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Abstract

As the built environment continues to evolve in response to global and local challenges, design
education must prepare students to envision and shape sustainable futures. This paper explores how
student-centred design education advances social sustainability by fostering critical engagement with
the spaces students inhabit and design. Using Project-Based Learning as a framework, we discuss a
series of pedagogical projects implemented at various levels of an interior design curriculum. These
projects empowered students to reflect on their own lived experiences of built spaces, using these
insights as a primary design driver rather than relying solely on external references. In doing so,
students developed a socially responsive and reflexive design approach that aligns with the needs of
South African communities. For example, while some explored identity and heritage through
Afrofuturism-inspired murals, others designed a context-specific healthcare facility that offered both
indigenous and Western medicine treatments. Housing designs focused on multigenerational living,
promoting a growing family-oriented approach and adaptable spatial solutions. Additionally, projects
addressing self-care led to the design of natural hair care spaces, advocating for inclusivity in the
beauty industry. These topics allowed students to tap into their lived experience and respond
accordingly. By prioritising student-centred learning, the projects challenged traditional hierarchies in
design education and encouraged participatory, collaborative processes amongst staff, students,
alumni and professionals. Through this approach, students recognised how design decisions are
shaped by and, in turn, shape broader notions of place, identity, community, and well-being. The
paper argues that when students critically engage with their own spatial experiences, they develop a
deeper awareness of the social impact of design. This awareness fosters an ability to envision and
contribute to built environments that are inclusive, culturally responsive, and socially sustainable.
Ultimately, this research asks: How do we shape impactful futures through innovative human-centred
design education? By demonstrating how student-led design approaches foster long-term social
sustainability, we position student-centred learning as a key strategy for future-focused design
education that meaningfully addresses lived experiences and evolving societal needs.
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Setting the scene: why now, why us?

The outcome of this education must contribute to the transformation of society [...] rather
than simply equipping people to participate in the perpetuation of problematic processes
(Stevens & Culén 2024).

Interior design in South Africa has long been positioned as both an elite and emerging discipline.
Historically, access to this field was limited serving a narrow demographic during apartheid. Interior
design education was available at historically white public institutions and primarily in Technikons,
which were later restructured to align with the transformative goals of the democratically elected
South African government (Hall 2015). In some cases, former Technikons merged with one another to
form Universities of Technology, one of which is the site of our research. While enrolment in public
institutions has become more racially and socioeconomically diverse over the past decade, private
higher education in South Africa continues to exhibit structural barriers to broad inclusion,
disproportionately favouring wealthier and historically advantaged groups (Meyer & Schreiber 2024).
These patterns shape not only who becomes a designer, but also whose experiences and knowledge
are legitimised in the classroom.

This evolving context demands a re-evaluation of design curricula, teaching methods, and assessment
strategies to reflect the realities and creative capacities of a wider student body. Integrating
indigenous knowledge (Makokotlela & Gumbo 2025), collaboration (Stevens & Culén 2024), context-
specificity and interdisciplinarity (Celadyn 2020) into the curriculum have all been cited as essential
for meaningful transformation to occur in design education. Furthermore, for interior design to remain
relevant, it must actively challenge dominant narratives in design history and theory, which have
traditionally valourised Eurocentricity and Westernisation. In our context, this means valuing students’
lived experiences not as anecdotal “add-ons” but as legitimate forms of knowledge that can unsettle
inherited models of design.

In this paper, four lecturers from the Interior Design programme at a South African University of
Technology reflect on how we have used project-based learning to connect curriculum to students’
lived experiences. Our transition from industry to academia, as millennial women of colour, has
deepened our awareness of the need to foster more inclusive and equitable futures. Our students,
predominantly Gen-Z African youth from peri-urban and rural backgrounds, bring rich but often under-
recognised ways of knowing. By centring those perspectives, we aim to develop designers who can
address complex global challenges through work that is deeply rooted in local context.

