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Abstract  

This thesis addresses the question: how comprehensive are principles of sustainability in 

the curricula of interior design degree programs in Canada?  Key trends in literature regarding 

sustainability in higher education have revealed influential factors, including faculty training, 

definitions for sustainable design practices, and the increasing usage of environmental 

assessment tools for buildings.  This case study conducted semi-structured interviews with the 

faculty of six accredited interior design degree programs and analyzed key documents in the 

curriculum.  The findings showed that a synergy of instruction methods is necessary in order to 

teach practical applications of sustainable design, including faculty training in sustainable 

design, collaboration with industry experts in the classroom, and heightened requirements for 

sustainable practices from the Council for Interior Design Accreditation. Sustainability must be a 

pervasive focus shared by all design faculty and program development, in order for these degree 

programs to respond to the demands for reducing the environmental impacts of the building 

sector.   
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Chapter One – Introduction 

Increasing global population is driving the construction and development of the built 

environment.  The life cycle impact of materials, carbon footprint, energy usage, use of natural 

resources such as land and water, and subsequent preservation of biodiversity are some of the 

aspects of building construction that affect climate change.  Canadian federal legislation has 

recognized the need for environmental preservation, which resulted in their signature to the 2016 

Paris agreement (Environment and Climate Change Canada, 2016, p. 17).  A commitment to 

environmental initiatives in Canada can be found in the annual publication of their Federal 

Sustainable Development Strategy, which includes promotion of the use of construction 

materials with lower carbon footprints, and consumption and production processes in 

construction and building development that show consideration for negative environmental 

impact (ibid., p. 19).  Applying sustainable practices to building creation has the potential to 

have positive social, economic and ecological benefits, but despite the Canadian government’s 

clear proclamation of a commitment to sustainable practices, a gap exists between theory and 

application of sustainable development. 

The creation and operation of the built environment both consumes and pollutes 

unlimited amounts of the natural environment (Dale, 2001, p. 29; Ding, 2008, p. 463), which has 

led to monitoring of the construction sector’s negative environmental impact (Zimmermann, 

Althaus, & Haas, 2005, p. 1148).  The useful life of a building is long, and therefore its life cycle 

has a deep ecological impact.  The design and construction of the Canadian built environment is 

an on-going process that has become rich with technological and industrial advances over the 

past several decades. But the creation of buildings in Canada cannot ignore issues of 

sustainability and environmental impact: for every square foot built, the average construction 
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project in North American will create over two pounds of waste (Holowka, 2008, p. S38).  

Interior designers have decision making power regarding the methods and materials used during 

construction, and therefore play an integral role the in this process.   

While a fully realized vision of sustainable design and development in Canada would 

require a collaboration between all trades and industry related to the built environment 

(engineers, urban planners, building material suppliers, politicians, and stakeholders), this paper 

will focus on the baccalaureate education of interior designers, in order to address the question: 

how comprehensive are practices of sustainability in the curricula of interior design degree 

programs in Canada? What instruction methods are undergraduate, accredited interior design 

programs using to teach applications of sustainability? Given their mandates, universities possess 

the potential to precipitate the fundamental cultural shift required towards an economy and 

lifestyle for sustainability (Dale, 2001, p. 95), a shift which demands a green industry populated 

by a skilled and educated workforce (Holowka, 2008, p. S38).  Professors shape the social, 

ecological and economic factors that contribute to students’ understanding of sustainability 

(Fisher & McAdams, 2015, p. 418), making educational institutions an ideal way to address the 

gap between theory and practice.  Learning sustainable practices can bring about the 

transformative changes in thinking that are required for practical applications of sustainable 

design and building methods.   

 

Significance of study 

This research has multiple levels of significance, with the potential to have an impact on 

both the professional and educational fields of interior design. By examining the curricula of 
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selected interior design degrees for tangible applications of sustainability, an alignment between 

education and industry could create more environmentally-centric practices in the field to meet 

increasing demands for a sustainably sound approach to building.  Taking a proactive approach 

to sustainable interior design education rather than being reactive to external drivers for 

sustainability including the government, quality education legislation or cultural demands, 

interior design degree programs across Canada can embody an innovative, forward-thinking 

curriculum.  The lack of research in the Canadian context of sustainable interior design practices 

in higher education is reflected in the disparity between current intention and implementation; in 

2014, Canada was simultaneously the global leader for green building projects, and one of the 

top eleven emitters of greenhouse gases in the world (Long, 2014, para. 7).  

A green approach to construction, design and development can also drive the economy 

through job creation and a demand for local resources, while social benefits include improved 

occupant health and awareness of improved building techniques and emerging technology 

(Afacan, 2014; Dahl, 2012; Holowka, 2008; E. Lee, Allen, & Kim, 2013) A construction and 

design industry that serves as stewards of environmental protection and provides informed, 

innovative, and adaptive higher education models are characteristics that are expected of Canada.  

Precedent research of 54 published case studies regarding sustainability in higher education 

found that existing analysis does not clearly outline methods for improving sustainability in 

university curriculum (Corcoran, Walker, & Wals, 2004, p. 7), underlining the need for this 

study.  
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Background 

Issues faced by interior designers today include knowledge of methods for more sound 

insulation to save on energy costs, increased thermal comfort, mitigation for flooding due to 

increasing extreme precipitation events while creating functional and aesthetically pleasing 

spaces.  

The ecological issue of sustainability is not a simple concept for anyone to grasp, nor can 

it be examined singularly, divorced from social and economic processes (Dahl, 2012, p. 15; 

Dale, 2001, p. 35).  In order for sustainable practice to become an iterative part of interior design 

practice, it must also consider existing social constructs and budgetary requirements.  Ecological 

imperatives refer to the biophysical carrying capacity, social imperative is the governance of 

values that people wish to live by, and economic consideration ensures that basic needs are met 

on a global scale; failure to address one of the three imperatives of sustainable development as 

part of a whole will result in the eventual failure of the other two (Dale, 2001, p. 35).  For 

example, the interior design of buildings can use fewer natural resources and energy, and 

generate less waste, while still creating comfortable and safe spaces that perform well, adapt to 

the inhabitant’s needs, and have a long, useful life.  Sustainable design and development also 

requires the utilization of local and ethically harvested resources and materials while ensuring 

these actions do not negatively impact marginalized countries.   

The creative process of interior design has the power to utilize renewable materials, and 

dramatically reduce pollution and waste (Stieg, 2006, p. 8).  In order to clearly address how an 

interior designer’s actions can be sustainable, first the role and responsibilities of his or her work 

must be outlined.  Interior design work coordinates with architects and engineers across multiple 

disciplines, and requires in-depth knowledge of materials and fixtures supplied for lighting and 
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plumbing.  Ecologically, the work of an interior designer has an effect on carbon output (supply 

transportation, energy usage to create and process lumber, concrete and masonry), the use of land 

and fresh water, and pollution and waste production due to demolition, renovations, and new 

construction.  The education of an interior designer is complex and interdisciplinary, requiring a 

varied skillset and the ability to play many different roles, often simultaneously.  Fiscal 

considerations, legal requirements, collaboration with mechanical, electrical and structural 

engineers throughout the construction process, as well as the creation of construction drawings 

and specifications of materials and fixtures form the basis of an interior designer’s 

responsibilities (Interior Designers of Canada, n.d., para. 1) (see also Glossary).  An interior 

designer’s education is equally intensive and demanding.    

This thesis outlines the higher education and professional practice expectations of interior 

designers in Canada, followed by a literature review of the incorporation of sustainability into 

higher education and interior design. This research was conducted by interviewing faculty from 

accredited interior design programs across Canada, in order to investigate how sustainable design 

practices are taught.  The findings of the interviews are discussed and commonalities are 

identified, and finally suggestions are made with objective, targeted strategies for a 

comprehensive education model for sustainable interior design.   
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Chapter Two - Literature Review 

The existing literature on general sustainability in universities is extensive and focuses 

particularly on campus-wide strategic plans, however, a relatively small body of literature 

concerns sustainability in interior design education. This literature review first defines interior 

design practices and the profession, including definitions of sustainable design. Next, it outlines 

two organizations pertinent to Canadian interior design and sustainable development that 

contextualize my research: the Council for Interior Design Accreditation (CIDA) and Leadership 

in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED). Finally, it examines literature on documented 

efforts to integrate sustainability at the university level, as well as previous studies in which 

sustainability was applied to interior design education and, thus, define both the influences and 

obstructions that allowed the integration of sustainability to academic curricula. This literature 

review includes documented suggestions for educational models that would successfully embed 

sustainability in the curricula of interior design. 

Although some case studies have examined sustainability in undergraduate interior 

design education, very little of this research has been done in Canada. This literature review, 

therefore, includes studies from the United States of America, Australia, England, and several 

other countries, and argues for the need for further research on sustainability in interior design 

education in Canada. 

This literature review demonstrates that interior design educators have not been doing 

enough to prepare students for future issues of environmentalism (Kang & Guerin, 2009, p. 179; 

Schneiderman & Freihoefer, 2012, p. 410), and educators must answer a global call for higher 

education curriculum to support sustainability (Mula et al., 2017, p. 798). As such, interior 

designers are ethically obligated to consider the environmental impact of their work (B. G. 
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Anderson, Honey, & Dudek, 2007, p. 6; Stieg, 2006, p. 7) and create strategies for sustainable 

design which “minimize environmental impacts, reduce energy demand and create high 

performance interiors” (Afacan, 2014, p. 86).  A lack of research concerning interior design 

professionals’ expectations of emerging professionals knowledge of practical sustainability 

(Gale, A., Sickler, S., Ford, 2016) supports the need for my research. As an interior design 

instructor at Michigan State University, Lee states, “In the current interior design profession, 

sustainable design is standard practice, creating the demand for accredited interior design 

programs to teach applicable practices of sustainability” (2014, p. 158).   

 

Defining sustainable design 

A definition of sustainability is pertinent in order to integrate it with the learning 

outcomes of interior design students (Wright, 2002, p. 219). This section illustrates how much of 

the research on sustainability in higher education has focused on identifying and evaluating the 

definition of sustainable design. Limited definitions of sustainability equally limit solutions and 

inextricably shapes sustainable education (Fisher & McAdams, 2015, p. 408), which, in turn, 

underlines the importance of how we define and structure sustainable design education. Both 

interior design educators and professionals recognize that the practice of interior design in and of 

itself is unsustainable (Stieg, 2006, p. 7; Szenasy, 2012, p. 9), but they also believe that it should 

strive to be sustainable and enhance the quality of life by way of sociological supportive spaces 

(B. G. Anderson et al., 2007; E. Lee et al., 2013, p. 1). Educators are challenged with creating a 

learning environment using varied content and teaching styles in order to prompt students to take 

an interest in sustainability (Warburton, 2003, p. 46). 
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The definition most widely used of sustainability comes from the Brundtland Report, 

entitled Our Common Future. It states: “Sustainable development is development that meets the 

needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs” (WCED, 1987). It has been argued, however, that the definition of sustainability has 

evolved since the Brundtland commission to encapsulate the importance of environmentalism 

simultaneously with economic and social factors (Dahl, 2012; Ding, 2008; Fisher & McAdams, 

2015, p. 409; E. Lee et al., 2013). The definition of sustainability in interior design has also been 

expanded to include the life cycle analysis of buildings on both macro and micro scales. In order 

to teach sustainability, there is a need for innovative, interdisciplinary education methods that 

include the factors of social, economic and environmental, also known as the triple bottom line 

(Warburton, 2003, pp. 44, 45).   

Elkington defined the triple bottom line as social justice, economic prosperity and 

environmental quality, and he argued it had become the primary objective for conducting 

business (Elkington, 1998, p. 40). Similar approaches include the combination of life cycle 

costing with cost benefit analysis, which would also create a more comprehensive understanding 

of the economic and social benefits of sustainability assessment tools (Hoogmartens, Van Passel, 

Van Acker, & Dubois, 2014, p. 30).  The prevalence of sustainability assessment tools results in 

more information, but this can be confusing; future evaluations need deeper understanding of the 

scope and time as defined by life cycle, and include labour costs among social factors 

(Hoogmartens et al., 2014, p. 32).  The education of sustainable design has evolved from a 

singular focus on environmentalism. The 2006 Interior Design Educators Council (IDEC) found 

that “most schools don’t have separate course for sustainable design” (Schneiderman & 
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Freihoefer, 2012, p. 411), so it sought to include economically and socially responsible design in 

the definition of sustainable design (Santana, 2015). 

 The duties of an interior designer are varied, but their primary role—as defined by the 

Council for Interior Design Qualification (CIDQ)—require the professional to be “qualified by 

means of education, experience and examination, to protect and enhance the health, life safety 

and welfare of the public” (Council for Interior Design Qualification, n.d.). At the IDEC 

conference in 2015, it was suggested that the above definition should include the phrase “through 

sustainable development methods,” so it would reflect current climate issues from within the 

industry (Santana, 2015). As the definition of sustainable development has been adapted to 

include aspects beyond environmentalism, so should an interior designer’s role evolve to include 

sustainability as a minimum. 

In order to investigate the research problem of how sustainable practices are applied to 

the education of interior design in Canada, defining sustainable design has the potential to reveal 

potential drivers and barriers.  Some research has suggested that sustainable practices cannot be 

universally defined because they are too diverse and complex(Corcoran et al., 2004, p. 9), but 

this problem presents an opportunity to re-evaluate pedagogies by employing critical thinking 

(Wals & Jickling, 2002, pp. 227, 230).  

Definitions of sustainability—as it pertains to the built environment—have to determine 

the permissible negative environmental impact that results from a building’s entire useful life 

cycle, from construction through operation to demolition (Zimmermann et al., 2005, p. 1148). It 

has been argued that sustainability is simply a part of interior design practice and, therefore, a 

critical responsibility of interior design practitioners (Schneiderman & Freihoefer, 2012, p. 421; 

Stieg, 2006, p. 9). This argument suggests that the current definition of interior design 
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intrinsically considers sustainability and is concerned with lowering energy consumption, 

recycling and reuse of materials to promote efficient and effective use of natural resources (Ding, 

2008, p. 463).  

In order to understand how sustainable practices are embedded in interior design 

undergraduate education, a number of studies have articulated the definition of sustainable 

design. Sustainable interior design implies that: 

All systems and materials are designed with an emphasis on integration into a 

whole for the purpose of minimizing negative impacts on the environment and 

occupants and maximizing positive impacts on environmental economic and 

social systems over the life cycle of a building (Kang & Guerin, 2009, p. 180).  

This definition illustrates the complex and interdisciplinary nature of the built environment, 

which is made up of layers and has an effect on the health and well-being of not just a building’s 

inhabitants, but all aspects of the construction and design process. Advocates for sustainable 

development also need to consider minority perspectives (Wals & Jickling, 2002, p. 230) and not 

make progress at the detriment of developing countries.  

Defining sustainability is problematic because its idea is rooted in a continuous action 

that lacks context; the definition also suggests that it can occur ecologically alongside the 

ideology of present-day consumerism (Wals & Jickling, 2002, p. 222). A 2011 survey requested 

552 students in an American university to define sustainability. It found that students’ definitions 

consisted of environmental factors, such as the preservation of natural resources, energy 

efficiency, and recycling and waste reduction (Fisher & McAdams, 2015, pp. 411, 417). The 

results of Fisher and McAdams’ study established that education on sustainability can be 

successful in affecting the students’ decision making, but it first must be general and 
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interdisciplinary in nature, becoming subject specific only after a disciplinary concentration is 

determined to create deep, comprehensive knowledge of sustainable applications (2015, pp. 418–

19).  

There is a lack of literature on the level of awareness students of interior design possess 

of sustainable design applications. Also, the correlation between increased awareness and 

changes in behaviour is unclear (Stark & Park, 2016, pp. 362–3). More research is needed to 

make sustainable design part of an interior designer’s everyday language; in other words, “good 

design without needing to label it ‘green’ or ‘sustainable’ ” (Szenasy, 2012, p. 9).  

In summary, the definitions of sustainability in interior design are complex and 

interdisciplinary, despite being intrinsic to the field of interior design as a whole. The 

relationship between natural resources, pollutants, greenhouse gases, and the built environment 

cannot be denied. Sustainable education recognizes that interior design must take the 

environment into consideration more prominently than before; and a new educational model is 

required to make sustainable practices synonymous with Canadian interior design education.   

CIDA: The Council for Interior Design Accreditation 

Teaching sustainability must be done while also conforming to accrediting body 

standards for education (Kalamas Hedden, Worthy, Akins, Slinger-Friedman, & Paul, 2017, p. 

2).  The Council for Higher Education Accreditation (CHEA) advocates quality education 

through formal recognition of accrediting bodies within higher education (CIDA, 2017).  The 

CHEA endorses programmatic accrediting groups in specific areas of education, for example, 

computer sciences, aviation, forestry and nursing, as well as interior design (CHEA, n.d.).  All 

associations recognized by the CHEA follow the same periodic review process which occurs 
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every three to seven years and includes three steps; first a self study is conducted by the 

institution according to standards of the third party accrediting organization, followed by a peer 

review to gather evidence of quality from the program or institution, and finally a judgement 

decision is made by the accrediting body (Council for Higher Education Accreditation, n.d., para. 

4).  

 The Council for Interior Design Accreditation (CIDA) is one such accreditation 

organization recognized by the CHEA that ensures quality standards.  The CIDA is a non-

government, peer-based, voluntary association, and the “CIDA Professional Standards measure 

whether an interior design program has achieved the expectations for entry-level professional 

education” (Council for Interior Design Accreditation, n.d., para. 13).   

The following section briefly explains the accreditation process and standards of quality 

required by CIDA in interior design education, so that the integration of sustainable practices can 

be understood in proper context.   

 

History 

In 1970 an indenture of trust was created between the CIDA, formerly the Foundation for 

Interior Design Education and Research, and the three professional associations of that time, (the 

American Institute of Interior Designers, the National Society of Interior Design, and the Interior 

Design Educators Council), with the objective of creating accreditation criteria that ensured 

interior design education established professional competence, and was reflective of current 

professional practice (Mattson, Corrigan, & Gabb, 2013, p. 5).  The CIDA has evolved through 

many iterations over the years; by 2004 a baccalaureate degree was required in order to apply for 

accreditation, and in 2006 the professional standards were updated “to include specific design 
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criteria regarding sustainability and higher expectations for communication, changes that 

reflected the increasing impact of professional practice” (Council for Interior Design 

Accreditation, n.d.).   

In 2014 the CIDA partnered with nominated educators and industry professionals to 

conduct a facilitated session with the objective of exploring the future of interior design and 

gather information about practitioners’ expectations for the future of interior design practice.  

This facilitated discussion revealed how the boundaries of traditional design had been broken by 

the increasing need for interdisciplinary skills and knowledge in order to keep up with innovative 

technologies in materials and construction (Cary & Lathrop, 2015, p. 5).  A connection was 

described by the attendants to a “new level of expectations for sustainable design” (ibid. p. 7).   

Social factors of interior design in the future were cited to include the recognition of 

globalization and human inequality in professional practice, and ethical and cultural sensitivity 

while still supporting resiliency and scarcity of resources (2015, p. 8).  In preparation for this 

conference, a survey of 2308 invited designers determined that 62% demanded higher 

expectations for sustainable design (Council for Interior Design Accreditation, 2014, p. 2), and 

the top three responses for trends which would have the most impact on the interior design 

profession were: a change in the definition of interior design, sustainability, and healthy 

buildings (ibid., p. 5).   

 

Accreditation Process  

The process of applying for program accreditation involves several steps, and can be 

found on the CIDA website (CIDA, n.d.). After filing the initial request by the interior design 

program, the department faculty conduct an internal analysis of their curricula – a self study – 
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according to the CIDA Professional Standards (ibid.).  The Professional Standards comprise a 

thirty-page document (available at https://accredit-id.org/professional-standards/) and is 

discussed in more detail in the following section.  

The faculty then prepare and submit a program analysis report to serve as a guide to the 

CIDA team when they visit the school. The CIDA team arranges a three-day site visit to the 

institution applying for accreditation. The visiting team is a three person, CIDA appointed group 

of interior design educators and practitioners who meet with the institution faculty, tour the 

facilities of the program audit the most recent three years’ course content and examples of 

student work. Careful organization and preparation are taken by the interior design faculty to 

illustrate which courses offer primary evidence of certain CIDA professional standards.   

The course content is not the main focus of scrutiny by the CIDA visiting team; therefore 

the creation of course content is at the discretion of the faculty and the department, so long as the 

standards are evident through student assignment.  The evaluation system of the CIDA 

accreditation process is a hybrid of a checklist and narrative analysis reporting; this allows for 

flexibility for how faculty design their course content in order to meet the criteria (Mattson et al., 

2013, p. 8).   

The CIDA visiting team prepares a report for the accreditation decision, which is 

reviewed by other peer CIDA visitors who add their recommendation for accreditation to the 

report.  The final decision is made by the accreditation commission, sometimes several months 

after the visiting team’s site visit (Accreditation Process, CIDA, n.d.).  Accreditation is reviewed 

and reassessed every six years after the initial award. 
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CIDA Professional Standards 

In order to understand the research question: how comprehensive are sustainable 

practices in the curricula of Canadian interior design programs?, the following section 

summarizes the CIDA professional standards which contain criteria for environmentalism.  Each 

standard contains footnotes in a section which is entitled ‘Guidance’ that provides explicit 

examples to assist faculty in understanding the expectations of that standard (Council for Interior 

Design Accreditation, 2018, p. 9).  The CIDA standards were revised in 2006 and 2009 to 

include environmental awareness (Schneiderman & Freihoefer, 2012, p. 411), and again in 2018, 

as the current study will show.  Comparisons of the revisions to the 2017 professional standards 

for 2018 are outlined, which included some exclusive changes regarding sustainable practices.   

 The introductory section of the Professional Standards explains the criteria utilized to 

determine whether the standards are met: 

The definitions of student learning levels are: 

Aware/awareness – Familiarity with specified data and information that is 

demonstrated either in student work or interviews. 

Understand/understanding – A thorough comprehension of concepts and their 

interrelationships 

“Understanding” means evidence comes from the work; “understand” could be 

solely from student interview (emphasis theirs).   

(Council for Interior Design Accreditation, 2018, p. 9) 

In addition to student work, the institution, faculty and resources are also scrutinized by the 

volunteer team of CIDA auditors.  

Additional factors considered by the visiting team include: academic and 

professional qualifications of the faculty in relation to the purposes and objectives 

of the program; adequacy of the facilities for the educational program; 
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administrative structure of the program and its relationship to the institution as a 

whole; and program assessment methods and the program’s continued 

development and improvement as a result of assessment. 

(CIDA, 2017) 

The standards are divided into the many skillsets pertinent to interior design, for example the 

creation of computer assisted floor plans, structural detail drawings, and lighting plans. The 16 

categories of the professional standards are listed in Table 1, and are publicly available through 

the CIDA website.  The categories illustrate the context of the curriculum audit, but my study 

will focus on the standards which reference sustainable design practices. 

Table #1 - CIDA professional standards categories 

 

Section I. Program Identity and Context   

1.  Program Identity and Curriculum  

2.  Faculty and Administration  

3.  Learning Environments and Resources  

 

Section II. Knowledge Acquisition and Application  

4. Global Context  

5. Collaboration  

6. Business Practices and Professionalism  

7. Human-Centered Design  

8. Design Process  

9. Communication  

10. History   

11. Design Elements and Principles  

12. Light and Color  

13. Products and Materials  

14. Environmental Systems and Comfort  

15. Construction  

16. Regulations and Guidelines 

(Council for Interior Design Accreditation, 2018, p. 7) 

 

Global context is the fourth standard, and asks that evidence from student work 

demonstrate a detailed grasp of  “how environmental responsibility informs the practice of 
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interior design” (CIDA Professional Standards, 2018, p. 16).  This standard was updated from 

the 2017 version to include the following addition to the statement of intent for the 2018 version: 

“Graduates are exposed to ethical considerations in making decisions” (p. 16).  Both the 2017 

and 2018 versions state that student work should demonstrate understanding of how the practice 

of interior design is informed by environmental responsibility, but the 2018 guidance section has 

the addition of “climate change and natural disasters” as one of the human responses (2018, p. 

