PROBLEMS
OF EDUCATION

IN THE 21 CENTURY
Volume 67, 2015

OPPORTUNITIES FOR STUDENTS'
INDEPENDENT PROFESSIONAL
ACTIVITIES IN DESIGN STUDY PROCESS

Aina Strode
Rezekne Higher Educational Institution, Rezekne, Latvia
E-mail: aina.strode@ru.lv

Abstract

The research problem is determined by involvement and competitiveness of young designers in the labour
market that is related to the opportunities of gaining professional experience within independent profes-
sional activities during the design studies in higher education. The aim of the research is to determine
development of the formation of students’-prospective designers’ professionalism in the study process.
Literature study, questionnaire and interview included in mixed methods design. Qualitative and quanti-
tative data collected from six 4" year students of Rezekne Higher Education Institution Bachelor program
"Interior design". The research results show the opportunities for independent professional activities dur-
ing the design study process in the context of interaction between personality and professional abilities.
Key words: design education, higher education, mixed methods design, professionalism.

Introduction

Perception of the role of design in economy, business and well-being of community has
significantly changed over the last decade. Design is defined as one of the most important inno-
vation tools in the economic development and finding solutions for environmental and societal
challenges, which is reflected in a series of strategic documents both in the European Union and
in other world countries.

The aim of design education is to give students the opportunity to acquire professional
competencies necessary to work in changing conditions in design and related industries, inte-
grating in the curriculum, in the process of teaching and learning topicalities of design and relat-
ed fields, promoting the creative, critical and systemic thinking, research skills, self-motivation
and culture of lifelong learning (Irbite, 2014b).

The research problem is determined by instability that characterizes today’s reality,
changes the range of problems solved by design methods, as well as designer’s tasks and work
process, therefore, new requirements for skills and knowledge necessary for work in the design
industry have been established. The involvement opportunities and competitiveness of young
designers in the labour market is still being associated with quantity and quality of professional
experience, which is initially possible to obtain through independent professional activities
during the study process.

The information about research on design education carried out in Latvia and in the
world was inspected during the article development process. In Latvia the research on design
education in historical, structural and qualitative aspect is carried out by A. Irbite (Irbite, 2013;
Irbite, 2014a, 2014b). R. Buchanan (1998) analyzes education and professional practice issues
in design, emphasizing the design thinking as an opportunity to expand traditionally acquired
basic knowledge and skills during studies.

The aim of the research is to determine the development of the formation of students’-
prospective designers’ professionalism in the study process.
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Comparative Analysis of the Concept of Professionalism, Professional Competence and the
Content of Students' Independent Professional Activities

The analysis of theoretical sources (Blank et al., 1998; Druzhilov, 2001, etc.) shows
that the concept of professionalism is much wider than professional competence. Being a pro-
fessional does not mean only to know how to do, but also to be able to apply this knowledge
and strive for a certain result. This means that assessing professionalism, the effectiveness
of professional activity must be assessed (Druzhilov, 2001). In Acmeology the category of
professionalism is defined as a qualitative characteristics of subject’s activity that determines
the level of contemporary content and usage of means when solving the tasks, as well as pro-
ductive techniques for their implementation (Kuzmina, 1990; Bodalev, 1998; Derkach, 2001;
Anisimov, 2002, etc.). In the acquisition of professionalism it is necessary to have proper skills,
will and character, willingness to learn independently and improve proficiency. The concept
of professionalism is not limited to the characteristics of skilled labour, it is also a particular
worldview of a human (Druzhilov, 2005).

V. Bodrov’s (boapos, 2001) explanation of professionalism in the structure of profes-
sionally oriented personality indicates the professionalism as the highest peak, which is based
on professional knowledge, professional experience, professional competence and professional
effectiveness. This structure confirms the systematic character of professionalism. Professional-
ism is the result of interaction of two systems - personality and professional activity.

A component of professionalism is professional competence. 1. Maslo and 1. Tilla (Maslo
& Tilla, 2005) define competence as an individual combination of skills and experience ground-
ed in experience-generating opportunities. "In procedural meaning it continually develops be-
cause skills are developed lifelong and experience is gained continually and there are always
new opportunities for gaining experience" (Tilla, 2005, p. 39). H. Huber, F. Senger (1942) and
V. Bohm (1979) connect the concept of competence with the sphere of professional activity.
They deal with the competence as the expression of abilities through professional activities,
therefore competence is revealed in professionalism.

