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STUDIO CLASSROOM PRACTICES AND CULTURE 
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Dr. Ruth Brent Tofle, Committee Chair 

 
ABSTRACT 

 
 
  Studio courses are the heart of the undergraduate interior design programs in the 

United States.  Traditionally, studio courses are offered in a physical classroom where the 

instructor and students meet together for several hours each week.  With the emergence 

of technology, few institutions are offering studio courses in a virtual environment. 

Although instructors and students interact with one another within the virtual classroom, 

they do not meet together in the same physical space. The practices within each 

environment can determine its success.  Therefore, the examination of the experience of 

both the interior design instructors and students, as well as studio classroom practices, is 

required to gain an understanding of the studio environment and culture within a physical 

learning classroom and a virtual learning classroom.  

 Guided by grounded theory methodology, data collection was triangulated with 

19 personal interviews of instructors and students familiar with both environments, 

classroom observations, and documents that pertained to the classroom. Virtual 

environments have the potential to be a productive learning space with the current 

technologies available, however, it was determined that the examined virtual interior 

design studio environment did not equate to the rich experiences, practices, or culture of 

the physical environment. Established course design, studio practices, and the use of 

collaborative technology were not implemented in the virtual studio classroom to produce 
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the teaching and experiential learning outcomes of real-time intensive studio culture.  

Specifically, the study found serious limitations in (1) Collaborative interaction among 

faculty, students, project clients, and experts, (2) Creativity associated with the fluid and 

open–ended nature of stimulation, trials and exploration in the design process, (3) 

Personal and individualized interaction in building engaged relationships and networks, 

(4) Teaching and learning expectations for iterative on-going reflection and continuing 

improvements in projects evolving in time, and (5) Investment in building studio culture 

with real-time presence and interaction among a tightly formed group of 16 or less 

colleagues to address dynamic complexities in the problem-solving design process. 
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I.  Chapter One: Introduction 
 
A.  Overview  
 

The concept of teaching students with studio instruction as the central focus of the 

curriculum is used within architecture and interior design programs (Bender, 2006). 

Learning by doing is the recommended approach. “Within the basic design studio 

environment, students are guided to transfer their abstract thoughts into visual concrete 

decisions under the supervision of design educators” (Nikanjam, 2016, p. 1565).   

All four-year interior design programs in the United States utilize both lecture and 

studio courses. Although lecture courses in design provide valuable information, the 

studio courses are the backbone of the program. “In interior design, studio often 

comprises a quarter to a third of the number of hours of the entire curriculum. This studio 

educational experience typically begins at the freshman level and continues each term 

through graduation” (Ankerson & Pable, 2008, p. 144).  

The studio classroom is known as a physical location where instructors meet with 

their students to discuss and review design projects. However, within the past 25 years, 

technology has provided another avenue, and today students can meet with their 

instructor and peers in a virtual environment. Institutions that offer the interior design 

degree online typically only provide lecture courses in a virtual environment, although a 

few institutions are offering both lecture and studio courses virtually.  

With the use of virtual studio emerging, identifying how the physical and virtual 

studio classrooms operate is important.  There is a deep tradition attributed to the 

physical studio practices, however, the use of virtual studio practices is on the cusp of 

transpiring. Using the lens of interior design educators and students, an investigation of 
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both physical and virtual studio experiences is necessary to not only further understand 

how instructors and students function in these environments, but also to determine the 

success of the environments in regards to the development of studio culture and learning 

outcomes.  

 
B.  Purpose of the Study 
 

As an online instructor for almost twelve years, people often asked me, “How do 

you teach online?” With the many institutions that offer online courses in numerous 

disciplines, the question is not as common as it once was. However, the answer to the 

question can be challenging when applied to interior design. 

In the physical studio classroom, instructors and students interact in real time in 

the same physical space. Studio courses depend on constant interaction between the 

instructor and student. “Studios (where drawing, debate, and analysis of design take 

place) are considered more of an active learning experience than a lecture-style 

classroom” (Bender & Vredevoogd, 2006, p. 115). When the studios are hosted within a 

virtual learning environment, the interactions change as instructors and students do not 

necessarily interact in real time and are not located together in a physical classroom. Only 

a few institutions have attempted to offer studio courses online. Therefore, it is important 

to expand the question and ask, “How do you teach studio courses online?” There is a 

struggle to find the best answer to the question. Not only does interior design education 

rely on concepts that are physical, tangible and measurable, the courses exist in a studio 

environment. The approach of studio courses is completely different from lecture courses 

when comparing the instructor delivery techniques and the student outcomes. 

The purpose of this study, therefore, is to examine the experience of both the 
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interior design instructors and students to gain an understanding of the studio 

environment within a physical learning classroom and a virtual learning classroom.  

 
C.  Goals of the Study 
 

 The goals of this study are to: 

1. Understand the interior design instructor experience, as well as the interior 

design student experience, of the physical studio and virtual studio 

classrooms. 

2. Identify how the physical and virtual studio classrooms operate.  

3. Discover the nature of the interaction and outcomes of the physical and virtual 

environments.    
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II. Chapter Two: Background 
  
 Unlike traditional educational programs where students learn in classrooms or 

lecture halls, art and design educational programs provide another approach. Art and 

design students gather in a studio space and learn by doing, an educational theory 

proposed by John Dewey. Dewey (1933) explained that students should be learning skills 

that are relevant and applicable, not theoretical.   

As a learning environment, the studio is the physical site for learning and 

teaching, where active interaction between students as well as with faculty takes 

place. The studio is where the enculturation of students into the profession occurs, 

and where students undergo a transformation that influences the way they related 

to the built environment, to their peers, and to their tutors. (Tumusiime, 2013, p. 

1) 

 This research investigates the physical studio, a familiar educational space, as 

well as the virtual studio, an alternative educational space that has emerged in the last 25 

years.  

A. History of the Design Studio 

In the early 1700s, wealthy Americans sent their sons to Europe for study and the 

Grand Tour. No formal education programs existed for architects in America, however, 

many men identified themselves as practitioners upon their return to the States. Many 

notable American architects, including H. H. Richardson, Charles McKim, Louis 

Sullivan, Bernard Maybeck, and Julia Morgan, attended the Ecole des Beaux-Arts 

(School of Fine Arts) in Paris, but an American program was not established until 1853 

when Richard Morris Hunt, another student of the Ecole des Beaux-Arts, founded a 
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formal program in America (Cuff, 1992). When Hunt and Richardson returned from 

Europe, they each established American ateliers (1857 and 1866 respectively), that 

eventually became known as architectural centers. “Their emphasis on art, intellect, and 

theory stood in sharp contrast to the ad hoc training in skills and construction acquired by 

less aristocratic practitioners of the time” (Cuff, 1992, p. 28). Kuhn (2001) indicates “the 

Architecture studio, an American adaption of the atelier-based training at the Ecole des 

Beaux-Arts in Learning from the Architecture Studio 19th Century Paris, offers us a 

teaching model from a design discipline in which the function and the structural, the 

social and the technical, must be successfully blended” (p. 349).   

The Arts and Crafts movement sparked interior design programs. “The earliest 

mention of an interior design school was at the Women’s Institute of Technical Design in 

New York in 1883” (May, 2017, p. 14). Although, it appears that the courses focused 

more on painting and decorating skills (May, 2017).   

Interior design formal education programs began in the late 19th and early 20th 

century. “Interior design educational programs have been traditionally situated in one of 

the following: (1) an art department in connection with art practice, (2) home economics 

schools which evolved into human ecology programs; or (3) within established 

architectural programs” (Cho & Schwarz, 2015, p. 492).  

 From the 1870s to the 1930s, there were many documented interior decoration 

programs categorized by May, the author of “Lessons in Diversity: Origins of Interior 

Decoration Education in the United States.” Categories included Universities (Home 

Economics), Universities (Architecture), Universities (Art/Fine Art), Universities 

(Teacher Colleges), Evening Schools, and Correspondence Courses. As expected, the 
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programs that closely relate to those today are Universities (Architecture) and 

Universities (Art/Fine Art). Both programs included courses such as drawing and 

drafting, design, history of architecture and furniture, color theory, and textiles (May, 

2017). The interior design programs that were aligned with architectural programs 

followed the foundation studio with lecture courses as supplemental instruction. “As 

interior decoration transitioned into interior design and educational and professional 

standards developed, some of the early diversity in training methods, such as self-

education, became obsolete or was integrated into interior design curriculums, including 

art training, apprenticeships (now internships) and the correspondence course (now 

online)” (May, 2017, p. 21). Today, programs not only focus on residential design, but 

also emphasize commercial spaces such as office, healthcare and hospitality applications. 

 Since studio courses are the heart of the interior design program; institutions 

create curriculum with the studio at the center. “Design studio is a core component in 

design education as a pedagogical approach that emphasizes student-centered learning in 

design disciplines such as interior design, architecture, and industrial design (Bunch 

1993; Chen and You 2010; Cuff 1992)” (Cho and Cho, 2014, p. 473). A small percentage 

of lecture courses are also required. “In many architectural schools, teaching is divided 

between the design studio, where the design projects are ‘tutored’ and lecture-based 

modules where the historical and technical subjects are ‘taught’” (Ghaziani, 2013, p. 2). 

For the purpose of this research, the approach of the lecture courses will not be discussed.  

B. Studio Pedagogy 

 Studio teaching allows instructors to provide students with real world design 

problems and work through the many steps to discover the most appropriate design 
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solution. In the physical studio classroom, the instructor allows the student to investigate, 

fail, and succeed all the while prodding, challenging, and guiding to the project end. 

Students within the studio model learn through practice, research, and discovery 

(McWhinnie & Peterson, 2017).  “This constructivist and open-ended approach is aligned 

with recent learning sciences research, which has found that such pedagogies are more 

effective at fostering higher-level learning outcomes” (Sawyer, p. 106, 2017).  Allowing 

students to work through problems reinforces the many skills necessary in the 

professional setting.  

As a pedagogical model, studio represents a continuum for participants from 

education to industry practice. Since “work ready” graduate attributes may be 

seen as a point of difference for professionally and vocationally oriented higher 

education institutions, it is important to reflect upon the influence of research and 

theoretical frameworks on creative outcomes, in both education and industry 

studio. It is also important to reflect upon ways in which communication, 

collaborative problem-solving, technology skills, initiative, and self-management 

can be strengthened in studio (McWhinnie & Peterson, 2017, p. 3). 