16). The CIDA Professional Standards confirm how climate change and demand for sustainable 

design skills are informing the practice and education of interior designers. 

Standard six, entitled ‘Business practices and professionalism’ requires that student work 

illustrate their awareness of the social context of responsibility in interior design practice, and 

that interior design has an impact on the responsibility of economic and social values (p. 18).  

The examples offered under ‘Guidance’ lists sustainability as a responsibility of interior 

designers (p. 19).   

Under Standard 13, ‘Products and Materials’, the CIDA Standards were updated from 

2017 to 2018 to include the requirement for students to be aware of the influence of “furnishings, 

objects, materials and finishes” on the well being of the environment (previously only human 

wellbeing) (2018, p. 27).  ‘Guidance’ examples were also updated to include definitions of the 

environment’s wellbeing as “responsible use of resources, impact of materials selections, etc.” 

(ibid.).  Both versions ask that student make selections of products and materials which consider 

life cycle cost (2017, p. 27; 2018 p. 27).   

‘Environmental Systems and Comfort’, Standard 14, concerns the environmental impact 

of interior design.  The 2017 version already required that student work demonstrate a thorough 

understanding of passive thermal systems and how interior products and systems impact the 
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quality of air (2017, p. 28).  However, the 2018 version added the expectation that student 

learning includes awareness of how indoor air quality has an impact on human wellbeing (2018 

p. 28), referring to how the off-gassing of materials can affect human health. 

Standard fifteen is ‘Construction’, whose intent ensures students understanding of the 

environmental impact of “interior construction methods” (2018, p. 29).  Examples of this in the 

guidance section are listed as “renewable resources, reusing existing materials, environmentally 

responsible waste management, the transportation of materials, and environmentally responsible 

specifications” (2018, p 29).  Under this standard, students must also show evidence in their 

work of how energy systems impact design solutions, for example, passive systems such as 

consideration of the building orientation and creating light shelves to reduce solar thermal gain at 

windows (ibid.).    

‘Regulations and Guidelines’ is the last and sixteenth standard and requires that “student 

work demonstrates understanding of standards and guidelines related to sustainability and 

wellness”, and lists LEED and the Well Building Standard as examples (emphasis theirs) (2018, 

p. 30).  This is the only place where LEED is referenced in the entire Professional Standards, and 

while this standard was re-written for grammar and phrasing, it showed no change regarding 

expectations of student work between the 2017 and 2018 versions. 

Academics have scrutinized the Council for Interior Design Accreditation and the 

professional standards in light of sustainability; in 2006 Stieg noted how the CIDA asks for 

sustainable design to be addressed (Stieg, 2006, p. 14),  but focuses on technical aspects such as 

energy use (Y. S. Lee, 2014, p. 159).  CIDA accredited programs “must continue to develop 

curriculum that responds to these rigorous demands” (Stark & Park, 2016, p. 375) for sustainable 

design practices, and has the potential to inform development of course content for interior 
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design education. (Gale, A., Sickler, S., Ford, 2016).  The IDEC and the CIDA “now regard 

sustainability as a vital component of interior design curricula” (Schneiderman & Freihoefer, 

2012, p. 411), and recommend starting early on in students’ education using integrated methods.  

In summary, the CIDA Professional standards require that student work demonstrates 

their knowledge of several aspects of sustainable design strategies and environmental 

responsibility, including passive thermal design, the sourcing of materials with reduced 

environmental impact, and designing for energy conservation.   

 

The role of the interior design industry 

In 2014 there were more high-rise buildings under construction in Toronto, Ontario, than 

in any other city in North America (Evans, 2014, para. 4).  Due to long, useful life of buildings 

and the environmental impacts caused by their creation, maintenance and destruction, the 

Canadian government has established a need for the interior design industry to follow standards 

for sustainable design strategies. The environmental behaviour of interior design practitioners 

was examined through this literature review to address how industry practices inform the 

education of interior design students.  

When community level norms are changed (external factors outside of personal values), a 

fundamental change in consumer behavior towards environmentalism can occur (Sinclair & 

Diduck, 1995; Stern, 2000, p. 461). For example, if it is a well-known and common practice to 

undertake measures to increase the insulation properties of both existing and new buildings, such 

a practice is more likely to be adopted by others. In many ways the interior design industry sets 

the tone and precedent for the priorities of professional practice, and establishing standards for 
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sustainable practices—like increased energy efficiency—is just one of the ways this can 

influence interior design curricula. In a study of 98 third-year interior architecture students at a 

Turkish university, industry collaboration on a class project was found to be most effective for 

generating interest and motivation on the student’s part for sustainable practices; 47% of the 

students said industry collaboration was very important, and 26% deemed it important (Afacan, 

2014, p. 93). Incorporating practicing industry members into classroom learning has the potential 

to capture student interest on sustainable design applications. 

Teaching sustainability outside of the design ‘studio’ classes is important, and industry 

collaboration creates an education module framework that enabled students to relate and 

effectively apply sustainable practices throughout their entire degree (Afacan, 2014; Cuddeback, 

2016; Iyer-Raniga & Andamon, 2016). There is a need for pedagogy that encourages students to 

form perspective in context by applying sustainable design throughout different courses, which, 

in turn, requires faculty collaboration and the efforts of many (Y. S. Lee, 2014, pp. 172–3). 

Collaboration across disciplines is essential to the design and construction of any 

building. A building is comprised of more than just its interior design. It includes systems of air 

circulation, electricity conduits and access points, and water service, all of which are intricately 

planned by way of collaboration with structural, electrical, mechanical and plumbing engineers 

and myriad trades. Teaching applications of sustainability require an equally interdisciplinary 

and collaborative approach with all stakeholders (Y. S. Lee, 2014, p. 160). All levels need to be 

involved in a vision for the sustainable development of buildings: builders, general contractors 

and suppliers (E. Lee et al., 2013, p. 12), developers, architects and engineers (Stieg, 2006, p. 7). 

Learning by praxis-orientation, outside the institution, and inviting industry for student 
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presentations has been shown to improve the students’ ability to apply sustainability to their 

future student work (Iyer-Raniga & Andamon, 2016, p. 112; Wals & Jickling, 2002, p. 229).  

Research has recognized that education, environmental awareness and indicator systems 

such as building assessment tools are not enough to create pro-environmental behavior (Dahl, 

2012, p. 18; Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002, p. 257). This precedent research supports the need for 

collaborative, integrated learning that includes consultation with industry practitioners.  

The literature has clearly established that collaboration with the industry is essential for 

successfully integrating practices for sustainability in interior design curriculum. Nonetheless, 

more work is still required to facilitate this type of cooperation. A forum that encourages 

collaboration amongst the industry, the academy and practicing professionals is needed to 

connect the learning that currently does not occur until after graduation, and it must be added to 

undergraduate education (Stieg, 2006, pp. 14, 18). More studies are also needed to investigate 

the environmental, economic and social aspects of interior design, thus refining an 

interdisciplinary knowledge base of sustainable design that can be shared between institutions 

(Kang & Guerin, 2009, p. 186; Mula et al., 2017, p. 815) and effectively inform a new model of 

education. 

Sustainable behaviour  

Current industry practices in Canada vary when examined within the context of 

sustainability. While research shows that practicing interior designers think sustainability is 

important, they do not always employ applications of sustainability (Iyer-Raniga & Andamon, 

2016; E. Lee et al., 2013; Wals & Jickling, 2002). Studies have revealed that designers already 

think about indoor environmental quality (thermal comfort, daylight and views, and effective 
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lighting), but needs to show more consideration for the life cycle of materials (Kang & Guerin, 

2009, p. 185). For example, if volatile organic compounds (VOCs) from indoor materials were 

banned in the same way that tobacco smoke is prohibited from interiors, indoor air quality would 

improve (ibid, 2009.).  

 In examining motivation, Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002) described both internal and 

external factors that influence pro-environmental behaviour. Internal factors include 

demographics, knowledge, values, and responsibilities; external factors consist of institutional 

(public support and available infrastructure), economic, social and cultural elements (Kollmuss 

& Agyeman, 2002). Research has been conducted to reveal the factors that influence an interior 

designer’s conduct regarding sustainable applications. One study concerned 225 members of the 

American Society of Interior Designers (ASID) who practiced residential design; results of an 

online questionnaire showed that an individual’s attitude and peer pressure to choose sustainable 

alternatives drove the action of sustainable design (E. Lee et al., 2013, p. 10). In another study of 

305 interior designers also registered with the ASID, questions asked the participants about their 

credentials, legal and organizational affiliations such as the CIDA, education, and the CIDQ; but 

the main purpose of the study was to inquire about applications of sustainable flooring material 

in the designers’ practice (Kang & Guerin, 2009, pp. 180–1). This study determined that clients’ 

selection of materials is driven by aesthetic, their preferences and cost, underlying the fact that 

strict standards regarding life cycle impact and emissions from volatile organic compounds do 

not restrict manufacturers (Kang & Guerin, 2009, p. 180; Moussatche, H., King, J., Rogers, 

2015, p. 27). These research study results illustrate that internal factors - such as the value that an 

interior designer places on sustainability - work in conjunction with external factors like their 
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client’s preferences and awareness of sustainable options and contribute to how the interior 

design industry may or may not consider sustainability as part of its practice.  

It is difficult to analyze the gap between environmental awareness and behavior that 

promotes sustainable practices. Previous research that attempted to explain the disparity between 

environmental awareness and action was found incomplete and insufficient by Kollmuss and 

Agyeman (2002, p. 242). The factors that influence behaviour are varied, and sustainability is too 

complex to put into any single framework (ibid., p. 248). Barriers to behavior of sustainable 

practices include insufficient feedback loops, lack of internal and external incentives, and 

established behaviour patterns (ibid., p. 257).  In order to change behaviour, other research has 

shown that a two-pronged strategy is most effective; “providing information about the beneficial 

effects to the consumer or behavioural change, and offering material incentives for behavioural 

change” (Stern, 2000, p. 462). But this has not always been successful, as illustrated by a study 

regarding energy efficiency incentives that discovered an unwillingness by homeowners to invest 

money in energy retrofits, despite being presented with data that clearly revealed financial 

savings in the long term (Gamtessa, 2013, p. 160).   

The field of power generation holds a unique position as it relates to sustainability, since 

energy conservation on a national level is much more fiscally advantageous compared to the 

alternatives of building more power plants or purchasing electricity from other countries 

(Prashad, 2011, para. 7). Canada consumes electricity at a higher per capita rate than the USA or 

Australia  (Natural Resources Canada, 2016, p. 9), and America is the largest emitter of carbon 

dioxide per capita (Ortiz, Castells, & Sonnemann, 2009).  Since the 1990s, a significant amount 

of publicly available data has been generated regarding energy usage of buildings in Canada due 

to the exponential rise in energy costs. Between 2015 and 2016, residents of Ontario saw an 
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increase in hydroelectricity of sixteen per cent, a rate nearly eight times that of inflation (Tencer, 

2016, para. 2).  Much of this cost was allocated for transitioning from coal-fueled generation 

(ibid.), reinforcing how the design process of energy production toward cleaner solutions is not 

without cost.  In an exploration of projecting threshold targets for sustainable construction in 

Switzerland, a 2005 study determined that reducing energy usage of the built environment to 

acceptable levels proved to be the most difficult challenge, and reflects the need for more 

dependence on renewable energy sources to reduce carbon dioxide production (Zimmermann et 

al., 2005, p. 1155).  

 Improving building energy efficacy by way of thermal renovations has been shown to be 

the cheapest way to reduce carbon dioxide emissions (Gamtessa, 2013, p. 155). In an effort to 

conserve energy on a national level, the government has created a number of different programs 

to promote energy efficiency, resulting in cost benefits to homeowners. 70% of greenhouse gas 

emissions come from space and water heating of Canadian households, with 20% of overall 

energy usage deemed residential (Hoicka, Parker, & Andrey, 2014, p. 596; Ugursal & Fung, 

1996, p. 137). When energy audits were conducted, many homeowners were unaware of the 

amount of energy lost due to poor insulation and construction gaps within their house (Gamtessa, 

2013; Hoicka et al., 2014). Improving a home’s insulation was shown to result in a 10-20% 

reduction in total residential energy consumptions across Canada (Ugursal & Fung, 1996, pp. 

142–3).  Interior design education must address these issues by including up to date advances 

and innovations in the thermal integrity and HVAC design of building construction techniques.  

Case studies have shown that electricity consumption represents the greatest 

environmental impact, which can be mitigated by better insulation, building retrofits, and 

selecting materials that require minimal production energy (Ortiz et al., 2009).   
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Using the example of energy efficiency to promote more sustainable behaviour, saving 

money has proven to be the most common motivation amongst end users when it comes to 

engaging in energy efficient actions. The government has spent $1.7 billion on conservation 

programs, which resulted in savings $3.8 billion in energy generation costs (Prashad, 2011, para. 

2). But simply providing information is not enough; and promises of large financial savings 

alone are also not enough. The government and electrical supply companies must combine these 

with effective marketing to incite action from the public. Indeed, “providing information about 

the beneficial effects to the consumer […] and offering material incentives for behavioural 

change” were found to facilitate interventions for sustainable practices (Stern, 2000, p. 462). 

In summary, saving energy actually saves the government money otherwise needed for 

the large budget needs of power plants.  This has prompted governments to create strong public 

marketing campaigns for energy retrofits to incite homeowners and businesses to take advantage 

of the incentive programs. Energy conservation leads to a reduction in greenhouse gasses and 

decreased negative impact on wildlife and land (Natural Resources Canada, 2012) are only some 

of the environmental benefits from behaviour prompted by economical factors, never mind GHG 

reductions. 

Environmental assessment tools  

Overview 

Monitoring the success of advancements in sustainable building performance is critical 

for identifying gaps and mitigating problems as they arise. The field of construction and 

development’s use of land and impacts on natural resources demands environmental 

consideration, and consequently environmental assessment tools have been developed to address 
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and analyze the environmental impacts of buildings. These tools encourage, measure and 

monitor energy efficiency, indoor air quality, water use and the toxic or recycled content of 

materials and life cycle analysis of the products used to construct the buildings. Each assessment 

tool is different and suited for differing building or user types, and prioritizes different aspects of 

building properties (Gasparatos, 2010, p. 1617).  

Life cycle analysis of buildings between 2000 and 2007 saw great advancements and has 

become an internationally accepted means to measure and improve environmental assessment 

(Ortiz et al., 2009). Building Research Establishment Environmental Assessment Method 

(BREEAM) was the first environmental analysis tool developed for buildings in 1990 (Ding, 

2008, p. 452), and is predominantly used in the United Kingdom and parts of Europe, compared 

with LEED’s prevalence across Canada and the United States; both are internationally 

recognized environmental assessment tools for buildings. BREEAM conducts third party 

sustainability assessments which include many aspects of building life cycle from construction to 

operations and refurbishment, and focuses on innovations for environmental sustainability that 

include economic and social benefits (BREEAM, n.d.).  Life cycle analysis is an innovative tool 

for the environmental assessment of the built environment, but it is not static or one-size-fits-all 

(Ortiz et al., 2009).   

What we know about sustainability in the built environment is largely based upon 

empirical studies of building assessment tools. This section of the literature review begins with 

an overview of LEED, which is not peer-reviewed literature but entirely pertinent to this area of 

study. Subsequently, a review of academic literature on building assessment tools explains how 

such tools measure environmental impact in the context of both interior design practice and 



SUSTAINABLE INTERIOR DESIGN  33 

 

 

 

education. Finally, peer-reviewed case studies regarding the use of LEED in academic curricula 

concludes this section of the literature review. 

 

LEED 

The system that currently encourages, measures and monitors environmentally 

sustainable practices in the Canadian building sector is called LEED.  It is a rating system 

recognized as the “international mark of excellence for green building in 150 countries” 

(CAGBC, 2015, para. 2). It was founded in 1994 (ibid.), which illustrates how until recently the 

field of building creation had very little accountability for regulating its operations in terms of 

environmental impact. While Canada was rated number one globally in 2014 regarding the 

volume of LEED projects (either completed or in development), it was also one of the world’s 

top 11 emitters of greenhouse gases for the same year (United States Green Building Council, 

2015), further reinforcing the gap between intention and implementation of sustainable design 

and development in Canada. This gap underscores the purpose of my research study, which 

addresses the applications of sustainability in interior design education. An interior designer’s 

scope of work includes the selection of plumbing fixtures, lighting equipment, and interior 

materials, which are all aspects of the building process measured by LEED evaluation.  

LEED is a points-based certification process that measures the phases of building design 

and issues buildings awards based on four outcomes: Certified, Silver, Gold and Platinum 

(LEED, n.d.).  Perhaps more importantly, it is an adaptive, ever-evolving system of standards 

and resources that reflect advances in the industry. It focuses on current aspects of sustainability 

in the design, construction and resulting operation of the buildings which we inhabit, which 
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includes new, existing, and majorly renovated commercial, institutional, high rise and single 

dwelling residential (Ding, 2008, p. 455): 

LEED certification provides independent, third-party verification that a 

building, home or community was designed and built using strategies aimed 

at achieving high performance in key areas of human and environmental 

health: sustainable site development, water savings, energy efficiency, 

materials selection and indoor environmental quality. (USGBC, n.d.) 

LEED features impact categories whose goals are to address global climate change, 

enhance the health of building occupants, protect biodiversity and natural resources by 

promoting regenerative and sustainable materials, while simultaneously creating economic 

growth and social equity (USGBC, n.d.).  LEED’s resources include the website as well as 

interactive document guides and scorecards, geared toward specific building types such as 

commercial, residential and health care facilities. The contents of the LEED scorecard used for 

commercial, retail and hospitality shown in Table 3 illustrate the six categories with sub-sections 

detailing the ways in which a project earned points within that category.  

The LEED certification process is conducted in consultation with LEED Accredited 

Professionals (APs). There are five different LEED AP specialities, as shown below, and the 

LEED Green Associate accreditation must be earned prior to undertaking training and 

examination in the chosen AP field.  The number of LEED Accredited Professionals in Canada 

as of April 2018 are shown in Table 2.  

Building Design & Construction: for experts in the construction and design building 

phases (commercial, residential, education and healthcare) 

Operations and Maintenance: for the profession of improving performance and energy 

efficiency of existing buildings 

Interior Design and construction: professionals in the design and construction phases of 

commercial, retail, and hospitality spaces 
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Homes: exclusive to residential dwellings 

Neighbourhood Development: for the field of planning, design and urban development 

(USGBC, n.d.) 

For a building project to apply for the LEED certification process, it must follow some 

minimum standards. For example, a commercial project that is less than 250 square feet does not 

qualify, and an application for LEED Homes by international building code standards must meet 

the definition of a dwelling unit, which includes “permanent provisions for living, sleeping, 

eating, cooking, and sanitation” (USGBC, 2014, para. 7). 

 

Table 2 - LEED Professionals in Canada 

 No. of 

Credentials 

Held 

Percentage of Total 

LEED AP (no specialty, prior to 2014) 7,855 66% 

LEED Green Associate, GA 2,025 17% 

Building Design and Construction, BD + C 1,735 16% 

Interior Design and Construction, ID + C 142 1.2% 

Operation and Maintenance, O + M 141 1.2% 

New Development, ND 53 >1% 

Homes 35 >1% 

TOTAL *11,895  

*some LEED AP members have multiple credentials  (Tufts, 2018) 

In reviewing the categories of the project checklist under an Interior Design and 

Construction project for Commercial Interiors, only 40 points is the minimum, constitute what is 

required for a building to be granted LEED Certified status (Table 3). In the category of 

commercial interiors, some prerequisites must be met in the following categories: water 

efficiency, energy and atmosphere, materials and resources, and indoor environmental quality. 

For example, recycling facilities must be offered as a prerequisite for any LEED project, along 
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with developing a waste management plan to be employed during construction of the building 

(USGBC, 2018, pp. 41–42). 
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Table 3     (adapted from https://www.usgbc.org/resources/leed-v4-interior-design-and-construction-checklist) 
 Location and Transportation 18 

Credit LEED for Neighborhood Development Location  -OR- 18 

Credit Surrounding Density and Diverse Uses 8 

Credit Access to Quality Transit 7 

Credit Bicycle Facilities 1 

Credit Reduced Parking Footprint 2 

 Water Efficiency 12 

Prereq Indoor Water Use Reduction Required 

Credit Indoor Water Use Reduction 12 

 Energy and Atmosphere 38 

Prereq  Fundamental Commissioning and Verification  Required  

Prereq  Minimum Energy Performance Required  

Prereq  Fundamental Refrigerant Management Required  

Credit Enhanced Commissioning 5 

Credit Optimize Energy Performance  25 

Credit Advanced Energy Metering 2 

Credit Renewable Energy Production 3 

Credit Enhanced Refrigerant Management 1 

Credit Green Power and Carbon Offsets 2 

 Materials and Resources 13 

Prereq  Storage and Collection of Recyclables Required  

Prereq  Construction and Demolition Waste Management Planning Required  

Credit Long-Term Commitment 1 

Credit Interiors Life-Cycle Impact Reduction 4 

Credit 
Building Product Disclosure and Optimization - Environmental Product 
Declarations 

2 

Credit Building Product Disclosure and Optimization - Sourcing of Raw Materials 2 

Credit Building Product Disclosure and Optimization - Material Ingredients  2 

Credit Construction and Demolition Waste Management 2 

 Indoor Environmental Quality 17 

Prereq  Minimum Indoor Air Quality Performance Required  

Prereq  Environmental Tobacco Smoke Control Required  

Credit Enhanced Indoor Air Quality Strategies 2 

Credit Low-Emitting Materials 3 

Credit Construction Indoor Air Quality Management Plan 1 

Credit Indoor Air Quality Assessment 2 

Credit Thermal Comfort 1 

Credit Interior Lighting 2 

Credit Daylight 3 

Credit Quality Views 1 

Credit Acoustic Performance 2 

 Innovation 6 

Credit Innovation 5 

Credit LEED Accredited Professional 1 

 Regional Priority 4 

Credit Regional Priority: Specific Credit 1 

Credit Regional Priority: Specific Credit 1 

Credit Regional Priority: Specific Credit 1 

Credit Regional Priority: Specific Credit 1 

   

TOTAL  TOTAL Possible Points 110 

 Certified: 40-49 points, Silver: 50-59, Gold: 60-79,  Platinum: 80+  
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In place of a textbook, LEED’s guides and checklists are available to faculty, students, 

and the public as an online resource (in PDF file). They can be downloaded, or potential readers 

may use the interactive website to navigate through the six criteria categories, guides and 

checklists, according to the building’s type (commercial, hospitality, and retail, for example). 

The ninety-seven page guide for commercial interior design and instruction explains what steps 

must be taken under each sub-category to design sustainably. For example, the interior designer 

must specify interior non-structural surfaces and furnishings, and to gain points under the 

materials and resources category labelled “Interiors Life-Cycle Impact Reduction,” a possible 

four points can be gained by following the options as outlined in the guide (USGBC, 2018, pp. 

43–44). These options are: first, specifying half of all interior, non-structural surfaces from 

salvaged resources earns two points; second, if 30% of the furnishings cost are a result of the 

designer specifying reused or refurbished furniture, two more points are earned (ibid.).  Other 

duties that an interior designer would conduct to potentially earn additional points on a LEED 

commercial project include the thermal integrity of wall construction and window specifications, 

plumbing and lighting fixtures and systems, and furniture and finishes selection.   

