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Abstract: Planning studio pedagogy has long been a part of planning education and has recently re-

emerged as a topic of investigation. Scholarship has: 1) critically examined the fluctuating popularity 

of studio teaching and the changing role of studio teaching in contemporary planning curricula in the 

USA and New Zealand; 2) challenged conceptualizations of the traditional studio and considered how 

emerging strategies for blended and online learning, and ‘real world engagement’ are producing new 

modes of studio delivery; 3) considered the benefits and outcomes of studio teaching; and 4) provided 

recommendations for teaching practice by critically analysing studio experiences in different contexts 

(Aitken-Rose & Dixon, 2009; Balassiano, 2011; Balassiano & West, 2012; Balsas, 2012; Dandekar, 

2009; Heumann & Wetmore, 1984; Higgins, Thomas & Hollander, 2010; Lang, 1983; Long, 2012; 

Németh & Long, 2012; Winkler, 2013). Twenty-three universities in Australia offer accredited planning 

degrees, yet data about the use of studio teaching in planning programs are limited. How, when and 

why are studio pedagogies used? If it is not a part of the curriculum – why?, and has this had any 

impact on student outcomes? What are the opportunities and limitations of new models of studio 

teaching for student, academic, professional and institutional outcomes? This paper presents early 

ideas from a QUT seed grant on the use of studio teaching in Australian planning education to gain a 

better understanding of the different roles of studio teaching in planning curricula at a National level 

and opportunities and challenges for this pedagogical mode in the face of dilemmas facing planning 

education.  
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Introduction  

 

The use of studio teaching in planning education dates back to at least the early 1900s in 

the USA (Heumann and Wetmore, 1984) and has historically developed as part of planning 

education in Australia and New Zealand (Higgins et al., 2009).  Despite this history, the role 

of studio teaching in planning curricula has waxed and waned as the university pendulum 

has swung between different pedagogical objectives and institutional constraints (Heumann 

and Wetmore, 1984, Bosman et al., 2011, Higgins et al., 2009).  International reviews of 

planning education in the USA and New Zealand have sought to understand the impacts of 

these swings in studio use on planning practice, on student outcomes, on teachers and 

administration (Aitken-Rose & Dixon, 2009, Balassiano, 2011, Balassiano & West, 2012, 

Balsas, 2012, Dandekar, 2009, Heumann & Wetmore, 1984, Higgins, Thomas & Hollander, 

2010, Lang, 1983, Long, 2012, Németh & Long, 2012, Winkler, 2013). Australian scholarship 

has also considered studio pedagogy and the first year experience (Bosman et al., 2012), 

experiential learning (Coiacetto, 2008, Rosier et al., 2012) and the changing higher 

education sector (Bosman et al., 2011) but there has been no research examining the extent 

of studio use in Australian planning curricula. 

 

This paper presents early ideas from a project seeking to explore how ‘studios’ have been 

adapted into planning curricula in Australia.  The project will investigate: 1) the different 

conceptualisations, uses and rationales behind studio teaching at a National level leading to 

a typology of planning programs based on their use of studio; and 2) an assessment of 
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opportunities and challenges associated with the different modes in the face of constraints 

and challenges confronting students, professional practice, academic staff and universities.  

Data will be collected from program outlines and curriculum coordinators.  This will inform 

the typology, including whether studio use in planning curricula can indeed be typified, and it 

will inform a synthetic assessment about the impacts of different models of studio use based 

on Australian experience. 

 

Herein, we report on the first stage of this project.  This paper begins with a review of 

definitions of ‘studio’ founded on key principles from the literature.  Using a case study in 

South East Queensland, we then describe three different planning programs including how 

studio teaching models in each map against the key principles from the studio definition.  

This is followed by a discussion of the emerging ideas for the typology.  We present this as 

our starting point to analyse studio use in planning programs throughout Queensland and 

Australia.   

 

The planning studio  

 

In design-focussed degrees such as planning, architecture, design and art and increasingly 

in other fields such as education, industrial design, ergonomics, computer science and 

information systems, studios are considered critical to achieving good learning outcomes 

(Bradbeer, 2006, Brandt et al., 2013, Burroughs et al., 2009, Gestwicki and Ahmad, 2011, 

Hoellwarth et al., 2005, Jabi et al., 2008, Lynch et al., 2002, Moody, 2011).  In planning, 

studios are considered a unique and valuable learning and teaching method to equip 

planners with important skills (e.g. project management and leadership skills) and to deal 

with complex wicked problems. 

