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16.1 Purpose of the Knowledge Module
The purpose of this knowledge module is to deepen the learner’s theoretical understanding of the social, cultural, and environmental contexts that inform and shape furniture design. At this advanced level, learners are required to engage critically with the broader implications of design decisions, moving beyond form and function to consider ethical, environmental, and experimental aspects of their work. The module encourages a reflective and responsible approach to design that addresses contemporary societal needs and sustainability imperatives.
This module also builds on foundational design concepts by introducing learners to experimental approaches in furniture design. These approaches foster innovation, risk-taking, and boundary-pushing practices that are essential for the development of original, context-sensitive, and future-facing furniture solutions.

16.2 Key Knowledge Areas
Learners will develop knowledge and understanding in the following areas:
· KM-16-KT01: Social and Environmental Responsibility in Design (50%)
This topic explores the impact of furniture design on communities, societies, and ecosystems. It considers sustainable materials, life-cycle thinking, inclusive design, and ethical design practices. Learners will critically evaluate how their design choices affect people and the environment.
· KM-16-KT02: Experimental Furniture (50%)
This topic focuses on innovation in furniture design through the exploration of new materials, technologies, forms, and concepts. It encourages learners to experiment with unconventional approaches to problem-solving in design, and to develop furniture that challenges traditional norms and aesthetics.

16.3 Internal Assessment Criteria (IACs) and Weighting
The internal assessment for this module will focus on evaluating the learner’s ability to:
· Demonstrate an understanding of ethical and environmental implications in design.
· Apply sustainable design principles in response to a brief.
· Analyse experimental furniture design case studies and propose original design concepts that reflect innovative thinking.
· Articulate the role of experimentation and critical inquiry in the evolution of furniture design.
Each Knowledge Topic carries an equal weighting of 50% toward the total assessment for KM-16. Assessment will be conducted through written assignments, case study analyses, and conceptual proposals that reflect both social awareness and experimental creativity.

16.4 Application in Furniture Design
This knowledge module equips learners with the theoretical tools to become socially conscious and environmentally responsible designers who can also innovate within their practice. The insights and skills gained here are applicable to design studios, furniture manufacturing enterprises, and interdisciplinary design environments where sustainability, originality, and relevance are paramount. By integrating these considerations into their practice, learners will contribute meaningfully to the advancement of a socially and ecologically responsible South African design identity.
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Weight: 50%

1. Purpose of the Knowledge Topic
The purpose of this knowledge topic is to instil in learners a conscious understanding of the role that furniture design plays in shaping societies and environments. It focuses on the ethical, cultural, and ecological responsibilities that designers must consider when developing furniture solutions. By engaging with this topic, learners will be empowered to make design decisions that are not only aesthetically and functionally sound but also socially just and environmentally responsible.
This topic integrates diverse perspectives and practices, from indigenous knowledge systems to sustainable methodologies and universal design. It prepares learners to consider furniture design as an agent of change—responsive to the needs of users, communities, and ecosystems. Through a systems thinking approach, learners will explore how design choices intersect with wider societal and environmental issues, ultimately contributing to more inclusive and resilient design solutions.

2. Key Knowledge Areas
This knowledge topic is organised around the following key elements:
· KT0101 Indigenous Knowledge Systems
Exploration of traditional and local knowledge systems and their relevance to sustainable and contextually appropriate furniture design.
· KT0102 Introduction to Sustainable Design
Introduction to sustainability principles, including material selection, energy efficiency, and reducing environmental impact in design processes.
· KT0103 Universal Design
Study of inclusive design practices that accommodate diverse user needs, including age, ability, and cultural background.
· KT0104 Design for Sustainability
Application of design strategies that support environmental resilience and resource conservation in furniture design.
· KT0105 Design Activism
Understanding how furniture design can serve as a tool for social change, addressing issues such as inequality, access, and environmental justice.
· KT0106 Participatory Design
Engagement with end-users and communities in the design process to ensure that solutions are relevant, inclusive, and empowering.
· KT0107 Design Ethics
Critical reflection on moral responsibilities in design practice, including issues of exploitation, representation, and long-term impact.
· KT0108 Systems Thinking
Approaching furniture design through the lens of interconnected systems, acknowledging the dynamic relationships between people, objects, spaces, and environments.

3. Internal Assessment Criteria (IACs) and Weighting
Assessment for this topic will be based on the learner’s ability to:
· IAC0101: Examine the design environment by exploring human factors and their relationship with furniture, interior, and exterior spaces.
· IAC0102: Create furniture designs in a studio setting with a demonstrated understanding of anthropometrics, social responsibility, and environmentally responsible design.
· IAC0103: Develop projects that reflect critical ideation and present them for critique.
· IAC0104: Analyse the influence of societal trends and key individuals on contemporary design practices.
· IAC0105: Interpret and motivate the application of various design methodologies.
· IAC0106: Compare and contrast different design methodologies for their relevance to furniture design.
This Knowledge Topic carries 50% of the total weighting for the KM-16 module and will be assessed through design projects, written reflections, critiques, and methodology analyses.

4. Application in Furniture Design
Understanding social and environmental responsibility in design is essential for producing furniture that aligns with the needs of users and the realities of the world. Designers must engage with real-world issues such as climate change, inequality, and cultural identity. This topic equips learners with the tools and critical perspective needed to design furniture that is functional, ethical, inclusive, and sustainable. These insights are particularly relevant within the South African context, where socio-economic diversity and environmental challenges require responsive and thoughtful design interventions.
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Topic Elements
This section introduces learners to indigenous knowledge systems and their significance in furniture design. The focus is on understanding traditional and local knowledge as legitimate, valuable, and sustainable sources of design inspiration and problem-solving. Learners will explore the cultural, environmental, and practical contexts of indigenous knowledge and how these systems can inform socially responsible and context-sensitive furniture solutions.

