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Foreword

Dr Brandon Gien

Good design has the power to transform a problem into an innovative solution 
that will have a positive impact on our lives and our world. Design is a univer-
sal process that can be applied to transforming complex systems and services, 
processes, policies, legislation, digital technologies, and products, as well as the 
places we live, work, play, and learn. Good design applied in this way is good for 
business and helps drive economic competitiveness.

At its core, design is a creative problem-solving tool. Design helps us to better 
understand problems at a deeper, user-centred level and provides a framework to 
ensure the ‘right problem’ is being solved and then ‘solving the problem right’. 
A true design mindset embraces multidisciplinarity and diversity to align shared 
goals, unlock deep insights, and deliver memorable, meaningful outcomes that 
have an impact.

Today, to be a successful business through design is no longer only about ensur-
ing a product or service is functional, aesthetically pleasing or designed for effi-
ciency and productivity. Businesses need to consider design from a much broader 
context: the digital and non-digital user experience, how they capture value from 
new services, the impact of Industry 4.0 on their offering and supply chains, circu-
lar economy implications, artificial intelligence, and global changes in our climate 
system – all of which will inform their current and future business models.

In a hyper-connected digital era, there is no doubt the profession of design 
is also constantly evolving and expanding. Now more than ever, design is being 
leveraged as a core strategy to give businesses a competitive advantage, with a 
growing list of top-tier firms embedding design capability as a tool for differentia-
tion and innovation, and a catalyst for change and transformation. Designers are 
now designing business models, social systems, services, experiences, and inno-
vation agendas. Beyond business, design thinking is being deployed across public 
and private sectors to help address bigger and more systemic global challenges, 
including design for circularity and design for social impact.

Solving social and environmental problems is a multidisciplinary exercise 
that challenges designers, architects, engineers, scientists, entrepreneurs, and our 
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government and business leaders to think more holistically about our world. With 
existing technologies and applied design methodologies, we could significantly 
reduce our carbon footprint and move towards a more sustainable and balanced 
world.

Increasingly, the design sector is being forced to reflect on what skills 
designers are missing. With ever-evolving shifts in the globalisation of educa-
tion, traditional design education is being challenged to keep pace and prepare 
emerging designers for the real world. While some academic models succeed in 
equipping our future design partitioners with the skills and attributes needed 
to succeed in their careers, the current pace of technological advancement is 
creating a growing gap in the skills they are taught and the skills they actu-
ally need.

With all this change, one thing is abundantly clear, the role and importance of 
delivering quality design education are now more important than ever. We need to 
rethink and redesign our approach to design education so that it embraces trans-
disciplinary, inclusive, and collaborative design practices to prepare students for 
a non-linear design career path.

As Don Norman, director of The Design Lab at the University of California in 
San Diego, has said, ‘Design is not about interacting with a computer; it’s about 
interacting with the world. To deal with today’s large, complex problems, design 
education needs to change to include multiple disciplines, technology, art, the 
social sciences, politics, and business’.1

As any seasoned designer will attest to, ‘interacting with the world’ and collab-
orating with other professions are critical components of any design project and 
that’s where this book comes in. It explores a number of innovative approaches 
to design education through interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary learning 
experiences. The authors provide several team-based teaching experiences that 
include different disciplines outside of design to create transcendent experiences 
for students.

The book draws on the experience of academics and design practitioners from 
Australia and internationally, and reviews transdisciplinary practices in design 
education as a basis for understanding global needs and trends in higher educa-
tion. Australia’s highly internationalised design education system creates an inter-
esting context for viewing the application of the transdisciplinary methods and 
processes proposed.

Diversity in design education and practice is now more important than ever 
as designers embrace inclusivity and co-design practices, so it is heartening to 
see the authors explore the interrelations between First Nations perspectives and 
transdisciplinarity practices in design education. Including First Nations voices in 
design teaching, curricula and research are essential, and the authors explore ways 
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to work together respectfully with First Nations partners to embed principles of 
respect, inclusivity, and cultural competence.

There is no doubt we are experiencing a paradigm shift in the approach to 
teaching design in higher education – the timing of this book couldn’t be better. 
It is clear that if the future of design education is to flourish, it must embrace 
elements from multiple disciplines (multidisciplinarity) and blend these interac-
tions to create meaningful cooperation (interdisciplinarity) to provide impactful 
outcomes to complex problems and challenges (transdisciplinarity).

Contemporary Design Education in Australia: Creating Transdisciplinary 
Futures has the potential to inform practices within our design education system 
for the better so that it will have a positive impact not only on our future genera-
tion of designers but also on the important roles they will play in their careers as 
design changemakers.

If ever there was a time to use all the tools in the design box, now is that time. 
As our world grapples with the ongoing impact of a pandemic, our ability to adapt 
and generate effective design-led solutions will not only determine our survival but 
shape the future of business, society and our fragile environment.

Dr Brandon Gien CEO 
Good Design Australia  

August 2021

NOTE
1.	 Akawi, Yazan (2017), ‘The future of design education is … no design education: The 

modern designer has a breadth of experiences not degrees’, Inc.com, 22 August, https://
www.inc.com/yazin-akkawi/the-future-of-design-education-is-no-design-educat.html. 
Accessed 27 August 2021.

https://www.inc.com/yazin-akkawi/the-future-of-design-education-is-no-design-educat.html
https://www.inc.com/yazin-akkawi/the-future-of-design-education-is-no-design-educat.html
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2
Developing Twenty-First-Century  

Design Professionals through  
Impactful Curricula

Deanna Meth and Dean Brough

The past decade has seen a dramatic increase in demand for transdisciplinarity in 
higher education. This has been articulated through shifting industry and employer 
needs, which in turn reflect ‘wicked problems’ – complex social or cultural prob-
lems that are difficult or impossible to solve (Kolko 2012) – facing us globally. It 
manifests as a growing pressure within higher education institutions for research, 
learning, and teaching to respond accordingly, extending beyond and across tradi-
tional disciplinary boundaries. Accompanying this are increased expectations on 
ensuring the relevance and impact of research, learning, and teaching. For educa-
tion, this is seen in an expanding focus on both applied disciplines and ‘authen-
ticity’ to real-world issues in curricula.

