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Somebody Has To Go Polish The Stars

—Shel Silverstein

Somebody has to go polish the stars,
/L,\'f=_l=’ Aﬁ*ﬁ%&ia
They're looking a little bit dull.
ETIERERNRFRER,

Somebody has to go polish the stars,
EREEASEREE,
For the eagles and starlings and gulls

ARNEE. RSB
Have all been complaining they're tarnished and worn,
IR EENEN L,
They say they want new ones we cannot afford.

REEFRY, BHFHRA.

So please get your rags, And your polishing jars,

PRLAOE R LK AlIRT,

Somebody has to go polish the stars.
lLa\'f?/ Aﬁ*TREE’_::IEO
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Enacting Pluriversal Design Education:
The Importance of Positionality and

Intersectionality in Practice
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Many scholars argue that design education must be understood within specitic
historical and cultural contexts.

Design education should adopt plural perspectives, respecting diverse knowledge
systems and ways of being across the world.

Design teaching should not be treated as decontextualized skills training, but must be
situated within its historical and cultural conditions.

“Pluriversality”

is not merely about multiculturalism or cultural difference; at its core, it is about
understanding the world in multiple ways rather than through a single, universal

\worldview.

~
/




« Arises as a critique of singular, Eurocentric design education
 Seeks to decenter Western design approaches

Origins of Pluriversal Design

4 N\ ™
Emphasizes: “Design Futures of Education” > 2020:
e Inclusion of marginalized voices o Initiative addressing Eurocentrism in
« Respect for Indigenous and local design education
<nowledge systems
\. J \ y
4 N\ ( ™
Theoretical basis (Arturo Escobar): Significance:

« Expands how design is understood and
taught

« Opens pathways toward pluriversality
in design education

« Communities engage in self-design
through participatory processes

« Design should not be expert-led only
N J \




“Pluriversality” has gradually become an important issue in university-level design education.

However, within communication design programs, concrete practices, dialogue, and students’
ived experiences related to pluriversality remain limited.

Students’ engagement and understanding are often overlooked in broader discussions of
pluriversal design education.

To examine how design educators implement pluriversal design approaches and
how students respond to these pedagogical practices.

this understanding influences their future professional development.

Cl'o explore how students understand their own position within design, and how >

Cl'o bridge the gap between theory and practice through design education.




This study develops and tests a pedagogical framework.

Intersectionality (Core of the pedagogical framework)

To examine how intersecting identities—such as race, gender, and class—

shape the creation and reception of design >

| ( To understand how these identities interact with, and are influenced by,

power structures within the field of design
Student-centered learning Transformative learning theories




intersectional transformative design education framework

encourages students to...

« To question the power dynamics embedded in design )

—(

e To reflect on the ideological and cultural meanings carried by design )

Key pedagogical practices:

e To implement intersectional and
transtformative learning theories in the
classroom

« To explore how teaching can be
carried out through this framework

r

Modes of practice:

« Focusing on curriculum design, projects,
and assignments

« Translating pedagogical principles into
concrete and actionable design
education practices




Case Study

e Course: Communication Design History
e Location: RMIT University, Melbourne, Australia
o Student cohort: A diverse group consisting of both local and international students

« Data sources: Over 200 student design works and reflective texts collected and analyzed
in 2022 and 2023



These student works, combining visual and written components, reveal the complexity of
supporting students in engaging with, interpreting, and articulating their positionalities.

Positionality refers to identity characteristics that indicate social relational categories

-

These categories include:
e Race
« Nationality
e Class
« Gender
« Religious background
e Marital status
e Occupation
e Age

~

Positionality is relational and fluid
e It shifts depending on who we interact with and for what
purpose

These relationships:
o Shape identity
Influence how knowledge is produced and understood



These student works, combining visual and written components, reveal the complexity of
supporting students in engaging with, interpreting, and articulating their positionalities.

Positionality

Pluriversality

Placing positionality at the core of teaching does not require rejecting dominant design narratives
It helps students critically examine whose aesthetics, values, and voices are prioritized

r

r

N
Educators are encouraged to:
« Respond to work from students’ own
ived positions
« Move beyond Eurocentric evaluation
standards
« Support expressions of identity and
culture in design
y

Through dialogue on positionality:

» Students build critical awareness and
self-reflection

» Design education better engages with
pluriversality




Fanny Suhendra

o A Chinese Indonesian-born Peranakan woman and a settled migrant in Australia

o Educated and practiced design in Indonesia, the United Kingdom, and Australia; previously
pursued commercially driven notions of “good design”

e Turning point: during postgraduate studies, she recognized the need to decenter Western thinking
in order to embrace localized and diverse epistemologies

Nicola St John

« A fifth-generation settler of British and Irish descent

« Her education and professional practice on the Australian island continent have long been shaped
oy a Euro-Western worldview as a “single universe”

« Her engagement with the pluriverse began by decentering her own worldview and refocusing on
ocal knowledge and the unceded sovereignty of Indigenous peoples

