this case) is genuine, 

rational, and free from domination (Wall, Stahl & Salam 2015; Culkier, Ngwenyama, Bauer & 

Middleton 2009). Table 3 provides an overview of the validity claims. 

Table 3: Habermasian validity claims (adapted from Wall et al. 2015 and Culkier et al. 2009)  

±ŀƭƛŘƛǘȅ ŎƭŀƛƳ /ǊƛǘŜǊƛŀ tƻǘŜƴǝŀƭ ŘƛǎǘƻǊǝƻƴ ±ŀƭƛŘƛǘȅ ǘŜǎǘ 

/ƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ  ²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ǎŀƛŘ ƛǎ ŀǳŘƛōƭŜ 
ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜƭƭƛƎƛōƭŜ 

/ƻƴŦǳǎƛƻƴ Lǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǝƻƴ ǎǳŶŎƛŜƴǘƭȅ 
ƛƴǘŜƭƭƛƎƛōƭŜΚ 
Lǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǝƻƴ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜΚ 
Lǎ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ ǘƻƻ ōǳǊŘŜƴǎƻƳŜ 
ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊ ƻǊ ƘŜŀǊŜǊΚ 

¢ǊǳǘƘ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻǇƻǎƛǝƻƴŀƭ 
ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǎŀƛŘ 

aƛǎǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǝƻƴ Lǎ ǘƘŜ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŀǎƻƴƛƴƎ 
ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǎǳŶŎƛŜƴǘΚ 
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ƛǎ ŀŎǘǳŀƭΦ 

{ƛƴŎŜǊƛǘȅ Lǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŀƪŜǊ ƘƻƴŜǎǘ 
ƛƴ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǎŀƛŘΚ 

CŀƭǎŜ ŀǎǎǳǊŀƴŎŜ Lǎ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǎŀƛŘ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘ 
ƛǎ ǎŀƛŘΚ 

Atlas.ti was used to systematically review the design studio project brief for qualitative textual analysis 

using the above deductive coding approach. This study analysed only the project brief set by the 

authors of the paper, not student work, and therefore ethics approval was not required for this study. 

Results and discussion 
The first-year architecture students were presented with a design project brief at the start of the 

second semester.  The brief was to design two small research pods, each within a unique South African 

landscape. The pods are to be sustainable and appropriate to the unique landscape. The students 

were taken to the sites by means of a class tour and enabled to hike through the nature trails and 

encouraged to sit, sketch and experience the spirit of the place. The students were then exposed to 

lectures and discussions on vernacular architecture and alternative materials rooted in IKS. The results 

are discussed based on each of the two coding cycles. 

Cycle 1: Phenomenology and decolonial pedagogy 

Table 4 outlines the themes that were evident in the project brief under each of the 6 categories set 

for phenomenology as outlined above. 

Table 4: Phenomenology themes 

/ŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ¢ƘŜƳŜ 9ȄŀƳǇƭŜ  

9ƳōƻŘƛŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ {ŜƴǎƻǊȅ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ά! ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǝŀƭΦ ¢ƻ ŀ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ŜȄǘŜƴǘΣ 
ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ϥŜǎŎŀǇŜ ŀǊǝǎǘǎϥΣ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ 
ŜȄŜǊǝƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōŜŀǳǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ ŜǎŎŀǇŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ 
ǿƻǊƭŘǎΦ ! ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƳǇƭƛƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘƛǎ 
ǿƛƭƭ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƭ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀ ƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ 
ǿƻǊǘƘǿƘƛƭŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜέΦ 
ά¢ƘŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǎŜǘ ōȅ {!bwh ƛǎ ŀ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ǎƘŜƭǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ƻƴŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦΥ 
! ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƻ ǎƭŜŜǇΤ ! ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƻ ŜŀǘΤ ! ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ 
ƴƻǘŜǎκǎǳƳƳŀǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Řŀƛƭȅ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǝƻƴΤ ! ǇƭŀŎŜ 
ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ǎŀƳǇƭŜǎ όǎƳŀƭƭ ǎŀƳǇƭŜǎύΤ ! ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƻ 
ŎƭŜŀƴǎŜέΦ 
ά{!bwh ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜ ǿŀƴǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎŜƭŦπ

ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜΦ Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǇƻŘ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ 
ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƭȅ ŜƭŜŎǘǊƛŎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ 
ǎŀƴŎǘǳŀǊȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǎǘŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǊŜέΦ 
ά¢ƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ŀǎ ƭƛǧƭŜ ŀǎ 

ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΦ IŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƻǘǇǊƛƴǘ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ŀǎ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŀǎ 
ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŀǝǾŜ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǎǇŀŎŜ ƛǎ 
ŜǎǎŜƴǝŀƭέΦ 
ά! ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƳǇƭƛƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƛƭƭ 

ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƭ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀ ƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ 
ǿƻǊǘƘǿƘƛƭŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜέΦ 

tƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǝƻƴ 

5ǿŜƭƭƛƴƎ LƴƘŀōƛǘŀǝƻƴ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǎƘŜƭǘŜǊ 

IǳƳŀƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǎǇŀŎŜ 

tƭŀŎŜπƳŀƪƛƴƎ LŘŜƴǝǘȅ ƻŦ ǇƭŀŎŜ 

/ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ 

tƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǎƛǘŜ 
ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ 

hōǎŜǊǾŀǝƻƴ ƻŦ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ 
ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ 

{Ǉŀǝŀƭ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ 

aŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ǎŜƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ¦ǎŜ ƻŦ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎ 

{ŜƴǎƻǊȅπǊƛŎƘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ 

!ǘƳƻǎǇƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ 
ƳƻƻŘ 

9Ƴƻǝƻƴŀƭ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ 

{ŜƴǎƻǊȅ ŀǘƳƻǎǇƘŜǊŜǎ 

http://www.defsa.org.za/


© Copyright 2025 Design Education Forum of Southern Africa (www.defsa.org.za)    132 

Within the themes presented in Table 4, there are various shortcomings. It lacks direct specific 

instruction that encourages students to engage their senses with the material and site. There is a 

limited exploration of how the design process can foster a deeper relationship between the researcher 

and the space beyond basic functional requirements. The brief lacks a direct framework or guideline 

on how students should identify or express the spirit of place. Although instruction is given to the 

material selection, it lacks clarification on how these materials can enhance sensorial experiences to 

connect with the local context. The brief lacks clarity on emotional or sensory atmosphere and how 

students should consider that in their design projects. 

Table 5 outlines the themes evident from deductive coding based on decolonial pedagogy. 

Table 5: Decolonial IKS themes 

/ŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ¢ƘŜƳŜ 9ȄŀƳǇƭŜ 

9ǇƛǎǘŜƳƛŎ ƧǳǎǝŎŜ ±ŀƭƛŘŀǝƻƴ ƻŦ LY ά¢ƘŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǎŜǘ ōȅ {!bwh ƛǎ ŀ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ 
ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ǎƘŜƭǘŜǊ ŦƻǊ ƻƴŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦΥ 
! ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƻ ǎƭŜŜǇΤ ! ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƻ ŜŀǘΤ ! ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ 
ƴƻǘŜǎκǎǳƳƳŀǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Řŀƛƭȅ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǝƻƴΤ ! ǇƭŀŎŜ 
ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ǎŀƳǇƭŜǎ όǎƳŀƭƭ ǎŀƳǇƭŜǎύΤ ! ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƻ 
ŎƭŜŀƴǎŜέΦ 
ά¢ƻ ŀ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ŜȄǘŜƴǘΣ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ϥŜǎŎŀǇŜ 

ŀǊǝǎǘǎϥΣ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŜȄŜǊǝƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōŜŀǳǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ 
ŜǎŎŀǇŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ǿƻǊƭŘǎέΦ 
ά! ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ 

ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǝŀƭέΦ 
ά{!bwh ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜ ǿŀƴǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎŜƭŦπ

ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜέΦ 
ά! ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƳǇƭƛƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƛƭƭ 

ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƭ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀ ƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ 
ǿƻǊǘƘǿƘƛƭŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜέΦ 
ά¸ƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƴǾŜǎǝƎŀǘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ǎŀƳŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ǳƴǇŀŎƪ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǝƻƴǎ ǎǳŎƘ 
ŀǎ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŀ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƻ ǎƭŜŜǇΣ ŎƻƻƪΣ ŎƭŜŀƴǎŜΣ ŀƴŘ 
ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎŜƭŦπǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ 
όƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎκƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎǎύέΦ 
ά¢ƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ŀǎ ƭƛǧƭŜ ŀǎ 

ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΦ IŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƻǘǇǊƛƴǘ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ŀǎ ǎƳŀƭƭ ŀǎ 
ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŀǝǾŜ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǎǇŀŎŜ ƛǎ 
ŜǎǎŜƴǝŀƭΦ {ǘǳŘȅ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǝǾŜΣ ŎƭŜǾŜǊ ǿŀȅǎ ƻŦ 
ŘŜǎƛƎƴƛƴƎ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ŀŘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ 
ŜǊƎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎΣ ŀƭǎƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ ǇƭŜŀǎŀƴǘ 
ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊέΦ 

/ƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ 
ǇŀǊŀŘƛƎƳǎ 

5ƛǎǊǳǇǝƻƴ ƻŦ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ 
ǇŀǧŜǊƴǎ 

/ǊƛǝǉǳŜ ƻŦ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭƛǎƳ 

9ȄǇƭƻǊŀǝƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǝǾŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ 
ƳƻŘŜƭǎ 

/ƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴŎŜ LƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ 

/ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ 
ŘŜǎƛƎƴ 

LƴǘŜƎǊŀǝƻƴ ƻŦ LY{ LƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǝƻƴ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ 

9ƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǝŎŜ 

9ƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ 
ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƘƻƭŘŜǊǎ 

/ƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǝǾŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ 

wƻƭŜ ƻŦ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƘƻƭŘŜǊǎ 

/ǊƛǝŎŀƭ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎ wŜƅŜŎǝƻƴ ƻƴ Ǉƻǎƛǝƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ 

tƻǿŜǊ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎǎ ƛƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ 

The following areas of shortcoming in the brief could improve and promote decolonial pedagogy by 

improving the explicit recognition of epistemic justice with explicit examples of disruption of colonial 

patterns and structured opportunities for engagement and reflection. 

In comparing the themes of phenomenology and decolonial pedagogy revealed several similarities as 

highlighted in Table 6. 