For design schools, it is important to consider what such imperatives mean 
for the nature of their curricula, and what features these might embody to be 
deemed of value or impactful to this new global context. Pre-2019, the Bachelor of 
Design curriculum at the Queensland University of Technology (QUT) in Brisbane, 
Australia, provided for a range of transdisciplinary opportunities, as Thomson, 
Scott, and Crowther discuss in Chapter 1 of this book. This chapter considers an 
extension to this narrative with a move from ‘transdisciplinarity as emerging and 
encouraged’ to ‘transdisciplinary futures as a must’ and deliberately built within 
students’ programs of study. The post-2018 QUT Bachelor of Design degree inten-
tionally incorporates compulsory transdisciplinarity across the course through a 
suite of four ‘Impact Lab’ units. Further, the inclusion of a range of other course 
design features provides additional formal opportunities for students to deepen 
their knowledge, skills, and capabilities across disciplinary boundaries, for exam-
ple through expanded degree pathways, including nineteen double-degree options 
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and an international pathway. We note the complexity in defining transdiscipli-
narity and working definitions provided by Jensenius (2012) elaborated on in the 
introductory chapter, and state from the outset the recognition of the aspirational 
nature of this endeavour, particularly in relation to what is possible in the earlier 
years of students’ university studies.

The section following introduces the external and internal contexts that have 
heralded the shift towards mandated transdisciplinary approaches within the new 
design curriculum at QUT, discussing both strategic and educational drivers. This 
includes details of in-depth stakeholder consultations (industry partners, staff, and 
students) and our institutional and school ethos, which helped to shape the new 
curriculum. Consideration is given to the concept of impact as it applies to our 
curriculum, and the conceptual groundings for transdisciplinarity in this context 
are outlined. The discussion then moves to introduce the new curriculum, with 
a strong focus on the early development of transdisciplinary ‘habits of minds’ 
(McGregor 2017) in students through the Impact Lab units, spanning themes of 
place, people, planet, and purpose. As new features for ‘impact’ in the curriculum, 
we outline the foundations of an integrative pedagogy encompassing notions of self, 
others, and society, as well as experiential and collaborative learning. An important 
connection is made between expectations of transdisciplinary curricula to address 
complex global issues and transdisciplinary approaches most appropriate to deliv-
ering an impactful design curriculum. We situate the work within an overriding 
narrative that honours the importance of disciplinary depth while recognising that 
transdisciplinary educational aspirations are no longer optional but imperative.

Additional to presenting the curricular model for intentional transdisciplinary 
learning experiences, we reflect on the successes and challenges encountered in this 
formalised shift to transdisciplinarity within the Bachelor of Design degree. This 
includes the recognition that, while breadth is acknowledged as important, there 
is a clear need to sustain depth in design skills. For this, there has been a continued 
emphasis on, and growth of, design specialisations as a necessary cluster within 
students’ degrees. We also recognise and elaborate on this development as a point 
in time, as well as notions that curricular evaluation and evolution are necessary 
for any course. This is fairly typical as institutional priorities change and, as with 
curricular shifts described in Chapter 1, reflection and refinement of this frame-
work are ongoing through a longitudinal qualitative research project.

Background and context

Setting the context for transdisciplinary curriculum development necessitates 
consideration of a range of factors. External to universities, these include the 
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prevailing and emerging complex global issues such as health disparities, housing, 
and climate change, demanding new ways of working towards solutions and, 
linked to this, industry and employers reflecting the market response in striving 
to address such issues. This has a corresponding knock-on effect, with growing 
expectations for higher education to develop graduates as employees with the 
skills, knowledge, and capabilities to work in such new spaces, and as researchers 
are able to cross necessary boundaries. These expectations come variously from 
industry and employers, responding to national economic drivers, and students 
themselves, who are not only concerned about their financial futures but also 
becoming more critical of and engaged in global issues such as climate change 
and poverty and are passionate in wanting to help to address these. One obvious 
example of heightened youth interest is through the work of activist Greta Thun-
berg and the movement of global schools strikes for climate, but a deeper level 
of student interest and demand is captured, for example, through research into 
sustainability and social responsibility in education undertaken by a United King-
dom group, Students Organising for Sustainability (SOS-UK n.d.).

Locally, within QUT, institutional strategic drivers, as well as the School of 
Design ethos and academic aspirations for graduates, are all partly derived from 
and reflective of a shifting external context. However, the internal context also 
becomes its own unique setting, which brings in long-held academic values and 
traditions. These embody the sometimes-conflicting arguments about the purpose 
of higher education: on the one hand, as preparing graduates for the workforce –  
one’s ability to contribute meaningfully to the economic good (employability 
as a focus) – and, on the other, that higher education is about developing think-
ing and questioning socially aware citizens (a more critical pedagogic framing) 
(Molesworth et al. 2011). In reality, most higher education institutions attempt 
to straddle the full spectrum and achieve both, and the design curriculum is no 
different. Much negotiation then takes place in curricular spaces. This broad set 
of considerations represents the typical ‘zones of influence’ on curriculum (Barnett 
and Coate 2005: 71) and fuller considerations of these with respect to the QUT 
design course are captured in Meth et al. (2021: 250).

Chapter 1 explored the evolution of QUT’s design course to the end of 2018, 
tracking the growth of interdisciplinary learning opportunities. Further external 
pressures and internal strategic drivers led to large-scale change for the course 
from the start of 2019. These changes were not only in response to industry needs 
and/or a growing transdisciplinary agenda. Referring back to ‘zones of influence’, 
other imperatives for changes to the course existed, such as an institutional move 
for degree structures to match the predominant Bologna structure of a three-year 
undergraduate degree, with a two-year postgraduate opportunity, as opposed 
to a four-year undergraduate degree, as well as student or market demand for 
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double-degree offerings and an international ‘sandwich-year’ option. Recognising 
the breadth of influences on a changing course, in keeping with the theme of the 
book, this chapter focuses on transdisciplinarity as engendering impactful curric-
ula. The section following introduces more specific evidence that increased the 
need for a shift towards transdisciplinarity as mandated, through reference to 
key research in the literature and our own qualitative research findings captured 
through consultation with key external and internal stakeholders during the devel-
opment of the new degree. We also reflect briefly on ‘impact’ as it relates to our 
strategic agenda, and how this plays out in curricular terms.