10



The Relationship Between Positionality and Design

Positionality

« In English-speaking design contexts, the idea of the “neutral designer” has long dominated
« This assumption ignores how designers’ backgrounds shape design processes, methods, and outcomes

e In design education, it often leads to student work that is disconnected from personal identity,

«<nowledge, and worldview, and overly aligned with dominant aesthetics and processes

« Recent shifts across design disciplines highlight:

(Criticcﬂ reflection on power and representatiorD (The importance of positionality in design practice)

Despite this shift, design education still lacks concrete examples

demonstrating the value and necessity of positionality

11



Assignment: “Positionality Portrait”

Core questions Requirements
Visual component:
1 What histories do you bring Use any medium and technique
® todesign? to create a visualized personal

positionality portrait.

Written component:

Write an approximately 200word
reflection explaining how your
chosen visual elements or stylistic
approach represent your unique
positionality and personal
histories.

How do your identities, lived
2 o experiences, and interests
shape your design practice?

12



Research Method —Reflexive Thematic Analysis
Analysis of 210 student visual works and written reflections

p
Why is this method

« Provides a systematic yet flexible way to identity patterns and themes
« Emphasizes the researcher’s reflexivity and subjectivity as analytical resources

. J
( )
Key principle
 Researcher positionality influences teaching, analysis, and writing
e Subjectivity is acknowledged, not eliminated
. J

13



Complexities of Visually Representing Positionality

Literal approach:

Most students follow conventional

understandings of portraiture

Focus on a single aspect of identity (e.g.,

interests, place, childhood memori
Often use collage, but with limited
conceptual coherence

Emphasis is placed on visual appe

rather than critical reflection
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Conceptual approach:

« A smaller number of students challenge
traditional portrait conventions

o Use abstraction, negative space, motion, or
scenographic composition

« Successtully integrate intersecting identities
such as gender, culture, trauma, and place

« Produce clearer and more reflective visual

narratives



Intersectional Reflections: Focus on Familiar and Comfortable Narratives

Most students tend to focus on identity aspects that feel familiar and comfortable when exploring their
intersectional identities.Students often rely on one or a small number of identity markers, showing limited critical
engagement with intersectionality as a whole.

(Common patterns:

~\

White or structurally
privileged students often
foreground their marginalized
identities (e.g., gender, queer
identity, neurodiversity)

They are less likely to critically
reflect on their own positions
within racial, class-based, or
structural power relations.

 Students frequently construct identity through: A

e Physical traits or personality characteristics
e Personal values such as motivation or determination
e Interests and popular culture

Key limitation:

« Even when students recognize marginalization, they
often struggle to reflect on their own privilege
e Privilege is frequently obscured by marginalization

narratives.

» These representations often remain disconnected from broader social structures.)

.
( . )
In the Australian context:
o Students with visibly marginalized identities (non-white, migrant, non-English-
speaking backgrounds) more clearly articulate culture, ethnicity, and heritage
e Visual markers commonly include national symbols, skin tone, religious or
L cultural imagery, and place-based reterences. )

Only a small number of students are able to:

e Critically engage with themes of colonialism, migration,
European ancestry, or historical privilege

e Connect personal or family histories to structural power
relations.



Discussion: Layers of Design Positionality

The study shows that guiding students to reflect on positionality requires more nuanced scatfolding.
Rather than treating it as a linear process, positionality is better understood as a layered model that
moves from the outside inward.

i T r N
o NTERE o Outer Layer: Interests

e The most accessible entry point
e Includes popular culture, social issues, hobbies, and personal preferences

IIII" ( [ [ [ \
x Middle Layer: Lived Experiences
| o Personal histories such as childhood memories and significant life events
|
| ( ° ° \
) Core: Intersectional Identity
e The most challenging and fundamental layer

e Involves the complex intersections of power, privilege, and margina|izatiog
.

Content can move across layers, and teaching activities should be
S designed to gradually guide students toward the core, supporting
deeper and more critical reflection on positionality. 16



Conclusion: Supporting Relationships between Positionality and Design

e Positionality is foundational to pluriversal design education

e Students must learn to understand and express their own positionality, including power,

privilege, and marginalization

4 )
Key challenge:
e First-year students struggle with reflecting on
positionality and intersectionality
e A carefully scaffolded pedagogical
framework is essential
G J
4 )

.

Design history implication:

e Centers cultural and environmental context

e Reveals the subjectivity of historical knowledge

 Expands space for Indigenous and non-
Western perspectives

p
Why is it matters:
 Challenges hierarchical and Eurocentric
design narratives
e Rejects the idea of a single, universal “right”
design approach
o Recognizes design as contextual and plural
p

Takeaway:

« Teaching positionality strengthens critical
thinking

e Supports more equitable, inclusive, and
pluriversal design education

17



Thank you.
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Personas as Public, Audience, and Stereotype: A Critical Inquiry
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