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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 

Habermas’s validity 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 

frameworks of the country’s diverse contexts, recognising and valuing IKS alongside other non-

Western epistemologies (Keane et al. 2023). However, the challenge lies in translating this imperative 

into meaningful, transformative curricular practices. Specifically, how can architectural design 

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


© Copyright 2025 Design Education Forum of Southern Africa (www.defsa.org.za)    126 

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 

South’s distinct cultural, 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 

“Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising 

the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (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 

grounded in seminal texts such as Martin Heidegger’s 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, 

orientation, and identification with the “spirit of the place”. 

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 

trustworthiness and validity, and how one might learn deeply from lived experience. Wachterhauser’s 

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 

sustainable development. As she notes, “From the perspective of biodiversity, it has become clear that 

a major threat to the sustainability of natural resources is the erosion of people’s knowledge” (Odora 

Hoppers 2021, p. 315). Mbembe (2016) argues that African universities remain “Westernised” 

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. 96) state that “decoloniality 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 generation”. 

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 
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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 

second semester, it builds on students’ foundational architectural 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 

paradigm lens through Habermas’s theory of communicative 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 

Attribute What to look for in the brief Source 

Embodied Experience Prompts that encourage students to feel, touch, smell, and 
physically experience the site or material 

Merleau-Ponty 

Dwelling Is the idea of “dwelling” or inhabiting explored beyond just 
shelter? Does the brief ask students to think about how people 
live and relate to space? 

Heidegger 

Place-making  Does the brief encourage students to identify the spirit or identity 
of the place? 

Norberg-Schulz 

Phenomenological Site 
Reading 

Are students asked to observe light, shadow, sound, air 
movement, textures? 

All 

Material Sensibility Does the brief encourage working with local, raw, or sensory-rich Heidegger & 
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materials? Merleau-Ponty 

Atmosphere and Mood Are students asked to consider emotional or sensory 
atmospheres in their design? 

Norberg-Schulz 

Time and Memory Does the brief acknowledge history, cultural rituals, or the 
passage of time? 

Heidegger 

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) 

Attribute What to Look for in the Brief Key Thinker(s) 

Epistemic Justice Does the brief recognise indigenous knowledge as valid and 
valuable, not secondary to Western paradigms? 

Smith and Mignolo 
and Quijano 
Mbembe 

Disruption of Colonial 
Patterns 

Are dominant Western frameworks (e.g. universalist design 
models) questioned or critiqued? 

Mignolo and 
Quijano 
Mbembe 

Contextual Relevance Does the brief promote local, place-based knowledge — 
including climate, traditions, community needs? 

Smith and Odora 
Hoppers 
Mbembe 

Integration of IKS Are students encouraged to explore indigenous construction 
methods, materials, or environmental practices? 

Odora Hoppers 

Engagement with 
Knowledge Holders 

Does the brief create space for interaction with indigenous 
or local communities? 

Smith and Odora 
Hoppers 

Critical Consciousness Are students asked to reflect on their positionality, inherited 
assumptions, and power dynamics in design? 

Smith and Mignolo 
and Quijano 
Mbembe 

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)  

Validity claim Criteria Potential distortion Validity test 

Comprehensibility  What is said is audible 
and intelligible 

Confusion Is the communication sufficiently 
intelligible? 
Is the communication complete? 
Is the level of detail too burdensome 
for the reader or hearer? 

Truth The propositional 
content of what is said 

Misrepresentation Is the evidence and reasoning 
provided sufficient? 
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is actual. 

Sincerity Is the speaker honest 
in what is said? 

False assurance Is what is said consistent with how it 
is said? 

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 

Category Theme Example  

Embodied experience Sensory engagement “A building that is appropriate to the nature of the 
experience is essential. To a certain extent, 
researchers are 'escape artists', using the physical 
exertion of the landscape and the beauty of the 
surroundings to escape from their everyday 
worlds. A building design that compliments this 
will make the trail and research a much more 
worthwhile experience”. 

“The requirements set by SANRO is a place that 
provides shelter for one researcher in the form of: 
A place to sleep; A place to eat; A place to make 
notes/summaries of the daily observation; A place 
to keep samples (small samples); A place to 
cleanse”. 

“SANRO furthermore wants the pod to be self-
sustainable. In other words, the pod must be able 
to supply electricity and provide a comfortable 
sanctuary for the researcher while staying there”. 

“The impact of the design must be as little as 
possible. Hence the footprint must be as small as 
possible and creative means of making space is 
essential”. 

“A building design that compliments this will 
make the trail and research a much more 
worthwhile experience”. 