The component of activity in the structure of professionalism characterizes the experi-
ence gaining process.

Analyzing professionalism and various aspects of specialist’s maturity A. Markova
(MapkoBa, 1996) classifies four types of professional competence: special, social, personal
and individual. Special competence or professional competence of activities characterizes the
implementation of activity at a high level and includes not only proper knowledge, but also
the ability to apply knowledge in practice. Social professional competence is characterized by
the skills of using approaches of mutual professional activities and cooperation, which are ad-
opted among professionals. Personality professional competence is characterized by the skills
of using self-expression and self-development techniques, specialist’s skills to plan his work,
to make decisions independently, to see the problems. Individual professional competence is
characterized by the skill of using self-regulation, professional development, and sustainable
professional motivational techniques.

Students' independent professional activities are formed on the basis of general and pro-
fessional knowledge, skills and attitudes, which in turn form and develop in the result of profes-
sional activity and professional cooperation, as well as in self-organized professional activity
(Strode, 2010).

Methodology of Research

The literature study, the questionnaire and the interview included in mixed methods de-
sign. Qualitative and quantitative data collected from six 4" study year students of Rezekne
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Higher Education Institution (Latvia) Bachelor program "Interior design". Gender division: 5
- women, 1 - man. Age range: 22-24 years. The research was conducted in October 2015.

Comparative analysis of the concept of professionalism, professional competence and
the content of students' independent professional activity has been carried out in order to deter-
mine the categories and concepts for the content analysis of group interview.

In the questionnaire students answered which responsibilities and tasks they performed
in the study process at university, in practice at company or as the independent professional
activity. Responsibilities and tasks (n=44) from Interior designer’s professional standard (MK
noteikumi Nr.461, 2010) were included in the questionnaire. According to each accomplished
professional task students had to mark one or more choices. Students filled in the questionnaire
form and sent it to the author by email. The questionnaire analysis was performed by counting
frequency of answer options.

The next stage of the research was carried out in a group structured interview. Its aim
was to find out the students' opportunities to carry out professional tasks in the study process.

A group interview is the way how to collect qualitative data by involving a small group
of people. In a short time the method allows to get a lot of information. There is a minus -
people with different or unpopular views may withhold their true thoughts.

Each of the six students answered to the questions about their professional activities
during their studies and plans after graduation. The group interview was carried out in an audi-
torium. The interview time - 40 minutes. The respondents' answers were recorded on the tape.
The transcription of the group interview was done successively, i.e. each student’s answers
were marked by student identification letter: A, B, C, D, E, F.

In the analysis of group interview the relational content analysis was used, determining
the compliance of content units with the sub-categories and categories.

Results of Research
Analysis of Questionnaire Results

Although the questionnaire was completed by respondents who are studying in the same
study program and in the same group, the tasks set in the professional standard were performed
very differently in each case (in the study process, in practice, or independent professional
activity). In all cases, the largest number of positive responses was marked in the column "inde-
pendently". Evaluating the completed questionnaires as a whole, the most marked tasks are in-
cluded in the tasks of Interior designer’s professional standard specified in sections "1. Specify
the requirements", "2. Analyze data and coordinate project components" and "3. Develop a full
range of interior design project" (see Table 1). The smallest number of answers is related to the
professional obligations "5. Plan project implementation, perform author’s supervision" (see
Table 2). When viewing all 6 cases, none of professional tasks was marked in all 3 possible op-
tions (Z = 18). The tables present the insight into the most frequently indicated options (£ = 17)
(see Table 1) and the least frequently indicated (X = 5) (see Table 2) professional tasks.
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Table 1. The most frequently performed professional tasks.

