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By 
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This thesis holistically analyzed the project-based educational model of the 

design studio through a conceptual framework of design studio culture to determine 

relationships between:  the physical learning environment, the social learning 

environment, and the learning activities associated with the design process. This case 

study employed qualitative and quantitative research methods to compare the existing 

conditions of two allied design disciplines at the University of Florida and to describe the 

recurrent attitudes and behaviors of studio users that were found to be an intrinsic part 

of design education. The findings showed that students, faculty, and department chairs 

were dissatisfied with their studios, desiring spaces that were more comfortable and 

flexible with a greater variety of technological resources. This thesis concludes by 

coupling characteristics of the physical and social environment that were found to 

facilitate learning with user preferences to propose administrative, pedagogical, and 

spatial strategies for optimizing design studio culture.
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

The entire studio system in many programs could be seen as a modern guild. 
Each semester, cadres of students and professors come together in groups 
that, in one form or another, develop a sense of identity related to the group, 
encounter problems, and enforce standards of quality.  

—Ashraf Salama & Nicholas Wilkinson, Design Studio Pedagogy 

Chances are that you know exactly what a design studio is if you currently are or 

were a student in the disciplines of architecture, interior design, or landscape 

architecture. You instantly understand the amount of time and dedication it takes to 

complete the projects required for your studies. Simply hearing the word “studio” 

generates strong emotions and reactions. Indeed, those familiar with the design studio 

know that it is a unique educational environment. Philosopher Donald Schön (1985) 

noted: “In the context of the modern research university, the architectural studio is 

deviant. It is a throwback to an earlier mode of education and an earlier epistemology of 

practice…” (p. 5). The studio is the heart of curricula in design studies including 

architecture, interior design, and landscape architecture. While these disciplines design 

at different scales and find solutions to different problems, they share among them the 

act of design.  

The design studio fosters a pedagogical approach that is well documented and 

discussed in-depth in the following section; however, the physical space that nurtures 

the design process has largely been exempt from any critical analysis. Jack Nasar, 

Wolfgang Preiser, and Thomas Fisher (2007) recognized this need, conducting a 

comparative case study of nine domestic and three international architecture design 

schools in their text Designing for Designers. Administrators, faculty, and students at the 

selected schools voluntarily completed comprehensive post-occupancy evaluations 
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(POEs), rating their satisfaction with their overall facilities and specific spaces including: 

libraries, galleries, faculty offices, classrooms, computers labs, and studios. Nasar and 

his colleagues consolidated the findings and proposed broad design recommendations 

for the future development of architectural design schools, based on those past failings 

and successes.  

Department of Interior Design professors Mary Joyce Hasell and Morris Hylton III 

at the University of Florida (UF) were inspired by the work of Nasar and his colleagues 

and sought to conduct a similar study of the 83,000 square foot UF Architecture 

Building. In the fall semester of 2009, they guided 3rd year interior design students 

through a comprehensive POE of the Architecture Building, which houses studios, 

faculty offices, gallery, critique spaces, classrooms, and computer labs for many 

disciplines within the College of Design, Construction and Planning including 

architecture, interior design, and landscape architecture. The POE was conducted using 

the same survey instrument that was used to assess the architectural design schools 

studied in the text Designing for Designers (2007, pp. 246-252). Their findings show that 

the Architecture Building is often a polarizing facility with students, faculty, and 

administration being extremely frustrated with the overall conditions of the design 

studios, while greatly enjoying some aspects of the building such as the social 

connections afforded by the atrium. The POE findings greatly contributed to the 

Architecture Building Rehabilitation Report—a program for any potential renovation or 

addition to the existing building, detailing the types and amount of space needed for the 

various disciplines (Hasell & Hylton, 2010). 
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Though the work of Nasar and his colleagues was a first, it fell short in that it 

assessed schools at the macro level, focusing on large programmatic spaces. In other 

words, users rated their overall satisfaction with spaces, but were not asked to report 

the specific reasons why they liked or disliked spaces. Additionally, the POEs largely 

ignored a critical investigation of the studios, simply recommending that: “The studio 

should provide acoustical privacy and controls, so that students can hear and 

participate in the crits” (Nasar et al., 2008, p. 82). The limitations of Designing for 

Designers coupled with the fact that the studio spaces within the UF Architecture 

Building were so disliked opened a window of opportunity to critically assess in-depth 

the design studio as a specific space type.  

This study investigates the physical and social learning environment of the design 

studios in the Department of Interior Design and the Department of Landscape 

Architecture at the University of Florida. The findings of this study were used to propose 

broad considerations to address specific problems found in design studios. The 

following section provides background information on the design studio, followed by the 

purpose and research questions of this study. The chapter concludes by reviewing the 

assumptions and limitations that underlie this research, as well as the potential 

significance of the study.  

The Design Studio 

For many university students, the design studio represents a new environment, 

especially when compared to traditional learning spaces like classrooms and lecture 

halls. “Design education is organized around manageable projects of design, individual 

or collective, which are more or less closely patterned on projects drawn from actual 

practice” (Schön, 1985, p. 31). The following sections describe the history of the design 
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studio including its migration from a European tradition to the preeminent pedagogical 

model in American design education, including a review of the history of the design 

professions of architecture, interior design, and landscape architecture. This historical 

review is concluded with an illustration of the ways that the design studio creates a 

unique culture unto itself within the American university system. 

History of the Design Studio 

It is safe to say that much has changed since 1925, however, there are few 

physical differences between the studio spaces of the Bauhaus in Dessau, Germany 

(Figure 1-1) and those at the Bernard and Anne Spitzer School of Architecture in New 

York, NY (Figure 1-2) though over 80 years separates their completion dates. The 

design studio as a workroom continues to be the standard in design education (Salama 

& Wilkinson, 2007). The following section briefly reviews the history of the design studio 

and the design profession, concluding with a discussion of the ways that the design 

studio is a culture unto itself in higher education. 

 
 

Figure 1-1.  Architectural studio in Dessau, Germany circa 1925 (Gropius, 1926). 



 

16 

 
Figure 1-2.  Architectural studio in New York, NY circa 2009 (Damonte, 2011). 

 The design studio as we know it today, can trace its roots to medieval guilds 

where men who were interested in practicing architecture would learn from other master 

practitioners through apprenticeship programs (Schön, 1985). The formalized training 

and education of architects began in 1671 when France’s King Louis XIV established 

the Académie Royale d’Architecture, which later merged with schools of painting, 

sculpture, and music in 1795 to become the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris (Egbert, 

1980). The pedagogical approach at the École des Beaux-Arts saw the birth of many 

elements of the modern design studio, including design competitions, juried critiques, 

and the atelier, which was a student’s homeroom where he or she studied under close 

supervision of the patron, or studio master (Carlhian, 1979).  The École des Beaux-Arts 

advocated a particular design aesthetic, simply known as the Beaux-Arts style, which 

was typified by: monumental scale, axial and symmetrical spatial organization, and 
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classical architectural details (Pile, 2000). The Beaux-Arts style diminished in popularity 

in the United States in the early 20th century as World Wars I and II necessitated a 

more utilitarian and less ornamental approach to architecture and design.  

 A new tradition of architectural education began in 1919 when Walter Gropius 

founded the Bauhaus in Weimar, Germany. “The Bauhaus educational system 

developed around the separation of the educational process of architecture into two 

components: practical—workshop training, and formal design—aesthetic. According to 

Gropius, the objective of the Bauhaus was not to propagate any style, system or 

dogma, but simply to exert a revitalization influence on design” (Salama, 1995, p. 53). 

Furthermore, the Bauhaus sought to create well-rounded practitioners with workshops 

for metalworking, painting, sculpting, printmaking, stone carving, and woodcarving—

though the workshops were not always active (Whitford, 1992). The Bauhaus had two 

directors after Gropius resigned in 1928: Hannes Meyer and Ludwig Mies van der Rohe. 

While each director adjusted the workshops to match their vision, the overall layout of 

spaces and, to a certain extent, the core curriculum organization remained the same.  

 The Bauhaus’s goal was to blur the line between the arts and architecture by 

conceptually thinking of a buildings’ form, materiality, and construction as an integrated 

whole. The rejection of ornamentation and celebration of materiality expressed through 

functional and minimal designs typified the Bauhaus aesthetic, which came to be known 

as the International Style (Pile, 2000). While the Bauhaus was founded in Weimar, it 

later relocated to the city of Dessau in 1925 after city officials offered to subsidize the 

construction of a new facility. The Bauhaus moved one final time to Berlin in 1932 

before the Nazi regime forced the institution to close in 1933 (Salama, 1995). 
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 The influence of the École des Beaux-Arts and the Bauhaus on architectural and 

design education is still felt in colleges and universities throughout the world today. Due 

to World War II, many educators and practicing architects in Germany, including 

Bauhaus’s Gropius and van der Rohe, immigrated to the United States. Gropius went 

on to teach at the Harvard Graduate School of Design while van der Rohe become the 

head of the architecture program at the Illinois Institute of Technology, which he 

retooled in the Bauhaus tradition (Whitford, 1992). 

 Prior to World War II, many of the graduates of the École des Beaux-Arts and the 

Bauhaus went on to practice in the United States. Richard Morris Hunt, the first 

American to graduate from the École des Beaux-Arts opened the first architectural 

school in the United States, the Tenth Street Atelier in New York City in 1857 (Cobb, 

1985). Hunt’s student, William Robert Ware, established the first architectural program 

in a university, at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) in 1868. Though 

Ware was taught under Hunt’s atelier model, he sought to approach the curriculum from 

a fresh perspective. In order to do this, he traveled throughout Europe for two years 

surveying the architectural profession and differing pedagogical approaches. Upon his 

return, Ware proposed curriculum that paired technical proficiency with the atelier’s 

artistic aesthetic (Chewning, 1979). In 1881, Ware resigned from MIT to become the 

director of the architecture program at Columbia University in New York City. He 

subsequently brought the pedagogical approach that he developed at MIT to Columbia. 

Philippe Cret, another student of the École des Beaux-Arts, established an architectural 

program in that tradition at the University of Pennsylvania 1890 (Crosbie, 1985).  
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Design studio pedagogy in America clearly has its roots in Europe; however, 

placing architectural education and training in a university setting rather than specialized 

institutions was an American invention (Cobb, 1985). Though created as a method to 

train architects, the design studio is additionally at the core of curriculum for students in 

design disciplines including interior design and landscape architecture. Regardless of 

this connection, each discipline had its own unique journey to professional status. 

History of the Design Professions 

 The design-related disciplines of architecture, interior design, and landscape 

architecture are currently recognized as professions with each having professional 

organizations that represent its members. The American Institute of Architects (AIA) is 

the leading national professional association for architects, the American Society of 

Interior Designers (ASID) and the International Interior Design Association (IIDA) are 

the leading national professional associations for interior designers, and the American 

Society of Landscape Architects (ASLA) is the leading national professional association 

for landscape architects.  

 To ensure that students are adequately prepared for professional practice, the 

National Architectural Accrediting Board (NAAB), the Council for Interior Design 

Accreditation (CIDA), and the Landscape Architectural Accreditation Board (LAAB) 

accredit professional programs in those disciplines. All three disciplines also have 

examination bodies to ensure that practicing professionals meet minimum qualifications:  

the National Council of Architectural Registration Boards (NCARB), the National Council 

for Interior Design Qualification (NCIDQ), and the Council of Landscape Architectural 

Registration Boards (CLARB). In short, the professions of architecture, interior design, 
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and landscape architecture are well established with accreditation and licensing 

standards. See Table 1-1 for a summary of the professional organizations. 

Table 1-1.  Summary of professional organizations. 

Organization Type Architecture Interior Design Landscape Architecture 

Professional  AIA ASID & IIDA ASLA 
Accreditation  NAAB CIDA NAAB 
Certification  NCARB NCIDQ CLARB 

 
Culture of the Design Studio 

Caroline Hill's (2007) research on the classroom climate of interior design studios 

in a university setting found that the design studio is a specific learning environment 

distinct from the traditional classroom because of its emphasis on learning by doing, 

close teacher-student interaction, and highly homogenous cohorts with strong 

interpersonal bonds. The studio is a very unique learning space. It is not simply a 

classroom, or an office, or a workroom, or a conference room; it is all of these and 

more. The studio becomes the nexus of learning, working, and socializing for students 

of design. The premise of this study is that design pedagogy, with its focus on project-

based learning revolving around the studio results in a wholly unique educational culture 

within the university system—a culture that must be experienced to be understood.  

Culture was first defined in 1871 by British anthropologist Sir Edward Tylor as: 

“That complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, arts, morals, law, custom, and 

any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society” (p. 1). 

Cognitive anthropologist Edwin Hutchins (1995) posits that: “Culture is not any 

collection of things, whether tangible or abstract. Rather, it is a process. It is a human 

cognitive process that takes place inside and outside the minds of people” (p. 354). 

Indeed, there are many ways to define a culture, however, the definition set forth by 
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contemporary anthropologist Conrad Kottack (2006) will be used for this study: culture 

is learned; culture is shared; culture is symbolic; and culture is integrated (2006). So 

then, how does the design studio fit within Kottack’s definition of a culture? 

First, culture is learned. In other words, culture is not biological; you are not born 

with it. Design studio culture is learned. Most students have had limited, if any, 

exposure to a studio environment when they arrive for the first day of class. It is 

common to hear students discuss “culture shock” when describing their first semester in 

a design program. Nevertheless, they learn the style of teaching, and eventually, it 

becomes second nature. 

Second, culture is shared. Culture does not exist at the level of the individual; it 

exists at the level of the group. Design studio culture is shared. Small student to teacher 

ratio ensures that students have the opportunity to get to know each other and their 

instructors well. Each cohort spends countless hours together over the course of their 

academic career from their first day of studio until the day they graduate. Each course 

taken, each critique, each sleepless night is shared with the same cohort of students. 

Third, culture is symbolic. In any culture there are tangible and intangible symbols 

that are used functionally and carry meaning. Tangible symbols could be tools, works of 

art, buildings, vehicles, written language—anything physically generated through that 

culture is a tangible symbol. Intangible symbols are commonly spoken language and 

behaviors that carry meaning such as a hand wave to say hello. Design studio culture is 

symbolic. Design education by its very nature generates artifacts found exclusively in its 

field of study. For instance, you would be hard-pressed to learn about a reflected ceiling 

plan in a calculus lecture or any other liberal arts class. Design education also has its 
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own symbolic language that outsiders would find foreign, such as: axis, symmetry, 

hierarchy, datum, rhythm, repetition, and transformation (Ching, 2007). 

Finally, culture is integrated. Cultures are patterned systems where core values 

dictate acceptable and unacceptable behaviors. Design studio culture is integrated and 

all encompassing. It feeds into students’ personal lives to the point that they define 

themselves by their major of study. Further, they are likely to spend just as much time in 

the studio as they do in their own home. The design studio is their home away from 

home—it is integrated into their life.  

Purpose 

It is an assumption of this study is that design studios create a culture unto 

themselves within the American university system. Despite this uniqueness, scholarly 

research has largely missed the opportunity to investigate the physical and social 

learning environment of the design studio, instead focusing on its pedagogy. Given this, 

the physical and social learning environments of the design studio warrant further study 

to ensure that they are optimized to cultivate learning. Even though technology has had 

an increasing role in the design process, studio environments have remained largely 

unchanged. Do these spaces with rich legacies dating back to 1795 with the École des 

Beaux-Arts and extending to the influential Bauhaus need reimagining for the realities of 

21st century design education? The purpose of this study is to therefore identify the 

salient qualities of existing studios and describe features of the idealized studio space 

based on the realities and preferences of students, faculty and administrators.  

Research Questions 

In order to examine the ideal design studio, one must understand the relationship 

between the activities and behaviors associated with design studio pedagogy and the 
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physical learning environment of the design studio. A comparative case analysis of the 

interior design and landscape architecture design studio cultures at the University of 

Florida was employed as a means to understand this relationship. The research 

questions central to this study are summarized as follows: 

1) What are the defining characteristics of the interior design and landscape 
architecture design cultures at the University of Florida? 

2) How satisfied are the students, instructors, and unit heads with their studio 
facilities? 

3) What are the learning activities associated with the design process and how 
well do the studio spaces accommodate those activities? 

4) How do students, instructors and unit heads envision the ideal studio and how 
much do their ideals differ from existing conditions? 

Assumptions 

This study rests on a number of assumptions. First, it is assumed that studio 

spaces should enhance the design process in higher education. Second, that the design 

studio cultures investigated in this study do not significantly differ from those in other 

programs and academic institutions. Third, it is assumed that all participants will 

respond truthfully and that their responses are accurate representations of their actions. 

Finally, personal bias will be limited through a mixed research method employing 

quantitative data to support qualitative findings. This will further illustrate the multi-

faceted concept of design studio culture.  

Delimitations 

 The upper division studios of the Departments of Interior Design and Landscape 

Architecture in the College of Design, Construction, and Planning are the studios being 

investigated. While it would be valuable to include the studios from the School of 

Architecture and potentially studios located in other universities, it falls outside the 
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scope of this master’s research. This allows for cross-disciplinary comparison of like 

sized programs while maintaining a reasonable depth and duration of study.  

Furthermore, while it is difficult to discuss design studio pedagogy and the physical 

learning environment of the design studio as two separate entities, the researcher does 

not question the appropriateness of the design studio as a pedagogical approach to 

teaching design. It must be acknowledged that students and even cohorts have 

individual personality types yielding different environmental preferences. Personal 

preference is beyond the scope of this study. Instead, the collective attitudes of cohorts 

will be discussed. 

Significance 

This study is significant for many reasons. First and foremost, the design studio as 

an educational space type in the American university system has avoided much 

scholarly inquiry, though the reason for its omission is unclear. The research of 

environmental psychologist and educator Carol Weinstein (1981) demonstrates that 

learning is only optimized when the physical environment is given as much attention as 

the learning materials and approach to teaching. If logic holds, student academic 

performance, and by extension the standing of their academic program, could 

potentially be increased if the design studio fully met the needs of students and faculty. 

When researchers from the IBM Institute for Business Value and IBM Strategy & 

Change asked over 1500 CEOs, senior executives, and public sector leaders from 60 

countries and 33 industries to identify what they look for in new hires, creativity was the 

most frequently mentioned quality (2010, p. 24). Today’s new hires, those born after 

1980, are known as “Generation Y” and “Millennials” (Alsop, 2008). They are the largest 

generation since the Baby Boomers and represent over 25% of the current world 
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population (Puybaraud, Russell, McEwan, Leussink, & Beck, 2010). It would prove 

valuable to investigate the ways that a sample from that population works and 

innovates. This study does just that. On the broadest levels, this study can be 

conceptualized as an investigation of project-based work patterns of creative individuals 

seen through the lens of design studio culture.  

Every design studio culture is unique; therefore the qualities of the ideal design 

studio described in this study are not prescriptive. Design schools can implement the 

findings based on their existing conditions, priorities, resources—on their culture: “The 

unique norms and activities, the shared values and behaviors over time…the culture, is 

reflected in place. Place making and use is a natural part of forming and sustaining 

groups…it is both a symbol and a tool” (Steelcase, 2008). Chapter 2 proposes a 

conceptual framework for investigating and understanding the culture of the design 

studio.  
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

“I think that studios provide a really unique form of learning. People learn a 
lot about themselves when they are working in teams and how they are 
able to interact with other people while trying to meet a deadline. You know 
things get really chaotic and you’re forced to learn how to still cooperate as 
team, so I think that’s extremely unique about studio experiences that you 
don’t get in other classes.” 