 

Within a studio environment as a learning space, collaboration and social 

interaction are supported by the physical space.  (McWhinnie & Peterson, 2017). The 

students are allowed to move about, interact with others, or collaborate during the 

informal class time.  The success of the student can be dependent on the community they 

establish.  
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Studio teaching in the physical space allows the instructors to interact with 

students and students to interact with one another frequently or spontaneously. Within the 

studio, instructors have varying approaches however, in all cases, the instructor provides 

a design project that the student must complete within a designated timeframe. The 

design problem typically includes specifics; this could include a variety of aspects 

including requirements of the project, cost, period of time/due dates, etc. The creative 

process can flourish in this type of environment.   

 Instructors complete desk critiques, students conduct oral presentations, and both 

students and instructors continue to consider multiple solutions until the best solution is 

found.  

A successful path through the creative process requires students to reflect on and 

articulate their process. Students’ intensions should be clear in the work, and 

students should be articulate about the meaning. Instructors ask to ‘Explain 

process, not just the product’ (Dabbeksm 2005, p.149) (Sawyer, 2017, p. 108). 

The interactions change week to week based on the requirements and demands of 

the project, or student.  

Good instructors are able to modify their conversational approach to match each 

student’s needs: ‘goals and content are left very open, and are assumed to emerge 

through the work of the student … it cannot be decided beforehand by anyone 

else or even the student’ (Swensson & Edstom, 2011, p. 23) (Sawyer, 2017, p. 

106). 
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Although the overall project requirements are the same for the physical studio and 

virtual studio, the pedagogical approach is different. In most cases, the instructor and the 

students are located in separate physical locations. With this, the issues of time, place and 

channels need to be reviewed (Kvan, 2001). “Most obviously, communication channels 

change. Sitting adjacent to a tutor [instructor], listening to their comments as they work, 

the students observe the acts of knowing-in-action and reflection-in-action which Schon 

identifies” (Kvan, 2001, p. 348). Instructors and students must modify their actions to 

accommodate the virtual environment, and act as if they are part of one physical space 

while using computer mediated spaces. Timing and presence are altered. 

Under certain circumstances, given the nature of the schools and classrooms as 

we have them today, it may be easier to foster the dimensions of interest, 

involvement, imagination, and interactivity through computers or other 

technologies; they do have certain advantages in this regard. Online education can 

be just as vivid, meaningful, and dynamic as face-to-face interactions in a 

classroom-or even more so. Each domain has its own unique qualities and 

advantages for this reason; to me, the question is not a matter of which is better or 

which should substitute for the other, but rather what is the distinct capability of 

each to support immersive learning experiences (Haythornthwaite & Kazmer, 

2004, p. 12-13).  

 

With one particular study, the responsibilities of the instructor and student of the 

virtual environment were identified. 
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In a Virtual Design Studio, the role of teachers and students acquire new nuances. 

This is because students’ learning does not depend so much on the dialogue 

between the two sides but on the methods and resources used to perform the 

learning activities. The teachers’ role as transmitters of knowledge (a feature of 

the conventional Design Studio) passes into the background since their main 

responsibility now is to boost the learning processes in the virtual environment. 

For example, […], teachers assumed the role of the client to reinforce distance 

relationships with students to help them identify their learning needs through a 

process of self-review (without imposing their professional beliefs) and to 

enhance students’ participation and cooperation in the differently designed 

learning activities (Masdeu, 2017, p. 13) 

  

 Students of the virtual studio learning environment must take responsibility and 

accountability for their learning with a more active role.  “Students have to learn to self-

manage their own learning, to use the right information to achieve their goals and to plan 

their study time” (Masdeu, 2017, p. 13). This occurs not only with individual work, but 

also with group or team project work. Therefore, the virtual environment must also 

support the opportunity to collaborate and interact with others. In the following two 

sections, the specifics of each learning environment, the physical and virtual, will be 

explored.  
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C. Physical Studio Learning Environment 

Al-Qawasmi (2006) indicates that the studio offers a holistic learning approach 

for the students as they can work through both aesthetics and construction. This “learning 

by doing” is essential in the interior design curriculum.   

Problem based learning models offer a number of potential advantages in a search 

for solutions of this kind: it is problem driven, not discipline driven; it encourages 

hands-on experience with due regard to the ‘critical importance of situated 

learning’ (Fincham, Georg, & Nielsen, 2005, p. 28), thereby engendering an 

interest in addressing real life problems. (Al-Qawasmi, 2006, p. 456) 

According to Kuhn (2001), the following are essential characteristics of 

architectural studio teaching: 

1. Student work is organized primarily into semester length projects, responding 

to complex and open-ended assignment. 

2. Students’ design solutions undergo multiple and rapid iterations. 

3. Critique is frequent, and occurs in both formal and informal way, from faculty, 

peers, and visiting experts. 

4. Heterogeneous issues – ranging from structural integrity to the social impact of 

 the design – are considered, often in the same conversation. 

5. Students study precedents (past designs) and are encouraged to think about the 

 big picture. 

6. Faculty help students to impose appropriate constraints on their design process 

 in order to navigate a complex and open-ended problem and find a 

 satisfactory design solution. 
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7. The appropriate use of a variety of design media over the course of the project 

 significantly supports and improves students’ insight and design (Kuhn, 

 2001, p. 351-352). 

The studio instructors, many with professional practice experience, develop the 

session long project that meets the goals, objectives, and competencies of the course. 

“Studios are typically organized around manageable projects of design, individually or 

collectively undertaken, more or less closely patterned on projects drawn from actual 

practice” (Schon, 1987, p. 43). This type of instruction allows for the students to embrace 

the design process by working through it phase-by-phase with guidance.  

 
The concept of studio-based learning refers to the active participation in solving 

specific given problems and finding the most appropriate solutions. Design 

studio, as the core of architecture education, aims to equip students with certain  

skills that are the pre-determined objectives of each design studio in the academic  

year (Nikanjam, 2016, p. 1565). 

 

Just as any instructor manages their classroom with particular techniques, each 

studio instructor maintains their own distinct approach to the studio process. 

They [instructors] have evolved their own rituals, such as master demonstrations, 

design reviews, desk crits, and design juries, all attached to a core process of 

learning by doing. And because studio instructors must try to make their 

approaches to design understandable to their students, the studio offers privileged 

access to designers; reflections on designing. It is at once a living and a traditional 

example of a reflective practicum. (Schon, 1987, p. 43) 
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Studio size is typically 14-16 students, and the group typically meets two times 

per week for three to four hours each session.  Ankerson, College of Architecture Dean at 

the University of Nebraska-Lincoln, concurs, “Studio classes may range from four to 

twelve hours per week, during which the instructor works with each learner 

independently for short periods of time (Ankerson & Pable, 2008, p. 144). Courses are 

written by each instructor and follow the course competencies and accreditation 

standards.  

The instructors ask the students to continue to refine their work; never accept the 

first solution as the most successful solution. Many times, instructors will require 

students to quickly sketch potential solutions and analyze each with a discerning eye. It is 

not uncommon for students to produce multiple solutions, partial solutions, or stop with 

unsuccessful approaches. “Design creativity almost invariably includes some degree of 

risk taking among students, and particularly in the problem-based process” (Al-Qawasmi, 

2006, p. 459).  

With this studio model, students also typically learn within a cohort program. A 

cohort is a group of students that start the program together and continue their education 

enrolling in the same courses.  

Research on cohorts (e.g. Brooks 1996; Chairs et al 2002; Lawrence 1997; Maher 

2001; Norris and Barnett 1994) reveals that successful cohorts balance the needs 

of the group with those of the individual member by fostering a sense of 

belonging, creating an environment in which mutual respect flourishes, 

supporting risk taking, providing a place for critical reflection and the 
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developments of shared understanding, and encouraging and sustaining multiple 

perspectives. (Imel, 2002, p. 24)  

 
The interior design students may have an even more intensified experience 

compared to students in other disciplines due to the number of hours spent in the physical 

studio. The project-based environment provides the space for students to create a sense of 

belonging and develop respect for varied perspectives.   

Instructors take the opportunity to gather students spontaneously during studio to 

discuss project considerations, review a technical skill, denote potential pitfalls, provide 

real world experience, or address other topics that may arise. Students also take time to 

research similar projects throughout history or within the same community to use as a 

guide or reference. Instructors present information through lectures, videos, or 

demonstrations. The students learn technical skills such as drafting (via hand or 

computer), color rendering, or creating presentation boards by directly applying them to 

the assigned project. On occasion, instructors may also create student teams. Teams may 

be required to research a design problem together and then finalize with individual 

solutions, or the teams may be engaged in the entire session and complete a project 

together. The studio is a place where students gather to engage with one another as well 

as with their instructor about the design project. Studio learning utilizes one-on-one 

communication between faculty and students, peer-to-peer interactions, Socratic methods 

of discourse, all while placing emphasis on learning by doing (Ockman, 2012). 
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Figure 1: Example of student collaboration; students gathered around student 
project. (Private Source) 
 

Studio learning also offers many critiques of the work. Throughout the session, a 

student will receive feedback or critiques from the instructor and their peers. 

Communication between the students and the instructor is a necessary component for the 

studio course to work well. “Students and instructors work jointly to develop the initial 

design ideas and appropriate design solutions by means of revising and monitoring and 

also highlighting the problematic parts of the student’s design project by the instructors” 

(Nikanjam, 2016, p. 1566). Studio interaction typically involves one student and one 

faculty member discussing a project with feedback or direction (Bender & Vredevoogd, 

2006).   

The format of a critique is as follows: 

1. Pin-up critique: There are typically two times a pin-up critique occurs: at the 

middle of the project and upon completion of the project. During the project, the 
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student literally pins up their work on the wall and their peers and instructor 

provide a critique of the work (shown in Figure 2). At the project’s end, the 

students present their work to the instructor, their peers, and jurors. During this 

formal presentation, students may be asked to explain and/or defend their decision 

making or project solutions. With the final project pin-up, the process is more 

formal as well-respected professionals and jurors are invited to attend the 

presentation to evaluate student work. “Most guest critics are not only architects, 

but architect-teachers, rarely are clients, users, engineers, planners, or neighbors 

invited, even though their evaluation of architectural projects is important to 

actual practice” (Cuff, 1992, p. 122).  

 

Figure 2: Example of pin-up critique of student work. Instructor and students 
gather around the work and discuss/critique. Student will use this information to 
revise the design. (Private Source) 
 
2. Desk critique: With the desk critique, the student receives both audio and visual 

personal direction from the instructor. “There are desk crits, given to individual 
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students at their drawing boards in studio, during which the instructor reviews the 

progress of the student’s project and the student looks for assistance with specific 

problems and future directions (Cuff, 1992, p. 122).  