Undertaking LEED training in order to become a LEED Accredited Professional is an 

example of professional development available to both interior design practitioners and 

educators. It advances their knowledge of sustainable practices currently used in the field of 

Canadian construction and development.  The costs associated with becoming a LEED 

accredited professional in Interior Design and Construction specialty are shown in Table 4, as of 

June 2018. 
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Table 4 - Costs for LEED Training (USD) 

 LEED Green Associate LEED AP Interior 

Design & Construction 

Study materials  $100 (min) - $229 $100 (min) - $229 

Exam fee $250 ($100 students) $350 

Continuing Education materials 

(required every 2 years) 

$159  $249* 

TOTAL: (max) $638 [A] $579 [B] 

To become a LEED AP ID + C 

(*less Cont. Ed) [A + B] 

$1,217 USD  

 

(Green Building Education Services, n.d.) 

 

LEED scholarship 

It is important to highlight that the context in which building analysis tools are employed 

depends on the location where a building is constructed. For example, a building in New York 

City will prioritize different criteria for sustainable operations than one located in California, 

where water resources are scarce (Szenasy, 2012, p. 11). In a precedent study that compares 

occupant satisfaction between corporate LEED and non-LEED buildings, furniture adaptability 

and interior cleanliness were part of the criteria used to survey the participants (Altomonte & 

Schiavon, 2013, p. 68), but these factors have little to no bearing on the environmental impacts 

of buildings. Employee satisfaction regarding their perceptions of health and productivity was 

measured in a LEED Gold certified building completed in 2010, with an internet based 

questionnaire administered by 51 people after one and then four years post-occupancy (Soules, 

Guerin, & Bauer, 2015).  The results of this study found a decrease in overall employee 

satisfaction regarding indoor air quality, lighting and view conditions, thermal conditions and 

personal adjustability (Soules et al., 2015, p. table 2).  There is a need to develop and support 

unbiased post-occupancy studies to measure building performance and collaboration with all 

stakeholders in order to raise awareness of the benefits of interior design sustainability, which 
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are both socially and economically valuable (Stieg, 2006, p. 9), and offer valuable insights into 

the occupants perceptions of indoor environmental quality.   

In an analysis of sixteen environmental assessment tools used throughout North America 

and Europe, the user groups included residents, investors and consultants, alongside architects, 

engineers and constructors (Haapio & Viitaniemi, 2008, p. 475). This study analyzed the tools 

based on classification, the types of buildings and users that they serve, and the phases of 

building life cycle that they measured (Haapio & Viitaniemi, 2008, p. 475). It concluded that the 

results generated from the building’s environmental analysis had to be more comprehensive; 

most assessment tools did not consider the life cycle or in-depth toxicity of materials or 

economic and social issues, as well as the suitability of both the tools and individuals considered 

to be the best users (Haapio & Viitaniemi, 2008, p. 479; Singh, Murty, Gupta, & Dikshit, 2009, 

p. 209; Stieg, 2006, p. 16). Contrastingly, the evolution of LEED’s fifth version—currently in 

use—has established clear user groups according to the five specialty fields, thus recognizing 

that the field of sustainable building design is vast and contains various professional and 

technological disciplines.  

LEED does not include clear cost benefit analysis beyond reduced energy consumption 

over the building useful life. Other indexes for sustainability, suggested by Ding in 2008, include 

multiple criteria analysis, such as financial return and external benefits. These indexes do 

consider LEED criteria, such as energy consumption and environmental impact. However, the 

long-term effects of improved indoor air quality on occupants in LEED buildings has yet to be 

measured (Altomonte & Schiavon, 2013, p. 74), and further emphasis on post-occupant studies 

would contribute to a comprehensive understanding of the environmental, economic and social 

benefits of sustainable design practices.  
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LEED has been revised and refined in order to meet the demands of sustainability 

assessment. Its fifth version was launched with a stronger focus on clean materials and human 

health (Ortleib, A., Gale, 2015), as materials selection has been shown to have a big 

environmental impact (Kang & Guerin, 2009, p. 180). However, designers solely rely on 

information from manufacturers regarding the environmental impact of a material’s composition 

and toxicity because such information is easily accessible and easy to use (Moussatche, H., King, 

J., Rogers, 2015, p. 26). In fact, a study that interviewed practitioners from large American 

sustainable design firms revealed that they considered material and resource selection the most 

important in interior design education (DeMarotta, J., Carmel-Gilfilen, C., Park, 2017). These 

findings illustrate that an interior designer’s material selection has to be informed by transparent, 

detailed, and regulated information from manufacturers, especially when it comes to the life 

cycle, composition, and reuse capabilities of their products.  

LEED in curricula 

Information on LEED is publicly accessible, and the inclusion of LEED resources and 

LEED Accredited Professionals (APs) in academic curricula has been shown to raise awareness 

of how occupants benefit from sustainable materials, including economic, environmental and 

health factors (E. Lee et al., 2013, p. 12). Recently, interior design educators have had to 

examine academic curriculum in order to incorporate advancements made in building 

performance technology, such as water reuse, indoor environmental quality and energy 

consumption (Afacan, 2014, p. 86); and building assessment tools, which include LEED, have 

generated data regarding these issues. LEED has informed the methods of previous studies on 

sustainable design, as survey questions regarding sustainable design practices were developed 
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using LEED criteria (Kang & Guerin, 2009, pp. 180–1). For example, one such education model 

included conducting an in-class LEED lab for architecture students; in order to understand the 

LEED system, students selected a campus building and then analysed and applied sustainable 

strategies in order to increase its energy operations (Kalamas Hedden et al., 2017, p. 6,7). In 

another case study, an interior design course delivered in-depth applications of sustainable 

design and prepared students to write the LEED Green Associate exam, after which time over 

100 students successfully earned their credentials (Sickler, S., Gale, A., Ford, 2016).  

Environmental assessment tools use different analytical points of reference, including the 

toxicity of indoor air quality and building energy performance. Using these tools in the curricula 

of interior designers has the potential to reduce negative environmental impacts. Sustainability 

assessment methods like LEED do not account for economic and social factors, which illustrates 

how environmental assessment tools are helpful, but cannot be used alone to supplement the 

curricula of interior design. This also argues for the importance of the integration of the three 

imperatives—ecological, social and economic—in building design (Dale, 2001). Different 

sustainability assessment tools focus on differing aspects of environmentalism, such as the well-

being of occupants or energy saving. Ethical implications must therefore be considered when the 

analyst chooses the tool best suited to the needs and values of stakeholders (Gasparatos, 2010, p. 

1620).  

Key findings in a purposive sampling survey of interior designers in the USA indicated 

that when considering a new employee, a well-rounded knowledge of sustainability was valued 

above LEED AP credentials, supporting the need for sustainable design content in the curricula. 

(Gale, A., Sickler, S., Ford, 2016). In another survey of 257 members of the Interior Design 

Educators Council, faculty responses indicated while they valued the concept of sustainability, 
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they did not value educators having a LEED credential (Ford, Bateman, Chandler, & Duncan, 

2014).  The results of this research call into question the authority of interior design educators to 

teach sustainability while lacking sufficient qualifications; Ford et al. made the bold suggestion 

that two thirds of all faculty members should have LEED credentials to pave the way for 

education standards (ibid.).  But training alone is not enough to change behaviour and create a 

culture of environmentalism (Perron, Côté, & Duffy, 2006, p. 558).     

 The LEED system has been integrated into two prominent sustainability initiatives in 

higher education that demand the decrease of greenhouse gases and set the LEED Silver 

certification as a minimum for campus construction. These initiatives are The Sustainability 

Tracking Assessment and Rating System (STARS) and the American College and University 

Presidents Climate Commitment (ACUPCC) (Holowka, 2008, pp. S38-9). I discuss the effect of 

sustainability initiatives like these on curriculum in the next section of the literature review.  

 

Sustainability in higher education 

Environmental education started in the 1990s, albeit somewhat conservatively (Wals & 

Jickling, 2002, p. 225). Much literature and research has been devoted to the strategic plans of 

educational institutions and their sustainable campus operations, which illustrates how the 

university itself is a primary supporter of environmental issues beyond provincial and federal 

initiatives (Ralph & Stubbs, 2014, p. 78). Objectives for sustainability, such as the UNESCO 

[United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization] Thessaloniki Declaration of 

1997, sought that “all subject disciplines must address issues related to the environmental and 

sustainable development, and that university curricula must be reoriented towards a holistic 

approach to education” (Wright, 2002, p. 210). But despite many assertions that environmental 
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sustainability is a social responsibility of educational institutions, the majority of campus 

sustainability strategies are not designed with any accountability (Szenasy, 2012, p. 11).  

A group effort for sustainability in higher education cannot rely only on experts or 

students. It is, rather, the responsibility of everyone (Wals & Jickling, 2002, p. 225) because 

“Only when each area of society knows its own specific targets and sets about meeting them, a 

sustainable society can be achieved” (Zimmermann et al., 2005, p. 1156). Universities are 

responsible for not just bringing students to the discussion of sustainability, but also to prepare 

them for current challenges in their careers and make them agents of future change (Kalamas 

Hedden et al., 2017, p. 2). 

A case study of eight universities in Australia and the United Kingdom has shown that 

the key success factors for integrating environmental sustainability were support from senior 

management and individual commitment from faculty and operational staff. The barriers cited 

were academic silos and insufficient funding (Ralph & Stubbs, 2014), and the study concluded 

that, “One of the most compelling internal drivers for integrating sustainability into universities 

is the ethical obligation to address this significant global challenge” (Ralph & Stubbs, 2014, p. 

74). Indeed, initiatives for sustainable education include support and ‘buy-in’ from 

administration and faculty members (Kalamas Hedden et al., 2017, p. 15).  

To successfully embed sustainability in academic curricula, it is imperative to educate 

staff and integrate environmental consideration in all areas of the university.  Higher education 

has fallen behind in considering the environmental initiatives of the government and corporate 

sectors (Ralph & Stubbs, 2014, p. 72). In a survey of the history of sustainability in higher 

education, Wright determined that common themes of environmental policies demanded further 

research on sustainability, inter-university collaboration, and on-going communication with 
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industry and government liaisons in order to develop an interdisciplinary curriculum (2002, pp. 

217–18). Literature on the topic reveals that there is a research gap in the evaluation and 

accountability of campus sustainability initiatives (Bieler & McKenzie, 2017, p. 19). Case 

studies that focus on collaboration across campus departments, functions and multiple areas of 

curriculum study have determined that the promotion of sustainability is necessary as early as 

student orientation (Kalamas Hedden et al., 2017, p. 14).  

Environmental leadership enhances public image, and current sustainability initiatives at 

the campus level have been deemed a public relations tool (Ralph & Stubbs, 2014, p. 74; Wals & 

Jickling, 2002, p. 226; Wright, 2002, p. 219). But research has shown that simply signing a 

sustainability policy did not necessarily translate into actions of environmentalism within the 

institution (ibid.). Wright suggests that this disparity results from institutions signing these 

policies as a mere exercise in self promotion and questions whether these actions are sufficient 

for creating real, lasting change in higher education (2002, p. 219). As studied in 2017 by Bieler 

and McKenzie (through publicly available texts for strategic plans on sustainability), the main 

domains whose purpose must include support of sustainability include: government, education, 

campus operations, research and community outreach (2017, p. 6). In their study of 50 university 

strategic plans for sustainability, the University of Manitoba was found to have reformative 

responses in three of the five domains of sustainability, which showed evidence of values and 

goals. On the other hand, Sheridan College, located in Ontario, illustrated holistic but shallow 

discussion in three of the five domains (Bieler & McKenzie, 2017, p. 14). Successful 

sustainability in higher education institutions shows a necessity for connecting curriculum with 

campus functions, and research with leadership, embodying an interdisciplinary approach (Bieler 

& McKenzie, 2017, p. 6).  
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This section of the literature review shows that studies on campus policies and 

sustainability in higher education found a wide disparity between superficial alignment with 

sustainable values and progressive connections and action. 

 

Previous studies: sustainability in interior design education 

During the past 20 years, information on the integration of sustainability in interior 

design curricula has become available, and the relationship between interior design academia and 

sustainability education has been established (Stark & Park, 2016, p. 362). By 2009 sustainable 

design was deemed “beyond the scope” of traditional design (Kang & Guerin, 2009, p. 180), 

which lead to “A clear direction for sustainability in the built environment” that was set by the 

United Nations Environmental Programme in 2011 (Iyer-Raniga & Andamon, 2016, p. 106). The 

deliberate application of sustainability teaching in recent interior design courses has revealed 

how students perceive sustainable values and definitions in interior design.  Studies have 

uncovered a need for a formalized model to apply sustainable design in academic curricula; they 

also suggested methods and the necessary requirements to create a successful framework for 

sustainable interior design education. More data is required regarding how sustainable practices 

have been applied to interior design education (Afacan, 2014, p. 85; Kang & Guerin, 2009, p. 

185; Stark & Park, 2016, p. 362; Szenasy, 2012, p. 9), and my study contributes to addressing 

this gap. 

Courses on sustainable design prepare students for professional practice and real world 

challenges (Afacan, 2014, p. 85; Kalamas Hedden et al., 2017). A study conducted at the 

University of North Texas analyzed the sustainability awareness of 367 interior design students 

and compared the differences from their freshman to senior year, between 2009 and 2012 (Stark 
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& Park, 2016, pp. 364–5). At the outset of a project, students showed significantly different 

results when it came to discussion on sustainable design; fourth-year students began to consider 

it before the design process, but first-year students would wait for initiatives from the architect or 

client (ibid., p. 368). Senior students were also more likely to place the onus of sustainable 

design initiatives on material manufacturers, especially related to health implications of the 

finishes that they produced, as well as ethical labour practices (ibid., p. 370). The study results 

regarding student perceptions indicate that manufacturers must be transparent when addressing 

the life cycle impact of construction and interior products, to provide clear data on green 

materials and economic advantages of sustainable design (Kang & Guerin, 2009, p. 185).   

The gap between sustainability theory and practice in interior design demands realistic 

applications of environmental design that must be taught in university level and supported by 

research (Stieg, 2006, p. 7). The process to increase the inclusion of sustainable design solutions 

in academic curricula requires significant time and effort, but studies have proved this to be 

personally and professionally gratifying to faculty (Kalamas Hedden et al., 2017, pp. 14, 15). 

Using experiential learning as a framework to understand student learning outcomes in a interior 

design studio setting, a survey of 40 educators found that 80% used this technique (Konkel, 

2014, pp. 6–7).  The most commonly cited result from applying experiential learning was 

students procuring an increased understanding of material properties (ibid.).  

 A previous study that explored sustainable practices in an accredited interior design 

program encouraged the faculty of a fourth-year studio course to develop a case study (Y. S. Lee, 

2014). They evaluated the students’ work (the retrofitting of historical buildings in downtown 

Michigan) by not just analyzing their project outcomes and including informal feedback, but also 

by inviting industry practitioners to comment and evaluate the students’ final presentations 
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(2014, p. 160). The students were required to collaborate with the Historic Preservation Office 

and a design consulting company that executed LEED projects on two local historical buildings; 

students also had to partner with three experts from the interior design industry outside the 

university (2014, p. 165). Lee applied an integrated approach to her qualitative case study and 

found that expert knowledge was transferred from industry professionals to the students, who 

were able to innovate and apply strategies for sustainability to their work (2014, p. 163). When 

the students presented their design ideas to approximately ten guests including faculty, industry 

and the building owners, the results showed that students were able to apply knowledge 

themselves, both on this project and in others in the future (2014, p. 169). Lee concluded that the 

primary objective of teaching sustainable design practices is to impart values “that will guide 

students to arrive at strategic decisions to achieve sustainable design solutions between various 

contexts” (2014, p. 170).  

Another previous study utilized a constructivist approach for active learning case studies 

conducted in architecture, engineering, geography and marketing university courses. This 

approach facilitated the creation of conceptual solutions that could be applied in multiple 

scenarios (Kalamas Hedden et al., 2017, p. 3). Such an active learning and constructivist 

approach relies on the professor to create sustainable knowledge by using interactive and 

instructional tools that provide “context, applications, iteration, interpretation and modification” 

(ibid., p. 4).  

In summary, this literature review demonstrates that a synergy is required which includes 

collaboration with industry and experts in sustainable design; faculty need to revise curriculum 

using applicable instructional tools to include sustainable practices.  
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A developing framework for sustainable design education   

A study on how curricula affects student behaviour can shed light on how to best 

integrate environmentalism into education (Fisher & McAdams, 2015, p. 410). Indeed, as 

scholars have noted, “Changing the curriculum is a complex, resource-intensive task for teaching 

staff, requiring university policies/programs and senior management leadership to drive the 

integration of environmental sustainability” (Ralph & Stubbs, 2014, p. 85). Revising course 

content to include an interdisciplinary approach is required to innovate sustainability education 

in interior design (Iyer-Raniga & Andamon, 2016, p. 112). Recent modifications in LEED and 

CIDA standards have led to an increased focus on indoor environmental quality and materials in 

interior design education (Ortleib, A., Gale, 2015), and curriculum changes that are closely 

aligned with these modifications can promote forward thinking strategies for sustainability.  

Increasing knowledge on environmental design can also focus on examples of biomimicry and 

reduction of energy consumption (Stieg, 2006, p. 10).   

 In order for greater educational environmentalism to succeed, it must also consider 

economic and social factors, “but current pedagogical methods in interior design programs [do 

not] take this integrative and therefore challenging approach” (Y. S. Lee, 2014, p. 158). 

Therefore, the concept of sustainability inherently implies that successful interior design 

education teaches sustainable practices that are embedded within social and economic constructs 

(Szenasy, 2012, p. 12).   

Studies have shown that the quality and nature of sustainability education—not the 

quantity of sustainability courses students take—contribute to the understanding of sustainability 

(Fisher & McAdams, 2015, p. abstract). Changes to interior design education would 

consequently initiate change in professional practices (E. Lee et al., 2013, p. 11). Interior design 
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students must understand how the materials that they specify for their projects impact the 

environment, and understand choice with respect to recycled materials, but “unlike industrial 

design education, at this time no specific formalized teaching methodology exists for interior 

design education” (Schneiderman & Freihoefer, 2012, p. 409).  

Hands-on learning, also described as experiential learning has been shown to assist 

interior design students in grasping the multi-faceted challenges of the design process (Konkel, 

2014, p. 15).  Kolb said effective learning has been achieved when several steps have taken 

place; first, the students ability to immerse themselves in a concrete experience, reflect upon 

their learning through observation, followed by organizing these observations into conceptual 

theories before finally applying those theories in their decision making and problem solving 

(1984).  The type of experiential learning Kolb defined has implications for applying sustainable 

practices in interior design; first students must be made aware of the types of strategies for 

sustainable design before having an opportunity to put those strategies into practice in real life.  

Only then, as outlined by Kolb and Konkel, has true experiential learning occurred which 

enables students to take their awareness of principles and put them into practice (1984; 2014).  

Perhaps the most relevant example of experiential learning in an interior design course 

was a case study conducted by Gürel in 2008, and published in 2010.  The capstone studio 

project in the final term of the degree required students to focus on sustainability that 

encapsulated economic and social benefits alongside environmental considerations, such as 

energy efficiency, renewable resources and materials, and building preservation (Gürel, 2010, p. 

187).  The studio instruction methods were deemed successful by the students in cultivating their 

interest in the interdisciplinary nature of sustainable design; these included field trips, research 

projects, and guest lectures from sustainability experts (2010, p. 195).  Gürel’s study concluded 
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that assembling a team of faculty and guest lecturers can be costly and requires administrative 

help to facilitate, and recommended that all courses in interior design education be updated to 

include sustainable practices (2010, p. 197).  Over half of the students felt guest lectures were the 

most helpful way to learn about sustainable design (Gürel, 2010, p. 192), reinforcing other 

literature which suggests educators have not been adequately equipped or educated themselves in 

comprehensive sustainable design strategies.   

Academic curricula have to develop a pedagogical framework for teaching sustainable 

interior design that includes creative activities and comprehensive applications of environmental 

design which are also socially and economically viable (Y. S. Lee, 2014, p. 159). Research on 

the studio design process - taken throughout the duration of an interior design degree - has 

defined an integrative framework for applying sustainable practices (see also Glossary):  

Students share expertise from various individuals in the related fields during the 

pre-design phase; construct and justify initial concepts and ideas during the 

schematic design phase; develop a concrete proposal for a particular client during 

the design development phase; and disseminate the new knowledge during the 

documentation and presentation phase. (Y. S. Lee, 2014, pp. 163–4)  

Universities lack the ability [and will] to integrate education on sustainable development across 

the campus, train staff, or advance specialized sustainability courses (Mula et al., 2017, p. 

abstract). But education for sustainable development has to change: new practices in the 

classroom, redesign of curriculum, a shift in the overall priorities of higher education and 

mandatory requirements for professional training of faculty (Mula et al., 2017, p. 800). Interior 

design educators need to maintain on-going training if they are to keep abreast of the evolution 

of green building resources and building assessment tools. Planning of professional development 

is important for the addition of sustainable development in higher education, and student 
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feedback can provide the context for the kind of training or study needed (ibid., p. 815). One 

study emphasized the importance of educators who are aware of the changes made to the latest 

version of LEED rating systems (Ortleib, A., Gale, 2015). The objective seems clear, as many 

policies—including the Kyoto accord in 1990—promoted the environmental training of 

educators (Wright, 2002, p. 207).  

A study conducted in 2013 by the University of Education for Sustainable Development 

including 33 countries developed new resources and practices to advance education for 

sustainable development across myriad disciplines, institutions and contexts (Mula et al., 2017, 

p. 800). The study’s literature review discussed innovations for sustainable development 

education and includes research published of different case studies, professional development 

training and initiatives at the institutional level. The study found that learning from colleagues 

and a critical analysis of personal teaching style were effective tools for implementing 

sustainable development education (Mula et al., 2017, pp. 814–5). Previous studies have shown 

that specifically allocated funding and clear directives from the institution itself are required to 

integrate environmental sustainability, especially because curriculum changes are multifaceted 

and labour-intensive (Ralph & Stubbs, 2014, p. 85).  

But teaching sustainable practices in higher education is a difficult task, and no clear 

model or framework yet exists for sustainable applications in interior design. In a study of 24 

interior design students in a third-year ‘Materials and Specifications’ course at Arizona State 

University, the instructor modified the curriculum by adding Okala material (Schneiderman & 

Freihoefer, 2012, p. 408). The Okala model addresses environmental impact and life cycle 

analysis during the design development phase of projects; it is used all over the USA in industrial 
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design education, but has yet to be widely adapted in interior design education (Schneiderman & 

Freihoefer, 2012, p. 413).  

It has been suggested that sustainable education generates exclusivity and conflicts with 

democracy and self-determination (Wals & Jickling, 2002, p. 222). As Lee has written, 

“Instructional models that rely heavily on prescriptive or predefined instructional structures will 

have little room for creative innovations and new knowledge creation” (Y. S. Lee, 2014, p. 172). 

Despite the documented methods, neither industry collaboration nor the implementation of 

LEED guarantees the successful integration of sustainable practices in buildings. Collaboration 

with experts has actually inhibited the public’s use of incentives for sustainable renovations; 

research has established that empowering the public with knowledge—combined with access to 

monetary incentives they can acquire themselves—improves the utilization of government 

incentive programs (Hoicka et al., 2014; Stern, 2000). Manufacturers who are prohibited from 

inclusion on projects of public buildings (because of the negative environmental effect of their 

products and materials) have also successfully lobbied to ban the use of LEED (Kalamas Hedden 

et al., 2017, p. 7). In the United States, company initiative has led to anti-LEED legislation for 

the construction of public buildings, now passed in nine states.  