This student-centred approach is one that positions students as active participants in shaping their
learning, rather than passive recipients of content. Celadyn (2020) notes that bridging the
“sustainability gap” in interior design requires curricula that are integrative, interdisciplinary, and
grounded in lived experience. This principle has guided the way we have designed and implemented
the pedagogical projects discussed in this paper.

Theoretical considerations in design pedagogy

This study is anchored in two complementary approaches: Project-Based Learning (PBL) as the core
pedagogical theory, and reflective practice as the guiding methodological orientation. Together, these
provide a framework for positioning students as active co-creators of knowledge, where lived
experience becomes both the content and the context of design learning.
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PBL is a learner-driven model in which students acquire knowledge and skills through sustained
engagement with real-world challenges (Allen, Donham, Bernhardt & Stephen 2011). Rather than
following a linear delivery of theory followed by application, PBL embeds inquiry, collaboration, and
problem-solving into the heart of the learning process. In design education, we find that this mirrors
the iterative nature of practice, where ideas develop through cycles of researching, making, receiving
feedback, and revising.

Several studies offer strong precedent for how project-based, student-centred learning can foster
agency and build design identity within context. Sdnchez-Garcia and Reyes-de-Cézar (2025) present a
systematic review of PBL implementations across disciplines, emphasising its contribution to
inclusivity, community impact, and student competency development. In the South African context,
Luthuli, Epizitone, Phokoye, Khumalo, Zondi, and Moyane (2025) highlight both the prevalence of PBL
and the relative infancy of its application in higher education, noting the unique challenges and
opportunities this presents. Our paper contributes to this growing body of work by documenting and
reflecting on our own application of PBL in interior design education, with particular attention to the
role of lived experience in shaping socially grounded learning.

Our adoption of PBL centres on socially grounded briefs that require students to draw from their own
experiences, cultural contexts, and community knowledge. By foregrounding these perspectives, the
projects challenge the dominance of imported precedents and models a curriculum in which local
knowledge systems hold equal status to global references. This aligns with Ndlovu-Gatsheni’s (2018)
call for “epistemic freedom” in African higher education, where learners actively produce and validate
their own knowledge rather than merely consuming external models.

Through this lens, each studio project becomes more than a technical exercise as it is an opportunity
for students to interrogate how their own identities, spatial histories, and cultural practices can shape
design decisions. This interpretation extends Blackie, Case and Jawitz’s (2010) argument that empathy
underpins transformative, student-centred learning to the design studio context, where collaborative
projects similarly enable students to develop empathy, agency, and social awareness. In doing so, it
also aims to strengthen sustainable and holistic student development by building confidence in their
own voice, reinforcing the value of their cultural knowledge, and equipping them to navigate
professional spaces without disconnecting from their lived realities. Social sustainability here is
understood not only in terms of the communities students design for, but also in cultivating the
networks and critical capacities that sustain the student’s own professional and personal development
over time.

In this way, our approach aligns with the DEFSA 2025 conference theme of Design+ Disruptions,
Realities, Futures. Student-centred, PBL acknowledges the realities of diverse South African
classrooms, disrupts entrenched Eurocentric pedagogies, and opens futures in which design education
actively contributes to social transformation. In centring students as active participants, rather than
passive recipients, our use of PBL not only equips students with the technical and creative capacities
needed for practice but also positions design education as a collaborative space where the lived
experiences of students shape both the profession and the society it serves.

Methodology: project-based learning and reflective practice

This paper draws on four studio projects implemented across the four years of an Interior Design
programme at a South African University of Technology. These projects were selected because they
combine curriculum requirements with opportunities for students to engage directly with their own
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lived experiences and community contexts. Together, they offer a cross-section of thematic focus
areas, collaborative models, and year-level outcomes, illustrating how PBL was applied in different
stages of the programme.

Our methodological orientation draws from a critical constructivist view of learning (Bada & Olusegun
2015), which understands knowledge as actively constructed through experience and reflection. In
this paradigm, meaning-making is shaped by the learner’s prior knowledge, social interactions, and
cultural context. We extend this into a form of reflective analysis in which we systematically
interrogate design processes through reflective dialogue, journaling, peer critique, and feedback
loops.