With this feedback, the student continually revises work seeking the best solution. 

Schon (1983), a philosopher, “viewed the architecture studio in a relatively 

positive light, characterizing the desk crit as a dynamic conversation between 

student and instructor in which the design was made to ‘talk back’ to the 

designer” (Ockman, 2012, p. 399). The desk critique is essential to the student’s 

work and growth; using personal interaction with the instructor, the student hones 

in on the areas of concern or takes note of the project components that are 

completed well. 

The problem-based outcomes provide students with the capability to handle final 

projects that use critical thinking, reflective thinking, and creativity (Al-Qawasmi, 2006). 

Dewey maintains that, “reflective thinking, in distinction from other operations to which 

we apply the name of thought, involves (1) a state of doubt, hesitation, perplexity, mental 

difficulty, in which thinking originates, and (2) an act of searching, hunting, inquiring, to 

find materials that will resolve the doubt, settle the disposition of the complexity” 

(Dewey, 1933, p. 12). 

With this approach in the learning environment, students learn how to manage 

their time, interpret and evaluate the criticism of their work, seek successful approaches, 

and present their work in a professional atmosphere. This process mimics the 

professional life of a designer. Students also have opportunities to apply their knowledge 

to real world issues. “When someone learns a practice, he is initiated into the traditions of 
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a community of practitioners and the practice world they inhabit. He learns their 

conventions, constraints, languages, and appreciative systems, their repertoire of 

exemplars, systematic knowledge, and patterns of knowing-in-action” (Schon, 1987, p. 

36-7). 

D. Virtual Studio Learning Environment  

With the advancement of virtual learning, interior design programs are embracing 

the use of virtual classrooms for courses such as Design History or Professional Practice. 

These lecture-based courses appear to be more conducive to the virtual learning 

environment due to the compatibility of the course competencies. However, a few interior 

design programs offer studio courses via the virtual learning environment. As expected, 

there are differences from the physical studio classroom. The studio size is typically the 

same at 15-18 students. However, the virtual courses are designed as asynchronous 

therefore there are no formal meeting times as in a physical studio course.  

Cohort learning, or a group of students that start a program together and continue 

their education enrolling in the same courses, is not utilized in the virtual environment as 

students register for courses at their own pace. For example, with a lack of prerequisites, 

students may have the ability to register for courses in whatever order they desire. Also, 

part-time and full-time students are mixed into the program, so one student may complete 

the degree more quickly than another. These two factors remove the possibility of a 

cohort learning environment.  

Using the physical studio’s essential characteristics presented earlier (Kuhn, 

2001), the virtual studio attempts to mimic the physical studio. Those seven 
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characteristics used for the physical environment are interpreted/applied here within the 

virtual environment.  

1. Studio work is organized into session lengths, as complex and open-ended 

 assignments. 

2. Students are asked to compete multiple design solutions, but not necessarily in  

rapid iterations. 

3. Critiques are frequent in informal ways with instructors and other students. A  

few senior level courses provide live web conferencing presentation opportunities  

with department instructors as jurors. 

4. Heterogeneous issues are present in upper level courses. 

5. Students study the history of design and complete case studies for upper level  

courses. 

6. Instructors guide students to find the most appropriate design solutions. 

 7. A variety of design media are used within the course of the project. 

 Virtual studio instructors, many with professional practice experience like 

physical studio instructors, utilize pre-determined, session-long, real-world projects that 

meet the goals objectives, and competencies of the course. Courses are written by Subject 

Matter Experts (SMEs) that have the required education and experience pertaining to that 

particular course. The courses are written with course competencies and accreditation 

standards in mind. Courses typically are designed with written lectures, 

assignment/project instructions, tutorials for technology, reading assignments from the 

electronic textbook or other online sources, and the assignment/project rubrics with 

expected criteria and attributed points. Figure 3 displays the first page of the written 
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lecture; Figure 4 shows a detailed written lecture with a self-check activity on the right 

panel. 

 

Figure 3: Example of Human Factors course highlighting the first page lecture within the 
Week 1 online lecture 
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Figure 4: Example of Space Planning lecture with self-check interactive on the right 

panel. 

 With virtual courses, students are also provided with links to the online library, or 

online tutors (available extended hours) if the instructor cannot help or is not available. 

The tutors provide help with software or writing skills; they do not provide guidance with 

course content. In this particular course, the “red help button” is displayed at the top of 

each page in the virtual classroom (see Figure 5). Institutions display the student services 

section in different formats.  
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Figure 5: Example of online help: Students can click on the “red help button” to access 

the online tutors. 

 

Virtual studio courses are uploaded or published to a virtual classroom, providing 

all virtual studio instructors with the same course information and materials. For 

example, if there were several sections of a course offered during the same session, the 

course would be identical.  

The virtual instructor can add information to the online classroom. For example, a 

virtual instructor may add a video demonstration of color rendering, an audio screenshot 

of a project explanation, or written posts indicating how to approach an 

assignment/project, as shown in Figure 6. Or, as indicated in Figure 7, the virtual 

instructor may simply want to add a welcome note. Many times, in the last week of the 

course, the instructor will post a note regarding the last day of the course, as shown in 

Figure 8.  This helps the student manage the remainder of the time in the course.  



Running head: ANALYZING STUDIO CLASSROOM PRACTICES AND CULTURE 
 

 23 
 

 

Figure 6: A video demonstration of sketching techniques embedded into the Human 
Factors online lecture. 
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Figure 7: Example of “Welcome Announcement” added by instructor to the home or 
landing page of the virtual classroom.  
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Figure 8: Example of “Course Closing Announcement” added by instructor to the home 
or landing page of the virtual classroom. 

 

When courses are written by a SME (Subject Matter Expert), this master course 

can be facilitated by many instructors.  No information from the course can be removed 

due to course outcomes or accreditation standards that need to be met. In my experience, 

all courses have pitfalls or areas where students tend to ask multiple questions. The 

instructor can add comments, additional instructions, or examples prior to the assignment 

instructions to guide the students and reduce confusion. However, there are also instances 

when an instructor may write a course for their use only. In this case, the instructor would 

have more control over the content and assignments.   

When the design project is presented to the students, there are due dates included 

with each stage of the project. Since the instructor and student are not in the same 
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physical space, the instructor relies on the student to complete the many design solutions 

on their own, without immediate instructor input or feedback.  

 The format of the critiques are as follows: 

1. Pin-up Critique: Due to the virtual classroom format, instructors do not 

“gather” the students for pin-up critiques as mentioned in the physical studio. The 

students post their work in a non- confidential discussion thread with peers 

providing critiques via written text, audio screenshots, or audio. Strictly written 

critiques are the most common. Virtual students are required to critique the work 

of at least two peers. The instructor may provide critique instructions so that 

students understand the critique process and its purpose. The instructor will also 

include their own critique. Professionals, jurors, or others are invited to review the 

students’ work in senior level courses. Figure 9 highlights one slide during a 

student webinar presented to instructors and professionals. 
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Figure 9: Example of juror critique. One student presenting work to a panel of 
instructors via live stream audio of desktop digital presentation. (Private source) 
 

2. Desk Critique: The desk critique could be explained in the same way as the pin-

up critique. Students and instructors review the work posted and provide critiques 

via the discussion board. Technically, there is not a difference between the two as 

there was in the physical studio approach. Figure 10 shows a student submitting 

work, the faculty providing direction as well as asking questions, and the second 

response from the student. This is a typical exchange. In this example, the 

assignment is complete and the student would move on to the next assignment in 

the course. Most frequently, there are two or three assignments per week and in 

many cases revision of the work is not required; occasionally, a student will revise 

and resubmit to the original discussion post.  
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Figure 10: Example of pin-up and/or desk critique. In both cases, the critiques take place 
within the discussion board of the virtual classroom.    

 
 
 Critiques of the posted work are included with an audio screenshot, written posts 

with response, or a PDF with markups as shown in Figure 11. Students learn how to 

manage a project step-by-step, understand the criticism of their work, and learn the 

technical skills needed for professional career as a designer. However, as indicated 

earlier, students have the option of revising work; many, unfortunately do not take the 

time to do so because the next assignment of the week is due.  

 



Running head: ANALYZING STUDIO CLASSROOM PRACTICES AND CULTURE 
 

 29 
 

 
Figure 11: Example of an instructor using redlines within PDF tools to indicate areas of 
concern and areas for revision to the student.  

 
 

E. Studio Culture 

In the prior two sections, the focus was on the environment and the actions taken 

in the physical and virtual space. However, it would be remiss to overlook another 

element of the studio: studio culture. During formal studio time in the physical 

environment, the instructor is present, however time is allotted for independent work. 

When students remain beyond the formal studio time, without the presence of an 

instructor, a sense of community develops within the group of students. Informal 

interactions occur, such as one student asking another for advice, one student asking for 
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assistance with software, or even personal conversations that create friendships. Programs 

across the United States have established physical studio culture policies that encourage 

students to remain in the studio as much as possible and take advantage of the potential 

collaborations.  

Beyond dutifully reporting for studio hours (2:00pm-6:00pm MWF), students are 

encouraged to spend as much time as possible in the design studio. Studio is 

offered as a collective, open environment for the sharing of ideas and opinions 

among both faculty and students, a crucial element in the personal development of 

each member of the A.UD [Architecture & Urban Design] community. This 

world of dialogue can only be fostered through a critical mass of energy, both 

during and beyond studio hours. Students’ participation in this community is as 

crucial to the success of their colleagues as it is to their own. (Design, 2017) 

The physical studio policies also highlight the importance of collaborative 

learning. Some programs provide collaboration opportunities within the department such 

as student team projects, whereas other programs require students to work with 

community members that are not necessarily designers or architects, but are professionals 

that contribute to design projects. 

To gain the necessary knowledge and experience for students to be prepared to 

enter the design profession, collaboration with other disciplines is a necessary 

addition to design education. Students are given opportunities throughout their 

academic career to collaborate with many different fields of study including City 

and Regional Planning, Anthropology, Real Estate Development, and others. This 

also includes the option of working on community-based research and design 
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projects where students can gain a broad range of ability and understanding. 

(Department, 2017) 

 During physical studio time, students also take time to reflect on their own work. 

With the critiques of the instructor, their peers, and jurors, students can revisit design 

solutions and constantly revise their work to seek the best solution for the presented 

problem. With the instructors’ guidance, students draw conclusions, make connections, 

and create projects that are comprehensive. It is this critical reflection that is most 

beneficial to the student (Ockman, 2012). 