Table 6: Phenomenology and decolonial IKS theme similarities 

tƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƭƻƎȅ ǘƘŜƳŜ 5ŜŎƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ LY{ ǘƘŜƳŜ 9ȄŀƳǇƭŜ 
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9ƳōƻŘƛŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ LƴǘŜƎǊŀǝƻƴ ƻŦ LY{ .ƻǘƘ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ 
ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ǊƻƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǇƭŀŎŜΦ  

5ǿŜƭƭƛƴƎ /ƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴŎŜ CƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ Ƙƻǿ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴƘŀōƛǘ ǎǇŀŎŜΣ ŘƻǾŜǘŀƛƭ ǿƛǘƘ 
ŘŜǎƛƎƴƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜΣ ǘǊŀŘƛǝƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƴŜŜŘǎΦ  

tƭŀŎŜπƳŀƪƛƴƎ 5ƛǎǊǳǇǝƻƴ ƻŦ Ŏƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ 
ǇŀǧŜǊƴǎ 
/ƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴŎŜ 

9ȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άǎǇƛǊƛǘ ƻŦ ǇƭŀŎŜέ ǊŜǎƛǎǘǎ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ όŎƻƭƻƴƛŀƭύ 
ƳƻŘŜƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎƛǎǘǎ ƻƴ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƛŘŜƴǝǘȅΦ  

{ƛǘŜ ǊŜŀŘƛƴƎ /ƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴŎŜ ¦ǎƛƴƎ ƭƛƎƘǘΣ ǎƻǳƴŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǘŜȄǘǳǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ŦƻǊ 
ǳƴŎƻǾŜǊƛƴƎ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŎƻƴŘƛǝƻƴǎΦ  

aŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ǎŜƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ LƴǘŜƎǊŀǝƻƴ ƻŦ LY{ {ŜƴǎƻǊȅπǊƛŎƘΣ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŜȄƘƛōƛǝƻƴ ƻŦ ƛƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ 
ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǝƻƴ ǇǊŀŎǝŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΦ  

!ǘƳƻǎǇƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƳƻƻŘ 9ǇƛǎǘŜƳƛŎ ƧǳǎǝŎŜ 
/ǊƛǝŎŀƭ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎ 

5ŜǎƛƎƴƛƴƎ ŜƳƻǝƻƴŀƭ ŀǘƳƻǎǇƘŜǊŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ƘƻƴƻǳǊ 
ƛƴŘƛƎŜƴƻǳǎ ǿƻǊƭŘǾƛŜǿǎ όƧǳǎǝŎŜύ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƅŜŎǘ ƻƴ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŀƴŘ 
ōƛŀǎΦ  

Cycle 2: IŀōŜǊƳŀǎΩǎ validity claims 

Table 7 outlines the themes that were evident in the project brief under each of the Habermasian 

validity claims. 

Table 7: Habermasian validity claim themes 

/ƭŀƛƳ ¢ƘŜƳŜ !ƭƛƎƴƳŜƴǘ μ /ƻƴǘǊŀŘƛŎǝƻƴ 

/ƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ LƴǘŜƭƭƛƎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ά! ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ŜǎǎŜƴǝŀƭέΦ 
ά{!bwh ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜ ǿŀƴǘǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎŜƭŦπ

ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜέΦ 
ά¸ƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƴǾŜǎǝƎŀǘŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ǎŀƳŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ǳƴǇŀŎƪ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǝƻƴǎ ǎǳŎƘ 
ŀǎ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŀ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƻ ǎƭŜŜǇΣ ŎƻƻƪΣ ŎƭŜŀƴǎŜΣ ŀƴŘ 
ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎŜƭŦπǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ 
όƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎκƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎǎύέΦ 
ά¢ƻ ŀ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ŜȄǘŜƴǘΣ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ϥŜǎŎŀǇŜ 

ŀǊǝǎǘǎϥΣ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŜȄŜǊǝƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōŜŀǳǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎǎ ǘƻ 
ŜǎŎŀǇŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ǿƻǊƭŘǎέΦ 

/ƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƴŜǎǎ 

5Ŝǘŀƛƭ ōǳǊŘŜƴ 

¢ǊǳǘƘ 9ǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǎǳŶŎƛŜƴŎȅ 

wŜŀǎƻƴƛƴƎ ŎƭŀǊƛǘȅ 

{ƛƴŎŜǊƛǘȅ IƻƴŜǎǘȅ 

/ƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴŎȅ 

The findings reveal that the project brief meets the basic standards in clarification, citation and 

authentic intent, but can benefit from more enhanced readability by making succinct summaries and 

worked examples. 

Lƴ ŎȅŎƭŜ мΣ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŜŦ ǿŀǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜŘ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ΩǿƘŀǘΩ ƛǎ ǎŀƛŘΣ ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ŎȅŎƭŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŜŦ 

ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŀƴƎƭŜ ƻŦ ΨƘƻǿΩ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŜŦ ǎŀȅǎ ƛǘ (communication). Through this mixed-use lens, the brief 

communicated comprehensibility at first, followed by truth and lastly sincerity. Table 8 indicates the 

counts of text segments for each of the validity claim themes. 

Table 8: Co-occurrence matrix 

 /ƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ¢ǊǳǘƘ {ƛƴŎŜǊƛǘȅ 

tƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƭƻƎȅ мр мл т 

5ŜŎƻƭƻƴƛŀƭ LY{ мн ф у  
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The brief is generally comprehensible, and students can engage with its content through 

phenomenological and decolonial pedagogical lenses. However, some jargon, particularly related to 

decolonial concepts, could be simplified or glossed for clarity. While the inclusion of 

phenomenological and decolonial truth prompts connects to the cited theorists, the brief lacks explicit 

references, especially in sections addressing atmosphere, mood, and critical consciousness. 

The brief reflects a good level of sincerity. However, within the phenomenological framework, certain 

prompts appear overly optimistic. For example, the expectation of full sensory immersion is presented 

without acknowledging potential resource limitations. Although the ethos is strong, the brief could be 

more transparent from a decolonial perspective. 

While the project brief provides a solid foundation, it would benefit from revisions to improve 

comprehensibility, strengthen truth claims, and enhance sincerity. 

The dual-cycle analysis themes have been translated into the Design Brief Quality Matrix (DBQM), a 

practical template that studio staff can use when drafting or revising a brief. Table 9 presents an 

outline of the matrix. 

Table 9: DBQM for creating a design studio project brief 

±ŀƭƛŘƛǘȅ ŎƭŀƛƳ DǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜ /ƘŜŎƪǇƻƛƴǘ ǉǳŜǎǝƻƴǎ 

/ƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ мΦ ²ǊƛǘŜ ƛƴ ǇƭŀƛƴΣ ŀŎǝǾŜ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΦ 
нΦ .ǊŜŀƪ ǘŜȄǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǎƘƻǊǘ ǎŜŎǝƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƭŜŀǊ 
ƘŜŀŘƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ōǳƭƭŜǘ ǇƻƛƴǘǎΦ 
оΦ 5ŜŬƴŜ ƻǊ ƎƭƻǎǎŀǊȅπŦƻƻǘƴƻǘŜ ŀƴȅ 
ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƛǎǘ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻǊ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƧŀǊƎƻƴΦ  

¶ ²ƻǳƭŘ ŀ ōŜƎƛƴƴŜǊ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƎǊŀǎǇ ǘƘŜ ǘŀǎƪΚ 

¶ !ǊŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ ǘŜǊƳǎ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘΚ 

¶ Lǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜ όƘŜŀŘƛƴƎǎΣ ƭƛǎǘǎύΚ 

¢ǊǳǘƘ мΦ !ƴŎƘƻǊ ŜŀŎƘ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǝƻƴ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƛǘŀǝƻƴΣ 
ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻǊ ŘŀǘŀΦ 
нΦ ²ƘŜƴ ƛƴǾƻƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅΣ ƎƛǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ 
ŀƴŘ ȅŜŀǊΦ 
оΦ LƴŎƭǳŘŜ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ƻƴŜ ǊŜŀƭπǿƻǊƭŘ Ƴƛƴƛπ
ŎŀǎŜ ƻǊ Ǉƛƭƻǘ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ 

¶ 5ƻŜǎ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƳŀƧƻǊ ǇǊƻƳǇǘ ŎƛǘŜ ŀ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻǊ 
ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΚ 

¶ IŀǾŜ ȅƻǳ ƴŀƳŜŘ ǘƘŜƻǊƛǎǘǎΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ 
ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ !ŦǊƛŎŀƴ {ŎƘƻƭŀǊǎΚ 

¶ Lǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀ ŎƻƴŎǊŜǘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻǊ Řŀǘŀ ǎƴƛǇǇŜǘΚ 

{ƛƴŎŜǊƛǘȅ мΦ !ŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǊŜŀƭπǿƻǊƭŘ ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴǘǎ 
όǝƳŜΣ ōǳŘƎŜǘΣ ŜǘƘƛŎǎΣ ǇŜǊƳƛǎǎƛƻƴǎΣ ŜǘŎΦύ 
нΦ {ǘŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ǇƻǎƛǝƻƴŀƭƛǘȅΦ 
оΦ CƭŀƎ ŀƴȅ ŀǊŜŀǎ ǎǝƭƭ ŀǎǇƛǊŀǝƻƴŀƭ ƻǊ 
ǇŜƴŘƛƴƎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǾŀƭƛŘŀǝƻƴΦ 

¶ IŀǾŜ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ƻǳǘ ŀƴȅ ƭƛƳƛǘŀǝƻƴǎ ƻǊ 
ŎŀǾŜŀǘǎΚ 

¶ Lǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀ ōǊƛŜŦ άŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎέ ƴƻǘŜ ƻƴ 
ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǝǾŜΚ 

¶ !ǊŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎ ƛƴǾƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪ ƻǊ ŀǎǎƛǎǘ 
ƛƴ ǎƘŀǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŜŦΚ 

Conclusion 
This study demonstrates that a first-year design project brief, when analysed through 

phenomenological and decolonial pedagogical lenses, reveals the extent to which sustainability and 

IKS are embedded, and where superficiality and unintended biases persist. Our dual-cycle thematic 

analysis found that while the brief foregrounds sensory engagement and local materiality, it often 

lacks clear guidance for embodied exploration, explicit disruption of colonial paradigms, and 

transparent acknowledgment of constrŀƛƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅΦ ¦ǎƛƴƎ IŀōŜǊƳŀǎΩǎ ǾŀƭƛŘƛǘȅ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ 

alongside phenomenological and IKS-informed attributes, we identified areas where the brief could 

foster deeper, contextually grounded learning. 

