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UAL Student Voices: Derk  

SPEAKERS 

Derk, Richie (Culture & Enterprise), 

 

Richie  00:00 

Brilliant. So, Derek, I'm gonna ask you to introduce yourself, please. 

 

Derk  00:04 

Okay, so I'm Derk. I am born and raised in the Netherlands. That's also I did my bachelor degree in 

industrial product design. And that course was mostly focused on getting products ready for mass 

production and sort of understanding really the manufacturing processes, production processes. I still 

value those sorts of skills that I learned back then. And also knew that it wasn't really what I want to be 

doing afterwards. Yeah, it was really also more interested in sort of the ethical considerations behind 

implementing a product or mass producing a product, sort of thinking about the extractive processes 

behind it, and also sort of the social consequences behind it. And that's why I want to do a Masters at 

CSM. 

 

Richie  01:04 

Amazing. So, when you're doing a course, that was a BA in product design, and you hear about a 

course such as you know, MA Industrial Design, what was your expectation of a course that had a very 

different type of title to product design, right? What were you expecting from a course, like, industrial 

design? 

 

Derk  01:23 

I think at first though, because of the name, I was, kind of, maybe even put off because it sounded so 

similar to what I already did. But then, as I read through sort of the course description, I really liked that 

aspect of sort of critical interrogation of the practice. And I applied, and I really liked the conversation 

that I had, during my, like, portfolio submission thing. And then I decided to go there. 

 

Richie  01:53 

That's actually testament to how clear the course was describing itself, right? Because if you've done 

product design, and the moving into industrial design, it was just about understanding what you're 

going, how you're going to grow as an emerging product designer, or industrial designer. 

 

Derk  02:09 

Yeah. Also in the description, it was very open ended, like all the words they use could be interpreted in 

different ways. And you could sort of give your own interpretation in what you want to do and of course, 

as well and I quite like that. 

 

Richie  02:26 

So what was it in particular about you deciding to join UAL, with many courses around the world and 

maybe in London, what was it in particular about CSM that attracted you, as well, or UAL?  
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Derk  02:44 

Well, I applied to several courses. And you know, some of them rejected me. And some of them I got in 

but then I got weird feelings sometimes during the interview like, this is unnecessarily like intense or 

something. And I felt like the interview I did at CSM was maybe a bit more welcoming and... yeah. 

 

Richie  03:08 

Very interesting. So, when you did your interview, and then you maybe came to CSM, or the whole 

environment, what are your immediate... 

 

Derk  03:15 

The interviewers online, so... but because I was already dating my girlfriend who lived in London, I went 

to the open day, and, yeah, that was a good experience. 

 

Richie  03:27 

Amazing. Well, what made you decide to do the interview today? What was it that kind of brought you 

to being able to contribute to student voices? 

 

Derk  03:39 

I like to have sort of this new experience and ever did something like this. So, I was like, why not?  

 

Richie  03:46 

That's free.  

 

Derk  03:47 

And also, now at the end of the course, I'm writing up my essay and I have to do, sort of, a lot of self-

reflection and stuff and I figured, like, okay, maybe this is also a nice opportunity to have a conversation 

which is sort of self-reflective. 

 

Richie  04:05 

That's really important, Derek, I think, you know, as creatives, as industrial designers, and in any form 

of creative practice, that space to be able to voice and articulate, even to ourselves, what we do as a 

practice. Have you ever stopped in the last two years to really think about your own identity as a as a 

as an industrial designer? 

 

Derk  04:33 

Yeah, I think on different levels. Like, when I'm doing the project, I'm trying to be as self-reflective as 

possible. And a big part of my thinking is just spit balling ideas and like, having conversations with my 

fellow course mates. And then also, I guess, after the projects, there's sort of this moment where you 

let it sit for a bit and then after a while you look back at it, and you're like, okay, this could have maybe 

been done differently, but I was quite like this bit.  

 

Derk  05:11 
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So, on my course, basically, the projects have been sort of a mix between client-based projects and 

more like self-directed projects. For instance, one of the client projects was for this research group that 

tried to, sort of, give a new identity to net-zero aviation. And we were basically asked to sort of think 

about the visual language, the design of how flying might look like with no carbon emissions. For that 

project, I decided to look the toilets, for one because it's like, basically something that designers usually 

don't want to design. And I also liked how it was super entangled with cultural values and a lot of 

taboos as well. Yeah, I ended up designing a unisex urinal that could, like, save space and water.  

 

Derk  06:12 

So that one was more like, self-directed, we were working by ourselves for a client. I also did a group 

project, which was called Design for Social Innovation. I don't really like the title. But the project was 

really cool. We basically had to do research into barriers and enablers for civic participation in decision 

making within the Camden Council, basically. So, they sort of involved us also going into the streets. 