 

Historical Development  

The role of studios in planning programs – whilst differing from place to place, program to 

program, has on the whole followed a particular trend. Studios once held a greater place in 

planning curricula than they do today.  Originally, studios were design-focused and drew 

heavily on techniques used in architecture studios (Balsas, 2012) but in the 1960s and 

1970s this began to change as planning increased its association with social sciences and 

human geography, and shifted away from architecture and design.  This rejection of physical 

determinism and the postmodern and communicative turns in planning unsettled the rational 

planning model as planning’s central paradigm (Heumann and Wetmore, 1984, Higgins et 

al., 2009, Lang, 1983, Long, 2012).  Because studios were seen as a tool for teaching 

physical design and vocational skills, it seemed a less relevant teaching mode (Heumann 

and Wetmore, 1984, Higgins et al., 2009, Lang, 1983). More recently however, as 

universities started to emphasise the importance of practice-based and experiential learning, 

and as design regains some of its importance in planning programs, there has been a revival 

in the use of the studio.  However, despite this renaissance, studios have by no means 

regained the position they once held (Long, 2012).  There is some evidence to suggest that 

planning programs are more likely to incorporate studios if and where planning has emerged 

as an offshoot to, or is incorporated within, an architecture/design department, rather than if 

planning is situated within social sciences/geography, or environmental sciences (Bosman et 

al., 2012), but this is not always the case.  The changes in the higher education sector and 

changing student characteristics appear to have also impacted on the uses of studio in 

planning curricula (Bosman et al., 2011, Tippett et al., 2011, Wallis et al., 2009). 
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Towards a definition of studio 

There are a range of definitions of studios in the literature; sometimes studios are defined by 

teaching practices, at other times by their objectives, or the term may simply refer to the 

space itself. As expressed by Németh and Long (2012: 477), “there is no common 

understanding of a studio as a distinct pedagogical practice in planning education, little in 

the way of common language to discuss or describe studio courses, and few shared 

experiences to aid in shaping teaching goals or orienting our students to this unique 

pedagogy”.  Rather than simply repeating the varying definitions here, we have instead 

synthesised the multiple definitions and objectives of studio in the literature into a set of 

studio ‘principles’ presented in Table 1.  We note that this literature is diverse.  It includes 

that which considers pedagogical theories behind studios, research which analyses studios 

themselves (e.g., their content, objectives, outcomes and methods) and that which explores 

the implementation and experience of studios from the perspective of staff, students, and 

clients and communities.  Consequently by this definition we do not suggest that all 

principles need to be present for a unit to be considered a planning studio. We simply 

present Table 1 as a synthesis of definitional components from the literature and consider 

whether this is a suitable framework through which to assess and categorise studio teaching 

for the typology.  The extent to which diverse studio teaching approaches in Australia meets 

these principles is also something that we hope to test in the later phases of this research.   
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Table 1: A definition of studio based on principles synthesised from the literature 

PRINCIPLES DESCRIPTION SOURCES 

Collaborative – 

team/group work is 

central 

Planning studios typically consist of small groups of students working together on 

their project, for a good measure of the activities and assessment (architecture and 

design studios tend to include more individual work than planning studios). The 

importance of collaboration between students and between students and staff and 

peer-to-peer learning and support is also highlighted. 

(Coiacetto, 2008, Heumann and Wetmore, 

1984, Moody, 2011, Németh and Long, 

2012, Thomas and Hollander, 2010, Wallis 

et al., 2009, Gonsalvez and Atchison, 

2000). 

Project- and problem-

based learning 

Studio activities and assessment are usually project-based, with students working on 

single project, often in stages interspersed with feedback and assessment, over the 

course of the semester.  

(Bosman et al., 2010, Brandt et al., 2013, 

Burroughs et al., 2009, Coiacetto, 2008, 

Heumann and Wetmore, 1984, Lang, 1983, 

Németh and Long, 2012, Gonsalvez and 

Atchison, 2000, Long, 2012). 

Real-life components The projects selected for studios are often placed in a ‘real world’ context, and 

students may work with a real world client or community. For example, the project 

might be a feasibility study on a lot; even if the client or brief is fabricated, the lot is a 

real place, and students need to explore and account for real world conditions, 

contexts, plans, regulations, etc. This real world experience is thought to help prepare 

students for the complexities and uncertainties of practice, and help them develop 

problem—solving skills. Furthermore, the final outputs of studio projects are often 

required to be akin to the products produced by professionals, adding another layer of 

‘reality’ to the studio. 

(Bosman et al., 2010, Brandt et al., 2013, 

Coiacetto, 2008, Heumann and Wetmore, 

1984, Lynch et al., 2002, Németh and Long, 

2012, Thomas and Hollander, 2010, 

Gonsalvez and Atchison, 2000, Long, 

2012). 

Formative and 

reflective learning 

Formative learning is often critical in studios, and learning activities are designed with 

skill development and feedback in mind. Projects may be broken into stages, with 

each stage having an opportunity for formal assessment, and each stage feeding into 

the next. Architecture studios often incorporate ‘juries’, i.e. expert panels to give 

feedback on work; planning studios tend not have juries per se but often include some 

kind of assessed presentation to an audience. Studios, with high contact hours and 

much of the project work being done in class or outside class time but in the 

dedicated studio space (see below), also provides many opportunities for informal 

feedback from the teaching team and also from peers.   