Learning Outcomes
By the end of this topic, learners will be able to:
1. Define indigenous knowledge systems and explain their relevance to furniture design.
2. Identify traditional materials, methods, and design philosophies rooted in indigenous practices.
3. Analyse how indigenous knowledge promotes sustainability, community engagement, and cultural continuity.
4. Integrate indigenous principles into furniture design concepts in a respectful and contextually appropriate manner.

Facilitation Notes
1. Introduction and Discussion
· Begin with a brainstorming session: What do learners understand by the term "indigenous knowledge systems"?
· Guide discussion to establish key features: orally transmitted knowledge, community-based, location-specific, environmentally attuned, and socially embedded.
2. Lecture Input
· Present examples of indigenous knowledge systems from Southern Africa (e.g., the use of natural dyes, traditional woodworking joinery, grass weaving techniques, and clay moulding).
· Emphasise how these systems are often guided by sustainable practices, respect for natural resources, and communal values.
3. Group Activity
· Divide learners into groups and assign each a South African cultural group (e.g., Zulu, Xhosa, Ndebele, Tswana).
· Task: Research and present on traditional furniture items, materials, construction methods, and their meanings or uses.
· Each group should identify how these practices reflect principles of environmental and social responsibility.
4. Case Study and Reflection
· Provide a case study where a designer collaborated with a local community to integrate indigenous knowledge into a modern furniture range.
· Facilitate a reflective discussion on ethical considerations, respect for cultural heritage, and the importance of fair collaboration.
5. Critical Thinking Exercise
· Pose the question: Can indigenous knowledge systems contribute to innovation in contemporary design? Why or why not?
· Encourage learners to debate, supporting their views with practical or theoretical evidence.
6. Application Task
· Ask learners to sketch or conceptually develop a piece of furniture inspired by an indigenous knowledge system, explaining the cultural elements, material choices, and sustainability considerations involved.

Assessment Guidelines (linked to IACs)
· IAC0101: Evaluate learners’ ability to relate human factors and spatial awareness to indigenous cultural settings.
· IAC0102: Assess furniture concepts that incorporate traditional anthropometrics or community-specific use patterns.
· IAC0104: Reflect on how indigenous thought leaders and cultural practices have influenced contemporary design forms.
· IAC0105 – IAC0106: Evaluate methodology where learners integrate indigenous and contemporary design approaches and compare these critically.

Suggested Resources
· Books:
· “Designing with the Mind in Mind” by Jeff Johnson (for human-centred considerations)
· “Indigenous African Architecture” by Nnamdi Elleh
· Articles:
· Journals on African design, anthropology, and sustainability
· Videos/Documentaries:
· Features on rural craft practices in Limpopo, Eastern Cape, and KwaZulu-Natal
· Field Visits (if feasible):
· Visits to cultural heritage sites or cooperatives using traditional furniture-making techniques
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Topic Elements
This topic introduces the foundational principles of sustainable design within the context of furniture making. It highlights the importance of considering environmental, social, and economic factors when designing products. Learners will explore key concepts such as life-cycle thinking, resource efficiency, material sustainability, and the designer's role in minimising negative environmental impact while promoting social equity.

Learning Outcomes
By the end of this topic, learners will be able to:
1. Define sustainable design and its relevance to furniture design.
2. Identify environmental, social, and economic aspects that influence sustainable practices.
3. Explain the principles of sustainable materials selection and manufacturing processes.
4. Evaluate the life cycle of furniture products in terms of sustainability.
5. Apply basic sustainable design principles to a furniture design scenario.

Facilitation Notes
1. Introductory Discussion
· Pose the question: What does sustainability mean in furniture design?
· Use this to elicit initial thoughts about durability, renewability, ethical sourcing, and waste reduction.
2. Lecture Input
· Introduce key sustainability concepts: the triple bottom line (people, planet, profit), carbon footprint, recyclability, upcycling, and energy efficiency.
· Discuss global frameworks and standards (e.g., cradle-to-cradle, FSC-certified wood, ISO 14001).
3. Case Study Analysis
· Present a case study of a South African furniture company that has implemented sustainable practices (e.g., use of reclaimed wood, low-VOC finishes, or modular design to reduce waste).
· Facilitate discussion on challenges and benefits of such practices.
4. Group Activity
· In small groups, learners identify sustainable and non-sustainable features in a selection of real or hypothetical furniture products.
· Each group must propose how the products could be improved for better sustainability.
5. Practical Exercise
· Task: Learners design a furniture item that incorporates sustainable principles. They must consider:
· Material choice (renewable, biodegradable, non-toxic)
· Efficient use of resources (minimising waste)
· Intended lifespan and reusability
· Impact on the community (ethical labour, fair trade)
6. Class Reflection
· Conduct a class discussion on the barriers to sustainable design (cost, lack of knowledge, consumer behaviour) and potential solutions.

Assessment Guidelines (linked to IACs)
· IAC0101: Learners should demonstrate an understanding of human factors in sustainable environments.
· IAC0102: Assess furniture concepts developed in studio settings for their environmental responsibility and social impact.
· IAC0103: Evaluate design proposals and ideation through critique, focusing on sustainability integration.
· IAC0105 – IAC0106: Analyse methodologies used in sustainable furniture design and compare to conventional approaches.

Suggested Resources
· Books:
· “The Ecology of Design” by Sim Van Der Ryn & Stuart Cowan
· “Sustainable Materials, Processes and Production” by Rob Thompson
· Videos:
· TED Talks or documentaries on sustainable architecture and furniture
· Case studies of green design initiatives in South Africa
· Tools:
· Life Cycle Assessment tools
· Materials research databases (e.g., Material ConneXion, GreenSpec)
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Topic Elements
This topic explores the concept of Universal Design and its application within the furniture design context. Universal Design refers to the creation of products and environments that are usable by all people, to the greatest extent possible, without the need for adaptation or specialised design. Learners will examine the principles of inclusive and accessible design and consider how to create furniture that serves people of all ages, abilities, and backgrounds.