  My literature review also reveals suggestions for when, where and how to teach 

sustainability. Education on sustainable development has to be formally addressed in curricula; it 

requires creativity on behalf of the teacher, and reveals a “critical reflection of one’s own 

teaching” (Wals & Jickling, 2002, p. 228). An integrative approach to teaching sustainable 

practices, which includes working with stakeholders, can be modified depending on the students’ 

level of maturity and awareness of sustainability concepts (Y. S. Lee, 2014, p. 172). Studio or 

technical courses can both implement sustainability; and while studies show that it could be 
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taught in first year, it has been proved that the topic was more successful in third and fourth 

years (Afacan, 2014, p. 95; Gürel, 2010, p. 197). Afacan writes, “Design studios are assumed to 

be the core of the curriculum in architectural design education, where designing is a matter of 

analyzing, synthesizing, evaluating and presenting ideas for a solution to a design issue” (2014, 

p. 84). As for sustainability of the built environment, it is most effectively achieved when 

environmental issues are considered before the design concept (Ding, 2008, p. 7). There is a lack 

of research to determine the areas of sustainable design that should be emphasized and 

prioritized in the education of an interior designer (DeMarotta, J., Carmel-Gilfilen, C., Park, 

2017). Further research is also needed to determine when and how to best teach sustainable 

design practices in interior design education (Crane & Waxman, 2011; DeMarotta, J., Carmel-

Gilfilen, C., Park, 2017).  

 A multi-faceted approach that includes funding for necessary on-site resources and 

educator training is needed in order to embed sustainability into university curricula (Iyer-Raniga 

& Andamon, 2016, p. 115; Ralph & Stubbs, 2014, p. 87). Professional development and 

sabbaticals for faculty to study sustainable practices have been found to successfully improve the 

teaching of strategies for sustainable design (Kalamas Hedden et al., 2017, p. 14).  Dale and 

Newman (2006) further argue that sustainability education is process-based as well as 

empirically founded.  Education tools must be both flexible enough to generate appropriate 

responses specific to each individual situation and applied enough to allow engagement of global 

problems at the local level (Dale & Newman, 2005, p. 354).  

More research based on surveys and interviews with higher education practitioners must 

be conducted to facilitate the processes of deciding and forming policies regarding sustainable 

development and its education (Kalamas Hedden et al., 2017, p. 15; Singh et al., 2009, p. 191). A 
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new model is also needed to align internal and external factors with each other, which has been 

proved to be the greatest positive influence on promoting sustainable behaviour (Kollmuss & 

Agyeman, 2002, p. 257).    

In summary, the literature review found common drivers and barriers (Figure 1) and 

illustrates that several mechanisms working together are required for sustainable education: 

changes to curriculum which include experiential learning and consideration for social and 

economic factors, industry collaboration, the professional development of faculty in sustainable 

design techniques, and a consensual vision amongst all members of the interior design 

department.  This chapter illustrates the drivers and barriers revealed through precedent research 

regarding sustainable development in education; the research objectives and data collection 

methods are discussed in the following chapter.  

Figure 1 – Drivers and barriers to applying sustainable practices in the literature   
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Chapter Three – Research objectives and Data Collection 

This chapter begins by identifying the methodology and defining its characteristics and 

suitability for my research.  Next the site and participant selection describe how this study 

utilized interviews with two faculty members from each school.  A document review was also 

conducted which included the program maps from each school’s websites, content analysis of 

assignment briefs from each school, and the CIDA professional standards (Chapter Two), to 

examine how sustainable practices are integrated into the curricula.  Next, I illustrate the data 

collection methods and analysis tools, and finally ethical considerations conclude this chapter.   

 

Methodology  

Qualitative data emphasises the nature and value of inquiry (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 

10), and is made up of the information gathered as a result of communication between the 

researcher and audiences in the field (Flick, 2018, p. 12).  Qualitative data attempts to capture the 

complexity of the problem being addressed and empowers the research participants to share their 

views (Creswell, 2007, p. 42).   

Qualitative data “captures people’s stories about how things work” (Patton, 2002, p. 36) 

by gathering details from multiple perspectives to understand the conscious perception of an 

experience (Suter, 2012, p. 344).  By inquiring into the interior design faculty’s perceptions of 

sustainability in interior design education, the resulting data will provide vital pieces of the 

picture to addresses the research question. This data can be utilized to improve the understanding 

of the construct and process of sustainable interior design education.  

Qualitative research aims to find hidden meaning within the information sources by 

focussing on the natural reality of the participant’s social constructs (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 
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10; Suter, 2012, p. 352).  Qualitative research is concerned with interpreting social constructs of 

meaning, considers multiple realities, and uses text as data (Suter, 2012, p. 347).  This approach 

to research is strategic for investigating the paradigm of sustainable practices in the curriculum, 

by inquiring of faculty’s point of view and analysing the interview transcript data.   

Qualitative research then seeks patterns by analysing the data to make sense of it, extract 

meaning and discovering new ideas in order to enhance our understanding of complex 

experiences (Bickman & Rog, 2009).  This is suitable for addressing my research problem to 

comprehend the factors that affect the inclusion of sustainable design strategies in the 

curriculum.  

Phenomenology is a form of qualitative research that inquires about an issue in great 

detail in its natural setting, to make sense and understand the most important aspects of it “in 

terms of the meanings people bring” to those experiences (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 3).  

Phenomenology is a research approach to investigate and understand a phenomena from within 

(Moran, 2000, p. 4); it attempts to describe people’s everyday experiences as they consciously 

perceive them, or “the experience of engaging directly with the world” (2000, pp. 16–17).  

Knowledge in phenomenology is the meanings things have in our experiences, which contrasts 

epistemology or the study of knowledge (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2013, para. 4).  

The focus of phenomenology is to learn about the basic structure of a person’s experience and 

how that social experience is given meaning (Creswell, 2007, p. 39; Merriam, 2009; Moran, 

2000, p. 19), and then describe those results as accurately as possible.  

A case study intensively studies a single issue using a variety of data (Suter, 2012, p. 

366) to explain presumed causal links between variables which are too intricate to be measured 

through quantitative survey data (Yin, 2009, p. 219).  A case study “investigates a contemporary 
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phenomenon within its real-life context […] in which multiple sources of evidence are used” 

(Yin, 2009, p. 269); for my research, the multiple sources include the twelve faculty 

interviewees, the program maps and assignment briefs from each school, and the CIDA 

standards document.  My thesis uses a case study methodology, whereby qualitative data is 

gathered through personal observations, and narrative text and quotations are illustrative 

evidence that is presented as neutrally and factually as possible (Stake, 2006, p. 7; Yin, 2009, p. 

261). I used the principles of phenomenology to conduct a case study which produced 

descriptive, exploratory research guided by the inside perspectives of faculty participants within 

their natural setting (Kalof & Dan, 2008, p. 120; Suter, 2012, p. 344). My case study juxtaposed 

the evidence from the interviews with the literature review to determine whether these sources 

present a consistent picture of corroborating details (Yin, 2009, p. 265). Case study methodology 

is an appropriate and often used tool for researching sustainability in higher education (Corcoran 

et al., 2004, p. 9).   

Case studies have the potential to replicate findings through observation and tell a story 

about complex processes, so that the research can use the resulting ideas in a personal context 

and improve understanding (Stake, 2006, p. 8; Suter, 2012, p. 366). One of the ways in which 

evidence is gathered in a case study is through open-ended interviews, to reveal how the 

participants think about a situation and construct reality (Yin, 2009, p. 265). 

Qualitative research uses detailed questions to generate rich data by way of asking open-

ended questions from an insider’s perspective (Kalof & Dan, 2008, p. 120); therefore, 

conducting semi-structured with interviews faculty from within interior design programs enabled 

me to gather information to address the research question.   
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In order to understand the occurrence of sustainable practices and how they are applied in 

the curricula, I interviewed faculty to inquire and understand their perspectives and experiences, 

and consequently analyze the qualitative data generated from those interviews.  I used these 

techniques to generate data that can be used to facilitate communication between program 

planners (faculty), evaluators (CIDA) and stakeholders by creating and identifying mechanisms 

for change (L. M. Anderson et al., 2011, p. 34).   

Systematic social research investigates the effectiveness of social interventions, which 

can inform action and suggest improvements within that program (Rossi, Freeman, & Lipsey, 

1999, p. 23).  A logic model is an analysis tool used in case study research to illustrate presumed 

causal relationships amongst the variables (Yin, 2009, p. 275), and is further described in the 

data analysis section. 

By interpreting and making meaning out of the participants’ experience, my research 

study generated new emergent data and suggestions for how to thoroughly embed sustainable 

practices in interior design education.   

Site and participant selection 

There were thirteen polytechnic colleges and universities in Canada as of April 2018 that 

offer an interior design degree which have met quality standards outlined by the Council for 

Interior Design Accreditation (CIDA, n.d.).  My selection of six of these schools was purposive, 

as purposive sampling provides viewpoints and data for answering the research questions (Flick, 

2018, p. 88) to reveal conceptual relationships and common characteristics (Suter, 2012, p. 350).  

Emphasis is placed on samples that are selected for their ability to provide insight from an 

enlightened perspective (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 10; Patton, 2002, p. 40), which generates 
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useful data from individuals’ experiences that are most relevant to the study’s research question 

(Bickman & Rog, 2009, p. 81).  

Table 5 - Institutions included in study, listed alphabetically 

Institution City and Province Student 

population 

(Interior Design) 

CIDA 

Accreditation 

(most recent) 

Kwantlen Polytechnic University Richmond, British 

Columbia 

80 2013 

Mount Royal University  Calgary, Alberta 150 2012 

OCAD University Toronto, Ontario 525 2016 

Ryerson University Toronto, Ontario 390 2017 

Sheridan College Institute of 

Technology & Advanced Learning  

 

Mississauga, Ontario 

 

170 

 

2017 

University of Manitoba Winnipeg, Manitoba 70 2012 

 

The sample selection includes institutions in four of the five provinces in Canada where 

CIDA accredited programs are offered (Table 5). Mount Royal University, Kwantlen 

Polytechnic University, and the University of Manitoba were selected as they have the oldest 

accredited programs in Canada.  The University of Manitoba offers the only Master’s of Interior 

Design Degree in Canada, and it is the Master’s degree that is CIDA accredited.  However, this 

study examined the undergraduate degree of the University of Manitoba, in light of the fact that 

it was the first interior design program ever to receive CIDA accreditation in Canada - its post-

professional degree was first accredited in 1995 (Interior Designers of Canada, 2016). OCAD 

University, Ryerson University, and Sheridan College are anecdotally deemed the most 

innovative and reputable arts and design schools in the Greater Toronto Area, and comprise part 

of the seven institutions located in Ontario out of the total thirteen across Canada.   
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The only criterion for selecting the interview participants was limited to those who have 

been teaching at their institution for a minimum of three years. Criteria not considered included 

whether the faculty were full time or part time, and their level of education or training in 

sustainable, architectural, or interior design methods. The field of interior design is populated by 

those educated in both interior design and architecture, and the same is true for interior design 

educators. Eight of the twelve participants earned Master’s degrees, seven held National Council 

for Interior Design Qualification (NCIDQ) certifications, and five were LEED Accredited 

Professionals (Table 6). Eight of the twelve were also members of their respective provincial 

associations for professional interior designers. The participants’ education and certifications are 

not displayed according to the institutions of this research study in order to assure their 

anonymity. 

 

Table 6 -  The 12 participants’ education and certifications   

Education or certification Held by # 

participants 

Bachelor of Arts/Science/other 8 

Bachelor of Interior Design 3 

Bachelor of Architecture 3 

Interior Design Diploma 2 

Master’s of Interior Design/Architecture  8 

NCIDQ Certified 7 

Member of professional provincial association 8 

LEED Accredited Professional 5 

 



SUSTAINABLE INTERIOR DESIGN  62 

 

 

 

Data collection methods  

Semi-structured interviews were selected as the method for data collection, as detailed, 

open-ended questions would provide rich and extensive data from the perspective of their 

personal lived experiences (Bickman & Rog, 2009, p. 264; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 10; Kalof 

& Dan, 2008, p. 120) from the perspective of faculty who teach interior design in order to 

analyse the structure of their experiences (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2013, para. 5). 

Interviews are a type of oral research that has been found to generate data that is complex, 

layered, and possesses contradictions (Hannigan, 2014, p. 8).  I analyzed the qualitative datasets 

from the interviewees for the purpose of better understanding the nature of sustainable practices 

and how they are integrated in the interior design curricula of baccalaureate degree programs. By 

conducting case studies, I discovered emerging patterns (Yin, 2009, p. 260) to determine the 

drivers and barriers of sustainable design practices in the curricula.   

To begin, I introduced myself to potential participants via email with a brief description 

of my research proposal and inquired of their willingness to participate.  This introductory email 

also included an informed letter of consent, which detailed the purpose of this study, the benefits 

and risks to participation, and provisions for guarding their confidentiality. Upon signing the 

consent letter and arranging a time to meet, I conducted semi-structured individual interviews 

with two faculty members from each of the six schools between January and May 2018. Six of 

the interviews were conducted by video or tele-conferencing and six in person in the Greater 

Toronto Area. Each interview took between 45 to 60 minutes, and I recorded and transcribed the 

audio of each interview. 

At the beginning of each interview, I asked the participants to describe their education 

and training, and years of professional and teaching experience.  Then the participants were 
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asked to talk about the courses they taught, the presence of environmentalism in their courses, 

and how they incorporated sustainable design in their curricula. I asked the participants a series 

of open-ended questions in order to determine how applications of sustainable design are 

integrated in the courses that they teach. The questions aimed to reveal empirical information 

about sustainable design as it relates to the CIDA standards, the perceived value of skills in 

sustainable design, and the relevance of sustainability to interior design education and 

professional practice.  Questions were also posited regarding the drivers and barriers to the 

integration of sustainable design knowledge in the curricula, including the attitudes of colleagues 

and employers, resources provided on campus by the department or institution, and the evolution 

of interior design education.  I posited follow-up and clarification questions when applicable. I 

sent the transcripts to each interviewee for member checking, in order to mitigate any possible 

bias (Birt, Scott, Cavers, Campbell, & Walter, 2016, p. 1802).  Member checking is defined as 

returning an interview to a participant and was done in order to ensure that the interview data 

was unbiased and accurate. 

Documents reviewed for this study included the CIDA Professional Standards criteria 

(publicly available online), which was used to analyze how sustainable practices are required to 

be defined and integrated into accredited degree programs. In addition, I analyzed LEED 

publicly accessible resources, which some of the interviewees themselves required their students 

to take into account in their own projects.  

Data analysis 

Faculty from the six selected schools were the primary source of data, actively employed 

in the field (Yin, 2009, p. 259). I also analyzed the four-year program maps and project 
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assignment briefs from each institution for content. First, I reviewed the interview transcripts by 

reviewing each one after the interview and identified themes, and I made memos regarding 

significant passages. After I had completed all of the interviews, I reviewed the transcripts again 

to define patterns and themes, and generated classes of systematic categories, known as codes, 

for comparison (Kalof & Dan, 2008, p. 105; Suter, 2012). Content analysis in qualitative 

research classifies text into systematic and meaningful categories (Kalof & Dan, 2008, p. 105).   

I utilized NVivo coding software to further analyze all twelve interview transcripts as a 

whole. This allowed me to define and reduce the number of codes, after which themes and sub-

themes emerged inductively. A coding scheme is “a well-defined set of rules on how to 

systematically analyse and characterize the text, using an iterative process” (Kalof & Dan, 2008, 

p. 106).  Drivers and barriers appeared, both external and internal, that have an effect on the 

inclusion of sustainable practices in the curricula, and a total of six common themes were 

identified: definitions of interior design and sustainability, collaboration within the faculty 

department and with industry professionals, materials knowledge, professional development of 

faculty, LEED, and the CIDA professional standards. I counted the themes for frequency across 

all six institutions, and then cross-referenced these indexes against the data results to identify 

possible causalities in the success of integrating sustainable design practices.  

Literature for conducting qualitative research supports the analysis of multiple sources of 

data for triangulation, or the convergence of multiple sources of data and collection methods 

(Suter, 2012, pp. 363–364).  Credibility of results is achieved by reducing the data to 

comprehensive themes, and displaying the data and resulting conclusions (Miles & Huberman, 

1984, p. 12).   
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The logic model’s approach to data analysis begins by identifying an issue to form a 

research question, assessing the theories and needs of a program, monitoring processes and 

outcomes, measuring impacts through experimentation, and analysing the effects and efficiency 

of the program (Rossi et al., 1999).  The logic model is used to identify performance measures, 

communicate the sequence of causalities and their resulting effects, and how specific results can 

be achieved due to an underlying assumption (McCawley, 2002, p. 1).  By defining a research 

question, collecting and analysing data about the research problem on a large scale, the logic 

model approach can reveal areas where implementing change would have the greatest result (L. 

M. Anderson et al., 2011, p. 35). I used the logic model as a tool to map out causal relationships 

among variables to conceptualize the requirements (Bickman & Rog, 2009, p. 275) for the 

inclusion of comprehensive sustainable design teaching.   

This research revealed gaps between the theory and practice of sustainable design and 

construction methods, and I suggested models for supplements to academic curricula that create 

an innovative, relevant, and economically viable education model for the future of interior 

designers.  

Ethical considerations 

I have been employed as a part-time, adjunct professor in the interior design program at 

Sheridan College since 2014. However, I did not—and do not—design the curriculum. I 

employed strategies to mitigate my possible bias, which include offering transparency in my 

research and data collections from the interviews.  I sent each participant their interview 

transcript in order to ensure trustworthiness and validation, which enhances the accuracy of the 

data, and this process of participant validation is a method to confirm results and reduce 
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researcher bias (Birt et al., 2016, pp. 1802–1803). Validity was further ensured in reporting the 

findings by adhering to sheer description of the participants views (Bickman & Rog, 2009, p. 6; 

Yin, 2009).   

My methodology takes into account the three principles of ethical research to show 

consideration for human dignity: respect for persons, concern for welfare, and justice (Canadian 

Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada, & 

Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, 2014, p. 6).    

Respect for persons was ensured by obtaining informed consent of all interview subjects. 

This letter of consent stated that interview participants would not be named and the interview 

data would be stored in a secure and locked location accessible only to myself.  Concern for the 

welfare of the participants was confirmed by way of guaranteeing anonymity to all interviewees 

in accordance with Article 5.1 of the Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans (ibid.).  

The letter of consent also stated that there were no risks to the interviewees due to their 

participation, and disclosed any perceived or potential bias, including that I am employed by 

Sheridan College as an interior design instructor.   

Justice was provided by fair selection of the participants and freely sharing the benefits of 

the research data by offering copies of the published results of this research study upon 

completion (Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 2014, p. 8; Flick, 2018, p. 40).  
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Chapter Four - Findings 

How comprehensive are practices of sustainability in the curricula of interior design 

degree programs in Canada? The results of the interviews are organized and described in this 

section according to common topics regarding sustainable design.  While the six institutions in 

the site selection are named in this research, the interview participants are given pseudonyms in 

order to ensure their anonymity.  There are several themes that emerged from the data: the sense 

of responsibility of interior design, LEED as a part of practice and education, energy 

consumption, the timeliness of sustainable development, support and resources, and how to make 

investments and improvements to the sustainable design practices in curricula.  

 During each interview I asked the participants to qualify their thoughts regarding 

sustainable design teaching by answering the question, ‘How well integrated or embedded are 

sustainable practices in this curriculum?’ They chose their response based on a given scale of 

five qualitative terms: basic, somewhat, where appropriate, inherently, and leading edge. The 

response that garnered the highest result was ‘inherently’ (Table 7), which suggests a strong 

relationship between the education and consequent professional practice of interior designers and 

considerations for sustainability. The results of these responses were triangulated against the 

emergent patterns from the data and are further explained in the following section.  
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Table 7  - Participants’ description of sustainability in the curricula 

Participant Basic Somewhat Where 

appropriate 

Inherently Leading 

edge 

Kwantlen A     x 

Kwantlen B    x  

Mount Royal A    x  

Mount Royal B  x    

OCAD A   x   

OCAD B   x   

Ryerson A    x  

Ryerson B    x  

Sheridan A x     

Sheridan B  x    

Manitoba A   x   

Manitoba B    x  

 

Sense of responsibility  

A commonly cited driver for sustainability in education was the faculty’s own feeling of 

responsibility as well as their accountability to the public for interior designers to consider the 

environment. As argued in Chapter Two, there is an inherent connection between 

environmentalism and interior design, and this relationship appeared equally intrinsic in the 

interview data. Both Ryerson interviewee ‘A’ and Sheridan interviewee ‘A’ specifically 

described the introduction of principles of sustainability via the LEED standards; as early as the 

first year of the degree.  These participants also described colleagues who did not deem 

sustainability important to interior design or would simply touch on it without imparting any real 

application that the students can put into practice. The description of different attitudes displayed 

by faculty regarding sustainable design illustrates how the perspective of the individual faculty 

member plays a vital role in how sustainability is incorporated (or not) into the course content. If 
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faculty members equate good and timely design principles with those of environmentalism, they 

will impart this in their teaching. These participants’ discussions about the responsibility of 

sustainable interior design practices were typical for most, as exemplified by one interviewee 

below: 

We know that the building industry generates a massive amount of waste. You 

know, I don't remember the statistics, but we're part of the building industry. So, 

we have a responsibility to society that in our role — as part of the building 

industry —that we will be cautious. (Manitoba interviewee ‘B’)  

Her description of how interior designers are a facet of the whole building industry shows that all 

building trades and development stakeholders share the responsibility of environmental impact 

of buildings.  Four of the twelve participants equated good design as sustainable design, 

illustrating how interior designers view their work in the context of environmentalism 

(Interviewees Kwantlen ‘A’, OCAD ‘A’, OCAD ‘B’, Ryerson ‘B’, Sheridan ‘B’, Manitoba ‘A’). 

Interior designers can choose to specify materials and products that have no regard to 

their environmental impact, were created using virgin natural resources, produce high amounts of 

pollutants during their manufacturing processes, emit toxic gasses when installed within a 

dwelling, and can only be disposed of in a landfill at the end of their short useful life. Alternately, 

an interior designer can seek out products that are manufactured using recycled or reclaimed 

materials, are made up of natural and non-toxic ingredients, have minimal negative effects on the 

environment during their production and installation, and can be recycled at the end of their long, 

useful life. Participants repeatedly cited the connection between interior design and building 

construction when it comes to pollution, natural resource and energy usage, and environmental 
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impact. For example, Richard described how sustainable design is intrinsic to the interior design 

industry thus: 

Well, because it’s necessary in our industry. I mean it’s just the way we design 

now - it’s timely. Every employer, it’s like AODA [Accessibility for Ontarians 

with Disabilities Act] standards and design for differently abled. It’s just 

something you need to know and incorporate into all of your projects. (Sheridan 

interviewee ‘B’)  

Participants described how interior designers are required to have strategies for sustainability and 

be innovative problem solvers for current challenges within the built environment (Interviewees 

Kwantlen ‘B’, Ryerson ‘A’, Manitoba ‘B’).  Living in smaller footprints, addressing rising energy 

costs, air quality control regarding indoor pollutants and mold, and increasing temperatures and 

flooding risks due to heavy rainfall events were all cited as issues for which an interior designer 

was responsible for addressing. The participants also described how client awareness of 

technological advances which make it possible to control heating and lighting from a smart phone 

application, as well as material innovations for improved durability and indoor air health are 

driving the demand for interior design with sustainable strategies. 

