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ABSTRACT This contribution presents the results of research conducted on an Australian 
Japanese architecture design summer school. The activities were developed to achieve at least 
three goals: maximise social interaction and cross-multicultural knowledge, overcome the 
language barrier, and question and confront traditional architecture to modernity whilst 
challenging cultural identities and perceptions. The validity and the effectiveness of the 
programme were evaluated from a short and long-term perspective, as well as from a student 
and institution point of view. Although this case study is restricted to a geographical area and 
under a specific programme, it is hoped that these results might shed some light on the 
internationalization in architectural education.  
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The impact of globalization on architectural 
education has been discussed1 but few have 
considered international activities, although 
most architecture schools do integrate some of 
these activities within their curricula such as 
exchange programmes, overseas internships, 
and international design studio. 

In Australia, student mobility is supported by 
The New Colombo Plan, which provides 
scholarships and grants to thousands of 
Australian students with opportunities to study 
and undertake internships in the Indo Pacific 
region every year. 2 After the rise of 
international university partnerships and the 
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signature of a great number of Memorandum 
of Understanding (MOU) following the 
Australian 1970s policy of multiculturalism, 
there is currently a wave of reducing the 
numbers of these partnerships within the 
Australian universities, as validity and 
effectiveness of the partnerships are more and 
more questioned.  
 
Oppositely, Japanese government has 
stimulated the internationalization of the 
education system in the last decade,3 and still 
promotes the signature of MOU. However, 
some specificities of the educational system 
actually prevent from developing or sustaining 
international partnerships. Specifically, for 
architectural education, which is mostly 
provided in universities and National Institutes 
of Technology (Kosen hereafter), the 
complexity of the curriculum makes it 
sometimes difficult to introduce an 
international educational layer. For instance, at 
the Akashi Kosen, the architectural programme 
offered includes both high school and 
university subjects, thus generating a dense 
curriculum. To include international activities 
becomes a complicated jigsaw puzzle. This 
research was developed to evaluate the validity 
and effectiveness of international partnerships 
and summer schools through the situational 
analysis of one Australian/Japan architecture 
design summer school under the sponsorship 
of the Colombo Plan.  
 
Context and Method 
 
There is a long tradition of field trips in 
architectural education. Many scholars have 
already commented on the changes from an 
observational-based practice to a diversity of 
learning and teaching processes.4 
 
Consensually field trips are still relevant,5 in 
terms of employability through the 
combination of hard and soft skills that are 
activated, and also with the given opportunity 
to develop transferable skills (e.g. teamwork, 
leadership)6 and a wide range of social skills 
such as cultural empathy, confidence building, 
communication competencies, ethical 
positioning, etc. Within this broad context, 
international summer schools stand out as 
intensive pedagogical learning environment 
that provides a concentrated exposure to a 
variety of environmental, cultural and social 
differences and issues.  
 
In order to explore the above questions of 
validity and effectiveness, a one-week 

workshop setting, including design studio and 
side activities, was used for an action research. 
Authors participated as instructors and 
observers, collecting and photographing 
student works, which documented their 
learning and design process, as well as their 
own observations and reflections throughout 
the workshop. The latter were daily discussed. 
At the end of the workshop, the student survey 
contributed to the triangulation of the method 
by assessing together the survey statistical 
analysis, the findings from the collected data 
and the observations. 
 
This contribution concerns two institutions 
educating future architects. Firstly, Griffith 
Architecture offers a Bachelor and a Master of 
Architecture at Griffith University (Australia, 
Gold Coast). In majority, students enrol after 
graduating from high school but there are other 
pathways to enrol students with a different 
background. Almost every year since its 
inception, the programme is successful in 
securing Colombo scholarships for its students 
with an extra financial support from the 
university. Usually, the Colombo programme 
is designed to embed at least one week of 
cultural immersion and visits and, one week of 
architectural activities with a local institution. 
Local institutions are either chosen from an 
existing pool of partnerships and/or from the 
academic’s personal network. In both cases, 
the Colombo programme contributes to 
maintain relationships or to create new ones. In 
this case, contact was made from an 
academic’s personal relationships and the field 
trip concerned second and third year Griffith 
Architecture students. 
 