(Bosman et al., 2010, Brandt et al., 2013, 

Burroughs et al., 2009, Gestwicki and 

Ahmad, 2011, Moody, 2011, Németh and 

Long, 2012, Long, 2012). 

Synthesis Studios can strategically relate to other courses in the program; they can give 

students the opportunity to integrate and synthesise materials and skills from other 

courses and apply them to their real world project. Studios also may be a means of 

(Bosman et al., 2010, Coiacetto, 2008, 

Heumann and Wetmore, 1984, Lang, 1983, 

Lynch et al., 2002, Siddiqi, 2002, Thomas 
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integrating theory and practice in planning education. The opportunity to synthesise 

and apply learning and skills from multiple courses is a particular feature of project-

based learning and studios.  

and Hollander, 2010, Tippett et al., 2011, 

Gonsalvez and Atchison, 2000). 

Professional 

socialisation, 

community and 

identity 

Studios are often cited as a means to help students begin to think of themselves as 

professionals, help them get accustomed to a professional working environment, and 

to help them develop some of the skills they’ll need in professional practice (e.g. team 

work, leadership, project planning, management, budgeting and costing, working with 

real world clients/communities, responding to briefs, filling out timesheets, making 

mock invoices, presenting their work to clients, etc.).  Studios are intense and 

demanding of students, and the time they spend together, in a dedicated space that 

may mimic professional work environments, is thought to help foster a sense of 

community and identity in the cohort, and in the School or Department. As such, 

studios can contribute to the development of, and facilitate the introduction to, 

departmental and professional cultures and communities. Further, a sense of 

community and identity is an important factor in retention, so arguably studios that 

achieve this may be improving the success of the whole program.  

(Bosman et al., 2010, Brandt et al., 2013, 

Heumann and Wetmore, 1984, McClean et 

al., 2013, Németh and Long, 2012, Thomas 

and Hollander, 2010, Tippett et al., 2011, 

Wallis et al., 2009). 

Higher and more 

frequent contact 

hours compared to 

other courses 

Studios typically have higher staff-contact hours than standard lecture/tutorial 

courses, with six to nine formal contact hours per week often being cited, sometimes 

up to twelve.  However, students are often expected to do much of their work outside 

class hours in the studio itself (see below), leading to a high number of ‘informal’ 

contact hours as well.  Can also involve double the credits per course compared to 

normal lecture/tutorial. 

(Bosman et al., 2010, Brandt et al., 2013, 

Balsas, 2012, Hoellwarth et al., 2005, 

Tamminga and De Ciantis, 2012, Cameron 

et al., 2010, Higgins et al., 2009).  

Dedicated studio 

space 

The literature identifies that ideally, studios should also have dedicated studio spaces, 

for two reasons. Firstly, the ideal studio space should have certain characteristics, 

including a flexible layout, flexible furniture as well as furniture suited for design and 

collaboration as necessary (e.g. comfortable chairs, tables that can be easily 

reconfigured), space to move around, no formal/raised teaching platform or lectern, 

so that the space is student-centred and teaching staff circulate through the room, 

and display walls or boards. These spatial characteristics are important for studios, 

but less so for other types of classes. Secondly, given the demands of the course it is 

important that students have access to a place where they can collaborate with their 

team and peers outside of formal contact hours, as well as store and display work. A 

dedicated space allows for this, and can facilitate inter-group collaborations, and peer 

(Bosman et al., 2010, Brandt et al., 2013, 

Burroughs et al., 2009, Lynch et al., 2002, 

McClean et al., 2013, Moody, 2011, Németh 

and Long, 2012, Taylor, 2009, Hollander 

and Thomas, 2009, Schadewitz and 

Zamenopoulos, 2009). 
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feedback and support across the entire planning student cohort. Ideally, it is thought 

that studios should be located proximate to staff offices, and have, or be close to, an 

informal space like a common room, in order to build community and identity across 

the program/department (see above). It has been noted that the studio space itself 

can encourage a more relaxed atmosphere, a more collaborative and conversational 

teaching style, and better communication between students and staff, even when 

non-studio style courses are conducted in them.   Although there is increasing 

scholarship on the use of electronic and online platforms for studio teaching which is 

challenging the notion that studios need physical spaces, the issue of dedicated 

space (physical or other) is a consistent theme in the literature.  