The projects were designed and delivered within a PBL framework, where learning occurred through
sustained engagement with socially relevant briefs. Each brief was scaffolded to suit its year level with
complexity, autonomy, and interdisciplinary integration increasing from first to third year. Early-level
briefs emphasised guided collaboration and structured skill-building, while senior-level briefs allowed
for more self-directed exploration and integration of multiple modules.

Our reflections on these projects were documented through project briefs, student submissions,
teaching journals, and presentation recordings. Reflection occurred in two stages: individually, as each
lecturer recorded observations during and after delivery; and collectively, through staff discussions
where we compared experiences, identified recurring themes, and noted variations in student
engagement. This process ensured that our analysis was not based on isolated impressions but on
shared, triangulated insight.

Ethical considerations informed the reflective process. Our analysis draws only on work produced as
part of normal coursework, without requiring additional participation from students. We have focused
on our own observations and reflections rather than including direct anecdotes of students’ voices.
Where projects incorporated cultural references or community-based content, we were mindful of
the sensitivity of this material and considered how it was framed in classroom discussion and
assessment.

By combining PBL with a reflective process, the methodology positions the design studio as both a site
for disciplinary skill development and a space where socially relevant, contextually grounded design
knowledge can emerge. This approach aligns with the DEFSA 2025 theme Design+ Disruptions,
Realities, Futures, as it responds to the realities of diverse South African classrooms, challenges
inherited pedagogies and creates conditions for design education to contribute meaningfully to social
transformation.

The studio as a social lab

In our programme, the studio operates as a space where students, lecturers, and sometimes
community collaborators come together to explore ideas, share experiences, and translate lived
realities into design proposals. Donald Schén famously described the design studio as a “reflective
practicum” in which learners build competencies through "reflection-in-action" — a process woven
into the very act of designing rather than applied afterward (Chee & Tan 2022). Thus, the studio
becomes a social lab where project-based learning and reflective practice intersect.

The projects were delivered through a scaffolded PBL structure that integrated three modules: design,
construction, and materials. The learning sequence followed four stages:
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1. Research and mapping: Students began by reflecting on their own experiences, including those
of safety, comfort, accessibility and inclusivity.

2. Concept development: Insights from these reflections informed initial conceptual grounding,
spatial strategies, and material palettes.

3. Technical resolution: Concepts were refined through construction detailing, materials
specification, and integration of services, linking personal insight with practical design
requirements.

4. Reflection and review: Students presented their work for structured peer critique, prompting
them to articulate the reasoning behind their decisions and consider alternative approaches.

The following four case studies illustrate how this approach unfolded across the four years of study.
Each project was scaffolded to align with students’ developmental stage, while maintaining the central
premise that design thinking begins with the realities of those who will inhabit or use the space. Across
levels, the studio served as the site for pedagogical experimentation that aimed to disrupt the
hegemonic tendency to foreground global and Western approaches.

Designing identity: Afrofuturism and heritage murals

At the Extended Curriculum Programme (ECP) level, students engaged in an interlevel collaborative
project that is intended to run annually. ECP takes place before our mainstream first year programme
and accepts a small number of students. It’s geared towards students who may not have had access
to art or technical drawing or who may require additional training.

The project offered a hands-on learning experience grounded in Project-Based Learning (PBL), in which
ECP students worked alongside second-year students and alumni. It addressed challenges students
identified in their learning environment, particularly the lack of a conducive space to support their
overall university experience viz. the campus cafeteria. Collaborating with an alumnus and Afro-
modern designer whose practice draws on Nguni storytelling and Zulu beadwork, students responded
to the theme of Afrofuturism. Afrofuturism, which foregrounds African diasporic perspectives on
technology, culture, and the future (Elia 2014), disrupts stereotypical narratives of Black experience
by re-imagining past histories and envisioning alternative futures. For students, it served as both a
critical lens and a creative strategy for re-situating their identities within design practice. Following
the #RhodesMustFall movement, which called for epistemic decolonisation, Waghid and Ontong
(2022) explored whether Afrofuturism could serve as a practical tool to liberate thought and address
cognitive injustice in higher education. This project implicitly extends this through design.