The physical studio creates a learning and teaching environment that is unlike the 

traditional classroom. “The architectural studio has its own culture and values that are as 

influential in a student’s education as the actual projects they complete” (Tumusiime, 

2013, p. 2). During the mid-twentieth century, there was a transformation in the studio 

culture as students were asked to prepare for closed jury presentations (Ockman, 2012). 

Instead of feedback or critiques strictly from the instructor, the students received detailed 

feedback from a jury of professionals.  Jury sessions often lasted for hours at a stretch, 

turning into marathons, a practice that persists today. At the same time, as it was in the 

Beaux-Arts setting, the jury presentation continued to be the culminating moment of the 

student’s many hours of labor. As is still common, architecture students virtually lived in 

the design studio prior to the jury, cloistered from all else. Not surprisingly, studios often 

became breeding grounds for strong social bonds among students (Ockman, 2012, p. 

399). 
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The studio culture is more challenging to cultivate in the virtual classroom as 

instructors and students are never together in the same space. Although several of the 

aspects of the studio have attempted to be recreated in the virtual sense, such as juror 

sessions, group projects, and informal studio time, there are many differences that 

prohibit the culture from fully developing like one found in a physical space.  

F.  Social Learning Theory 
  
 Lastly, reviewing the Social Learning Theory will assist in the analysis of the 

learning environments and the interactions of the students. “Social learning theory 

approaches the explanation of human behavior in terms of a continuous reciprocal 

interaction between cognitive, behavioral, and environmental determinants” (Bandura, 

1977, p. vii). 

 Instructors see the benefit of social learning as students can learn by observing 

others complete tasks in the physical learning environment.  In the studio environment, 

students could watch instructors demonstrate technical skills, or peers solve design 

problems as they create several prototypes or potential solutions. 

By observing peers around you and learning more about those peers and their 

experiences, you are able to gather information, which could help you later on. […] 

As peers exchange thoughts, they may discover new ideas or expand on thoughts 

that came to mind through the lecture discussion (Williams, 2017, p. 263). 

 However, direct observations can be more difficult in the virtual learning 

environment as students are not in the same physical space together. Technology allows 

the instructors and students to be present in the same virtual classroom, however, since the 
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communication is not always live or oral, instructors and students must engage in other 

ways such as screencaptures, discussion boards, or video feedback. 

Online interactions can be more challenging than those that occur face-to-face, 

however, because there can be less information to guide them. Students in a face-

to-face classroom use body language to convey some aspects of their thoughts and 

feelings, and to monitor how others react to them. In an online learning 

environment such immediate feedback is not available, so we must be conscious 

of the online social presence that we choose to portray. It is important to pay 

careful attention to what we say and do, and how, especially considering that 

online interactions may not include communication in the form of body language 

and tone of voice (Spellman-Cann, et al., 2016, p. 112). 

Instructors and students need to know the technologies that are available to allow for 

observations or interactions. 

 Modeling behavior is another characteristic of the social learning theory. This 

could be evident when students present their work orally.  Students can witness the 

appropriate approach to presentation and hone their presentation skills. Hill, et al. (2009) 

also explains that modeling could be found in online discussions.  “Some studies have 

found that when there is a strong example, or model, of how to reflectively interact with 

others in WBLEs (e.g., discussion board), then the class engages in the learning more 

effectively” (Hill, et al., 2009, p. 92).  
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G. Research Questions 
 

To completely understand these learning environments and the culture, a thorough 

investigation of the physical interior design studio classroom and the virtual interior 

design studio classroom is necessary. The following are the research questions for this 

study: 

 
1. What are the experiences of instructors and students within the interior design 

physical studio and virtual studio classrooms, and what are the similarities and 

differences within the two learning environments?  

2. How does either environment influence, impact, or control the learning 

experience of interior design education within the studio classrooms?  

3. What are the operational and outcome differences of the two learning 

environments? 
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III. Chapter Three: Research Design 

 
A. Epistemology and Theoretical Framework  
 
 This qualitative study relied on the epistemology of constructionism in that it 

sought to understand the experiences of both physical and virtual interior design 

instructors and students.  

B. Constructionism 

 Constructionism allows the meaning to be constructed, not discovered. Herbert 

Blumer (1969, p. 2) identifies three basic interactionist assumptions: 

• “Human beings act toward things on the basis of the meanings that these 

things have for them. 

• The meaning of such things is derived from, or arises out of, the social 

interaction that one has with one’s fellows. 

• These meanings are handled in, and modified through, an interpretive process 

used by the person in dealing with the things he encounters.” 

Constructionism allows learners to understand the world around them. “Constructionism 

is an epistemology embodied in many theoretical perspectives, including symbolic 

interactionism as this is generally understood” (Crotty, 1998, p. 3). 

C. Theoretical Perspective: Interpretivism and Symbolic Interactionism 
 
 The theoretical perspective symbolic interactionism is a product of interpretivism 

and allows the construction of meaning. “It [symbolic interactionism] has informed both 

ethnography and grounded theory” (Crotty, 1993, p. 12). This approach served the 

research well, as the versatility allowed for modifications during the gathering of 

information. “Grounded theory methods consist of systematic, yet flexible guidelines for 
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collecting and analyzing qualitative data to construct theories ‘grounded’ in the data 

themselves (Charmaz, 2006, p. 2).  

 
D. Grounded Theory Methodology 
  
 The grounded theory methods were established by sociologists Barney Glaser and 

Anselm Strauss in the mid to late 1960s. “Glaser and Strauss’s book The Discovery of 

Grounded Theory (1967) first articulated these strategies and advocated developing 

theories from research grounded in data rather than deducing testable hypotheses from 

existing theories” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 4). As a researcher gathers rich data, the flexibility 

of this approach allows the discovery of new information by following the leads that 

emerge (Charmaz, 2006; Crotty, 1998). However, the researcher must continually 

compare the gathered information, use a variety of viewpoints, visit the data throughout 

the gathering period, and follow the research guidelines (Babbie, 1999). “An important, 

distinguishing feature of grounded theory is its use of an intensive, open-ended, and 

iterative process that simultaneously involves data collection, coding (data analysis), and 

‘memoing’ (theory building)” (Groat & Wang, 2002, p. 181). In conjunction with 

observation, data collection, and data structuring, the theory can emerge. (Groat & Wang, 

2002). 

 Therefore, using the grounded theory method allowed the gathering of qualitative 

data and interpretation of the two environments in regards to experiences, studio culture 

development, and learning outcomes. With the information gathered, and using the 

proper coding and memoing techniques, a theory emerged.  
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E. Purposive Sample 

 Purposive sampling provides a manageable way to investigate a large population 

by selecting a subset of that population. A sample can be based on “the knowledge of the 

population, its elements, and the purpose of the study” (Babbie, 1999, p. 207). As a 

member of this identified population, I was able to connect with the instructors and 

students that partake in both the physical and virtual learning environments. Through 

snowball sampling (existing participants identifying potential participants), I contacted 13 

potential instructor participants, and 10 instructor participants agreed to the one-on-one 

interview.  After identifying studio classes that were offered both in the physical and 

virtual studio classroom, I recruited student participants by asking instructors to post an 

announcement in the virtual studio classroom.  Students that were interested in speaking 

to me one-on-one contacted me via my email.  Thirteen students contacted me via email, 

however, only nine of those met the desired experiences.   

 This group, both the instructors and the students, offers considerable knowledge 

about the physical and virtual studio classroom as each has experience in both 

environments. To obtain unlimited information regarding the research and participants 

for the interviews, the two parameters listed below were used for each group. Since the 

large population consists of both full-time and part-time instructors and students, 

including all members was appropriate. Also, experiences of full-time respondents and 

part-time respondents could be different, therefore, it was important to capture the whole 

range. As common practice in qualitative studies, Babbie (1999) suggests the 

continuation of refinement of the parameters to be taken into consideration. However, 

after a few interview sessions were conducted, it was determined that the original 
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parameters were appropriate for the information needed. It is imperative in this study that 

instructors and students have experienced both the physical and virtual studio classrooms 

so that they can explain, compare, and contrast their interactions in each environment.  

  Instructors: 

1. Instructors with experience in teaching physical interior design studio courses 

and 100% virtual interior design studio courses 

2. Full-time and adjunct instructors were included 

    
  Students: 
 

1. Students that have participated in at least one physical interior design studio 

course and at least one 100% virtual interior design studio course  

2. Full-time and part-time students were included  

 

F. Data Collection 

In-depth interviews were utilized for this study. “Intensive interviewing permits 

an in-depth exploration of a particular topic or experience and, thus, is a useful method 

for interpretive inquiry” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 25). With this approach, the interviewee had 

the opportunity to express their experiences one-on-one.    

G. In-depth Interviews 
 
 In-depth interviewing is a data gathering method used in qualitative studies. With 

the use of open-ended questions, the researcher can ask specific questions while eliciting 

a detailed recounting of the interviewee’s experience (Charmaz, 2006). This approach is 

the most practical and precise, and allowed participants to explain their experiences 

without others present. There were a set of pre-determined questions (Appendix A), 
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however it was used as a guide only; the researcher asked for further clarification or 

devised questions not within the guide based on interviewee responses.   

The use of an explanatory qualitative study design allowed the participants to 

answer open ended questions and the researcher to probe into the participants’ 

perspectives. Ten instructors and nine students were interviewed. The experience of the 

instructors allowed a comprehensive overview of their involvement in facilitating both 

physical and virtual interior design studio classrooms. As interviews were conducted, 

many of the same statements and remarks were repeated from both instructors and 

students. Not only does this indicate saturation, but also quality of data. Respondents 

could not be prompted or agree with others as the interviews were conducted on an 

individual basis.  

As indicated earlier, it was decided to interview instructors that were familiar with 

both the physical and virtual studio classrooms. This segment of instructors was able to 

compare their experiences in both environments, as well as explain or indicate the 

nuances of each. A total of 10 instructors were interviewed in a one-on-one setting via 

telephone or Skype. A majority of the instructors have over 10 years of physical studio 

experience and over 10 years of virtual studio experience. The instructors, with 

experience in years, are indicated below: 

• Rob, Instructor 1: 20 years physical; 14 years virtual 

• Emma, Instructor 2: 3 years physical; 10 years virtual 

• George, Instructor 3: 26 years physical; 12 years virtual 

• Ryan, Instructor 4: 11 years physical; 3 years virtual 

• Eric, Instructor 5: 11 years physical; 11 years virtual 
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• Ginny, Instructor 6: 9 years physical; 4 years virtual 

• Ethan, Instructor 7: 11 years physical; 11 years virtual 

• Sally, Instructor 8: 13 years physical; 12 years virtual 

• Bill, Instructor 9: 32 years physical; 5 years virtual 

• Andy, Instructor 10: 18 years physical; 12 years virtual 

The ages of the instructors range from mid-30s to mid-50s and possess advanced degrees 

in Fine Art, Human Environmental Sciences, Education, Interior Design, Technical 

Education, and Architecture. A majority of the instructors have the same virtual studio 

classroom experience from the same institution, however, their experiences vary in the 

physical studio classroom. Several have experience teaching at level R2: Doctoral 

Universities. Finally, the group consisted of seven males and three females.  