 —Interior Design Studio Instructor, University of Florida 

“I was giving a desk crit one day and this girl was looking like she had been 
up all night working on her project—bloodshot eyes—and I said, ‘You need 
to start drinking coffee.’ Just as I said that, I realized that I had started 
drinking coffee in that exact same studio, just probably 20 yards away from 
where I was giving this desk crit—precisely where I had developed my bad 
habit. It caused me to pause and to consider the connection that I had to 
the space.”  

—Landscape Architecture Studio Instructor, University of Florida 

The purpose of the design studio is to facilitate design education, which Donald 

Schön described as: “Design education is organized around manageable projects of 

design, individual or collective, which are more or less closely patterned on projects 

drawn from actual practice” (1985, p. 31). While the design studio is a learning 

environment, it has many traits in common with a work environment because to learn 

design is to actively practice design. Therefore it appears that the design studio is a 

hybrid space. Indeed, this study will show that the design studio serves multiple 

purposes and can be conceptualized in a myriad of ways; however, at its core, the 

design studio is a learning environment. Students are not employees—they are in the 

design studio to learn. Instructors are not supervisors—they are in the design studio to 

facilitate learning. Unit heads work intently to balance the needs of students and 

instructors with external stakeholders to deliver superior education in alignment with the 



 

27 

mission of their program. These socio-cultural factors dictate that the design studio be 

conceptualized as an educational environment.  

Chapter 2 starts by first proposing a conceptual framework for understanding 

design studio culture. This conceptual framework will be used to organize the 

supporting literature on design education. An illustration of how the conceptual 

framework will be operationalized throughout this study follows the literature review. 

Conceptual Framework for Design Studio Culture 

The conceptual framework for the design studio is referred to as design studio 

culture. Describing the person-environment relationship of the design studio as a culture 

is appropriate because the space and the pedagogical approach are so intrinsically 

bound that they share the same name: design studio. The process of learning design, 

the act of designing, the design studio, the student-as-learner, the student-as-designer, 

and the studio instructor are so intertwined, that it is difficult if not impossible to think of 

one without the other. This level of integration supports cognitive anthropologist Edwin 

Hutchins’s (1995) view of culture: “Culture is a process, and the ‘things’ that appear on 

list-like definitions of culture are residua of the process” (p. 354). Design is an integrated 

process. Design studio culture refers to the relationship between the users of the space, 

the physical setting, the pedagogical approach, and all of the direct or indirect 

behaviors, attitudes, activities, rules, and customs that govern that relationship.  

There is no existing person-environment framework for studio culture; instead one 

must be adapted from applicable sources. The design studio is first and foremost an 

educational space; it is the place for students to learn design. Therefore, Robert 

Gifford’s (2002) framework for conceptualizing person-environment relations in learning 

settings (Figure 2-1) will serve as a basis for the design studio culture conceptual 
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framework. Gifford proposes that the personal characteristics of learners interact with 

the physical features of the space and the socio-organizational climate to produce 

learning-related attitudes and behaviors. “Environmental psychologists believe that 

educational settings can and should make education both more efficient and more 

enjoyable. The physical setting may not make or break education on its own—to believe 

so would be a naïve form of architectural determinism—but it can interact with non-

environmental factors to either promote or hinder the learning process” (Gifford, 2002, 

p. 298).  

 
Figure 2-1.  A framework for conceptualizing person-environment relations in learning 

settings (Reprinted with permission from Gifford, 2002, p. 299). 

The purpose of the design studio is to facilitate design education; therefore the 

proposed design studio culture conceptual framework must include the design process 
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at the heart of the studio model. John Zeisel (2006) describes the design process as 

three elementary activities: imaging, presenting, and testing. “Imaging means forming a 

general, sometimes only fuzzy, mental picture of a part of the world” (Zeisel, 2006, p. 

39). In other words, imaging is the cognitive act of idea generation, brainstorming, and 

conceptualizing. Presenting is the act of taking the image, and giving it a physical form: 

“Sketching, drawing plans, building models, and taking photographs are some of the 

many ways designers externalize and communicate their images” (Zeisel, 2006, p.24). 

Testing is the act of reviewing a presentation of an image: “Appraisals, refutations, 

criticisms, judgments, comparisons, reflections, reviews, and confrontations are all 

types of tests” (Zeisel, 2006, p.24). These design processes do not happen in a linear 

timeline; they are cyclical in nature, narrowing possible solutions with each iteration. 

Ziesel’s three elementary design activities of imaging, presenting, and testing will be 

included in the conceptual framework for design studio culture as a way to investigate 

and identify the ways in which the studio space is used—directly or indirectly—to 

support those design activities.  

Carol Weinstein (1981) suggests that the educational setting should reinforce the 

curriculum. To learn design is to practice design—learning design is preparation for 

professional practice. If logic holds, it appears that the studio setting should reflect 

aspects workplace environment. Taken together, these qualities of the design studio 

suggest that the “Physical Features of a Learning Setting” dimension of Gifford’s 

educational model should include a way to evaluate the physical space from the 

standpoint of a work environment.  
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The U.S. General Services Administration (GSA) is responsible for providing 

civilian federal government agencies with workspace so they can effectively carry out 

their missions. All told, GSA owns or leases 9,600 properties, and maintains an 

inventory of more than 362 million square feet of workspace (GSA, 2011). GSA 

established the Office of Workspace Delivery to ensure that workplaces meet the needs 

of their users. Their text, Innovative Workplaces: Benefits and Best Practices, “Identifies 

key workplace trends; discusses the history, background, and current state of the 

Federal workplace; and outlines the benefits of innovative workplace approaches” 

(2006, p. 1). Through their research, they identified specific characteristics that 

innovative workplaces possessed, naming them the Hallmarks of the Productive 

Workplace (Table 2-1): spatial equity, healthfulness, flexibility, comfort, technological 

connectivity, reliability, and sense of place (2006, p. 9). GSA’s more recent research 

has verified that their efforts to improve worker satisfaction and productivity through the 

Hallmarks have been successful (GSA, 2009). While the Hallmarks were developed to 

improve productivity in the workplace, their principles could easily be applied to any 

situation where people spend a long period of time with the purpose of completing work, 

such as a design studio.  

 Gifford’s framework for conceptualizing person-environment relations in learning 

settings becomes the conceptual framework of design studio culture with the inclusion 

of GSA’s Hallmarks of the Productive Workplace and Ziesel’s design activities (Figure 

2-2). However, the Hallmarks are an evaluation tool—they are not an intrinsic part of the 

design studio culture. Because of this fact, they will be shown as being imposed on the 

framework rather than being an integral part of it. In other words, they will provide a 
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structured approach to evaluate and discuss the physical features of the studio space. 

GSA’s Sense of Place Hallmark is imposed on the Physical Features of the Studio 

Setting as well as the Socio-Organizational Climate Design Studios because Sense of 

Place includes more than just the physical space; it translates the mission, vision, and 

goals of an organization, communicating its “appropriate image and identity” (GSA, 

2006, p. 10). The conceptual framework for design studio culture organizes the review 

of literature of the Socio-Organizational Climate of Design Studios, the Personal 

Characteristics of Design Students, the Physical Features of the Studio Setting, and the 

Design Studio Attitudes and Behaviors.  

Table 2-1.  GSA Hallmarks of a Productive Workplace (GSA, 2006, pp. 9-10). 

Hallmark Description 

Spatial Equity A humane, well-designed workspace that meets the user’s 
functional needs and provides individual access to privacy, daylight, 
outside views, and aesthetics. 

Healthfulness Clean and healthy work environments with access to air, light, and 
water— and free of contaminants and excessive noise. 

Flexibility Easily adaptable workplaces that support varied work strategies and 
help balance an individual’s work and home life—including systems 
and furnishings that accommodate organizational change with 
minimal time, effort, and waste. 

Comfort Occupant-adjustable temperature, ventilation, lighting, acoustic, and 
furniture systems providing personal and group comfort. 

Connectivity A robust communications system providing access to people and/or 
data from any place, at any time. 

Reliability Efficient and state-of-the-art building, security, computer, and 
telecommunication systems that are easy to maintain. 

Sense of Place A workplace that has a unique character, with an appropriate image 
and identity, instills a sense of pride, purpose, and dedication for the 
individual and the workplace community. 
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Figure 2-2.  Conceptual framework of studio culture (Adapted with permission from 
Gifford, 2002, p. 299). 

Socio-Organizational Climate of Design Studio 

Caroline Hill's (2007) research found that the design studio is a specific learning 

environment distinct from traditional classroom settings. This is largely in part to the 

curriculum’s emphasis on learning by doing, close teacher-student interaction, and 

highly homogenous cohorts with strong interpersonal bonds. The studio is a very unique 

learning space; however, is not a perfect pedagogical model and continually faces 
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criticism and reevaluation from those within the educational system as well as from 

practitioners. Thomas Dutton, a professor of architecture and interior design, described 

the “hidden curriculum” of the design studio as follows: “Simplified, the hidden 

curriculum refers to those unstated values, attitudes, and norms which stem tacitly from 

the social relations of the school and the classroom as well as the content of the course” 

(Dutton, 1987, p. 16). He claims that the design studio does not achieve its goal of 

establishing open and honest dialog between the student and instructor due to the 

instructor’s superior status: “As a fundamental precondition, dialog requires an equality 

of participants—an equal distribution of power—which by definition is lacking in any 

system of hierarchy … teachers tend to speak in ways (often unconsciously) that 

legitimize their power and students orient their speech and work to that which is 

approved” (1987, p. 18). This illustrates Schön’s paradox of learning how to design: “In 

the context of the studio, there is a double paradox: on the one hand, the student 

cannot initially understand what he needs to learn; on the other hand, he can only learn 

it by educating himself, and he can only educate himself by beginning to do it. This 

places the student in a predicament” (1985, p. 57). Since students cannot be told how to 

design, they test various solutions looking for their instructor’s approval. This process of 

not knowing what is “correct” is unnerving for the beginning design student, potentially 

decreasing his or her confidence, while securing an unhealthy authoritarian role for the 

instructor (Carmel-Gilfilen & Portillo, 2010). 

 Dutton’s hidden curriculum of the design studio also illustrates the negative impact 

of competition on a student’s emotional well-being as well as creating unnecessary 

conflict and tension between students. Further, he claims that: “Competition tends to 
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promote the belief that ideas are unique, to be nurtured individually, closely guarded, 

and heavily protected against stealing” (1987, p. 18). In this situation, he states that 

students lose the opportunity to learn from each other because they are actively 

guarding their ideas. Schön illustrates that one of the key advantages of the design 

studio is that students have the ability to learn from each other, drawing from fresh 

perspectives (1985, p. 6). Therefore, if competition in the studio becomes severe 

enough that a student would guard rather than share his or her ideas, it could then 

negatively impact the learning environment for the whole cohort.  

 Evaluations of the design studio do not just come from academia; within the 

discipline of architecture, the AIA, the AIAS, the NCARB, and the NAAB commissioned 

an independent assessment of their profession. Ernest Boyer and Lee Mitgang (1996) 

surveyed architecture schools in the United States, and presented their findings in the 

book Building Community: A New Future for Architecture Education and Practice. They 

called for a more diversified and holistic approach to architectural education, an 

approach that increased an emphasis on liberal arts and critical thinking, and 

decreasing the emphasis on the design studio (1996). Similarly, Peter Monaghan 

(2001), a correspondent for the Chronicle of Higher Education, described how 

architectural education is being pulled between two opposing forces: professional 

practice, desiring graduates who are more adequately trained; and universities and 

academics who wish for the curriculum to remain firmly rooted in theory. It is worth 

noting however, that the commentaries of both Boyer and Mitgang (1996) and 

Monaghan (2001) focused on the overall place of the design studio within the context of 

the curriculum. Neither report fully questioned the effectiveness of design studio as a 
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pedagogical approach to teaching students how to design or specifically how diverse 

stakeholder groups—students, faculty, and administrators—perceive opportunities and 

inherent problems of the model. 

 One element that has not been addressed thus far is the increasing role and 

influence of technology on the design process. In the days of the École des Beaux-Arts 

and the Bauhaus, ideas were represented primarily through model building and free-

hand drawing; however, entire projects can now be completed digitally through a 

computer. Jason Meneely and Sheila Danko (2007) saw technology as somewhat of a 

blessing and a curse: “We found that as students developed more autonomy in their 

work, they tended to design predominantly on the computer, typically employing digital 

tools that were too accurate or cumbersome to properly serve their early 

conceptualization processes” (p.69). Despite the proclivity for digital media, The 

National Architectural Accrediting Board (2009, p. 21), the Council for Interior Design 

Accreditation (2011, p. II-10), and the Landscape Architectural Accreditation Board 

(2010, p. 10) require accredited programs to demonstrate that their students are 

proficient in visual communication skills through traditional physical media including: 

freehand drawing, drafting, and rendering. Students, however, push for the integration 

of the latest technological tools into the curriculum because they feel it will make them 

more marketable to employers. On a broader level, the research of Meneely and Danko 

reflects the tensions illustrated by Boyer and Mitgang (1996) and Monaghan (2001).  

Collectively these studies point to the inherent duality of design professions—each 

describes itself being both an art and a science (NAAB, 2009; CIDA, 2011; and LAAB, 

2010). A separate study by Jason Meneely (2010) further reflects this duality:  
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Analytical and critical modes of thinking are vital to design problem solving. 
Analytical thinking is needed to explore and clarify the initial design 
problem—essentially restructuring the problem into a set of objectives, 
directions, and goals—while critical and convergent thinking are needed to 
evaluate the effectiveness of emerging solutions as the design unfolds. (p. 
27)  

 Design studio pedagogy is a reflection of its practice, being aligned with the arts and the 

sciences. It is worth noting that since the days of the medieval guilds, the approach of 

teaching others how to design has been—and continues to be—to have students 

practice and experiment under the guidance of a master practitioner. A student can read 

a book to inform design decisions, but a student cannot read a book to learn how to 

design—architecture, interior design, and landscape architecture apply knowledge and 

expertise through the act of designing.  

Characteristics of Design Cohorts 

For the most part, the design students represented in this study belong to the 

“millennial” generation as they were born after 1980 (Alsop, 2008). The millennial 

generation is seen as master multi-taskers, easily juggling various projects and 

commitments (Brand, 2009). Their propensity to multitask is reflected in work 

preferences, with technological connectivity being a key requirement. Personal 

computers and smart phones allow many work wherever they please—as long as there 

is a wireless internet connection is present (The Economist, 2008). While technological 

connectivity is must for any space, millennials desire workplaces that are decidedly 

untraditional: 

Enterprises are fragmenting into eco-systems of partnerships and nomadic 
work-on-the-go is normal. Consequently workplaces are themselves 
transforming, kaleidoscope-like, into patterns of distributed and virtual 
configurations. The plethora of public spaces available through Wi-Fi allows 
permanently connected knowledge workers choice in where they work 
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based on what mood they are in, what they have to do and who they have 
to be with. (Puybaraud, et al., 2010, p. 79) 

Since work can now be completed anywhere, this generation often finds itself 

completing concentrative work in solitude, generally outside of the office. They therefore 

want the workplace to specifically facilitate face-to-face socialization through a variety of 

collaboration space types that support strategic thinking, presenting, and socializing  

(Haworth Knowledge & Research Team, 2010). 

Similar to the workplace, the millennial generation has challenged college 

campuses, especially libraries. No longer places to simply house books, libraries have 

started adopting features typically seen in bookshops including areas where 

socialization is encouraged, extended operating hours, and cafes, all with the intent of 

drawing students into the space (Sweeney, 2005). Millennials like that the library has 

become an interactive and social hub of their daily lives, because: “it is  a convenient 

spot between classes, it is a place to socialize with others and to be motivated by them 

where to collaborate on group work close to many resources, and  it is a safe, non-

distracting place to study” (Steelcase, 2010, p. 18). It appears that across both learning 

and working environments, millennials demand flexibility and technological connectivity 

with an emphasis on socialization and collaboration. The following section adds to the 

preferences of the millennials by investigating the ways that the design studio in 

particular is similar to both a learning and a working environment. 

Physical Features of the Studio Setting 

Design schools are institutions charged with educating students for professional 

practice. Law schools historically prepare their students in moot courtrooms, while 

medical schools historically use surgery theaters (Newman, 2003). In these comparable 
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examples, physical settings from professional practice were adopted for the educational 

environment. The design studio is the physical setting in design schools that emulates 

the professional practice: “Historically large, open, naturally lit design studios, where 

each student was assigned a desk for drawing and model making, have been a central 

element in the design of these schools” (Newman, 2003, p. 120). The design studio is a 

unique space type in the American university system yet little research has been 

published on the topic. The following section therefore reviews relevant literature on 

learning environments in higher education as well as workplace environments as the 

design studio mimics professional practice. 

Learning Environments 

Students and instructors are dissatisfied with their higher educational classrooms 

because they are often poorly maintained, and lack natural light, flexibility, as well as 

environmental controls such as adjustable lighting and temperature (Scott-Webber, 

Marini, & Abraham, 2000).   D. Kent Halstead (1974) noted that:  

The design of the physical environment of the learning task is often 
neglected yet science has established a close correlation between the 
amount of work people do and where they do it. It stands to reason that a 
student sitting in an unbearably hot, stuffy room listening to a lecture on 
cryogenics would not learn as much as he would in a cool, comfortable 
space. Unfortunately, most college buildings have been planned to impress 
people from the outside, not necessarily to provide comfort for the users (p. 
485).  

Valkiria Durán-Narucki (2008) empirically tested Halstead’s claim by demonstrating that 

the condition of the built environment directly and indirectly impacts the quality of 

elementary school students’ educational performance: “In run down school buildings 

students attend fewer days in percentage and had a poorer performance in 

Mathematics and English Language Arts standardized tests” (p. 283). Their research 
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suggests that the built environment can indeed provide more than just shelter. If 

properly designed, it has the ability to be leveraged as a strategic tool to increase 

students’ academic achievement. 

 Finally, Carol Weinstein (1981) illustrated four assumptions of the learning 

environment: First, the physical classroom can facilitate or inhibit learning, both directly 

through noise and crowding, and symbolically through poor design and maintenance. 

Second, the effects of the physical environment on learning are moderated by other 

social, psychological, and instructional variables. Third, the learning environment should 

match teaching objectives, student learning styles, and the social setting. Finally, she 

argues that learning is optimized only when the physical environment is treated with the 

same care as the curriculum and other educational materials (p.12).  

The literature on educational settings suggests that higher education learning 

environments do not meet the needs of their users (Scott-Webber, et al., 2000), the 

quality of the educational setting directly impacts student performance and attendance 

(Durán-Narucki, 2008), and that student learning is only optimized when the physical 

setting is given as much thought and attention as the curriculum (Weinstein, 1981).  

Working Environments 

The research of Iris Vilnai-Yavetz, Anat Rafaeli, and Caryn Schneider Yaacov 

(2005) suggests that users are able to perceive three dimensions of a workplace: its 

instrumentality (the degree to which it meets the needs of the users), its aesthetics (the 

degree to which it visually “delights” users), and its symbolism (the meaning 

communicated through the office’s instrumentality and aesthetics). These three 

dimensions do not operate independently; each impacts the other to create the overall 

experience for the user.  
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The design process is a creative exercise; therefore, it would be valuable to also 

investigate offices that were specifically designed to encourage creativity. Juriaan van 

Meel and Paul Vos (2001) illustrated that many “dot-com” technology companies sought 

to make their offices “fun” to encourage spontaneity and creativity with such features as: 

“Kindergarten-like ‘romp spaces’, coffee bars, gyms, day-care centres [sic], pool tables 

and dartboards. Playfulness and pleasure-seeking are everywhere” (p. 326). 