The changing external context

Across the higher education sector, there has been a steadily growing recognition 
that ‘Real lives are not disciplinary’ (Kaufman et al. 2008: 184) and that there is 
a need for increased opportunities for authentic interdisciplinary and transdisci-
plinary learning, accompanied by authentic assessment. Millar (2016: 474) cites 
a range of Australian government reports and studies that evidence increasing 
national demands for interdisciplinarity in higher education and elaborates on 
the resultant curricular responses to this. Within these changes lie the implicit 
understanding that learning in this real-world way will better prepare graduates 
to be able to ‘deal with the world’s big problems’. Parker (2010: 327) has noted 
the perils of applying fragmented knowledge in a ‘joined-up world’ where holistic 
approaches are key to tackling the complexity of many challenges that, for exam-
ple, in the case of issues related to sustainability might encompass factors related 
to culture, society, environment, and economy. Interdisciplinarity and transdis-
ciplinarity are seen as important for bringing disciplines to bear collectively on a 
‘big idea’ as the focus, where the disciplinary areas come together with a shared 
goal in mind (Mackh 2018: 213), often with a ‘future focus’ where there is ‘as yet 
no clear solution’. Parker (2010: 332) further notes, however, the dangers of losing 
disciplinary grounding in preference to overdone knowledge ‘integration’ where 
there may be a danger of ‘reductionism’ with a loss of necessary disciplinarity. 
This highlights a key challenge in when and how transdisciplinarity is introduced 
into students’ learning journeys. Debates around when it is feasible for students to 
bring genuine disciplinary perspectives to collective transdisciplinary endeavours 
and whether they need to form their disciplinary ‘cognitive map’ (Mackh 2018: 
214) and identity first are important here.

From both first-hand experience and that of being situated within national 
and international interdisciplinary learning and teaching networks, we have 
observed some successful and impressive attempts to introduce transdisciplinarity 
to courses (e.g. Manchester School of Art’s ‘Unit X’, where students from different  
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disciplines work on live project briefs with a wide range of partner organisa-
tions). Unfortunately, however, we are also aware of many universities that have 
tried and only partially succeeded or failed to introduce interdisciplinarity and/
or transdisciplinarity to courses. These instances often manifested as ‘bolt-on’ 
activities, such as not-for-credit modules, behemoth activity or challenge weeks, 
and short-lived boutique units. Reflecting the complexity of what is asked of them 
in terms of collaboration and learning, necessitating boundary crossing, with a 
meaningful attempt at finding solutions to authentic challenges set, such curric-
ular components are in themselves ‘wicked problems’. They tend to be unwieldy 
to administer, with institutional and departmental structures simply not set up 
to cater for them (Russell et al. 2008: 577). They are often expensive to run and, 
in general, a hard sell to both students and staff, who in the main align to disci-
plines, carrying (sometimes valid) concerns of a tendency towards genericism 
with loss of disciplinary expertise. This chapter shows that the new Bachelor of 
Design, and the Impact Labs in particular, face similar challenges, with ongoing 
debate around the complexities and value they bring, and the most viable model 
to ensure their survival.

‘Future-ready’ design graduates: Global needs and design industry expectations

Design disciplines now intersect with previously considered disparate fields such 
as bioengineering, artificial intelligence, systems modelling, smart cities, sports 
and exercise science, and cancer prevention. Transdisciplinary design is noted as 
the ‘driving force behind the formation of the Australian Design Alliance in 2010’ 
(Hearn 2011) with the alliance bringing together organisations representing the 
breadth of designers in Australia. Also in an Australian context, but not dissimilar 
to the majority of global higher education settings, changes such as automation 
and technological advances and the rise of a virtually connected global workforce 
now see more individuals in multiple, sometimes ephemeral jobs (FYA 2015). As 
such, there is a systemic shift in contemporary design professions with myriad 
emergent career types, with the need to ensure that essential twenty-first-century 
skills are at the forefront of contemporary curriculum design. This branching out 
is also coupled with the global recognition that, in a world where ethical, political, 
and ecological responses are required to address global challenges, design prac-
tice must undergo a wholesale shift towards design futuring (Fry 2009). We need 
designers who are able to be ‘critically responsive to the minds, dreams, feelings, 
material conditions, dispositions, values and beliefs of people within the world 
they inhabit’ (Fry 2009: 101).

In his introduction to Art and Design Education in Times of Change (Mateus-
Berr and Reitstätter 2017), with echoes of Parker (2010), Gerald Bast notes how 
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‘we are still accustomed to acting and arguing largely along linear patterns of 
causality within insulated boxes of fragmented knowledge’. He proposes that the 
‘complexity of our societies and the challenges that they face demand a culture of 
questions and connections rather than one of answers and quantification’. This 
demands of students the ability to deal with uncertainty and ambiguity, and be 
looking outside of their disciplines, as well as recognising that such complex chal-
lenges may not be solved by one discipline alone. This view is endorsed by Fry 
(2009: 31) who notes the limitations of linearity and objectivity alone, and the 
necessary ecological approach needed for facing complexity, interconnections, 
and multidirectional causes.

Bridgstock (2013: 176) elaborates on the capabilities needed for twen-
ty-first-century creative careers, noting that, while creativity, disciplinary depth 
of knowledge and technical skills are critical, a further set of capabilities exists 
that has not generally been enabled through traditional art and design pedago-
gies. Featuring alongside skills related to enterprise, entrepreneurship, reflection, 
social networking, and professional connections lies the need for transdiscipli-
nary approaches, which, beyond multi- and inter-disciplinarity, break disciplinary 
boundaries to bring ‘synthesis and integration of knowledge and perspectives from 
multiple disciplines’ (Bridgstock 2013: 181).