 In a like manner, nine students were also selected with experiences in both the 

physical and virtual studio classrooms from the same institution as this allowed the 

capture of information that focused on the delivery and exposure to both environments. 

The students attended the same virtual studio classrooms, however, could have attended 

different physical studio classrooms; all experiences were from the same institution. With 

this approach, the capabilities of the students would be similar and they could compare 

and contrast their experiences without comparing different institutions. The students 

encountered different instructors, however this was taken into consideration with the one-

on-one interviews as many students referenced several course experiences. The ages of 

the students range in age from early-20s to mid-50s, and were all female. 

Data was collected and organized by each interview session. No other persons 

were involved in the collection of the data. Logistical details, such as interview dates, 
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interview locations, length of meeting, and any other details such as difficulties 

encountered, were also included.  Meetings extended between 30 minutes and 90 

minutes.  All interviews were conducted via telephone or Skype.  A few interviews were 

rescheduled due to meeting conflicts; however, no issues were encountered during the 

interviews.  Lastly, with the permission of the participant, all interviews were recorded.  

H. Observations and Document Review 

Observations of the classrooms, and review of documents were conducted.  Due 

to the physical and virtual nature, photos captured furniture arrangement and equipment 

of the physical environment, whereas screenshots documented classroom practices within 

the virtual environment. Lastly, in the virtual studio classroom, interactions between 

instructor-student, student-student, and any additional posts/announcements by the 

instructor were reviewed.   

Completed student work and other classroom materials from both environments, 

and demonstration and critique videos from the virtual classroom were reviewed.  

Student work included items such as process drawings, specification sheets, formal 

drawings, and final projects, from the same course, but offered via the physical 

environment and the virtual environment. The course competencies and syllabi for each 

course offered in both environments were also reviewed for consistency.   

I. Interview Coding  

Interviews were transcribed at the end of each interview session. This allowed for 

modifications to the questions, when necessary. The information was coded and checked 

for similar themes or topics. According to Saldana (2012), there are two stages within the 

coding process. Grounded theory typically relies on in vivo coding, process coding, and 
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initial coding in the first cycle. With the second cycle, focused coding, axial coding, and 

theoretical coding were utilized. 

Using a manual coding process, in vivo coding allowed the capture of the exact 

verbiage that the participants used, specifically words or phrases used in each particular 

environment. Also, initial coding methods were utilized to compare for similarities and 

differences, especially between the two environments.  I indicated the codes on the 

hardcopy of the interview transcripts; then, compiled all codes in a spreadsheet.  Codes 

were separated by instructor interviews and student interviews, and by physical studio 

and virtual studio thereby creating four lists.   

Example instructor interviews with codes are indicated below. 

Instructor: “I can see their projects. I can see their face. They can see my face.  I 
like that aspect of it where you have that personal interaction either as a group or 
be one-on-one with a student in the studio.” PHYSICAL STUDIO PERSONAL 
INTERACTION 
 
Instructor: “I think it is pretty clear, at least it feels like to me, that on ground I 
truly feel like and I think I’m viewed as an educator versus online I’m viewed as a 
facilitator.”  PHYSICAL STUDIO EDUCATOR and VIRTUAL STUDIO 
FACILITATOR 
 
Instructor: “I think the benefit of on ground is that you have some fluidity with 
the project, so you can allow the students to come and go and let them explore a 
little more, versus online.’  PHYSICAL STUDIO FLUIDITY 
 
Instructor: “Versus online where you don’t really don’t have that sense of safety 
and you’re really on your own.” VIRTUAL STUDIO LOW SENSE OF SAFETY 
 

With the second cycle, focused coding was used to develop categories with the 

expectation that each would eventually contribute to the theory. For example, the 

category, Studio Culture, codes are listed below. Appendix B contains the full list of 

codes. 
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Studio Culture (Instructor – Physical) – 13 codes 
Personal interaction, live interaction, genuine, ‘educator,’ personal experiences, 
‘organic,’ ‘fluid,’ peer-to-peer interaction, healthy competition, aware of one another, 
build relationships, engagement extends beyond class time, high sense of comfort 
 
Studio Culture (Instructor – Virtual) – 8 codes 
Live interaction, non-personal, ‘facilitator,’ independent study, lack of personal contact, 
missing connection with peers, difficult to build relationships, low sense of safety 
 

Analytic memos were written throughout the interviewing process to reflect on 

the coding selections and choices. Saldana indicates that there is an interrelationship 

between the coding methods, data collection, and analytic memo writing (Saldana, 2012). 

During the interviews, I would make connections with prior interviews and note this after 

its completion.  Analytic memos assisted in generating codes and categories. At the 

conclusion of the process, it was determined that full saturation of information was 

obtained. Both instructors and students were repeating the same topics with no new 

information obtained with the final interviews.  

Instructors and students are referred to as hypothetical names to protect their 

identities. Instructors’ identifiers also include the years of experience with the physical 

studio and the virtual studio. For example, Rob who has 20 years of teaching experience 

in the physical studio classroom and 14 years teaching experience in the virtual studio is 

referenced as, “Rob, Instructor, 20 physical, 14 virtual.”  Students are also referred to as a 

hypothetical name, the title Student and their experience in the studio classroom. For 

example, “Rebecca, Student, at least one physical interior design studio course and at 

least one 100% virtual interior design studio course” indicates that Rebecca is a student 

with experience in at least one physical studio classroom and at least one virtual studio 

classroom.  
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J. Validity Issues 

Validity in qualitative studies is always a concern.  To show that the researcher 

has exhausted the data sources, saturation is desired.  “Data saturation is reached when 

there is enough information to replicate the study when the ability to obtain additional 

new information has been attained, and when further coding is no longer feasible” (Fusch 

& Ness, 2015, p. 1408). 

As indicated previously, interviews were conducted until full saturation of the 

research questions were reached. With saturation of information, no new information was 

generated or contributed to new learning concerning the topic of interest, thereby 

contributing to the validity of the research.  

As an instructor of both the physical and virtual classrooms, as well as a student 

of the physical and virtual classrooms, the researcher has the benefit of specifically 

identifying with both groups of participants. It is with this lens that in-depth interview 

questions were developed.  

According to Creswell (2009) there are eight primary strategies that can be 

employed to endure validity with research findings.  Five of the eight were utilized in this 

study.  

1.  The “triangulation” (Creswell, 2009, p. 191) process draws on several sources 

to confirm the interpretation of research – meaning that several types of 

information gathering processes are utilized to formalize the conclusion.   In this 

research, triangulation was achieved by conversing with two groups of 

participants, observing classrooms, and reviewing student work, classroom 

materials, and classroom videos. Review of the course materials from the same 
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courses, offered both in the physical and virtual studio environment, were 

conducted.   The instructor of the classrooms observed were not instructor 

interview participants; the student work reviewed was not completed by the 

student interview participants.  

2. “Using rich, thick descriptions” (Creswell, 2009, p.191) of the experiences 

provides the high level of detail that is needed to fully understand the experiences. 

Not only were participants asked to provide experience details, these details were 

also noted in the findings with direct quotes. This allows the participants voice to 

be heard. Creswell (2009) indicates that full descriptions create a realistic 

narrative. 

3.  Including “researcher bias” (Creswell, 2009, p. 192) is another strategy to 

impart validity to the research. The interpretation of the findings can be based on 

the researcher experiences or beliefs. “Good qualitative research contains 

comments by the researchers about how their interpretation of the findings is 

shaped by their background, such as their gender, culture, history, and 

socioeconomic origin” (Creswell, 2009, p. 192).  Therefore, it is imperative for 

the researcher to identify any bias allowing the reader to understand the researcher 

viewpoint or lens. With this research, the following should be noted: 

a. Researcher background: I have been an interior design educator for 12 

years in both the physical and virtual studio environment.  Within this 

timeframe, I have created, developed, and instructed courses in both 

environments, mentored faculty in the virtual environment, and created 

and developed supportive student resources in the virtual environment. 
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b. Participants: At the time of the interviews, the instructors were actively 

teaching and the students were currently taking courses.  However, some 

instructors or students were not active in one environment during the 

interviews. For example, I may have spoken to an instructor that was 

actively teaching in the virtual environment but not in the physical.  

Instructors and students could have responded to interview questions 

relying on the remembrance of instances within the year.  

c.  Institution:  The instructors have had experiences in a variety of 

institutions within the physical environment, however a majority of the 

experiences in the virtual environment were from the same institution.  

The students, on the other hand, have had virtual and physical studio 

experiences from one institution.  

4. “Spending prolonged time” (Creswell, 2009, p. 192) in the environment under 

study provides an authentic understanding of the environment.  “The more 

experience that a researcher has with participants in their actual setting, the more 

accurate or valid will be the findings” (Creswell, 2009, p. 192). Again, as an 

instructor with 12 years of experience in both the physical and virtual studio 

classroom, I was able to interpret the findings of the instructors because I could 

identify with their experiences.  Although I did not possess as much experience as 

a virtual student, I could also interpret and comprehend the experiences the 

students referenced in the interviews.  

5. “Present the negative or discrepant information” (Creswell, p.192) indicates 

that the findings allowed all participants to explain their experiences. By 
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disclosing all perspectives, the research is authentic, as it is not expected that all 

participants share the same point of view.  

6.. The use “of an external auditor” (Creswell, p. 192) provides the researcher 

with an evaluation of the work. This research was completed with a four-person 

advisory committee as well as a professional editor not specializing in this field.  I 

met with the committee members on numerous occasions conducting detailed 

discussions regarding my research. We also exchanged emails and revised written 

work, when appropriate.  