Physical interaction 

Dwelling Inhabitation beyond shelter 

Human experience in space 

Place-making Identity of place 

Cultural context 

Phenomenological site 
reading 

Observation of environmental 
elements 

Spatial awareness 

Material sensibility Use of local materials 

Sensory-rich material 

Atmosphere and 
mood 

Emotional design 

Sensory atmospheres 
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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 

Category Theme Example 

Epistemic justice Validation of IK “The requirements set by SANRO is a place that 
provides shelter for one researcher in the form of: 
A place to sleep; A place to eat; A place to make 
notes/summaries of the daily observation; A place 
to keep samples (small samples); A place to 
cleanse”. 

“To a certain extent, researchers are 'escape 
artists', using the physical exertion of the 
landscape and the beauty of the surroundings to 
escape from their everyday worlds”. 

“A building that is appropriate to the nature of 
the experience is essential”. 

“SANRO furthermore wants the pod to be self-
sustainable”. 

“A building design that compliments this will 
make the trail and research a much more 
worthwhile experience”. 

“You will need to investigate buildings of the 
same nature that can unpack the questions such 
as what is a place to sleep, cook, cleanse, and 
what is required to be self-sustainable 
(materials/mechanics)”. 

“The impact of the design must be as little as 
possible. Hence the footprint must be as small as 
possible and creative means of making space is 
essential. Study alternative, clever ways of 
designing small spaces that, while adhering to 
ergonomic standards, also provide a pleasant 
experience for the researcher”. 

Comparison with Western 
paradigms 

Disruption of colonial 
patterns 

Critique of universalism 

Exploration of alternative design 
models 

Contextual relevance Importance of local knowledge 

Community engagement in 
design 

Integration of IKS Indigenous construction methods 

Environmental practice 

Engagement with 
knowledge holders 

Collaborative design processes 

Role of knowledge holders 

Critical consciousness Reflection on positionality 

Power dynamics in design 

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 

Phenomenology theme Decolonial IKS theme Example 
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Embodied experience Integration of IKS Both categories engage directly with materials and 
methods rooted in place.  

Dwelling Contextual relevance Focuses on how people inhabit space, dovetail with 
designing for local climate, traditions and needs.  

Place-making Disruption of colonial 
patterns 
Contextual relevance 

Expressing the “spirit of place” resists universal (colonial) 
models and insists on local identity.  

Site reading Contextual relevance Using light, sound, and texture is a method for 
uncovering local environmental conditions.  

Material sensibility Integration of IKS Sensory-rich, local material exhibition of indigenous 
construction practices and environmental knowledge.  

Atmosphere and mood Epistemic justice 
Critical consciousness 

Designing emotional atmospheres can honour 
indigenous worldviews (justice) and reflect on power and 
bias.  

Cycle 2: Habermas’s 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 

Claim Theme Alignment | Contradiction 

Comprehensibility Intelligibility “A building that is appropriate to the nature of the 
experience is essential”. 

“SANRO furthermore wants the pod to be self-
sustainable”. 

“You will need to investigate buildings of the 
same nature that can unpack the questions such 
as what is a place to sleep, cook, cleanse, and 
what is required to be self-sustainable 
(materials/mechanics)”. 

“To a certain extent, researchers are 'escape 
artists', using the physical exertion of the 
landscape and the beauty of the surroundings to 
escape from their everyday worlds”. 

Completeness 

Detail burden 

Truth Evidence sufficiency 

Reasoning clarity 

Sincerity Honesty 

Consistency 

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. 

In cycle 1, the brief was analysed based on ’what’ is said, whereas the second cycle analysed the brief 

from the angle of ‘how’ the brief says it (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 

 Comprehensibility Truth Sincerity 

Phenomenology 15 10 7 

Decolonial IKS 12 9 8  
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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 

Validity claim Guideline Checkpoint questions 

Comprehensibility 1. Write in plain, active language. 
2. Break text into short sections with clear 
headings and bullet points. 
3. Define or glossary-footnote any 
specialist terms or local jargon.  

• Would a beginner need to grasp the task? 

• Are technical terms explained? 

• Is there a structure (headings, lists)? 

Truth 1. Anchor each instruction in a citation, 
example or data. 
2. When invoking theory, give the author 
and year. 
3. Include at least one real-world mini-
case or pilot insight, where possible 

• Does every major prompt cite a source or 
example? 

• Have you named theorists, especially 
including African Scholars? 

• Is there a concrete case or data snippet? 

Sincerity 1. Acknowledge real-world constraints 
(time, budget, ethics, permissions, etc.) 
2. State the author’s positionality. 
3. Flag any areas still aspirational or 
pending further validation. 

• Have you called out any limitations or 
caveats? 

• Is there a brief “about the authors” note on 
perspective? 

• Are readers invited to give feedback or assist 
in shaping the brief? 

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 constraints and positionality. Using Habermas’s validity claims 

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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