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INTRODUCTION  

In spatial design education, the nature of studio-based learning is inherently feedback-rich, due to is 

dialogic nature.1 Schön regarded the conversational exchanges between tutor and student and student 

and student in formal and informal learning settings of high pedagogic value in design education.2 The 

idea and culture of the studio underpin most design education and practice. It is a concept and context 

for working in design that is informal, motivating and supportive. A studio is an open environment 

where individuals or groups do visually centred work. It is a space that allows students to engage with 

and inspire each other beyond the parameters of formal classes, and where novice designers obtain 

knowledge and practices from their peers.3 Design studio pedagogy is typically defined as “learning by 

doing”, and the sessions are organised around project-based learning.4 The projects are planned in 

manageable scales, individually or collectively, simulating actual practice as closely as possible. Spatial 

design studio learning embraces many forms of representations, including studio crits, formal and 

informal feedback, reflections on designing and access to industry representatives.5 Since the mid-

1990s, the studio learning experience has changed as a result of significantly reduced contact hours, 

larger student cohorts and a lack of designated studio space. Students no longer have dedicated space to 

learn in and, with a reduction of contact hours, studio culture has considerably changed its dialogic 

nature and hence the learning experience for visually centred work.  

At Griffith University, formal direct student contact in a class environment was halved from seventy 

contact hours per semester in 2000 to thirty-six hours in 2019. Further, peer interactions and socialised 

learning outside the classroom have almost totally disappeared in the twenty-first century, due to the 

changing nature of tertiary educational practices in a dynamic market. Evidence suggests, however, that 

students in fields traditionally depending on studio-based pedagogy, struggle to master diverse skill sets, 

deal with confrontational formative feedback and heavy and often complex project workloads. There is 

not enough time in the classroom to actively engage with problems and learn through the sharing of 

ideas, discussing problems and prototyping. In addition, the lack of informal dedicated studio space, 

where a cohort stays on campus, working on projects and receiving informal feedback from peers and 

visiting academics on a regular basis that supports them in specific critical aspects of studio culture, has 

taken a toll on positive learning outcomes.6 

The problem with the present studio learning techniques is that learners struggle to master varied skill 

sets quickly, cope with confrontational formative feedback and heavy and often complicated workloads. 

A recent Griffith University student survey revealed that students want to feel engaged and connected 

with their peers, faculty staff, tutors and the place where they learn. Student engagement, first 
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implemented in 1984 by Astin as student engagement, was originally described as “the quantity of 

physical and psychological energy devoted to educational practice by the student”.7 Since then, there 

has been much discussion about the significance of student involvement.8 The Griffith Virtual Studio 

(GVS) resulted from research indicating that the essence of the design studio is translatable to online 

learning. The opensource Hypothes.is software, which acts as a text-based conversation layer using any 

website, enabled a quick and easy implementation of the GVS. Students were asked to sign up to 

Hypothes.is and join GVS and register a link to their blog. A pilot study over twelve weeks was then 

conducted with seventy final-year spatial design students in semester 1/2019. Comparing the reviews of 

the literature with the observations and survey results of this study, this paper argues that there is an 

urgent need to reintroduce a studio culture where a rich social dynamic, peer interactions and socialised 

learning can be developed.  

The observations and results from an online survey will be discussed in the following chapters and 

provide important information to refine the GVS pilot study for future implementation. 

 

THE GRIFFITH STUDIO 

The Design of the Study 

This study resulted from the reception of a modest teaching and learning grant to investigate the 

declining studio culture in the Griffith University spatial design major. A notable regression in the 

students’ ability to meet learning objectives prompted the researcher to investigate the consequences of 

changing studio culture in spatial design education. Several factors were considered, including students’ 

availability to stay and work on their projects on campus, the loss of physical studio space and the 

reduction of formal contact hours. The literature review indicated that some aspects of the design studio 

are, in fact, translatable to online learning. The pilot study involved the design of an online studio to 

encourage peer interaction in the form of various kinds of dialogue that typify studio-based learning, 

aiming to provide guidance, direction and reflection during the trial. The study also included a student 

survey conducted at the end of the trial phase. The study adopted an ethnographic approach, gathering 

data on student perceptions over the course of an academic semester, and utilising methods embracing 

both quantitative and qualitative data.  

The pilot study included the design and development of an online studio called the GVS, an online 

annotation platform for seventy final-year spatial design students over twelve weeks. The study involved 

the students creating their blog URL of choice and sharing it on Blackboard. The blogs contained their 

individual design processes of the term project. The students were also asked to sign up to the GVS 

using Hypothes.is, an open-source software which allowed the students to annotate their blogs 

collaboratively.9 The students were also encouraged to comment on each other’s progress throughout 

the semester, share resources and informally critique each other.  