Angela stated, “Sustainability is a big issue, but I’m happy to tackle it because I’m 

passionate about it,” (Ryerson interviewee ‘A’) and went on to point out how it is an interior 

designer’s job to conduct detailed research in sustainable design in order to provide innovative 

suggestions to their clients.  Interview data revealed that designers are expected to perform 

research that informs their clients on how design decisions will affect not only their personal 

health but also the environment’s wellbeing. The responsibilities of teaching students how to 

perform research regarding the environmental impact of design decisions is described by Fran 

below: 
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It’s a responsible ethical need for interior designers to actually understand 

sustainability and the impact of the environments we design on the people in those 

spaces—on the environment that we work within and the impacts of things like 

waste. It’s fundamental to what we do as designers and we can’t ignore it. (Mount 

Royal interviewee ‘A’) 

  

The construction and design of interiors affect the inhabitants’ health due to the pollution 

and toxicity of interior finishes and production processes. Knowledge of sustainable design and 

environmentalism has simply become part of an interior designer’s vocation in virtue of our 

constant use of natural resources and waste production, according to Fran’s assertion above. 

The notion that it is an interior designer’s ethical obligation to inform clients of 

sustainable alternatives to conventional building methods and materials is arguable; however, 

issues of indoor air quality for occupant health are becoming widespread. My research data 

illustrated how clients have become more informed on the matter by doing research themselves, 

and as a result, interior designers need to be prepared to offer options that consider 

environmental impact, support local businesses, or increase energy efficiency for cost savings. 

The participants expressed some of the ways interior design can be sustainable and how their 

clients have been making specialized requests, including solar power storage, living walls, and 

passive solar strategies.  By contrast, the very nature of interior design is constantly changing, 

forecasting new trends and style modifications that define what is in vogue.  Bailey described 

how social pressure to stay on trend with interior design creates an atmosphere that is, by 

definition, unsustainable:  

The paradox of designing, interior design is inherently non-sustainable, because 

historically there was always this idea about, you know… the fact that people are 

going to want to do something every fifteen years. There’s so much pressure. 
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Social Media, advertising, ‘You need this,’ ‘This is new now.’ I don’t envy people 

having to write magazine articles about what’s the newest thing. (Ryerson 

interviewee ‘A’)  

Bailey illustrated how the definition of interior design has contradictory characteristics; on 

one hand design is style, which is equated as a timely and continually evolving factor, and 

by contrast it is described by the participants as intrinsically connected with the issues of 

sustainability.   

Indeed, designing with a focus on sustainability is challenging; it requires detailed 

research, ingenuity and technical, in-depth knowledge of how products and materials are 

manufactured. The role of the interior designer becomes increasingly that of a researcher and 

educator, so that design recommendations have longevity and flexibility that prevents them from 

being replaced in their entirety when they become out of style. Many of the participants 

described sustainable design as “good design” or “successful design,” suggesting that 

sustainability has become a style trend, both for now and the future.  

Campus-wide initiatives of sustainability have become common place across Canada, as I 

demonstrated in the literature review in Chapter Two. The attitudes set by the faculty in the 

classroom are integral to students developing sustainable design thinking, and the participants 

expressed how the ideology of sustainability begins before creating and establishing curricula. 

The findings discovered that the University of Manitoba, Ryerson and OCAD are beginning to 

impart sustainable thinking into student considerations when choosing materials from which to 

construct their scaled design models. Criteria for material selection include whether the material 

is made with recycled content or can itself be recycled, as well as the volume of waste generated 

as a result of students cutting up a sheet of paperboard or plywood to construct said model 
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(Manitoba interviewee ‘B’; Ryerson interviewee ‘A’). In their second-year design project at 

Ryerson, students are required to build a full-scale model out of card or paperboard of their retail 

threshold design. This threshold design project consisted of a two-foot square cube that included 

representation of all materials used (not actual marble, for example) of the experience that they 

wish to create when shoppers enter their store, crossing from outside to within the establishment 

(Ryerson interviewee ‘A’). In the following year, the students’ third-year design project entails 

the creation of another design model, but mandatorily re-using the materials of their second-year 

threshold model (ibid.). 

Efficient use of materials is not simply about sustainability, but also reducing costs in 

construction. Ann discussed how students learn that standard sizes of plywood and drywall and 

minimizing waste from cutting are directly related to installation methods and design.  

Even before we get into the actual projects, we talk about the use of material. We 

don’t allow students insofar as we can help it or control it, as you know, sometimes 

it’s not really possible. But we don’t allow students to find material unless they’re 

using more than a certain percentage of it. So we don’t want to see off cuts of, you 

know, sheets of plywood where 10 percent of the material was used […] It strikes 

me that we were aiming for 60 percent of the original [to] get used. And then 

there’s less than 40 percent waste. (Manitoba interviewee ‘B’) 

Ann’s description of sustainability exemplifies how students are taught to maximize materials 

results while reducing waste and capitalizing on budgetary value.  Creating an atmosphere of 

sustainability in the classroom—not just as a requirement of the design projects that the students 

submit—is a way in which the faculty’s values and attitudes contribute to the presence of 

sustainable design methods in the curriculum as well. Faculty who deemed sustainability as an 

integral part of interior design education defined sustainable design as good design.  They also 
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articulated both active and passive construction strategies for energy efficiency, innovative 

design trends that enhance occupant health due to improved indoor air quality, and layers of 

building systems that create a whole.  

The participants explained how a consensus among faculty was an essential aspect of 

support for incorporating a holistic and consistent approach to sustainable design practices 

(interviewees Kwantlen ‘B’, Sheridan ‘A’, Sheridan ‘B’, Manitoba ‘B’).  As James said, “I think 

that's absolutely the problem - you have to have buy in from faculty in every course, in every 

studio course, in every other support course… [from] everyone” (Sheridan interviewee ‘B’). 

Even issues such as the amount of printing that an instructor does for a class were found to be 

frowned upon or discouraged amongst colleagues within the interior design department at 

Kwantlen, while it was not discussed by participants from other institutions.  In summary, an 

attitude of responsibility for sustainable design from instructors was cited as a driving factor for 

including comprehensive design strategies in the curricula.   

 

LEED: Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design  

In order to understand how the interview participants integrated sustainable design 

methods, I inquired about how they included environmentalism into their courses without 

specifically mentioning LEED. LEED is an environmental assessment tool widely used in new 

construction in Canada.  It measures issues including energy and water efficiency and the reuse 

and recycling of materials and aims to minimize a building’s overall negative environmental 

impact.  

Two faculty members regarded LEED training as not essential for them to teach specific 

and relevant applications of sustainability in their courses (Kwantlen interviewee ‘B’, Sheridan 
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interviewee ‘A’). As Evelyn stated, “I also have a giant greenheart. I took my LEED courses but 

I never wrote the exam” (Sheridan interviewee ‘A’). Nevertheless, a first-year studio course that 

Evelyn has taught included building orientation and passive solar heat gain in the very first 

design project assigned to student. Evelyn’s approach reinforces how environmentalism as a 

responsibility of interior design promotes the incorporation of sustainable design practices in 

academic curricula. Specialized training such as LEED was not deemed essential to teach the 

applicability of sustainable design.  

On the other hand, Kwantlen interviewee ‘B’ and OCAD interviewee ‘B’ argued that the 

formal training of LEED accreditation was worthwhile for their professional development, as it 

kept them abreast of the latest technological advances regarding sustainable design. Martina 

explained why she underwent the training to earn her LEED accreditation: “Of course I got it in 

order to learn, so that I could better teach” (Kwantlen interviewee ‘B’). This statement 

emphasizes the idea that when faculty undertake LEED training, it facilitates the incorporation of 

sustainable design applicability in their academic curricula. In fact, five of the twelve 

interviewees are LEED accredited professionals, as noted in Table 7 (although this was not a 

criterion for the participation selection).  

James from OCAD explained that LEED documents and processes can be useful tools 

when built directly into the curriculum, as, for example, when students are required to apply 

LEED’s criteria to their own design projects. As Table 8 shows, seven faculty members 

described how they require students to use LEED resources directly in this way. Two instructors 

mentioned LEED but did not include it as part of their curriculum; three of them did not mention 

it at all. The seven interviewees who acknowledged using LEED in their courses described it as a 

matter-of-fact method to integrate sustainable practices into their curricula; three reported how 
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first-year students are introduced to the concepts of LEED alongside the basic principles of 

design; the remaining four indicated that LEED criteria and checklists were applied wholly only 

in third and fourth year projects.  

Table 8 - Participants who use LEED directly in curricula 

Participant Yes No 

Kwantlen A x  

Kwantlen B x  

Mount Royal A x  

Mount Royal B  x 

OCAD A x  

OCAD B x  

Ryerson A x  

Ryerson B  x 

Sheridan A  x 

Sheridan B x  

Manitoba A  x 

Manitoba B  x 

 

One participant contended that the ideology behind LEED can be used as an initiative to 

promote further critical thinking amongst the students regarding life cycle analysis and the 

impact of their own design decisions: “We certainly talk about LEED right away in first year 

[…] But we go beyond that—we introduce the ideas of lifecycle, the idea of them being able to 

embrace used materials for their design assignments” (Ryerson interviewee ‘A’). Two 

participants, Sheridan interviewees ‘A’ and ‘B’, also described how they make their students 

aware of LEED, its principles, and how it is applied to interior design. They reported how 

introducing LEED encourages students to include some aspect of environmentalism in their 

studio projects in their first and fourth years. However, directly applying LEED criteria was 

described by only one of the participants from Sheridan.  
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By contrast, both faculty at Kwantlen explained how third-year students apply LEED 

checklists to their corporate design projects, which builds upon the studying of the theories 

behind LEED in their second year. Linda described this process thus: 

In the third year project [when designing] the office, they are required to have 

recycling and meet LEED criteria. So they have to research the criteria and they 

have to do a LEED analysis of how many points their project would have gotten. 

(Kwantlen interviewee ‘A’) 

By exposing them to the LEED assessment process, students are required to demonstrate their 

understanding of specific sustainable design strategies in their own work.   This example 

illustrates how LEED resources are used as a tool for incorporating comprehensive sustainable 

design applications in the curricula. OCAD, Ryerson and Mount Royal also incorporate LEED 

resources directly into project briefs, lectures, rubrics, student process work and critiques with 

faculty, or a combination of these.  Bailey explained this practice, stating, “Now we've sort of 

migrated to a point where we’ve actually grabbed a bunch of that information from the LEED 

checklist and integrated that into the project briefs” (OCAD interviewee ‘B’).  

The LEED guides describe in detail the innovations in sustainable mechanical systems 

that are responsible for the heating, ventilation and air conditioning (also known as HVAC) of 

buildings. Lighting is also essential to building functionality and design, and its resulting energy 

usage influences the sustainability of a building’s construction and operation. My interview data 

addressed these topics. Courses that focus on these two types of building systems (HVAC and 

lighting) are found in all six schools [Appendix A], which is illustrated in Ruth’s account of 

using LEED. 

So we go through the whole LEED program right in the commercial course, 

explaining the program, and then there’s a lot of discussions about mechanical 
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systems that are supportive of sustainability and lighting…. There’s quite a bit 

in that course. (OCAD interviewee ‘A’)  

The LEED guides detail both lighting and HVAC energy consumption, and the participants 

articulated how these LEED resources are inserted directly into their curricula to facilitate 

practical applications of sustainable design. 

Kwantlen and Mount Royal interviewees reported that students of interior design are 

encouraged to begin their own formal LEED training while in school, so that they can graduate 

with their LEED Green Associate certification (Kwantlen interviewee ‘A’; Mount Royal 

interviewee ‘A’). Linda from Kwantlen described how the majority of job postings for entry-

level interior designers in Vancouver requested LEED training on their job postings (ibid.), 

reinforcing the relevance that LEED has in both interior design practice and education.  

Mount Royal University has utilized LEED and life cycle analysis in design and 

construction as part of its curricula for over ten years (Mount Royal interviewee ‘A’).  As an 

internationally established standard for sustainable design and construction whose resources are 

publicly available, LEED was considered a useful tool that informs their curricula with specific 

applications for sustainable design.  

 

CIDA 

Chapter Two investigated the requirements of the CIDA Professional Standards and their 

applicability in environmentalism, demonstrating how sustainable practices are integrated into 

academic curricula. Table 9 summarizes how the selected interviewees relate the CIDA 

standards to the inclusion of sustainable design practices in interior design education. 
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Interview data showed that an accreditation approval from the CIDA was considered both 

supportive of sustainability in the curricula as well as a significant barrier.  As Martina stated, 

“[CIDA] sometimes feels more like a straight jacket than a seatbelt” (Kwantlen interviewee ‘B’). 

The CIDA was described as restrictive, lacking in innovation, and modelled on old-fashioned 

education standards for a baccalaureate degree, particularly when discussing the requirements of 

the liberal arts and science electives. 

Table 9 - Participants describe CIDA’s support of sustainable practices 

Participant Supportive Doesn’t ask 

enough 

Inhibits Comments 

Kwantlen A   x Lacks innovation 

Leaves little room in curricula 

Kwantlen B   x An old way of thinking about 

university curricula 

Mount Royal A  x  Too general a quality standard 

Mount Royal B x   Only pertaining to building systems 

OCAD A   x Asks for code compliance, egress 

standards for safety 

OCAD B  x  More concerned with building 

codes 

Ryerson A  x  Loosely written 

Faculty need to be creative with it 

Ryerson B   x No room in curricula for it 

Sheridan A   x Not much emphasis 

Sheridan B x   Reflective of modern, efficient 

construction methods 

Manitoba A  x  Obscured by achieving other 

standards 

Manitoba B x   Also use other CIDA publications 

and studies 
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By contrast, other faculty reasoned that allowing the CIDA alone to dictate course 

content would naturally result in curricula that was incomplete, as it is intended to be used as a 

guide rather than a recipe. “You have to be creative with it”, as Martina said (Kwantlen 

interviewee ‘B’). Two faculty members from two additional institutions furthered this notion 

(interviewees Manitoba ‘B’ and Sheridan ‘B’), describing the CIDA standards as loosely written 

guidelines rather than restrictive instructions that limited and defined curricula design. Ann 

stated: 

CIDA is based on a sort of an old school, American University ideology and, you 

know, for innovative design school programs, it’s a, it can be restrictive in some 

ways. So yeah, I think I experienced that this past summer because we also just 

went through accreditation last year […] I guess I kind of backed away from those 

processes—I was being called upon to all of a sudden provide our best 

documentation and report on things that felt really restrictive and [were] narrow 

norms. (Manitoba interviewee ‘B’) 

The projects that students develop are audited as part of a CIDA review; therefore, faculty 

describe the CIDA criteria as the first and foremost standard against which they measure their 

course content. 

Some interviewees argued that the CIDA portrays sustainability as a very general aspect 

of the curriculum and is concerned more with technical aspects, such as indoor air quality or off-

gassing of specified materials, than the teaching of sustainable design methods. It inheres an 

ambivalence between demonstrating awareness of sustainability versus evidence of tangible 

design applications, or, as Bailey said, “ticking a box and competence are two different things” 

(Ryerson interviewee ‘B’).  Others shared this sentiment, maintaining that even when the CIDA 

standards request the inclusion of sustainability, they are unspecific or could have required more 
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evidence demonstrated in the student’s work (Interviewees Kwantlen ‘B’, Mount Royal ‘A’, 

OCAD ‘B’, Ryerson ‘B’, Sheridan ‘A’).  

 Interview participants further articulated the downside of third-party curriculum 

verification, describing how the goal of gaining and subsequently maintaining CIDA 

accreditation obscures everything else. Meeting the standards becomes the sole focus when 

creating or modifying course content. For example, Claire said, “Of course we have to remain 

accredited. Our main and first objective always is to be CIDA accredited so that we can have a 

professional program” (Manitoba interviewee ‘A’).  

The CIDA standards set the parameters for learning outcomes that are evident in student 

work, which in turn guides course content. However, some faculty explicitly desired that the 

CIDA allowed more room for environmentalism (OCAD U interviewee ‘A’). Evelyn informed 

that when she or her colleagues request the approval from management for the time and wages to 

revise curricula, the request is denied because the institutions successfully secured CIDA award 

is presented as evidence that the curricula is simply fine the way it is (Sheridan interviewee ‘A’).  

The participants explained how the CIDA standards have very strict criteria for defining 

the liberal arts and science electives, and how this limits opportunities for adding unique 

complexities to an institution’s individual program. Ruth described the criteria for these electives 

as “brutal” (OCAD interviewee ‘A’), and Martina echoed that sentiment: 

The biggest problem I feel […] is that Canadian institutions are not treated 

fairly. We're required to meet old school, United States, big research 

university’s idea of what a degree should be, which includes 30 credits of liberal 

arts and sciences, [….] in the states, if a university can prove that it meets their 

state requirements, even if they're different than the CIDA requirements of the 
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30 credits, they're allowed to meet the state requirements, but we're not. 

(Kwantlen interviewee ‘B’) 

The requirements for the elective courses were deemed as hampering opportunities to engage 

students with more focussed sustainable design coursework.  

Meeting the requirements for these six liberal arts and science electives is part of meeting 

CIDA’s overall conditions for what constitutes an accredited interior design degree.  Each of the 

six schools offer the minimum of six elective courses, some up to nine [Appendix B]. Faculty 

describe this as restricting not only the creativity to expand course content, but also 

sustainability. A similar response was reported by Linda. 

When you want to think of the bigger picture and more innovative ways of 

teaching because if you move one thing here then you're not meeting something, 

and that becomes an issue. For example, our last [CIDA] visit we had to redo all 

of our electives because CIDA is very strict about the arts and sciences electives, 

right? […] but we're a polytechnic university and we have programs like 

brewing. We have programs like horticulture and beekeeping which not don't fall 

within the traditional arts and sciences. They want to have electives for a well-

rounded, educated designer, so, no, there are several of those courses that are 

very much sustainability driven that we would like to get offered as a bigger 

picture. And yet we're not allowed to. (Kwantlen interviewee ‘A’) 

This assertion of the strict criteria put forth by the CIDA was considered by other faculty as 

limiting the depth of sustainable practices, in addition to the creativity of the liberal arts and 

science electives.  

When defining how thoroughly integrated the applicability of sustainable practices was in 

the curricula, half of the participants used words such as “inherently” or “leading edge” although 

they described the CIDA’s requirements for sustainable practices as general and vague 
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(Interviewees Kwantlen ‘A’, Kwantlen ‘B’, Mount Royal ‘A’, Ryerson ‘A’, Ryerson ‘B’, 

Manitoba ‘B’). As Bailey put it,  

I don’t think there’s enough emphasis on sustainability in CIDA standards just 

because they’re aiming at giving certification through general education, or 

from an education system that’s based on a student body that has a general 

knowledge, but not the specific. (Ryerson interviewee ‘B’)  

In contrast, some praised the CIDA, describing the standards as “driving” or “guiding” 

the course content (Sheridan interviewee ‘A’; Kwantlen interviewee ‘B’), and that “their 

curriculum is pretty smart” (OCAD U interviewee ‘A’). While some faculty felt that the CIDA 

was restricting or demanded too little in terms of sustainable practices, others described the 

standards as a simple framework from which to build interesting and inventive curricula. Four 

participants described that CIDA standards provide the outline for quality interior design 

education, but it is up to the individual instructor to create course content that meets the 

standards while also being engaging, current, and creative.  Angela articulated this: 

I think it’s like saying this is a half full glass of water. I mean it’s all in your 

attitude. Either you embrace it or you don’t want to be accredited and it’s not—

I think it’s as loosely written in some ways, in most ways, as the building code 

can be, you know? You go up against the building code or you can realize, OK, 

I'm a creative person. How can I do this creatively? (Ryerson interviewee ‘A’) 

Using CIDA standards to guide the creation of course content and assist in creating 

curricula was found to be helpful to the faculty who described it as a guide that reflects current 

design trends. By contrast, other instructors expressed the CIDA could be more explicit by 

requiring student work to demonstrate specific sustainable design applications.  
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Energy: LEED and the current industry 

The many facets of energy usage as an aspect of interior design education include 

insulation, construction techniques and materials, mindful design considerations—such as the 

maximization of natural light—and the financial savings associated with energy-efficient design 

decisions. The participants considered all of these topics essential ways through which they 

incorporate environmentalism in their curriculum.  

Canadians use more hydroelectricity per capita than Americans (Tencer, 2016, para. 7) 

and this was reflected in the data from the interviews: 11 of the 12 participants articulated how 

consideration for energy usage is an embedded form of sustainable design that they incorporate 

into their course content (Table 10). Energy savings and efficiency was the most cited 

description of how interior design can be sustainable, followed by passive design strategies and 

effective lighting design that utilizes daylight to minimize the use of artificial light sources. 

LEED also recognizes that energy consumption is a priority and inextricably connected with 

interior design and construction. Energy usage for building operation makes up the most points 

on a LEED project checklist for interior design and construction of both commercial and 

residential buildings (38 of 110 points in both commercial and residential projects).  

The participants on the whole demonstrated that both clients and the industry demand 

energy efficient design practices due to financial savings and improved occupant comfort. As 

Claire put it,  

One of the questions that comes to mind right away [that] I give them is, what are 

the key strategies for saving energy? Using day-lighting? And have some options. 

Of course, the ones that actually turned off the lights are the ones that save energy. 

(Manitoba interviewee ‘A’) 
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Careful consideration for design using natural lighting to reduce the amount of artificial 

lighting is one of the ways of teaching students how to design for energy efficiency.   

Table 10 - Sustainable design practices: Energy 

Participant Cost Savings Passive design Design for  

energy efficiency 

Other 

Kwantlen A   x  

Kwantlen B  x   

Mount Royal A   x 

 

Solar energy 

Mount Royal B x   Strategic use of  

natural light 

OCAD A x x  Solar energy 

OCAD B x x  Solar energy 

Ryerson A x    

Ryerson B x x x Solar energy 

Sheridan A  x   

Sheridan B   x Energy and 

water efficient 

fixtures Manitoba A x x  Strategic use of  

natural light 

Manitoba B N/A N/A N/A N/A 

 

Bailey also commented on the theme of designing for energy conservation: 

Passive housing strategies are one thing, but now I’m [asking], ‘What is net 

zero?’ It’s not good enough. Like net zero in anything. OK—you didn’t use 

electricity and your electricity intake from the city is zero; but actually now it’s 

producing - energy generating buildings; so that you’re actually producing 
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electricity to feed into the city system rather than taking [it]. (Ryerson 

interviewee ‘B’) 

Bailey’s assertion illustrates how advancements in building construction have not just allowed 

inhabitants to dramatically reduce their energy consumption, but also become sources of energy 

production themselves, reducing or eliminating the demand on electrical infrastructure. 

Energy usage in the built environment entails many qualities of design, including 

lighting, energy alternatives that utilize the sun and wind as sources, and the use of high-

performance heating and cooling systems or construction materials like insulation. How a 

dwelling is supplied with power or heating in the absence of municipal utilities requires 

creativity and problem-solving and has been included in design project criteria for both Sheridan 

and Mount Royal students. Faculty described how even the design process to construct the 

building envelope has evolved, becoming thicker and including a more strategic layering of 

materials that creates better thermal barriers, reduces heat loss in cold seasons, and prevents solar 

heat gain through windows in warm ones (Sheridan interviewee ‘B’, OCAD interviewee ‘B’).  

Technical courses at Mount Royal, Kwantlen and Sheridan have employed design 

strategies to reduce energy consumption of a building through lighting layout. When asked to 

explain how environmentalism is incorporated into these types of courses, Richard stated: 

For codes and specifications, so part two of that course is specifying materials and 

specifying products. When I give out that project, for example, they design a 

universal bathroom or a bank of washrooms on the fourth floor in this building. When 

they specify their products, they are asked to consider sustainable materials, recycled 

materials, low flush, low flow, proper lighting—that’s energy savings—because 

that’s part of that course. (Sheridan interviewee ‘B’) 
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Non-studio courses with a technical focus afford opportunity to teach students how to 

specify products and materials with consideration for their environmental impact.  Students 

are taught proper lighting design and how to select efficient light fixtures, thus applying 

sustainability for energy savings. 