Collectively, these provide the ability to navigate non-traditional and multi-
faceted career paths. The International Labour Organization (ILO) (2011: 19) 
reflects similar sentiments of constant flux and the need for flexibility beyond 
disciplinary boundaries with an ability to apply existing knowledge and experi-
ence to new areas.

Stakeholder consultation for the Bachelor of Design: Industry partners

During the development phase of the new three-year design program, in-depth 
focus-group discussions were held across two facilitated workshops, with industry 
partners representing all major study areas in design (architecture, fashion, indus-
trial design, interaction design, interior architecture, landscape architecture, and 
visual communication). Themed ‘Reimagining the Bachelor of Design’, discussions 
revealed a clear charter to embrace and embed transdisciplinarity in the curriculum 
across all seven design majors. When asked specifically about the desired graduate 
outcomes from a reimagined course, feedback indicated a strong desire for grad-
uates that not only developed deep disciplinary skills but also mirrored industry 
practices and needs for cross-boundary ways of thinking and working. There was 
a strong call for a course experience that facilitated cross-collaboration across 
and beyond the majors and year levels and included skills such as collaboration, 
communication, and problem-solving, reflecting Bridgstock’s (2013) comments 



48

CONTEMPORARY DESIGN EDUCATION IN AUSTRALIA

above. Partners’ comments reflected their views on the need for graduates with 
transdisciplinary capabilities and included:

More connected graduates with all design disciplines and university Schools. Trans-
disciplinary not just multidisciplinary connection.
Flexible education fit for multiple industries/multiple roles in industry.
Ability to diversify cross-discipline/specialise as they wish.
It is important grads are exposed to multidisciplinary collaboration. This breeds 
respect, empathy and cross skilling […] and allows disruption and less delineation.

The final quote mirrors sentiments noted above by Bast (2017) of the need to 
move beyond ‘insulated boxes of fragmented knowledge’. Of relevance to the 
link between addressing complex global issues and transdisciplinary approaches, 
industry partners also noted the need for the inclusion of authentic or real-world 
experiences, including meaningful work-integrated learning opportunities in the 
course with broader graduate outcomes that embraced social and humanistic 
elements. This is not dissimilar to sentiments within Fry’s (2008) design futuring 
construct, and feedback included comments such as:

Learn to collaborate, network, communicate and respect differing ways of working 
and thinking. Be open to a changing world.
Real clients, real projects – collaborate with industry partnerships. Exposure to 
other disciplines.
Understanding of the human condition, psychology, human behaviour.
Strong humanist position [informed by] philosophy, ethics, humanities, business/
economics.

Such feedback reflects clear industry expectations for the design course to provide 
increased opportunities for transdisciplinarity, as well as core skills related to 
collaboration, and understanding diversity, difference, and society more broadly.

The internal context: Strategy and school community

As a prominent driver from within the university boundaries, the 2019 QUT 
institutional ‘Blueprint 6’ (QUT 2019) places a strong focus on the need for inter-
disciplinary and interprofessional learning within curricula. McGregor (2017: 
13) notes that because transdisciplinary learning is relevant to and reflective 
of the world, it is authentic. Authentic real-world learning and assessment are 
also a key requirement of the blueprint and, at QUT, this is enabled through a 
set of curricular design features with a strong future-capabilities context. These 
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stress the importance of learning that foregrounds sustainability, innovation, 
and entrepreneurialism, as well as Indigenous Australian perspectives. QUT’s 
future-focused curriculum framework has to date been the vehicle through which 
consideration of these elements is undertaken across the curricular lifecycle 
(Meth et al. 2020).

A new design school manifesto

Closer to the site of course context, in the School of Design itself, a new 2017 
manifesto provided an ethos and framework for course revision (and reaffirmed 
other areas of activity in the school, such as research and external engagement). 
The manifesto gave a platform on which the new Bachelor of Design course learn-
ing outcomes might be developed, with further fine-tuning taking into account 
conversations with industry, staff, and student partners, and benchmarking with 
other universities (national and international). The new learning outcomes also 
encompassed expectations within the then QUT Blueprint 5 and Real World Learn-
ing Vision (not dissimilar to Blueprint 6 of 2019). Core sentiments of the school 
manifesto are now reflected across the course, and in particular within the Impact 
Lab units as part of embedded transdisciplinary approaches. Table 2.1 lists the 
sentiments and expands on how each was interpreted when considering a new 
design course. This manifesto and its aims for design education at QUT show 
distinct similarities to the concepts of futuring, humanistic approaches, and inter-
connectedness mentioned above.

Since course approval and implementation, there has been a bedding-in and 
maturation of the manifesto as the school debates its identity, and terminology 
also evolves. For example, at a 2019 School Retreat, staff debated the manifesto 
sentiments and the school’s underlying values, with a stronger sense of the respon-
sibility borne by designers in their decisions and actions, notions of positive change 
(vs. simply effecting change) and a continued commitment to transdisciplinarity in 
all its activities. In essence, however, the sentiments remain similar today. Notable 
in the ethos is the theme of design as transformational, an aspiration for design 
students’ learning captured across Chapter 1 of this book and also the way in 
which it links to effecting change and disrupting. These collectively tie to themes 
of perpetual change and an unknown future, and notions of impact are reflected 
in the next section.

Students and staff: Shaping the needs of a new program

During the development phase of the new design program, multiple working 
sessions were held for academic and professional staff to collaboratively shape 



TABLE 2.1: Interpreting the School of Design manifesto for the new Bachelor of Design course 
(extract from 2017 Course Proposal documentation).

QUT School of Design 
manifesto sentiment

Interpretation

Design is OPEN We share agency and power in the design process 
through participatory methods of co-creation. We 
share the language and tools of design, making it 
accessible, hackable, translatable, and transferable.