The other institution was the Architecture 
Department at the Akashi Kosen. The Japanese 
system has 51 Kosen founded in 1962. Their 
peculiar curriculum combines high school and 
university education. The students enter Kosen 
based on their choice of discipline - after 
finishing elementary school at 15 years old and 
attend the Kosen for five years. Later the 
students can directly transfer to a university in 
third year or continue with a two-year 
Advanced course within Kosen. The one-week 
summer school was the first short-term 
international activity held at the Architecture 
Department of Akashi Kosen.  
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Figure 1: Japanese education system 
(including architectural education) © A. 
Higashino 
 
The choice of the design studio’s topic and the 
different proposed activities were developed to 
achieve at least three goals. The first goal was 
to maximise social interaction and cross-
multicultural knowledge. The second was to 
overcome the language barrier, especially great 
when interacting with 15 to 25-year old 
students. And the third goal aimed at 
questioning and confronting traditional 
architecture to modernity whilst challenging 
cultural identities and perceptions. 
 
As the research also aimed at evaluating the 
validity and the effectiveness of the 
programme, from a short and long-term 
perspective, as well as from a student and 
institution point of view, several criteria were 
established for the evaluation. Criteria for 
short-term perspective concerned student 
evaluation and quality of the design outcomes. 
Long term perspective included a post 
workshop survey to evaluate the student 
perceptions on 1) their knowledge of the Indo 
Pacific region and whether it had triggered 
more travels, 2) the impact this experience 
may have had on their skills and competencies, 
3) the effects of the summer school on their 
attitude towards international partnerships, and 
4) their future implications in the Indo Pacific 
region. From an institutional perspective, the 
research mostly investigated the effect of this 
programme on the existing partnership and the 
potential impact to nurture further international 
exchange activities. Although this case study is 
restricted to a geographical area and under a 
specific programme, it is hoped that the results 

will shed some lights on the 
internationalization in architectural education. 
 
Selection of activities 
 
The idea was to have a main theme that would 
connect all the different activities and to have 
the students interacting with each other as 
much as possible. Tea drinking is a current 
practice in several countries and in different 
cultural context. However, among the tea 
drinking countries, Japan is the only one that 
created a space, the tearoom, especially and only 
for drinking tea. We chose tearoom as main 
theme for the activities because drinking tea is at 
the same time a global concept and something 
very unique to Japanese culture. The scale of a 
tearoom was perfect to such a short time 
summer school.  
 
Furthermore, Akashi Kosen has a tearoom on 
campus, built by former students, which 
provides a real-life approach. ‘Tea 
architecture’ worked as a connection between 
all the different activities and students were to 
work together on a series of activities, 
exploring different aspects of tea architecture 
such as path (tea garden), flower arrangement 
and tearoom design. 
 
As a preparation for the workshop, the students 
were required to read two books about 
Japanese Architecture: The Book of Tea7 and 
In Praise of Shadows8.  
 
The activities were organized respecting 
Akashi Kosen classes schedule, involving its 
architecture students from first to fifth year. 
Considering that the fifth and fourth year 
students had better English communication 
skills, they were involved in activities that 
required more talking, such as field trips and 
the tearoom design studio. For the earliest 
years (1st to 3rd), situations were created, that 
would stimulate communication at a basic 
level.  
 
On the first day, the walking field trip 
introduced the Australian students to the 
Akashi built and cultural heritage. Along with 
the fifth year Akashi students, they 
experienced the Tea Ceremony with the Tea 
Master Ihara on his premises (Fig.1).  
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Figure 1: Cultural introduction, the Tea 
Ceremony. (Karine Dupre) 
 

 
 
Figure 2: paper model making. (Karine 
Dupre) 
 
After that, the same group of students together 
with 3rd and 4th years attended a lecture on 
Japanese architecture and worked on a paper 
model for a tearoom (Okoshie) (Fig. 2). 
 
On day 2, a workshop with the 1st year student 
regarding ‘Path’ constituted the morning 
activity, while in the afternoon started the first 
phase of the Tearoom design studio with 
Akashi fourth year students. Day 3 aimed at 
giving a better knowledge of architectural 
heritage in the region with a full day of field 
trip by bus with the fifth-year students. The 
visits included the Historical city of Tastuno, 
the Kodomo no Yakata by Ando Tadao and the 
castle of Himeji. Day 4 proposed an origami 
workshop with the second years in the 
morning, while the afternoon saw the second 
section of the Tearoom design workshop. On 
the last day, the students worked on finishing 
their design for the Tearoom in the morning 
and presented it in the afternoon. To conclude 
this intensive week programme, a farewell 
barbecue party was organised at a park nearby,  

 
 
Figure 3: Teamwork for concept making. 
(Karine Dupre) 
 
including a visit to the Museum of 
Archaeology. 
 
