Designing for the real world: Why industry collaboration matters in design education
A thought piece by Donna Williams, Programme Manager for in BA Graphic Design at University of Wales Trinity Saint David’s Swansea College of Art. 
Design education has never existed in isolation from professional practice, but recent years the relationship between the two has become more complex, more urgent and more necessary. Our Design Week event exists as a response to that reality. Design Week is an annual event that has been running for the past 12 years and is recognised as a positive contributing factor to our recruitment and national visibility for UWTSD. Students students from all the three year groups in the BA Graphic Design and including Master students work collaboratively and share ideas and skills effectively, mirroring an industry situation where strengths are recognised and teamwork is essential.
Across the creative industries, expectations placed on emerging designers are continually shifting. Graduates are expected not only to be visually fluent and conceptually strong, but to understand collaboration, workflow, technology, ethical responsibility and professional adaptability. Embedding industry‑focused initiatives such as Design Week directly into the curriculum is one of the most effective ways to address this.
Design Week provides a space where students can step outside the familiar rhythm of weekly briefs and enter a model that more closely reflects professional practice. Live briefs, external feedback, time‑bound challenges and collaboration encourage students to think differently about their role as designers, not simply as students producing assessed work, but as practitioners responding to real‑world contexts.
Crucially, industry collaboration during Design Week is not about presenting a single version of success. By working with partners ranging from broadcasters to independent studios and type foundries, students are exposed to a wide spectrum of creative pathways and working models. This helps to demystify the industry while reinforcing the idea that there is no single, linear route into creative employment.
Emerging technologies, including AI, are also becoming an unavoidable part of these conversations. Rather than positioning AI as something external or threatening, Design Week creates space to discuss its role critically and creatively within design practice. Students are encouraged to question how tools are used, where authorship sits, and how designers can remain responsible, ethical and innovative in an evolving landscape.
Equally important is the sense of community that develops during the week. Student‑led activity, informal discussion and shared problem‑solving contribute to a culture where learning is collaborative rather than hierarchical. The Ask Any Lecturer sessions, for example, reinforce accessibility, dialogue and mutual respect, qualities that are as vital in professional settings as technical skill.
Design Week also demonstrates the value of long‑term relationships between education and industry. Partnerships built over many years, often through graduates themselves, create cycles of knowledge‑sharing that benefit both current students and the wider creative community. When alumni return as professionals, the boundaries between education and industry become productively blurred.
Ultimately, embedding initiatives like Design Week into the course is not about offering an added extra. It is about recognising that contemporary design education must operate as an active, responsive ecosystem, one that prepares students not just to enter the industry, but to shape it.