 

Objective 

This project sought to analyse the effective use of the GVS for one semester, to draw conclusions that 

are of general relevance to spatial design educators. The findings will enable the future development 

and adoption of an approach that enables online informal course structure and delivery. 
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Population and Sampling  

A pilot study involving seventy final-year spatial design students was conducted over twelve weeks, 

followed by a survey questionnaire that was administered to the participating students of the GVS to 

identify the best practices in design studio learning. The study monitored the use of the GVS and 

measured a possible increase in the academic quality and rigour in the students’ project work.   

The end of semester survey inquired about the success of using the GVS in a third-year design studio 

course based on the overall experience using the GVS in the following conditions: if the semester was 

a more engaging, interactive experience for students; if the online peer platform was perceived as having 

added value to formal studio learning; if it motivated students; if the support and feedback received by 

peers elevated their learning experience; and if the students would like to continue using it in a future 

course. The survey also aimed to verify information about teamwork and interdisciplinary activities. 

The survey was conducted among the spatial design students from four different classes located on two 

different campuses. A final-year spatial design studio was selected to ensure the highest probable results.   

 

Methodology 

Student interaction observations are the most common source of evidence used in evaluating 

participation. As such, the studio tutors were asked to promote student engagement, with particular 

mention of the online learning environment. The students were instructed during formal studio time in 

weeks two and three on how to successfully engage with the GVS, though they also received written 

step-by-step instructions on how to sign up as a member of the GVS (Figure 1). Formative assessments 

in weeks four and seven monitored their engagement with the online studio, and the tutors also 

conducted weekly spot checks. Different metrics were investigated as indicators of engagement with the 

virtual learning environment (VLE) in the design phase of the GVS. These included how student success 

in the VLE was related to the total number of notations, the distribution of notations over the twelve 

weeks, the total number of comments left by more than ten different peers and the quality of the written 

interaction. The observations were performed on seventy students during a twelve-week semester. In 

all, fifty-nine students, or 84% of students, participated at least once in the twelve weeks, though eleven 

students did not engage with the GVS at all. Two tutors and the course convenor were involved in 

observing and evaluating student engagement with the GVS. The design involved four phases:  

1. Encouraging student participation in the GVS discussion forums by providing practice to improve 

familiarity with the technical aspects and social dimension of forums during the orientation period. 

2. Associating a grade with discussion contributions. 

3. Introducing the method of applying critical and thoughtful feedback that stimulates analytical 

thought for the blog user. 

4. Tutors and course convenors becoming strategically involved in the forums – not overpowering 

but encouraging. 
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Figure 1. GVS student manual. 

 

The survey, meanwhile, consisted of five main parts: personal information (optional), engagement with 

the study, engagement with peers during the twelve-week trial, learning experience in the GVS and 

management of the engagement with the GVS. Additional questions were asked about successful 

recording methods, as well as the significance of adding a virtual studio in addition to face-to-face studio 

contact. All the aforementioned questions were conditional for the future development of the GVS. The 

other conditional questions were for the methods of managing the online design studio, either for 

individual or group work. 

The survey was administered online using Google Drive. A total of seventy invitations were sent to the 

students enrolled in the final-year spatial design course. Of them, thirty-seven students, or 51.4%, 

responded and answered the survey. The answers were evaluated for bias to guarantee the validity of 

the outcomes. Among the 46 answered forms, all were complete and presented valid responses. 

 

SURVEY RESULTS 

Figure 2 shows the respondent sample distributed according to campus. The respondents enrolled at the 

Gold Coast campus and Southbank campus comprised equal groups. Combined, 47.2% of participants 

indicated that they engaged weekly with the task, while only one student indicated daily engagement. 

Ten students (27.8%) had fortnightly interactions, eight students (22.2%) monthly and two students 

(15.5%) never engaged with the online studio at all (Figure 3). 
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Figure 2. Survey question on campus attendance 

 
Figure 3. Survey question measuring the level of engagement 

 

The Southbank group of respondents were the most active online. From the student cohort engaged on 

a daily or weekly basis, twelve students (66.6%) were Southbank students. There is perhaps a correlation 

between studio attendance, as 81.4% of the Southbank students attended more than 80% of classes, 

compared with 62% of Gold Coast students. The South Bank tutor was also more experienced, having 

worked in higher education for over a decade compared to the Gold Coast tutor, who was an experienced 

practitioner but had only been teaching for one year. 