Design is ETHICAL We acknowledge the consequences of design and 
practice in ways that minimise our impact on the 
planet, that are mindful and deeply empathic and 
that respect the cultures, traditions, and places of 
others.

Design is OPTIMISTIC We believe that design can foster and facilitate posi-
tive change by imagining alternative futures, break-
ing biases and activating the vast human potential 
that surrounds us. Design is intrinsically hopeful, 
and this optimism underlies all that we do.

Design is 
EXPERIMENTAL

We embrace curiosity and the unbiased exploration 
of ideas, materials, technology, and environments. 
To nourish this capability, we celebrate failure as a 
way of unlocking new ideas, approaches, and ways 
of doing and knowing. Such an ‘entrepreneurial’ 
mindset fosters a culture of openness, collabora-
tion, and experimentation, equipping designers with 
the capacity to resist easy solutions and to seek new 
opportunities through iteration.

Design is  
TRANSFORMATIONAL

We employ transdisciplinary methods and build 
teams calibrated to the demands of the twenty-first 
century’s most pressing challenges, rather than disci-
plinary affiliations. We prepare designers to be resil-
ient and adaptable, and to seek disruption to achieve 
transformational and beneficial step change.



51

DEVELOPING TWENTY-FIRST-CENTURY DESIGN PROFESSIONALS

course directions. It should be acknowledged that, at the time, there was some 
strong academic opposition to the move from a four-year embedded honours 
degree to a three-year program. This was perceived as a compression in learning 
and a shrinkage in disciplinary content. While clearly there was a full year less 
of study, the new three-year design degree was not attempting to condense four 
years into three, but rather offer a different educational product that might lead 
to new and different educational pathways and potentially a greater spread of 
career prospects.

Despite this perception, during staff curriculum design sessions it was clear that 
there was strong consensus for heightened student opportunities for real-world 
briefs to solve real-world problems, ideally in transdisciplinary contexts, and this 
heralded the development of the Impact Lab units. To open educational pathways 
and enhance graduates’ career prospects, this change also saw the development 
of twenty new double-degree variants, as well as, over a period of years, changes 
in the postgraduate study pathways for architecture and landscape architecture. 
During one all-staff session in 2017, colleagues were asked to imagine attributes 
of 2025 design graduates that would be in demand by the industry. The themes 
that emerged included collaboration, global responsibility, empathy, human focus, 
open to change, resilience, arousing curiosity, and being disruptive. Unsurpris-
ingly, as introduced earlier, accompanying these broader themes, discipline-specific 
skills and knowledge were identified as critical to the program – returning to the 
balancing act needed when developing curricula (Meth et al. 2021: 257) – as well 
as the need for solid disciplinary foundations to delivering transdisciplinary design 
education and ensuring that the stakeholder strategic and educational needs of 
the course were being addressed.

Across the design and implementation of the new program, the course team 
considered students’ voices and longer term close working collaborations with 
student partners as integral to identifying the needs of the degree, in terms of both 
content and pedagogies. Early in the development stages, student conversations 
‘with sushi’ helped to break the ice, offering spaces for relaxed but also sometimes 
challenging conversations. Additionally, students’ and parents’ views were gained 
more formally through focus groups facilitated by an external marketing agency 
as well as formal student representation on school committees. Comments from 
focus groups reflect students’ sentiments about their learning and skills, and any 
proposed new offering:

Design disciplines to be able to interact and work alongside each other.
Myself and some of my peers are finding it difficult to comprehend what professional 
practice will be like after we finish the degree.
I think a double degree would be the best way to have industry ready graduates.
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I believe one of the most important things that needs to be considered is more thought 
about collaboration between Interior design and Architecture.

To sustain student engagement and involvement in course design where bene-
fits have been shown to be invaluable (Fitzgerald et al. 2019), following course 
approval, a team of seven student partners, who were current students on the 
course, were employed as part-time Course Design Associates. Sourced through 
a standard application and interview process, the students worked in collabora-
tion with academics for over a year to develop the new curriculum. In addition to 
researching the views of fellow students, staff, and industry partners, they tested 
learning-design strategies across units and contributed to developing a transdis-
ciplinary model for design portfolios (Meth et al. 2020) and a set of designerly 
capabilities that play out across the course and are brought together within the 
transdisciplinary Impact Lab units – the focus of this chapter.

‘Impact’ as strategic curricular intent

In this new curricular space, we have enacted notions of impact through the stra-
tegic context and school ethos outlined (Table 2.1). Themes of effecting positive 
change, designerly responsibilities, a future focus, and transformation are brought 
to the fore and are linked to our vision of a QUT graduate designer, and the 
multiple ways in which they might use their design knowledge, skills, and capa-
bilities to ‘impact’ on society or the world in a positive way. These themes also 
infuse the research and engagement activities within the school through the QUT 
Design Lab with its slogan ‘Change by Design’, and a suite of research programs 
that straddle transdisciplinary spaces, addressing challenges related to emerging 
technologies, design robotics and digital fabrication, and design for health and 
resilient communities.

The Australian Research Council definition of research impact is ‘the contribu-
tion that research makes to the economy, society, environment, or culture, beyond 
the contribution to academic research’ (Australian Research Council 2021). Instru-
ments that track and measure researchers’ performance in this space are highly 
contested and often seen as counterproductive to research endeavours. Rogers 
(2014: 5) has pointed out, however, that despite ‘austerity and accountability’ 
measures driving the agenda, opportunities present themselves to subvert and/
or exploit the measures to do good work, for example in engaging communities.