Independent 

learning/Facilitation, 

rather than instruction 

Given that studios are project-based and placed in a real world context, there tends to 

be no fixed or right answer for students to come up with. It is also impossible to 

comprehensively identify at the outset of the project exactly what kind of support and 

skill development students will need, as each project is different. Therefore teaching 

activities must be flexible and tailored to the needs of the student and the project 

itself. In studios, teachers do not deliver much formal content, although there may be 

a few lectures given here and there; rather, teaching staff are facilitators of a student-

centred, independent learning process. Teaching staff are required to give a lot of 

feedback, and facilitate discussions, reflections, and independent learning. Because 

of this, studios can be challenging to teach but also very rewarding, and can revitalise 

teaching styles and build teaching skills that may be applicable in other modes. 

(Bosman et al., 2010, Burroughs et al., 

2009, Coiacetto, 2008, Lynch et al., 2002, 

Roakes and Norris-Tirrell, 2000, Gonsalvez 

and Atchison, 2000). 
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Methods  

 

As mentioned above, this paper is a part of a larger seed project investigating the uses of 

studio teaching in Australian planning curricula.  In this section we limit our description of 

methods to those involved in this first stage of the research.  This included the following 

activities: 

 

1. Review of the literature on studios to identify: a) definitions and characteristics of 

studios; b) existing frameworks for defining, analysing and assessing studios; and c) 

general trends, constraints and issues in studio teaching.  The literature was primarily 

planning focussed but included key papers on studio pedagogy from architecture and 

design and papers from scholars in other disciplines who have recently incorporated 

or adapted studios into their programs.  This gave an interesting perspective on the 

purported benefits of studios, as well as the difficulties of introducing them to 

disciplines where there is no studio tradition.   

2. Identification of case studies in South East Queensland.  Four programs were initially 

surveyed: Griffith University (GU), the University of Queensland (UQ), Queensland 

University of Technology (QUT) and the University of Southern Queensland (USQ).  

The latter was not progressed because it was not clear how the practice units related 

to urban planning and the Planning Institute of Australia (PIA) has not yet accredited 

this degree. 

3. Review of studios in the three case studies.  Each case was evaluated against the 

principles of studio leading to an emerging studio typology.  This involved desktop 

research into the programs, knowledge from our participation in two of the three 

programs, and analysis of the literature on studios and planning education. 

4. Discussion of factors to consider when examining benefits and constraints of studio 

in contemporary planning education from the literature. 

 

Having presented some of the information to emerge from our literature review in section 1, 

we now describe our case studies and discuss the emerging typology. 

 

Case Study – Planning Curricula in South East Queensland 
 

Our case studies involve three universities in Brisbane, South East Queensland which each 

take a different approach to the use of studios in the planning program.  The first case is the 

University of Queensland (UQ) - Queensland’s oldest planning program and one of the 

oldest planning programs in Australia.  UQ first introduced planning education in 1966 when 

the Department of Architecture offered a Diploma in Regional and Town Planning.  In 1972 it 

commenced a Bachelor of Regional and Town Planning and a Masters of Urban and 

Regional Planning was introduced in the early 1980’s.  In this study, we have reviewed the 

Bachelor of Regional and Town Planning, reaccredited in 2010.  The degree incorporates 

one or two studios depending on the course of study.  According to the web site, these 

studios are worth 2 and 4 credit points respectively out of a maximum of 64 credit points for 

the degree.  This means that students may do as little as 3 per cent up to a maximum of 

approximately 10 per cent of their degree in studio.   

 

The second case is Queensland University of Technology (QUT) which has offered an 

undergraduate planning program, first labelled a Bachelor of Applied Science (Built 
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Environment), since 1973. The original program was the first tier of a six-year program in 

architecture offered by the Faculty of Built Environment before evolving into a Bachelor of 

Built Environment (Urban and Regional Planning) in the 1990s, and later becoming the 

Bachelor of Urban Development (Urban and Regional Planning).  In this study, we have 

considered the Bachelor of Urban Development (Urban and Regional Planning) which was 

reaccredited in 2014 (but will be phased out by 2017) and the new AQF compliant Bachelor 

of Urban Development (Urban and Regional Planning) (Honours) which was also accredited 

in 2014.  Both programs consist of eight practice units.  The term studio is not used at QUT 

although ‘practice units’ meet the definition of a studio described above and thus we will call 

them studios.  Each unit is worth 12 credit points and the bachelor’s degrees comprise 384 

units such that one quarter of the degree consists of studio-based teaching and learning.  

Practice units focus on real world problems as they apply to a specific site/location, starting 

with an introductory project-based unit in first year and culminating with a final urban 

planning practice project in fourth year.  

 

Griffith University, as the third case, introduced its Bachelor of Urban and Environmental 

Planning at the Nathan (NA) Campus in 1995 and at the Gold Coast (GC) Campus in 2006.  

In this study we have considered the bachelor’s degrees, which were re-accredited at 

Nathan in 2011 and accredited at the Gold Coast in 2011 but modified in 2013 to include a 

more extensive use of studio.  Under the new program structure, effective from Semester 1 

2014, students undertake eight studio courses (one each semester) on topics ranging from 

development processes, site planning, environmental planning and strategic planning.  Each 

studio is focussed around a practical project.  Studios at Griffith are also larger; they are 

worth 20 credit points which is equivalent to two standard courses of study.  Because of their 

size and frequency, students spend half of their degree at Griffith University in studio.   