Additionally, since the focus on digital work freed employees from their desktop 

computer and their cubicle, the workplace took on new meaning: “Work is what one 

does, not where one goes; doing it is what counts. In this context of independence of 

time and place, it is extremely important for workers to have a common space where 

they meet colleagues, have small talks with their boss (if they have one) and catch up 

with all the new gossip. It is not just earning a salary. It is about belonging, about having 

a stake” (van Meel & Vos, 2001, p. 331). 

 An office of industrial designers was investigated to identify the elements of their 

workplace that contributed to a creative atmosphere (Martens, 2008). It was found that 

the workplace should express, stimulate, and facilitate creativity. In order to express 

creativity, the space should use, “Colourful [sic] materials, unusual furniture and present 

physical representations of the organizations’ work” (p. 310).  Further, Martens claims 

that including representations of the organizations’ work in its décor increases the users’ 

sense of belonging. Martens then claimed that in order to stimulate creativity, the space 

should be comfortable with materials that stimulate the senses (p. 310). Finally, in order 

to facilitate creativity, the space should be spacious, flexible, and acoustically private (p. 

310). Martens’s qualities of a creative environment are similar to three dimensions of a 
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workplace illustrated by Vilnai-Yavetz and her colleagues (2005): instrumentality 

(facilitate creativity), aesthetics (stimulate creativity), and symbolism (express creativity). 

The thesis research of Alexandra Miller (2005) found that “fun in the workplace” can be 

achieved through a combination of whimsical physical features, collaborative 

workspaces, and organizational policy to create a climate that encouraged free 

expression, creativity, and innovation. Taken together, the research of van Meel, Vos, 

Martens, Vilnai-Yavetz, and Miller suggests that a whimsically designed space has the 

propensity to stimulate creative thinking; however, there are other techniques in the 

designer’s toolbox to stimulate creativity. 

 Pixar Animation Studios is an Academy Award® winning computer animation 

studio responsible for some of the most creative and admired animated films of our time 

(Pixar, 2011). Their headquarters, located in Emeryville, California, contains many “fun” 

features such as reproduction over-sized movie props, a fully stocked “cereal bar”, a 

“speakeasy” hidden behind a bookcase, and opportunities for recreation and 

socialization through billiards, table tennis, and foosball (Beiler & Ryzik, 2011). CEO 

Steve Jobs oversaw the design and construction of the headquarters to ensure “…that 

there would be lots of forced collisions of people. He [Jobs] always felt the best 

meetings were meetings that happened spontaneously in the hallway” (Beiler & Ryzik, 

2011, 3:30). Jobs saw that when someone spends so much time in a space, the novelty 

of a whimsically designed space can lose its affect over time—multiple methods need to 

be employed to sustain a creative environment.  

 The research of Wineman, Kabo, and Davis supports Jobs’s belief that the way to 

unlock organizational innovation and creativity is to actively or passively create new 
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social connections, which can then lead to the cross-pollination of ideas (2008, p. 439). 

“Workplace spatial layout is often considered a management tool to promote the aims of 

the organization, and can be a powerful tool for shaping organizational culture and 

achievement” (Wineman, et al., 2008, 440). Inspiring creativity is not simply a factor of 

the environment or social interaction; there are many other dimensions that contribute to 

an individual being creative, including his or her personality, environmental preferences, 

and even the object that is being created (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Portillo, 1996). The 

role of the built environment in stimulating creativity was not featured heavily within the 

conceptual framework of design studio culture because it is such a highly individualistic 

variable; however, the imaging activity in Zeisel’s (2006) framework for the design 

process accounts for idea generation in the design process.  

The previous studies focused on workplaces that were  designed with creativity 

and innovation in mind, however, they were not specifically designed for architects, 

interior designers, or landscape architects. When a Boston-area architecture firm 

decided to relocate its office, the firm’s principles directly involved the users—the 

employees of the firm, including architects and interior designers—in the design of the 

new space with goals of increasing the openness of the office, encouraging a sense of 

community, and increasing the amount of flexible and multi-purpose spaces (Shepley, 

Zimmerman, Boggess, & Lee, 2009). After conducting a post-occupancy evaluation, the 

results showed that the new emphasis on openness, community, and flexibility was 

achieved and that the users were quite satisfied with their new office. Their multi-

purpose “living room” was the favorite feature of the new office because it was open, 

flexible, and encouraged community. Additionally, the kitchen was another favorite spot 
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because it helped to create a stronger sense of community (Shepley, et al., 2009). 

These multi-purpose communal areas have the capability of becoming the social and 

creative heart of an office. These findings align with the previous studies suggesting that 

a workplace designed with a focus on collaboration, will positively contribute to a 

creative work environment. 

 In summary, the design studio as a space type is also similar to a work 

environment, because the way one learns how to design is to practice design. The 

literature on work settings suggests that organizations have the ability to directly 

influence how people perceive them through their brand identity including through the 

design of their spaces (Ornstein, 1992; Gatewood, et al., 1993), “fun” workplaces have 

the ability to be inspirational and stimulate creativity (van Meel & Vos, 2001; Miller, 

2005), yet spontaneous meetings have the ability to help to create new social 

connections resulting in the cross-pollination of ideas increasing organizational 

innovation (Beiler & Ryzik, 2011; Wineman, et al., 2008). Taken together, this research 

suggests that the physical and the social environment of workplaces can positively 

contribute to organizational productivity and innovation.  

Design Studio Attitudes and Behaviors 

The following section reviews the attitudes and behaviors of the design studio, 

specifically addressing the psychology phenomenon of diffusion of responsibility and its 

implications for the learning environment. Zeisel’s (2006) framework of imaging, 

presenting, and testing has thus far been used to frame the research questions of this 

study. Research by other scholars on the topic of the design process will be reviewed to 

further illustrate the complexities of this process and how it differs from other more 

traditional pedagogical models in academia. 



 

44 

Diffusion of Responsibility 

Robert Gifford (1976) experimented with the furniture layout of a classroom, 

creating uncomfortable and disorganized seating arrangements. His intentions were to 

see if students would take control of their environment by organizing their space to be 

more comfortable. He found that students were prone to accept the environment 

because, “In student perception, institutionally owned furniture is not a part of the 

student’s personal area of control” (p. 7). His study suggests that students do not feel 

empowered to make positive changes since they do not view the space as theirs.  

Gifford’s findings reflect an application of a psychological phenomenon called 

diffusion of responsibility, also known as the bystander effect, to the built environment. 

This phenomenon was based on a brutal murder of New York City resident Kitty 

Genovese, who was repeatedly stabbed for 35 minutes. The attack continued for such a 

long duration because none of the 38 bystanders called the police; it was assumed that 

“somebody else” had taken that responsibly since there were so many witnesses 

present (Darley & Latané, 1968).  

In many ways, the research of James Wilson and George Kelling (1982) 

synthesizes the preceding studies. Their work, titled “Broken Windows” found that if 

vandalized property (private or public) is not repaired, it begets more vandalism and 

more crime. In other words, poorly maintained property breaks down the community 

controls and morality because “no one cares”.  

Gifford’s work suggests that students lack the empowerment to improve their 

environments, yet in most design studios, students have dedicated desks that they 

“own” for a semester, therefore the perceived lack of ownership and control should be 

reversed in the design studio setting. However, according to “Broken Windows”, it 
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appears that if there are more communal areas of the design studio that are poorly 

maintained, the space will only continue to degrade in quality unless it is improved. 

Further, the diffusion of responsibly phenomenon suggests that this effect will be 

exacerbated in larger groups. These studies suggest that the attitude of design students 

towards their studio space will greatly rest on two factors: the condition of the space 

they inherit, and the degree of to which they feel they “own” their personal work area as 

well as their common shared spaces. 

The Design Process 

  The purpose of the design studio is to facilitate education. Its pedagogical 

approach of “learning-by-doing” is at the heart of architecture, interior design, and 

landscape architecture education (Salama & Wilkinson, 2007). Donald Schön was 

fascinated with the way the design studio was structured, calling it “reflection-in-

action”—applying often tacit knowledge to a problem and reflecting on its consequence. 

“The studio tradition builds examples of practice and critical reflection on practice, into 

the core experience of learning architectural design. Design education is organized 

around manageable projects of design, individual or collective, which are more or less 

closely patterned on projects drawn from actual practice” (Schön, 1985, p. 31). He felt 

that the act of design was similar to a string of cognitive experiments being continually 

performed, working out solutions to a spatial problem:  

Each party [master practitioner and student] engages in designing, or in 
helping the other to design, and each engages in communication with the 
other about the designing in which the are engaged. Each party engages, in 
several senses, in on-the-spot experimentation and reflects, in several 
senses, on his own and other’s experimentation. (Schön, 1985, p. 76) 

 Even though Schön was educated as a philosopher, he saw the applicability of the 

design pedagogy, or “reflection-in-action”, to other fields such as medicine, law, 
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business, social work, education, and town planning. Each of these professions applies 

scientific knowledge to practical problems; thus, students could benefit from their 

education emulating professional practice. In fact, when Schön published his research 

in 1985, some schools had already begun making the transition to “learning-by-doing”: 

“They have begun to shift their attention from technical expertise to artistry, and from 

problem-solving to problem-setting” (Schön, 1985, p. 5). Schön was not the only 

academic of that time to analyze the cognitive process of project-based learning. 

 Social psychologist David Kolb’s (1984) Experiential Learning Theory described a 

process similar to Schön’s “reflection-in-action”, though his ELT was originally 

developed and tested outside of the context of a design studio. Kolb theorizes that 

learning starts with concrete experience, which leads to reflective observation, then to 

abstract conceptualization, and then to active experimentation. Just like Schön’s 

“reflection-in-action”, Kolb’s ELT construct is a process, and not as a set of outcomes. 

 Schön’s and Kolb’s research brought interesting insights to the design process; 

however, their focus was primarily on cognition—not on the physical act of designing. 

John Zeisel (2006), whose educational background was rooted in sociology and 

architecture, surveyed environmental behavior literature to propose a framework for 

discussing the design process. Zeisel’s framework did not significantly differ from the 

research of Schön or Kolb. He described the design process as being cyclical in nature, 

narrowing possible solutions with each iteration. This notion is supported by Schön: “At 

some point, he must move from a ‘what if?’ to a decision which then becomes a design 

node with binding implications for further moves. Thus there is a continually evolving 

system of implications within which the designer reflects-in-action” (1985, p. 48). 
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Zeisel’s three elementary acts of designing were ultimately used to inform the 

conceptual framework for this study because it provides a valuable means to identify the 

ways students and studio instructors learn, teach, and practice design. 

Conceptual Framework Operationalization 

The conceptual framework proposed for this study provides a lens to investigate 

and explore design studio culture, however, it purposefully avoids a rigid structure. The 

design studio is not a traditional learning setting; the process of learning design is not 

linear. On the contrary, it is an individual task with each student attempting to find his or 

her voice through a trial-and-error process. Instructors similarly have individual 

approaches to facilitating design learning. There are other more practical reasons why 

the conceptual framework for the design studio avoids a rigid structure—each and every 

design problem is unique, having different programs and different deliverables. Further, 

the purpose of the study is to describe the qualities of the ideal studio, regardless of 

design discipline. One must be open to unexpected outcomes. A heavily focused 

conceptual framework would simply be inappropriate for the qualitative approach of this 

study because it could exclude potential insights. 

The conceptual framework of design studio culture will therefore be 

operationalized through a descriptive and comparative case study to understand the 

nature of the problem. “A study is classified as descriptive research attempts to describe 

systematically a situation, problem, phenomenon, service or program, or provides 

information about, say, the living conditions of a community, or describes attitudes 

towards an issue” (Kumar, 2005, p. 10). The research questions of this study provide a 

deeper understanding of design studio culture through a mixed-method approach 
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focusing of qualitative findings, supported by qualitative measures. The themes from the 

findings will ultimately describe the ideal design studio. 
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 

“I think it's great that students can arrange the studios how it suits us. It 
creates this place that is specifically ours. Because we spend so much time 
here we feel like we own our studios.”  

—Interior Design Student, University of Florida 

“It’s motivating seeing other people work. But…when I do come here, there 
is nobody here, so it’s like, I don’t want to be in this space either.”  

—Landscape Architecture Student, University of Florida 

A comparative case study of two design studio cultures addressed the research 

questions posed in this study and allowed for the recognition of common themes as well 

as distinctions. Robert Yin (2003) succinctly defined this methodology: “A case study is 

an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life 

context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not 

clearly evident” (p. 13). Case studies should involve multiple quantitative (also classified 

as structured) and qualitative (also classified as unstructured) of data sources (Yin, 

2003). “The structured approach is more appropriate to determine the extent of a 

problem, issue or phenomenon; the unstructured, to explore its nature” (Kumar, 2005, p. 

12). This study therefore combines multiple quantitative and qualitative research 

methods with varying degrees of structure to begin capturing the phenomenon of design 

studio culture. Focus groups, interviews, surveys, and observations were employed to 

gain insights from students and instructors who use the design studios as well as the 

unit heads who provide the vision and direction for their departments. The following 

chapter begins with a review of the rationale for case selection as well as an orientation 

to the research setting. The chapter concludes with a review of the various research 
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instruments, the data collection procedure, and a summary of how the data were 

analyzed to answer this study’s research questions. 

Case Selection 

The design studio cultures of the Departments of Interior Design and Landscape 

Architecture within the College of Design, Construction, and Planning at the University 

of Florida were investigated in this study. These specific design studio cultures were 

selected for comparison because each faces unique challenges in adapting their spaces 

to meet current educational needs. The facilities of each department received poor 

rankings from their respective accreditation boards, yet both programs are nationally-

ranked indicating that despite the condition of the facilities, their faculty provide a quality 

education for their first-rate students. On a more pragmatic level, each department has 

similar operating budgets, allocated square footages for studio space, and comparable 

numbers of undergraduate students, graduate students, and faculty. Both departments 

share a commitment to sustainable practices, such as advocating for digital 

presentations as a means of conserving paper. Finally, each department has a selective 

admissions process for students to enter upper-division therefore the unit heads and 

faculty spend their energies grooming the best and brightest students for entry-level 

professional practice. 

While there are many similarities between the two academic units, there are some 

notable differences. The undergraduate degree for landscape architecture is a five-year 

program, while the undergraduate degree for interior design is a four-year program. This 

is mediated by the fact that one semester of the landscape architecture’s undergraduate 

degree program is spent studying abroad in Paris, France. Additionally, the landscape 

architecture accreditation body, the American Society of Landscape Architects (ASLA), 
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allows for the digital submission of accreditation materials, while the interior design 

accreditation body, the Council for Interior Design Accreditation (CIDA) does not. This 

means that while interior design strives to be a paper-free studio, it cannot currently be 

100% paper-free. Finally, the each department’s curriculum differs based on their 

accreditation requirements and each studio instructor has his or her individual teaching 

style. The researcher feels that these differences demonstrate the findings’ applicability 

across various design disciplines, teaching methods, and cohort personalities—after all, 

the language of design is universal. The following section describes the facilities of the 

Departments of Interior Design and Landscape Architecture, including the design 

studios used by the cohorts investigated in this study. 

Research Setting 

Architecture Building 

The design studios for the Departments of Interior Design and Landscape 

Architecture studios analyzed in this study are located within the Architecture Building 

located on the main campus of the University of Florida in Gainesville. The Architecture 

Building is divided into two wings based on function: a faculty office wing, and a studio 

wing featuring exterior corridors and an outdoor atrium (Figure 3-1).  

The studios within the Architecture Building were originally built on a 30’ module 

with studio spaces located between structural piers. Both departments have demolished 

at least a portion of the dividing walls in the original studio layouts, thus creating larger 

connected studios for their students (Figure 3-2). 

Department of Interior Design Facilities 

The Department of Interior Design’s studios are fairly similar with each having 

newly installed carpeting and recently acquired desks for students to use. Also, the  
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Figure 3-1.  Architecture Building located at the University of Florida. 

  
Figure 3-2.  Studio module. 

department received digital sketch tablet computers through a research grant and 

secured plotters for each space. The largest difference between the two cohort’s spaces 

is that Cohort A’s studio is two adjacent spaces which have been connected and made 
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into one, while Cohort B’s studio is comprised of two separate spaces. Table 3-1 

compares the interior design cohorts and their studio spaces.  

Table 3-1.  Summary of Department of Interior Design’s studios studied. 

 ID-Cohort A ID-Cohort B  

Total Students 32 16  
Number of Spaces 1 2  
Total Area (ft2) 2333 2333  
Area per Student (ft2/Student) 73 146  
Desks per Student 1 2  
Projectors 1 1  
Digital Tablets 3 2  
Plotters 2 2  
Desk Type Tables Tables  
Balcony Yes Yes  
Floor Finish Carpet Carpet  
Ceiling Finish Exposed Exposed  

 
Interior Design-Cohort A’s studio was originally two separate spaces that the 

department connected by demolishing a portion of the wall that divided them. Even 

though the spaces were connected, a large portion of the original wall still exists which 

divides the cohort. In addition to that physical division, the space had been conceptually 

divided into a collaborative zone for lectures and presentations, and individual 

workspaces (Figure 3-3). When the data was collected for this study, the cohort was 

completing group projects. As such, their desks were organized into groups of three 

wherever possible (Figure 3-4). In one of the spaces, systems furniture had previously 

been installed which cannot be reconfigured (Figure 3-5). However, in the other spaces, 

the freestanding desks can easily be arranged into any configuration.  

The students of Interior Design-Cohort B were divided into two groups, each with 

their own studio space of the same size with the same number of plotters, tablet 

computers, and available desks in each of the spaces. Figure 3-6 shows the layout of 

one of Cohort B’s spaces. Their other space was similar to the one illustrated below. 
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There were far fewer students in this cohort than other studios in this study; therefore 

each student had two desks for their use (Figure 3-7). A small collaboration space was 

created in the middle of the room with two square tables (Figure 3-8).  

 

 

Figure 3-3.  Interior Design-Cohort A’s studio floor plan. 
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Figure 3-4.  View into Interior Design-Cohort A’s studio. 

 

 
Figure 3-5.  Systems furniture in Interior Design-Cohort A’s studio. 
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Figure 3-6.  Interior Design-Cohort B’s studio floor plan. 
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Figure 3-7.  View into Interior Design-Cohort B’s studio. 

 

 
Figure 3-8.  Central collaboration space in Interior Design-Cohort B’s studio. 
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Department of Landscape Architecture Facilities 

The Department of Landscape Architecture’s studios have received fewer updates 

to the finishes of their spaces than the Department of Interior Design, however they 

have altered the spatial configuration of one of their studio spaces fairly significantly. 

Additionally, the students in the landscape architecture cohorts had less space than 

their interior design counterparts. Finally, Landscape Architecture-Cohort B’s studio 

space was located in the faculty office wing of the Architecture Building as opposed to 

the studio wing. Table 3-2 compares the landscape architecture cohorts and their studio 

spaces.  

Table 3-2.  Summary of Department of Landscape Architecture’s studios studied. 