Tasksl/ Interior designer’s professional standard During In practice Indepen-
(the numbering corresponds to Interior designer’s responsibilities studies dently
indicated in the professional standard (MK noteikumi Nr.461, 2010) 1 — number of cases
2.1. Analyze the information related to the project 6 4 6
2.3. Analyze structural, functional, stylistic and contextual characteristics of

. . 6 5 6
the projected object
2.9. Calculate the costs of the project 4 6 6
3.6. Choose finishing materials, finishing forms and interior coloristic solu-
. . . 6 4 6
tions appropriate to functions and style of the room
3.8. Choose and assemble furniture and light fixtures appropriate to design 6 4 6
concept

Table 2. The least frequently performed professional tasks.
Tasks/ Interior designer’s professional standard (MK noteikumi Nr.461, During . Indepen-
. In practice
2010) studies dently
4.3. Conform the project documentation; 3 0 2
5.4. If necessary, draw up the project implementation cost estimates; 2 0 3
5.5. Monitor the congruence of implementation with the concept of the project
! . L 0 2 3

and aesthetic and technical qualities;
5.9. Find optimal problem-solving ways and conform them to other specialists 0 3 2
and customers.
6.2. Observe the rules and regulations of safe usage of electrical appliances 0 9 3
appropriate to the workplace and equipment;
6.3. Observe employees’ health safety regime appropriate to the workplace and 9 9 1

work equipment;

Analysis on Group Interview

At the beginning of the interview students were asked about the work that they would
like to do after graduation. Many students (A, B, C, F) expressed the wish to build their own
business. Some (A, F) students feel that they would not want to spend all day working at the
computer. Facing with professional work environment, many (A, B, C, F) respondents have
understood that the initial idea of the designer’s profession as a creative occupation has changed
since the designer's task is to fulfil the wishes of the client, which is not always in line with
the designer's point of view. Student D has recently begun to work in the design office and
is convinced that after acquiring university diploma, she will continue doing the same work
connected with the preparation of project materials, drawings and visualization design. This
student, unlike the others, during her studies had been independently doing contractual work
of interior designer. She admits that the work is impossible without graphical programs and
without computer skills and these skills are also appropriately rewarded. As an argument for
her independent activities the student mentions her interest in the chosen profession and the
desire to act, gaining experience. Other students (A, B, C, E, F) admit that they have gained
professional experience by meeting the orders of their friends and acquaintances, sometimes in
the interior, but mainly in the field of graphic design, because they have acquired appropriate
knowledge and skills in the study process.
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According to students’ opinion, the selection of the practice place is related to the indi-
vidual interests in exploring a specific field of design. For example, student C chose to work
in the Museum of Applied Art and Design with the aim to learn about the side-scenes of the
organization of exhibitions in the museum and he was surprised about the diversity of work
to be done, which is not always related to interior designer’s competencies. Assessing labour
market demand, a number of students (A, B, E) have chosen to improve their knowledge and
skills while working in companies and dealing with the development of graphic design. Student
F believes that it is important to have practice in the manufacturing facilities where it is possible
to see the process.

The students consider that the ability to concentrate on task performance, the opportunity
to work beyond working hours (A, B, E) and the ability to communicate (D, F) are significant
for professional work. Student C mentions his inability to perform the work within the specified
time as an obstacle. It has always caused problems in the study process, so he is not involved in
independent professional tasks yet.

Everyone feels that the work with a client, based on communication skills, as well as
the need to create ever-new, original design are the most difficult things in designer’s work.
Student D has positively assessed knowledge and skills acquired in the study process, which
provides extensive opportunities for the selection of activities. All students expressed a com-
mon idea that performing a particular task, the gaps in knowledge and skills should be mastered
independently.

Table 3. Content units, sub-categories and categories identified in the group
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interview.

Content units

Sub-category Category

Computer skills pay off (D)

RELUX program acquired in practice is useful (E)

| have consulted and created posters, etc. (A)

| have created and printed labels (C)

| have been very required for creating a visualization (D)

I've run the project implementation process - recruited workers,
visited shops together ... (D)

Special (activity) professional

competence Professional knowl-
(Special knowledge, skills edae and abilities
to apply the obtained knowl- g

edge practically)

There should be created a team, in individual enterprises too
(F)

It is difficult to offer personal and individual, put your own char-
acter and nothing can be done (F, E)

Working individually you may refuse to work with the client, but
at the office you have to do your work (D)

Itis necessary to be able to understand people, to convince
them not by speaking, but by displaying a number of high-
quality samples (B)

Social professional compe-
tence

(Skills of using mutual
professional activities and
cooperation techniques that
are accepted among) profes-
sionals

| don't feel that | do not want to do it - sometimes | do it faster,
but sometimes slower (D)

When | start doing the task, it fascinates (E)

If in the beginning | am lazy, then at the end | have to hurry up
and accomplish the task(C)

Salary disciplines the process of work (F)

Personally, | have high requirements for quality, which are not
always possible to implement (F)

A person always has to learn (A)

- — General personal
Persongllty and individual abilities
professional competence

(Specialist’s skills to plan his
professional activity, to make

decisions independently

and to see the problems.