And yeah, we did sort of like performative research. It's hard to explain without pictures, yeah, basically, 

we want to do something which people could maybe engage more with, and not necessarily feel like 

they're just having to only give input, but also get something out of that for themselves.  

 

Derk  07:10 

I mean, one of the things that was, sort of, quite liberating for me during the course was, we didn't have 

to have an object-based outcome. A lot of my work has been object orientated. So even if the outcome 

hasn't necessarily been an object, I would use sort of the know-how of design and like, industrial design 

to create sort of prompts that then can then use a sort of research tools, basically. Yeah, it's hard to say 

like, what is industrial design because it's also an expanding sort of practice. And yeah, it's hard, it's 

really hard. 

 

Richie  07:45 

But what you've been great as ad expressing is not so much what industrial design is, in terms of its 

definition, but what it does, its impact. This idea of... forgive me, did you call it a unisex urinal? What did 

you call it before? 

 

Derk  07:58 

Yeah, it was a unisex Yeah, no, 

 

Richie  08:00 

I love the idea that you're actually moving into a space where it's really about a purpose, a much 

deeper purpose. So, with your practice of industrial design, could you tell me more about the 

challenges that you faced as a student, you know, either during lockdown or times when there wasn't 

access to the universities? 

 

Derk  08:20 

Yeah. For me, I was physically in quite a comfortable space during the lockdown because I could go to 

my girlfriend's parents, and they live on the Isle of Wight. And it was like, sort of a nice holiday feeling 

was and could go to the beach whenever we want. But then I also was thinking like, okay, I am also still 

studying, and can I sort of learn all the things I want to learn, and meet all the people that I want to 
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meet, and have the conversations that I want and stuff like that? In that sense, it was quite hard, like 

everything was on teams. It also allowed for a lot of, sort of, self-reflection and sort of critical thinking. 

But yeah, like, the physicality was definitely missing, and it was hard. It's good to be back. 

 

Richie  09:14 

With your practices as an industrial designer, what shift in your own practice, could you see obviously, 

working in a remote space, and then going back into, you know, on campus or on site?  

 

Derk  09:30 

So when we were working in a remote space, and I wanted to sort of use the physicality of objects 

again, so I basically got these discarded toys and stuff, and I crafted a workshop about sort of the 

anxieties of COVID and I asked the participants which were my girlfriend's family, because those were 

the only people that could reach, to sort of craft solutions for the anxieties using all those old toys. And 

when they sort of reconfigured it, interesting conversations happened. And that made it a nice project, I 

feel like socially speaking, but then the end result didn't have that sort of finesse. Like, I didn't have a 

good camera to make pictures of what I made. I didn't have nice materials. And anyway, it was also a 

cool exercise to be resourceful with what you have. But it was hard to make things look good, basically. 

 

Richie  10:35 

And so, coming back into kind of the impasse in space, what did you find, you're able to kind of 

reconnect with the poignant points and coming back into a community, back into a space? 

 

Derk  10:45 

The school is a big institution, and it has a lot of connections. And what I learned doing like a socially 

orientated project, as well, was that you need, a sort of, trust when you do these kinds of projects. And 

then you need key trust people that you can work with to go into that space in, like, a safe environment, 

and not just intrude. That was nice, like being able to do that kind of research properly. Then also, like 

having access to all the equipment, again, was super nice. And I decided to learn myself how to use the 

welding machine. And one of my friends, she knew how to use the 3D ceramics printer. So I asked her 

if she could help me figure out how to use that. And like both the welding and 3D ceramic sprinter, I 

now used in my final graduation piece.... so. 

 

Richie  11:41 

That's incredible. So that leads me on to this question of how has your practice changed as a result of 

being at UAL? 

 

Derk  11:51 

Being at UAL, and doing the Masters, allowed me to sort of give myself a voice as a designer. Like, 

okay, this is what I think is important. This is why. And basically, at first, I knew, like when something 

wasn't completely right, or something, but I was like, okay, how am I gonna make this argument? And 

now I feel like, I have more confidence in doing that. Yeah, when I started the course, I was really sort 

of trying hard to get up to speed. And I wanted to do like loads of reading. And I was like, trying to use 

difficult words and stuff. But then, yeah, I don't know, at some point, I feel like that just kind of felt 
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pretentious, trying to be smart or something. And that kind of evolved in this more me being 

comfortable to just say what I think.  