Learning Outcomes
By the end of this topic, learners will be able to:
1. Define Universal Design and its significance in furniture design.
2. Identify and apply the seven principles of Universal Design.
3. Evaluate how furniture design can meet the diverse needs of users, including those with disabilities, the elderly, and children.
4. Analyse and improve existing furniture designs for universal accessibility.
5. Integrate Universal Design principles into original furniture design proposals.

Facilitation Notes
1. Introduction and Conceptual Discussion
· Begin with the question: Who do we typically design for, and who gets left out?
· Introduce Universal Design as a proactive and inclusive approach to design that benefits everyone, not just people with disabilities.
2. Lecture Input
· Present the Seven Principles of Universal Design:
1. Equitable Use
2. Flexibility in Use
3. Simple and Intuitive Use
4. Perceptible Information
5. Tolerance for Error
6. Low Physical Effort
7. Size and Space for Approach and Use
· Use furniture-specific examples to illustrate each principle.
3. Case Study
· Analyse a public seating solution (e.g., bench, workstation, dining chair) for accessibility and inclusivity.
· Discuss what works well and what could be improved based on the principles of Universal Design.
4. Practical Activity
· In pairs, learners select a common furniture item (e.g., side table, armchair, desk).
· Redesign the item to improve its accessibility and inclusivity, considering different user needs (e.g., wheelchair users, older adults, children).
5. User Persona Exercise
· Create personas representing a range of users with varying physical, sensory, or cognitive needs.
· Learners use these personas to test and adapt their design ideas.
6. Reflection and Critique
· Facilitate a class critique where learners present their universal design concepts and receive peer feedback.
· Reflect on how Universal Design contributes to social responsibility and inclusivity in furniture design.

Assessment Guidelines (linked to IACs)
· IAC0101: Examine how Universal Design supports human factors and system relationships in different spatial contexts.
· IAC0102: Assess studio design projects for evidence of anthropometrics, accessibility, and social responsibility.
· IAC0103: Evaluate ideation and critique sessions for responsiveness to diverse user needs.
· IAC0105 – IAC0106: Compare Universal Design methodologies with standard design approaches and motivate their relevance to contemporary furniture design.

Suggested Resources
· Books:
· “Universal Design Handbook” by Wolfgang Preiser & Korydon Smith
· “Design Meets Disability” by Graham Pullin
· Web Resources:
· Centre for Universal Design (North Carolina State University)
· South African Human Rights Commission materials on access and inclusion
· Videos:
· Interviews with inclusive designers
· Demonstrations of accessible environments and products
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Topic Elements
This topic builds on the foundational principles introduced in sustainable design and focuses specifically on applying these principles through intentional design decisions. Learners will explore how to design furniture that actively contributes to environmental health, social equity, and economic resilience. This includes life cycle thinking, circular economy strategies, biomimicry, and design processes that reduce harm and enhance regenerative potential.

Learning Outcomes
By the end of this topic, learners will be able to:
1. Define what it means to design for sustainability in the context of furniture.
2. Apply life cycle thinking to furniture products, from raw material to end-of-life.
3. Identify sustainable design strategies such as modularity, dematerialisation, and product longevity.
4. Integrate sustainability goals into concept development and design briefs.
5. Evaluate furniture products using sustainability criteria and propose design improvements.

Facilitation Notes
1. Introduction and Discussion
· Begin with the question: How can furniture contribute to a more sustainable future?
· Discuss sustainability not only as a constraint but as an opportunity for innovation and responsibility.
2. Lecture Input
· Introduce the following sustainable design frameworks:
· Cradle-to-Cradle design
· Life Cycle Assessment (LCA)
· Circular Design and the Circular Economy
· Biomimicry in design
· Discuss their relevance to furniture design.
3. Concept Exploration Activity
· In groups, assign learners different sustainability strategies (e.g., upcycling, modularity, flat-pack design).
· Ask each group to explore and present how the strategy could be applied in a furniture context.
4. Product Life Cycle Mapping
· Learners select a furniture item (e.g., office chair, coffee table).
· They map its full life cycle: raw materials, manufacturing, distribution, use, repair/reuse, and disposal.
· Highlight sustainability issues and propose design interventions.
5. Studio Task
· Learners develop a furniture concept brief that includes at least three sustainability goals.
· The concept should demonstrate how the goals will be met through design decisions such as material choice, joinery, finish, and distribution.
6. Critique and Review
· Present and critique the designs in studio.
· Use a sustainability checklist to assess how well the concept addresses environmental and social concerns.

Assessment Guidelines (linked to IACs)
· IAC0101: Learners should show understanding of system relationships in the built environment through life cycle mapping.
· IAC0102: Evaluate learners’ ability to develop furniture designs that integrate sustainability principles and respond to environmental challenges.
· IAC0103: Assess concept ideation and critique sessions for depth of engagement with sustainability concerns.
· IAC0105 – IAC0106: Interpret and compare methodologies such as circular design and biomimicry in the context of furniture design.

Suggested Resources
· Books:
· “Cradle to Cradle: Remaking the Way We Make Things” by William McDonough & Michael Braungart
· “The Circular Economy: A Wealth of Flows” by Ken Webster
· Videos:
· Ellen MacArthur Foundation resources on the circular economy
· Short films on biomimicry and regenerative design
· Toolkits:
· Life Cycle Analysis templates
· Design for Disassembly guidelines
· Sustainable Design Scorecards for furniture evaluation
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Topic Elements
This topic introduces learners to the concept of design activism, where furniture design is used as a tool to challenge societal norms, question injustices, and raise awareness of pressing environmental or social issues. Design activism shifts the role of the designer from problem-solver to change-maker, using furniture not only as a functional object but as a medium for communication, resistance, and reform.

Learning Outcomes
By the end of this topic, learners will be able to:
1. Define design activism and distinguish it from conventional commercial design.
2. Explain how furniture design can raise awareness of social, political, and environmental issues.
3. Analyse historical and contemporary examples of activist design within and beyond the furniture industry.
4. Develop a concept for a furniture piece that communicates a message or provokes reflection on a specific issue.
5. Reflect on the ethical responsibilities and risks involved in activist design.