 LA-Cohort A LA-Cohort B  

Total Students 36 21  
Number of Spaces 1 1  
Total Area (ft2) 2333 867  
Area per Student (ft2/Student) 65 40  
Desks per Student 1 1  
Projectors 1 0  
Digital Tablets 0 0  
Plotters 1 0  
Desk Type Drafting Desk Drafting Desk  
Balcony Yes No  
Floor Finish Concrete VCT  
Ceiling Finish Exposed Acoustic Tile  

 
Landscape Architecture-Cohort A’s studio was originally two separate spaces that 

the department connected by demolishing a large portion of the wall that divided them 

(Figure 3-9). This creates a dedicated area for lectures and presentations (Figure 3-10) 

as well as places for shared resources such as storage closets, printers, a sofa, and 

kitchenette. The flooring finish was exposed concrete and the furnishings are drafting-

height wood desks (Figure 3-11). While data was collected for this study, construction 

on one wall prohibited a portion of the space from being used. 
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Figure 3-9.  Landscape Architecture-Cohort A’s studio floor plan. 
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Figure 3-10.  Collaboration space in Landscape Architecture-Cohort A’s studio. 

 

 
Figure 3-11.  Drafting-height tables and construction wall. 
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Landscape Architecture-Cohort B’s space is different from the other studios in this 

study in that it is located in the faculty office wing of the Architecture Building, not the 

studio wing. As such, their space was not originally designed to be a studio. In addition, 

it has the highest density of students, limiting the square footage for shared resources 

such as plotters and printers (Figure 3-12). Because the area is small, very little 

collaborative space exists in this studio (Figure 3-13). The flooring is vinyl composition 

tile while the ceiling is suspended acoustic tiles. The drafting-height desks are wooden, 

similar to those in Landscape Architecture-Cohort A’s studio (Figure 3-14). 

 
Figure 3-12.  Landscape Architecture-Cohort B’s studio floor plan. 
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Figure 3-13.  View into Landscape Architecture-Cohort B’s studio. 

 

 
Figure 3-14.  Drafting tables in Landscape Architecture-Cohort B’s studio. 
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Research Instruments 

This comparative case study employs a mixed method design to analyze physical 

and social dimensions of design studio culture (Figure 3-15). The quantitative research 

methods used in this study included both a student survey as well as physical and 

behavioral observations. The qualitative research methods employed in this study 

included student focus groups and individual faculty member interviews. The following 

section diagrams the development of the specific research instruments. 

 

Figure 3-15.  Research instruments by framework dimension. 

Student Survey 

A student survey was developed to capture the full range of the student studio 

experience including: demographics, satisfaction with studio space, satisfaction with 

academic program, amount of time devoted to studio work, how often students occupy 
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studio space outside of class-time, and the types of belongings students keep in studio. 

In short, the student survey was developed to quantitatively capture the breadth of 

students’ perceptions about the existing studio spaces. The survey combined a 7-point 

likert-type scale for rating satisfaction with open-ended questions for participants to 

qualify their answers. The researcher pilot tested the survey on fellow graduate interior 

design students asking them to provide candid feedback regarding the survey’s content, 

construction, pacing, and ease of completion. Their comments informed the final 

student survey (Appendix A). 

Student Focus Groups 

While the student survey was developed to gather as much information regarding 

students’ perceptions of the studio experience as efficiently as possible, it was not 

developed to capture their entire cultural experience. Some dimensions of design studio 

culture are best addressed through qualitative research methods. Focus groups are 

ideal for ascertaining the feelings and views of a group of like-minded individuals who 

use the same setting (Stewart, Shamdasani, & Rook, 2007). Students in the design 

studio fit within these parameters as they share the same space, are highly 

homogenous, and have strong interpersonal bonds (Hill, 2007). The student focus 

groups were specifically used to gain insight into how the studio is utilized for the three 

design activities, where work is completed, and why it is completed there. The focus 

group allowed for a deeper exploration of issues that surfaced in the student survey: 

“Participants can qualify their responses or identify contingencies associated with their 

answers” (Stewart, et al., 2007, p. 39). Finally, students were allowed to discuss 

physical features and spatial qualities that they would ideally like to see their design 

studio possess. The student focus group protocol can be found in Appendix B. 
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Faculty Interviews 

Faculty interviews were the primary tools used to gather perceptions of design 

studio instructors and unit heads regarding their respective studio cultures. The 

interviews allowed faculty to identify areas of their studio space that meet their needs, 

areas that need improving, and how they view their current cohort of students, 

particularly in terms of their cohesiveness, competition, and work ethic. The interviews 

focused primarily on fleshing out the barriers that they have run into as facilitators of 

their student’s design process. Finally studio instructors and unit heads discussed 

physical features and spatial qualities that they would like to see their ideal studio. 

The department chairs possess a unique view of design studio culture, attempting 

to balance the needs of both instructors and students, while ensuring that the facilities 

represent the image and identity of their respective disciplines. While addressing all 

dimensions of design studio culture, their interviews particularly focused on their 

perceptions of how well their spaces communicate the image and identity of their 

program.  

Studio instructors and unit heads can often provide an important longitudinal 

context to counterbalance the idiosyncrasies of individual cohorts. They are able to 

comment on changes to the studio environment over time, especially speaking to the 

inclusion of new technologies positively and/or negatively impacting their teaching 

methods. Additionally, all of the questions were open-ended to obtain in-depth 

information about participant views of design studio culture—this approach reduces 

researcher bias while allowing participants to “feel comfortable about expressing their 

opinions” (Kumar, 2005, p. 134). The interview protocols for studio instructors and unit 

heads are in Appendix C and Appendix D, respectively. 
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Observations 

Behavioral observations captured how users interacted with the space on a daily 

basis. “By observing people you can witness the manner in which they interact with 

other people and their environment” (Zeisel, 2006, p. 191). The behavioral observations 

were supplemented with physical observations, including photography: “Behavioral 

observation alone is insufficient because it heavily relies on the observer to report all 

information” (Sommer & Sommer, 2002, p. 59). As they say, an image never lies. 

“Observing physical traces means systematically looking at physical surrounds to find 

reflections of previous activity that was not produced in order to be measured by 

researchers” (Zeisel, 2002, p. 159). In order to maintain the confidentiality of 

participants, individuals were not included in any of the photographs. 

Research Procedures 

All data were collected on-site at the University of Florida by the researcher during 

the spring semester of 2010. The unit heads of the Department of Interior Design and 

Department of Landscape Architecture were both eager to participate in the study. They 

identified the cohorts best suited for inquiry, and notified the studio instructors about the 

purpose of the study. The student survey, focus groups, and observations were 

coordinated with the studio instructors so as to not disrupt their lesson plans. The 

following sections detail the specific procedures used for each research method. 

Student Survey 

It was paramount to secure the highest percentage of participants possible, as 

higher response rates will strengthen the validity of the findings (Sommer & Sommer, 

2002). In order to do so, the researcher coordinated with studio instructors to administer 

the survey during class time. The studio instructor introduced the researcher to the 
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students and the purpose of the study was discussed. They were told the survey should 

take approximately 15 minutes to complete, depending on the depth of their responses, 

and that their identity would remain anonymous.  Further, they were reassured that the 

questions gauged their personal views, that there was no right or wrong answers, and 

that they had no obligation to participate should they choose not to. The surveys were 

printed for convenience and then distributed to the students along with consent forms 

that they needed to sign and submit with their surveys. A total of 85 completed surveys 

were returned to the researcher resulting in a response rate of 87.6% (Table 3-3). A 

copy of the UF IRB-approved consent form for the student survey is in Appendix E.  

Table 3-3.  Student survey participants and response rate. 

 n N Response Rate  

Interior Design 41 48 85.4%  
Landscape Architecture 44 57 77.2%  
TOTAL 85 105 81.0%  

 
Student Focus Groups 

The focus groups were conducted immediately following scheduled class time so 

as to not interfere with studio instruction while ensuring that students would still be 

present to participate. Once participants were secured, the students were given consent 

forms to sign and return to the researcher. A copy of the UF IRB-approved consent form 

for the student focus groups is in Appendix F. The students were told the focus group 

would last approximately 45 minutes and their identity would remain anonymous so they 

should feel free to openly share their views, as there were no right or wrong answers. 

Each focus group was interviewed in their studio so that the space could trigger 

responses for students. The focus groups were audio recorded and lasted 

approximately 45 minutes each.  
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Steward and his colleagues cautioned that during focus groups, dominant 

personalities tend to speak first and their opinions may go unquestioned by others 

(2007). Therefore the researcher reassured the participants that a consensus opinion 

was not the goal; divergent views were appreciated and necessary to capture a full 

range of experiences. Throughout the duration of the focus groups, the researcher 

probed for differing viewpoints before moving onto the next topic of discussion. Table 3-

4 shows the number of focus group participants by cohort. 

Table 3-4.  Focus group participants. 

  n  

Interior Design Cohort A 10  
 Cohort B 4  
Landscape Architecture Cohort A 3  
 Cohort B 9  
TOTAL  26  

 
Faculty Interviews 

The faculty interviews were conducted during regular business hours in a location 

convenient for the participants, typically in his or her office. Before the interview began, 

the participant was given a consent form to sign and return to the researcher. A copy of 

the UF IRB-approved consent form for the studio instructors and unit heads are in 

Appendix G and Appendix H, respectively. Participants were told the interview would 

last approximately 45 minutes depending on the depth of their answers, that their 

identity would remain anonymous, and that there were no right or wrong answers. The 

interviews were divided into topic areas with a set number of issues the researcher 

wanted to touch on, however the question order was not structured. This semi-

structured approach produces interviews that are conversational in nature, allowing the 
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participants to tell their own story (Sommer & Sommer, 2002). A total of 10 interviews 

were conducted (Table 3-5).  

Table 3-5.  Total interview participants. 

  n  

Interior Design Studio Instructors 4  
 Unit Head 1  
Landscape Architecture Studio Instructors 4  
 Unit Head 1  
TOTAL  10  

 
Observations  

The researcher observed the design studio environment in three-hour intervals, 

both during and outside of class times, clustered around the project milestones of 

concept development, production, and critiques to capture a full range of activities. 

There were a total of 18 hours of observation planned for each cohort; however, studios 

were not consistently occupied outside of class time. This resulted in a total of 40 hours 

of observation for this study, instead of the anticipated 72 hours of observation. In 

addition to behavioral observations, the studios were documented through photographs. 

These photographs of trace artifacts were important as a backup for the reduced hours 

of behavioral observation.  

Summary 

This comparative case study utilized a mixed-method approach involving the 

following quantitative and qualitative research instruments: a student survey, student 

focus groups, faculty interviews, and observations. Each dimension of the framework for 

conceptualizing design studio culture included at least one quantitative and one 

qualitative research method. This combination reduces researcher bias while providing 

a rich data set for the study. Despite this approach, the case study method presents 
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several limitations, which are reviewed in this section. A summary of how the data 

collected were analyzed concludes this chapter. 

Limitations 

The findings of this case study are limited to the students and faculty who chose to 

participate. Deductions of total population feelings can be made only with the data 

provided. Although a number of measures were taken to insure high student survey 

response rates, 20.0% of the students chose not to complete the survey or were absent 

from class the day when it was administered. The number of participants for each focus 

group varied by cohort, limiting the potential number of differing opinions. Additionally, 

the design studios were not consistently occupied outside of class time, which reduced 

the total hours of observation. 

It must be noted that the design studio is a constantly changing environment. A 

studio space’s physical resources can change from year-to-year due to the 

department’s operating budget. Academic units at the University of Florida were 

recently allowed to levee a technology fee on courses. This new fee allowed both the 

Department of Interior Design and the Department of Landscape Architecture to acquire 

new technological resources for the students and faculty’s use in the studio such as 

projectors, plotters, and tablet computers. 

Finally, each cohort has its own unique personality and work preferences. These 

idiosyncrasies are less significant than their commonalities. It is for this reason that the 

study focuses on identifying the broad and tacit patterns of design studio culture. These 

common patterns are more appropriate for other design studio cultures to adopt than 

patterns particular to the University of Florida.  
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Data Analysis 

The research questions of this study generated a rich set of qualitative and 

quantitative data. The majority of the quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive 

statistics to determine students’ mean satisfaction rating of their studios, as well as the 

corresponding standard deviations. Frequency counts were utilized to tally the 

responses to open-ended questions. All of the qualitative data obtained through the 

focus groups and interviews were transcribed from the original recording. The content of 

the transcripts was analyzed to identify common themes as well as dissenting voices 

(Sommer & Sommer, 2002). The observations provided independent findings that 

generally supported, but occasionally refuted, the other findings. These findings are 

presented and discussed in Chapter 3, organized by each research question.
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CHAPTER 4 
FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

“Every class has its own personality and I think creating that overall sense 
of community is important and it’s something that we are always striving for, 
but I think it’s a process…so there’s never an end-goal.”  

—Interior Design Department Chair, University of Florida 

“If we could cover the atrium, it would be out of the rain, but it would be 
open to the elements. You could bring in indoor-outdoor furniture because it 
won’t get rained on all the time. You know it would be very heavily used. 
There is great opportunity there.”  

—Landscape Architecture Department Chair, University of Florida 

The research questions that underlie this study were formulated as a means to 

understand and describe the nature of design studio culture with the purpose of 

identifying recurrent problems, as well as benefits, associated with the design studio. 

This chapter reviews the findings of the study, organized by these research questions: 

1) What are the defining characteristics of the interior design and landscape 
architecture design cultures at the University of Florida? 

2) How satisfied are the students, instructors, and unit heads with their studio 
facilities? 

3) What are the learning activities associated with the design process and how 
well do the studio spaces accommodate those activities? 

4) How do students, instructors and unit heads envision the ideal studio and how 
much do their ideals differ from existing conditions? 

The mixed-method approach of this case study allows for ready comparisons between 

two studio cultures by emphasizing qualitative findings reinforced by quantitative data. 

Recurrent themes in the findings will be highlighted as they emerge and are 

summarized at the conclusion of each research question. These recurrent themes form 

the basis for the discussion in the following chapter. 



 

73 

Defining Characteristics of Design Studio Culture 

What are the defining characteristics of the interior design and landscape 
architecture design cultures at the University of Florida? 

While learning design is the main focus of design studio curriculum, there are 

many other outcomes of the design process that create the whole experience of design 

studio culture. Students are required to dedicate a great deal of their time to honing their 

craft. This in turn leads to the development of close-knit cohorts, though sometimes 

competition and cliques can undermine cohesiveness. This section describes these 

defining characteristics of the interior design and landscaper architecture design studio 

cultures at the University of Florida. 

Description of Sample 

The total participant sample (n = 95) included 85 students, and 10 faculty 

members including unit heads. The sample was nearly equally divided between 48.2% 

interior design students (n = 41) and instructors (n = 4) and 51.8% landscape students 

(n = 44) and instructors (n = 4). The students represented upper-division majors who 

had passed a selective admissions process required to enter their respective programs. 

The representative interior design cohorts included significantly more third-year 

students (n = 26, 63.4%) than fourth-year students (n = 15, 36.6%), reflecting the 

current enrollment pattern of the program. The representative landscape architecture 

cohorts included slightly more third-year students (n = 25, 56.8%) than fourth-year 

students (n = 19, 43.2%), reflecting the current enrollment pattern of the program.  

The entire student sample ranged in age from 20 to 37 with a mean age of 24.3 

(SD = 3.17). The interior design students ranged in age from 21 to 33 with a mean age 

of 23.9 (SD = 2.72). The landscape architecture students ranged in age from 20 – 37 
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with a mean age of 24.7 (SD = 3.54). The interior design student sample was 

predominantly female (n = 40, 97.6%) with only one male (2.4%). In contrast, the 

landscape architecture sample was more balanced with 43.2% female (n = 19) and 

56.8% male (n = 25). All participants in this study were unpaid volunteers and signed an 

IRB consent letter before participating in the study. 

Educational Requirements 

When a student starts a design-related course of study, one of the first realizations 

is the amount of time required to successfully complete projects. One unit head 

mentioned, “The work demands a certain amount of time. I don’t care how much talent, 

ability, predisposition you have, there’s a certain amount of time you just have to put 

into these things.” This holds true for the cohorts investigated as students reported 

spending an average of 9-16 hours in studio in a typical week completing projects and 

assignments (n = 85). In fact, students in both design studio cultures will spend over 

1000 hours in a design studio over the course of their academic careers—during 

scheduled class time alone. The students additionally reported working an average of 9-

16 hours somewhere other than studio in a typical week completing projects and 

assignments (n = 85). The distribution of student-reported time spent in the design 

studio during a typical week is represented in Figure 4-1. The bimodal distribution of the 

data indicates that students either spent a few hours each week in studio outside of 

classtime, or they spent a great deal of their time in studio. All told, 25.6% of students (n 

= 22) reported spending more than 20 hours in a typical week in studio, outside of 

scheduled class time. When not working in studio, students reported working: at home 

(n = 85), libary (n = 21), coffee shops (n = 10), friend’s place (n = 8), computer labs (n = 

6), and outdoors (n = 3). 
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Figure 4-1.  Distribution of student-reported time spent in studio in a typical week. 

Sleeping bags, blankets, and household appliances such as refrigerators, 

microwaves, and coffee pots distributed throughout the various spaces speak to the 

amount of time students spend in studio. One landscape architecture student 

recounted, “You need to sleep. But you need to work. If you go home, you will get 

distracted or sleep too much. So you just sleep here.” The interior design studios had a 

deflated air mattress as well as a sleeping bag lying under desks (Figure 4-2). Students 

in that space grouped their appliances to create their own food storage and prep area 

(Figure 4-3).  Light can be seen streaming through the windows of the design studios in 

the Architecture Building at all hours of the night, beyond those that were studied—it is 

truly a 24-hour/7 day a week space.  

Cohort Dynamics 

Friendships and camaraderie developed in the pressure-cooker of design studio 

are unique among others in the university setting. “It’s almost like you went through this 
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initiation,” recounted one of the department chairs. Indeed, all four cohorts reported 

being close: some were friends, some were roommates, and some were in 

relationships. When speaking of her cohort, one interior design student emphatically 

stated: “We are freakishly close!” The instructor of that cohort supported the student’s 

statement: “They are probably the more cohesively engaged class I’ve taught. For the 

most part these guys are into sharing.”  

 
Figure 4-2.  Signs of overnight stays in the interior design studios. 

 
Figure 4-3.  Household appliances in ID-Cohort A studio. 
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Several factors contribute to the formation of these close social bonds found in 

design studio culture. First, the students are in a cohort where they take all of their core 

curriculum classes together over the span of their degree program. Second, the 

selective admissions process into their academic program’s upper division serves as a 

rite of passage for the students. Third, the design studio sequence is the heart of the 

curriculum of each design studio culture studied. The sheer amount of time students 

spend together working on projects in studio is catalysis for these social bonds. An 

interior design student commented: “We wouldn’t be this close if you didn’t have a 

studio. It’s something we only know about.” This sentiment was also reflected in 

landscape architecture: “It feels less like work because everyone is in it together. You 

aren’t alone. It’s like a big landscape architecture clique.” 

The students in landscape architecture have an additional opportunity for 

socialization. During their first semester after they enter upper-division, they embark on 

a multi-day field trip visiting significant American landscapes. Both of the landscape 

cohorts mentioned the field trip as a moment where their group became more cohesive. 

An instructor of one of the cohorts stated, “They get to know one another much better. 

Field trips definitely help in getting people to come together as a group.” 