Many parallels may be seen between the endeavours of a research impact 
agenda and a hypothetical curricular one. Research and teaching are now notably 
drawn together alongside stewardship and outreach in the Times Higher Educa-
tion Global Impact Rankings (THE 2021), which assess all of these activities 
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in universities against the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (UN 
SDGs) – encompassing sustainability in its broadest sense and linked to the UN 
aspiration ‘to promote prosperity while protecting the planet’ (un.org). In embody-
ing impact through teaching and curricula, as with a disciplinary–transdisciplinary 
balance, we have sought to identify key places where this interpretation of ‘impact’ 
as a curricular theme might be most appropriate. Given the expectations of trans-
disciplinarity as a way of tackling complex global issues, it is not inappropriate 
then to see transdisciplinary approaches as a way to work through an impact 
agenda within a design curriculum. How impact is interpreted and experienced by 
students, staff, and external partners is under exploration as a key facet of research 
being undertaken on the Bachelor of Design curricular model and pedagogies. 
Early results of this research are presented in Meth et al. 2023.

The Bachelor of Design Program, 2019 Onwards

Taking the views and context outlined above into account, and learnings from 
pre-2019 courses outlined in Chapter 1, finding a suitable and sustainable way 
to embed transdisciplinarity in the new Bachelor of Design course was key. The 
three-year full-time Bachelor of Design undergraduate program was introduced 
in 2019. Structurally, it comprises

•	 a disciplinary core – students specialise in one of seven design disciplines: archi-
tecture, landscape architecture, interior architecture (spatial cluster), fashion, 
industrial design, interaction design and visual communication (experiential 
cluster);

•	 shared design foundation units for the two distinct clusters providing necessary 
skills and knowledge specific to each cluster (see Figure 2.1).

Additionally, as specific enablers of transdisciplinary approaches, it allows for

•	 double-degree options where students might combine their design degrees 
with engineering, information technology, law, property economics, science, 
or urban development;

•	 four Impact Lab transdisciplinary units, scaffolded across the three years of 
study, that draw on and extend from the seven diverse design disciplines, other 
double-degree disciplines, and the social and environmental contexts within 
which the design challenges situated;

•	 guided curricular pathways for optimal clustering of elective units by students, 
and a degree pathway with a year of international study.
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Conceptual groundings for curricular aspirations

Knowing transdisciplinary opportunities to be fundamental to the new course 
and ensuring the external requirements of a design education were being met, 
deep consideration of the shape of the course was important. We situate the new 
curriculum within a framework that builds on transformative learning as key, as 
discussed by Thomson, Scott, and Crowther in Chapter 1, but considers more 
deeply the precise nature of transformation sought (Meth 2018) through two 
further conceptual frameworks. The first is that of Barnett and Coate (2005: 63), 
which suggests a clear balance across curricula in terms of knowledge (‘know-
ing’), skills, and practice (‘acting’) – key building blocks for any curriculum, and 
the often more intrinsic capabilities related to a student’s becoming or self-reali-
sation (‘being’). Figure 2.1 shows how these zones are not siloed into the differ-
ent parts of the course – rather, they straddle sets of course components, with the 
transdisciplinary Impact Labs as the site where knowing, being, and acting come 
together most overtly.

The second conceptual framework specifically underpinning the aims of the 
transdisciplinary Impact Labs is that of integrative learning (Booth et al. 2009: 
930) – ‘intentional and connective’ learning, which prepares graduates for an 
‘interdependent and volatile world’. It usefully links transformational learn-
ing processes to societal needs and contexts, and the fundamental requirements 
of design disciplines cited above in looking to future needs, as well as ethical, 

FIGURE 2.1: Curricular structure of the design program with a balance between disciplinary 
(depth) and transdisciplinary (breadth), interpreting curricular domains of knowing, acting, and 
being. Source: Meth et al. 2021: 252, drawing on a concept from Barnett and Coate (2005: 70).
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responsible, and holistic practice. Drawing on Habermas and Nussbaum, Booth 
et al. (2009: 930) articulate a model of learning that encourages a simultaneous 
focus on self, others and society, which shifts the focus to examining oneself and 
societal needs beyond the economic. They note how economic imperatives have 
heightened siloed approaches to disciplinary knowledge and, at the same time, the 
rise of genericised and sometimes empty modules delivering ‘transferable skills’ – 
concerns discussed earlier in this chapter.

Not dissimilar to the Booth et al. (2009) model of self, others, and society, Noel 
(2017: 145), examining design curricula in Germany and the United States, notes 
the potential shortcomings of curricula that align with large industrial western 
economies only. In considering other global contexts, as well as a view that steps 
away from a ‘hegemonic western’ one, Noel proposes the crucial inclusion of social 
critique, sustainability, culture, responsibility, and entrepreneurship. He notes that 
the ‘whole world benefits when designers are more in tune with issues of develop-
ment and culture’. Escobar (2018) notes this as a need for designers to contemplate 
the ‘praxis of our living’, and to reframe our views of what design is and its role 
in the world. For an Australian design curriculum, within this also lies the need 
to consider First Nations peoples’ perspectives alongside long-dominant western-
ised conceptions and consumerist models – sustaining a dialectical engagement 
between the two in an ongoing way (Rhea and Russell 2012: 23). Similar senti-
ments are endorsed by Macdonald and Macleod (2018: 313), who further note 
that global design education should strike a necessary balance between corporate 
and societal needs, aspiring to a critical, connectivist approach. Chapter 6 delves 
more deeply into the intersections between transdisciplinarity as a construct and 
Indigenous perspectives, highlighting a design challenge and partnership as part 
of Impact Lab 2, People.