The Design Brief Quality Matrix (DBQM) is the principal contribution of this paper. As a practical 

template, it translates abstract pedagogical principles into concrete checklist items studio staff can 
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apply when drafting or revising briefs. It offers educators a replicable tool to move beyond tokenism 

toward substantive, place-based sustainability education in the Global South. We recommend 

curriculum designers and studio educators enhance comprehensibility, strengthen truth claims, and 

deepen sincerity. 

Further research should evaluate the DBQM in practice. Longitudinal studies might track how revised 

briefs influence student design outcomes, reflexivity, and sustainability decisions. Ultimately, project 

briefs can become instruments for decolonised, context-responsive pedagogy. 
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Abstract  
This study investigates the integration of Embedded Tactile and Sensory Technologies as digital disruptions 

in South African design education, exploring how additive manufacturing and tactile interfaces can bridge 

theory with experiential learning. Grounded in Experiential Learning Theory (ELT), a Design-Based Research 

(DBR) methodology was employed to develop and test an educational intervention at a South African 

University of Technology. The research examined how the embedded technologies enhance student 

engagement, inclusivity, and creative problem-solving within a context of limited resources. Findings 

indicate that while the embedded technologies offer significant pedagogical affordances, their widespread 

adoption is hindered by implementation costs, lack of curriculum integration, and educator training gaps. 

This paper contributes empirical insights into these challenges and presents a practical, evidence-based 

framework for embedding tactile learning into design curricula, advocating for technology-enhanced 

environments that foster digital literacy and hands-on design skills. 

Keywords: Embedded tactile and sensory technology, design-based research, experiential learning, digital 

disruptions 

Introduction 
In the 4IR, higher education institutions are pressed to adopt innovative pedagogies that improve 

digital literacy and problem-solving. integration of Embedded Tactile and Sensory Technologies (ETaSTs) 

as, particularly 3D-Printing, offer a means to bridge theory and practice through experiential learning. 

This study investigates ETaSTs as digital disruptions in design education, examining their role in 

connecting theoretical concepts with practical engagement. Despite their potential, these 

technologies are not widely integrated into formal curricula, especially in under-resourced, non-STEM 

fields. This paper explores the pedagogical affordances and limitations of ETaSTs through a DBR 

methodology at a South African university of technology. 
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Literature review 

Key terminology 

For clarity, key terms are defined as follows. Embedded Tactile and Sensory Technologies (ETaSTs) are 

technologies integrated into the curriculum to provide tactile and sensory experiences, primarily 

through 3D-Printing in this study. Embedded signifies seamless integration within existing learning 

activities, rather than standalone or supplementary tools. Tactile refers to learning through touch, 

while Sensory encompasses a broader range of senses for a multi-modal experience. Tactile 

Visualisation is the use of physical models to represent abstract concepts, understood through touch 

and sight. 

Preliminary literature review 

The integration of Embedded Tactile and Sensory Technologies (ETaSTs), in the form of 3D-Printing, 

has gathered increasing attention in education due to its potential to support experiential, 

multisensory, and inclusive learning (Blikstein 2013). Kolb (1984), in Devi and Thendral (2023), denotes 

that Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) provides a robust theoretical lens for understanding the 

pedagogical value of ETaSTs. Through concrete experiences, reflective observation, abstract 

conceptualisation, and active experimentation, learners can engage deeply with subject matter, 

particularly when abstract concepts are made tangible through tactile tools. 

Research has shown that 3D-Printing fosters spatial reasoning, motivation, and interdisciplinary 

collaboration (Fokides & Lagopati 2024; Trujillo-Cayado et al. 20нпύΦ {ǘŀƴŠƪ (2021) reinforces these 

findings, highlighting 3D-tǊƛƴǘƛƴƎΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƴƎ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾƛǘȅΣ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŀƴŘǎ-on 

engagement. Hollmann, Junger and Notni (2025) investigated 3D-Printing for creating multisensory 

materials and highlighted its potential in professional learning environments, despite technical 

limitations. Kaplan and Pyayt (2024) argued that 3D-Printed tactile visualisations improve data 

representation and help bridge digital tools with hands-on engagement. Tactile visualisation, in this 

context, refers to the use of physical objects to represent data or concepts, which can be understood 

through both touch and sight, and can also engage the imagination. Varano and Zanella (2023) 

advocated for multimodal, redundant design to avoid misconceptions in scientific data interpretation, 

supporting Universal Design for Learning principles. 

The use of 3D-Printing in tactile content creation has been extensively explored in relation to visually 

impaired learners. Studies by Barros, Correia and Teixeira (2023) and Gual Ortí, Amat Cozar, Puyuelo 

Cazorla and Lloveras Macia (2024) emphasise the value of printed models for accessibility and 

ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴΦ ±ƻƭǳƳŜǘǊƛŎ ǎȅƳōƻƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŀŎǘƛƭŜ ƳŀǇǎΣ ŀǎ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ±ƻȌŜƴƝƭŜƪΣ YƻȊłƪƻǾłΣ ~ǘłǾƻǾłΣ 

[ǳŘƝƪƻǾłΣ wǻȌƛőƪƻǾłΣ ŀƴŘ CƛƴƪƻǾł (2015), demonstrated high levels of recognition, suggesting that 3D-

Printing can effectively replace or augment traditional 2D materials. Enhancing such learning methods 

further, Nagassa, Pham, Butler, Holloway, Stefanov, de Vent, and Marriott (2025) developed co-

designed, audio-supported models to facilitate tactile assembly for blind learners. 

South African higher education has shown growing interest; it faces significant implementation 

challenges. Inoma, Ibhadode and Ibhadode (2020) and Mashwama and Madubela (2025) noted the 

digital divide, inconsistent policy frameworks, and limited infrastructure as major barriers. Schelly, 

Anzalone, Wijnen and Pearce (2019) similarly emphasised that open-source 3D-printing technologies 

can mitigate such barriers by enabling low-cost, scalable access to additive manufacturing tools, 

thereby supporting inclusive, practice-based learning in under-resourced contexts. However, 

initiatives such as the Idea2Product (I2P) Lab provide a promising example of applied 3D-Printing in 
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design education (Alabi, de Beer, Wichers, & Kloppers 2020). Dias, Soares, Guimarães, Martínez, Luz, 

and Lima (2024) further show how 3D-Printing enables custom assistive devices in inclusive 

classrooms, highlighting its empowerment potential. Custom assistive devices are defined as objects 

or tools created to meet the specific needs of an individual, often to assist with a disability or to 

enhance learning. 

In addition, the literature also reflects on practical constraints. Teachers face difficulties with print 

times, model validation, and skill gaps (PrintLab 2023). Blogs by Babinszki (2025) underscore the 

growing but uneven application of 3D-Printing for blind learners. Stone, Kay, Reynolds, and Brown 

(2020) explored the benefits of combining 3D-Printing with service learning to produce accessible 

educational materials, enhancing engagement for all participants. 

Recent developments in tactile sensory systems (Xi, Yang, Li, Wei, Zhang, Dong, Yang, Sun, & Hua 2024) 

suggest that 3D-Printing may soon be integrated with responsive, stretchable materials to build truly 

interactive learning aids. Kumar, Chen and Ren (2019) documented advances in printable sensors for 

robotics and wearables, highlighting future opportunities in educational settings. 

Design-Based Research (DBR) offers a practical framework to harness these benefits. Reeves (2006), 

in Kim and Park (2023) and Narayan, Herrington and Cochrane (2019ύΣ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜ 5.wΩǎ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ŦƻǊ 

iterative development in complex educational environments. It enables the design of the intervention, 

testing, and refinement of interventions in real-world settings, while contributing to theory. 

In conclusion, while the potential of ETaSTs in education seems well-supported, realising its efficacy 

depends on addressing access gaps, aligning with pedagogy, and institutional investment. This study 

builds on these insights with empirical data from a South African University of Technology, using DBR 

to evaluate a tactile 3D-Printing intervention grounded in experiential learning. 

Post-intervention literature review (extended comparator) 

The post-intervention literature review process began with the identification of 650  studies from 

various databases, including Web of Science (n=180), Scopus (n=325), and Elsevier (n=136), with nine 

from unspecified sources. After removing 332 duplicate references, 318 studies were screened. Of 

these, 110 irrelevant studies were excluded, leaving 208 studies for retrieval. All 208 studies were 

successfully retrieved and assessed for eligibility. During this assessment, 91 studies were identified 

for key themes and frequency analysis, and 117 for affordances. A total of 183 studies were 

subsequently excluded based on specific criteria: 73 for wrong outcomes, 35 for wrong comparator, 

57 for wrong intervention, and 18 for wrong study design. Ultimately, 25 studies were included in the 

final review (Figure 1). 
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Figure 8: Selection diagram illustrating the elimination process of references 

The post-intervention literature strongly reinforced the pedagogical potential of Embedded Tactile 

and Sensory Technologies (ETaSTs), especially 3D-Printing, in promoting experiential and inclusive 

learning. Across global and local contexts, these technologies have shown considerable value in 

ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ōŜǎǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎh hands-on 

and visual-tactile interactions (Kaplan & Pyayt 2024; Trujillo-Cayado et al. 2024). 

The findings from this study support existing research that highlights the role of 3D-Printing in 

improving spatial reasoning and enhancing motivation (Kolb 1984, cited in Kim & Park 2023; Fokides 

& Lagopati 2024). Learners involved in the South African University of Technology intervention 

reported that tactile design tasks helped them grasp theoretical concepts more concretely. These 

responses align with the principles of Experiential Learning Theory (ELT), particularly the cycle of 

reflection and application enabled through active material engagement. 

Moreover, the literature supports the use of 3D-Printing as a transformative tool for accessibility. 

Several studies (Barros et al. 2023; Kolitsky 2014; Hollingsworth & Petersen 2017) underline the 

importance of tactile representation in making abstract concepts and spatial information more 

inclusive. Our data reflected similar benefits, with tactile artefacts enabling more meaningful 

participation in collaborative design activities. 

However, widespread implementation of 3D-Printing in education is still hindered by several barriers. 

These include high material costs, inadequate access to printers, a steep learning curve for model 

creation, and a lack of staff training (PrintLab 2023; Hollmann et al. 2025). Participants in this study 

echoed these concerns, particularly about printer reliability, construction of models and time-

intensive use of the models in a workshop format. In under-resourced South African institutions, these 

barriers are exacerbated by infrastructural challenges and outdated curricula (Mashwama & 

Madubela 2025). 
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From a methodological perspective, Design-Based Research (DBR) is effective in navigating these 

complexities. Its iterative, participatory design structure enabled the research team to adapt to 

contextual constraints while co-developing sustainable, curriculum-aligned solutions. The literature 

supports this modelΩǎ ǳǘƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ (Reeves 2006, in Kim and Park 

2023; Narayan, Herrington & Cochrane 2019). 