 

Derk  12:43 

Also the idea of having a designer who's like the genius who makes the solution. I think it's more 

holistic to think of designers as sort of part of this intricate web of people who tried to, sort of, together, 

like, make sense of the problems that that they are in. Yeah, so I think one of the parts for me that I 

think I had to let go, sort of this idea of the designer with an ego, solving all the problems, it's more 

about listening, and figuring out what sort of resources and skills are already there, and then see if new 

sort of opportunities can be created. But also, not in a forceful way. Like... yeah. 

 

Richie  13:36 

That sounds to me like there's almost a cooperative a co-design element of that, which involves 

communities, right? 

 

Derk  13:42 

Yeah. Very interested in co-design. 

 

Richie  13:47 

And especially through the questions you're asking, it feels very inclusive. 

 

Derk  13:51 

Yeah.  

 

Richie  13:52 

And maybe I'm coming back on a question. And I don't want to dwell too much on the remote space, 

but in a time now, where perhaps digital has opened up opportunities. Is there anything that perhaps 

you have picked up from the past 18 months that allows you to think about working collaboratively, co-

design, kind of levels of collaboration in a digital space? Or do you think actually, no, my practice is 

really about the immersion of collaboration and the tactility of objects. 

 

Derk  14:20 

I think there's definitely like opportunities for this sort of collaboration in digital spaces, but I'm not sure if 

I have the skill set to really facilitate that. I have tried doing co-design stuff during the lockdown, you 

know, using like the mirror board where you can simultaneously put pictures and edit stuff. I think I 

more like the tactile aspect of it. And also, you can think about what okay, what's the sort of role of the 

designer in a co-design space when everyone is basically designing? And so often they say like, okay, 

the designers, we like the facilitator and stuff. But then what I've seen happening sometimes is that the 

designer just supplies like some post it notes and and does like a brainstorm as if that's like the only 

thing that was missing for, like, idea generation. But I think also, sort of, implementing design skills can 

really enhance, sort of, this catalysing co-design method. I think, if that, does that makes sense? 

 

Richie  15:36 
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It does make sense, it makes total sense. And I think, I think if anything, it shows that, okay, you can 

you can use digital, maybe it's a tool, and it doesn't become your kind of dependent element that you're 

still thinking about the physical environment for your own practice. 

 

Derk  15:49 

Yeah, I mean, I don't want to say like, people shouldn't do digital, because I think digital stuff can be 

amazing. But for me, it's hard because I didn't. I didn't work with it a lot. I was forced into working with it. 

 

Richie  16:06 

We're going to close out our discussion, but I want to maybe now move into a space where drawing on 

your own experiences, what would you say to someone who is thinking of coming to CSM or UAL? 

 

Derk  16:20 

You know, I went through like several applications. I think what, for me, also, was really important was 

the interview, and how I felt during the interview. Because sometimes you could feel like, okay, they 

want me and like this sort of aligns, and sometimes it's kind of like, okay, am I in the right place? And 

advice that someone gave me during the applications was like, if they don't want you, then you don't 

want them kind of thing. Like it has to align with what you want. So just, you know, be honest with 

yourself. Yeah, because like, maybe you think like, okay, I really want to be like this cool designer, but 

then the criteria of the course doesn't line up. 

 

Richie  17:10 

So what,  Deark, what do you wish you'd known before you came to the course? Or what do you what 

do you wish you'd known before? 

 

Derk  17:20 

I just wish I knew everything I could get involved with at the beginning. And then like pick and choose. 

Because you don't have enough time to do everything, basically, because there's so much stuff going 

on. But if I knew from the beginning, I could have been more, sort of, critical and like, I want to learn this 

really, or do that. Maybe it sounds really cheesy, but also, just make sure that sometimes you just have 

fun, like not everything has to be super fruitful and productive. Sometimes you can just try things out, 

and then it may or may not turn out, like very fruitful or not.  

 

Derk  18:02 

I mean, I think also, this kind of reminded me of during my graduation project, we had tutorials with 

different tutors, you know, and then like, one time, I had a tutorial where it was very critical. And I felt 

like okay, maybe I have to change stuff and make it better in this way. But then I had like, another tutor 

saying like, okay, yeah, you it's very good that you take these criticisms into account. But also, like, 

make sure that it's still what you want to do and what you are passionate about. Because I think that 

also yields like the best results is something that you can really say like, okay, I want to do this, and I 

want to get up for this. 

 

Richie  18:44 
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Amazing, and it's that drive right is what literally makes you feel this really worth doing in terms of 

practice. That's incredible. Incredible. That's brilliant advice. And thanks for sharing that. So, we come 

to the end of our discussion. I thought it was really really useful. I'm going to stop recording now. 

 

Derk  19:02 

Cool. 