Results 
 
The following section concerns the results 
regarding the short-term perspectives that 
include the student evaluation and quality of 
the design outcomes. 
 
Path  
 
The first workshop was with Akashi Kosen  
first year students (15 years old), as part of 
their Form and Design class. The students had 
to create an illustration of a tea path (Roji) to 
the school tearoom.  After a lecture in English 
on the function of the path in tea architecture, 
how the path and tea garden is supposed to 
prepare the spirit for the tea ceremony, the 
students were divided into groups. Each group 
had two Griffith students and five or six 
Akashi students and received an area on the 
staircase walls, that lead to the school tearoom. 
Akashi students had prepared for the workshop 
by measuring and elaborating elevation 
drawings of the areas. Based on these 
drawings, the groups discussed a concept for 
their path and how to execute it (Fig. 3). Once 
the draft was finished, the students worked on 
painting their project on the walls.  
 
The results show quite a gap between what to 
learn (content) and how to learn (study skills). 
Among the eight groups, two groups failed to 
produce a concept or finish the wall painting. 
All groups needed coaching and assistance 
from the teachers during the designing process.  
 
This aspect was underlined in the student 
evaluation: 70% of the students affirmed that 
they understood the workshop theme and 
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found it very interesting, but communication 
among the Griffith/Akashi students had been 
very difficult. We concluded that the workshop 
was maybe too difficult for Akashi students, 
not only regarding communication but also 
their architectural skills. Content was clear, yet 
study skills seemed to be perceived too 
unachievable. Maybe this is explained by the 
fact that Akashi students had studied 
architecture for only three months, freshly 
graduates from junior high school and asking 
them to develop a “concept” proved to be a 
difficult task.  
 
The Australian students also commented on 
their evaluations that not only the lack of 
English knowledge, but also the age gap had 
been a problem, as some Australians were ten 
years older than the Akashi students. 
Behavioural attitudes showed some lack of 
maturity, from both sides. As such, content and 
study skills were clearly identified and 
understood but the main barrier remained the 
acquisition of soft skills, as there was little 
questioning from the students that they could 
have behaved differently.  
 
Concerning the output, the executed path was a 
series of eight wall-painting scenes which 
displayed a variety of representation skills, and 
as already mentioned above, a variety of more 
or less well-developed concepts (Fig. 4). 
 
However, an unexpected result was the impact 
of the cultural immersion week on the Griffith 
students. As these students had visited Kyoto 
some days before and had been strongly 
impressed by the Fushiminari Shrine’s red 
gates (tori), almost half of the groups included 
red gates on their wall paintings.   
 
 

 
 
Figure 4: Overview of the wall paintings. 
(Karine Dupre) 
 

Origami Tea Flower Arrangement 
 
In this workshop, students had to work 
together to create a flower arrangement to 
decorate the tearoom alcove (tokonoma). This 
workshop was included in the second year 
Architecture Design class. The technique 
chosen was 3D origami because it has a 
triangular shape base piece that can be 
combined in flexible ways. As preparation for 
the workshop, each student had to fold pieces 
of 3D origami in 4 different colours. After a 
short lecture on the complexity and variety of 
origami making, the students were divided in 
groups. At first, they had to understand how to 
combine the 3D origami pieces and then 
discuss the design of their flower arrangement 
(Fig.5).  
 

 
 
Figure 5: Origami Tea Flower Arrangement. 
(Karine Dupre) 
 
All groups were able to finish in time and the 
results demonstrated good creativity skills. 
From the Akashi student evaluation, 90% of 
the students said they understood the theme 
and 80% of the students found it very 
interesting. The survey results also showed that 
most of the students found the duration of the 
workshop appropriate. Communication with 
Australians remained very difficult for 80% of 
them.  
 