Facilitation Notes
1. Opening Discussion
· Pose the question: Can furniture be political? Use this to launch a debate and introduce the idea that design can influence how people think and feel about critical issues.
2. Lecture Input
· Define design activism and contrast it with mainstream or decorative design.
· Present examples of furniture used as social commentary:
· Protest furniture (e.g., temporary seating for civil actions)
· Awareness-raising installations (e.g., homelessness benches, anti-consumerism design)
· Critical design pieces that challenge gender roles, urban inequality, or environmental destruction
3. Case Study Presentation
· Provide learners with a South African or international example of activist furniture design (e.g., work by Porky Hefer or anti-apartheid design collectives).
· Analyse the issue addressed, materials used, context of display, and public response.
4. Concept Ideation Activity
· Learners identify a social or environmental issue they are passionate about.
· Individually or in pairs, they sketch a furniture concept that visually and symbolically responds to this issue.
· Consider how the design’s form, materiality, function, and context will support the intended message.
5. Ethics Discussion
· Facilitate a reflection on the risks and responsibilities of being an activist designer:
· Who is affected by the message?
· Is the representation respectful?
· What platforms are appropriate for such work?
6. Presentation and Critique
· Learners present their design activism concepts to the class.
· Peers provide critique based on clarity of message, social relevance, and appropriateness of medium.

Assessment Guidelines (linked to IACs)
· IAC0103: Evaluate the depth of ideation and conceptual thinking in the activist project.
· IAC0104: Examine how learners reference societal trends and key influencers in shaping their design activism.
· IAC0105 – IAC0106: Analyse how methodologies for message-driven or critical design are interpreted, applied, and compared to traditional approaches.

Suggested Resources
· Books:
· “Design as an Attitude” by Alice Rawsthorn
· “Speculative Everything: Design, Fiction, and Social Dreaming” by Anthony Dunne & Fiona Raby
· Articles and Videos:
· Online talks by activist designers and artists
· Features on social design in Africa
· Possible Partnerships:
· Invite local NGOs or social justice organisations for project collaboration
· Use real-world challenges as design briefs
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Topic Elements
This topic introduces participatory design as a collaborative approach that involves end-users, communities, and other stakeholders in the design process. It challenges traditional top-down design models by valuing the lived experiences and knowledge of those who will use or be affected by the product. In the context of furniture design, participatory design fosters inclusivity, relevance, and long-term usability, particularly in diverse and underrepresented communities.

Learning Outcomes
By the end of this topic, learners will be able to:
1. Define participatory design and explain its purpose and advantages in furniture design.
2. Identify methods for engaging users and stakeholders in the design process.
3. Analyse examples of participatory design projects and extract key success factors.
4. Apply participatory design principles to furniture concepts or prototypes.
5. Reflect on the challenges and ethical considerations of collaborative design work.

Facilitation Notes
1. Opening Discussion
· Ask: Who usually makes design decisions, and who gets to contribute?
· Use this to introduce the principle that design should be done with people, not for people.
2. Lecture Input
· Define participatory design and trace its roots in Scandinavian design and community-based development.
· Introduce participatory tools and techniques such as:
· Interviews and focus groups
· Co-design workshops
· Storyboarding and scenario building
· User testing and feedback loops
3. Case Study Exploration
· Present a South African case study where furniture or interior elements were developed with community participation (e.g., school furniture designed with input from teachers and learners).
· Discuss what made the process successful or difficult, and how the community benefitted.
4. Group Activity: Stakeholder Mapping
· Learners choose a hypothetical project (e.g., seating for a community library or adaptable desks for small urban flats).
· In groups, map out potential stakeholders and design a participatory process to engage them meaningfully.
5. Studio Application
· Learners begin a concept sketch or small prototype informed by input gathered from mock user interviews or personas.
· The focus is not only on the physical outcome but on how feedback and collaboration shaped the design.
6. Ethics Reflection
· Facilitate a discussion about power dynamics in participatory design:
· How do we avoid tokenism?
· How do we ensure mutual respect and benefit?

Assessment Guidelines (linked to IACs)
· IAC0101: Learners should show awareness of human systems and spatial dynamics through collaborative engagement.
· IAC0102: Assess learners’ ability to apply anthropometrics and user-specific needs through inclusive design processes.
· IAC0103: Evaluate project ideation and the influence of user participation on design evolution.
· IAC0105 – IAC0106: Interpret participatory methodologies and compare their relevance and outcomes to more traditional design approaches.

Suggested Resources
· Books:
· “Participatory Design: Principles and Practices” edited by Douglas Schuler & Aki Namioka
· “Design for the Real World” by Victor Papanek
· Toolkits:
· IDEO’s Human-Centred Design Toolkit
· Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) methods adapted for design settings
· Videos and Articles:
· Documentaries on community-led urban or product design
· Research articles on co-design in African contexts
· Possible External Involvement:
· Invite a community leader, user, or artisan to co-facilitate a class design brief
· Organise a mini co-design session with real users or students from another faculty
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Topic Elements
This topic introduces the ethical responsibilities of furniture designers within social, cultural, and environmental contexts. Design ethics involves making conscious choices that consider the well-being of users, communities, ecosystems, and future generations. Learners will examine ethical dilemmas in design practice, explore value-driven decision-making, and consider their roles as professionals accountable to both clients and society.

Learning Outcomes
By the end of this topic, learners will be able to:
1. Define design ethics and identify key ethical principles relevant to furniture design.
2. Analyse common ethical dilemmas in the design process, including sustainability, representation, and exploitation.
3. Evaluate how design decisions affect people, communities, and the environment.
4. Apply ethical reasoning in design projects and justify choices made.
5. Reflect on their own values and responsibilities as emerging design professionals.