Students were asked to reimagine their cafeteria as a space reflecting the diversity of South African
cultures present on campus. Drawing on Afrofuturist principles, they developed patterns and motifs
for large-scale murals that were painted onto the walls of the cafeteria. The process involved
collaborative workshops analysing African prints and motifs, on-site measurements, translating ideas
into scaled designs, and transferring them onto the walls of the cafeteria.

A key feature was the leadership role played by ECP students during implementation. They
coordinated teams, managed painting, and ensured that design decisions were realised effectively.
This nurtured confidence and teamwork while shifting traditional hierarchies of learning by
positioning entry-level students as active contributors. The collaboration extended to the motifs
developed with second-year students, which were later applied to concrete bins and planters in the
cafeteria, reinforcing the value of site-specific and community-focused design.

Initially, a noticeable divide existed between the ECP and second-year groups, but collaboration
evolved organically as students began assisting one another to meet shared goals. Since the cafeteria
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was non-operational during implementation, several students expressed hope that the redesigned
space might motivate its reopening. These reflections revealed their growing awareness of the social
impact of design.

A strong sense of pride and ownership emerged, particularly among those whose colour schemes and
designs were selected for the final mural. One student expressed disbelief that his work would remain
visible to future cohorts, while another was commended for skilfully mixing unavailable paint colours
from limited materials. Such moments demonstrated the growth of teamwork, leadership, creativity,
and shared purpose, which are key indicators of meaningful engagement within PBL.

The project revealed Afrofuturism’s potential as a framework for connecting identity, heritage, and
design. By situating their cultural references within speculative futures, students challenged dominant
design narratives while reshaping their everyday campus environment. The outcome demonstrated
that even at entry-level, students can produce socially relevant, critically engaged design when given
the tools and agency to lead.

Living together: Multigenerational housing

The first-year multigenerational housing brief served as an entry point into student-centred, socially
responsive design. Students were introduced to the fictional Mokoena family, an intergenerational
household living in Durban. The family personas were intentionally detailed to represent different
needs: Thabo, a retired professor and wheelchair user; Naledi, a retired nurse and gardener; their
daughter Lerato and her husband Sipho; and three children at different developmental stages.

The task was to design a home that could support intergenerational care, privacy, and connection.
Students were required to draw on their own lived experiences and cultural contexts to shape design
responses, moving beyond imported Eurocentric precedents. As Saidi (2005) argues, design education
in South Africa must evolve beyond imported Western models to address the socio-cultural realities
of a transforming society. The brief was delivered across three modules: research, design, and
construction and materials. Students were encouraged to first explore inclusive and culturally
grounded design research and precedents, then apply these insights to spatial planning, material
selection, and detailing. This iterative model was set up to help develop a steady design maturity
within a contextual framework.

As found during class critiques, students often found points of resonance between the fictional family
and their own households. This helped them to empathise with spatial and social needs, while also
highlighting challenges. Nurturing pedagogies that validate students lived experiences and promote
empathy are essential for inclusive and transformative design education, particularly in sub-Saharan
contexts (Olweny, Morkel, Delport, Whelan & Ndibwami 2021).

Many initially defaulted to surface expressions of culture, such as decorative motifs, rather than
embedding cultural values into the organisation of space. Balancing accessibility and aesthetics also
proved difficult, with some struggling to design spaces that were both usable and welcoming.
Lecturers responded by embedding reflective checkpoints and peer critique, encouraging students to
test ideas iteratively. For example, one student introduced a storytelling nook in the living area,
designed to foster shared reading between Thabo and his granddaughter. These small but thoughtful
gestures illustrated how spatial decisions could reinforce values of care, respect, and
interdependence.

A further challenge lay in the lack of South African literature on multigenerational living. While
international precedents were available, their relevance was limited. South African design curricula
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continue to draw heavily from international models, often excluding indigenous knowledge and lived
experience (Makokotlela & Gumbo 2025). Students therefore relied on their own observations and
experiences, producing context-specific insights that underscored the importance of lived knowledge
in shaping design education.