The Griffith students had a divided opinion on 
the workshop; some students found it very 
interesting (3 of 16) and choose it as the most 
interesting activity of the programme, while 
other students found it irrelevant to the study 
of architecture (4 of 16). Although the teaching 
process could be questioned in this later case 
(maybe the workshop was not introduced well 
enough for the students to see the link to 
architecture), it seems that the prerequisite 
requirement to fold the origami pieces before 
doing the activity was a major drawcard for 
complaint. As such, it relates to the cultural 
context of the Australian educational 
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university system, where fees are so high that 
it has generated a client/service relationship 
between the student and the institution9: 
students are not used to having to prepare 
something for their learning activities. 
 
Field Trips  
 
The programme included two field trips with 
the fifth-year students, since they had better 
communication skills and had a more flexible 
schedule.  
 
The first field trip concerned the visit of 
Akashi city by walk, that included built 
heritage (religious and cultural), district 
organisation and landscape approach (coastal 
shore).  The city walk had been planned with 
Japanese standards in terms of distance and 
programme. It proved to be a major cultural 
divide: the walking distances were too long, it 
was too hot, and the Australian students were 
not able to keep up with Japanese students 
walking speed. As a result, the city walk ended 
with 2 hours of delay and some grumpy 
Australian students.  
 
The major lesson here does not actually relate 
to the walking distance, as the week before the 
Australians had walked between 12 to 16 km a 
day, but rather to the pace given to observe, 
take pictures, question and understand. 
Brought into a new urban-rural environment 
they had not yet encountered before; the 
Australians turn themselves into the 
analytical/critical mode they had been asked to 
adopt for this course. Obviously, this was a 
glitch between local hosts and visitors that 
could be easily solved. 
 
The second field trip, by bus, was met with 
more success, although some Australian 
students arrived late at some point and delayed 
the bus, thus showing some lack of basic 
professional and multicultural skills. The 
students were divided in groups of their choice 
and they visited the historical centre of 
Tatsuno city, the Kodomo no Yakata building 
designed by Ando Tadao and Himeji Castle. 
Communication between the students worked 
well during this field trip but was often 
restricted to the few students willing to do so.  
 

Lecture and paper model workshop 
 
A lecture on Japanese traditional architecture 
followed by a paper model workshop was 
organised to prepare the students for the 
tearoom design studio. However, since the 
students came late from their city walk (two 
hours delay), the lecture was shortened. The 
workshop finished much later than planned.  
 
Surprisingly the Australians, in contrast to the 
Japanese students, really enjoyed the lecture 
and in the survey complained about it being 
too short. The workshop, where the students 
had to build a paper model (Okoshie) of a 
tearoom unfortunately did not work so well 
because the Japanese students were tired and 
annoyed because of the wait, while the 
Australians were tired of walking. Most of the 
groups finished their paper models, but 
according to the surveys they did not enjoy it 
as expected. 
 
Tearoom design studio 
 
The tearoom design studio was the main 
event of the programme. The Griffith students 
worked mainly with fourth year students for 
whom it was part of their Design Studio IV 
course, a required course. 
 
The studio had 2 sessions of 90 minutes each 
and the final session of 3 hours, totalling 6 
hours duration and using 4 class periods. The 
students worked in groups. In the first session 
they discussed the concept for their tearoom 
project. In the second session they worked on 
the design development. The Akashi students 
used models while Griffith students worked 
with drawings and sketches. In the third and 
final session they had to finish the drawings, 
organise them on two A2 size boards (fig 6 to 
8) and present to the class.  
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Figure 6: Group A Tearoom Project  
 

 
 
Figure 7: Group B Tearoom Project  
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Figure 8: Group C Tearoom Project  
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All groups were able to finish their projects, 
some better than others. At first 
communication between the students was 
difficult and the teachers had to interfere and 
assist them. Some groups worked fine while 
others not so well.  
 
Discussion 
 
The students evaluated the summer school 
using surveys. The students were asked to 
grade the activities from 1 to 5. Cultural 
elements were the most favoured (city walk+ 
tea master house ranked at 4.5 and the bus trip 
at 3.5), followed by the core design activity 
(4.1 for the design studio). All the other 
activities that aimed at favouring group 
interactions did not score so well: Wall 
painting 3.2; Origami 3.0; Lecture and 
Okoshie 2.9.  
 