Facilitation Notes
1. Introduction and Engagement
· Ask learners: What values should guide a furniture designer’s decisions?
· Facilitate a group discussion on honesty, transparency, responsibility, respect, and fairness in design practice.
2. Lecture Input
· Define ethics and distinguish between personal, professional, and societal ethics.
· Explore ethical frameworks such as:
· Consequentialism (outcomes-focused)
· Deontology (duty- and rules-based)
· Virtue ethics (character-driven)
· Discuss real-world issues in furniture design:
· Greenwashing and misleading sustainability claims
· Cultural appropriation in aesthetics
· Unsafe or non-inclusive products
· Labour exploitation in materials sourcing and manufacturing
3. Case Study Analysis
· Present a controversial design case (e.g., a designer criticised for exploiting indigenous symbols or unsustainable mass production).
· Discuss what went wrong, who was affected, and how the designer could have responded more ethically.
4. Critical Thinking Exercise
· Pose scenarios such as:
· A client asks for a design using endangered wood.
· A mass-produced item is functional but breaks easily, increasing landfill waste.
· Learners must identify the ethical issue and propose a responsible course of action.
5. Studio Application
· Learners revisit a previous furniture concept and assess it through an ethical lens.
· Identify one design decision they would now revise based on ethical considerations.
6. Reflection Task
· Learners write a short personal code of ethics for themselves as future designers.
· Share selected statements and reflect on how values influence design practice.

Assessment Guidelines (linked to IACs)
· IAC0101: Examine learners’ understanding of how ethical considerations influence human-centred systems in design environments.
· IAC0102: Assess application of ethical principles in studio work, particularly concerning environmental and social impacts.
· IAC0103: Evaluate the depth of reasoning and ethical critique in concept presentations.
· IAC0105 – IAC0106: Analyse how learners interpret, apply, and compare ethical methodologies in design decision-making.

Suggested Resources
· Books:
· “Design Ethics: Reflections on Practice” by Emma Felton
· “The Responsible Object: A History of Design Ideology for the Future” edited by Marjanne van Helvert
· Articles and Toolkits:
· Design Justice Network Principles
· Ethical design checklists from global design institutions
· Videos and Discussions:
· Interviews with South African designers on ethical sourcing and representation
· Panel discussions on the ethics of consumption and design responsibility
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Assessment Task Using a Case Study
This formative assessment is based on a real-world case scenario and addresses Internal Assessment Criteria (IAC0101 to IAC0106). Learners are expected to analyse the design context, respond to anthropometric and environmental considerations, and critically evaluate methodologies and trends in relation to a furniture design brief.

Case Study Scenario
A local municipality has commissioned a team of designers to furnish a newly developed public transport hub in a South African metropolitan area. The site includes interior waiting areas, semi-covered walkways, and an outdoor plaza where commuters wait, rest, and socialise. The design brief calls for a series of seating solutions that are inclusive, vandal-resistant, climate-appropriate, and reflective of local identity. The project must be environmentally sustainable and must include community input. You are a lead furniture designer on the team and are required to respond to the design brief through concept development, critical reflection, and application of appropriate design methodologies.

Assessment Questions
1. (IAC0101)
Describe the human factors that must be considered when designing seating for each of the three areas (interior, semi-covered walkway, and outdoor plaza).
2. (IAC0102)
Using anthropometric data, propose two design features that ensure comfort and accessibility for diverse users.
3. (IAC0103)
Outline your concept development process. Include at least two ideation techniques and reflect on how critique might refine your design.
4. (IAC0104)
Identify one societal trend and one influential designer that you would consider in responding to this brief. Explain their relevance to your design.
5. (IAC0105)
Select two design methodologies and explain how each could be applied to develop and test your seating solutions.
6. (IAC0106)
Compare and contrast the two methodologies selected in Question 5. Which is most suitable for this project and why?

Model Answers
Q1:
Designs should address comfort, posture, reachability, safety, visual accessibility, climate exposure, and user flow. Interior areas may need softer seating and backrests; semi-covered walkways require durable materials; outdoor seating needs UV- and water-resistant finishes.
Q2:
a) Seat height between 430 mm and 460 mm to accommodate the 5th to 95th percentile adult.
b) Armrests and backrests for elderly or mobility-impaired users, placed at ergonomic heights (200–250 mm above seat level).
Q3:
Use of mind mapping and sketching for ideation. Peer critiques and user feedback from mock-ups help identify flaws and improve ergonomics and relevance.
Q4:
Trend: Eco-conscious design—focuses on minimising waste and using sustainable materials.
Designer: Hella Jongerius—known for blending craft with modern production and addressing social design themes.
Q5:
Methodology 1: Human-centred design—engaging end-users through interviews and prototyping.
Methodology 2: Systems thinking—mapping environmental and social impacts from production to use.
Q6:
Human-centred design excels in user responsiveness but may miss systemic impacts. Systems thinking is holistic but less personalised. For this brief, systems thinking is more appropriate due to the scale and sustainability requirements.

Marking Memo
Each question is worth 10 marks. Award marks based on completeness, relevance, and critical thinking.
· Q1: 2 marks per relevant human factor linked to each setting
· Q2: 5 marks per valid anthropometric feature with justification
· Q3: 4 marks for ideation method, 6 marks for critique reflection
· Q4: 5 marks for identifying trend and designer, 5 marks for relevance
· Q5: 5 marks per methodology with application detail
· Q6: 5 marks for comparison, 5 marks for method justification

Assessment Rubric
	Criteria
	Excellent (9–10)
	Competent (6–8)
	Basic/Needs Improvement (0–5)

	Relevance to Brief
	Highly relevant and insightful; fully addresses contextual needs
	Generally relevant; some contextual gaps
	Superficial or incorrect application; lacks relevance

	Application of Anthropometrics
	Correct, well-justified application; accommodates diverse users
	Acceptable use of data; some gaps in logic
	Misapplied or unjustified data; lacks understanding

	Ideation and Reflection
	Deeply reflective; multiple methods explored and well justified
	Some reflection with limited methods or insight
	Minimal ideation and poor reflection

	Trends and Influencers
	Thoughtfully selected and clearly linked to design response
	Appropriate but not well justified
	Vague or misaligned selection