In total, 40.1% of the participating students scored the helpfulness in their learning with using the GVS 

at a six or higher, while 8.3% scored it at a five or undecided and 41.7% scored it below five, indicating 

that they did not see any or much value in participating in an online peer learning studio (Figure 4).  
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Figure 4. Survey Question indicating the usefulness of the learning resource 

 

Additionally, 47.2% of students did not want to continue with the GVS, compared with 38.9% who were 

undecided and 13.9% who indicated that they would like for the GVS to be permanently implemented 

(Figure 5). Only 24.3% preferred an image-based platform, as opposed to 43.2% preferring the current 

setup, which is text-based. Meanwhile, 32.4% had no preference. This can perhaps be related to the 

cohort’s general reluctance to visually communicate by sketching, drawing or illustrating, as they prefer 

to communicate ideas and design solutions in written and verbal forms. Most participants, or 52.8%, 

revealed that the comments received from their peers were unhelpful or did not contribute to their 

learning. This compares to the 8.4% who said that the feedback given by their peers resulted in a direct 

improvement in their learning, as shown in Figure 6. This combination of respondents is considered an 

efficient survey sample.  

 
Figure 5. Survey question indicating preference for future use 
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Figure 6. Survey question measuring the level of helpful peer interactions 

 

The Results from the Observation of the GVS 

Figure 7 shows a screenshot of a participating student’s blogs. All students kept a daily blog 

documenting their design process.  

 

 
Figure 7. Typical entry in student project blog 

 

Figures 8 and 9 show the comments left by participating students on another student’s blog. The image 

shows a blog open in the GVS with comments. 
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Figure 8. Typical entry in student project blog with GVS comment section 

 

 
Figure 9. Typical entry in student project blog with GVS comment section 

 

 

 

In comparison, Figure 10 shows a typical face-to-face classroom discussion during contact time with 

the participating cohort. As mentioned above, participation was low. In analysing the anonymous 

student feedback within the course satisfaction surveys, three prevalent themes associated with non-

participation and comment quality were identified: 

1. Reticent student: The students indicated being reluctant to comment or critique their peers’ work. 

They also mentioned that they were reluctant to share their own work with the cohort out of fear 

of being negatively critiqued or copied. 

2. Student feedback that lacks depth: The participants commented on the unhelpful comments left by 

their peers. Some mentioned that they felt that most students only engaged with the study because 

it was assessed and did not critically engage with the work. Others thought that the feedback 

received was repetitive. 

3. Added workload: Some students commented on the GVS as adding to their already heavy studio 

workload. Some argued that they all had work commitments outside university commitments and 

having to participate in a virtual classroom only added pressure. Others just could not see the 

relevance of it and thought it was a “waste of time”. One student felt that the platform itself was 

time-consuming to navigate and questioned if there was perhaps a better way going forward. 
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Figure 10.Typical classroom studio discussion 

 

SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE STUDIES 

The present study aimed to evaluate the success of the Griffith Virtual Studio (GVS) by assessing the 

experience, use and results of learners. Universities are increasingly providing more “flexible” teaching 

environments with evolving student lifestyles and rapidly developing technology. Historically 

successful studio learning models, where students have a dedicated space to work, have been 

disappearing as a result of reduced contact hours, larger student cohorts and a lack of physical on-

campus space. Although proven successful,10 this traditional studio model has been transformed, due to 

the needs of flexibility and availability. The GVS tried to replace this space by introducing an online 

studio to final-year spatial design students, with the aim to help them construct and negotiate their own 

meaning and understanding of often complex concepts; create safe and supportive learning 

environments; and encourage interaction, engagement and self-directed learning.  

Several themes emerged in the absence of involvement, the study overall and the quality of involvement, 

as discussed in the results chapter. The findings of the literature confirm that the underlying pedagogical 

value of informal and peer learning is essential for spatial design students, though the results suggest 

five main issues:  

 

1. Time – Making the schedules flexible to accommodate working or parenting students. 

2. A reluctance to share ideas and comments with peers – Consider making smaller peer groups and 

balancing strong and reticent students within these groups. 

3. Unhelpful or shallow comments – Students need to learn the act of articulating a response which 

can lead to a meaningful discussion between peers and deepen learning through dialogue and 

meaningful exchanges. 

4. Seeing the value of participation – Peer learning should be mutually helpful and require sharing 

between members of information, thoughts and experience. The tutor needs to reinforce this during 

face-to-face time with students. Reduce the number of participants and connect students who work 

well together. Develop management strategies to handle the groups. At the start of the studio, 

encourage teams to establish identities to form a rapport.  
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5. The design of the platform – Improve the sharing of information. Further research image-based vs. 

text-based platforms. Develop tools to allow a useful platform for design collaboration, including 

an audio link.

 

_ 
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