K. Ethical Issues 

 Ethical issues can arise at any stage of research including during construction of 

purpose or research questions, data collection, data analysis and interpretation, and 

writing and disseminating the information (Creswell, 2009). However, this research 

project considered all ethical issues prior to conducting interviews. A cover letter 

outlining the purpose and acknowledging participants’ rights was provided prior to the 

beginning of the interviews. Interview information will be kept for at least five years in a 

secure location. The interpretation of the research should stay true to the information 

collected.  
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Figure 12:  The research design framework. Maxwell interactive model of research 
design adopted with this research.  Reproduced from Maxwell, 2005, p. 5.   
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IV. Chapter Four: Findings 
 

 After conducting in-depth interviews with ten instructors and nine students, this 

section provides perspectives from both groups including similarities and differences in 

their experiences within the physical and virtual interior design studio classrooms.   

 Before the findings are discussed, the physical studio and virtual studio 

classrooms are detailed below based on the information gathered from the interviews. 

With each classroom, there are distinct approaches and actions taken within the studio 

environment.   

Physical studio classrooms are typically equipped with drafting tables and chairs 

for approximately 15 students, a whiteboard, a projector, and an area for the instructor to 

present. Some physical studio classrooms also contain separate student desks and chairs 

for students to gather in during lectures or demonstrations. 

 The physical classroom functions with social rules. This includes listening to 

others (instructor or peers), engaging in discussions, working independently on projects, 

or raising a hand for questions. Students formally address instructors with titles such as 

Mr., Mrs., Dr., or Professor.  

In virtual studio classrooms, students need access to a computer, a scanner, a 

portable drafting table, and a camera. Unlike students in a physical classroom, virtual 

students typically work in a home office, dining room, public library, or even a coffee 

shop. In this case, the students rely on technology (online classroom software, computer, 

other equipment) to be present in the classroom. There are no classroom rules in the 

physical sense. The classroom rules are based on prompt return of emails, engagement in 

written discussions, or sending an instant message for questions. In my experience, 
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students are also less aware of the social rules in the classroom meaning that students 

may send an email to their instructor with casual conversation or phone during non-office 

hours. Many students in the virtual classroom do not formally address instructors and 

simply refer to everyone by first name. 

After reviewing the information gleaned from the interviews and observations, the 

following categories emerged: 1) studio practice, 2) critique, 3) studio culture, 4) 

collaboration, 5) outcomes, and 6) environment influence, impact, and control. Each 

category will be examined in detail in two sections, Physical Interior Design Studio 

Classroom and Virtual Interior Design Studio Classroom.  

The following provides generalized definitions formulated with findings from the 

interviews and supported research. These categories are referenced in this section and 

beyond; therefore, the definitions are included to eliminate any confusion regarding the 

interpretation of the category.   

1. Studio practice: In each classroom, there are distinct approaches and actions 

taken within the studio environment. “Students are presented with a design problem 

grounded in the realities of professional practice and are expected to work individually or 

in groups to solve it” (Cennamo, 2012, p. 842). Instructors use studio time to lecture, 

conduct discussions, demonstrate techniques, converse individually with students, or 

provide critiques. 

2. Critique: Critique, or an assessment of the students’ work, is offered via 

different avenues based on the environment. This one-way communication is typically a 

directive and requests that the project be modified or updated. Feedback can also provide 

affirmation of solid work. “It feeds forward, in that artists use insights from critique to 
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make further adjustments to the specific project under discussion, to reject the suggested 

changes, or to apply new ideas to their future efforts (Soep, 2005, p. 40). Critiques can be 

provided individually or during a formal presentation. “At various points in the class, 

students present their work to faculty, peers, and occasionally guests for critiques that 

stimulate students’ reflection on and discovery of their developing design knowledge 

through project reviews and student questioning” (Cennamo, 2012, p. 842). The delivery 

process of critiques differs in each environment, as well as how the student chooses to 

utilize the information.  

3. Studio culture: The development of relationships based on interactions supports 

studio culture. Interaction, a two-way exchange between instructors and students, allows 

for often spontaneous communication. This exchange can happen outside of class or 

during class time, but typically does not provide instruction. Interaction is also a two-way 

exchange between students. This typically happens once instruction is complete, and 

students have time to work on their projects during classroom time. “The unplanned 

interactions that occurred within open studio hours were especially important in moving 

students’ ideas forward when they were stuck” (Cennamo, 2012, p. 841). Studio culture 

typically grows organically and is mostly spearheaded by students.   

4. Collaboration: This two-way exchange is a more formal and defined approach 

that occurs with instructor and student, or between peers. There is a common goal to seek 

out potential solutions, or solve a design problem; the exchange is meaningful and 

productive. “During collaboration, students actively learn from one another in a 

spontaneous and exploratory mode that fosters deep understanding of content, stimulates 

and motivates learning, and eliminates boredom” (Cho, 2016, p. 568). Sometimes 
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instructors will assign group or team projects to encourage interaction between students. 

Students see the benefits of working together during the project as well as at the 

completion of the project.  

5. Outcomes: With each interior design studio course, the student uses the design 

process to complete the project. The quality of work is based on a set of criteria 

established by the instructor or program. Typically, student work is evaluated based on 

research, creativity, design, presentation, and problem solving. Instructors may also 

consider participation (peer critiques) or team contributions.  

6. Environment influence, impact, and control: The environment can dictate many 

aspects of the studio classroom when considering the physical and virtual classroom 

approach. Instructors must consider the method of information distribution, the method of 

evaluation, as well as type of communications. Students consider other factors such as 

location to campus, personal situations, and convenience.  

In the following two sections, physical studio learning environment and virtual 

studio learning environment, the presence of the six categories that emerged from the 

interviews are analyzed. 

A. Physical Interior Design Studio Classroom  

 i.  Studio practice. 

 In discussing physical studio classrooms, a few instructors interviewed indicated 

that they meet once a week for four hours, however, a majority said they meet two to 

three times per week for several hours each time. Ankerson and Pable (2008) also found 

this in their research as mentioned earlier in Chapter 2: Physical Studio Learning 

Environment. The number and length of meetings appears to be institution specific. Many 
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instructors interviewed referred to a “typical studio format.” In this case, instructors use 

the first hour of class time to lecture or discuss topics, then allow the students to practice 

and apply these skills in the remaining class time. For example, the instructor could 

introduce the project parameters/requirements, or explain why a drawing is necessary, 

including the purpose of the symbols, the contractor/engineer/designer that would use it, 

or why it is important to communicate the information. It is also during this time that the 

students can receive direct guidance from the instructor. This could be a time when 

instructors discuss the project in detail. In the end, the instructor links the course project 

to the real world and indicates how the student designer would engage in the business 

environment.  

 Instructors Rob, Eric, and Ethan describe their approach to the studio sessions 

indicating that each uses approximately the first hour as instructional time, with the 

remaining time used for questions or meeting with students individually. 

Typically, in a physical studio, I would do lecture for the first, depending on if it’s 

early in the term or late in the term, for the first hour, half an hour to hour, 

depending on how much information I have to get out. That lecture would 

sometimes include some sort of demonstration. So, if I was doing a commercial 

design class or whatever I’d talk a bit about what the project is, what they’re 

going to have to do, maybe do some board work [whiteboard] showing them 

design development or something like that, and then possibly some sort of 

software element that they’re going to wind up using as well. And then I let them 

work, I would try to let them work, typically for at least half of the time that I was 

meeting per class. So maybe an hour, hour and a half lecture, and then an hour, 
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hour and a half of studio if it was a three-hour term (Rob, Instructor, 20 years 

physical, 14 years virtual). 

 
On ground it’s, what I call the typical studio model. In other words, it usually 

starts with some sort of a brief lecture that talks about a concept or an idea that 

students can use broadly on their project or it can be very focused in terms of 

today we're going to learn about codes specific to your projects. And I usually try 

to do that for about the first hour or so (Eric, Instructor, 11 years physical, 11 

years virtual). 

 
In a physical classroom, I do have the advantage of creating more of a theater 

show, in a way. From beginning to end, I can proctor what can be delivered, 

knowing that many times, at least 20% of the class time is left to anything can 

happen. If the students are really prepared, I can advance more material. More 

often than not, the students are not fully prepared, so I have to put on the brakes, 

and then review past material before we can move on. For the most part, 80% of 

the class is pretty much guided (Ethan, Instructor, 11 years physical, 11 years 

virtual). 

 
 Students Anna and Casey find this same approach in their courses, as they 

describe the studio course with lecture or demonstrations during the first part of class 

time, with the remainder of the time used for individual questions.  

I would say it’s more lecture for the majority of the class, like lecture and then 

teach for the majority of the class and then maybe the last hour they go through 
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and give individual responses (Anna, Student, at least one physical interior design 

studio course and at least one 100% virtual interior design studio course). 

 
Always 6pm-7pm, she mainly just lectures whether it’s like, if the next thing due 

is a reflected ceiling plan, she talks all about how to do it, what it is, what she’s 

looking for, what her goals are. She breaks it down and she talks about it. Then 

from 7pm-7:30pm, she always gives us a break. That’s normally when everyone 

goes and gets dinner. And then 730pm-9:00pm, we do these groups. So right now, 

from the beginning to finals, we’re in three different groups so she spends 30 

minutes each with each group and talks about what you’ve done, what you’re 

turning in, how much do you have left on the project, if you have any questions, 

it’s more like a three-on-one type of thing. She’s done the same thing. So, it’s 

kind of got a structure and I like that because you know what to expect (Casey, 

Student, at least one physical interior design studio course and at least one 100% 

virtual interior design studio course). 

 
As indicated, during this time, the instructor also meets with each student 

individually at their desk/drafting table to discuss the work or project. This one-on-one 

time allows the instructor and student to work through the process of generating ideas, 

perfecting a skill, or providing clarification. Studio time allows students the time to work 

out design problems by applying different solutions and evaluating those solutions based 

on the project parameters. The project solution must meet the client requirements and 

project requirements. The instructor guides the student through potential project solutions 

by providing critiques, feedback, or reference to similar projects during individual 
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evaluations. Instructor Emma describes the studio setting with the various 

communication techniques used: 

In a physical classroom, being able to engage the students as a whole in 

discussion and for the lecturing part and talk that way as well as literally being 

there and being able to be one-on-one with them. I can see their projects. I can see 

their face. They can see my face. I like that aspect of it where you have that 

personal interaction either as a group or be one-on-one with a student in the studio 

(Emma, Instructor, 3 years physical, 10 years virtual). 

 
Instructor Eric highlights how the one-on-one time is approached. This could 

include talking through the design solutions, sketching ideas with the student, guiding the 

student with potential ideas. These steps replicate the actions taken in the professional 

world with other designers or managers/directors. 