The social dynamic of studio can be complicated by competition between 

students. Students and studio instructors alike reported that there was friendly 

competition.  Studio instructors generally saw competition as a good thing, with one 

stating, “I do think that competition keeps people engaged in the work. It keeps people 

focused on getting things not just done, but done well.” Instructors took steps to 

encourage the sharing of ideas to prevent competition from becoming a negative 
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element in the studio environment. The instructor of ID-Cohort A instituted a policy 

called “process walls” to encourage idea sharing: 

We assigned everyone to occupy a wall—not from a presentation 
standpoint, but from a process standpoint. We wanted to see their evolving 
process. So they pin up fabrics, sloppy sketches, anything on their mind as 
the project morphs and grows. I’d like to see more sharing because 
students are often guarded about their work and not into sharing and I think 
the opposite is true. I think you want people to be inspired by your ideas 
and then take them to another level and what I find is when you hang it up 
on wall, none of those issues happen because you can see if you are 
blatantly copying. What instead you start to see is other students take an 
idea and apply in an a totally different manner—and that is what you want 
to see, this borrowing of ideas and making them your own. (UF instructor, 
personal communication) 

Some instructors also mentioned rotating group members for team projects so the same 

students did not repeatedly pick each other as their team members. This helps to deter 

the formation of cliques while exposing the students to differing personalities and ways 

of working. 

Summary 

The nature of the design studio cultures at the University of Florida is nuanced and 

complex as it becomes the focus of their collegiate life around which all other classes 

and commitments revolve. Regardless of whether students work in studio to complete 

their projects, they spend a substantial amount of time over the course of their 

academic career in a studio during scheduled class time. The cohorts in design 

disciplines develop strong friendships, with instructors taking measures to keep 

competition friendly—not cutthroat. Offsite activities, especially overnight stays, 

strengthen social bonds between students as well as increase rapport between students 

and instructors. Collectively, the findings of this research question inform three of the 

four conceptual framework dimensions for this study (Figure 4-4). The implications of 
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these findings on the patterns of design studio culture will be discussed in the following 

chapter. 

 
Figure 4-4.  Summarized findings for research question one. 

 

Satisfaction with Design Studio Spaces 

How satisfied are the students, instructors, and unit heads with their studio 
facilities? 

The degree to which students, instructors, and unit heads are satisfied with their 

design studio spaces are reviewed in this section. The unit heads have a unique 

perspective of the design studios because they must balance the needs of their faculty 

and students with the realities of their department’s operating budget. Student 

perceptions of their spaces follows with an emphasis on the specific features of the 

studio environment that they like the most, as well as those that they like the least. This 
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section concludes with a review of the ways that users describe their studios to 

outsiders, and what the implications for those descriptors are.  

Design Studio Satisfaction 

Students, studio instructors, and unit heads were asked to rate their overall 

satisfaction with their studio spaces on a seven-point likert-type scale with 1 being very 

dissatisfied and 7 being very satisfied (Table 4-1). When comparing the means, interior 

design students are more satisfied with their studio spaces than their faculty, while 

landscape architecture faculty are more satisfied with their studio spaces than their 

students. Overall, interior design students are more satisfied with their studio spaces 

than landscape architecture students are with theirs, while the landscape architecture 

faculty are more satisfied with their studio spaces than their counterparts in interior 

design. Given the small sample of faculty, there is no statistical test for comparing 

means. 

Table 4-1.  Mean satisfaction rating of overall studio environment by discipline and 
stakeholder group. 

 M SD  

Interior Design     
     Students (n = 41) 4.71 1.10  
     Faculty (n = 5) 3.90 1.19  
Landscape Architecture    
     Students (n = 45) 3.45 1.75  
     Faculty (n = 5) 4.60 0.82  

 
The Chairs of each department are actively working on improving theirs spaces. 

The interior design unit head indicated that new desks, task chairs, carpet, sketch tablet 

computers, plotters, and projectors were recently acquired for its studio spaces. The 

landscape architecture unit head indicated that new desks had been ordered for its 

spaces, though they had not been delivered by the period of data collection. Despite 
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these improvements, the current condition of their studio spaces was far from ideal: 

“There’s a lot of room for potential.” Neither unit head felt that the spaces represented 

their department’s mission and values, though each saw the means of achieving that 

goal differently. The interior design unit head wished there was a way to incorporate 

student work into the fabric of the space: “I feel like student work brings it to life. When 

you are enveloped in that, it’s really very exciting.” The landscape architecture unit head 

wanted walls to literally come down to increase flexibility and to encourage 

“opportunities for both informal and formal collaboration.” Both saw giving back to the 

community through service learning projects as a key defining characteristic of their 

program’s missions: “One thing that I admire about our current faculty is their ability to 

connect to large constituency groups.” Finally, they both had to achieve their mission 

with the realities of a limited academic budget: “The problem now is finding the balance 

between funding new items versus maintaining existing [ones].” 

Studio instructors’ overall concern with their spaces was the ease with which they 

could bring their entire class together for lectures and discussions. The instructors of 

both interior design cohorts were frustrated with the spatial separation of their students: 

“I would like more of a central gathering area to break into teams. It’s hard to have that 

one area because the space is divided. I would absolutely love the wall to be taken 

down to create one large open space.” The instructors of LA-Cohort A greatly enjoy the 

convenience of having a space within the studio to engage the whole cohort for 

lectures, presentations, and critiques—a space that the interior design instructors 

desired. Indeed, much of the instructors’ satisfaction of their studios was tied to the 
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ease in which they could teach. Their views on this matter will be investigated in greater 

depth in the following research question. 

Students are the primary users of the design studio, spending countless hours in 

them over their academic careers; therefore they are bound to have strong and well-

formed ideas about their spaces. Their mean satisfaction rating, based on a seven-point 

likert-type scale with 1 being very dissatisfied and 7 being very satisfied, are 

summarized in Table 4-2. It should be noted that despite their degree of satisfaction 

with any particular feature, they were appreciative to have a space to call their own: “I’m 

proud of them, but not because of the way they look. I’m proud that we have them.” 

Table 4-2.  Mean satisfaction ratings of studio features by discipline. 

 Interior Design  
  (n = 41) 

Landscape Architecture 
  (n = 44) 

 

 M SD M SD     t 

Overall Satisfaction 4.71 1.10 3.45 1.75 3.926** 
Acoustics 4.12 1.58 3.98 1.49 0.434 
Aesthetic appeal 3.00 1.47 2.41 1.51 1.825 
Amount of space 4.71 1.25 3.82 2.08 2.365* 
Cleanliness 3.56 1.57 2.75 1.50 2.442* 
Flexibility of use 4.80 1.45 3.55 1.80 3.537** 
Furnishings 4.78 1.46 2.52 1.32 7.491** 
Layout of studio 4.68 1.35 3.80 1.70 2.660** 
Lighting 3.34 1.77 3.27 1.65 0.185 
Maintenance 3.95 1.58 2.84 1.54 3.281** 
Free of odor 5.02 1.28 3.95 1.45 3.608** 
Quality of ceiling finish 2.39 1.39 3.20 1.86 2.269* 
Quality of floor finish 5.44 1.48 3.00 1.78 6.838** 
Quality of wall finishes 2.93 1.46 2.64 1.74 0.831 
Security 4.80 1.60 4.43 1.68 1.048 
Technology 4.80 1.45 2.36 1.53 7.541** 
Temperature 2.71 1.63 3.70 1.96 2.539* 
Views to outside 5.44 1.70 4.68 1.67 2.070* 

* p < .05, ** p < .01.      
 
The findings showed that the interior design students were significantly more 

satisfied with the overall condition of their design studios than their counterparts in 
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landscape architecture. When further investigating the data, interior design students 

were significantly more satisfied than the landscape architectures students across ten of 

the seventeen features: amount of space, cleanliness, flexibility, furnishings, layout, 

maintenance, odor, quality of floor finish, technology, and views. In comparison, 

landscape architecture students were significantly more satisfied than the interior design 

students with the temperature and quality of ceiling finish in their studios. Both 

disciplines were satisfied with the acoustics and security of their spaces. Additionally, 

they were both dissatisfied with the aesthetics, lighting, and quality of wall finish in their 

spaces. 

In addition to comparing levels of satisfaction across disciplines, it is valuable to 

compare the levels of satisfaction within the disciplines as each cohort works in different 

spaces. Overall, both interior design cohorts were satisfied with their studio spaces; 

however, there was a statistically significant difference between the landscape 

architecture cohorts (Table 4-3). Though the students of LA-Cohort A appeared to be 

satisfied with their studio space, their peers in LA-Cohort B were greatly dissatisfied, 

having a mean satisfaction rating of 2.11 out of 7. 

Table 4-3.  Mean satisfaction rating of overall studio space by discipline and cohort. 

 M SD t  

Interior Design         1.065  
     Cohort A (n = 26) 4.85 0.96   
     Cohort B (n = 15) 4.47 1.36   
Landscape Architecture        6.043**  
     Cohort A (n = 25) 4.48 1.39   
     Cohort B (n = 19) 2.11 1.15   

* p < .05, ** p < .01.     
 
Students in LA-Cohort B were located in a subterranean space of the Architecture 

Building, on a different floor from the other students in their department. They described 
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their space as “a dungeon” and “horrible,” finding the lack of resources compared to 

prior studios unacceptable: “This is a downgrade.” Their quarters were so tight, that 

group work had to be taken out of the studio to spaces that could accommodate them 

such as libraries. The space was devoid of soft finishes or comfortable furnishings, 

making the long hours in studio almost unbearable. In short, the students saw no benefit 

to working in the space. In fact, during their focus group, one student stated, “Barely any 

of us have any equipment in here. You can see nothing is here. Whenever class is over, 

we are gone.” Observations of their space certainly back up their claim. The researcher 

was unable to conduct any behavioral observations outside of regularly scheduled class 

times as the studio was empty. Their space lacked the signs of habitation that other 

studios possessed such as design materials or personalized workspaces. In many 

ways, their space appeared abandoned (Figure 4-5). 

 
Figure 4-5.  Interior of LA-Cohort B studio. 

The satisfaction ratings reviewed in this section provide important insights into how 

users perceive their spaces. In general, interior design students were more satisfied 
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with their spaces than their landscape architecture counterparts. The students of LA-

Cohort B in particular where greatly dissatisfied with their space. However, the 

satisfaction ratings reviewed thus far do not paint a complete picture. For instance, what 

really matters to a design student? What qualities of the current studio spaces work 

well, and which do not? The following section looks at the specific features that students 

greatly liked, as well as the ones that were a source of great frustration. 

Most Liked Features 

Students identified through free response the three features of their studio 

environment that they liked the most in order to capture a more holistic view of their 

perceptions. Personal workspaces (ƒ = 24, 58.5%), views to outside (ƒ = 22, 53.7%), 

and the quality of floor finish (ƒ = 18, 43.9%) were the most frequently mentioned 

features by interior design students (Table 4-4). Views to outside (ƒ = 24, 54.5%), the 

layout of studio (ƒ = 14, 34.1%), and the balcony (ƒ = 12, 27.3%) were the most 

frequently mentioned features by landscape architecture students (Table 4-5). The 

qualities of these features that shape student perceptions and satisfaction are 

discussed in greater depth in this section. 

The interior design students overwhelmingly liked their individual workspace 

including their desks and task chairs, because they were comfortable for computer use. 

They found that the desks were an improvement over the wood drafting-height desks 

they used in lower-division studios, which were similar in style to the desks that the 

landscape architecture students used (Figure 4-6). The desk’s laminate surface was 

better for model building, drawing, and rendering because it was durable and level. 

They were also satisfied with their newly donated carpet flooring because it was more 

comfortable than the concrete floors they experienced in lower-division studios.  
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Table 4-4.  Frequency count of self-reported favorite studio features for interior design 
students. 

 
ƒ 

(n = 41) % 
 

Personal workspace 24 58.5  
Views to outside 22 53.7  
Quality of floor finish 18 43.9  
Furnishings 14 34.1  
Technology 12 29.3  
Layout of studio 7 17.1  
24/7 access 5 12.2  
Security 4 9.8  
Studio culture 4 9.8  
Balcony 3 7.3  
Collaboration space 1 2.4  
Flexibility of use 1 2.4  
Fridge 1 2.4  
Lighting 1 2.4  
Privacy 1 2.4  
Quality of wall finish 1 2.4  
Missing 4 9.7  

 
Table 4-5.  Frequency count of self-reported favorite studio features for landscape 

architecture students. 

 
ƒ 

(n = 44) % 
 

Views to outside 24 54.5  
Layout of studio 14 34.1  
Balcony 12 27.3  
Collaboration space 9 20.5  
Personal workspace 6 13.6  
Technology 5 11.4  
Kitchenette 4 9.1  
Lounge furnishings 4 9.1  
Acoustics 3 6.8  
Amount of space 3 6.8  
Studio culture 3 6.8  
24/7 access 2 4.5  
Aesthetics 2 4.5  
Lighting 2 4.5  
Location in building 2 4.5  
Security 2 4.5  
Privacy 1 2.3  
Quality of floor finish 1 2.3  
Quality of wall finish 1 2.3  
Missing 32 72.7  
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The department chair indicated that she had received great feedback about the new 

flooring from the faculty. Interviews with the faculty supported her statement as all 

mentioned liking the carpet and its acoustical properties compared to the concrete 

floors. 

 
Figure 4-6.  Comparison of workspaces across disciplines. 

Landscape architecture students liked the layout of their spaces. LA-Cohort A’s 

studio space had a dedicated collaboration area for gatherings, lectures, and 

presentations while in interior design studios lacked a comparable gathering space 

(Figure 4-7). The faculty were also satisfied with the space because of its overall 

convenience and flexibility. Observations supported this finding as lectures and critiques 

were observed in the space during class time. Outside of class time, students used the 

area for computer work because they found them to be more comfortable than their 

wood drafting-height desks. This does not mean that the drafting desks went unused. 
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Students were observed using them for hand drawings and renderings; however, they 

were dissatisfied with the surface of their drafting desks because the wood top was 

uneven for model building. They were also frustrated that they had to provide their own 

chair because they had to be chained to their desks to ensure they didn’t go missing.  

 
Figure 4-7.  Comparison of collaborative spaces across disciplines. 

Both the interior design and landscape architecture students liked having views to 

the outside. All studio spaces had a least one wall of glass to let in the plenty of natural 

light (Figure 4-8). Additionally, landscape architecture students liked their balcony 

spaces, which were used as learning labs to test green roofs. These spaces went 

largely unused in interior design studios, with one student calling the balconies a 

“missed opportunity” (Figure 4-9). 

Students and faculty appear to prefer table-height desks to drafting-height 

because the majority of projects are completed digitally. Seating should be ergonomic 

and comfortable for long hours of studio work. Balcony spaces were appreciated 

because it allowed students to quickly gain access to the outdoors for some fresh air, 

but the spaces tended to be poorly maintained and lacked seating. Finally, carpeting 
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was clearly preferred to concrete floors due to acoustics, comfort, and aesthetics. While 

some features of the studio are clearly preferred to others, there are some features that 

are a source of frustration for students.  

 
 
Figure 4-8.  Comparisons of views across disciplines. 

 
 
Figure 4-9.  Comparison of balconies across disciplines. 
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Most Disliked Features 

In order to capture a more holistic view of their perceptions, students identified the 

three features of their studio environment that they liked the least. The lighting (ƒ = 26, 

63.4%), temperature (ƒ = 13, 41.5%), aesthetics (ƒ = 13, 31.7%), and lack of storage (ƒ 

= 13, 31.7%) were the most frequently mentioned features by interior design students 

(Table 4-6). The technology (ƒ = 15, 34.1%), amount of space (ƒ = 13, 29.5%), 

aesthetics (ƒ = 12, 27.3%), and lighting (ƒ = 12, 27.3%) were the most frequently 

mentioned features by landscape architecture students (Table 4-7). The qualities of 

these features that shape student perceptions and satisfaction are discussed in greater 

depth in this section. 

Table 4-6.  Frequency count of self-reported least favorite studio features for interior 
design students. 

 

ƒ 

(n = 41) % 

 

Lighting 26 63.4  

Temperature 17 41.5  

Aesthetics 13 31.7  

Lack of storage 13 31.7  

Amount of space 7 17.1  

Quality of wall finish 7 17.1  

Acoustics 6 14.6  

Cleanliness 6 14.6  

Lack of collaboration spaces 3 7.3  

Wire management 3 7.3  

Lack of work surfaces 2 4.9  

Privacy 2 4.9  

Technology 2 4.9  

Balcony 1 2.4  

Quality of ceiling finish 1 2.4  

Missing 14 34.1  
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Table 4-7.  Frequency count of self-reported least favorite studio features for landscape 
architecture students. 

 
ƒ 

(n = 44) % 
 

Technology 15 34.1  
Amount of space 13 29.5  
Aesthetics 12 27.3  
Lighting 12 27.3  
Wire management 11 25.0  
Temperature 8 18.1  
Location in building 7 15.9  
Cleanliness 6 13.6  
Furnishings 6 13.6  
Privacy 5 11.4  
Acoustics 4 9.1  
Quality of floor finish 4 9.1  
Lack of storage 3 6.8  
Layout of space 2 4.5  
Personal workspace 2 4.5  
Lack of collaboration spaces 1 2.3  
Quality of ceiling finish 1 2.3  
Quality of wall finish 1 2.3  
Views 1 2.3  
Missing 18 40.9  

 
Both interior design and landscape architecture students reported the aesthetics of 

their studios among their least favorite features. The studio spaces tend to be devoid of 

any character defining features as their walls are painted off-white and the ceiling is 

exposed concrete with ducts and pipes snaking overhead (Figure 4-10). The only dose 

of color in any of the spaces is the carpeting found in the interior design studios. A 

landscape architecture student stated: “It feels like a poorly maintained industrial zone.” 

The faculty and chair agreed with one stating: “It’s pretty rough. Our spaces are 

probably the roughest I have seen anywhere in terms of the quality of the furnishings, 

the flooring, the walls…it’s a workshop” While the interior design students were 

dissatisfied the aesthetics of their space, “The furniture is OK, but that’s pretty much it,” 
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the faculty were more accepting of the appearance: “I think they [the studios] have 

gotten better. We have made some strides but there is room for improvement.” 

 
Figure 4-10.  Comparison of aesthetics across disciplines. 

The landscape architecture students’ second least favorite feature was the amount 

of space in their studio. When comparing the density of students (Table 3-1), the ID-

Cohort B has the most space per student at 146 ft2/student, then the ID-Cohort A at 73 

ft2/student, next the LA-Cohort A at 65 ft2/student, and finally the LA-Cohort B at 40 

ft2/student. The students of the ID-Cohort B have over 3.5 times the amount of space 

than the students of the LA-Cohort B, supporting their perceptions. 

The interior design and landscape architecture students identified lighting as a 

least favorite feature in their studios. In all of the spaces, ambient lighting was provided 

by overhead fluorescent lamps, which lacked diffusers. The exposed lamps produced 

glare and strained eyes (Figure 4-11). Many students and faculty were also dissatisfied 

with the lack of integrated task lighting. The windows of the landscape architecture 

studios have been outfitted with blinds, however interior design studios have no way to 

control the incoming sun, making projector use difficult. Compounding this problem, 
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there is no way to control or dim the fluorescent lighting within the studio space—it is 

either on or off. 

 
 
Figure 4-11.  Comparison of lighting across disciplines.  

The interior design students identified the temperature of their spaces as their 

second least favorite feature. Users cannot regulate the temperature in any of the 

spaces within the Architecture Building, including studios. The spaces are typically too 

hot or too cold. Studio doors were regularly observed propped open to let outdoor air in 

to regulate the temperature.  

Landscape architecture students rated their access to technology as their least 

favorite feature. LA-Cohort B does not have access to any technology resources such 

as projectors or plotters in their space, so this finding is not surprising. Although neither 

of the landscape architecture cohorts have access to sketch tablet computers in their 

spaces, they did have equipment to support traditional media such as a light table for 

tracing. This equipment however appeared to be underutilized, collecting miscellaneous 

unclaimed drawings (Figure 4-12).  
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Figure 4-12.  Comparison of technology across disciplines. 