Using these three cases, we present our emerging typology below. 

 

Towards a typology of studio use in planning education  
 

Although typologies have become increasingly popular in the scholarship of planning theory, 

problem contexts, and planning responses (Allmendinger, 2002, Cuthbert, 2008, Jabareen, 

2006, Margerum, 2008, Talen, 1996, Yiftachel, 1989), their use in planning education is far 

less widespread.  Typologies integrate multi-dimensional information (e.g., characteristics) 

with conceptual ideas to define similar ‘types’ of problems, situations, or entities to help with 

data collection and analysis (Bailey, 1994, Cuthbert).  Although they can be hard to construct 

when many criteria are involved, drawing elements together to specify distinct groupings can 

help to contextualise research.  Because the classifications in a typology tend to be 

relational, typology development is often iterative, involving conceptual development and 

empirical testing to formulate and reformulate the framework and rationale for the groupings 

(Bailey, 1994). 

 

Our interest in developing a typology stems from an initial question about the degree of 

variation that exists across Australian planning programs based on the role that studio 

teaching plays in the curriculum.  The standard elements of a studio consists of a 

collaborative, project- and problem-based learning, real-life components, formative and 

reflective learning, professional socialisation, contact hours, studio space, independent 

learning.  How this is done of course varies.  Our starting point to categorise programs are 

the studio principles presented earlier in Table 1.   
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Analyses of the case studies against the studio principles immediately highlights a number of 

similarities and differences in the way that studio pedagogy has been integrated into the 

planning curriculum at the three universities, as summarised in Table 2. The main 

differences in the programs relate to: the size and number of studio courses in the programs 

(ranging from one per semester to one every couple of years); the degree of teaching and 

synthesis undertaken in studio (e.g. one model includes more teaching in studio); and in the 

exclusivity of studio space for planning students (one program had collaboration space but 

this was not exclusive to planning students).  Our assessment also highlighted differences in 

the way that problem and project based learning is applied across the programs.  This 

reflects policy differences at the universities regarding the level of group and individual work 

(e.g., ranging from a maximum of 50% group work to 80% group work).  Further, one 

program involved higher number of staff contact hours compared to the others.  At Griffith 

each studio involves six staff-student contact hours per studio per week (twice a normal 

load). However as the credit point value of the Griffith model is also equivalent to two 

standard university courses, when the credit load is normalised, the staff contact hours 

equals that used in traditional units.  What is interesting are the further three hours of un-

supervised studio timetabled each week.  It is unclear what impact the unsupervised studio 

has on student time-on-task or on independent learning and this requires further 

investigation. 

 

Our review of the course profiles, and reflections on our own experience7, uncovered no 

notable differences in collaboration, real life components, the use of formative and reflective 

thinking, or professionalization across programs.  However, this could be better informed by 

empirical data as differences may be present across the different models in practice. Further 

while all studios appear to involve courses with elements of complexity and students 

independently working through problems, it is not clear whether or how they do this and this 

is another area to explore through empirical testing.   

 

The other important information we found relates to the proportion of teaching and learning 

time spent in studio.  The variation across the three universities is significant in this regard, 

ranging from as little as 3 per cent to as much as 50 per cent of planning education in studio.  

When this is considered together with some of the other characteristics of studio it starts to 

paint a different picture of the studio models in use.  For example, when the proportionality of 

teaching in studio is considered, data about the extent of group based teaching and learning 

(or individual teaching and learning) becomes more meaningful.  The proportion of studio 

teaching and learning across the degree is also significant for understanding the extent of 

the integrative and synthetic functions of studio (with studio extensive degrees presumably 

delivering more content in studio).  All of the principles of studio we have previously 

identified (collaboration, project- and problem-based learning, real-life components, 

formative and reflective learning, professional socialisation, contact hours, studio space, 

                                                      
7
 As mentioned in the ‘Methods’ section, the authors have taught in planning programs in two of the 

three programs analysed here – specifically, at QUT and Griffith. Karen Vella is currently teaching a 
studio course at QUT, and Natalie Osborne has previously taught in first and second year studios at 
Griffith University and was involved in the recent review of the program structure. Severine Mayere is 
the Subject Area Coordinator for Urban and Regional Planning and Douglas Baker is the Property 
and Planning Discipline Leader at QUT. As such, we were able to base our analysis not only on 
publicly accessible documents but on our experiences working in these programs and as studio 
teachers.  
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independent learning) can be further analysed in the context of the different proportions of 

studio teaching. Of course, some courses not described as ‘studios’ in program outlines may 

be considered ‘studios’ by some definitions (Bosman et al., 2010) or have elements of studio 

teaching which complicates the picture. 