Faculty described energy as a significant part of the decisions that designers make. They 

address it in coursework, when specifying light fixtures and the electrical systems that control 

them. Three of the interview participants described effective lighting design that considers the 

specification of fixtures with lower energy input and thoughtful use of daylight as sustainable 

design strategies in their curricula (interviewees Mount Royal ‘B’, Sheridan ‘B’, Manitoba ‘A’). 

Energy usage is connected to a balance of natural versus artificial lighting, and this aspect was 

described by the participants.  As Sanjay said,   

A lot of times students will just, ‘Oh, let’s just put a whole bunch of pot lights’, 

and not really understanding sustainability and how that really affects the 

electricity and energy we use or, do we really need all that light? (Mount Royal 

interviewee ‘B’)  

This comment reveals how teaching lighting design is a complex process, and over-lighting a 

space is unnecessary and increases energy consumption. 

Sheridan ‘B’, Kwantlen ‘A’ and OCAD ‘B’ interviewees also discussed energy 

consumption as a result of how the building envelope itself was designed. For a second-year 

studio project at Kwantlen, students were required to design the common areas of a multi-unit 

residential project by offering options to the tenants, while also allowing for the constraints of 

budget and size: 

They were proposing to enclose the whole open areas with glass, like a 

greenhouse type of thing. And so the other faculty and I say, ‘Well, why close 
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it? Like, why is it covering us?’ And they're like, ‘Well, it rains a lot’ and we 

said, ‘Well, did you look into other strategies? Because think about the energy 

consumption of heating the whole place, cooling the whole place.’ (Kwantlen 

interviewee ‘A’) 

Enclosing this “greenhouse” common area would have had great implications on energy 

consumption, which the faculty did not fail to remind the students in their assessment.  

 The costs of energy consumption in the Canadian built environment was also cited as a 

driving aspect of sustainably and, therefore, reflected in teaching. James described increasing 

energy costs in Ontario as a local phenomenon that contributes to the public’s interest in reducing 

energy consumption via sustainable design tactics: 

I mean, often people don’t actually compare our energy rates to Europe, for 

example. And I think that would be a really quick conversion to being a lot more 

conservative; we use a lot of energy. And a lot of it is about information that’s 

available, so I think when anyone hears of hydro rates going up, then they start 

considering this more. […] I think it’s the idea of saving money and that money 

can be used for something else. (OCAD interviewee ‘B’) 

The increasing amount of public information on how the inclusion of sustainable design 

applications can result in years of reduced energy costs has the potential to drive design practices 

for significant energy conservation. 

Cost savings as a result of energy-efficient designs and increasing rates for electricity 

were both regular topics when participants discussed interior design education. Mount Royal 

University’s students participated in the Solar Decathlon event organized by the U.S. Department 

of Energy, in which teams design a full-sized home powered by solar energy (Solar Decathlon, 
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n.d.). When describing this, Fran relayed how the criteria for this competition has evolved over 

the years to reflect the changes in energy technology:  

A couple of competitions before, all of the solar power that was generated went 

into battery storage. And then they said, they changed the year that we were 

there [2007]. They changed it from battery storage to a connection to the grid, 

which was great, […] designing the home, looking at really integrating 

sustainability. (Mount Royal interviewee ‘A’) 

The advancements of photovoltaic cells design enable a dwelling to send power back into the 

service infrastructure, which illustrates how sustainability has evolved from smaller to larger 

scales. 

In summary, technological advancements regarding energy usage of the built environment 

have enabled improved thermal comfort and environmental control for occupants, as well as 

increasing efficiency and reducing operating costs. Energy usage has become a common topic in 

sustainable design education, and faculty reported how it is included in the course content of 

their interior design programs. The overall evolution of interior design and its effect on 

sustainable design education is a theme that is discussed in the following section.  

Document review: Assignment briefs  

 The document review included content analysis of an assignment brief from each of the 

six institutions.  The only criterion for the document was that it was not from a first year course.  

The requirements for sustainable design practices from each project are displayed in Table 11. 

The document review of the project briefs revealed that energy conservation was described by 

three of the six assignments; five of the six described the sun path, natural lighting or solar 

consideration of the building site. Other specific sustainable design strategies described included 
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passive systems and water conservation, but all of them conclusively require sustainable design 

as a consideration of the design and development process.   

Table 11- Project Briefs: Content analysis for sustainable practices 

Institution Course Delivery  Description  

Kwantlen Polytechnic 

University 

Studio 4 Year 2, Term 2 Design process from concept, space 

planning, construction drawings. Use of 

natural lighting and sustainable strategies.  

Show evidence of original, sustainable 

design operations. 

 

Mount Royal 

University 

Studio 5 Year 3, Term 1 Whole scope of design process, from 

concept, space planning, ceiling plans, 

section, furniture and materials. Application 

of sustainable design required in solutions. 

 

OCAD University 

 

Residential 

Inclusivity 

Year 3, Term 1 Alley space, residential project, preserve min 

50% of exterior walls.  Client profile given: 

accessible by wheelchair OR consider 

mental or environmental health conditions.  

Evidence required for consideration of 

geography, natural ventilation, daylight and 

sun control, climate challenges. 

 

Ryerson University Interior 

Design 8 

Year 4, Term 2 Redesign of existing campus building with 

proposal that utilizes materials with low 

carbon footprint, responsive to climate, 

weather, and energy conscious.  Use one 

focus topic: advanced materials, solar 

screening, energy generation.  Research 

industry practices, sun path, climate factors. 

 

Sheridan College Advanced 

Studio 1 

Year 4, Term 1 Redesign of existing building in Ontario 

with socially responsible program. Initial 

design process, research, concept, completed 

floor plans. Consider energy efficiency, 

water conservation, indoor environmental 

quality, climate/site conditions, solar path 

 

University of 

Manitoba 

Indoor 

Systems 

Year 4, Term 2 Compare conventional environmental 

systems control and technology of active and 

passive systems.  Propose more sustainable 

solutions, retrofit of existing systems.  

Thermal comfort, indoor environmental 

quality, sustainable strategies for water and 

lighting use. 
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Timeliness  

Perhaps the most commonly cited driver of sustainability in the education of interior 

designers was that this is simply the way of the world and how interior design has evolved over 

the past two or three decades. This section considers interviewee insights on the factors that have 

influenced the integration of sustainability into interior design education. Sustainable design 

education relies on common practices of the interior design industry and how it reflects clients’ 

interior design demands; and also, on the knowledge of sustainability that the industry requires 

from professional interior design practices. 

Fran explained how sustainability was not a topic or criterion of interior design curricula 

until the late 1990s, but by 2005, students at Mount Royal were required to perform LEED 

assessments of their own design projects (Mount Royal interviewee ‘A’). This change has been 

parallel to the incorporation of sustainability in the curricula over the past ten years, as 

articulated by James: “So when I started teaching [in 2008], almost each course that I taught had 

a unit on sustainability. Now when I teach it, there isn’t a unit, but it’s probably part of every 

discussion we have every week” (OCAD interviewee ‘B’). Sustainability was considered to have 

been integrated into interior design education as a result of the nature of current professional 

practices, and also the need for curriculum that reflect current practical trends.   

Evelyn described how government initiatives for sustainable design in Canada was an 

influential factor on the general public’s evolving awareness of sustainable design strategies.  

So I think that if you were to look at current requests for proposals put out by the 

government, they would, as a part of the RFP include something about 

sustainability, whereas 15 years ago I don’t think that that might have been on 

there. […] So I think that the general public is becoming more aware because the 

government’s requiring more. (Sheridan interviewee ‘A’) 
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Evelyn observed that initiatives made by the government toward sustainability have trickled 

down into public practice. This view was echoed by Angela who stated, “I am waiting for the 

government to make this a requirement from the top down” (OCAD interviewee ‘A’).  

Sustainable design has also evolved into the notion of “good design”; four of the 

respondents equated good interior design with sustainable design (Interviewees Manitoba B, 

OCAD B, Sheridan A, Ryerson A), and three other faculty members used another phrase that 

defined sustainable design as not simply relinquished to a singular facet of the interior design 

field. It is not an individual thing, but parts and layers of building systems and the construction 

industry as a whole (Kwantlen interviewee ‘B’, Ryerson interviewee ‘B’, and Mount Royal 

interviewee ‘B’).  

The interview participants described how sustainable design practices in the built 

environment are purely an expectation of current interior design practice, and therefore education 

as well.  Linda made a comparison to the continual evolution of technology and how design 

education has equally developed to include sustainable design solutions in the work of interior 

design students:  

It’s funny because two or three years ago, four years ago, we had to tell them. 

It’s like we don’t have to anymore. You know how years ago you had to teach 

your students about technology, but now you don’t? […] It’s like building code. 

There’s no way you can practice without an awareness or understanding of 

sustainable practices, at least not in British Columbia. (Kwantlen interviewee 

‘A’) 

This matter-of-fact reality of how sustainability is practiced in both the interior design profession 

and education was attributed to public demand to keep up with the issues that they currently face. 
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This social responsibility of sustainable design education was repeated by faculty member Claire, 

who stated: 

I think it should be the number one. We should be talking about it. I think we’re 

talking about a serious climate crisis now. I don’t think any of these students… 

they’re going to get out of school and be able to design a big tomato. Beautiful. 

But they don’t see a building’s worth. We’re going to be talking about some 

serious survivability, resiliency, and economic concerns (Manitoba interviewee 

‘A’).  

 

Such an assertion presents the notion that interior design carries with it an obligation to address 

the environmental problems associated with global warming, which include extreme 

precipitation events and floods, as well as increasing temperatures (Ryerson interviewee ‘B’). As 

these issues affect public and residential interiors, they connect environmentalism with both 

social and financial concerns. 

Globalization and social media have also brought international interior design trends and 

technology into the hands of the general Canadian public. James from OCAD described how this 

has led to clients who are in their sixties and seventies asking for heated floors, smart home 

systems, and the ability to control their lighting and HVAC systems remotely via their 

smartphones (OCAD interviewee ‘B’). Clients were further cited as being drivers of sustainable 

design practices as they have gained knowledge on how interior materials affect the quality of 

indoor air and occupant health, just as their awareness of and demand for non-GMO and organic 

food has also increased (Sheridan interviewee ‘A’).  

Ann from the University of Manitoba articulated an increasing media trend for 

minimalism, decluttering, frugality and a simplified ideology that regards material possession in 

a decisive contrast to lifestyles of large and ostentatious homes. While attending an interior 
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design conference in Munich, Ann recalled her experience of how real estate researchers with 

architectural backgrounds were studying several large communication companies, including 

Nokia, and found that decreased landfill waste was inextricably linked with a decrease in the 

amount of workspace used (Manitoba interviewee ‘B’). Ann further articulated how Canadian 

corporate design has also moved away from designing office spaces with individually assigned 

workspaces, and instead creates hotel work stations, which have non-permanent, unassigned 

seating. She stated this below: 

So maybe they had, I don’t know, like a corner office. I think in Europe, people 

don’t like working like that. So their corner office might have been 8 by 10 or 10 

by 10 [feet]. And now if they’re looking at productivity and they’re looking at the 

number of hours someone’s physically spending in that office and saying, well, 

actually, you're really only here 60 percent of the time, could we even get you into 

60 percent of the footprint? (Manitoba interviewee ‘B’) 

This evolution in corporate design has occurred alongside the increased prevalence of laptop 

computers, smartphones and telecommunication within the business workforce in Canada. These 

changes have resulted in the design of workspaces that reflect the reduced need for an employee 

to be permanently tethered to a corporate workspace. 

Driving factors and design trends of the local interior design industry were found to be a 

primary connection in promoting the sustainability content of academic curricula. Two 

interviewees spoke about how being located in Toronto and Calgary, respectively, enables their 

faculty to maintain working relationships with local vendors and showrooms, bringing 

representatives from those companies into the classroom as guest lecturers to talk about how 

their materials and products approach sustainability (Ryerson interviewee ‘A’, Mount Royal 

interviewee ‘A’).  Employing faculty who maintain professional networking leads to a 
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connection between industry members and students and has the potential to impart lasting skills 

and applicable knowledge of sustainable design practices. 

The practices of the local construction industry and provincial building codes were cited 

as obstructions to sustainable design practices. They create a gap between interior design 

education and the reality of how industry professionals practice sustainable design. This disparity 

between sustainable knowledge and action was described by two faculty members whose 

institutions are located in Toronto. One recognized how the construction trades may resist the 

specification of sustainable alternatives. She said, “I think there’s a bit of the same old, same old 

because people who are building are used to doing things a certain way” (Ryerson interviewee 

‘B’). The changes required of construction methods to meet the sustainable design requirements 

of clients was echoed by the faculty member, who discussed how the building code also creates a 

barrier to thermal design evolutions, like in-floor heating.  

If you're building a house in Toronto right now, you won’t get a building permit 

if you only have radiant heat, you need to have forced air as well. But if we think 

forward to, you know, fifteen, twenty years from now, that needs to change. 

(OCAD interviewee ‘B’) 

These restrictions of building codes on sustainability illustrate how industry standards comprise 

an external factor for sustainable construction, dictated by the location’s bylaws, building codes, 

and the social, cultural, and government influences from where each institution is located. Ann 

from the University of Manitoba described sustainability standards established for Manitoba 

government buildings. Kwantlen Polytechnic University is located in Vancouver, where the 

proprietors of many of the successful design firms request graduates to have knowledge on 

sustainability in order to equip their firms with junior designers who possess the skillset 
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demanded by the local industry and clients (Kwantlen interviewee ‘B’). In fact, when asked to 

choose whether they would define sustainability as a marketable skill for interior designer 

graduates—as opposed to a value—nine of the twelve interviewees confirmed that it is a 

marketable skill, as illustrated in Table 12.  

Some of the participants who are LEED Accredited Professionals described sustainable 

design practices as a marketable skill, whereas other participants who are also LEED APs did 

not.  These assertions are not displayed (Table 7) or associated with the participants’ place of 

employment in order to protect their identity.    

 

Table 12 - Sustainable design practices: Marketable skill or value?     

Participant Marketable 

Skill 

Both Value 

Kwantlen A x   

Kwantlen B x   

Mount Royal A  x  

Mount Royal B   X 

OCAD A x   

OCAD B   X 

Ryerson A   X 

Ryerson B x   

Sheridan A  x  

Sheridan B x   

Manitoba A x   

Manitoba B x   

 

The data from my research shows that demands for sustainable practices in the interior 

design industry have evolved over the past decade and continue to be adaptive and flexible to 

clients demands. My research also demonstrates that this reflects the presence and need of 

sustainable practices in the curricula of interior design degree programs. 
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Support and resources 

Another theme that the interview data revealed was the support and resources, or lack 

thereof, that enable faculty to bring applicable knowledge of sustainable design to the classroom. 

Participants mentioned both social and financial support from colleagues, management of the 

interior design department, and the institution itself.  On-campus resources include library 

materials and its staff, and local vendors and guest lecturers (experts in sustainability). The 

interviewees discussed the kinds of support and resources that are available to them, and how 

they would invest funds to improve knowledge on sustainable design for themselves, the students 

and the curricula. This section begins with the participants’ perspectives on faculty 

communication, followed by resources that help facilitate sustainable design learning in the 

classroom. Finally, I discuss the participants’ suggestions to improve the applicability of 

sustainable design in academic curricula, and how the participants would manifest financial 

investments for that sole purpose. 

 

Communication 

 As a means to effectively include sustainable design practices in the classroom, the 

participants referred to the support they receive from each other and upper management of the 

interior design department. The institution itself or the program chair were described as being 

supportive of sustainable design training for staff and encouraging the department to consider 

design practices environmentally in the course content. Half of the participants articulated clearly 

how management or their colleagues fostered the inclusion of sustainability in the curriculum. 
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“Management have always been supportive in taking additional courses or becoming LEED 

certified”, Richard said (Sheridan interviewee ‘B’). Claire also described how her Dean and 

department colleagues have always supported her mandate to teach courses on building systems 

by taking innovations in green technology into consideration (Manitoba interviewee ‘A’). Sanjay 

echoed this sentiment when he described the chair of the interior design department as supportive 

of sustainable practices in the curriculum (Mount Royal interviewee ‘B’). Both faculty members 

from Kwantlen expressed not just social but financial support from the university by way of 

professional development funds that allow them to take the LEED exam and courses required for 

maintenance of their LEED accredited professional status.  

 On the other hand, two participants stated that their departments lack communication 

amongst colleagues and supervisors regarding the importance of sustainability in the curriculum. 

Martina remarked, “But I believe that the support for sustainability comes from within the 

department. It doesn't come from our bosses down at all. It comes from the ground up, from us” 

(Kwantlen interviewee ‘B’). Evelyn echoed this sentiment when she said that not all faculty were 

interested in updating their course content to include sustainable design (Sheridan interviewee 

‘A’).  

Even when faculty had the chance to communicate regarding the importance of adding 

sustainable design to the curriculum, translating this knowledge successfully into the student’s 

ability to demonstrate design solutions was found difficult, and differed from professor to 

professor. Angela expressed the difference between imparting students with an awareness of 

sustainability and facilitating tangible applications of it in their work. She also spoke about how 

this related to the disparity among faculty member’s individual expectations of students 
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demonstrating sustainable design solutions. Angela identified the differences in faculty demands 

of sustainability in student learning outcomes when she stated: 

But I know that we really have a good, knowledgeable faculty, both full time 

and part time faculty. So I think everybody is pretty committed to that. But I 

will say that I don’t know that I see it in the student’s work, right? So that’s 

where there’s somewhat of a disconnect, and that could just be because we’re 

not really asking for as much there. I mean, we’re asking for what needs to be, 

but I think we are different in terms of what we would expect. (Ryerson 

interviewee ‘A’) 

This difference of opinion on the importance of sustainable design in academic curricula 

connects to the lack of communication among faculty members. Evelyn described how her 

colleagues “aren’t all on board” (Sheridan interviewee ‘A’) when it comes to teaching 

sustainable design solutions. When recounting how sustainable practices are taught as a subject 

that is separated from the techniques of interior design, Claire compared this separation to her 

colleagues when she said “In a way, professors themselves are also siloed”, and described how 

this contributes to the lack of synergy of sustainable design practices in the curriculum 

(Manitoba interviewee ‘A’).  

Sanjay mentioned just how little interaction can take place during a typical day of 

teaching: “I was leading certain courses, I could just go to my class, have my construction lecture 

or studio, and that was it. I didn’t have to talk to anybody else” (Mount Royal interviewee ‘B’). 

Fran from Mount Royal communicated to me how their department recently addressed the 

segregation among the courses, after they realized that the student workload was overwhelming; 

the projects assigned for each of the courses were disconnected. By reviewing the entire degree’s 

program map, along with information from student surveys and focus groups, Mount Royal 
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revised the content of three core courses to directly support the studio stream, thus streamlining 

the projects and resulting in less segregation in the student workload (Mount Royal interviewee 

‘B’).  

By contrast, participants pointed out that preparing for the CIDA evaluation was 

described as a way of alleviating the segregation between faculty and their respective curricula. 

Third-party verification from the CIDA creates an opportunity for faculty to see and assess the 

components of other courses. Claire described this collaborative opportunity when she said, 

“You get the yearly faculty meeting, but when do you actually get to pick up someone else’s 

assignment brief and go, ‘Oh, this is what you’re teaching in your class’, because we’re all so 

busy, right?” (Manitoba interviewee ‘A’). This sentiment was also reported by Richard from 

Sheridan, who described how to make improvements to deepen the sustainable design content of 

academic curricula. 

We speak through our spring meetings about how we’re linking and 

connecting, but nothing is as thorough, as revealing, as a third party. The third-

party review [is] where you have to show how the students have demonstrated 

their learning through what you're delivering as lectures and project briefs. 

There’s nothing better because that’s how you identify the gaps in the program. 

(Sheridan interviewee ‘B’) 

Preparing for the third-party CIDA review offers the opportunity for faculty to view course 

streams and the degree’s structure in their entirety, allowing them to promote consistency and 

continuity in their students’ learning outcomes. 

 Social support from within the interior design department occurred as a common theme 

in my interviews. But three of the interview informants questioned the breadth of how inter-

department communication leads to actual sustainability in a pedagogical context. One suggested 
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that sustainability as a trend in interior design peaked around 2008, when she recalls showing her 

students a video about the flotilla of plastic garbage accumulating in the Atlantic Ocean (Ryerson 

interviewee ‘A’). Evelyn talked about campus-wide initiatives for recycling and sustainability 

but said this was more about marketing for the institution than teaching applicable design 

demonstrations; “it’s a tip of the hat,” she concluded (Sheridan interviewee ‘A’). Linda 

articulated how students need concrete direction to be able to apply sustainable design: 

So they still need guidance as how to practice with sustainability and I think we 

could do a better job at that, and I suspect that might be the same for all schools. 

So maybe more opportunities to actually practice sustainable interior design. 

Whether that’s some service learning, whether that’s involving them in actual 

projects, or is just a part of the studio […] it’s staying superficial when it doesn’t 

have to be. (Kwantlen interviewee ‘A’) 

The inclusion of hands-on, experiential learning would afford faculty the means with which to 

provide students an opportunity for deeper learning in sustainable design, to transition from 

shallow awareness to active implementation.  

 Participants stated how collaboration and encouragement within the department, or a 

lack thereof, affected the inclusion of environmentalism in the curriculum across the entire 

interior design degree.   

 

Resources 

The interviewees often referred to on-campus materials libraries as a key resource to 

address the gap between awareness and actively practicing sustainable design. Materials libraries 

provide students with the chance to access samples of design finishes, such as stone, carpet, 

fabric, wood, among others, which enable them to make design selections for their own projects. 
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OCAD, Ryerson and Mount Royal have dedicated librarians as their respective materials library 

staff. Sheridan, the University of Manitoba and Kwantlen employ students or volunteers. Faculty 

described the following as key components in instilling the students with deeper knowledge on 

sustainable design: the materials library itself, its staff’s knowledge on materials and 

sustainability, and maintenance of involving industry vendors to supply the library with current 

finishes. For example, James depicts the materials library at OCAD below: 

So that faculty member handles the materials library, but also teaches the 

materials and methods courses and is also the person who does most of the 

arranging of incoming lectures, […] So in terms of materials, I think one thing 

OCAD has from a university perspective, we have a bunch of professors still in 

the industry as well. So there's several connections they have, that are coming 

in and doing lectures, staying current about what’s in materials. (OCAD 

interviewee ‘B’) 

Knowledge of materials in the context of sustainability relies on connecting students with the 

collaborative knowledge of material librarians, faculty, and the industry and supplier members. 

Kwantlen faculty expressed how financial assistance to their materials library would 

increase the students’ ability to propose sustainable design solutions in their own work. Martina 

specifically addressed the need for a materials librarian who is knowledgeable in the sustainable 

aspects of design finishes. She said, “We have a new resource room, but we don’t have any 

funding to hire a sustainability expert to come in, set it all up and organize it” (Kwantlen 

interviewee ‘B’). Mount Royal recognized this need and recently hired a materials librarian; Fran 

describes below the specialized knowledge that they sought out when hiring this employee.  

We just hired a librarian with a background of specifically working on setting 

up and updating interior design and architectural libraries for over six years. So 

she has all the connections with industry and understands about sustainability 
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and is restructuring our entire library to set it up based on format specifications, 

but also the ability to identify the green or LEED related sort of items, more 

sustainable items for the students and the faculty as well, right? (Mount Royal 

interviewee ‘A’)  

These assertions from the participants demonstrate how access to in-depth knowledge of 

materials and products connects with the students’ ability to apply sustainable practices and 

solutions in their own work. The data also shows that networking the students with interior 

design industry professionals and vendors can offer the former relevant, hands-on knowledge that 

will increase the applicability of sustainable design in their work. Knowledge of materials is a 

primary source of sustainability in interior design education, and the following section discusses 

the participants’ suggestions to improve information on this topic.  