While access to technology can provide opportunities for experimentation, it is not 

a panacea. Instructors and students are not able to harness the full power of the new 

technology: “I’m happy that we have the new tablets in place. I am not happy that we 

don’t have any teaching modules so that we can teach people how to use them 

effectively.” Students preferred having input devices like scanners and output devices 

like printers and plotters located in the studio because transporting the drawings to and 

from studio risks damaging the paper or smudging the renderings. Also, the Architecture 

Building has exterior corridors, therefore in instances with inclement weather, students 

are unable to relocate to a computer lab to scan or print without destroying their work. 

The design process requires many tools and supplies to represent ideas such as 

paper, pens, markers, and modeling materials. The lack of storage is a problem in all 

studio spaces, which frequently results in piles of materials accumulating in the spaces 
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(Figure 4-13). The lack of storage isn’t just unsightly, it also gets in the way of 

productivity and teaching because piles of extraneous materials limit the flexibility of the 

space. Further, the furniture cannot be easily reconfigured when students store their 

supplies underneath their desk—which is the only location they can store them. Beyond 

function and aesthetics, some faculty felt that the clutter resulting from the lack of 

storage is detrimental to the students’ professional development:  

I like clean surfaces. I can’t work in clutter, it’s just my makeup. And so I like 
to train students to do the same. Maybe that’s imposing my will but I’ve 
been in offices where they require a clear desk. They don’t want clutter. 
They want to come in and see what you are doing and put down a sheet of 
paper—there’s very few places I’ve been that would tolerate a cluttered 
environment. So I think it’s a professional work ethic I am trying to instill. 
(UF instructor, personal communication) 

 

 
 
Figure 4-13.  Comparison of storage issues across disciplines. 
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Students do not like the aesthetics of their design studios finding them too 

industrial looking. The suspended and exposed fluorescent lighting only contribute to 

this undesired aesthetic. With exception of the blinds over the windows in the studio of 

LA-Cohort A, all of the spaces lack lighting controls. The spaces were typically too hot 

or too cold for the students as doors were typically left open to regulate the temperature. 

Flexibility is important to students and faculty alike. A studio with too many students 

creates spatial gridlock. Furthermore, lack of adequate storage limits the flexibility of the 

space. Finally, access to technology is king in our digital world. Landscape architecture 

students most frequently mentioned their lack of technological resources as their least 

favorite feature. The students in LA-Cohort B were so dissatisfied with their studio they 

did not use it—they did not see any value it the space. 

Current Studio Descriptors  

Words carry weight—“horrid” is more severe than “bad”. Adjectives in particular 

evoke strong imagery. How would you describe yourself to others? Joyful or pleasant? 

Realistic or pessimistic? Average-looking or beautiful? Space can be soaring or 

intimate, industrial or refined. Students, instructors, and unit heads were asked to think 

of five adjectives or short phrases to describe their current studio spaces. These 

descriptors quickly communicate the overall nature and character of their studio. 

Figures 4-14 and 4-15 illustrate the descriptors of students’ with a frequency count of 

three or higher. A quick glance at the figures shows that interior design students 

described their spaces in more positive terms than their peers in landscape architecture.  

Students primarily described the characteristics of the physical space, using words 

such as: “bright” (ƒ = 11), “cluttered” (ƒ = 15, ƒ = 4), “large” (ƒ = 4, ƒ = 7), and 

“outdated” (ƒ = 14). Students cannot control whether their space is bright, larger, or 



 

97 

outdated; however if a space is cluttered, they can certainly tidy it up. A recurring finding 

throughout the study has been students’ reluctance to take charge of their environment. 

For instance, students from both disciplines used words like: “cluttered”, “messy”, 

“disorganized”, and “dirty”. If they can alter these qualities, then why don’t they? The 

Graduate Teaching Assistant for ID-Cohort B commented: “You don’t feel like you are in 

a professional studio. You are in a disaster…but that’s not the administration’s fault. The 

administration was able to provide us with much nicer desks now than we use to have. 

But the rest of it is up to the students.” 

While most descriptors provided by students focused on the physical space, a few 

responses focused on the culture of the studio environment with interior design students 

calling their studio “collaborative” (ƒ = 3) and landscape architecture students describing 

theirs as having a “sense of community” (ƒ = 6). Conversely, the majority of faculty 

described the culture of their studios as opposed to the physical characteristics of the 

space, using such descriptors as: “collaborative”, “interactive”, and “politely judgmental”. 

When they did describe the spaces, they used words similar to their students: “bright”, 

“cluttered”, “dirty”, “flexible”, “fragmented”, “inappropriate”, and “not precious”. Other 

descriptors mentioned by faculty focused on the students themselves: “creative”, 

“dedicated”, and “independent”.  

Summary 

The previous section has established that the interior design students appear to be 

more satisfied with their studio spaces than the landscape architecture students, finding 

them comfortable with good access to technology resources. The instructors of LA-

Cohort A as well as the students enjoy the shared space in the center of their studio, 

finding it flexible enough for many functions including lectures, presentations, critiques,  
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Figure 4-14.  Descriptors of studio with frequency counts of three or higher from interior design students. 

 
Figure 4-15.  Descriptors of studio with frequency counts of three or higher from landscape architecture students. 
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computer work, and general socializing. LA-Cohort B strongly dislike their studio space 

finding it lacking technology, flexibility, and comfort. Indeed, those three factors are 

beginning to appear as key drivers of user satisfaction. Furthermore, it is also becoming 

apparent that the students are not taking responsibility of their space. They dislike 

features of their environment that they actually have control over. Collectively, the 

findings of this research question inform three of the four conceptual framework 

dimensions for this study (Figure 4-16). The implications of these findings on the 

patterns of design studio culture will be discussed in the following chapter. 

 
Figure 4-16.  Summarized findings for research question two. 
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Analyzing the Design Process 

What are the learning activities associated with the design process and how 
well do the studio spaces accommodate those activities? 

As described in the literature review, the design studio is not simply a classroom, 

workshop, or workplace—it is all of these and more. It is specifically a space for the 

learning and teaching of design. This section looks at the specific behaviors associated 

with the design process, which involves imaging, presenting, and testing (Zeisel, 2006). 

The imaging phase is the simply the act of conceptualizing a solution to a problem—in 

other words, brainstorming. The presenting phase involves the designer creating a 

physical representation of his or her solution developed during the imaging phase. 

During the testing phase, the designer’s solution is critically reviewed for effectiveness 

and appropriateness. This process is cyclical in nature with the designer reverting back 

to the imaging phase to address issues brought up in the testing phase.  

In both design studio cultures, the overall structure of a project is similar; starting 

with initial concept development, leading to design development with a mid-point review, 

and culminating with a final design presentation, which is often juried by faculty, clients, 

and experts. These activities associated with a project’s structure can be conceptually 

aligned with Zeisel’s phases of the design process (Table 4-8). This example is an 

oversimplified view of the design process; in fact, a simple napkin sketch used to 

communicate the most basic idea is aligned with the presenting phase. In other words, 

the process is organic and continually in motion, regardless of formalized project 

milestones. Nevertheless, it is a valuable means to tangibly conceptualize the design 

process. The following sections identify the activities associated with the design 



 

101 

process, with a focus on the specific qualities of the studio environment that serve as 

opportunities and/or barriers to the studio users. 

Table 4-8.  Activities associated with the phases of the design process. 

Design Phases Project Activities 

Imaging Concept Development 
     Programming 
     Pre-Design Research 
     Schematic Diagrams 

Presenting Design Development 
     Drawing 
     Rendering 
     Modeling 

Testing Reviews 
     Desk Crits 
     Midpoint Critique 
     Final Presentation & Juried Critique 

 
The Imaging Phase 

The imaging phase of the design process is the most difficult of the three phases 

to investigate because it produces nothing tangible to study. Indeed, by definition the 

imaging phase is a cognitive exercise—it is simply the act of thinking about a solution to 

a problem. Therefore, to address this activity, students identified the places that they 

like to work during the initial concept development phase of a project. 

Some students preferred working in the design studio to brainstorm because they 

had access to their design materials, had space to spread out, and could isolate 

themselves from distractions. It was mentioned, however, that if too many people are in 

studio for this process, the space becomes too distracting. This was due to the fact that 

students reported needing opportunities for concentration and introspection. 

Additionally, students expressed an innate need to be inspired; however, they did not 

find their studios to be inspiring: “For me, the ideation stage is hard to do in studio. I 

actually need to be outside of here to do it.” In fact, the majority of students reported 
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needing to be somewhere other than studio because they found the environment 

distracting, stressful, and uninspiring.  

Instead of deliberately searching for inspiration, some students let inspiration find 

them. This occurred by casually perusing magazines, books, and the internet for images 

that sparked their curiosity. Students reported wandering around their studio, the 

Architecture Building, and the university campus for inspiration from unexpected 

sources. The outdoors naturally served as a great source of inspiration for landscape 

architecture students.  

Whether working in studio or elsewhere, students primarily sought inspiration 

alone. Some looked within while others literally looked around. Some students needed 

such solitude that they were only able to find inspiration while showering, trying to fall 

asleep, and yes, while dreaming. Each student’s process is as unique and individual as 

they are. Because of the idiosyncratic nature of the imaging phase, the studio will likely 

be unable to accommodate every student’s needs; however, creativity can be 

encouraged through inspirational and engaging environments. 

The Presenting Phase 

The presenting phase of the design process is characterized by physically 

representing the ideas that was developed during the imaging phase. This is 

traditionally achieved thorough drawing, rendering, and modeling. In many instances, 

the presenting phase is what many people typically regard as “design”: an open room 

featuring rows of tables, with students hunched over models and drafting boards. This is 

still the case in studio, especially in the earlier stages of design education. Students 

literally need to get the feel of what it means to design; they need to be able to 

physically form space. Once students have developed the foundations of design, they 
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are often allowed to use computers to digitally complete their projects. All cohorts 

reported that once they passed selective admissions, they were allowed to choose the 

method of design communication they are comfortable with, yet they also needed to 

consider that that some studio instructors had a preference for traditional media over 

digital, or vice versa. Their final decision to complete a project by hand or on the 

computer was typically tailored to the instructor’s preferences. 

When designs are presented through traditional means such hand drawings and 

physical models, students tend to work from studio because the large size of the 

materials makes transporting them difficult. The introduction of portable computers and 

digital media frees up the need for large drafting desks. For example, an interior design 

student stated: “When we switched to working on computers, we could work anywhere.” 

Students also reported working in computer labs because they personally lacked the 

necessary computer programs and/or their computers were not powerful enough to 

handle the digital modeling. While students liked that the computer lab was a resource 

available to them, they did not like the isolation of working in there. The idea of not 

being a solitary worker was a recurrent theme: “It feels less like work because everyone 

is in it together—you aren’t alone.” 

Additionally, all students reported working in at least one group or team project in 

studio. Taken together, students were more inclined to work from home for individual 

and digital projects, and more inclined to work in studio for team projects and hand 

drawing, rendering, and modeling. Regardless of project parameters, there are 

invariably students who prefer to work exclusively outside of the studio, most often in 

their homes: “I need to focus so home provides the quite time.” While there will be those 
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who prefer the opposite: “Personally I like to come to studio because at home, there are 

just too many distractions. It’s motivating seeing other people work.” The social 

dimension of working in studio cannot be ignored as seen in the opportunities and 

barriers to working in studio (Table 4-9). 

Table 4-9.  Opportunities and barriers to working in studio. 

Opportunities Barriers 

Separation of work and home 
Peer feedback 
Friendships 
Natural lighting 
Other environments distracting 
The space to draw and render by hand 

Computer allows one to work at home 
Undiffused fluorescent lighting 
Easier to stay at home if there already  
If few classmates work in class, there is 

less incentive to come into studio 

 
Group projects present their own constraints. For instance, there was an 

expressed need for acoustically private breakout spaces that could be used for group 

projects or quiet work. Furthermore, all cohorts stated there was a lack of work surfaces 

and seating for group work. This was especially the case for ID-Cohort A as groups 

were observed meeting on the floor because there was otherwise not enough work 

surfaces to spread papers out. Finally, students expressed frustration with the upkeep 

of the few shared work surfaces. Specifically, students had used public tables for private 

activities, and left their materials on them preventing others from using the tables 

(Figure 4-17). While students cannot buy more work surfaces or build breakout spaces 

in their studio, they can control their existing workspaces. Why then do students not 

respect the public collaborative spaces in studio? Conversely, why do students not hold 

their classmates accountable for their actions?  

For the presenting phase of the design process, students ultimately need a place 

to create their projects. These projects can be completed by hand, or on a computer. 

Desks need to be large enough to accommodate drafting boards yet adaptable enough 
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for computer use. Similarly, input and output devices are needed in studio to get ideas 

into and out of computers. Multiple and flexible spaces are needed to support individual 

as well as collaborative work styles so that all users of the space are comfortable. 

Indeed, comfort and convenience appear to be the overriding factors influencing a 

student’s decision to work in studio or at home to complete their projects. It is important 

to note, however, that the single greatest advantage of the design studio appeared to be 

the fact that students had a desk and a space at all. From a practical standpoint, having 

a personal desk allowed students to leave their work without having to pack up at the 

end of the day.  

 
 
Figure 4-17.  Collaboration tables left with cutting boards and paper scraps after use. 

The Testing Phase 

The previously discussed phases of the design process focused primarily on the 

needs of the students as they conceptualize solutions to design problems and then 
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communicate those solutions through drawings, renderings, and models. The studio 

instructor, as well as outside critics and classmates, enter the design process during the 

testing phase when he or she provides critical feedback on a student’s design solution. 

These reviews can be formal or casual, individual or collective. They occur both in and 

out of the studio, with formal critiques regularly featuring outside jurors. It should be 

noted that since the testing phase involves outside appraisals, the activities associated 

with it occur almost exclusively during regularly scheduled class time. The following 

section identifies the activities associated with the testing phase of the design process, 

with a focus on the specific qualities of the studio environment that serve as 

opportunities and/or barriers to the studio users. 

Instructors valued flexibility in studios because every day is different—some 

projects might require the instructor to lecture a great deal, whereas other class periods 

might be heavy on desk crits. Similarly, students like to sit together for group work, 

which means they need to be able to reconfigure their space around the project 

parameters. Instructors also valued having the convenience of projectors installed in 

their space because they could lecture at a moment’s notice. Interior design instructors 

were happy with the newly introduced tablet computers because they provided new 

ways of critiquing digital work. Even though the tablet computers are a welcome tool, 

most interior design studio instructors were frustrated that they weren’t trained how to 

use them, therefore they weren’t able to harness their full potential. The instructors of 

LA-Cohort A were quite happy with their open communal space in the center of the 

studio as it does indeed allow for a permanent and dedicated presentation space.  
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Critiques are a cornerstone of design studio culture, emotional validation to 

students, and offer a checkpoint for overall class progress for instructors. First, students 

want their entire class to be able to display their work at the same time—the few critique 

spaces at the University of Florida that are large enough to accommodate an entire 

studio’s projects at once are so awkwardly and inadequate that one cannot view the 

breadth of student work in one view. Additionally, students liked spaces with natural 

light and views to the exterior. They also wished the critique spaces could be more 

accessible and visible to outsiders: “There should be more exposure not just to the 

College, but to all of UF. It would only increase the status of our programs here.”  

Mid-point critiques and final presentations in particular are an influential part of the 

studio experience for students. These moments where their work receives constructive 

criticism serves as a point of validation that they are doing the right thing. The Gallery in 

the Architecture Building was seen as the most prestigious place to hold a critique, 

however it was rarely available because the School of Architecture regularly booked the 

space. Students across all four cohorts were frustrated and resentful that critiques did 

not occur in the Gallery more regularly. One interior design student stated: “[The School 

of] Architecture has the Gallery every week of the year and we are forced to pin-up in a 

hallway.” Similarly, a landscape architecture student reflected on presenting in the 

Gallery in a lower-division studio, “I liked presenting in the Gallery because people can 

see you and it makes it [the critique] feel more special. More important.”  

Faculty members also had strong opinions on their favorite critique spaces, and 

interestingly the traits that they valued in a critique space were identical to the traits that 

students desired. They liked spaces that were large enough to view an entire classes’ 
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projects at once, they liked outsiders to be able to view their student’s work, and they 

liked spaces that were full of natural light with views to the outside. As indicated in the 

prior research question, unit heads saw critiques as an opportunity to reach out to the 

community, as well as build relationships with practicing professionals by asking well-

respected designers to serve as jurors for final presentations.  

In general, faculty did not like holding critiques in their studios due to the lack of 

pinnable surfaces. Furthermore, they did not like any of the critique spaces in the 

Architecture Building. While students liked the prestige associated with the Gallery, 

instructors found a lot to be desired: “The gallery space is a hodge-podge and awkward 

space. It’s not good for pin-ups, presentations, and so forth.” 

The only critique space that the students and faculty all reported liking on campus 

was a glass-enclosed bridge connecting the Architecture and Fine Arts Library to its 

neighboring building (Figure 4-18). In fact, of the spaces on campus available for 

critiques, it possessed the highest amount of desired spatial qualities mentioned by all 

users. As one landscape architecture student stated: “The bridge was a great space. It 

wasn’t noisy. It was well lit because it’s glass. You could see around so it allowed your 

eyes to rest. I really liked it.”  

It is definitely worth noting that the testing phase includes any moment of 

appraisal, not only critiques. A designer reflecting on his or her work, or asking another 

for feedback also serves as part of the testing activity. Students saw the opportunities 

afforded by working in the design studio a valuable part of the process: “You can turn to 

people if you get stuck, but if you are at home, you are just stuck.” Studio instructors 

and unit heads alike felt that these casual appraisals from peers were an indispensible 
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and often overlooked aspect of design education. In fact, eight out of the ten faculty 

interviewed for this study felt that the strongest designers in their programs were those 

that worked in studio because it allowed for those casual yet critical points of interaction:  

 
 
Figure 4-18.  Most frequently mentioned favorite critique space on campus. 

When someone goes off on their own, you don’t have the ability to think out 
loud. You learn a lot by doing that. I think there’s a time where you need to 
go home alone and just do production, but I think in the early process, to be 
able to really articulate your thoughts to put them out them and hear 
yourself say it and get feedback from your fellow students, I think it really 
helps the designer to hear what he’s thinking and be able to get input. (UF 
instructor, personal communication) 

It appears that faculty and department chairs need their studio to serve two distinct 

but not necessarily mutually exclusive functions. They need their studios to act like a 

traditional university classroom with presentation capabilities such as a projector, 

computer, light controls, and a way to sketch concepts for everyone to see. They need 

their studios to easily facilitate both formal and informal critiques by having abundant 
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pinnable surfaces, natural light, and views. For both functions, it was extremely 

important to have a space large enough to fully engage the entire class. Not only is it 

more convenient, but also it builds a stronger sense of community. 

Summary 

This section reviewed the ways in which the studio space directly facilities 

activities associated with the imaging, presenting, and testing phases of the design 

process. Because of the idiosyncratic nature of the imaging phase, the studio will likely 

be unable to accommodate every student’s needs; however, creativity can be 

encouraged through inspirational and engaging environments. The presenting phase 

can be thought of as the production of ideas through drawing, rendering, and modeling; 

therefore students ultimately need a place to create their projects. Studios should be 

comfortable and convenient to encourage students to work there. The testing phase 

was typified by the studio instructor’s ability to teach in the space including conducting 

informal and formal critiques. Instructors desired flexibility in the layout of the studio 

space as well as methods to easily lecture through integrated computers and projectors. 