Lƴ ǎǳƳΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ōƻǘƘ ŜƳǇƛǊƛŎŀƭ Řŀǘŀ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

discourse on digital disruption in design education. While ETaSTs present exciting pedagogical 

affordances, their full realisation depends on strategic investment, structured design processes, and 

stakeholder collaboration. 

Methodology 
This study utilised a Design-Based Research (DBR) methodology, structured into four phases: problem 

identification, iterative intervention design, implementation and refinement, and evaluation (Figure 

2). 
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Figure 9: Adopted DBR four-phase method, an adjusted version of the four-phase Reeves 

model (Narayan, Herrington & Cochrane 2019) 

The intervention was deployed at a South African university of technology with a population 

comprising three lecturers and approximately 200 undergraduate students from four different 

programmes. The selection of these diverse disciplines (Mechanical Technology, Physical Science 

Pedagogy, Ceramics: Sculpture, and Electrical Engineering) was based on a combination of practical 

reasons, including departmental interest and existing collaborations, and a research rationale to 

explore the applicability of ETaSTs across a broad spectrum of design-related fields within the 

university of technology. The common thread across these disciplines is their engagement with design 

education, making them suitable for this study. 
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To contextualise these interventions, each participating discipline engaged with 3D-printed artefacts 

purposefully designed to align with its specific curricular outcomes and pedagogical objectives. Within 

Electrical Engineering, students constructed a 555-timer circuit using modular 3D-printed components 

that supported conceptual understanding of circuit logic and systems integration. The Physical Science 

Pedagogy and Mechanical Technology modules investigated motion and forces through a 3D-printed 

catapult model, selected for its capacity to translate abstract scientific principles into embodied, 

experiential learning. In Ceramics: Sculpting, students explored the concept of negative space and 

structural balance through engagement with a Henry Moore-inspired model and a vertebra-based 3D 

print, which functioned as tactile references for form, proportion, and mass. Each artefact was refined 

to optimise tactile interaction and pedagogical efficacy. Students participated in successive design 

cycles, providing feedback that shaped the final artefacts, ensuring a collaborative, design-centred 

learning process. 

Data were collected via pre- and post-intervention surveys, observational field notes, open-ended 

questionnaires, and literature reviews, with thematic coding and triangulation conducted in Atlas.ti. 

Ethical clearance was secured, and all participants provided informed consent, with voluntary 

participation, data anonymisation, and the right to withdraw without penalty assured. The following 

section breaks down the four phases in summary by illustrating the iterative design process from one 

of the interventions (Electrical Engineering). The complete development of each subject area is 

unpacked in the Results and Discussion section later in this paper. 

Phase 1 

In Phase 1, the learning problems were identified and explored through consultations with the 

stakeholders (lecturers and students). The initial literature review supported the problem statement 

and identified a learning solution for each of the disciplines' outcomes and objectives (Figure 3). 

 

Figure 10: Examining problems to identify learning solutions 
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Phase 2 

Phase 2 consisted of the second round of literature reviews to support the design and development 

of the educational intervention through the co-creation of draft design principles for ETaST in 

partnership with lecturers. Figure 4 illustrates how the original electrical diagram (a) was altered to 

accommodate 3D-Printed artefacts (b), leading to the first prototype 555-timer circuit design (c). 

a b c  

Figure 11: Development of the educational intervention to construct a 555-timer circuit 

through 3D-printed artefacts 

Phase 3 

Phase 3 examined the draft principles for ETaST in the first cycle (iteration), where data collection and 

analysis occurred (Figure 5a-b), followed by identifying areas that can be improved. This second cycle 

was a refinement and response to the findings and insights from the first cycle, aligning with the 

iterative nature of DBR (Figure 5c-d). 

a b c d  

Figure 12: First iteration data collection followed by analysis to identify improvements to 

the artefact design 

Phase 4 

Phase 4 reflected on the design principles tested in phase 3 by refining the principles and establishing 

how enhanced solutions can be implemented to contribute to theory and practice (Figure 6a-b). In 

this phase, the original stakeholders were contacted to share the final design principles for 

implementation (Figure 6c). Methods 1 and 2, therefore, are based on the planning and development 

stages, while Methods 3 and 4 executed specific learning material using design principles. 

http://www.defsa.org.za/


© Copyright 2025 Design Education Forum of Southern Africa (www.defsa.org.za)    146 

a b c  

Figure 13: Implement refined design principles to investigate improvements 

Once the interventions were completed, a final, extensive thematic literature review was conducted 

on the principal concepts that emerged from the qualitative coding in Atlas.ti (refer to Post-

Intervention Literature review). This final analysis aimed to cross-reference and corroborated 

recurrences identified in the literature from 2020 to 2025. These recurrences, in the form of ETaST 

affordances, enhance the validity of the research and underscore its significance in Design Education. 

Results and discussion 

Introduction 

This section presents the comprehensive findings of the study, detailing the insights gathered from 

both pre-intervention surveys and post-intervention reflections. It begins by outlining the initial 

perspectives of lecturers and students regarding Educational Technology and Experiential Learning 

(ETaST), including their familiarity, current integration of technology in pedagogy, and anticipated 

benefits and challenges. Subsequently, the section delves into the observed impacts and challenges 

during the intervention phase, drawing from student feedback. The emphasis will be on the outcomes 

of the 3D projects and how ETaSTs facilitated these, including examples of student work and the 

impact on learning. Finally, it integrates a post-intervention literature review to contextualise and 

reinforce the empirical findings within the broader academic discourse on ETaSTs in design education. 

Pre-intervention surveys 

Lecturer pre-intervention surveys 

The lecturer pre-survey included four participants interested in the ETaST workshop interventions 

(Figure 7). Only two lecturers were familiar with the ETaST concept, and three reported using 

technological tools such as LMS platforms and multimedia resources, with no prior use of tactile 

technologies. When asked about potential benefits and drawbacks, lecturers highlighted that ETaSTs 

could bridge theoretical and practical learning, enhance multisensory engagement, improve retention 

and skills, and support students with sensory impairments through customised learning aids. Concerns 

included limited training time, language barriers, classroom distraction, and resource constraints. To 

address these, lecturers recommended gradual integration through first-year pilot programmes, 

increased awareness, curricular alignment, and skill development for both staff and students. 
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Figure 14: Lecturer perspectives on ETaST implementation: From hesitant to enthusiastic 

Student pre-intervention surveys 

Pre-intervention surveys across four modules (Mechanical Technology, Physical Science Pedagogy, 

Ceramics: Sculpture, Electrical Engineering) revealed no prior ETaST experience among students. 

Attitudes were generally positive or uncertain. Perceived advantages included enhanced 

understanding and engagement, while disadvantages cited cost, technical issues, and time 

constraints. Belief in improved learning varied, with some concerns about critical thinking and the 

creative process (Table 1). 

The findings suggest that ETaSTs are not merely additive tools but possess disruptive potential by 

fundamentally shifting pedagogical practices from traditional, often passive, lecture-based instruction 

to active, hands-on, and experiential learning.  The observed 'bridging the gap between theoretical 

concepts and practical applications' and students 'engaging with subject content in a physical way' 

represent a departure from conventional methods, demanding a re-evaluation of classroom dynamics 

and instructional design. This disruption is further evidenced by the lecturers' initial 'uncertainty with 

time frames to train students' and 'fear of ETaSTs being distractive,' indicating a challenge to 

established routines and control. 
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Table 10: Student pre-intervention survey results by module 

aƻŘǳƭŜ ¢ƻǘŀƭ 
wŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎ 

tǊƛƻǊ 
9ȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ 
ǿƛǘƘ 9¢ŀ{¢ǎ 

!ǩǘǳŘŜ 
ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ 
9¢ŀ{¢ǎ 

tŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ 
ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜǎ 

tŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ 
ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜǎ 

.ŜƭƛŜŦ ǘƘŀǘ 
9¢ŀ{¢ǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ 
ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ 
ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 
ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ 

aŜŎƘŀƴƛŎŀƭ 
ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅ 

му л҈ όbƻƴŜύ тн҈ 
tƻǎƛǝǾŜΣ 
ну҈ 
¦ƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ 

¶ LƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ 
ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ 
ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ 
ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ 

¶ tƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ŦŀǎǘŜǊ 
ǊŜǘŜƴǝƻƴ 
ǝƳŜŦǊŀƳŜǎ 

¶ 9ƴƘŀƴŎŜŘ 
ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ 
ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǎǎƻƴǎ 

¶ 9ƴƎŀƎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ 
ǎǳōƧŜŎǘ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ƛƴ 
ŀ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ǿŀȅ 

¶ IƛƎƘ Ŏƻǎǘ ƻŦ о5 
ƳƻŘŜƭǎ 

¶ [ŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ 
ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ 

¶ ¢ƛƳŜπŎƻƴǎǳƳƛƴƎ 
ƛƴ ǎƘƻǊǘ ƭŜǎǎƻƴǎ 

¶ tƻǘŜƴǝŀƭ 
ƛƴǘŜǊŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ 
ǿƛǘƘ ŎǊƛǝŎŀƭ 
ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ 
ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ 

сн҈ ¸ŜǎΣ 
оу҈ bƻ 

tƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ 
ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ 
ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎȅ 

мо л҈ όbƻƴŜύ рп҈ 
tƻǎƛǝǾŜΣ 
пс҈ 
¦ƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ 

¶ tƻǎǎƛōƭŜ 
ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ 
ǊŜǘŜƴǝƻƴ 

¶ 9ƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ 
ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎ 
ƭŜŀŘǎ ǘƻ ŀ ŘŜŜǇŜǊ 
ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ 

¶ ¦ƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅ 
ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǝƳŜ 
ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴǘǎ 

¶ ¢ŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ 
ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ǿƘƛƭŜ 
ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 9¢ŀ{¢ 
ƳƻŘŜƭǎ 

пс҈ ¸ŜǎΣ 
но҈ bƻΣ 
ом҈ ¦ƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ 

/ŜǊŀƳƛŎǎΥ 
ǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜ 

мл л҈ όbƻƴŜύ тл҈ 
tƻǎƛǝǾŜΣ 
ол҈ 
¦ƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ 

¶ 9¢ŀ{¢ ŀǎ ŀ ƴŜǿ 
ǘƻƻƭǎŜǘ ŦƻǊ 
ŎǊŜŀǝǾŜ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ 

¶ tǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ƳƻǊŜ 
ŜũŜŎǝǾŜ ŀƴŘ 
ŎƻƴǾŜƴƛŜƴǘ ŦƻǊƳǎ 
ƻŦ ŎǊŜŀǝƻƴ 

¶ ¦ƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅ 
ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǝƳŜ 
ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴǘǎ 

¶ /ƻǎǘ ŀƴŘ 
ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ 

¶ ¦ǎŜ ƻŦ 9¢ŀ{¢ ǿƛƭƭ 
ǊŜƳƻǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
ŎǊŜŀǝǾŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ 

рл҈ ¸ŜǎΣ 
нл҈ bƻΣ 
ол҈ ¦ƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ 

9ƭŜŎǘǊƛŎŀƭ 
ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊƛƴƎ 

н л҈ όbƻƴŜύ млл҈ 
tƻǎƛǝǾŜΣ 
л҈ 
¦ƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ 

¶ 9¢ŀ{¢ǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ 
ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
ǎƪƛƭƭǎ 

¶ aŀƪŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 
ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŜŀǎƛŜǊ 

¶ ¢ƛƳŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴǘǎ 

¶ /ƻǎǘ 
млл҈ ¸Ŝǎ 

Intervention survey reflections 

After the first intervention, students in each module completed a survey, with results presented in the 

same order as the pre-intervention section. 