	Application of Methodologies
	Clearly structured, with specific design outcomes informed by methodology
	Basic understanding of methods with partial application
	Weak or no application of appropriate methodology

	Comparison of Methodologies
	Insightful, critical comparison with strong rationale for preference
	Reasonable comparison and justification
	Lacks understanding or comparison not clearly explained
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1. Purpose of the Knowledge Topic
The purpose of this knowledge topic is to foster innovation, experimentation, and critical exploration in the field of furniture design. Learners are encouraged to move beyond conventional design thinking and practices by challenging established norms and theories around furniture’s form, function, structure, and materiality. This topic empowers learners to become design explorers—open to risk-taking, hypothesis testing, and new possibilities within the design process.
Experimental furniture design allows for conceptual development that is imaginative, often provocative, and grounded in an informed investigation of new and alternative approaches. By disrupting traditional aesthetics, functionality, and material use, learners can explore and articulate original design solutions that respond to evolving cultural, technological, and environmental contexts.

2. Key Knowledge Areas
This knowledge topic includes the following core elements:
· KT0201: Challenging Traditional Theories
Investigation into established design theories and conventions, with an emphasis on how these can be questioned, subverted, or reimagined.
· KT0202: Exploration and Online Research
Emphasis on self-directed investigation, particularly using digital platforms and global design references, to broaden learners’ exposure to innovative practices.
· KT0203: Materials Not Normally Associated with Furniture
Research and testing of unconventional materials such as fiberglass, recycled plastics, paper, and found objects, encouraging learners to push the boundaries of expected material use.
· KT0204: Alternative Furniture Designs and Unusual Materials
Concept development and prototyping of unique or speculative furniture pieces that may be expressive, sculptural, multifunctional, or conceptual in nature.

3. Internal Assessment Criteria (IACs) and Weighting
Assessment for this topic focuses on the learner’s ability to:
· IAC0201: Challenge traditional theories of furniture design, particularly in relation to structure, materials, and function.
· IAC0202: Formulate and test design hypotheses through experimentation and reflection.
· IAC0203: Explore and evaluate the use of materials such as fiberglass, experimental paint, and others not traditionally associated with furniture.
· IAC0204: Conduct independent online research to discover new furniture materials and influences.
· IAC0205: Present alternative furniture concepts and experimental designs through professional slide presentations.
This topic carries 50% of the total weighting for KM-16 and will be assessed through experimental prototypes, research presentations, reflective journals, and visual documentation.

4. Application in Furniture Design
This topic positions learners to develop a more experimental, expressive, and boundary-pushing design identity. In the furniture industry—particularly in bespoke, conceptual, and exhibition design contexts—there is increasing value placed on innovation and originality. The knowledge and skills developed through this topic will enable learners to critically question what furniture is and what it could be, equipping them to respond with creativity and rigour to an ever-changing design landscape.
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Topic Elements
This topic introduces learners to the concept of questioning and reinterpreting traditional theories of furniture design. Conventional design often focuses on utility, standardised aesthetics, and functional ergonomics. In contrast, this topic encourages learners to critically examine these conventions and explore alternative possibilities in form, purpose, and user interaction. Learners are challenged to reflect on the "why" behind familiar furniture typologies and are encouraged to challenge structural norms, traditional aesthetics, and accepted material choices.

Learning Outcomes
By the end of this topic, learners will be able to:
1. Describe the core principles of traditional furniture design theories.
2. Identify assumptions underlying conventional design norms in terms of form, structure, and function.
3. Analyse how historical and cultural contexts shape design conventions.
4. Propose conceptual design approaches that subvert or reinterpret traditional theories.
5. Develop experimental design concepts that challenge or redefine how furniture is perceived or used.

Facilitation Notes
1. Opening Discussion
· Begin with the question: What makes a chair a chair?
· Discuss functional, cultural, and symbolic expectations, and how these are shaped by tradition.
2. Lecture Input
· Outline the dominant principles of traditional furniture theory: functionality, ergonomics, symmetry, material familiarity, and user expectation.
· Contrast these with modern and post-modern movements that challenge these norms (e.g., Bauhaus, Memphis Group, Droog Design).
· Use examples where design purposefully disrupts or redefines furniture function or form.
3. Visual Case Study Exercise
· Present images of unconventional furniture pieces (e.g., sculptural seating, multifunctional objects, non-usable art pieces).
· Facilitate a class critique on each: What is being challenged? Is it still “furniture”? What message or interaction is being proposed?
4. Concept Sketching Exercise
· Learners are tasked with sketching a concept that breaks at least one traditional rule of furniture design (e.g., non-ergonomic, ambiguous function, unusual form).
· Annotate the sketch to explain what theory or assumption is being challenged.
5. Reflection and Dialogue
· Ask learners to reflect in small groups: What is the value of challenging tradition in design?
· Facilitate a short dialogue on the tension between innovation and usability.

Assessment Guidelines (linked to IAC0201)
· Learners must demonstrate awareness of traditional design conventions and the ability to critique or subvert them.
· Assess their conceptual clarity, originality, and critical reflection on structural, material, or functional design norms.

Suggested Resources
· Books:
· “1000 Chairs” by Charlotte & Peter Fiell
· “Design of the 20th Century” by Charlotte & Peter Fiell
· Videos and Interviews:
· Design documentaries exploring radical furniture concepts
· Talks by experimental designers explaining their approach to breaking conventions
· Exhibition References:
· Document past design exhibitions that celebrated non-traditional or conceptual furniture design (e.g., SaloneSatellite, Dutch Design Week)
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Topic Elements
This topic focuses on developing learners’ ability to conduct independent, digital, and design-focused research. Exploration and online research serve as the foundation for innovation in experimental furniture design. Learners are expected to investigate unconventional materials, emerging technologies, and contemporary practices across global design cultures. Emphasis is placed on critical evaluation of online content, sourcing visual and conceptual inspiration, and applying research findings to inform and support experimental design processes.