How to improve and invest 

I asked the participants to speak to how they would spend a hypothetical financial 

injection of $150,000 towards sustainable design education. Their responses consistently 

concerned these subjects: improve the knowledge of materials, experiential learning, promoting 

professional training for faculty, having experts in sustainable design as guest lecturers, and 

make specific revisions to the curriculum. The participants expressed interest in development 

funds dedicated especially for LEED and other sustainable design training, and two participants 

suggested that undergoing LEED training was very much the responsibility of full time, tenured 

faculty (Ryerson interviewee B, Sheridan interviewee ‘A’). Evelyn voiced this perspective: 

Take it one step further and almost suggest that it would be more beneficial to 

make that a mandatory course for everyone who teaches, you know? Take it one 

step further and say everyone that teaches interior design courses at Sheridan 
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should take that, or perhaps just the full time [employees]. (Sheridan interviewee 

‘A’).  

Evelyn’s assertion that sustainable design practices fall on the responsibility of full-

time faculty indicates the need for tenured staff to also take up the task of undergoing 

formal training in sustainable design practices. 

When asked how to invest funds dedicated to improve sustainable design practices in 

academic curricula, five of the twelve participants’ responses concerned evidence-based learning 

and testing of both materials and building systems: first, Sanjay from Mount Royal (interviewee 

‘B’) expressed a desire for the ability to perform demonstrations of air circulation and a lighting 

lab. The other four participants suggested the measurement and verification of materials through 

testing and transparency of their specifications as ideal investments by Fran, Richard and Ann 

(Mount Royal interviewee ‘A’, Sheridan interviewee ‘B’, Manitoba interviewee ‘B’) as well as 

Claire, who described what this type of lab could look like. 

Development of [some] instrumentation to do measurement and verification; to 

do post occupancy evaluation work […] measure performance and the capacity 

to really start to get the students to be able to model those things and prototype 

them and explore them and compare and contrast. (Manitoba interviewee ‘A’) 

The hypothetical funding could also be used to bring experts in sustainability as guest lecturers, 

which would improve the students’ ability to apply sustainable design in their work.  It could 

also form the basis of a sponsorship program, funded by local manufacturers, that would foster 

the inclusion of sustainable design strategies to the curriculum. Bailey reported that relying on 

manufacturers to take the lead in sustainable design practices was preferable to relying on the 

government. 
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But imagine one of these furniture manufacturers decide to take on this role. 

Maybe one of them, Steelcase, they give us the money, right? Because generating 

the money from the government, that’s what’s taking so long. If they had actually 

someone interested in sustainable design education and they give us the money, 

I would have no problem running that school. I can establish it in two years. I 

can build a new building. (Ryerson interviewee ‘B’).  

Bailey’s assertion for the industry’s role was echoed by James when he explained that 

improvements must be made to establish standards that define sustainability in interior design 

degree education, as no formal framework currently exists (OCAD interviewee ‘B’). 

 Participants provided two unique suggestions for successfully promoting and improving 

the integration of sustainable practices in academic curricula. The first was an initiative that, as 

Angela observed, had already begun to be articulated through the students’ work. She stated: 

On a campus level, there’s so much initiative at Ryerson for the mental health of 

students. […] I think they are starting to sort of equate it to how it can—what the 

environment is that students are in. So they talk about the student experience and 

that’s, I think, an exciting thing for designers to realize. And it’s something that 

students are so familiar with that it’s almost like they’re bringing it to their work 

naturally. Whereas I wouldn’t have seen that ten years ago. I’ve found that to be 

an interesting shift. (Ryerson interviewee ‘A’) 

Angela’s observation illustrates how students recognized the power of design as it relates to 

occupant’s mental health, and incorporated that relationship into their work.  The second 

suggestion was from Martina who thought that faculty across Canada actively pursuing methods 

for teaching sustainable design practices should form a collective with that specific objective, so 

that they could trade knowledge with each other (Kwantlen interviewee ‘B’). 
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 In summary, experiential learning, materials knowledge, training of sustainable design 

for faculty members, experts as guest lecturers, and revising the curriculum were the resources 

that selected interviewees highlighted as factors that can contribute to the successful inclusion of 

substantial sustainable design practices within the curriculum.  

 

Investing in sustainable practices 

All of the participants described monetary injections as a way to alleviate obstacles and 

bring experiential learning and tangible applicability of sustainable design to the interior 

designer’s classroom. In fact, financial constraints were cited as preventing necessary updates 

and curriculum revisions. To re-assess an entire course’s content would require a time and 

energy investment from a full-time employee and would also depend on approval from upper 

management in order to make this arrangement for fulltime staff.  This process would also have 

to be planned carefully years in advance, as Bailey explains:  

There’s a system, unfortunately, and the system is difficult to change because 

suddenly every year you have to be ready to run 100 new incoming students. 

So your curriculum [and] courses, those are all advertised a year in advance to 

be ready. You can’t just make changes. (Ryerson interviewee ‘B’)  

Making the changes needed to courses content and their outlines which includes sustainable 

practices illustrates the need for dedicated funding to facilitate sustainable design learning.  

Faculty and administrative time and wages are needed in order to generate a consistent objective 

of facilitating sustainable learning across all courses in all four years of the degree, and this 

cannot be executed without long term planning and monetary compensation.  Kwantlen recently 

made a curriculum revision to its studio courses. It moved from originally teaching studio classes 
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in a lab format to combining a lecture with a lab session. The faculty had found themselves 

teaching in this manner anyway and lobbied the department to acquire the required funding to 

update classroom structure, course outline and schedules, and amend faculty wages so that they 

reflected the changes. Studio courses in all six schools are weighted more heavily in terms of 

credit hours [Appendix A], and the lecture courses such as design theory or building systems are 

ideally intended to support the design work that the students execute in the studio courses. 

Martina mentioned that the encouragement of the Dean was essential to making these curriculum 

changes. 

Kwantlen has been pretty good at acknowledging that the pedagogy should drive 

the way we’re structured as opposed to money. Yes, there’s always budget issues, 

always. Right? And then it’s driving everything, right? But [KPU] was pretty 

good. We had a really good dean at the time and she fought for it. (Kwantlen 

interviewee ‘A’) 

The department required detailed documentation and rationale as part of the request to acquire 

the funding and execute the changes. But the necessary financial support to make the changes to 

curricula strengthened and deepened the students’ learning experiences. 

Half the interviewees voiced interest in revisions of course content to include case studies 

of sustainable design from outside Canada. Angela supported this view with her idea of learning 

more about artisanal materials from other cultures by travelling internationally (Ryerson 

interviewee ‘A’). 

Two faculty members pointed out that sustainable design strategies ought to be taught in 

a manner that begins with simple aspects and builds in complexity gradually over the four-year 

program. A professor from Sheridan was the first to describe this (interviewee ‘B’), and 

subsequently by Ruth at OCAD, who suggested the creation of a curriculum module as a 
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supplement which would create consistency and depth for sustainable design practices across the 

entire degree. She used the way that her department currently teaches the provincial building 

code as an example of what this module could look like. 

 So each term we know that every faculty, we give them this information and 

it’s expected to be applied to the studio. And then it builds on itself as you move 

up. So it’s not, it’s not a digital model, but it’s modular, it’s a package that we 

attach to every studio so we could do something like that and then we could get 

stronger consistency. (OCAD interviewee ‘A’)  

Ruth’s suggestion shows how a supplemental framework for sustainable design learning could be 

formed and consequently applied as an underlying theme across multiple courses. 

Participants described scaffold-based learning like this - which builds upon what is taught 

in each term - as imperative when it comes to the inclusion of sustainable design applications to 

college curricula. Evelyn from Sheridan noted how teaching sustainability to first-year students 

can be challenging. 

I’ve got lots of first year students that are downright struggling with basic stuff 

[…] Whereas the other students that are more advanced and more thoughtful and 

more intellectual, I could push them more so I can say, ‘OK, have you thought 

about some strategies to make this more sustainable?’ […] It’s easier I guess with 

the second term instead of the first. (Sheridan interviewee ‘A’) 

This citation expresses how principles of sustainability are more successfully integrated after the 

first term of the four year degree. 

Three faculty members at three of the six selected schools articulated the importance of 

developing an attitude that stimulated the value of sustainable design in the first year of a 
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student’s degree (interviewees Mount Royal ‘B’; Sheridan ‘B’; Manitoba ‘A’). Richard 

confirmed, 

There’s not enough importance placed on it early enough in the studios. It’s how 

we learn, you know, […] then they get bad habits and it’ll just carry on into later 

years. At the beginning in the studio course say, look, twenty percent is dedicated 

to sustainable materials, sustainable building practices, LEED. Well, it’ll just 

hopefully carry on into every studio project. (Sheridan interviewee ‘B’) 

Establishing the habit of incorporating environmental consideration into design decisions should 

occur early in the degree, according to Richard’s assertion.  Fran from Mount Royal told me how 

building upon sustainable design over the years culminates and becomes more focussed in the 

fourth-year courses.  Students at this point in their degree already possess the required 

understanding to select materials and enhance indoor air quality (Mount Royal interviewee ‘A’).  

In summary, methods described by the participants to improve the applicability of 

sustainability in academic curricula included: financial investments dedicated to creating 

curricula modules or addendums that are taught during the first year of an interior design degree; 

support from upper management to secure the funding that allows curriculum revisions and 

provides LEED training to faculty; and using funds to pursue knowledge on sustainable design 

strategies beyond Canadian borders.  The next chapter will outline these key factors of the 

findings as supported in the literature to make suggestions for further action in sustainable design 

education. 
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Chapter Five - Discussion 

The findings revealed key factors which affect the inclusion of sustainable design 

applications in the curriculum: faculty training, the CIDA standards, the attitudes of the 

individual faculty and the department toward sustainability’s role in interior design, the current 

use of environmental assessment tools such as LEED, and experiential learning facilitated 

through industry collaboration.  These themes within the findings were supported by the 

literature 

The practice of interior design has already changed to include sustainability, due to the 

increasing prevalence of environmental assessment tools within the built environment, modern 

construction techniques for increased energy efficiency, and technological advancements in 

product and material manufacturing. There has been a marked shift away from the “traditional” 

operation of interior design of years past in which energy usage or the life cycle analysis of 

finishes was not considered as part of an interior designer’s scope of work. Today’s interior 

designers are required to have interdisciplinary knowledge rooted in technological and 

environmental specialties in response to the current challenges of professional practice (Kang & 

Guerin, 2009, p. 179; Schneiderman & Freihoefer, 2012, p. 410). Interior design educators must, 

therefore, adjust to these changes by first informing themselves about sustainable design 

strategies so that they can impart lasting knowledge and problem-solving skills to their students.  

This study examined the current attitudes and teaching methods of interior design 

educators to address the research question: How comprehensive are principles of sustainability in 

the curricula of interior design degree programs in Canada?  The synthesis of the data and 

literature illustrates how sustainable interior design education is a complex task with multiple 

facets, and revealed the factors necessary to facilitate comprehensive sustainable design 
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teaching; the successful integration of sustainable applications in design relies on 

interdisciplinary instruction and ongoing educator training, collaboration within the faculty 

department and industry practitioners, hands-on experiential learning for students, and revisions 

to the CIDA Professional Standards.  

The faculty participants included in my research consider sustainable design practices as 

intrinsic to interior design education due to an ethical responsibility for the environmental impact 

of the built environment, which is supported by the literature (Kang & Guerin, 2009, p. 180; 

Stieg, 2006, p. 8).  The environmental impact of the design, construction, and operation of 

buildings creates waste, air and water pollution, and large demands for energy production (Dahl, 

2012; Ding, 2008; Hoicka et al., 2014; Ugursal & Fung, 1996; Zimmermann et al., 2005).  The 

health of building occupants and indoor air quality are affected by the selection of interior 

finishes and products, which has implications for the environment based on their manufacturing 

processes, and from the resulting off-gassing of volatile organic compounds. The findings of my 

research support empirical evidence for key factors which contribute to the successful 

application of sustainability within interior design: collaboration with industry experts and within 

the institutions’ department, faculty training for sustainable design (e.g., LEED), and the 

heightened importance of sustainability required by the CIDA standards. This combination of 

factors presents a strong foundation for the framework of how to build applications of 

sustainability into course content, but the CIDA Professional Standards and individual instructors 

are still the primary mechanisms that drive the manner in which comprehensive sustainable 

design practices are demonstrated in the student learning outcomes. There is no minimum 

requirement for the sustainable design education of emerging professionals in the Canadian 

interior design industry, which is equally reflected in the lack of sustainability standards for 
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trades and manufacturing, and all types of new construction in the Canadian building industry.  

The government has a strategy for sustainable development, but more actions are needed to 

facilitate the fundamental shift away from conventional building practices that have little or 

superficial consideration for environmental impact. 

The participants revealed several common techniques for how to readily apply 

sustainable practices within practice and curricula: specifying local, recycled, or rapidly 

renewable materials that do not create toxic gases and can be recycled at the end of their useful 

life; designing for water and energy efficiency; and utilizing fixtures and products that are 

manufactured using renewable energy processes and entire life cycle analysis. It is interesting to 

note that these four subjects, as described by multiple interview participants, comprise four of the 

six LEED categories: water efficiency, energy and atmosphere, materials and resources, and 

indoor environmental quality (USGBC, 2018).  The topic described by eleven of the twelve 

participants was energy usage: this LEED category totals 35% of the total possible points in a 

LEED Platinum certification for the interior design and construction of residential, commercial, 

retail and hospitality buildings types (ibid.). The predominant topic of energy in the data is 

paralleled in how LEED is staying current in order to address the larger negative environmental 

impacts of the building industry. 

Faculty training that specializes in environmental assessment and sustainable design 

methods is essential for the ongoing, degree-wide manifestation of sustainable education (Mula 

et al., 2017, p. 815; Tanaka & Tabucanon, 2014, p. 68; Wright, 2002, p. 207).  If faculty 

members do not know how to practice sustainable design applications, faculty must first learn in 

order to be able to teach them. But leaving the initiative for environmental design training at the 

individual level within faculty requires teachers to have a sense of obligation, to not only feel 
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that sustainability is intrinsically connected with interior design, but that time spent on 

professional development should be focused on sustainable design strategies. The participants’ 

views support the notion that more training is required and should be mandated at the 

management level; faculty training in environmental education and was shown to be successful 

in precedent-setting studies found in the literature review of my thesis. 

Participants who have used LEED as a tool within their courses were more likely to 

describe sustainable practices as “inherently” embedded in the design curriculum; in fact, four 

out of the total twelve participants who used LEED directly in their course content defined the 

integration of sustainable practices as “inherent” or “leading edge”, illustrating how LEED is 

useful and relevant to sustainable design education. While it was impossible to gather definitive 

data regarding faculty training in LEED from each of the six institutions’ entire interior design 

department, a wide disparity was revealed between some the of the schools. At the time of this 

paper’s publication, Sheridan’s interior design faculty had one person with the LEED Green 

Associate certification, while Kwantlen had five faculty members with LEED AP credentials 

(Kwantlen interviewee ‘A’), despite Kwantlen having a student population that is half that of 

Sheridan (Table 5). This may be attributed to the value of place in sustainability, as Martina 

pointed out that Kwantlen is situated in Vancouver amongst mountains and the ocean makes it 

difficult not to be environmentally conscious, contrasted with Sheridan’s location in urban 

Mississauga (Kwantlen interviewee ‘B’).  On the other hand, these differences may also be the 

result of a more cohesive faculty with a shared vision for the value in a future of sustainable 

design, which was repeatedly cited by the participants as essential for imparting comprehensive 

applications for sustainable design.  
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The data further revealed that one participant who is not a LEED Accredited 

Professional still used LEED directly within their course content, illustrating how LEED 

credentials are not required to recognize the benefits of the LEED resources as a teaching 

supplement. Other participants described how a sense of responsibility and valuing sustainable 

design leads to the inclusion of sustainable practices in the curricula despite their own lack of 

LEED training, and this was also supported by the literature (Afacan, 2014, p. 86; Gale, A., 

Sickler, S., Ford, 2016; E. Lee et al., 2013, p. 10).  Despite this, my research supports the 

predominant scholarly findings that establish a need for the professional development and 

training of faculty in sustainable design. In fact, the second professional standard listed by the 

CIDA requires a majority of faculty members, both full and part time, to “have academic or 

professional experience appropriate to their areas of responsibility” (Professional Standards, 

2018, p. 14), suggesting that professional development of educators in sustainable design will 

soon become a requirement.  

Collaboration is another key success factor for sustainable design education, including 

conversations between educators, communication with industry experts, and discussions within 

the administration and management of the interior design department to prioritize funding for 

experiential learning opportunities for the students and staff. Industry collaboration by way of 

guest lecturers and critics, which was cited as essential for bringing tangible methods of 

sustainable design into the classroom, is highly effective for increasing student interest and 

understanding of sustainable design and is supported by previous studies (Afacan, 2014, pp. 90–

91; Iyer-Raniga & Andamon, 2016, p. 112; Stieg, 2006, p. 15; Wals & Jickling, 2002, p. 229)  

The participants also revealed the need for students to afford experience-based, hands-on 

learning with opportunities to test, compare, and manifest sustainable design solutions. Federal 
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and provincial recognition of this need to provide opportunities to implement these types of 

learning labs in interior design schools (and related trades) are required, this can initiate the 

fundamental shift that is needed toward innovation, life cycle planning, and the sustainable 

design and development of Canadian buildings by the next generation of interior designers and 

the building industry. 

The data revealed the faculty participants’ consistent assertions that improvements to the 

material libraries in interior design departments would greatly increase the student learning 

outcomes of sustainable practices. The environmental impact of interior materials involves their 

taxation on natural resources, pollution during manufacturing, and the potential toxicity of the 

material itself, both during its useful life and in disposal. Interior designers need more 

information regarding the characteristics of materials’ environmental implications so that they 

can effectively educate their clients and guide them toward options that need not sacrifice the 

environment, durability, aesthetics, or budget. Improvements to materials libraries require 

funding for a dedicated staff member trained in environmental design who can collaborate with 

industry vendors to create a current and practical selection of sustainable finishes.  

Materials libraries supplied by manufacturers with clearly defined innovations in 

sustainability would afford students clear knowledge of how their choices impact the 

environment, the quality of indoor air, and their life cycle analysis (DeMarotta, J., Carmel-

Gilfilen, C., Park, 2017; Kang & Guerin, 2009, p. 185; Ortleib, A., Gale, 2015); this knowledge 

also suggests benefits on social and economic fronts, through the use of ethical labour practices 

and job creation in developing countries. Government regulations for economic, social, and 

environmental sustainability standards are needed for suppliers of interior products and finishes. 

A relevant case is the recent refusal from China to accept Canada’s post-consumer recycled 
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plastic due to the inferior quality of the plastic (Bula, 2018); if federal standards were in place for 

manufacturers’ minimum quality assurance of plastics, our recycling infrastructure could become 

a self-reliant loop instead of relying on third parties.  The federal government has a responsibility 

to establish acceptable business practices that realize its own claims of a commitment to 

sustainable development. By setting these standards at the beginning of a product’s life cycle, 

interior construction components can be reused or recycled at the end of their useful life instead 

of becoming landfill material. Similarly, small preventative moves in education can prevent 

larger remedial ones in practice, and this is equally true of sustainable interior design.  

Accredited interior design programs are re-evaluated by the CIDA every six years and 

therefore must continue to actively develop curriculum with sustainable design practices (Stark 

& Park, 2016, p. 375). The data revealed how requests for funding or resources to develop 

curriculum are often ignored after an initial CIDA award has been earned by an interior design 

program; but in fact, the CIDA was designed with the intent that educators would consistently re-

evaluate and reinvigorate their own course content (Mattson et al., 2013). The data illustrated 

how faculty members are often not aware of what is being taught in other courses and preparing 

for the CIDA third-party review often presents the only opportunity to engage with fellow 

colleagues and see the degree in its entirety. Recent updates to the course structures at Mount 

Royal University sought to have this kind of vision for entirety, as they fashion a clear objective 

for the three core course streams fashioned to support and contribute to a deeper learning in the 

studio stream. This is an excellent example of how Mount Royal’s faculty identified a lack of 

cohesion within the interior design degree’s curricula and saw the value of utilizing time, effort, 

and resources for gathering student feedback prior to revising course content with a holistic view 

(Mount Royal interviewee ‘A’).  
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Ensuring that the entire faculty of the interior design department is well versed in the 

CIDA Professional Standards and are given clear instructions as to which of the standards their 

courses are required to meet would streamline the preparatory process for the accreditation visit 

from the CIDA. It is equally essential that part-time and sessional instructors are included in 

these preparations, as they can be excluded from key meetings regarding the CIDA matters due 

to a lack of funds and administrative resources.  

The interview participants described how the CIDA standards are general guidelines and 

recommendations created to prepare students for entering the industry with a well-rounded 

knowledge of interior design.  The participants intimated that the requirements of sustainability 

from the CIDA are similarly general or vague.  But educators have the opportunity to be 

proactive about their course content instead of merely reacting to the CIDA Professional 

Standards, and the literature is supportive of connecting students with industry practitioners and 

real interior projects to generate lasting learning for sustainable solutions in student outcomes (Y. 

S. Lee, 2014, p. 163). Exposing students to actual interior design projects creates a lot of work 

and co-ordination for the professor, but the importance of this experience based learning for 

students is essential for teaching sustainable design (Konkel, 2014, p. 14).   

The ideology presented in both the data and the CIDA is that the Professional Standards 

are a guide and not a prescription for course content (CIDA, 2017; Mattson et al., 2013) putting 

the onus on faculty and the department to create curriculum that is interconnected rather than 

segregated, reflects current technological advancements in construction and materials, and 

imparts to students the relationship between their choices and environmental factors. But an 

implication from my research and the literature is that as interior designers are obligated to 

consider sustainable design applications, the CIDA is equally obligated to include more 
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definitive direction and resources, so that faculty have the guidance needed to teach clear and 

tangible applications of sustainable design.  

The objective of the CIDA is to ensure quality standards in interior design education, 

and this research study has established that it is the responsibility of interior designers to practice 

sustainability; the decisions we make in practice are intrinsically linked with the lasting 

environmental impact of the buildings we help create (Ding, 2008, p. 459). The participants 

implied that the CIDA could demand more sustainable design standards, and this is supported by 

the CIDA’s own surveys regarding the future demands of professional practice (Cary & Lathrop, 

2015). One third of the faculty participants used the CIDA Professional Standards to directly 

inform the creation of student projects in course content, illustrating the CIDA’s influence on the 

types of sustainable applications used in the curricula. The data revealed that the CIDA could be 

more prescriptive in sustainable design applications, which has the potential to present graduates 

emerging in the field as informal educators themselves, to enrich the industry with practical 

strategies for sustainability.  But sustainable learning must be pervasive throughout all course 

types; while Sheridan requires two courses in ‘Sustainable Practices’ in the first and third years 

of the degree, the participants described the student learning as siloed and separated and was not 

effectively applied to their studio projects (Sheridan interviewee ‘B’). 

Participants deemed the goal of obtaining and subsequently maintaining the CIDA’s 

accreditation award for an interior design degree as the primary objective related to curricula, 

and once that goal is achieved, instructors must make a very good argument for making any 

revisions or changes to course content. A fixation on the CIDA standards presents a danger to the 

curriculum becoming static and one-dimensional within the institution itself, but also across the 

country, and reinforces yet again the need for an instructional foundation on which the faculty 
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can begin to teach the principles of sustainable design and build upon using the instructional 

techniques of industry and expert collaboration. 