Mechanical Technology Pedagogy Module: Forty students and one lecturer participated. Fifty-four 

percent reported active involvement, attributing this to component assembly that enhanced content 

knowledge, calculation skills, group collaboration, and the practical application of theory. Physical 

activity improved recall and made learning more enjoyable. Twenty-eight percent rated the 

intervention as very effective, while others were uncertain or partially positive. Reported benefits 

included greater engagement, motivation, retention, and conceptual understanding, with all 

participants recommending ETaSTs. Challenges included technical issues (41%), lack of pre-training 

(12%), and curriculum integration concerns (Figure 8). 
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tƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ {ŎƛŜƴŎŜ tŜŘŀƎƻƎȅ aƻŘǳƭŜΥ 5ǳŜ ǘƻ ŀ ƭŜŎǘǳǊŜǊΩǎ ŘŜǇŀǊǘǳǊŜΣ ƻƴƭȅ ǘǿƻ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘǿŜƴǘȅ-three 

students completed the survey, yet both offered meaningful insights. They reported strong 

involvement, noting that component assembly accelerated knowledge formation and enhanced 

enjoyment. Both rated the intervention as very effective, citing increased engagement, motivation, 

and retention. Technical difficulties with model assembly were the main challenge (Figure 8). 

Ceramics: Sculpture Module: Four of thirty-six students completed the survey, three of whom felt 

actively involved in the intervention. Half rated it as very effective, citing enhanced engagement, 

motivation, and understanding of learning outcomes. All participants recommended ETaSTs for 

creative disciplines. Reported challenges included insufficient pre-training and uncertainty about 

integrating ETaSTs into fine art curricula (Figure 8). 

Electrical Engineering Module: Fourteen of eighteen students responded, with 60% reporting active 

involvement. Students successfully produced circuit units but encountered issues with non-standard 

3D-printed components. Effectiveness was rated as very effective by 21%, while 43% were unsure, 

29% partially positive, and one found it ineffective. Benefits included greater engagement, motivation, 

retention, and comprehension; all endorsed ETaST use. Challenges included technical issues (43%), 

lack of pre-training (38%), and curriculum integration difficulties (21%) (Figure 8). 

Collectively, these challengesτlack of formal curriculum integration, educator training gaps, and 

student concerns about incorporating ETaSTsτhighlight a disruption in traditional curriculum design 

and educator roles. ETaSTs necessitate a shift from content delivery to hands-on exploration, requiring 

educators to transition from instructors to facilitators. The observed benefits align with Kolb's 

Experiential Learning Theory, where tactile engagement supports 'Concrete Experience' and 'Active 

Experimentation,' deepening learning outcomes through practical application and physical 

interaction. 

 

Figure 15: Scaling chart of the effectiveness of the ETaST interventions 
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Evolution of 3D printed artefacts or "iterative design outcomesέ 

In order for the reader to understand the use of 3D-Printed models as ETaSTs, the following section 

demonstrates the evolution of the artefacts through the iterative design processes. The integration of 

the 3D-printed artefacts into lesson planning was guided by the design principles established during 

the DBR cycles, ensuring that each artefact served a clearly defined pedagogical function within its 

respective module. Lesson plans were adapted to embed the artefacts as central tools for experiential 

learning rather than supplementary demonstrations. In this way, students engaged directly with the 

printed models during concept introduction, exploration, and assessment activities. 

Mechanical technology and physical science pedagogy 

In the Mechanical Technology and Physical Science Pedagogy modules, the 3D-printed catapult 

facilitated inquiry-based learning through the measurement of force and motion. The original design 

was based on the Da Vinci catapult design (Figure 9a-b) and sourced from a Creative Commons open-

source model on Thingiverse.com (Figure 9c). Students found the artefact difficult to assemble due to 

a lack of technical skills (Figure 9d), which prompted a redesign to a more simplified design (Figure 

9e). Once a simplified design was sourced from Thingiverse.com, the design was adjusted for 

effectiveness (Figure 9f-h). 

a b c d  

e f g h  

Figure 16: Iterative development of the artefact for motion and forces 

Ceramics: sculpting 

In Ceramics: Sculpting, students were provided with a lesson brief on the concept of negative space 

use in sculpting and how to integrate a plinth in the design (Figure 10a). 3D-Printed artefact designs 

were sourced from Thingiverse.com to illustrate space and form, which were used in their planning 

phase (Figure 10b-d). These Henry Moore-inspired and vertebra-based models functioned as tactile 

exemplars for exploring negative space and compositional balance. The final artworks were then 

produced in plaster-of-Paris sculptures (Figure 10e). 
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a b c d e  

Figure 17: Iterative development of the artefacts used to investigate space, form and 

composition 

Electrical engineering 

In Electrical Engineering, the 555-timer circuit assembly provided a tangible interface for testing 

theoretical principles of circuitry. The first iteration investigated the format of designing a circuit to 

house a 555-timer (Figure 11a-b), from where a 3D-printed model was sourced on Thingiverse.com 

(Figure 11c). In the following iteration, the 555-timer circuit went through multiple design stages to 

house all the components in the design brief (Figure 11d-e). A final design was then constructed to 

clean up the model design for ergonomic use (Figure 11f-h). 

a b c d  

e f g h  

Figure 18: Iterative development of the artefacts used in a commercial design brief, 

combining design with the theoretical objectives of constructing a functional 555-timer 

circuit 

Across all modules, the artefacts promoted student engagement by transforming abstract or 

theoretical concepts into manipulable, sensory experiences that fostered collaboration, reflection, 

and iterative problem-solving. These activities exemplify the pedagogical affordances of ETaSTs 

discussed earlierτnamely, the capacity to bridge theory and practice, enhance multisensory 

engagement, and support active knowledge construction through design interaction. 

Post-intervention surveys 

In the final survey, all module participants were asked to complete the questions in reflection of the 

whole experience. This section summarises the concluding survey results. 
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Of the overall population (n=200), 44 students/lecturers participated and were asked to describe their 

experience in the co-creative process for including ETaST. Fifty-nine percent of the respondents 

described the process as a very good experience. Some indicated that the intervention helped them 

develop new skill sets to retain subject knowledge and made them feel like active participants, rather 

than only being passive observers. 

Participant 19: In the co-creative intervention for the bone project, I found collaboration 
process to be incredibly enriching, fostering devise perspective and innovative idea that led 
to a more comprehensive and affective solution, it was a rewarding experience combining 
ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŜȄǇŜǊǘƛǎŜ ǘƻ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎ ƛƴ ōƻƴŜǎΧΦ 

Participant 27: It was more fun and i got to learn new things. I was working with different 
people and we were all listening to each other, sharing our ideas, assisting each other where 
possoble. It was also educational and i got to see how to join a model starting from scratch. 

Participant 34: The experience was amazing. I am privileged to have been taken through that 
process.  I got to learn and gain ideas from that experience. the teacher was also amazing and 
helped us with warming up to his teaching style. 

Participants were next asked about challenges encountered during the co-created ETaST intervention. 

Half reported experiencing some difficulty, often stemming from preconceived assumptions about the 

co-creative process or from the use of traditional materials such as lesson content and art supplies. 

Despite these issues, 81% of respondents agreed that the intervention positively impacted their 

learning experience. 

Respondents were asked how to improve the intervention. Twenty-three percent preferred it to 

remain unchanged, while others suggested enhancements such as using alternative materials (e.g., 

metal or ceramics), incorporating interactive elements like extended reality (XR), improving model 

quality, addressing time constraints, expanding projects across more modules, increasing user-

centred design iterations, and ensuring greater transparency and stakeholder involvement. 

Eighty-nine percent showed strong interest in future ETaST interventions, underscoring disruption of 

traditional pedagogy. The findings reveal key pedagogical benefits of ETaSTs in South African design 

education: fostering experiential learning that links theory and practice, enhancing engagement and 

spatial reasoning, and supporting inclusivity through tactile and sensory approaches. Lecturers and 

students alike noted improved understanding, skills development, and hands-on learning experiences 

Conclusion 
wŜŀƭƛǎƛƴƎ 9¢ŀ{¢ǎΩ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ƛƴŦǊŀǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜΣ ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳ ǊŜŘŜǎƛƎƴΣ ŀƴŘ 

professional development, with future research focusing on broader disciplinary scaling. This study 

examined Embedded Tactile and Sensory Technologies as digital disruptions in South African design 

education through a Design-Based Research approach, evaluating a 3D-printing intervention 

grounded in Experiential Learning Theory. The intervention enabled students and lecturers to move 

from conceptual understanding to tangible outputs, fostering conceptual clarity, teamwork, and 

learner agency suited to 21st-century learning environments. Despite challenges such as limited 

equipment and expertise, these mirror global trends intensified by local inequalities. The study 

contributes a replicable framework for embedding ETaSTs in design education, highlighting their 

capacity to promote experiential learning, spatial reasoning, and engagement while underscoring the 

need for institutional support to overcome persistent barriers and realise their full pedagogical value. 
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Sustainable knowledge in communities: Design for social 
good through fashion education 

Zanné de Meillon, University of Johannesburg 

Abstract  
Design for social good refers to the application of design knowledge and skills to solve problems to enable 

a better future. From a fashion perspective, design for social good could refer to the pursuit of 

environmental sustainability and to uplift communities. Design education, at undergraduate-level aims 

to encourage students to apply design knowledge to improve the world and potentially introduce 

research methodology. However, literature concerning pedagogical strategies for design for social 

good in a South African fashion design higher education context is lacking. To fill this gap, a design for 

social good teaching and learning project was presented to third year Fashion Diploma students at a 

South African fashion higher education institution. Students had to engage in a personal design for 

social good project which required them to teach five community members a sustainable fashion skill 

and record their experience. Hence, this paper embeds itself in the research question: How can design 

for social good be used within the context of fashion education to enable sustainable knowledge and 

skills in communities? To align with the research question, this paper has a two-part aim. First, to 

contextualise the design for social good teaching and learning project and second, to present and 

ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΦ This paper applied qualitative data 

ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŜƴǘŀƛƭŜŘ ŀǊǘŜŦŀŎǘǎΣ ŎƻƳǇǊƛǎƛƴƎ ŦƛŦǘŜŜƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

personal experiences about the design for social good teaching and learning project. These artefacts 

were analysed through content method of analysis. The findings indicate that students were able to 

develop design for social good projects to teach respective community members sustainable fashion 

skills. These included skills for clothing longevity and upcycling. Also, the findings show that students 

acquired research skills to conduct ethical research, present research logically and reflect on 

experiences. This paper aligns with the conference subtheme Design+ Sustainability and Future-

Focused Design, by explicating how fashion education can nurture sustainability through teaching and 

learning, design for social good collaborative engagements and community building to foster critical 

change and future focused design. In the same light, the paper also contributes to the scholarship of 

teaching and learning. 