Learning Outcomes
By the end of this topic, learners will be able to:
1. Conduct focused online research to gather design references, case studies, and experimental practices.
2. Evaluate the credibility, relevance, and originality of online sources and material samples.
3. Use digital platforms to identify global trends in experimental furniture design.
4. Document and organise research findings in a way that supports concept development.
5. Apply online research insights to inspire new material applications or design directions.

Facilitation Notes
1. Introduction Activity
· Ask learners to reflect on how they usually search for design inspiration online.
· Discuss differences between passive scrolling and active, structured exploration.
2. Lecture Input
· Teach research strategies specific to furniture design:
· Using design journals, digital archives (e.g., Dezeen, Core77, Designboom)
· Researching exhibitions, festivals (e.g., Milan Design Week, WantedDesign, Cape Town Design Week)
· Social platforms (Pinterest, Behance, Instagram) with critical filtering
· Keyword and image-based searches
3. Research Task
· Learners are tasked to find three examples of experimental furniture using online sources.
· At least one must use an unconventional material.
· At least one must question traditional function or form.
· Learners create a short research collage or digital mood board, including images, designer names, brief descriptions, and links to original sources.
4. Critical Reflection
· Each learner selects one example from their board and reflects in writing:
· What design challenge is being addressed?
· What material choices stand out?
· How does this example influence their own thinking?
5. Group Sharing and Feedback
· Learners present their mood boards and reflections in small groups.
· Peers provide feedback on originality and relevance of the sources selected.

Assessment Guidelines (linked to IAC0204)
· Learners must show evidence of structured, relevant online research with application to furniture design.
· Evaluation focuses on research depth, the ability to critically engage with sources, and how the findings inform experimental thinking.

Suggested Resources
· Digital Platforms:
· Designboom, Dezeen, Domus, ArchDaily
· MaterialDistrict and Material ConneXion (experimental material libraries)
· Pinterest (for visual clustering), Behance (for designer portfolios)
· YouTube (for processes, materials, or exhibitions walkthroughs)
· Tools and Apps:
· Milanote or Canva (for organising visual research)
· Google Scholar (for theoretical or technical design articles)
· Exercise Support:
· Provide learners with a research template or format for compiling their findings and citations.
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Topic Elements
This topic introduces learners to unconventional materials and their potential application in furniture design. Traditionally, furniture has been constructed from wood, metal, leather, and textiles. This topic encourages learners to expand beyond those conventions and explore the creative and functional possibilities of materials such as fiberglass, paper, concrete, rubber, recycled matter, and biodegradable composites. Emphasis is placed on experimentation, risk-taking, and hands-on testing to challenge material expectations and create new narratives in design.

Learning Outcomes
By the end of this topic, learners will be able to:
1. Identify and research non-traditional materials that can be applied to furniture design.
2. Explain the aesthetic, functional, and environmental implications of using such materials.
3. Evaluate the suitability of an experimental material in terms of structure, surface quality, and user interaction.
4. Conduct small-scale material experiments to observe behaviour, strength, and finish.
5. Integrate at least one unconventional material into a concept prototype or visual proposal.

Facilitation Notes
1. Introduction Discussion
· Ask learners: What materials have you never seen in furniture—but think could work?
· List responses and discuss assumptions about what makes a material “appropriate” or “inappropriate”.
2. Lecture Input
· Present examples of designers using unconventional materials:
· Fiberglass chairs by Eames and contemporary fibreglass uses
· Recycled plastic by Dirk Vander Kooij
· Cardboard by Frank Gehry
· Concrete benches, glass seating, 3D-printed bioplastics
· Discuss performance characteristics (e.g., strength, weight, flexibility, environmental impact).
3. Exploration Activity
· Set up a material testing station where learners can handle or observe samples of materials not normally associated with furniture.
· Allow learners to make small mock-ups or swatches using found objects, recycled items, or unconventional materials.
4. Design Experiment Task
· Learners are given a design brief (e.g., a stool for an art gallery or a side table for a conceptual interior).
· They must propose a material not commonly used for furniture and justify its inclusion.
· A visual sample, sketch, or digital render is required to demonstrate the idea.
5. Reflection Discussion
· Learners reflect on:
· How their chosen material challenged their thinking
· What constraints or benefits the material presented
· How users might respond to the unexpected material

Assessment Guidelines (linked to IAC0203)
· Assess learners on their ability to explore, select, and justify materials not traditionally associated with furniture.
· Emphasis should be placed on creativity, experimental attitude, and appropriate testing or demonstration of the material.

Suggested Resources
· Material Libraries:
· MaterialDistrict (https://www.materialdistrict.com/)
· GreenSpec and Material ConneXion databases
· PlasticsSA and industry-relevant South African recyclers
· Books and References:
· “Materials for Design” by Victoria Ballard Bell
· “New Materials in Design” by Daniel Kula
· Videos and Tutorials:
· YouTube tutorials on fiberglass application, casting concrete, or using bioplastics
· Designer walkthroughs showing unusual materials in action
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Topic Elements
This topic encourages learners to develop and present furniture concepts that depart radically from standard norms of form, function, material, and meaning. Alternative furniture designs often challenge conventional definitions of what furniture should look like, how it is used, or even whether it functions in a traditional sense. Learners explore creative boundaries by experimenting with expressive, sculptural, or interactive pieces that may be speculative, conceptual, or multi-functional. These designs are supported by the use of unusual or repurposed materials, encouraging the learner to express original ideas with bold visual narratives.

Learning Outcomes
By the end of this topic, learners will be able to:
1. Identify and critique examples of alternative furniture designs from South Africa and abroad.
2. Analyse how form, function, and materiality are reinterpreted in experimental design.
3. Develop an original furniture concept that challenges conventional furniture typologies.
4. Justify the use of unconventional forms and materials in their design.
5. Create a digital or physical prototype and present it using a curated visual presentation (e.g., slides or digital portfolio).