Then it [studio time] gets into best critiques, and so for the remaining two hours 

I'm usually going from desk to desk spending time with each student. Looking at 

what they’ve done since our last meeting, what their progress is, talking about 

ideas how they can develop their ideas or challenging what they’re doing to make 

their ideas stronger. Talking about examples. Sketching with them. Truly, it 

mimics professional studio when you’re working with another designer almost. 

So, in the classroom I think of myself, as, almost like the lead designer that’s 

working with a junior designer, kind of showing them or modeling a behavior for 

them about how to work through their project (Eric, Instructor, 11 years physical, 

11 years virtual). 
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 The one-on-one time is quite beneficial as shown by Students Victoria and Maria 

below. Both students indicate that the instructor will help the student until full 

comprehension is gained. This individualized attention allows the student to move 

forward with their design. 

 
It’s a real small class, there’s only four of us and she takes time every class 

session and sits down with each of us, okay, what's your deal? What’s this, what’s 

that? We can ask questions and that helped with doing the studio classes. Being 

able to specifically ask the question in class while you’re doing something. You 

can be sitting there making something while she’s talking to the other students 

and then when she comes and gets to you, you can be like “Okay, I’m doing this 

and I’m struggling with it. Help me.” She can actually physically help you do 

some of this stuff over trying to direct you through words (Victoria, Student, at 

least one physical interior design studio course and at least one 100% virtual 

interior design studio course). 

She actually goes around [to all students] and goes over the work, and she takes 

her time. If I need something and if I have a question for her, she’ll take all the 

time and dedicate for my question until I understand it, until she knows she’s 

helped me and that with all the classmates (Maria, Student, at least one physical 

interior design studio course and at least one 100% virtual interior design studio 

course). 
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Instructors use the studio time to post/pin the student work to a presentation 

board. This process serves many purposes: the students practice presenting their work in 

a professional manner, the students learn how to use constructive criticism of their work, 

and the students learn how to provide thoughtful critiques to their peers. Students may 

discuss their work, or take questions from the instructor and peers. The instructor may 

also use the work as an example for other students to use as a guide. Student Leah 

describes as: 

We have desk critiques and we also have group critiques. And that’s where we 

basically just reflect and tell each other the different things that we like about each 

other and things we should change about our project (Leah, Student, at least one 

physical interior design studio course and at least one 100% virtual interior design 

studio course). 

  

 If the instructor finds that they are fielding the same question or notices that all 

students lack a particular skill, the instructor may use studio time for demonstrations. 

Demonstrations can be completed in a variety of means including the use of 

vellum/pencil, the whiteboard, the computer monitor, or video. The instructor can access 

the best approach based on the skills they need to demonstrate. For example, when 

showing students how to manually draft lines, then the instructor would use 

vellum/pencil, or even the whiteboard. However, if the instructor wanted to show 

students how to color render a drawing, they may use vellum/markers or a computer with 

rendering software. In any case, the technique will dictate the approach. The techniques 
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are then practiced by the students and incorporated into their current project. Instructor 

Ethan describes the approach: 

If it is a drafting class, I give them more techniques. Even if I do not know the 

answer, we go online and we check for some new symbols, or something like that, 

and then we add them directly on the student work. Usually on tracing paper over 

the original work. (Ethan, Instructor, 11 years physical, 11 years virtual).  

  

ii.  Critique. 

As indicated earlier, critiques are an important component of the studio. Students 

learn how to interpret and evaluate the critiques. Students must determine if the critique 

is valid and incorporate the critique into the project if it supports the project 

requirements. Again, this process replicates the real world, as the student must also take 

feedback from the client, an architect, or another designer. With the following, an 

instructor explains the physical studio classroom by discussing the pin-up critique 

process in detail. The instructor explains that critiques are a way for students to learn 

about their approach to their project. The critique pushes the student further with their 

design solutions by utilizing the details to inform their decision making about project 

revisions.  

In a physical classroom, in a studio class, the first thing that we do when they 

walk in, the students, is give them pushpins and they pin up their work. If the 

class is very large, which has happened many times, what I do is warn the 

students every week that I might just pick some examples of the pinned-up work 
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and discuss it, so that everybody can learn. And that they should not be taking it 

personal, the fact that I didn't get to review every single one. But, I need to do that 

warning. if a studio class is three hours long, the review of the work can take 

anywhere from half hour to 45 minutes. The second part of the class is I tell them 

they learn three ways. The first one is by doing the homework. The second time is 

by comparing their work against their peers, so they can see how they could have 

done things differently, or better. They get to see their work against everybody 

else's. Thirdly, I pick some student work, put it on the demo table, and continue 

working on it to push the learning a bit further (Ethan, Instructor, 11 years 

physical, 11 years virtual). 

As mentioned earlier, the students receive individualized feedback from the 

instructor. To further connect the students to the real world, many instructors act as the 

design director when meeting with students and provide comments or suggestions. The 

critique process is a critical step in project development. The student learns the critique 

process, as well as learning that their first, second, or even third solution might not be the 

final solution. Although the design process is lengthy and incorporates many viewpoints, 

perspectives, and requirements, it is a process that must be taught properly, as well as 

followed, with each project while in school and thereafter.  

The design process forces the student to think about the project. They must 

evaluate the potential solutions, review for project and client requirements, and use a 

discerning eye when analyzing their own work. This same course of action will be 

utilized in the professional world without the guidance of an instructor. The student must 
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be able to push their own work to the next level. Instructors Rob and Eric outline this 

process of asking students to reflect upon their work and refine their work until the best 

solution is found.  

I think in a physical classroom my most successful approaches are truly when I 

put the students on the spot, meaning I’m having them explain design ideas, 

having them explain why they did what they did in projects. When they’ve got an 

audience around them and they have to stop and think about what they’re doing 

and walk through it a bit it makes them really have to dig deeper and think about 

why they did what they did. And so sometimes they’ll be like, “Oh, I don’t know 

why I even did, and I think I need to change that” (Rob, Instructor, 20 years 

physical, 14 years virtual). 

I think actually in my mind, the physical approach of a desk critique is still 

probably the most beneficial because that is still how practice typically happens 

(Eric, Instructor, 11 years physical, 11 years virtual). 

 

  As expected, the critiques were conducted face-to-face with immediate response 

as instructor feedback was provided visually or verbally. Students find this approach 

beneficial. “I've gotten a lot more insight and more constructive criticism in the physical 

studio than I have online” (Elizabeth, Student, at least one physical interior design studio 

course and at least one 100% virtual interior design studio course). Another student felt 

that the instructor critique was limited due to the classroom time. “I feel like you're only 

scratching the skin of the design in the sense that the instructor's time is far more divided, 
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so he or she is only able to give you a limited amount of time in terms of feedback” 

(Maggie, Student, at least one physical interior design studio course and at least one 

100% virtual interior design studio course). However, a majority of students felt more 

connected and engaged in the physical environment with the face-to-face critique.  

 

 iii. Studio culture. 

Many instructors have noted that during this open time in the physical studio, the 

instructor may share personal professional experiences, or provide further explanation 

about the project or topic. The classroom appears to have allowances, but remains 

respectful and professional. The relationships between students and instructors develop 

over each session. In many cases, relationships continue to develop over many sessions 

as the students tend to be enrolled in courses together. As Instructor Eric explains, the 

personal experience adds to the studio time. Even if the discussion is limited to one 

student, the other students are listening and absorbing the information. The personal 

professional experiences contribute to strengthening a working relationship.   

 
In a physical classroom I am constantly thinking about how do I improve the 

class? What things can I share? I’m looking for examples. I’m really sharing a lot 

of my personal experience with the students when I do desk critiques, and, from 

one student to the next that could be a very different personal experience but 

because everybody sits together in the classroom, all the students should be sort of 

listening to what I'm sharing with all of them (Eric, Instructor, 11 years physical, 

11 years virtual). 
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 Students felt as if they had an informal connection with the instructor that created 

a non-threatening environment. Students also felt as if they had strong connections with 

peers. Not only did they seek out each other’s help, but they also supported one another. 

Instructors felt as if the level of engagement was high with students in the same space. 

Student Victoria concurs as she describes the working relationship face-to-face and side-

by-side. 

I like when you're actually in studio, in class, I like the fact that they’re more 

direct and can guide you a little bit better because they can see as you’re working 

on something how to change it or help. They might be able to tell you, okay, 

when you're building it this way, let’s do this or that to help make your project 

better and that’s not quite as easy to do online (Victoria, Student, at least one 

physical interior design studio course and at least one 100% virtual interior design 

studio course). 

 
Instructors also felt that the studio course aligned with the profession as the 

culture that manifests supports the environment after graduation. Students are mimicking 

the skills (technical, communication, critical thinking) that they would use in professional 

work. Students also learn the social skills of working in groups or working with others; 

students will need to know how to communicate the critique of another’s work in a 

professional setting. Lastly, students need to communicate their ideas via presentations, 

drawings, project notebooks, etc.  

Instructor Ethan relates how studio time replicates the skills the students will use 

in the professional world. In this case, the instructor is comparing the physical studio 
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against the virtual studio and suggests that the physical environment provides an 

advantage in skills practice.   

You lose a little bit of the professional touch when you do it online, because you 

don't live in a bubble. After all, it is just the physicality that really gets you there. 

Being a professional, it’s about how you conduct yourself in a classroom, how 

you prepare your material, how do you present (Ethan, Instructor, 11 years 

physical, 11 years virtual).   

 
Instructor Andy also states that interaction is a skill that will be used in the professional 

environment.  

So, on campus they get to collaborate with their peers in person, as they have to 

collaborate and interact with their instructor, just like they’ll probably interact 

with their supervisor in the real world, they’re interacting with their peers like 

they would interact with their colleagues in the real world (Andy, Instructor, 18 

years physical, 12 years virtual). 

 

Students also seek out others that are considered experts. Within the cohort, they 

have identified those with the strongest skills and ask for their help. As the following two 

students argue, each one has sought out help or guidance from a fellow classmate.  

 
I think, for me, another advantage of on-ground is not only having that face time 

with the instructor, but also fellow students. I’m trying to improve my CAD skills, 

so I’m always one that has, “Oh, I’m helpless and I don’t know how to solve it,” 

and having other classmates jump in there and help me, and we give each other 
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suggestions about where to go for textile samples and that sort of thing. Yeah, 

also being able to get that feedback from your fellow students (Clara, Student, at 

least one physical interior design studio course and at least one 100% virtual 

interior design studio course). 

 
…inevitably there’s somebody in your class that is better at one particular thing 

than you are. And there are go-to people in every single one of my classes for 

something or other. Like there’s one CAD wizard in one of my studios every 

quarter (Katherine, Student, at least one physical interior design studio course and 

at least one 100% virtual interior design studio course). 