The Australian students were asked which 
activity they enjoyed most. The tearoom 
design studio came first (11 students), 
followed by the wall painting (4 students) and 
the origami (3 students). They commented that 
not only the lack of English knowledge but 
also the age gap had been a problem when 
trying to communicate with the Japanese 
students. Several Australian students also 
critically evaluated the different activities 
against their curriculum and deemed these 
activities as being not always relevant to their 
education. This shows that they had some 
basic assumptions (although they might be 
wrong) on the content architectural education 
should provide.   
 
Another element that emerged from the survey 
relates to the way cultural differences had been 
perceived. For some, in majority the older 
Australian students, they mentioned they 
understood the cultural differences and 
affirmed to have learnt through them; while 
younger Australian students seemed to confuse 
the cultural difference with being monitored 
and complained of being treated as high school 
students.  
 
Alternatively, some Akashi students 
complained about the lack of interest of their 
Australian partners, while other students said 
that the Australian students were the ones who 
pulled their group. To Akashi students the 
Australian students’ way of thinking was very 
new and original, and they got very impressed 
with Griffith students drawing skills and the 
high quality of their drawings.  
 

To Griffith students the Japanese way of 
thinking was also new and the contact with 
traditional Japanese architecture had been an 
interesting experience. However, some 
Australians complained about the forced 
interaction between students. Akashi students 
also complained that they were busy with other 
assignments and would have liked to have had 
more time to work on their project. 
 
From this experience we concluded that: 
 

1. It is possible to include international exchange 
and workshops into the usual courses schedule. 

2. Tearoom is an excellent theme for 
international exchange workshops. 

3. Workshops with lower academic years require 
preparation and teacher assistance. 

4. Field trips, specifically when on foot should be 
organized with time to spare. 

5. It is necessary to stimulate interaction and 
communication without forcing it. 

6. Not all students maybe positively involved 
when the workshop is included on required 
courses. 

7. Schedules that are too busy may turn 
international exchange into a negative 
experience. 

8. Japanese summer is not a good time for 
international activities. It is too hot and 
exposes different clothing cultures. Too much 
skin exposure and tattoos can intimidate the 
Japanese students.  
 
Studies that compare Japanese language 
structure with Japanese space structure10 have 
demonstrated that in Japanese language the 
social environment defines the subject. This is 
different from English or other Latin-based 
languages, for which the subject is absolute; 
“I” is always “I”, independent of the situation, 
whereas “I” changes according to the situation 
in Japanese. For example, a teacher will refer 
to himself/herself as “sensei” (teacher) while 
speaking with his/her students; if he or she is at 
home they will be “otosan” (father) to his/her 
children, if s/he goes shopping they becomes 
“Okyakusan” (client) etc.  
 
These may help understand why Japanese 
students have difficulty in communicating with 
people from different cultures: when they do 
not understand their environment, it is more 
difficult for them to define the subject or “I”. 
Consequently, in a multicultural context, 
cultural identity and self-confidence are more 
important than foreign language skills. The 
students need to learn how to be bicultural and 
not only bilingual.  
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Using the principle that the best way to 
understand something new is by comparing it 
with something we already understand, 
working with themes related to Japanese 
culture –such as the tearoom, helps the 
students to become more aware of their native 
culture and facilitate better communication and 
understanding for Japanese students in 
different cultural contexts.  
 
This was confirmed in the successive iterations 
of the summer school: amongst all the topics 
that were tested, the tearoom design studios 
had the best results in terms of increased 
communication skills and knowledge 
competencies (wider view and opinion about 
the world). It thus confirmed that Japanese 
students performed better in international 

activities when the theme was related to 
Japanese culture.  
 
Another emerging research finding concerns 
the right balance to find amongst the various 
activities while organising the summer school. 
Too many activities may cause stress to the 
students and have a negative impact on them. 
Interaction and communication should be 
stimulated but forcing it may also lead to 
negative results. And finally, international 
exchange experience is a cumulative process, 
and gradually exposing the students is more 
important than training their language skills. 
In that sense, more emphasis on the summer 
school’s preparation for the students might 
also improve their experience. As tested by 
Spicer and Stratford,

11

 virtual simulations might provide some useful 
benefits. 
 
For long-term perspectives, included was a 
post workshop survey to evaluate the student 
perceptions on 1) their knowledge of the Indo 
Pacific region and whether it had triggered 
more travels, 2) the impact this experience 
may have had on their skills and competencies, 
3) the effects of the summer school on their 
attitude towards international partnerships, and 
4) their future implications in the Indo Pacific 
region.  
 