Facilitation Notes
1. Visual Inspiration Session
· Present a curated slideshow of alternative furniture pieces:
· Sculptural chairs, transformable storage, floating tables, modular installations
· Furniture with symbolic or narrative functions (e.g., activism, memory, provocation)
· Discuss: What makes this “furniture”? How is it different from art? What does it communicate?
2. Designer Case Study
· Share examples from experimental designers such as:
· Porky Hefer (South Africa – immersive seating pods)
· Maarten Baas (burnt furniture series)
· Nendo (minimal yet conceptual Japanese furniture)
· Faye Toogood (clay and textile-based forms)
· Focus on the designer’s intention and the material or functional experiment.
3. Studio Task: Concept Proposal
· Learners are asked to design an alternative furniture piece using at least one unconventional material or conceptual approach.
· The design must challenge a traditional idea (e.g., permanence, comfort, mobility, shape).
· Learners document the concept using sketches, mood boards, and explanatory notes.
4. Prototyping or Digital Modelling
· Learners create a maquette, digital render, or material sample that captures the essence of their concept.
· Encourage risk-taking, creative form-making, and exploratory use of materials.
5. Presentation and Critique
· Each learner creates a slide presentation (aligned to IAC0205) showcasing their concept, influences, material testing, and final design.
· Class critiques should focus on originality, clarity of intent, and expressive potential.

Assessment Guidelines (linked to IAC0201, IAC0202, IAC0205)
· Learners should demonstrate originality in form and materiality while articulating how their design challenges conventional furniture theories.
· Assessment should consider concept development, research grounding, presentation quality, and ability to articulate design intent.

Suggested Resources
· Books and Catalogues:
· “Out of the Ordinary: Spectacular Craft” by Victoria and Albert Museum
· “Extra Ordinary: The Evolution of the Ordinary Object”
· Exhibition Archives:
· Dutch Design Week, Milan Design Week experimental sections, Cape Town Design Indaba
· Tools for Presentation:
· PowerPoint, Canva, or Adobe Express
· Physical model-making kits or 3D modelling tools (e.g., SketchUp, Rhino, Blender)
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Knowledge Topics Covered:
· KT0201: Challenging Traditional Theories
· KT0202: Exploration and Online Research
· KT0203: Materials Not Normally Associated with Furniture
· KT0204: Alternative Furniture Designs and Unusual Materials
Internal Assessment Criteria (IACs)
· IAC0201 to IAC0205
Weight: 50%

Case Study Scenario
You have been invited to submit a proposal for an upcoming Experimental Design Exhibition in Cape Town titled “Beyond the Chair: Reimagining Furniture”. The brief calls for a piece of furniture that challenges traditional structure, materials, and function. You are expected to explore alternative design methodologies, conduct online research to support your concept, and present your experimental proposal using visual and written material. The final presentation must include references to at least one unusual material and demonstrate an understanding of how furniture can provoke thought or interaction beyond mere use.

Assessment Questions
Q1. (KT0201 / IAC0201)
Select one traditional theory of furniture design (structure, ergonomics, or function). Explain how you will challenge this theory in your proposed concept.
Q2. (KT0202 / IAC0204)
Describe your online research process. Identify two designers or experimental pieces that inspired your concept and briefly explain why they are relevant.
Q3. (KT0203 / IAC0203)
Choose one material not normally associated with furniture. Describe its qualities and explain how it will be used in your design.
Q4. (KT0204 / IAC0202, IAC0205)
Develop a concept sketch or visual mock-up and describe your design. What is unconventional about its appearance, interaction, or purpose? How does it invite the viewer or user to think differently about furniture?

Model Answers
Q1 Model Answer:
I am challenging the function of furniture by creating a chair that cannot be fully sat on in a conventional way. The piece tilts forward, requiring the user to lean and balance. This invites reflection on the act of sitting, encouraging more awareness and engagement with the object.
Q2 Model Answer:
I used Pinterest, Dezeen, and Instagram to gather inspiration. I was influenced by Maarten Baas’s burnt furniture series for its critique of perfection, and Porky Hefer’s animal pod seating for its immersive, playful function. Both designers embrace risk and provoke emotional reactions.
Q3 Model Answer:
I chose waxed fabric stiffened with resin. It is usually used in fashion or art installations. It will form a semi-rigid seat shell that deforms slightly with use. Its unpredictability and texture add interest and disrupt expectations about comfort and stability.
Q4 Model Answer:
My design is a low floor bench with irregular curves, made from a combination of bent metal rods and concrete-filled balloon forms. It cannot be fully understood until touched or used. The unconventional form creates a sculpture-like presence, encouraging users to interpret how to interact with it.

Marking Memo
Each question is marked out of 10 marks.
· Q1 (IAC0201): 5 marks for clear identification of the traditional theory, 5 marks for originality and feasibility of the challenge.
· Q2 (IAC0204): 5 marks for structured online research, 5 marks for relevance and reflection on selected influences.
· Q3 (IAC0203): 5 marks for appropriate material selection, 5 marks for practical and conceptual integration into the design.
· Q4 (IAC0202 and IAC0205): 4 marks for concept development, 3 marks for unconventional aspects, 3 marks for quality of description or visual representation.

Assessment Rubric
	Criteria
	Excellent (9–10)
	Competent (6–8)
	Needs Improvement (0–5)

	Challenging Traditional Theory
	Strong conceptual clarity; bold and well-reasoned disruption
	General understanding; partially justified deviation
	Weak or unclear challenge; lacks originality

	Online Research and Exploration
	Well-structured, broad and relevant references used
	Some effort shown; limited analysis of sources
	Minimal or unrelated research presented

	Unconventional Material Use
	Material is innovative, feasible, and meaningfully integrated
	Material is appropriate but may lack originality or depth
	Unsuitable or superficial material application

	Concept Development and Presentation
	Clearly articulated concept, creative execution, thoughtful user focus
	Coherent idea, some innovation, reasonable visuals or explanation
	Confusing or underdeveloped concept, weak visuals or description
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