 

Nevertheless, understanding the different patterns of studio teaching is an important part of 

contextualising our research.  It will provide a framework to examine underlying factors 

which have led to studio teaching outcomes and to examine the positive and negative 

aspects of studio teaching at a range of levels (student, professional, teacher, university).  In 

the following discussion we review the literature, the opportunities and limitations of studio 

teaching for students, and academic, professional and institutional outcomes.   
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Table 2 – Emerging typology assessment of the three programs against the studio principles (from Table 1) 

Principles Criteria Type 1    50% Studio (Griffith) Type 2    25% Studio (QUT) Type 3  <10% Studio (UQ) 

Collaboration Students work together in groups on 

a project  

Yes (Ranges from 50/50 - 

80/20 group/individual) 

Yes (50/50 group/individual) Yes (Ranges from 50/50 - 

80/20 group/individual) 

Students work as individuals and 

collaborate with peers/teaching staff. 

Yes Yes Yes 

Problem and 

project based 

learning 

Activities in the course/unit are 

problem based and focussed on a 

single project. 

Yes Yes Yes 

Real life 

components 

The project base is based on a real 

world problem involving a client or 

community group. 

Yes Yes Yes 

Formative and 

reflective learning 

Assessment tasks are broken up into 

progressive stages. 

Yes Yes Yes 

Students work on assessment in 

class. 

Yes Yes Yes 

Assessment involves multiple tasks 

including oral presentations. 

Yes Yes Yes 

Synthesis Students synthesise theory and skills 

from other courses in the program 

and apply them to the real world 

problem in studio. 

Limited synthesis (more 

teaching in studio) compared 

to other models. 

Yes Unsure  

Professionalisation Students gain experience in practical 

aspects of planning such as 

teamwork, leadership, project 

planning, management, budgeting 

and costing, working with real world 

clients/communities. 

Yes Yes Yes 

High contact hours Students are in class for 6-8 contact 

hours per week. 

Yes 

 

No 

 

No 

 

The credit value of studios is greater 

than lecture/tutorial courses 

Yes No No 

A lot of work is necessary outside of 

class time but, in the studio. 

Yes No (Most effort is needed 

outside of class to complete 

assessment). 

Unsure 

Dedicated studio Students have flexible collaboration Yes Yes Yes 
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space space. 

Space is exclusive to planning 

students. 

Yes No Yes 

Facilitation and 

independent 

learning 

Projects involve elements of 

complexity and there is no one right 

answer. 

Yes Yes Yes 

Teaching staff facilitate students 

‘working through’ problems towards 

solutions. 

Yes Yes Yes 
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Discussion 
 

Studio teaching is highly valued in an increasing number of disciplines and the opportunities it 

provides for planning is well acknowledged.  Studios are a strategy for delivering experiential 

learning, which is thought to be very valuable, even critical for planning education (Bosman et al., 

2013, Coiacetto, 2008).  Because they are hands-on they encourage students to become “active 

and engaged”, rather than passive learners (Bosman et al., 2010: 1).  Studios give students 

experience with real world problems and with real world clients and groups (Bosman et al., 2010, 

Higgins et al., 2009), including ‘wicked’ problems (Balassiano, 2011, Long, 2012).  Studios can 

also help build a sense of community among students (Bosman et al., 2010), and enculturate 

students in their professional discipline and build a professional identity (Brandt et al., 2013, 

Higgins et al., 2009).  This approach is thought to foster confidence and resilience (Bosman et al., 

2010) and be useful in developing generic skills such as problem solving, written, graphic and oral 

communication skills, teamwork, working with people of diverse backgrounds, time and project 

management, and critical thinking (Bosman et al., 2010, Coiacetto, 2008, Lynch et al., 2002, 

Higgins et al., 2009).  They are also useful in developing discipline-specific knowledges and skills 

(Coiacetto, 2008, Lynch et al., 2002), may encourage ‘deep learning’ (Bradbeer, 2006: 123) and 

community-based studios in particular can offer cross-cultural learning and “learning that might 

embody personal responsibility, empathy, even wisdom” (Tamminga and De Ciantis, 2012: 126).  