Impact Labs 1–4: Place, People, Planet, and Purpose

Early formative thinking for the development of the Impact Labs derived from 
all-staff course development sessions. Collectively, design staff devised a suite of 
student experiences for collaborative real-world design challenges connecting 
with existing community and industry organisations. From the outset, ‘impact’, as 
explored above, and not dissimilar to the interpretation applied to research activi-
ties, referred to the broad intent of making a positive difference to the world, and 
‘lab’ referenced the experiential teaching and learning approach already deeply 
embedded in the school’s practice. For the Impact Labs, the four themes of place, 
people, planet, and purpose evolved in the course development that followed, 
aligning with our aspirations for design addressing social, ethical, and environ-
mental agendas, and wanting students to have a sense of self, belonging, and place 
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from the outset, yet be receptive to understanding the wider contexts within which 
they live and work. These aspects are summarised in Figure 2.2. These link intrin-
sically to the integrative learning concept above, where consideration is given to 
self, others, and society (Booth et al. 2009) as well as fully answering to the devel-
opment of Bridgstock’s (2013) twenty-first-century graduate capabilities. Such 
pedagogic framing, and the complex challenges examined, also provide openings 
for exploring, understanding, and ultimately designing with deep consideration of 
the core concepts of entrepreneurship and innovation, education for sustainability, 
and Indigenous perspectives. The overarching pedagogic aims of the Impact Labs 
are distinct in shifting the focus from knowledge and skills acquisition alone, to 
wider capabilities and imperatives related to

•	 learner agency in navigating a complex and uncertain world;
•	 knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values in action;
•	 capabilities to transform society and shape the future with design principles 

for moving towards eco-systemic change.

The Impact Labs are intentionally scaffolded across students’ three years of 
study, each running twice yearly for additional student or course flexibility, 
with Impact Labs 1 and 2 in the first year. Student numbers range from 350 to 
800 per lab depending on student or course progressions. Figure 2.2 summarises 
the overarching intentions of all Impact Labs, captured in the formal course 
documentation. Students’ capabilities in transdisciplinary and collaborative 
idea generation and design, collaboration and partner engagement, reflection, 
and network and portfolio-building are gradually developed across the years. 
While each Impact Lab focuses on a different theme, they collectively adhere to 
the ‘integrative learning’ approach, where designerly conversations and ideation 
increase in complexity and level of expected rigour as students simultaneously 
grow in their disciplinary areas. Design problems span topics such as human–
nature connection in sites, homelessness, drug and alcohol abuse, mental health 
and solutions for communal housing in slums. Students work in mixed-discipli-
nary groups to generate transdisciplinary design solutions. They bring not only 
disciplinary perspectives from their chosen design discipline (built progressively 
across their degree) and their own life views and experiences but also, for up 
to one-third of the cohort at any given time, knowledge and skills from one 
of twenty double degrees listed earlier. This intentionally develops a designer 
who from the outset moves more fluidly across disciplinary divides, as well as 
fostering the habits of doing so.

We recognise concerns that, in earlier years, students may not be fully ready 
for complex transdisciplinary experiences but note that delaying exposure to such 
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activities also risks entrenchment in disciplinary silos, with lower receptiveness to 
the benefits in later years. The Impact Labs are therefore introduced from the first 
year and integrated across the degree, so students are able to form good habits of 
interacting across and beyond disciplinary boundaries. This also allows a grad-
ual step-up or scaffolding in students’ development where, across the sequence, 
foundations laid are built upon in successive labs. As noted in the book’s intro-
duction, while not always achieved due to the limitations highlighted, full-blown 
transdisciplinarity is always the aspiration here.

The Impact Lab model draws on experiences and learnings from precursor 
units discussed in Chapter 1 of this book. Table 2.2 outlines the aims and intended 
learning outcomes for each lab. In general, each unit delivers a series of lectures 
and workshop-based activities coupled with periods of intensive design work 
driven by partner-generated design problems related to the themes at hand. Deliv-
ery models have varied since 2019 for reasons including the desire to offer more 
flexibility following student feedback, partner and site availabilities and project 
modes, and fully online instances due to Covid-19 disruptions to face-to-face 
learning and partner locations.

Moss et al. (2008) note the difficulties of assessing transdisciplinary learning 
because of restrictive, often subject-specific, standards-driven requirements as well  

FIGURE 2.2: Summary of the suite of Impact Lab units and their key features (Logo design, 
Andrew Scott; from Brophy et al. 2023: 40).
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as the need for transdisciplinary spaces to create learning and assessments that 
‘put the responsibility on students’ (Kaufman et al. 2008: 184–85). More broadly, 
Tannock (2017: 1345) argues for such assessment-free educational spaces that 
promote critical, reflexive, independent, and democratically minded thinkers and 
that simultaneously serve to address issues of equity and justice in education while 
offering emancipatory impacts.

Considering this, students are graded ‘Satisfactory’ or ‘Unsatisfactory’ in the 
Impact Labs to help facilitate risk-taking by students in their designs. This also 
provides heightened team-based opportunities for students to amplify transdis-
ciplinary engagement without the fear of traditional scale-grading implications. 
The risk-free space allows for a focus on breadth, where the collective endeav-
our is inquiry and process-driven rather than content-driven and interpersonal 
interactions are fostered as a priority and bring space for students’ self-evaluation 
(Kaufman et al. 2008: 183–84). Assessments across the labs comprise aspects of 
self-reflection, peer, industry and academic evaluations of intent, process, collab-
orations, and design outcome, with specific components related to, for example, 
learning journal and self-evaluation (Impact Lab 1), portfolio and profile devel-
opment (Impact Lab 2), research and analysis (Impact Lab 3), and a portfolio and 
impact statement (Impact Lab 4).

Concluding thoughts

Since the program’s inception in 2019, there has been a steady progression towards 
transdisciplinarity emerging as a field in itself, with the appointment of lecturers 
in transdisciplinary design and clearer leadership for the area, to bring this voice 
to the table alongside those of disciplinary areas. This ensures connectivity within 
and across all disciplines in the degree. In some ways, having designated discipli-
nary entry points to the degree through one of the seven different design disciplines 
may restrict a move to truer transdisciplinarity, with students identifying first with 
their discipline. It is also questionable, for reasons discussed across this chapter, 
whether this would be appropriate for students, particularly in an undergraduate 
space, when the gaining of foundational knowledge and skills in a disciplinary 
specialism is so critical.

We recognise that curricula should never be frozen in time but, rather, should 
live and be ever-responsive to future-focused needs, evolving as feedback is gath-
ered. To endeavour to live up to our claim of ‘impactful curricula’, we aim to 
consider deeply the precise impact this new curriculum has on students’ knowledge, 
skills, capabilities, outlooks, personal and professional identities, and careers, as 
well as how these in turn might then impact wider society. Attached to the course, 



TABLE 2.2: Aims and intended learning outcomes across the Impact Lab units.