The summer school had a very positive 
influence on Akashi students. The Akashi 
Kosen has three other departments 
(mechanical, electrical and civil engineering) 
but most of the students that participated in the 
programmes to study abroad were from the 
architecture department (60% to 70%). For 
example, within the first-year class that 
participated in the wall painting workshop, 30 
students out of 42 students have since 
participated in an overseas internship 
programme.  
 
For the Griffith students, the post summer 
school survey demonstrated the positive 
benefits of the programme. All the students felt 
they had increased their knowledge of the Indo 
Pacific region (question 1) and 40% went back 
to this region on their own. Very often, the cost 
of the travel was given as the main reason for 
not being able to return.  
 
All the students also acknowledged the 
positive impact of this experience on their 
skills and competencies (question 2), but 
interestingly they mainly mentioned the 

acquisition of new technical skills (e.g. seismic 
approach to building). This result is 
corroborated with their answer to question 3: 
they did not value as highly the effects of the 
summer school on their attitude towards 
international partnerships (only 60% saw the 
benefits).  
 
At last, regarding their future implications in 
the Indo Pacific region, only 30% of the 
Australian students responded positively. All 
the others were not so quite sure or could not 
see, at this point in their life, the development 
of such aspects in their future professional 
practice. It can thus be concluded that 
Australian students felt they gained more hard 
skills, while Japanese students experienced 
more soft skill learning. It could be worth 
further deepening these findings in relation to 
the students’ social and educational context. 
From the institution point of view, the summer 
school served as a model for all international 
exchange activities in Akashi Kosen. For the 
last four years a similar tearoom design studio 
happened in January with students from Brazil. 
Each year the results of the summer school 
improved, confirming that international 
exchange experience is a cumulative and 
incremental process. 
 
Conclusion 
 
This contribution aimed at evaluating the 
validity and effectiveness of international 
partnerships and summer schools and overall, 
findings confirm the positive benefits of this 
type of learning. Students benefited from the 
international experience and the hosting 
institution acquired the know-how to facilitate 
future activities.   
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However, from an educator perspective, 
positives and negatives were quite balanced. 
While focusing on what to learn (content) and 
how to learn (study skills), educators rarely 
takes into full consideration the external 
parameters that nonetheless affect the student’s 
attitudes towards learning. For example, it was 
clear in this summer school that psychological 
discomfort for Australian and Japanese 
students altered their motivation, which in turn 
impacted their student-to-student relations, 
critical thinking skills and student-faculty 
interaction as discussed by Rugutt & 
Chemosit12. If this aspect had been more 
anticipated, maybe the level of satisfaction 
would have been even higher.  
 
Kaur and Singh13 have discussed the relation 
between emotional intelligence (mostly 
characterised by self-awareness, managing 
emotions, motivation oneself, empathy and 
handling relationships) and psychological 
wellbeing. Perhaps that could be further 
developed in the specific context of 
international summer school to mitigate 
students’ attitudes.  
 
Another unexpected element concerned the 
gap between students and educators regarding 
the benefits of the various activities. Both 
workshop leaders had strong international 
backgrounds with several years of studies 
abroad, currently employed overseas and 
married to foreigner. For both of them, while 
preparing the summer school, there was no 
doubt that all the activities would either tick 
the upscaling of hard and/or soft skills, both 
being primordial to graduate employability and 
participating to network extension. Yet the 
development or acquisition of soft skills was 
often dismissed by Australian students.  
 
Although the educators might already know 
through lived experience and professional 
skills that these skills are highly relevant, there 
is still difficulty in convincing students, who 
do not share the same breadth of experience. 
Thus, it could be suggested that further work 
around the hermeneutic phenomenology 
method, understood as an approach to reveal 
and understand the experience of another14, 
could also participate to reduce this gap 
between students and teachers. Some studies 
have focused on the clients and users15, but 
fewer are concerned with the architectural 
educator.    
 

Furthermore, socio-constructivist learning 
theory states that knowledge is constructed 
through interaction with others16 and is still 
considered as one of today’s main strands17. 
This theory could be further investigated for 
the architectural discipline, for which, 
obviously, tangible outcomes might be 
perceived as the major objective for students.18 
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