 

Despite this, there are a number of different studio models in use, and as our case studies 

demonstrate, there is a wide variation in the extent to which studio teaching is used in planning 

curricula.  There are a range of constraints limiting the inclusion and extent of studios in planning 

programs.  First, studios are very resource-intensive (Tippett et al., 2011, Gonsalvez and Atchison, 

2000, Higgins et al., 2009), and they require a great deal of investment of time and effort by staff 

and investment in specific facilities - all in the context of rising student numbers and declining 

funding.  Studios require a high degree of commitment from staff (Lynch et al., 2002), as they 

demand not only large blocks of time during semester but also have a long lead time (Henry et al., 

2011, Minnery, 2000, Roakes and Norris-Tirrell, 2000, Tamminga and De Ciantis, 2012), require 

staff to spend quite a lot of time finding suitable projects (Gonsalvez and Atchison, 2000), and often 

require staff to establish and maintain meaningful relationships with real-world communities and/or 

practitioners (Henry et al., 2011, Roakes and Norris-Tirrell, 2000, Tamminga and De Ciantis, 2012, 

Winkler, 2013). Studios tend to differ each time they are run, with new projects being used or the 

context of a previously used project changing, and with each cohort being different, which limits the 

extent to which staff can rely on materials and activities from previous years.  However, academic 

staff are also facing increasing demands on their time; increasing emphasis is being placed on 

research productivity, and staff may well find the need to simplify their teaching practices in order 

to leave more time for research (Higgins et al., 2009).  Heumann and Wetmore, as early as 1984, 

were arguing that as faculty became more research-focused rather than practitioner-focused, there 

would be fewer staff with the experience and the time needed to run studios (Heumann and 

Wetmore, 1984).  Increasingly, more teaching is being done by people employed as casuals 

(Bosman et al., 2011), however this also presents problems for studio education, as studios can be 

difficult courses for casual staff to teach.  Even when a permanent member of staff is coordinating 

and convening the course, there is rarely funding for tutors to be involved in the long planning 

phases of studios, and often only limited funding for staff meetings, which are essential when 

working on real-world projects without predetermined answers to ensure responsiveness, 

coherence, coordination and consistency across the teaching team.  Permanency and stability of 
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staff is also important in establishing ongoing relationships with clients and community groups, 

which will be discussed in a later section. 

 

Studios are space intensive.  As outlined above, an important component of studios is a dedicated, 

flexible space, often with particular furnishings and facilities.  A dedicated studio space for the 

exclusive use of studio students is something many Schools may find increasingly difficult, even 

impossible, to maintain given increasing pressure on space and infrastructure at universities in the 

wake of increased numbers and funding cuts (Mangden and Dassah, 2012, Wallis et al., 2009). 

Indeed, investment in infrastructure has been in decline (Bosman et al., 2011), placing more 

pressure on existing facilities and spaces. 

 

Exacerbating the issue of resource intensity in studios is that in recent years class sizes across the 

Australian university sector have increased, however, faculty numbers have not increased at the 

same rate, and in many universities the staff/student ratio has increased (Bosman et al., 2011).  

This makes the delivery of studios more difficult because studios require that individual groups and 

individual students receive tailored feedback and support at frequent and regular intervals.  

Delivering the studio experience becomes increasingly difficult as class sizes and staff/student 

ratios increase, and in some institutions this has created pressure to move back to more traditional 

modes (Bosman et al., 2011). Whilst decreasing student/staff ratios may make studio teaching 

more feasible, if this occurred due to decreased enrolments in a particular planning degree it may 

become difficult to justify the need for a dedicated studio space, or for course convenors to access 

funding for tutors to adequately staff studios. 

 

Second, studios demand a lot from students (Minnery, 2000, Bradbeer, 2006). Due to the cost of 

studies and the cost of living, and with fewer students receiving and/or relying solely on Youth 

Allowance and Austudy, more students are working in paid employment throughout their studies 

(Bosman et al., 2011).  A study by Bosman, Coiacetto and Dredge (2011) found that “81% of first-

year students working during the semester”, and on average worked about 18 hours per week 

(Bosman et al., 2011: 79).  These work commitments can exacerbate attendance issues, as well as 

diminish the likelihood of students using studios outside formal contact hours.  This may, in turn, 

threaten the viability of maintaining dedicated studio spaces (Mangden and Dassah, 2012, Wallis 

et al., 2009), and make it more difficult for students to devote large blocks of time to be on campus, 

in studio, in both formal contact hours and outside of class time (for group meetings, etc.).   

 

Third, there is an increasing trend in higher education towards online and flexible delivery modes, 

partly in response to some of the aforementioned constraints, as well as other issues in higher 

education.  There are important advantages to online and flexible delivery, including the possibility 

of improving the accessibility and equity of higher education.  Studios as described above, with 

their emphasis on the physical classroom and high numbers of contact hours, run counter to this 

trend, which may make them difficult to implement and support in institutions where the 

online/flexible delivery trend has been embraced.  

Virtual studios are an emerging studio type (Balsas, 2012: 478, Hollander and Thomas, 2009), 

however, there are some challenges to be overcome.  Virtual studios have the benefit of being 

more flexible, however collaboration and professional socialisation can be difficult and/or limited, 

and the platform used may create problems (Hollander and Thomas, 2009, Malopinsky et al., 

2000). For example, Hollander and Thomas discuss the use of ‘Second Life’ - an online game 

wherein players create a virtual world together, and interact through avatars – as a virtual studio 
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platform, and they encountered difficulties including vandalism and harassment from other uses of 

the game (Hollander and Thomas, 2009). 