Keywords: Sustainability, fashion education, social good, scholarship of teaching and learning 

Introduction 
5ŜǎƛƎƴ ŦƻǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƎƻƻŘ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊǎǳƛǘ ƻŦ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ 

communities (Manzini 2014; 2015; Ni & Cattaneo 2022; Tromp & Vial 2022). Design for social good requires 

those with design expertise to engage with their communities to develop sustainable solutions to foster 

positive change (Manzini 2015; Ni & Cattaneo 2022; Peruccio & Bistagnino 2023). From a fashion 
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perspective, design for social good could include sharing sustainable fashion knowledge with communities 

and equipping them with sustainable fashion skills that could provide environmental, social and economic 

benefits. 

The pursuit of sustainability is continuous and requires each generation of students to be leaders of 

positive change in their communities (Sharma 2024; UNESCO 2023; University of Virginia 2024). Higher 

education plays an important role in initiating this positive change by equipping students with 

sustainability knowledge, and encouraging the production of new knowledge, that could be utilised 

for social good (Centre for Sustainable Fashion 2017; Godano 2023; Mallow, Toman & Land 2020; 

Scarff Seatter & Ceulemans 2017; Weiss & Barth 2019). 

However, literature concerning pedagogical strategies for design for social good in a South African 

fashion design higher education context is lacking. To fill this gap, a design for social good teaching 

and learning project was presented to third year Fashion Diploma students at a South African fashion 

higher education institution. In this teaching and learning project, students had to engage in a personal 

design for social good project to teach five community members a sustainable fashion skill that would 

benefit them. Students had to record their experience of their personal design for social good project 

in a written report, through the application of basic research methodology skills. 

Hence, this paper embeds itself in the research question: How can design for social good be used 

within the context of fashion education to enable sustainable knowledge and skills in communities? 

To align with the research question, this paper has a two-part aim. First, to contextualise the design 

ŦƻǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƎƻƻŘ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŎƻƴŘΣ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 

recorded experiences of the project. 

Literature review 

Sustainable knowledge in communities 

Sustainable solutions are context specific and must be tailored to the specific needs of each community 

(Sharma 2024). Design for social good requires design experts to engage with communities to determine 

their needs and then develop sustainable solutions that equip communities with the knowledge and skills 

necessary to improve their lives (Sharma 2024; UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning 2017). The youth 

play a crucial role in the pursuit of a sustainable future because they are eager to learn, have fresh ideas, 

are able to access a wealth of information through technology and are uniquely positioned in their 

communities to share their knowledge and be leaders of change (Godano 2023; Sharma 2024; UNESCO 

2023; University of Virginia 2024). 

Higher education serves as an incubator and catalyst for sustainable transformation (.ƻǊƻƧŜǾƛŏ et al. 

2023; Centre for Sustainable Fashion 2017; Godano 2023; Mallow, Toman & Land 2020; Scarff Seatter 

& Ceulemans 2017; Weiss & Barth 2019). Higher education can equip students with discipline specific 

knowledge to pursue sustainability whilst creating opportunities for students to apply what they have 

learned in real-world scenarios through community engagement (Abo-Khalil 2024; Godano 2023; Leal 

Filho et al. 2018). Community engagement in the form of design for social good teaching and learning 

projects, is a form of project-based learning, because it requires students to apply their design 

knowledge to find an innovative solution to an identified community problem (Orr & Shreeve 2017; 

Shephard & Pookulangara 2022; Tovey 2018). Design for social good teaching and learning projects 

can provide environmental and social benefits for communities, and contribute to the development 

of critical and creative thinking skills, leadership skills and responsibility amongst students (Leal Filho 
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et al. 2018; Orr & Shreeve 2017; Tovey 2018; University of Virginia 2024; Uzorka, Akiyode & Isa 2024). 

The literature further indicates that design for social good teaching and learning projects are more 

likely to succeed if students are encouraged to implement their own projects focusing on sustainability 

problems that are important to them (Uzorka, Akiyode & Isa 2024). 

Design for social good and fashion education 

Fashion textile waste consists of bits of textile leftover from garment manufacture and clothing discarded 

by consumers at the end of its useful life (Burns 2019; Niinimäki et al. 2020). It is estimated that the fashion 

industry produces 92 million tonnes of textile waste annually, with this figure projected to rise to 148 

million tonnes by 2030  (Dean 2020; UNEP 2025). This escalating problem is largely due to the popularity 

of fast fashion1 which encourages the overconsumption of clothing at an ever increasing rate (Remy, 

Speelman & Swartz 2016; Shah 2025; Vehmas et al. 2018; Zurich 2024). Discarding clothing is a tremendous 

waste of resources, it contributes to landfill sites rapidly reaching capacity and the decomposition of 

textiles results in methane gas and microplastic pollution (Connell 2015; DeVoy et al. 2021; Shah 2025; 

Silva et al. 2021; Weinstein, Crocker & Gray 2016). 

The textile waste problem can potentially be mitigated by students engaging with their local 

communities to share sustainable knowledge and skills. Students can share their knowledge of the 

negative impact of fast fashion on the environment and encourage community members to reduce 

their clothing consumption (Burns 2019; Niinimäki et al. 2020). Students can teach community 

members sustainable fashion skills, which in this paper, refers to any skill that can be applied to extend 

the useful life of clothing or to recycle clothing into new products, to reduce the amount of textile 

waste being discarded. Extending the life of clothing by nine months, reduces its environmental impact 

by thirty per cent (Zurich 2024). The useful life of clothing can be extended by mending when they 

deteriorate, or altering them to a different size or style (Burns 2019). Recycling clothing involves 

deconstructing them and reassembling the pieces into a new product such as a bag (Burns 2019). The 

recycled product is referred to as having been upcycled or downcycled if it is viewed to be of greater 

or lesser value than the original product (Brown 2010; Burns 2019). 

Research methodology in undergraduate education 

Higher education institutions aim to produce new knowledge that could be utilised for social good 

(Rosowsky 2022; Universities UK 2024; University of Johannesburg 2025; University of Pretoria 2025). New 

knowledge is produced through research which is primarily undertaken during post-graduate studies 

(Universities UK 2024; University of Johannesburg 2025; University of Pretoria 2025). The completion of 

post-graduate studies improves the employability and income potential of graduates, which in turn 

contributes to economic growth in communities (BEE News 2025; Nelson Mandela University 2021). 

As such, higher education institutions should prepare undergraduate students for post-graduate 

studies by introducing them to research methodology (Dominguez-Whitehead 2015; Ipanaqué-Zapata 

et al. 2023; Meulen 2017). Research methodology refers to the process through which research 

studies are undertaken and includes data collection and analysis (Brink 2022; Potgieter 2025). The 

literature suggests that active-learning which requires students to engage in the research process is 

an effective pedagogical tool for introducing and developing research methodology skills (Alghamdi & 

Deraney 2018; Wahid, Halim & Halim 2023). 

 
1 The fast fashion business model is trend driven and produces large quantities of low-quality, low-priced 
clothing that is intended to be replaced after a short period of use by the next fashion trend (Burns 2019; 
Fletcher & Grose 2012; Joy & Peña 2017; Zotte 2023). 
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Contextualising the design for social good teaching and learning 
project 
The design for social good teaching and learning project had two goals: to encourage students to engage 

in a personal design for social good project and to introduce research methodology. These goals were 

pursued by introducing foundational knowledge of design for social good, fashion sustainability and 

research methodology to students through two theoretical lectures. Thereafter, the design for social good 

teaching and learning project was presented to the students through a written project brief. The project 

brief set out the purpose, instructions and outcome of the project, which was a written report of their 

personal experience of their design for social good project. 

The written report had to logically present five components of their personal design for social good 

project. These components were the aim, invitation of community members, project implementation, 

a discussion of observations and critical reflection. The report had to be visually cohesive, well-written 

and include accurately captioned photographs of the implementation of their project, as well as in-

text citations and a well-constructed reference list. These technical requirements served to encourage 

the development of academic writing and presentation skills, good scholarship and the ethical 

acknowledgement of authorship. 

Aim 

¢ƘŜ ŀƛƳ ƻŦ ŜŀŎƘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŦƻǊ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƎƻƻŘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

community members lived and identify a sustainable fashion skill that they could teach five community 

members that would benefit them. To assist in the development of desk research skills, students were 

encouraged to include relevant academic literature to explain why their selected fashion skill was 

sustainable and the importance of acquiring sustainable fashion knowledge and skills. 

Invitation of community members 

The community targeted by each student could be any social group that the students regularly interacted 

with. The community members were not true participants in a research sense, because the students did 

not gather any data from them. However, to encourage the acquisition of research methodology skills, 

related to protecting participants and acquiring informed consent, students were required to develop 

invitations and consent forms. These documents set out the aim, implementation process, benefits and 

risks of participating in the project and measures implemented to ensure the anonymity of their community 

members. To protect the identities of community members, students were instructed to hide their faces 

in any photographs and to ŀƭƭƻŎŀǘŜ ŀƭƛŀǎŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΩ ǿƘŜƴ ǊŜŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

written reports. 

Implementation of design for social good project 

Students had to describe the implementation of their design for social good project, by setting out the 

time, location and duration of their project and the method of instruction used to teach their sustainable 

fashion skill. Students had to record the implementation of their projects through written notes, 

photographs and video recordings, which served to develop data collection skills. 

Discussion of observations 

Students were required to analyse their written notes, photographs and videos, and discuss their 

observations. Students had to evaluate whether all the community members acquired the sustainable 

fashion skill, how easily this was achieved, what appeared to challenge community members and whether 

in their opinion, the community members had enjoyed acquiring the sustainable fashion skill. 

http://www.defsa.org.za/


© Copyright 2025 Design Education Forum of Southern Africa (www.defsa.org.za)    159 

Critical reflection 

Students had to reflect on their experience of implementing their personal design for social good project 

by identifying the challenges they experienced, opportunities for future implementation as well as areas 

of personal excellence and areas in need of improvement. In addition, students had to discuss what 

knowledge they had acquired from the implementation of their projects and whether this resulted in 

personal change. 