It is evident that some educators are knowledgeable in the CIDA Professional Standards 

and published studies conducted by the CIDA, and they feel that professional development 

enriches their teaching skills. By contrast, other faculty members do not familiarize themselves 

with the CIDA standards until the time of accreditation is upon them, and then they re-evaluate 

course content only as required, as it is a laborious task (Mula et al., 2017; Ralph & Stubbs, 

2014, p. 85). Establishing clear, prescriptive goals for sustainable design within the CIDA 

Professional Standards has the potential to readily improve the ease with which instructors can 

incorporate sustainability applications within their courses. A strong collaborative effort amongst 

the faculty to align the course content with the CIDA standards would provide an opportunity for 

enrichment throughout the curricula with innovative, relevant industry practices for sustainable 

design. But this would require time, effort, resources, and above all a consensus amongst the 

department and management that simply meeting the CIDA standards is not the only measure of 

exceptional interior design curricula.   

The restrictive nature of the baccalaureate degree format required by the CIDA, 

specifically the six credits for liberal arts and science courses, was cited by many participants as 

inhibiting more comprehensive applications of sustainable design. The CIDA has recognized the 

need to revise and refine the Professional Standards over the years to reflect the concerns of their 

own research and has equally recognized the need for the traditional roles of an interior designer 

to become increasingly interdisciplinary (Cary & Lathrop, 2015; Schneiderman & Freihoefer, 

2012, p. 411). Utilizing some or all of these six courses to increase sustainable materials 

knowledge, to prepare students for the LEED Green Associate exam, and to facilitate in-depth 
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research into the advancements of sustainable building strategies would provide opportunities for 

graduates to be more well versed in sustainable design (Afacan, 2014; Kalamas Hedden et al., 

2017) and present them to the profession as ambassadors of leading edge education.  

Sustainable education was acknowledged by the participants as an important facet of 

interior design education, but the fact that this notion was not always shared amongst their entire 

department was often cited. Relying on individual faculty members to share the onus of 

sustainable design leaves room for inconsistency in education objectives and presents an 

opportunity for the industry and the CIDA to implement aggressive standards for knowledge in 

sustainable development. While the data revealed the participants described how sustainable 

design strategies were required by the CIDA standards, upon further reflection the participants 

revealed that sustainable design was not necessarily evident in student work, reinforcing the need 

for the CIDA standards to demand more sustainable design practices. 

 Establishing definitions for environmental sustainability that encompass economic and 

social factors should begin in the first year of the degree and incrementally progress throughout 

all courses to include life cycle analysis of materials, advances in construction techniques, and 

design considerations for energy conservation. The third and fourth years of the degree afford 

opportunities for students to delve into more complex examples of sustainable building 

techniques (Afacan, 2014, p. 95; Gürel, 2010, p. 197) to enable them to continually research and 

apply design solutions to their own work.  

The participants’ responses were consistent regarding the themes connected with 

sustainable practices (Figure 2), which illustrates that to create a lasting level of student learning 

for sustainable design strategies, teaching applications of sustainability requires multiple 

methods and modes of instruction. This research study was successful in providing insight into 
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how sustainable practices are integrated into accredited Canadian curricula for interior design. 

But the current lack of a formal model for integrating comprehensive applications of 

sustainability within interior design education (Schneiderman & Freihoefer, 2012; Stark & Park, 

2016, p. 375) suggests that more can be done regarding the curricula of interior designers. The 

Professional Standards set forth by the CIDA are a guide for which faculty are responsible to 

follow when creating course content to secure and maintain the accreditation of the degree. 

However, developing course content relies on the innovation and effort of educators to craft a 

learning environment that is engaging and current, and prepares students for the challenges faced 

in the real world (Afacan, 2014, p. 85; Kalamas Hedden et al., 2017).  
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Figure 2 – Model for sustainable design education  

 

The task of integrating current and applicable knowledge into curricula has never been 

exclusive to sustainable practices in interior design, as keeping abreast of technological advances 

of software drawing tools, updates to building and accessibility codes, and innovative materials 

and construction techniques are required of faculty on a continuous basis. The CIDA, the 

individual institutions, and students all expect professional development from interior design 

faculty to ensure the timeliness of interior design curricula and to keep the classroom learning 

experiences connected with industry practices and professionals.  
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Limitations of this study  

The scope of this study included six of the thirteen accredited interior design programs in 

Canada and accomplished a synthesis of empirical and theoretical knowledge regarding 

comprehensive applications of sustainable design and how they are integrated and taught in the 

curricula of those degrees.   

This study did not measure, compare, or fully describe which methods of sustainable 

design are taught or examine in detail the manner in which knowledge is manifested through 

learning outcomes in interior design education. The remaining seven accredited interior design 

programs of the total thirteen in Canada were not included in this study due to constraints in time 

and resources.  

Further investigative research is needed into the possible causality of faculty training in 

LEED and other sustainable construction technologies as demonstrated in student learning 

outcomes, to understand the relationship between an instructor’s grasp of sustainable design 

strategies and his or her ability to comprehensively manifest this knowledge with students. There 

is a gap in the literature regarding the relationship between LEED training of interior designers 

and how they employ sustainable design in their professional practice.  

 

Conclusion 

When faculty use experiential learning techniques, collaborate with industry experts and 

suppliers and apply learning across courses in a scaffolded approach, students learn tangible 

sustainable design strategies and apply them to multiple design problems.  Teaching awareness 

of the theories of sustainability is insufficient for creating lasting knowledge in student learning 
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outcomes.  Literature on sustainable design has established that learning occurs when a 

representation of an experience is combined with the action of that experience, or learning by 

doing (Gürel, 2010; Kolb, 1984; Konkel, 2014; Y. S. Lee, 2014).  

Government mandates on manufacturers are needed to streamline the process of 

sustainable material selection, as there are no guidelines or standards to measure the 

environmental aspects of a material finish, such as its embodied energy, life cycle cost, life cycle 

analysis, or implications regarding its ingredients on human health.  

Minimum standards in the interior design industry would influence education; if the 

government were to place demands for sustainable practices on practitioners, there would be a 

trickle-down effect into education that could have a more immediate and widespread effect than 

placing minimum requirements on higher education itself. Federal and provincial requirements 

for government and institutional buildings to meet sustainability standards in energy 

conservation are already in place (Environment and Climate Change Canada, 2016; Gamtessa, 

2013; Prashad, 2011) but these initiatives must become more widespread and part of everyday 

design language. “The practice of sustainable design is not a skill or topic that, once learned, has 

been “accomplished” and can be utilized and refined; instead, it is a lifelong journey requiring 

continual education and vigilance” (Stieg, 2006, p. 20).   

The data provides evidence for the ways in which sustainable practices are inherently 

implicated with interior design education. The professional field of Canadian interior design is a 

changing landscape that is responding to the connection between natural and constructed 

environments. Sustainability in interior design education is also evolving, and this research study 

revealed how education that facilitates comprehensive applications of sustainable design needs to 

evolve at an even greater pace to meet the needs placed on emerging professionals and an 
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increasingly informed clientele. It is now possible to design carbon neutral buildings and even 

carbon restorative buildings that give energy back to the grid; design curriculum must be 

reflective of the leading edge practices that are already in place, moving from sustainable 

practices to regenerative sustainability (Robinson & Cole, 2015, p. 138).  
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Glossary 

Definition of Interior Design  

  

Interior design is a multi-faceted profession in which creative and technical solutions are applied 

within a structure to achieve a built interior environment. These solutions are functional, enhance 

the quality of life and culture of the occupants and are aesthetically attractive. Designs are 

created in response to and coordinated with the building shell and acknowledge the physical 

location and social context of the project. Designs must adhere to code and regulatory 

requirements, and encourage the principles of environmental sustainability. The interior design 

process follows a systematic and coordinated methodology, including research, analysis and 

integration of knowledge into the creative process, whereby the needs and resources of the client 

are satisfied to produce an interior space that fulfills the project goals. 

 

• Research and analysis of the client's goals and requirements; and development of documents, 

drawings and diagrams that outline those needs. 

• Formulation of preliminary space plans and two and three-dimensional design concept studies 

and sketches that integrate the client's program needs and are based on knowledge of the 

principles of interior design and theories of human behavior. 

• Confirmation that preliminary space plans and design concepts are safe, functional, 

aesthetically appropriate, and meet all public health, safety and welfare requirements, including 

code, accessibility, environmental and sustainability guidelines. 

• Selection of colors, materials and finishes to appropriately convey the design concept and to 

meet socio-psychological, functional, maintenance, lifecycle performance, environmental, and 

safety requirements. 

• Selection and specification of furniture, fixtures, equipment and millwork, including layout 

drawings and detailed product description; and provision of contract documentation to facilitate 

pricing, procurement and installation of furniture. 

• Provision of project management services, including preparation of project budgets and 

schedules. 

• Preparation of construction documents, consisting of plans, elevations, details and 

specifications, to illustrate non-structural and/or non-seismic partition layouts; power and 

communications locations; reflected ceiling plans and lighting designs; materials and finishes; 

and furniture layouts. 

• Preparation of construction documents to adhere to regional building and fire codes, municipal 

codes, and any other jurisdictional statutes, regulations and guidelines applicable to the interior 

space. 
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• Coordination and collaboration with other allied design professionals who may be retained to 

provide consulting services, including but not limited to architects; structural, mechanical and 

electrical engineers, and various specialty consultants. 

• Confirmation that construction documents for non-structural and/or non-seismic construction 

are signed and sealed by the responsible interior designer, as applicable to jurisdictional 

requirements for filing with code enforcement officials. 

• Administration of contract documents, bids and negotiations as the client's agent. 

• Observation and reporting on the implementation of projects while in progress and upon 

completion, as a representative of and on behalf of the client; and conducting post-occupancy 

evaluation reports. 

(from the Council of Interior Design Qualification website, available at 

https://www.cidq.org/definition-of-interior-design) 

 

Glossary of Terms 

 

Accessibility - features of buildings or spaces that enable use by people regardless of their level 

of ability. 

 

Building Shell - the architecture of the existing building, including the framework, the 

perimeter/exterior walls, the building core and columns, and other structural, load-bearing 

elements of the building. 

 

Construction Documents - the detailed working drawings that define the work to be 

constructed. This may include partition plans, power and communications plans, reflected ceiling 

plans, material and finishes plans, and furniture layout plans, as well as elevations, sections and 

details, along with the drawings of associated consultants. 

 

Contract Documents - the set of documents that form a part of the legal contract for services 

between two or more parties. These typically include detailed instructions to the contractor, 

tender forms, construction documents and specifications. 

 

Contract Administration - the set of services which may include developing and monitoring 

schedules and construction costs; ensuring construction is completed in conformance with 

contracts and design intent; liaison with contractors and consultants throughout the course of 

construction; reviewing shop drawings and submissions from the contractor; observing and 

commenting on construction progress; monitoring move-in and furniture installation; and 

conducting required post-occupancy evaluations. 

 

Environmental - the aggregate of the physical conditions of the interior environment that affects 

the health and safety of the occupants, including air quality and circulation, temperature control, 

ergonomic layout, physical circulation plan and related matters. 
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Maintenance - the ability of a product or material to be kept to its proper condition, and the 

work required to sustain that condition over the life of that material. 

 

Non-Structural or Non-Seismic - interior elements or components that are not load-bearing or 

do not assist in the seismic design and do not require design computations for a building's 

structure. It excludes the structural frame supporting a building. Common non-structural 

elements or components include, but are not limited to, ceiling and partition systems. These 

elements employ normal and typical bracing conventions and are not part of the structural 

integrity of the building. 

 

Partition - a wall which does not support a vertical load of a structure other than its own weight, 

but may support loads attached to it such as cabinetry, shelving or grab bars, and does not extend 

further than from the floor of an interior area of a structure designed for human habitation or 

occupancy, to the underside of the deck of that structure. 

 

Programming - the scope of work which includes, but is not limited to, conducting research; 

identifying and analyzing the needs and goals of the client and/or occupant(s) of the space; 

evaluating existing documentation and conditions; assessing project resources and limitations; 

identifying life, safety and code requirements; and developing project schedules and budgets. 

 

Reflected Ceiling Plan - a ceiling design that illustrates a ceiling as if it was projected 

downward and may include lighting and other elements. 

 

Space Planning - the analysis and design of spatial and occupancy requirements, including, but 

not limited to, space layouts and final planning. 

 

Specifications - the detailed written description of construction, workmanship and materials of 

the work to be undertaken. 

 

Sustainability - the use of resources in such a way that they are not depleted; a method of 

practice or use of materials that is capable of being continued with minimal long-term effect on 

the environment. 

 

(from the Council of Interior Design Qualification website, available at 

https://www.cidq.org/definition-of-interior-design) 
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Appendix  

Appendix A – Program Maps of site selection 

 

Adapted from Program Model on Kwantlen Polytechnic University website, available at  

http://www.kpu.ca/sites/default/files/Wilson%20School%20of%20Design/Interior%20Design%20%28IDSN%29/IDSN%20Course%20Curriclum_Fall%202016.pdf 

Kwantlen Polytechnic University

Year 1

 course Term 1 credits  course Term 2 credits

Studio 1 4 Studio 2 4

Materials 3 Components 3

Design Awareness 1 3 Design Awareness 2 3

Technical Drawing 1 3 Technical Drawing 2 3

Lib Ed: Recommended: Drawing for Design 3 ENGL: Intro to Writing OR Intensive 3

Year 2

Term 1 Term 2

Studio 3 4 Studio 4 4

Building Systems 1 3 Building Systems 2 3

Design Theories 1 3 Design Theories 2 3

Drawing and Rendering 1 3 Drawing and Rendering 2 3

Environmental Human Factors 3 ELECTIVE 3

Year 3

Term 1 Term 2

Studio 5 4 Studio 6 4

Building Systems 3 3 Contract Documentation 3

Design Theories 3 3 Design Theories 4 3

ELECTIVE 3 Design Field School (new 2018) 3

ELECTIVE 3 ELECTIVE 3

Year 4

Term 1 Term 2

Senior Studio 1 4 Senior Studio 2 4

Advanced Design Studies 1 3 Advanced Design Studies 2 3

Professional Practice 1 3 Professional Practice 2 3

ELECTIVE 3 ELECTIVE 3

ELECTIVE 3 ELECTIVE (upper level) 3

http://www.kpu.ca/sites/default/files/Wilson%20School%20of%20Design/Interior%20Design%20%28IDSN%29/IDSN%20Course%20Curriclum_Fall%202016.pdf
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Mount Royal University             

      Year 1         

 course Term 1   credits  course Term 2   credits 

Studio 1: Space + Experience  3 Studio 2: Inhabitation  3 

Design History   3 Systems 2   3 

Design + Precedent 1  3 Design + Precedent 2  3 

Design Tools 1   3 Design Tools 2   3 

GE req'd: Cluster 4  3 GE req'd: Cluster 1  3 

      Year 2         

  Term 1       Term 2     

Studio 3: Spatial Connectivity  3 Studio 4: The Collective  3 

Design + Precedent 3  3 Design + Precedent 4  3 

Systems 3   3 Systems 4   3 

Design Tools 3   3 Design Tools 4   3 

GE req'd: Cluster 2  3 GE req'd: Cluster 2  3 

      Year 3         

  Term 1       Term 2     

Studio 5: Context + Application  3 Studio 6: Transformations  3 

Design + Precedent 5  3 Design + Precedent 6  3 

Design + Material Culture  3 Systems 5   3 

Design Tools 5   3 Design Tools 6   3 

GE req'd: Cluster 3  3 GE req'd: Cluster 2  3 

      Year 4         

  Term 1       Term 2     

Studio 7: Context + Investigation  3 Studio 8: Capstone  3 

Design + Precedent 7  3 Professional Practice  3 

Systems 7   3 GE req'd: Cluster 1, 3 or 4  3 

GE req'd: Cluster 1, 3 or 4  3 GE req'd: Cluster 1, 3 or 4  3 

GE req'd: Cluster 1, 3 or 4   3 ELECTIVE: no restrictions   3 

 

Adapted from Curriculum and Courses on Mount Royal website, available at 

http://www.mtroyal.ca/ProgramsCourses/FacultiesSchoolsCentres/Arts/Departments/BachelorofInteriorDesign/CurriculumCourses/index.htm  

http://www.mtroyal.ca/ProgramsCourses/FacultiesSchoolsCentres/Arts/Departments/BachelorofInteriorDesign/CurriculumCourses/index.htm
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OCAD University             

      Year 1         

 course Term 1   credits  course Term 2   credits 

Environmental Design 1  0.5 Environmental Design 2  0.5 

Solid and Void   0.5 Materials and Methods  0.5 

Colour and 2D Design  0.5 Concept Drawing  0.5 

Global Visual and Material Culture 1 0.5 Digital Design for ED  0.5 
ENGL: Essay and the 
Argument  0.5 Global Visual and Material Culture 2 0.5 

Liberal Arts & Science ELECTIVES 0.5      

      Year 2         

  Term 1       Term 2     

Environmental Design: Personal Space 0.5 Environmental Design: Social Space & Diversity 0.5 

Colour, Light and Environment  0.5 Research Studio: Social Space  0.5 

Structure 1   0.5 Think Tank 1: Awareness  0.5 

Presentation Drawing  0.5 Anti-requisite: 4 options   0.5 

Anti-requisite: 4 options   0.5 Anti-requisite: 3 options   0.5 

Liberal Arts & Science ELECTIVES 0.5      

      Year 3         

  Term 1       Term 2     

Environmental Design: Residential & Inclusivity 0.5 Environmental Design: Retail & Hospitality 0.5 

Systems/Materials: Residential  0.5 Systems/Materials: Commercial  0.5 

Introduction to Lighting  0.5 Structure 2   0.5 

Environmental Design: Accessible Design 0.5      

Anti-requisite: 4 options   0.5 Anti-requisite: 4 options   0.5 

Liberal Arts & Science ELECTIVES 0.5      

      Year 4         

  Term 1       Term 2     

Environmental Design: Thesis 1  1 Environmental Design: Thesis 2  1 

Interior Design: Residential  0.5 Interior Design: Office  0.5 

History and Theory of Interiors  0.5 Professional Practice: Environmental Design 0.5 

Anti-requisite: 8 options   0.5 Anti-requisite: 8 options   0.5 

Liberal Arts & Science ELECTIVES 0.5         
Adapted from Program Guides on OCAD University website, available at https://www.ocadu.ca/services/records-and-registration/program-guides.htm  

https://www.ocadu.ca/services/records-and-registration/program-guides.htm
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Adapted from Course Descriptions on Ryerson School of Interior Design website, available at https://rsid.ryerson.ca/program/courses#IRH401 

Ryerson University
Year 1

 course Term 1 credits  course Term 2 credits

Interior Design 1 9 Interior Design 2 9

Communications 1 3 Communications 2 3

Design Dynamics Studio 1 3 Design Dynamics Studio 2 3

Introduction to Art History 3 Introduction to Contemporary Design 3

Liberal Studies** (Table A) 3 Design Technology 1 3

Liberal Studies** (Table A) 3 3

Year 2

Term 1 Term 2

Interior Design 3 3 Interior Design 4 9

Design Dynamics Studio 3 3 Design Dynamics Studio 4 3

Design Technology 2 6 3

Communications 3 3 History of Design 1 3

Liberal Studies (Table A) 3 ELECTIVE (Table 2) 3

Year 3

Term 1 Term 2

Interior Design 5 6 Interior Design 6 6

Design Technology 3 3 Psychology of Design 3

Professional Study Preparation 3 History of Design 2 3

Communications 4 3

Liberal Studies** (Table B) 3 ELECTIVE (Table 2) 3

ELECTIVE (Table 1) 3 ELECTIVE (Table 1) 3

Year 4

Term 1 Term 2

Interior Design 7 6 Interior Design 8 6

Design Seminar 3

Design Technology 4 3 Design Technology 5 3

Professional Study Practicum 3 Professional Practice 3

Liberal Studies** (Table B) 3 ELECTIVE (Table 2) 3

Liberal Studies** (Table B) 3 ELECTIVE (Table 1) 3

https://rsid.ryerson.ca/program/courses%23IRH401
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Sheridan College Institute of Technology and Advanced Learning     

      Year 1         

 course Term 1   credits  course Term 2   credits 

Interiors 1   3 Interiors 2: Residential  3 

Design Theory 1   3 Universal Design Practices  3 

Sustainable Practices 1  3 Detailing 1   3 

Manual Drafting   3 Digital Communications  3 

Drawing   3 Colour and Materials  3 

Composition and Rhetoric (ENGL)  3 Design and Material Culture  3 

      Year 2         

  Term 1       Term 2     

Interiors 3: Retail  3 Interiors 4: Corporate  3 

Codes and Specifications  3 Lighting   3 

Detailing 2   3 Detailing 3   3 

Digital Communications 2  3 Building Systems  3 

Contemporary Design: Origins & Issues 3 Interdisciplinary Program ELECTIVE 3 

Breadth ELECTIVE  3 Breadth ELECTIVE  3 

      Year 3         

  Term 1       Term 2     

Interiors 4: Hospitality  3 Interiors 6: Health Care  3 

Design Theory 2   3 Design Research 2  3 

Sustainable Practices 2  3 Detailing 4   3 

Professional Practices 1  3 Digital Communications 3  3 

Breadth ELECTIVE  3 Breadth ELECTIVE  3 

Breadth ELECTIVE  3 Breadth ELECTIVE  3 

      Year 4         

  Term 1       Term 2     

Advanced Studio 1  9 Advanced Studio 2  9 

Design Research 2  3 Detailing 5   3 

Professional Practices 2  3 Breadth ELECTIVE  3 

Breadth ELECTIVE  3      

Breadth ELECTIVE   3         
Adapted from Courses on Sheridan College’s website, available at https://academics.sheridancollege.ca/programs/bachelor-of-interior-design/courses  

https://academics.sheridancollege.ca/programs/bachelor-of-interior-design/courses
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Adapted from Fall 2018 and Winter 2019 on the University of Manitoba’s website, available at http://umanitoba.ca/faculties/architecture/programs/edesign/EDcourses.html

University of Manitoba

Year 1 Foundation studies*

 course Term 1 credits  course Term 2 credits

Introduction to Environmental Design 3 Visual Literacy 3

History of Culture, Ideas and Environment 1 3 History of Culture, Ideas and Environment 2 3

Faculty of Arts 3 Faculty of Arts 3

Faculty of Science 3 Faculty of Science 3

Faculty of Arts/Science 3 Faculty of Arts/Science 3

Year 2 Foundation studies*

Term 1 Term 2

Design Studio 1 6 Design Studio 2 6

Urban Media Lab (Pre-fall) 3

Tectonic Precedent 3 Ecology and Design 3

Materials, Structures and Assemblies 3 Natural and Human Systems 3

Visual Media 1 3 Visual Media 2 3

Year 3**

Term 1 Term 2

Interior Design Studio 3.1 6 Interior Design Studio 3.2 6

Interior Design History and Theory 1 3 Interior Light and Colour 3

Materials, Assemblies and Detailing 3 Design Methods and Processes 3

Interior Design Media 3 Digital Media 3

ELECTIVE 3

Year 4**

Term 1 Term 2

Interior Design Studio 4.1 6 Interior Design Studio 4.2 6

Field Studies OR Topics in Interior Design 3 Human Factors and Environments 3

History and Theory 2 3 Advanced Interior Design Media 3

Indoor Systems 1 3 Indoor Systems 2 3

ELECTIVE 3

*Architecture & Interior Environment streams **Environmental Design: Interior Environments option

http://umanitoba.ca/faculties/architecture/programs/edesign/EDcourses.html
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Appendix B - Total credit hours from each degree, including elective credits.   

Institution Total 

Credits/Hours 

No. of credits 

from Elective 

courses 

   

Kwantlen Polytechnic University 125 27 

Mount Royal University  120 33 

OCAD University 129* 33 

Ryerson University 150 36 

Sheridan College Institute of 

Technology & Advanced Learning  

144 27 

University of Manitoba 129 24 

 

*calculated based on OCAD’s 0.5 credits = 3 standard credits 

 