 

Fourth, there are also some important challenges and limitations of the studio model.  Studios often 

engage with real world clients or communities, and draw from community-based learning or 

community-service learning principles.  Valuable as community-service learning may be for 

students and universities, the communities themselves are not always well served (Aponte‐Parés, 

1998, Winkler, 2013).  Challenges include a mismatch of expectations and/or values between the 

parties involved, students lacking the skills, time, and other resources needed to deliver usable 

outcomes, the timeframes of the university and the community may not align, and students may be 

unaware of the local community context and/or cultural protocols (Aponte‐Parés, 1998, Henry et 

al., 2011, Winkler, 2013, Cameron et al., 2010). 

 

There are also challenges in developing effective assessment structures (De La Harpe and Fiona 

Peterson, 2009, Lang, 1983, Németh and Long, 2012) and the studio style isn’t to everyone’s taste. 

Some students simply dislike the studio style, with its relative lack of structure and the absence of 

certainty, the emphasis on group work, and that more is often expected of them (Lynch et al., 2002, 

Bradbeer, 2006, Gonsalvez and Atchison, 2000).  These traits are intrinsic to the studio style as 

they are designed to mimic, or indeed actually include, real world situations, however some 

students struggle with this mode of teaching.  Another issue relating to the centrality of the real 

world in studios is that they run the risk of replicating the poor practices of the real world, and 

although it is important to understand the pressures, compromises, and context of real world 

planning practice, students should also be encouraged to think critically about good, ideal, and 

ethical practice, and what they look like (Minnery, 2000, Higgins et al., 2009). 

 

Fifth, there is little obvious support of the planning studio teaching model from the planning 

profession itself.  The PIA 2010 Accreditation Policy for Recognition of Australian Planning 

Qualifications identifies three components or levels in relation to skills and knowledge: generic 

capabilities and competencies, core curriculum competencies and supporting knowledge areas.  

These capabilities and competencies are meant to guide planning courses’ objectives and learning 

outcomes, as well as course content and approaches to learning and teaching.  They are used as 

benchmarks when planning courses are seeking accreditation or re-accreditation. 

 

The generic capabilities and competencies of “problem identification, critical analysis and 

synthesis”, contribute to what it is to be a planning professional.  The core curriculum 

competencies and their associated performance outcomes cover the core knowledge areas need 

to be addressed in the curriculum, and the supporting knowledge areas represent areas of 

knowledge that would be normally expected to be covered in planning programs (PIA, 2010).  

Some of the studio principles listed in Table 1 including collaborative/team work, problem-based 

learning, real world context, formative and reflective learning, synthesis, and professional 

socialisation are embedded in the PIA generic competencies and capabilities, and in the curriculum 

competencies.  For example, the PIA Accreditation guidelines emphasise aspects such as self-

reflection, communication, team work, and problem identification among others. However, the PIA 

Accreditation Policy does not refer to the term “studio” in conjunction with these competencies and 

capabilities.  In essence, there is no clear indication of how these should be achieved or reached in 

terms of approaches to learning and teaching.   
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With the resource intensive nature of planning studios, the primary question to ask is: Can 

educational outcomes be achieved through other (non-studio) means?  It also raises the question 

of how much studio is enough to achieve educational benefits for real world experiential learning, 

to build student community and professional identity, to foster confidence and resilience, develop 

skills and deep learning?   

 

Conclusion 

 

Studios are a distinctive form of teaching.  Many scholars of learning and teaching emphasise their 

unique importance in developing certain skills and offering certain experiences for planning 

students that cannot be readily replicated in other classroom modes.  Not all planning programs in 

Australia classify their courses as ‘studios’ though they may run courses that draw from studio 

principles.  Our case study analysis has also shown that not all planning curricula incorporates 

studio teaching and learning to the same extent - in fact there is significant variation in the use of 

studio across programs in the three cases we reviewed.  Presumably these differences are based 

on the constraints listed above (and undoubtedly there are others), yet it is possible that the 

models of studio teaching in use in Australian programs have evolved for different reasons. In this 

paper we have identified principles of studios and we have defined an emerging typology based on 

our initial analysis of three planning programs in South East Queensland. In the next stages of 

research this project will analyse all Australian planning programs against the principles and 

typology in order to inform our understanding of the role of studios and studio techniques in 

planning curricula and to further inform the typology (and, indeed, confirm whether or not studio 

use can be typified in the manner we propose). We expect that the different models of studio 

teaching will each have positive and negative effects on students, teaching staff, and professional 

outcomes;n each of the university cases it will be interesting to assess what difference the relative 

amount of studio use has for planning education and practice. As we move into our empirical data 

collection, we will seek to explore these differences and similarities in models and outcomes and 

the rationales underpinning them.   
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