Methodology 
This paper employed a qualitative research approach through a secondary data design which involved 

analysing artefacts through content analysis. Artefacts are items produced or utilised by humans that can 

be examined by researchers to understand the experience of an individual or social group in a specific 

context (Hatch 2023; Marshall, Rossman & Blanco 2021). In this paper, the artefacts that were examined 

ŎƻƳǇǊƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŦǘŜŜƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ 

for social good projects. 

¢ƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ƴŀƳŜǎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŦƻǊ 

social good teaching and learning project was implemented are omitted from this paper to protect 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ names have been pseudonymised through the allocation of aliases in 

the form of alphabetic letters, for example, Student B. 

¢ƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǘŜȄǘΣ ōǳǘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŀ ŦŜǿ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘǎΣ 

and could therefore be analysed through content analysis. Content analysis is the process of analysing 

data to find repetitions of words, phrases or ideas that are then extracted from the artefacts and 

grouped into themes to gain meaning from the data (Cyr 2019; Hatch 2023; Stanley 2023). In this 

paper, the five components of the written reports and the technical requirements served as the 

themes into which the data was organised. 

Findings 
Most reports were visually cohesive and well-written. Fourteen students were able to present the 

components of their written reports logically and included photographs of the implementation of their 

design for social good projects, most of which included clear captions. Ten students included in-text 

citations and well-constructed reference lists. This indicates that most students developed academic 

writing and presentation skills, desktop research skills and were able to effectively acknowledge 

authorship of consulted sources. 

Aim 

All fifteen students effectively identified a sustainable fashion skill to teach their community members 

that would result in environmental, social and economic benefits. These sustainable fashion skills 

included hand and machine sewing techniques to alter the size of clothing, mend clothing and upcycle 

clothing into new products, such as bags and hats, as well as natural dyeing methods to revitalise 

clothing and crochet skills using yarn made from old t-shirts, see Figure 1. Nine students explained 

that their fashion skill was environmentally sustainable because it aimed to reduce resource 

consumption and textile waste. Since all the students taught their community members a sustainable 

fashion skill, the omission by six students of an explanation of the sustainable aspect of their fashion 

skill does not suggest a lack of sustainable fashion knowledge. 
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Figure 1: Sustainable fashion skills taught by students in their design for social good 

projects 

From a social perspective, students stated that the sustainable knowledge and skills they shared with 

community members could be shared by community members with other people to promote 

sustainable fashion consumption. Other identified social benefits included the encouragement of 

creativity, self-expression and thinking skills, as well as the application of sustainable fashion skills to 

upcycle clothing for donation to disadvantaged community members. 

From an economic perspective, students explained that their sustainable fashion skill would enable 

community members to save money by reducing the need to purchase new clothing, while 

empowering them to create products that could be sold to earn an income. These identified benefits 

indicate that the students understood the goal of design of social good and the positive impact that it 

could have on their communities. 

Invitation of community members 

Fourteen students described their community, which included male and female family members, 

students, roommates, neighbours and people they had met on the bus. Seven students included an 

example of their invitation and consent form in their written reports. Six of these students identified 

physical injury due the use of needles and scissors as a possible risk of participation and explained that 

they would mitigate this risk by providing protective equipment, such as thimbles and ensure constant 

supervision of the community members. Student D identified additional risks of participation including 

fabric allergies, eye strain and emotional distress due to the challenge of learning a new skill. He stated 

that to reduce these risks ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ άǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎƛƴƎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘέ, but 

community members should disclose any known allergies and take breaks to avoid fatigue. The 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ Ǌƛǎƪǎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘ ŎƻƴǎŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

the well-being of their community members. Furthermore, all students demonstrated an 

understanding of the importance of anonymising participants in academic research, by allocating 

aliases and obscuring their community members faces in photographs included in their written 

reports. 

Bunny hood made from sweatshirts Hand sewing to alter jeans Purse from clothing waste 

Crochet using yarns from T-shirts Textile patches to mend clothing Decorative hand sewing for mending 
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Implementation of design for social good project 

All students effectively described the implementation of their personal design for social good project. 

Nine students taught their sustainable fashion skill through verbal instruction and demonstration, 

while Students F and G also provided instructional notes. All students recorded the implementation 

of their projects through observation notes, but only fourteen students included photographs in their 

written reports. This indicates that the students were able to develop and implement a design for 

social good project and systematically collect data for analysis and reflection. 

Discussion of observations 

All the students effectively discussed their observations of their design for social good projects. They 

stated that all community members acquired the sustainable fashion skill, although a few community 

members struggled with certain aspects of the sustainable fashion skill, such as sewing in a straight 

line. Nine students stated that their community members appeared to enjoy participating in their 

project because they smiled, engaged with the learning process and expressed interest in learning 

more sustainable fashion skills. However, Student N explained that two community members did not 

seem to have a positive experience because they lacked enthusiasm and did not work as diligently as 

other community members. 

¢ƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ observations indicate that they understood the context of their community membersΩ 

lives because they selected sustainable fashion skills that would benefit community members and be 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ Ŝŀǎȅ ǘƻ ŀŎǉǳƛǊŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŀŎquisition of analytical skills and efforts to 

present their observations objectively. 

Critical reflection 

Thirteen students identified the challenges of implementing their personal design for social good 

projects and future opportunities for their projects. Challenges included accommodating different 

schedules, learning speeds and styles, and managing the learning environment to promote a positive 

experience, whilst ensuring the jovial atmosphere did not disrupt learning. Opportunities involved 

expanding their projects to teach different sustainable fashion skills to people of different ages. 

All the students reflected on their areas of excellence and areas that needed improvement. Areas of 

excellence included good communication, teaching and leaderships skills as well as exercising patience 

when community members made mistakes and providing encouragement when community members 

appeared anxious. Overall, students stated that they could have been better prepared and in future 

they would provide more equipment and materials for use, provide better instructions to 

accommodate different skill levels and learning styles and they would allocate more time to the 

project so that community members could practice and master the sustainable fashion skill. Several 

students explained that implementing their design for social good project was a positive experience 

for them because it gave them confidence, increased their own sustainable fashion knowledge and 

they enjoyed seeing their community members acquire a sustainable fashion skill that would benefit 

them. 

Discussion and recommendations 
¢ƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀŎǉǳƛǊŜŘ ōŀǎƛŎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎȅ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΣ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

reflective skills, interpersonal skills and a desire to share their design knowledge to improve society. As 

suggested by the literature, encouraging students to design their own projects and teach a sustainable 
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fashion skill that appealed to them, appeared to contribute to the success of their design for social good 

projects. 

Several students stated that their community members wanted to learn more sustainable fashion 

skills. This suggests a need for skills development in South Africa and an opportunity for long-term 

research into the impact of student-led design for social good projects that focus on sustainable 

fashion skills. Furthermore, the potential exists for similar design for social good projects to be 

implemented at all levels of undergraduate study, but with an increase in complexity with each 

successive year of study. By third year, students would likely be able to develop and implement small 

research projects and gather data from participants which would potentially contribute to their 

success in post-graduate studies and increase the production of new knowledge at undergraduate 

level. 

Conclusion 
This paper intended to fill the gap in the literature concerning pedagogical strategies for design for 

social good in a South African fashion design higher education context. This was pursued by 

contextualising a design for social good teaching and learning project that was presented to third year 

Fashion Diploma students at a South African fashion higher education institution and by discussing 

ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΦ The design for social good teaching and learning 

project demonstrates that it is possible to pursue design for social good from a fashion perspective, 

through active and project-based learning to encourage community engagement and enable 

sustainable fashion knowledge and skills that benefit communities and simultaneously develop 

research methodology skills in undergraduates. 
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Design play: Enhancing ideation skills through playful 
strategies in design education 

Raksha Padaruth, Independent Institute of Education, Emeris, Vega School 

Abstract  
The ideation process is one of the most challenging components of the design process for students in 

Higher Education. Many students struggle with a lack of inspiration and confidence due to the need for 

perfection, which demotivates them to share or develop their ideas fully. Traditional ideation techniques 

often feel repetitive or restrictive, resulting in frustration and disengagement. This autoethnographic study 

draws from my personal experience as a design educator and ceramic artist to explore how play-based 

strategies can help reframe ideation as a joyful and exploratory process. This research is based on 

reflective practice and classroom observation, drawing on my many years of teaching experience with 

first-year design students, rather than relying on data collection from students. Through imaginative 

ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ Ψ²Ƙŀǘ LŦΩ ƛŘŜŀǘƛƻƴ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜΣ ƛƳǇǊƻƳǇǘǳ ǎƪŜǘŎƘƛƴƎ, printmaking and clay-based story-

telling activities, I observed how students are inspired to take risks, try new things and solve problems. 

This data highlights the different ways in which playful approaches influence idea generation, creative 

exploration, and confidence in design thinking. The findings show that incorporating play into the 

ideation process leads to more original and varied ideas. Students who engaged in play reported 

ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ƭŜǎǎ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊƛǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ άǇŜǊŦŜŎǘέ ƛŘŜŀ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƧƻȅŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜΦ tƭŀȅ-

based methods encouraged students to overcome planned thinking, resulting in new and unexpected 

results. This research is framed through constructionist and experiential learning theories (Papert 

1980) and supported by the reflective practitioner model (Schon 1983). The research also positions 

play as a mindset shift that values process over perfection and exploration over fixed results. As a 

Hindu female artist, majoring in ceramics, I also introduce nature and ritual inspired approaches that 

integrate cultural knowledge into the ideation process. This study contributes to design education by 

offering a practical, inclusive and culturally responsive approach to the use of play in the classroom. 

This provides evidence that play is not just for children but can also be used as an important tool for 

unlocking creativity at any level. By shifting the focus from fixed outcomes to exploration and 

discovery, educators can help students develop creative confidence and problem-solving skills that 

will benefit them beyond the classroom. The findings encourage a rethinking of how ideation is taught, 

making it more interactive, inclusive, and engaging. This research has a strong focus on the subtheme 

of Design and Societal Realities, Impact and Cultural Preservation. Many design students struggle with 

ideation due to societal pressures relating to the need for perfection and having to deal with rigid 

educational structures that emphasise results over process. This playful approach can counteract 

these pressures by creating a more inclusive and exploratory learning environment that encourages 

risk-taking, collaboration, and creative confidence. By focusing on play as a strategy for enhancing 

ideation, this research contributes to the larger conversation about how design education must evolve 

to reflect societal realities, create meaningful impact, and support cultural preservation. 
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Introduction 
The key component of design is ideation. It is the phase during which ideas are generated, concepts evolve, 

and the foundation for creativity is laid. Ideation refers to the creative process of generating, developing, 

and communicating new ideas (Brown 2009). Divergent and convergent thinking are both used, and a 

variety of options are explored before the most promising ones are chosen and refined. 