The central outcome of this project was an increased awareness among students that housing is not
a neutral container but a negotiated space of memory and care. The brief demonstrated how, even at
first-year level, students can begin to engage critically with social sustainability by drawing from family
and cultural dynamics to inform design.

Self-care and space: Inclusive beauty and wellness

In the second year of study, students worked on a project exploring the design of haircare spaces in
the South African retail context. The brief invited them to design a salon that could respond to the
personal and cultural routines of care experienced in their own communities. This brief was also
delivered across three modules: research, design, and construction and materials.

Hair was selected as the thematic focus because of its deep cultural, social, and political significance
in South Africa. For many African students, hair is closely tied to identity, memory, and belonging, but
is also shaped by histories of colonialism and racialised beauty standards (Le Roux & Oyedemi 2023).
The born-free generation has increasingly embraced natural African hair as an act of cultural pride and
resistance, making the salon an important site for exploring questions of representation and
inclusivity.

As part of the concept stage, students were asked to bring an artefact from their community that held
personal meaning. The intention was to use the artefact as a bridge between cultural identity and
spatial design. Working with artefacts has been used to stimulate memories, conversations and
sentiments (Hod & Dvir 2022). While the intentions my not have been to serve as a social object, using
the artefact to anchor their views in the project proved useful during informal class discussions.
However, it also exposed gaps in our scaffolding. Many students focused on the artefact’s physical
qualities rather than its cultural or emotional significance, which diluted the connection between the
object and the spatial narrative. This has since informed our thinking on how to structure activities
that encourage deeper conceptual connections.

The project revealed how students moved beyond surface-level or decorative applications of cultural
motifs to address functional and experiential aspects of the salon environment. These decisions were
grounded in their own observations and experiences, showing a direct link between personal insight
and design intervention. For example, some incorporated ablution facilities and food preparation
areas to respond to the long service times often experienced in haircare spaces. This was identified as
a common concern among the class. Another student reconfigured the layout so that styling stations
faced one another rather than the wall, deliberately creating a more social and connected
environment. Students noted that such arrangements could encourage conversation, reduce the
isolation sometimes felt in traditional salons, and foster a stronger sense of community. In each case,
the design move reflected a shift towards thinking of the salon as a place of social exchange and care,
aligning with the project’s emphasis on designing from lived experience.

Overall, the project reinforced the value of PBL in linking personal and community narratives to
tangible design outcomes. By situating the brief within students’ own cultural and social realities, the
salon became both a functional service space and a setting for affirming identity, fostering social
connection, and challenging exclusionary norms. The work demonstrated that when students are
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encouraged to design from lived experience, they can generate solutions that respond to both cultural
meaning and practical need. In doing so, they not only developed technical and conceptual skills but
also engaged with the social sustainability of their own communities.

Healing spaces: Reimagining healthcare centres

The third-year Healing Spaces studio unfolded over two semesters, offering students a scaffolded
opportunity to explore the intersection of clinical design and cultural responsiveness. In Semester 1,
students engaged with clinical-planning principles, while Semester 2 challenged them to reimagine a
rural government clinic on the outskirts of Mahlabathini. The brief asked students to design a facility
that could integrate biomedical efficiency with indigenous understandings of holistic well-being
particularly the concept of ukuphila (life), framing health as a cyclical, relational process rather than a
linear discharge.

Students began by mapping their own healthcare experiences through reflecting on encounters with
both clinics and traditional healer. These narratives surfaced stark contrasts between sterile, linear
clinics and the sensory richness of indigenous healing spaces, where plants, ritual, and ancestry remain
central. These personal accounts functioned as social artefacts anchoring the design process in lived
experience and positioning the clinic as a culturally charged environment.