There was also a strong desire to be able to demonstrate ideas through drawing. The 

favorite critique spaces of students and faculty were light-filled with views to allow for 

visual breaks. Also, there was a strong desire to have a space large enough to 

accommodate every project at once to capture the whole experience of the cohort. This 

section has reviewed with ways in which studios facilitate the activities associated with 

the design process. Collectively, the findings of this research question inform two of the 

four conceptual framework dimensions for this study (Figure 4-19). The implications of 

these findings on the patterns of design studio culture will be discussed in the following 

chapter. 
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Figure 4-19.  Summarized findings for research question three. 

Ideal Environment 

How do students, instructors and unit heads envision the ideal studio and 
how much do their ideals differ from existing conditions? 

The previous sections of this chapter reviewed interior design and landscape 

architecture student and faculty perceptions of existing studio spaces at the University 

of Florida. This section shifts the focus by describing how the participants of the study 

envision their ideal design studios environments. The first section reviews the physical 

features of the ideal design studio while the second section looks specifically at the 

socio-cultural climate.   
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Physical Features of Ideal Design Studio 

Tables 4-10 and 4-11 summarize the adjectives or short phrases interior design 

and landscape architecture students use to describe their ideal studio spaces. Interior 

design students listed a wider range of descriptors than landscape architecture 

students. This could possibly be attributed to the fact that as interior designers, they are 

conditioned to speak in nuanced terms about interior environments. The three most 

frequently mentioned ideal studio descriptors by interior design students were multi-

functional (ƒ = 17, 8.3%), contains storage (ƒ = 16, 7.8%), and aesthetically appealing 

(ƒ = 13, 6.3%). The three most frequently mentioned ideal studio descriptors by 

landscape architecture students were multi-functional (ƒ = 28, 14.1%), spacious (ƒ = 18, 

9.0%), and supports technology (ƒ = 18, 9.0%). Several of these most frequently 

mentioned ideal design studio descriptors were also the most frequently mentioned 

features that students disliked in their existing design studios, namely: aesthetics, 

amount of space, lighting, storage, and technology. 

Table 4-10.  Ideal studio descriptors from interior design students (n = 41). 

 ƒ %   ƒ % 

Multi-Functional 17 8.3  Inviting 5 2.4 

Storage 16 7.8  Stimulating 5 2.4 

Aesthetically Appealing 13 6.3  Efficient 4 2.0 

Clean 11 5.4  Good acoustics 4 2.0 

Organized 11 5.4  Light-filled 4 2.0 

Professional 11 5.4  Engaging 3 1.5 

Well-lit 11 5.4  Warm 3 1.5 

Flexible 10 4.9  Learning Lab 2 1.0 

Adjustable lighting / temp 9 4.4  Modern 2 1.0 

Collaborative 8 3.9  Secure 2 1.0 

Comfortable 8 3.9  Well-maintained 2 1.0 

Supports technology 8 3.9  Accessible 24/7 1 0.5 

Personalized 7 3.4  Friendly 1 0.5 

Spacious 7 3.4  Home-like 1 0.5 

Inspiring 6 2.9  Views 1 0.5 

Open 6 2.9  Welcoming 1 0.5 

Individual Workspace 5 2.4     
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Table 4-11.  Ideal studio descriptors from landscape architecture students (n = 44). 

 ƒ %   ƒ % 

Multi-Functional 28 14.1  Adjustable lighting / temp 4 2.0 
Spacious 18 9.0  Community 4 2.0 
Supports technology 18 9.0  Inviting 4 2.0 
Clean 17 8.5  Storage 4 2.0 
Comfortable 17 8.5  Accessible 24/7 3 1.5 
Light-filled 15 7.5  Secure 3 1.5 
Open 10 5.0  Good acoustics 2 1.0 
Views 8 4.0  Home-like 2 1.0 
Aesthetically Appealing 7 3.5  Stimulating 2 1.0 
Individual Workspace 7 3.5  Collaborative 1 0.5 
Modern 6 3.0  Efficient 1 0.5 
Well-lit 6 3.0  Inspiring 1 0.5 
Creative 5 2.5  Learning Lab 1 0.5 
Ergonomic 5 2.5  Missing 21 10.6 

 
Students, faculty, and department chairs envisioned their ideal studios serving 

multiple functions. Each user group expressed a desire for a kitchenette to limit students 

bringing refrigerators into the space, as well as providing a “watering hole” opportunity 

for casual interactions. They also desired dedicated presentation and collaboration 

spaces. Faculty in both departments wanted a learning lab where students could 

practice their craft in real life. An interior design studio instructor wished students had 

access to a kit of systems furniture components so they could understand how it was 

constructed, while a landscape architecture studio instructor wished students had a 

small plot of land for each student to plant and maintain as a way of expressing their 

personality while learning the growth-cycle of plants. Table 4-12 summarizes the 

various space types desired by the stakeholder groups in both design studio cultures. 

Some of these desired space types can be found within the design studios 

studied. For example, the studio space of LA-Cohort A has a kitchenette, which 

included a microwave and a full-size refrigerator. Physical observations showed that this 

limited the amount of household appliances brought in by students, especially in 
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comparison to the studio of ID-Cohort A where small refrigerators, microwaves, and 

coffee makers were found distributed throughout space, tucked away in corners and 

under desks. Additionally, while none of the studios had an official lounge, two did have 

sofas (Figure 4-20) that were heavily used: “Everyone sleeps on the couch!” 

Table 4-12.  Space types desired in ideal design studio by discipline. 

Interior design stakeholders Landscape architecture stakeholders 

Breakout space 
Collaboration space 
Decompression space 
Fitness/recreation area 
Kitchenette 
Learning lab 
Loft 
Lounge 
Nap room 
Plot room 
Presentation space 

Game room 
Kitchenette 
Presentation space 
Kitchenette 
Learning lab 
Loft 
Lounge 
Presentation space 

 

 
 
Figure 4-20.  Lounge furniture in studios.  

All students desired a space for recreation, decompression, and relaxation. 

Students in LA-Cohort A told stories of watching television shows, movies, and sports 

on their studio projector. One instructor recounted a story of the local student-run paper 

reporting that a riot had broken out in the Architecture Building, when in all actuality, 
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students had simply lit their models on fire in the atrium to blow off steam in the midst of 

finals week, noting: “The need to de-stress is a really big issue and that’s an important 

part of the studio culture.” Many of the physical features that students envisioned in their 

ideal design studio were also reported as their most liked features (if the space 

possessed them) or their most disliked features (if the space lacked them) of their 

existing design studio: aesthetically pleasing, adjustable lighting, personal workspace, 

plenty of storage, access to technology, and views to the outside.  

 Students’ ideal studio would be more home-like with comfortable finishes and 

furniture because of the amount of time they spend in studio. Some students, 

particularly in interior design, desired a space that was more professional looking: 

“Having a clean and nice environment has a strong influence on my view of the work I’m 

doing.” Other students disagreed, wanting a space that was somewhat professional 

looking, but not entirely office-like because, “We’re still in school”. There was a similar 

rift reflected through faculty interviews with some wanting a professional-looking space, 

“I think for upper division, yes. I think it helps, particularly like with the seniors I teach 

this semester, they’re transitioning to the work world.” Others envisioned a space where 

“creative messiness” was encouraged, a space that was decidedly “not pristine” and 

“less than precious”:  

It’s not a precious space by any means. It’s a workshop and you know I 
think that’s good to a point because you don’t want the students to be so 
concerned about maintaining the precious quality of the space, that they are 
inhibited in their creative explorations. But at the same time, we are training 
professional designers and yet they aren’t really in spaces that are of great 
quality. (UF instructor, personal communication) 

On the other hand, some faculty wanted a space that was somewhat professional 

looking, but not entirely office-like: “Sterility does not equate to professional and a lot of 
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the so-called professional studios I have seen around the country are very sterile.” As 

you can see, user preferences on the image of their ideal studio are varied and complex 

as they communicate the cultural values of each design studio culture. 

Socio-Cultural Climate of Ideal Design Studio 

Participants from all stakeholder groups expressed a desire to capitalize on their 

placement within an interdisciplinary college by incorporating other academic units into 

their projects. An interior design studio instructor stated that:  

Cross-disciplinary interaction is lacking. It’s a challenge because I think 
there are a lot of barriers between the programs, but if we were to do it, I 
think we would need a week of team-building exercises to establish why we 
are doing it and what is my contribution to the team? Then hash out 
responsibilities up front to truly have a dynamic that functions. (UF 
instructor, personal communication) 

Students were also enthusiastic about collaborative projects: “By sharing, we would all 

learn.” Some students stated that they would be satisfied with inter-departmental socials 

if collaborative projects were too difficult to arrange. One student discussed the 

possibility of building relationships with other academic disciplines outside of the college 

as an opportunity for increasing exposure for their program: “People may not even know 

that the University of Florida has a landscape architecture or an interior design 

program.” Another student interjected: “Not that many students make stuff that you can 

look at—that you would want to look at. We do!” Indeed, one department chair 

specifically mentioned the need for connecting to the larger world: “One thing that I 

admire about our current faculty is the ability to connect to larger constituency groups, 

which sometimes brings the critique into the community.” 
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In addition to connecting to larger groups and academic units, faculty also saw 

their ideal studio as being more cohesive and collaborative across cohorts in their own 

discipline. This interior design studio instructor stated: 

You know, there’s not a lot of interactions—not near enough—around here 
between the 2nd year interior design students and the 3rd year. I 
encourage all of the freshmen I teach in the history class to participate in 
events. I tell them, “This is where you are going to be in three years. These 
are people you need to know and you can ask them questions about pin-up 
or whatever.” It’s more intimidating to walk into their studio if you don’t know 
them. (UF instructor, personal communication) 

Students learn much from each other as they do from their faculty. Breaking down 

physical and organizational barriers to create opportunities for interaction is critical to 

create a stronger sense of community in the studio culture of the department.  

Summary 

The previous section reviewed the ways that the students, faculty, and 

administration envisioned the ideal studio. Both groups of students envisioned this 

space as being multi-functional, having storage, aesthetically appealing, spacious, and 

supporting technology. The ideal studio would incorporate dedicated presentation areas 

and collaborative zones. A kitchenette would also be included with areas to relax and 

socialize. There was a desire to balance the image of the studio between being 

professional, while not being so office-like that it discouraged creative exploration. Both 

departments saw an ideal studio where interdisciplinary connections were 

commonplace and their own academic units were engaged across all cohorts. 

Collectively, the findings of this research question inform three of the four conceptual 

framework dimensions for this study (Figure 4-21). The implications of these findings on 

the patterns of design studio culture will be discussed in the following chapter. 
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Figure 4-21.  Summarized findings for research question four. 
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CHAPTER 5 
CONCLUSIONS 

Designs for design schools should go beyond satisfying the standard 
expectations and criteria for performance—health; safety; security; 
functionality; workflow; efficiency; as well as social, psychological, and 
cultural performance—to serve as role models for the students aspiring to 
become design professionals, and the community at large.  

—Jack L. Nasar, Wolfgang F. E. Preiser, & Thomas Fisher,  
Designing for Designers 

The design studio is unique in the university system—it is a space, a place, a time 

of day, a state of mind—it is a culture. The design studio represents the epicenter 

around which the lives of architecture, interior design, and landscape architecture 

students revolve. Before the introduction of design-based technology operated on 

laptop computers, students had more incentives to work in the design studio; however, 

now they can work on their projects anywhere they choose—sometimes in the studio 

and sometimes elsewhere. Their propensity to work wherever they are comfortable is a 

reflection of their generational cohort’s work preferences as outlined in the literature 

review (Alsop, 2008; The Economist, 2008). If design students can now work anywhere, 

are studios still an integral part of design education? 

The findings of this study showed that, in general, students seem to like working in 

the design studio. Furthermore, they really enjoyed having a space on campus to call 

their own. They realize that their peers outside design majors must haul their belongings 

with them from class to class throughout the day (and evening). Yet, the convenience of 

having dedicated studio spaces does not guarantee that students will use it if it does not 

meet their needs.  For example, a particular group of landscape students who were 

assigned to a subterranean space away from their department’s primary studios were 
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so dissatisfied with their space that they did not use it and worked individually from 

home, or met with their groups at alternate locations.  

Vacating the design studio for off-site locations is a less-than-ideal scenario.  From 

the faculty perspective, students who worked in the studio simply produced the best 

designs. An interior design instructor maintained: “I have always found that those 

students that work in studio and are able to collaborate with other people, usually create 

more dynamic projects.” This finding supports the research of Schön (1985) and Dutton 

(1987) who both state that it is essential for students to learn from each other. If 

students do not have the shared experience of working in a design studio, then they 

miss out on many learning opportunities. Ultimately, students cannot be forced to work 

in studio, but there is clear value to doing so. In this age where students can work 

wherever they like, the design studio should possess key physical and social 

dimensions to give students a reason to want to work there.  

This chapter discusses the physical and social environment of the ideal design 

studio based on the findings of this study. The conceptual framework for design studio 

culture organizes this discussion in relation to supporting literature. Further the present 

chapter includes a postscript to the study that highlights changes to the studios that 

have occurred since the data were collected in the spring of 2010. Finally, the chapter 

concludes with an interpretation of the evolving studio changes as well as 

recommendations for further research. 

The Ideal Design Studio 

Each research question from the preceding chapter concluded with a summary of 

its key findings presented within the conceptual framework for design studio culture 

(Figures 4-4, 4-16, 4-18, and 4-20). A summary of findings (Figure 5-1) shows that a  
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Figure 5-1.  Summarized findings for comparative case study. 
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variety of functions occur in the spaces, indicating that the ideal design studio will need 

to meet a multitude of needs that are at times contradictory. Perhaps this should not be 

surprising, given the myriad educational standards guiding the disciplines of 

architecture, interior design, and landscape architecture (NAAB, 2009; CIDA, 2011; and 

LAAB, 2010). This section reviews the ideal design studio within each dimension of this 

study’s conceptual framework in relationship the supporting literature.  

Socio-Organizational Climate 

The findings for this dimension of design studio culture suggest that instructors 

should shape their curriculum to mediate negative competition within the cohort. 

Furthermore, technological resources cannot be fully utilized if students and faculty are 

not properly trained to use them. Students and faculty alike in interior design and 

landscape architecture desired greater interaction between cohorts in their programs 

and with other allied disciplines in the College. Students, in particular, wished for greater 

collaboration and outreach opportunities within the larger university community. 

While competition is an intrinsic part of design studio culture, unit heads and studio 

instructors have the power to help mediate unhealthy competition within student groups 

through policy. For example, one interior design instructor instituted “process walls” 

whereby teams were assigned an area in the studio for the duration of the project to 

display their concept sketches, inspiration images, and possible material and furniture 

selections. The purpose of the process walls was to facilitate the sharing of ideas and 

promote a more positive form of competition. From his perspective, this teaching 

approach seemed to be effective: “I think you want people to be inspired by your ideas 

and then take them to another level.” Dutton (1987) and Schön (1985) posit that if 

students hide and protect their ideas, then they lose the ability to learn from each other 
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Therefore, classroom policies like process walls could help students to develop a 

stronger design sense while also mediating negative competition. Furthermore, that 

instructor indicated that the class he required to use process walls appeared to be the 

most cohesive cohort that he had taught. While admittedly anecdotal, these findings 

suggest that an environment with policies that positively channel competition may 

produce a more cohesive cohort and hopefully results in a stronger process and 

product.  

Students desire the latest and greatest technological resources because they 

expect that employers will be looking for candidates with cutting-edge computer skills. 

The findings show that simply having access to new technology does not guarantee a 

positive result. For instance, the interior design students and instructors had newly 

acquired digital sketch tablet computers, but did not know how to best leverage this 

technology for their needs. This finding supports the research of Meneely and Danko 

(2007) and suggests that the introduction of new technology must be thoughtfully 

incorporated into the curriculum. As one studio instructor stated: “You spend so much 

time trying to get comfortable with the technology...it’s just easier to take the pencil and 

just draw.”  

Students and faculty across both design studio cultures desired greater interaction 

within their own disciplines as well as with other sister disciplines. While one instructor 

persuaded his freshman design students to get involved in student groups within the 

college as a way to meet upperclassmen, students can only do such much through 

extracurricular activities. This landscape architecture student in particular saw the 

importance of having social interaction across cohorts as being integral to his learning 
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experience: “I’ve been trying to work with the Dean to see if we can get a living-

laboratory set up where we can come together as a discipline, all levels, and work on a 

specific project each year.” The idea of building and sustaining a sense of community 

not only with specific programs but across majors was a recurrent theme throughout this 

study and impacts all aspects of the studio culture. 

While users seem to be asking for more social interaction within their disciplines 

as well as with others, it is a difficult goal to achieve given the existing conditions of their 

spaces. It was discussed in the methodology that the building’s studios were designed 

as separated insular spaces with controlled access. A student can therefore only access 

his or her own assigned studio space—opportunities to wander through studios and 

discover what others are working on are lost given justifiable security concerns. The 

research of Wineman, Kabo, and Davis (2008) demonstrated that casual social 

interactions, particularly with individuals outside of one’s immediate cohort, leads to idea 

sharing and achievement. The easiest way to achieve this goal is to collocate all of the 

studios within a discipline and remove as many physical barriers as possible. Students 

from different cohorts would then be able to wander between the connected spaces. 

Additionally, if support spaces such as communal social areas, food service, and 

restrooms are distributed throughout the building, then occupants will naturally cross 

paths to get from one space to another. 

In summary, the aforementioned findings focused on aspects of the social learning 

environment.  Namely, this dimension of studio should: encourage idea sharing to 

mediate unhealthy competition; leverage technology as an educational tool for teaching 

and learning; and integrate cross-cohort collaboration into the curriculum to fortify a 
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sense of community. Further, the physical learning environment of the ideal design 

studio should be visible and accessible to curious “outsiders” to encourage cross-

disciplinary and cross-cohort interaction as a means to encourage idea sharing as well 

as cross-disciplinary interaction. 

Personal Characteristics of Design Students 

The academic experience for design students is defined by the cohort that they will 

spend at least 1000 hours with over a minimum of four years. These bonds are different 

than friendships. In many ways, a studio cohort might be compared to a secret society, 

and only those individuals who have passed initiation—also known as selective 

admissions into upper division—can fully understand what it means to be a part of it. 

One instructor appropriately described the lower-division preparatory classes for 

selective admissions as “boot camp.”  

Students saw competition with their peers as a necessary evil, and even went into 

studio with the expressed purpose of, in the words of one landscape architecture 

student, “snooping on your competition.” Despite this candid remark, the majority of 

students seemed more concerned with their own personal performance: “We are all 

different designers and have different outcomes. I just do my best.” Each cohort has its 

own personality based on its unique group dynamics, making any concrete 

recommendations for this dimension difficult.  

In summary, the findings for the personal characteristics of students dimension of 

design studio culture deal with both the social and the physical learning environment. 

The social learning environment of the ideal design studio should include field trips and 

other off-campus activities to remove students from the competitive studio environment. 



 

126 

The physical learning environment of the design studio is already an ideal space to 

cultivate strong interpersonal bonds between students. 