However, in my experience as a design educator, I have seen that students frequently struggle with 

this process. When students are asked to generate ideas, there appears to be a noticeable tension and 

uncertainty. The very creativity that design education aims to foster is frequently stifled by high 

expectations, performance pressure, and fear of being judged. From a South African perspective, this 

challenge is intensified due to an educational system that places importance on textbook knowledge 

and rote learning rather than creative and critical thinking skills (Jansen 2009). As a result, students 

arrive at college with little prior knowledge or experience with experimental art practices. 

As a female Hindu fine artist with a background in ceramics, a design lecturer, along with my love for 

nature, I bring a unique perspective to design education. Play, nature, culture, and material 

exploration are all fundamental components of my creative processes. My perspective on creativity 

and my interactions with my students in the classroom have been influenced by these factors. This 

research will be an autoethnographic narrative investigating how playful techniques can improve 

ideation in design education by reducing creative anxiety. It is both a reflection of my teaching journey 

and a study of the importance of play in creative learning. The following section outlines the 

methodological process used to generate and analyse insights. 

Methodological approach 
This research will be an autoethnographic narrative ς a qualitative research method that combines 

personal narrative with cultural analysis and interpretation. According to Ellis, Adams, and Bochner 

(2011, p. 273), άŀǳǘƻŜǘƘƴƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƴŘ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŜŜƪǎ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ŀƴŘ 

systematically analyse ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜέ. I drew from 

reflective journal entries, field notes from classroom sessions, and informal student comments during 

and after playful ideation activities. Immediately following each teaching session, I recorded 

observations, reflections, and classroom dynamics in a reflective teaching journal. I then revisited 

these entries to identify recurring patterns of student behaviour, moments of engagement, and 

instances where play seemed to unlock ideation. 

Although I did not conduct formal interviews or surveys, I distilled insights thematically by clustering 

journal notes around key themes such as confidence, risk-taking, peer collaboration, and creative 

output. For example, several sessions highlighted students overcoming initial reluctance, which I 

grouped under the theme of building confidence through play. This informal but systematic reflection 

process allowed me to recognise connections between playful activities and shifts in student ideation. 

All observations were made with an ethical awareness of student anonymity and boundaries, ensuring 

that while classroom interactions informed my reflections, individual students were not identified. 
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Section 1: Rethinking rigidness: The limits of traditional ideation methods 

Traditional ideation techniques like mind mapping, SCAMPER, and brainstorming often seem mechanical 

and instructional to students (Osborn 1953). These methods are often facilitated as step-by-step 

instructions. This can come across as uninspiring, especially for first year students who are at the onset of 

their creative journey. In my classes, I have observed that a lot of students fell into a vicious cycle of self-

censorship, where the fear of presenting "bad" ideas led them to either skip the ideation phase and focus 

only on their final idea or present nothing at all. According to Williams (2002), self-censorship of creative 

ideas is the conscious choice to withhold or the unconscious inhibition of one's creative ideas in fear of 

criticism. 

Many learning environments are assessment driven. This gives more importance to the outcome 

rather than the process, making this problem even more difficult. This focus unfortunately discourages 

students from taking risks or experimenting with ideas. Research supports this, indicating that when 

students experience pressure to meet academic standards, they frequently link creativity to anxiety 

(Csikszentmihalyi 1997). 

I then realised that I needed to challenge the conventional method if I wanted to encourage students 

to ideate more freely and confidently. I began to consider how the ideation process could become fun 

and spontaneous by incorporating the concept of play. 

Section 2: The value of play in creative education 

Play is often associated with childhood. Play is seen as unproductive, unprofessional, and lacking in 

rigor, and is therefore not valued in higher education (Brown 2009) and is as a result, not well studied 

(Forbes & Thomas 2022). Literature on playful learning in teacher education, Boysen et al. (2022) 

established the value of playful learning but also the need for thorough study. Play encourages a 

mindset of experimentation and risk-taking which is vital in combating the ambiguity associated with 

the ideation phase in creative disciplines. As Brown (2009) emphasises, play is not just an activity but 

a state of mind that moulds curiosity and problem-solving. Similarly, Resnick (2017) argues that playful 

learning environments help individuals explore ideas without the fear of failure, leading to more 

inventive outcomes. Incorporating play in design education creates a safe space for experimentation, 

as design students often feel pressured to deliver refined outcomes. Play creates a relaxed 

environment and encourages learners to engage with materials and concepts in an imaginative way, 

whilst allowing students to be free from judgment. This enables them to welcome constructive 

criticism. Philosopher Johan Huizinga (1949) argues that play is a basic human activity that exists 

outside of everyday life and establishes its own set of norms and realities. Play therefore has the 

potential to create an extremely effective brainstorming environment. 

The importance of learning via active participation and critical reflection is emphasised by reflective 

and constructionist learning theories. Donald Schön's concept of the "reflective practitioner" (1984) 

emphasises how professionals continuously assess and modify their process while learning by doing 

and thinking in action. According to Seymour Papert's constructionism (1980), students learn best 

when they are actively creating something that has meaning for them. In play-based learning students 

experience hands-on engagement, take risks, and welcome unexpected results. This naturally aligns 

with both viewpoints mentioned above. Play adds unexpected and thought-provoking moments of 

discovery, which makes learning dynamic and iterative. This method in design education helps 

students become active creators and thinkers rather than passive consumers of information. Students 

gain confidence and greater understanding of their creation. 
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Section 3: Developing play-based ideation activities 

Guided by the value of play, I began designing and using existing classroom activities that introduced 

elements of play into the ideation process. These included: 

Play with clay and nature: Tactile symbolism and cultural memory 

To begin my exploration of how play may aid ideation in design education, I experimented with an 

activity that reflected the different components of my identity: my Hindu heritage, my background in 

ceramics and my love for nature. This classroom activity was titled Sacred Forms. Instead of using 

specific ideation tools, students were invited to explore ideation through tactile play, cultural or ritual 

memory, and found natural materials. This activity was created for students who struggled to use 

traditional ideation techniques, allowing them the opportunity to experience a fun and sensory 

introduction to conceptual thinking. 

Students were first instructed to take a quiet moment to reflect, thinking of an object, symbol or motif 

from their childhood, culture, or spiritual beliefs. This object had to have personal meaning to them. 

This was followed by a hands-on activity utilising air-dry clay and found objects like leaves, twigs, bark, 

seeds, and other textured objects collected from their personal environment. Students 

produced patterns, textures and form by pressing these materials into the clay. Students were 

discouraged from pre-planning or overanalysing but rather encouraged to welcome the unexpected. 

This according to Bateson and Martin (2013) is an essential component of creative play. These authors 

argue that play promotes flexibility and openness by creating room for surprise and uncertainty. 

Different clay forms began to emerge-some abstract, some symbolic and representational. 

Throughout the process of moulding, students considered their emotions, thoughts and cultural 

ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ǊŜƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƻ LƴƎƻƭŘΩǎ (2013) perspective that making is a form of thinking, where 

ideas emerge from the engagement with materials rather than being pre-formed. The process was 

intuitive and engaging. Students loved the experience and reflected a feeling of calmness. A student 

ǊŜƳŀǊƪŜŘΣ άL ŦƻǊƎƻǘ L ǿŀǎ ŘƻƛƴƎ ŀ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜΣ ƛǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŦŜƭǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎέΦ Once they had completed 

execution, they were asked to title or name their creation. Students then wrote a short narrative about 

the form and presented their outcome in small groups. This encouraged peer interaction and shared 

meaning-making. 

This method of working with natural materials, specifically clay, helped students to reconnect with 

fond memories of home, family, or faith. Some students were inspired by Zulu beaded patterns and 

some mimicked traditional Shweshwe designs in their mark-making. One student shared how the 

ƛƳǇǊƛƴǘ ƻŦ ŀ ƭŜŀŦ ǊŜƳƛƴŘŜŘ ƘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƴƎƻ ƭŜŀǾŜǎ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ǇǊŀȅŜǊ Ǌƛǘǳŀƭ-and her 

associated experience with this. This insight later inspired her project for creative development, in 

exploring her personal creative identity. Students were able to acknowledge the benefits of 

incorporating symbolism, ritual, and material forms that resonated with them in assisting with the 

ideation phase. 

While conventional ideation techniques often rely on quick thinking and verbal articulation, this 

activity emphasised the value of sensory and culturally reflective play in generating ideas. As Gauntlett 

(2011) notes, creativity is not only about novelty but also about making meaning. This meaning is 

successfully achieved when students engage in play with materials that they can relate to or has 

personal meaning. 
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This approach and my own experience as a Hindu female artist and design educator, shows that when 

ideation is framed as playful and personal, students can resonate with the experience, allowing them 

to be more likely to take risks, display confidence and produce ideas that are authentic. 

Unlocking creativity through spontaneous drawing: Playful prompt 

In one of my first-year Creative Development classes, I introduced a spontaneous drawing exercise as 

an introduction to the concept of creativity as well as an icebreaker. This test of creativity, known as 

the Torrance Test of Creative Thinking, was introduced by psychologist Ellis Paul Torrance in the sixties 

to administer a more creatively inclined IQ test (Artwork Archive 2025). Each student in my class was 

given a sheet of paper containing a simple, abstract shape (Figure 1). They were instructed to complete 

the drawing within four minutes. The time constraint was deliberate. This prevented students from 

overthinking or planning extensively. Instead, they were encouraged to draw instinctively. They could 

add text, invent a story or character, add humour or even extend their drawing beyond the border of 

the frame. 

 

Figure 1: Abstract shape to complete the drawing (Artwork Archive 2025) 

The purpose of this activity was to remove the initial anxiety that many students feel when faced with 

ǘƘŜ άōƭŀƴƪ ǇŀƎŜέ ƛƴ ŎǊŜŀǘƛǾŜ ǘŀǎƪǎΦ Lǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜŘ ŘƛǾŜǊƎŜƴǘ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ōȅ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ 

generate ideas quickly and freely. The constraints of a time limit, the ambiguous prompt and the 

freedom ς ƴƻ άǿǊƻƴƎέ ŀƴǎǿŜǊǎ ς proved to be successful in unlocking their creativity. The students 

produced a variety of imaginative and creative outcomes. These included whimsical creatures and 

short narratives to symbolic and abstract interpretations of the line (Figures 2 and 3). 
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