As noted in the first- and second-year projects, design development was structured across three
interconnected modules to allow concept sketches, zoning diagrams, and technical drawings to
develop simultaneously. Weekly critiques encouraged students to connect cultural ideas to spatial and
technical detail. Lecturers introduced sheet-set templates and detail sprints to help students translate
poetic concepts into industry-standard documentation. This approach resonates with Yesiltepe and
Demirkan’s (2023) argument that integrating creative exploration with technical proficiency
strengthens students’ design cognition and prepares them for professional practice.

A recurring challenge was the dominance of Euro-American precedents, which made it difficult for
students to imagine decolonial alternatives. Students had to excavate vernacular healing rituals,
indigenous material palettes, and clan-based social rhythms that had never before been mapped onto
a clinical floor plan. Translating these into zoning diagrams required students to rethink circulation
hierarchies, waiting-room choreography, and threshold symbolism revealing how quickly the Western
orthogonal grid reasserts itself under pressure.

Despite these hurdles, strong themes emerged across projects. Most schemes included healing
gardens planted with indigenous species such as imphepho, which was layered thresholds at entrances
to support spiritual safety and communal receptions. These elements align with evidence from
environmental psychology and public health, which shows that culturally resonant, biophilic
environments improve recovery times, patient trust, and staff retention (Miola, Boldrini & Pazzaglia
2025; Al Khatib, Samara & Ndiaye 2024). The World Health Organization (2023) also notes that
traditional medicine continues to play a vital role in primary healthcare across many regions.

One standout project treated the clinic as a metaphorical human body, a living canvas translating
scarification lines and ceremonial face paint into wayfinding graphics, spatial layouts, joinery details,
and acoustic-panel patterns. This approach supports Rashdan and Ashour’s (2024) argument that
body art can encode spatial cues in African architecture, offering a culturally embedded design
language.

Through reflective observation and studio engagement, we noted that students began to explore
clinical space as more than a functional setting. Their design responses suggested an emerging
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awareness of how healthcare environments can embody memory, care, and cultural identity. While
not formally assessed, this process appeared to encourage students to consider how indigenous
knowledge such as healing rituals and spatial symbolism might coexist with universal design principles
in shaping inclusive and contextually responsive healthcare spaces.

Ultimately, the Healing Spaces studio demonstrated that technical rigour and cultural responsiveness
can co-evolve when taught as a single act. By treating the rural clinic as a living archive of stories,
students used “culture-to-detail” sprints to translate rituals of cleansing, waiting, and blessing into
floor layouts, design details, and material specifications. This outcome speaks directly to the
programme’s larger ambition: to graduate interior designers who marry technical fluency with cultural
responsiveness and who see every drawing set as an ethical act as much as a contractual one (Ndovela
& Olalere 2023).

Disrupting the hierarchy: Lessons in co-creation

Re-centring student experience within the design studio revealed how power can shift when lived
knowledge is recognised as legitimate. Rather than treating students as recipients of instruction, the
projects positioned them as co-creators of design knowledge. This approach disrupted the usual
classroom hierarchy and reframed learning as a collaborative process. When students used their own
experiences as a guide, they gained agency; the ability to see their voices and perspectives as central
to design decision-making. The process not only changed how students worked, but also how they
viewed themselves in relation to the discipline.

Across the projects, students drew directly on their lived experiences — of home, family, culture, and
community — as material for design exploration. These personal references grounded the work in
context and authenticity. A student investigating domestic space, for instance, looked to family
patterns of shared living to question ideas of privacy and ownership. Another drew on rituals around
hair care to re-imagine spaces of wellness and self-expression. Such examples showed that when
students are encouraged to locate themselves in the work, design knowledge expands to include
personal and cultural insight. The classroom dynamic shifted from compliance to authorship, allowing
students to experience what it means to hold agency within their creative process.

Co-creation also operated laterally, through collaboration between levels. Inter- and intra-level
projects gave students opportunities to learn from peers with different skill sets and viewpoints.
Juniors benefited from the technical and representational experience of seniors, while seniors were
reminded of the curiosity and experimentation that often marks early design learning. These
exchanges blurred traditional year-level boundaries and modelled the kind of interdisciplinary
collaboration that graduates will later encounter in professional practice. Working across levels also
increased contextual awareness as students began to understand design as a conversation that
extends beyond individual studios or modules. Collaboration thus became both a learning tool and a
rehearsal for future modes of professional teamwork.