Impact Lab unit aims Learning outcomes

Impact Lab 1: Place introduces design 
processes and practices for a future 
characterised by social agendas and 
environmental concerns. Students 
consider ways to conceptualise and 
negotiate how they might collectively 
address complex challenges demand-
ing multifaceted solutions. The unit 
fosters consideration of students’ 
designerly aspirations; the building 
of personal connections with peers; 
exposure to professional designers’ 
identities through video interviews 
(Thomson and Scott 2021: 135); 
Indigenous Australian perspectives in 
design through overt connection to and 
consideration of ‘Places’ and contexts 
for design challenges.

•	 Examine, illustrate, and reflect on the 
potential for design to bring about 
impactful change while identifying 
and working respectfully with the 
diverse perspectives that exist among 
participants and stakeholders.

•	 Apply visual, oral, and written 
representation techniques for think-
ing and communicating ideas and 
knowledge.

•	 Generate, propose, and develop ideas 
in response to a transdisciplinary 
design challenge using collaborative 
design methods, skills, and frame-
works.

Impact Lab 2: People explore the ways 
in which design approaches and tools 
can contribute to addressing complex 
social and community challenges for 
transformational change. Framed 
around real-world challenges, and 
in partnership with community and 
industry partners, students engage with 
design-led participatory strategies to 
address key social issues, such as  
homelessness, mental health support,  
education pathways following teenage 
pregnancy, and high-needs disability.

•	 Understand and identify introductory 
design approaches and tools applied 
to complex social and community- 
based challenges.

•	 Employ engagement strategies and 
cross-disciplinary collaborative 
design methods to sensitively explore 
community and/or social challenges.

•	 Create a foundational career capabil-
ities portfolio.

Impact Lab 3: Planet uses design-led 
approaches to analyse, evaluate and 
deliver innovative and ethical responses 
or design propositions. Building on the 
skills and experiences gained in the  
first two labs, the unit introduces 

•	 Analyse and evaluate a range of 
complex global issues.

•	 Combine collaborative transdiscipli-
nary methods and discipline-specific 
skills to generate new ideas and 
project plans.

(Continued)
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a program of longitudinal research seeks to answer some of these queries over a 
period of years. Early findings of impacts on students’ learning and development 
are largely positive, though unsurprisingly also reveal the polarising nature of such 
learning approaches – for example, while many students are clear that they could 
not have secured access to a project or job, or undertaken a piece of design in a 
certain way, without their Impact Lab experiences, there are inevitably students 
(and staff) who remain clear that they wish to remain tightly within their discipli-
nary silo, seeing the labs as unnecessary. Early research findings may be seen in 

TABLE 2.2: Aims and intended learning outcomes across the Impact Lab units.

Impact Lab unit aims Learning outcomes

a new scale of investigation through 
explorationof global imperatives to 
develop responses or design proposi-
tions that provide avenues for more 
sustainable and ethical behaviours 
or systems. Initiated through global 
industry partnerships, students address 
complex issues such as informal settle-
ments, framed through the UN SDG 
(UN.org).

•	 Define collaborative responses and/or 
propositions that demonstrate sensi-
tivity to social, cultural, and environ-
mental contexts and conditions.

•	 Analyse and evaluate the design 
process, project experience, and chal-
lenge outcomes.

Impact Lab 4: Purpose aims to consol-
idate students’ individual sense of 
purpose and identity as a designer in 
relation to their desired career path-
way and to translate this to a profes-
sional outcome and portfolio. Through 
individual and collaborative project 
opportunities with community and 
industry partners, the unit addresses 
professionalism in practice, research 
and evidence-based design practice, 
and entrepreneurship. In keeping with 
the course aspiration that at this level 
students should be given an opportu-
nity to explore directions to suit their 
developmental needs, they also have the 
option to undertake a work placement 
unit instead.

•	 Identify opportunities for career 
self-management and define career 
goals.

•	 Investigate and enact strategies to 
undertake a design project.

•	 Utilise advanced design approaches to 
deliver a design project.

•	 Develop a professional design port-
folio.

(Continued)
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Brophy et al. 2023 and Meth et al. 2023. Further research results will be presented 
in subsequent publications. As an early testament to the value of the ‘design for 
impact’ educational model, the course team was honoured to be awarded the 
2021 QS Wharton Reimagine Education Award’s overall Global Education Award 
in London, UK. The case was assessed by a global panel of educational experts 
through a detailed evaluation of the pedagogic model, feedback from staff, students 
and partners, and esteem measures related to national and global design and higher 
education peers beyond QUT.

As noted at the opening of the chapter, transdisciplinarity remains a relatively 
‘hard sell’ in learning and teaching and continues to be polarising, particularly 
when made a compulsory part of curricula, so it is vital that we are able to show 
an educational value to this curriculum. Ongoing discussions seek to refine and 
improve curriculum content and delivery models to ensure they continue to meet 
the needs of all stakeholders. And beyond the naturally evolving curriculum, 
institutional structures and leadership are also changing, with implications for 
the continued day-to-day course management and offering.

We see the Bachelor of Design degree and, in particular, the Impact Labs 
combining both transdisciplinary and impactful goals embodied in the school 
ethos and that of our university, where ‘awareness of subject is more deeply aligned 
with self-awareness, and self is connected outwards to awareness of others and 
the world’ (Booth et al. 2009: 930).

Design is an interdisciplinary profession serving multiple needs. Designers work in 
transdisciplinary teams whose nature and constituency changes according to the 
project at hand […] When they graduate, they must know more than they once had 
to know to work at the upper levels of the profession, and they require a higher level 
of integrative skills to succeed.

(Friedman 2012: 143)

An educational agenda that effectively combines disciplinary with transdiscipli-
nary in ‘impactful’ ways is likely to most successfully enable the development of 
such integrative skills.
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