Physical Features of the Studio Setting 

The findings for this spatial dimension showed that the existing spaces did not fully 

meet user needs as outlined by the GSA Hallmarks guiding productive workplaces. By 

definition, the hallmarks describe the qualities of the ideal workplace: “To be an effective 

strategic tool for the organization and serve varying occupant needs, workplaces must 

incorporate the GSA Hallmarks of the Productive Workplace” (p. 9, 2006). This section, 

therefore, specifically discusses the hallmarks in relation to the ideal design studio. The 

GSA does not provide a relative weighting of its hallmarks; however, the findings 

suggest that students privilege certain hallmarks over others.  

For the most part, the design studios met the guidelines of the Healthfulness and 

Reliability Hallmarks. In fact, the landscape architecture students were so confident with 

the security of their spaces, that they were comfortable storing their bicycles in studio 

(Figure 5-2). The studios mostly met the guidelines of the Spatial Equity Hallmark as 

users were universally satisfied with the natural light and views afforded from their 

spaces. Acoustics were, however, a concern for all users: “I think acoustics are very 

important, not that the temperature is not, I think that’s important too, but you know, you 

can always put a jacket on even in July if the air conditioning is too high. But you can’t 

do a damn thing about the acoustics.” Interestingly, the landscape architecture students 

were nearly as satisfied with the acoustics of their space as interior design students 

were with theirs, even though the carpet flooring in the interior design studios produced 

a significantly quieter environment. There was no clear indication why landscape 
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architecture students appeared to be satisfied with their acoustics—perhaps they had a 

higher tolerance for noise, accepting it as part of the studio environment. 

 
 
Figure 5-2.  Bicycles stored in landscape architecture studios. 

The design studios partially met the guidelines of the Flexibility, Comfort, and 

Connectivity Hallmarks. Flexibility was of importance for students and faculty alike, as 

each design project is different, switching from group to individual and from digital to 

traditional media. In essence, the studios spaces are flexible: they are large open rooms 

filled with freestanding furniture. However, the overall lack of tackable surfaces limits the 

functionality of the space for critiques. Furthermore, the need for dedicated storage 

cannot be overstated. Piles of clutter limit the flexibility of the studio, while storage bins 

placed under desks become obstacles to move furniture freely. Comfort was another 

Hallmark of key importance, particularly for students who found that the cold 

temperatures and overhead glare created an overly stressful environment. The findings 

showed that students are more inclined to work from home for individual and digital 

projects because it is a more comfortable environment.  
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Connectivity is arguably the most important hallmark for students and faculty alike. 

Having input and output devices in the studio were greatly preferred because 

transporting media to and from the studio increases the possibility that it can be 

damaged. Furthermore, students did not like working in computer labs because they 

were removed from their familiar environment, their materials, and their peers. 

Regardless student preferences, instructors reported that having presentation 

equipment installed and integrated into the space was essential.  

While the GSA does not assign relative values to the hallmarks, this particular 

study found flexibility, comfort, and connectivity to be key considerations, especially for 

students. The landscape architecture students that used the subterranean studio did not 

use their space outside of scheduled class time because it specifically lacked those 

qualities. Their space was the most crowded studio of any studied, which made it 

uncomfortable and limited its flexibility. Additionally, the space contained no 

technological resources. Together, these factors relate to the Spatial Equity Hallmark: Is 

it fair that they have less space and resources than their peers? During their focus 

group, it became apparent that the students’ dissatisfaction also stemmed from 

emotional roots—they seemed to almost feel as though they were being punished. In a 

sense, their story can be seen as a reflection of the research of Vilnai-Yavetz, Rafaeli 

and Yaacov (2005). Their space did not function and was not aesthetically pleasing; 

therefore symbolically, they felt that the department did not value them.  

The design studios did not meet the guidelines of the Sense of Place Hallmark, as 

all users were dissatisfied with the aesthetics of their spaces and the message they 

communicated. At a minimum, users wanted consistent furnishings and once again, 



 

129 

ample storage for materials. Beyond uniting the overall appearance, there is no clear 

approach to fulfilling this hallmark as each design studio culture is unique. There was no 

consensus between the users as to whether studio spaces should mirror a professional 

workplace, or whether they should be “less-than-precious.” This struggle for identity 

reflects, in many ways, mirrors the tensions illustrated by Boyer and Mitgang (1996) and 

Monaghan (2001). Ultimately, the sense of place for a studio setting will be determined 

by the way that the other six hallmarks are assembled. All users did, however, seek to 

create a strong sense of place by showcasing student work. This finding supports 

Martens’s (2008) claims that including representations of the organizations’ work in its 

décor increases the users’ sense of belonging. 

In summary, the findings for the physical features of the studio naturally address 

the physical dimensions of space and form. At the broadest level, the ideal design 

studio should certainly meet the GSA Hallmarks of a Productive Workplace as 

described in their text, Innovative Workplaces: Benefits and Best Practices (2006). The 

operationalization of the hallmarks is largely dependent on the resources and 

constraints of the department in question; however, there are elements within each 

hallmark that could be applied to any design studio culture. 

To ensure that the ideal design studio meets the Spatial Equity Hallmark, 

departments must ensure that students have access to the same resources and 

comforts, including natural light and views. To ensure that the ideal design studio meets 

the Flexibility Hallmark, departments should utilize freestanding and easily 

reconfigurable furniture. Additionally, the studio space should be kept free of obstacles, 

by maximizing storage and contains surfaces to display process work and final projects. 
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To ensure that the ideal design studio meets the Comfort Hallmark, departments should 

provide ergonomic and comfortable seating for users, acoustically absorbent finish 

materials, and occupant-adjustable lighting and temperature controls. To ensure that 

the ideal design studio meets the Connectivity Hallmark, departments should provide 

input and output devices in studio, and consider deemphasizing the need for computer 

labs by providing software licenses for necessary computer programs.  To ensure that 

the ideal design studio meets the Sense of Place Hallmark, departments should utilize 

consistent furnishings to create a more cohesive image and showcase student work to 

create a sense of pride. 

Design Studio Attitudes and Behaviors 

The findings for this dimension of design studio culture suggest that multiple space 

types are needed to accommodate the activities associated with the design process. 

The imaging phase warrants a space that is inspiriting; yet the presenting phase 

warrants a space that is functional. Further complicating matters, the testing phase 

warrants a space that is large enough for students and instructors to gather and share 

concepts and critiques. Indeed, the ideal design studio should serve myriad functions, 

which presents a dilemma: can one space meet a wide range of contradictory needs?  

To support the imaging phase of the design process, students indicated that they 

needed isolation from distraction so they could focus. Due to this phase of the process, 

a space should stimulate creative thinking if it is to be effective. Yet many students did 

not use the studio for ideation as it was not seen as either a space that allowed for 

focused concentration or inspiration.  On the other hand, instructors saw value in 

opening students up to new viewpoints during the concept development phase through 

unexpected interactions with students from different cohorts and disciplines. Taken 
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together, these findings support the research of Martens (2008), Miller (2005), and 

Wineman (2008), who found that “creative” companies made their workplaces visually 

stimulating and conducive to serendipitous social connections. Many of these 

organizations went as far as to include recreational opportunities so employees could 

socialize, meet new people, and de-stress (van Meel & Vos, 2001; Beiler & Ryzik, 

2011). Students recognized that studio environment should support these social needs 

as well. 

 The design studio has historically been, and in many senses continues to be, seen 

as a workshop: it was a space to build models, draft, and occasionally create mock-ups 

of building systems (Salama, 1995). Technology has altered the way students approach 

design problems yet their spaces seem to be minimally adapted to reflect these 

changes. Landscape architecture students appeared to show a greater proclivity for 

traditional media than their interior design peers but the reason for this preference is not 

clear. It may reflect the particular cohort under study or it might be attributed to a larger 

trends.  In general, students were more inclined to work from studio for group projects 

and traditional media. Group work in particular presents a unique set of challenges for 

the design studio, as students need to be able to openly talk about their projects. A 

workshop-style studio without breakout spaces or soft finishes creates an acoustically 

undesirable environment for groups. Participants desired a studio that accommodated a 

variety of work styles including zones for collaborative and concentrative work, mirroring 

the findings of the POE conducted on an architectural firm (Shepley, et al., 2009) 

indicating that the ideal design studio should take cues from design firms. 



 

132 

Design projects demand a large time commitment from students, so much so that 

the studio becomes their home away from home. Students use it as their dining room, 

kitchen, living room, even their bedroom. Taken together, these findings suggest that it 

would be valuable to integrate more home-like features into the space such as 

kitchenettes, lounges, and possibly even a game room. These features would 

additionally increase opportunities for the serendipitous social connections desired in 

the imaging phase (Beiler & Ryzik, 2011; Martens, 2008; Miller, 2005; Wineman, et al., 

2008; and van Meel & Vos, 2001). 

It should be noted that the studios of the Architecture Building were not explicitly 

designed to support these activities. The building’s construction was completed in 1979, 

a time before laptop computers and plotters, when projects were completed by hand at 

drafting stations, using traditional media. Wood for models was cut and glued together. 

Drawings were completed with paint and solvent-based markers. In the worst-case 

scenario, a studio could create a toxic environment. Indeed, one instructor recounted 

that a colleague who had been teaching design studio for 30 years developed leukemia, 

which doctors suspected was a result of overexposure to solvents from markers: “The 

markers say they are not toxic, but that is, of course, at certain levels of exposure. But 

when you have 8 hours per-day, and 30 students all hovering over their desk, all with 

poor ventilation, the particle count is through the roof.” The prevalence of digital media 

makes the studio a more healthful environment; however, the space still attracts its fair 

share of clutter. 

The findings showed that students do not take responsibility for their space by 

often misusing common areas and generally not up keeping shared spaces. Multiple 
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factors were found to contribute to this finding. First, students reported that they 

inherited an unclean and disorganized space to begin with: “Look at that pile of crap 

over there. I have no clue whose that is, if it’s important, or if I can throw it out.” This 

creates, in the word of one unit head: “a culture of accumulation.” The environmental 

psychology phenomenon, diffusion of responsibility (Darley & Latané, 1968), is clearly 

at work in these environments considering the number of students in the studio. This 

finding also supports the research of Wilson and Kelling (1982) in that mess and clutter 

beget more mess and more clutter. There was, however, no clear explanation as to why 

students use common work surfaces for private purposes. Regardless of the reasons, 

when this happens, students do not hold their classmates responsible for their actions.  

 Studio instructors’ often present new concepts, research, and drawing techniques 

to students to inform their design projects. This requires that they can easily bring the 

cohort together in a central location and that they have access to marker boards and 

projectors. Furthermore, students need the ability to digitally present their projects using 

projectors, as well as plenty of surfaces to display drawings. Indeed, ever surface in the 

design studio should be pinnable. Participants from all user groups desired critique 

spaces with ample natural light and views to the exterior. This finding was unexpected 

as it was assumed that having spaces with views would increase possible distractions. 

One instructor commented: “It’s nice to have visual relief, to be able to look up and let 

your eyes have a view outside and let your mind wander for a moment.”  

The critique is seen as the moment of truth for students. To learn design is to 

practice design, yet as Schön (1985) illustrated how does one practice what they do not 

yet know how to do? The critique is therefore the moment of truth when students find 
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out whether their designs were successful, and where they stand in relation to their 

peers. In other words, the mysteries of the design process are revealed to students 

through the critique. An unexpected finding from the study was degree to which 

students wanted their critiques and their work seen by outsiders. Design education 

demands a lot from students, and they frequently felt isolated from their peers in other 

majors and the greater university community. The strong interpersonal bonds that 

define the cohort buffer against the pangs of isolation; however, those bonds are forged 

from the fabric of the design studio. They expressed a need to show off their work to 

others from outside the college as a means to justify the dedication that their program 

demands. Instructors and unit heads similarly wanted their students’ work to be visible 

beyond the college as a way strengthen the image of the program and build morale 

among the students. 

Students liked the gallery because it was visible to the other disciplines and was 

viewed as the most prestigious space in the building. The School of Architecture was 

able to reserve the gallery for the majority of the school year for its purposes, limiting 

the opportunities that other disciplines had to exhibit their work. Due to this, the interior 

design and landscape architecture students felt their work—and by extension their time 

and their chosen profession—were perceived as inferior to their peers in architecture. 

Taken together, students want a critique and exhibition space that is visible to the 

disciplines within the college as well as to the university because they feel it legitimizes 

their profession and validates their dedication.  

In summary, findings for the attitudes and behaviors dimension of design studio 

culture deal with both the social and the physical learning environment. The social 
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learning environment of the ideal design studio should: celebrate and venerate student 

work as a means to create a stronger sense of community; and create a system of 

accountability so that students maintain their spaces. The physical learning environment 

of the ideal design studio needs to serve many conflicting functions. For instance, the 

ideal design studio for the imaging phase should: be inspiring and engaging; and 

provide opportunities for serendipitous social interaction. The ideal design studio for the 

presenting phase should include a variety of space types including areas for: 

collaborative working; concentrative working; food storage and preparing; socializing; 

and sleeping. The ideal design studio for the testing phase should: be large enough for 

the instructor to address the entire class at once; provide instructors and students with 

presentation tools and pinnable surfaces; provide views to relieve eye strain; and be a 

showplace for students work.  

Design Recommendations 

The social and physical learning environment of the ideal design studio produces a 

multitude of contradictory needs. For instance, how can one space be a showplace for 

student work while also allowing for food storage and prep? The answer to this 

predicament might be as simple as: The studio cannot serve all the needs of all the 

users throughout the entire design process. An instructor succinctly stated: “I think that 

the studio should be part of a network of spaces. So that there is a definite studio space 

but there ought to be spaces where the students can get away from their desks and just 

chill out for a little while and talk and interact with people from not only from other years 

and other cohorts but even disciplines.” Perhaps the design studio should only be used 

for the imaging and presenting phase of the design process with certain activities of the 

testing phase such as presentations and critiques relocated to other spaces.  
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The studio should facilitate design education. All of the activities and attitudes 

described in this comparative case study directly and indirectly inform design education. 

Whether it is conceptualized as a one-size-fits-all space, or a network of spaces, all of 

the recommendations outlined below should ultimately be considered in the ideal design 

studio if it is to fully meet the needs of students, faculty, and unit heads. The social 

learning environment of the ideal design studio should (1) encourage idea sharing to 

cultivate healthy competition; (2) leverage technology as an educational tool for 

teaching and learning; (3) integrate cross-cohort collaboration into the respective design 

programs as a means to build a stronger sense of community; (4) create a system of 

accountability to encourage the students to maintain their spaces; (5) celebrate and 

venerate student design work as a means to promote pride, collegiality, and 

cohesiveness. 

Before summarizing the physical learning environment of the ideal design studio it 

must be mentioned that the studio model works: it gives students an opportunity to work 

together, share ideas, and learn from each other. This study has shown, however, that if 

the space does not meet their needs, then students will not use the studio. In order to 

encourage students to want to use the design studio for their projects, then it should 

minimally meet GSA’s Hallmarks of a Productive Workplace. How a design studio 

culture meets those will be dependent on the existing conditions of their spaces; 

however, this study did produce design recommendations in addition to the Hallmarks. 

The physical learning environment of the ideal design studio should (1) ensure that 

students have equal access to resources and comforts, including natural light and 

views; (2) provide views in critique spaces to relieve eye strain; (3) utilize freestanding 
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and easily moveable furniture; (4) ensure that the space is free of obstacles by 

maximizing storage; (5) provide users with a variety of space types, including areas for 

collaborative work, concentrative work, food storage and preparing, socializing, and 

sleeping; (6) be large enough for the instructor to centrally address the entire class at 

once; (7) provide instructors and students with presentation tools and surfaces to 

display and review student work; (8) provide ergonomic and comfortable seating 

options; (9) use acoustically absorbent finish materials; (10) provide input and output 

devices in studio; (11) consider deemphasizing the need for computer labs by providing 

software licenses for necessary computer programs; (12) utilize consistent furnishings 

to create a cohesive image; (13) showcase student work to create a sense of pride; (14) 

be visible and accessible to outsiders to encourage cross-disciplinary and cross-cohort 

interaction; (15) be inspiring and engaging; and (16) provide opportunities for 

serendipitous social interaction.  

A Postscript and Recommendations for Future Research 

Since the data were collected in the spring of 2010, several changes have 

occurred in the studios that were studied for this thesis research. First, the front solid 

walls of all of the studios in the Architecture Building were replaced with full-height 

window walls. A great percentage of the glass is frosted, with a band of clear glass at 

standing eye-height. This allows passersby to view into the spaces while bringing even 

more light into the studios. The installation of the window walls was underway when the 

data were collected, explaining the construction in one of the landscape architecture 

studios. Additionally, the mismatched furniture has been replaced with new uniform 

desks and chairs. Taken together, their space certainly looks more unified and clean in 

appearance than it did during the timeframe of the study. Presently the desks include 
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space to store large-format media, which may well reduce the prevalence of stacks of 

materials throughout the space (Figure 5-3). 

 
 
Figure 5-3.  New desks and window wall in landscape architecture studio. 

Specially, the studio of LA-Cohort A has undergone fairly drastic changes. First, 

the central collaboration and presentation zone has shifted to the far side of the space 

and one of the walls that defined that central zone has been removed to open up the 

overall studio (Figure 5-4). Second, the wall opposite of the new digital presentation 

space has been partially demolished to connect two previously separated landscape 

architecture studios. Newly installed sliding doors now provide instructors acoustical 

privacy during class time and, when opened, allow students to freely socialize with 

another group of peer from their discipline, when working outside of class time (Figure 

5-5).  
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Figure 5-4.  Changes to LA-Cohort A studio space. 
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Figure 5-5.  Sliding doors connecting landscape architecture studios. 

Interestingly, many of these changes support the spirit of the design 

recommendations arising from this study. For instance, the furniture is now more unified 

in appearance, cross-cohort socialization is now easier to achieve, and, perhaps most 

importantly, design work and process now is visible to outsiders given the glass 

storefronts. However, in the case of the renovated landscape architecture studio, the 

new space lost its central collaboration area. It would be valuable to see how the 

students and instructors have perceived these changes. For instance, do they feel they 

gained a greater sense of community? Now that students have inherited a “fresh” 

space, do they respect it more? In other words, is there still a “culture of accumulation” 

or will students hold their classmates more accountable for the upkeep of public 

spaces? 

It must be remembered that the implications of the findings are limited by the 

scope of the study.  In order to strengthen the conclusions, the study should be 

replicated across multiple cohorts and multiple disciplines over a longer duration of time. 

It would particularly be valuable to replicate the research at different universities to 
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determine which findings have the greatest universality. For instance, do institutions 

with studio environments allowing for more opportunities for social interaction create a 

stronger sense of community? Are studios that are more “comfortable” or “inspiring” 

actually used more frequently by their students? Additionally, the faculty in this study, as 

well as Dutton (1987) and Schön (1986) claim that student learning is maximized in 

design when they work on their projects in a social environment. It would be valuable to 

assess this conjecture. After all, if student performance does not significantly improve 

through the use of the design studio, then perhaps the investment in these spaces can 

be minimized.  Yet the findings of this study suggest that the physical and social 

dimensions of these spaces are quite instrumental to the teaching and learning of 

design.   

Summary 

It could be easy for students to take the design studio for granted. After their initial 

delight, the realities of project deadlines and professor expectations set in, clouding the 

vision—but one must not lose sight of the uniqueness of the design studio. It serves as 

students’ homeroom on the university campus. It is more than a homeroom though; it is 

really a second home, an office, a classroom, a workroom, and a gallery. It is a hybrid 

space. Students were regularly observed socializing, eating, napping, meeting for group 

projects, bouncing ideas of their peers, and even working on projects and assignments 

for courses in these spaces. The space becomes the hub, both in physical and social 

terms, around which life for design students revolves.
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