Including alumni as collaborators added a further dimension of validation and mentorship. Their
participation brought both industry experience and their own cultural perspective back into the
learning space, demonstrating that the concerns of identity, belonging and representation explored
in the studio remain relevant within practice. Alumni shared strategies for negotiating these issues in
industry, offering guidance that confirmed for current students that their cultural references were
valid and valuable. Importantly, their involvement challenged the common assumption that external
expertise should dominate. Instead, alumni acted as co-thinkers, positioning professional experience

© Copyright 2025 Design Education Forum of Southern Africa (www.defsa.org.za) 588


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

alongside student insight. This reciprocity disrupted the hierarchy between institution and profession,
showing that design learning continues across stages of practice.

For lecturers, the projects demanded a re-examination of our own roles. To support co-creation, we
needed to act less as instructors and more as facilitators, creating frameworks for inquiry rather than
dictating outcomes. This required balancing structure with openness and establishing clear
expectations while allowing students to shape the direction of their work. Facilitation also meant
cultivating dialogue, encouraging reflection, and helping students recognise the value of their own
knowledge systems. The result was a more inclusive and socially responsive pedagogy, one that
integrated students’ cultural contexts into the formal curriculum. Through this reframing, the studio
became more than simply a site for producing drawings, but acted as a social laboratory where theory,
lived experience, and design practice intersected.

Taken together, these lessons reveal that mindset shift is needed for co-creation. It calls for humility,
patience, and a willingness to share authority. By acknowledging students’ experiences as design
intelligence, encouraging collaboration across levels, engaging alumni as mentors, and reframing the
educator’s role, the projects began to erode entrenched hierarchies within design education. The
process affirmed that transformation happens through practice and through the everyday decisions
that shape how we teach, learn, and make together. In this sense, disrupting hierarchy became both
the method and the message: a gradual, collective re-imagining of how design knowledge is produced
and by whom.

Conclusion: Building futures, brick by brick

The four studio projects, which included Afrofuturism-inspired murals, multigenerational housing,
inclusive beauty spaces, and hybrid health-care clinics show how a design studio can act as a social
laboratory where lived experience, cultural knowledge, and disciplinary skill come together. Centring
students’ own narratives changed the tone of the work. The briefs encouraged them to test ideas
drawn from their communities and to see design as a form of dialogue rather than instruction. What
began as technical training became a process of negotiation, reflection, and shared authorship.

The key takeaway is that socially responsive, student-centred briefs have the power to transform both
the learning environment and the students themselves. When learners worked from their own cultural
positions, they recognised that design decisions carry social weight. They were more willing to
guestion inherited norms and to see their work as part of a wider social fabric. We have tried to locate
students within the messy politics of place, equipping them to negotiate between global
considerations and local meaning-making.

Looking ahead, the challenge lies in sustaining and scaling these approaches. While Afrofuturism,
multigenerational housing, hair and health care are all important themes for students to explore, there
are challenges accessing resources, integrating global and local knowledge and strategically planning
interlevel collaborative projects with alumni and industry. To carry this work further, institutional
supportis required. Sustained funding, inter-level planning, and stronger connections with alumni and
industry can help these projects grow beyond isolated experiments. Assessment systems should also
evolve to credit process, collaboration, and impact, not just finished form. Educators, too, must
recognise reflective work as central to curriculum development. Partnerships that use digital
platforms can extend participation and public engagement without adding pressure to teaching
schedules.
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In responding to the DEFSA theme Design + Disruptions, Realities, Futures, these projects demonstrate
how co-created design education can challenge entrenched hierarchies and cultivate more inclusive
futures. The outcomes are evolving frameworks, which are flexible, contextual, and open to revision.
As educators and students continue to build on this foundation, the work reminds us that
transformation in education, like construction itself, happens incrementally. It is built carefully,
collaboratively, and brick by brick.
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