Skills of using techniques of
self-regulation, professional
development, sustainable

professional motivation).
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Discussion

Mixed methods design of the research allows to generalize the role of design education
in specialists’ training and to determine the factors influencing the success of development of
their professionalism. The questionnaire on the performance of professional tasks and group
interview proved V. Bodrov’s (boapos, 2001) explanation of professionalism as the result of
interaction of two systems - personality and professional activity. According to A. Markova
(MapkoBa, 1996) the characteristics of special, social, personal and individual competencies
indicates professional targets of prospective designers, and their implementation is proved by
the results obtained in the study process and independent work.

Students of one study program pointed to different professional activity tasks that have
been acquired during the study process, practice and independent professional activities. This
reflects both the interest in the chosen profession and the willingness (or otherwise - unwilling-
ness) to gain professional experience, which is important in order to show the obtained knowl-
edge and skills in the profession to the employer. Moreover, the skills of applying techniques
of self-regulation, personal growth and sustainable professional motivation are significant in
the study process and professional activity. The development of design projects is usually con-
nected with certain deadlines, which raises the professional’s ability to plan his professional
activities, to make independent decisions, to see the problems. Similarly evaluating the design
education in universities, J. Frascara (2007) points to the need to acquire professional knowl-
edge and skills, as well as successful communication strategies that are an important part of the
professional activity, and to introduce them purposefully into study courses and study projects.
American researcher R. V. Zande (2011) illustrates the ways in which design education fosters
the skills needed in the global 21* century to help students make a better life for themselves and
their community and improve the world. These are: innovation and creativity, flexibility and
adaptability, collaboration or working as a team member, problem solving and critical thinking,
and communication.

Students, who are ready to pursue independent professional activities are in demand both
in the practice areas, and receive offers of employment, regardless of the actual situation in the
structure of labour market, because in Latvia there are no industrial enterprises, which can offer
a permanent job for designers. The country cannot be considered as the employer for the pro-
fessionals of the field of design. Focus group interview confirms that, in spite of the acquisition
of the study program "Interior design", students see their activities as possible in the field of
graphic design. This shows the benefit of the content of the program, which creates the basis for
the acquisition of professional knowledge and their diverse use in the field of design, according
to labour market demand.

Interview results are consistent with A.Irbite’s (2014b) studies on the structure of labour
market in the sphere of design. She concludes that the most available vacancies in 2014 were in
the field of advertising and printing and publishing industry. The interior designers are offered
vacancies in architectural and design companies. However, the number of school and university
graduates of design programs and their distinctive competencies are the factors that influence
the fact that not all of them can work in the sphere of design and architecture or set up their
own businesses. This is confirmed by the survey, where comparing different cases there is very
different students' self-esteem on performance of professional tasks. Students, who have carried
out professional tasks independently, confirmed in the discussion their purposefulness in the
choice of career and appropriate qualities of personality.
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Conclusions

The results of questionnaire confirm the possibilities of tasks to be carried out in the
study process in the context of professionalism, characterized by study projects and course
assignments, basing on the lecturer's requirements. If the student does not strive to take re-
sponsibility for the project implementation during practice or independent professional activity,
then a part of tasks related to practical work remains unsatisfied and possibly causes problems
for the choice of profession and the student is not able to show his professional competence to
employer and feels insecurity in taking up the duties.

Group interview results allow concluding that independent professional activities
require both special professional knowledge and skills and personal qualities and abilities that
are important components of professionalism. In order to implement independent activity, an
individual must have certain individual character traits and skills that can be developed by
persistent work. These are skills to make decisions and take responsibility for them; to think
analytically and to see the development of events in perspective; ability and desire to learn,
to acquire new knowledge; creativity; reliance on own merits; purposefulness; the ability to
interact; the ability to learn from personal mistakes, etc.

In order to ensure students' independent professional activities in the design study
process, the author recommends to abide the conditions of individual values, as well as the
content, activities and structure of the study process that include the result of interaction
between personality and professional activities and lead to professionalism. It appears in:

e student-oriented and socially oriented study work;

e providing availability of students' independent professional activities;

e cnsuring unity of theory and practice.
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