 
With the students and instructors gathered together in the same physical studio, it 

is much easier to engage and maintain the students’ attention. Instructors find this quite 

beneficial as they can adapt their approach based on student understanding of the 

material. It may be that the instructor needs to explain in another way, provide an 

example, present work from previous students, complete a demonstration, or simply 

encourage a discussion among the group to cement the learning. Instructors value the 

opportunity to modify the instructional plans to accommodate the student. They can 

identify the deficiencies quickly and address them just as quickly. Two instructors 

explain that the studio classroom is organic, adaptable, and impromptu. This allows the 

instructor to meet the needs of the students by accommodating different learning styles; 

the studio is not the rigid lecture classroom that other disciplines follow. Studio culture 

allows for spontaneous interactions and directions.  
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I think for the physical classroom, it can be more organic so I can pull everybody 

together at the drop of a hat and say, let’s all talk about something that just came 

up. And so, there are opportunities to learn more sporadically throughout the 

process as opposed to it being so structured. And I think in my mind, again, I feel 

like that’s the value of education and teaching is that organic quality versus it 

being so structured that you're just following kind of a root path through a, you 

know, on a predetermined set of milestones (Eric, Instructor, 11 years physical, 11 

years virtual). 

In an on-campus environment. instructional strategies can be adapted on the fly, 

so if you have some students who cannot comprehend material via one 

instructional strategy then that instructional strategy can be altered to adapt to 

different learning style (Andy, Instructor, 18 years physical, 12 years virtual). 

 
 

Students enjoy interacting with one another, thereby learning from one another. 

The Community of Inquiry framework indicates that students learn from three avenues: 

cognitive presence, instructor presence, and social presence. To summarize, the social 

presence is an imperative factor in learning as students are more apt to collaborate, 

express emotion, develop companionship, and have a sense of risk-free expression. It 

may take time to develop, however, and the studio environment supports this framework 

(Garrison, 2008). Student Maggie and Instructor Ginny describe how students learn from 

their peers in this social presence.  
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First the physical studio classroom, what I like the most is my peer interaction. 

While you’re looking at how other people are designing in the studio classroom, it 

kind of exposes you to different kinds of thinking, different kinds of creativity, 

and different kinds of, even, presentation styles. Just looking at other … You 

learn a lot from your peers, I think, and studio in particular you learn a lot, 

because it’s an entire project, and you kind of understand how people are thinking 

about the concepts, what other kind of … What are the latest trends they are 

factoring into their design, and just the thinking process is clearer when you’re 

doing it in classroom (Maggie, Student, at least one physical interior design studio 

course and at least one 100% virtual interior design studio course). 

 
So, on ground, it’s the impromptu, creative process where you can just kind of 

even flow, and just kind of push ideas back and forth, and just have those 

discussions. Plus, it’s the peer-to-peer discussions that you miss online also. On 

ground, you’re sitting next to somebody else, and you’re watching what they’re 

doing, and you’re looking at their line weights, or you’re looking at their design 

style, or you’re looking at their selections, or whatever you’re doing at that 

moment. And you’re sort of ... That healthy competition, like “Oh, they’re five 

days ahead of me!” (Ginny, Instructor, 9 years physical, 4 years virtual). 

 Student Leah indicates how the instructor presence provides an advantage as she 

is a kinesthetic learner.  
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I believe that I really like from on ground studio classes the flexibility of having 

one-on-one teacher time and hands on teacher time because I’m more of a hands-

on learner (Leah, Student, at least one physical interior design studio course and 

at least one 100% virtual interior design studio course). 

 Finally, as Instructor Ginny implies, students that invest more time in the projects 

will have better outcomes.  

It’s the culture, it truly is. So even in one school that I was teaching that was four 

hours a week, one day a week, that information wasn't as intense as the three day 

a week, four hours each day. I think it’s the time invested, and the outcome gets 

better if you invest more time. And although you may not want to be there, but 

you’re investing that time, so it's going to be better. when you opt to say “I'm 

going on ground,” you’re making it fit your schedule, and I think you’re putting 

more effort into it (Ginny, Instructor, 9 years physical, 4 years virtual). 

  

iv. Collaboration. 

 Collaboration (between instructor and student or between two peers) provides 

opportunities to develop communication skills, seek out potential solutions, or solve a 

design problem. This type of exchange is meaningful, productive, and essential to studio 

practice. As students work through a design problem in the physical studio, they may 

seek out others to work with in regard to weighing out the best options. “One thing I 

really loved about that on-ground class is the instructor made it very collaborative and the 

class actually did a lot of brainstorming” (Clara, Student, at least one physical interior 

design studio course and at least one 100% virtual interior design studio course). 
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To encourage this collaborative process, the instructors also create projects that 

must be completed in groups or teams. Instructor Sally provides an overview of the team 

project approach used.  

I also had a lot of success with team projects in the on-ground classroom. I would 

randomly pick out of a hat three or four students per team, depending on the size 

of the class, and this I used mostly for advanced students maybe in their third or 

fourth year. And by teaming them up and actually having them envision their 

project as if it were a design firm they really got more excited about it, there was 

more interaction, more creativity would come out as a result and the students took 

the projects a lot more seriously that way too. They had a lot of pride in their 

work as they almost wanted their own little design firm. So, I had a lot of success 

with teaming (Sally, Instructor, 13 years physical, 12 years virtual). 

 
 Student Clara understands that collaboration is beneficial to the overall design 

solution. In this interview excerpt, the student recalls how her instructor approached a 

team project. The students collaborated at the project onset, but then completed the 

project individually. This student appreciated the collaborative effort with research, as 

she was new to the design process and approach.  

 
One thing I really loved about that on-ground class is the instructor made it very 

collaborative and the class actually did a lot of brainstorming. It was our first 

studio class and, so, she sat down with us at the computer and when we looked at 

some examples of some Frank Lloyd Wright structures ... We were doing a design 

for a dome house and so we explored some dome designs together, we did a field 
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trip together, and we all sat down and just collaborated on ideas for designing a 

residence that was a dome structure, and I thought that was a real-world 

experience. Sort of like a charrette. I don’t know, I got a lot out of that (Clara, 

Student, at least one physical interior design studio course and at least one 100% 

virtual interior design studio course). 

 

Collaboration also exists with others in the industry such as building contractors, 

engineers, furniture or cabinet manufacturers, other designers, or sales representatives.  

Many instructors invite these professionals to the studio classroom to talk about their 

experiences with designers, share their projects, or work with students.  Instructors have 

also invited clients to the studio classroom to talk about their project needs and 

requirements. All of this is replicating the profession and provides opportunities for the 

students to practice their communication skills (both verbal and visual).     

 
 v. Outcomes. 

With the students in the physical space, instructors can influence the outcomes. 

Instructors indicate that students can immediately apply their new knowledge from 

discussions, lectures, or demonstrations. And, when they do perform these new skills, 

they can ask for clarification during that same session should they not understand or 

perform the skill correctly.   

What I see in the physical classroom, I would say that there tends to be more good 

work and strong work and a lot less mediocre and I think that’s a virtue of the 

things we’ve talked about so far, you know, the ability to stop class and talk 

organically and the time you spend doing critiques and kind of those natural 
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flowing conversations about things that don’t seem to happen online even though 

you can do things like have a virtual conference and bring everybody together 

(Eric, Instructor, 11 years physical, 11 years virtual). 

 
I think that could potentially influence the outcome of their work because in the 

on-campus classroom they are forced to stand there and be quiet and pay attention 

for the entire time that the instructor is providing the information, because it’s a 

quiet learning environment they can receive all this information then go back to 

the table and immediately try it (Andy, Instructor, 18 years physical, 12 years 

virtual). 

 
 Students indicate that it is easier for them to understand the project or assignment 

requirements when they can see a physical example.  

I’m a very hands-on person. I like to do hands-on projects and to see, I don’t 

know, to have a more physical example of something. I think it’s easier for me to 

understand. I’m a very distracted person, so I think it is a little bit harder on an 

online course (Maria, Student, at least one physical interior design studio course 

and at least one 100% virtual interior design studio course). 

 Instructors indicate that design students need to understand how to conduct 

themselves professionally. By taking part in the studio environment fully, the student 

outcomes are stronger. Professionally prepared work is one component of the final 

outcome. Students are also required to present their final work to a group of students, 

instructors, or professionals. Instructor Ethan explains how the studio prepares the 
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student for the professional world, not only in how the student should act in the 

classroom, but also how the student presents work. This particular instructor teaches at 

two different institutions; one is a CIDA (Council for Interior Design Accreditation) 

accredited program, the other is not. The CIDA Standards require students to practice 

presenting their work, hence the reference to “forcing of students” to present.  

Being a professional, it’s about how you conduct yourself in a classroom, how 

you prepare your material, how do you present. Presenting is a big part and I’m 

glad, as a part of a CIDA accredited school, we work really hard to keep that. I 

know not all departments online do that. That forcing the students to really 

present orally, and I think that’s a very important part of being a professional. 

How do you present your work? I wish we did it, actually, in more classes. You 

have to choose your words carefully. You have to have poise in front of your 

audience. It forces you to dress differently. Sometimes you prepare your cue cards 

before you speak. You know, the whole thing (Ethan, Instructor, 11 years 

physical, 11 years virtual). 

 
 vi. Environment influence, impact, and control. 

 As indicated earlier, this category appears to demonstrate the most dominance in 

the overall research. The instructor has control over the time used during physical studio. 

As indicated thus far, the instructor can change direction depending on the student 

learning and project progress. Students that are behind or struggling are easy to identify. 

The instructor also can control how information is distributed. For example, if the 

instructor feels that it would be most important to show the drawing prior to discussing it, 



Running head: ANALYZING STUDIO CLASSROOM PRACTICES AND CULTURE 
 

 73 
 

then they control the flow of the studio time. This can also be applied to the course 

design, as the instructor is in control of how the students digest the information. Indicated 

below, the physical environment allows them to quickly identify potential issues or 

generate engagement.  

 

On-campus I can walk around and immediately notice areas for improvement and 

call those to the attention of the student immediately before they complete the 

entire drawing. And so, I can help them direct by the deficiencies right away. And 

then when they turn in their final assignment there will be fewer errors (Andy, 

Instructor, 18 years physical, 12 years virtual). 

 Instructors also find that with face-to-face instruction, they know when their 

students are not focused, engaged, or when students do not attend class. It is much easier 

to reach out to students in this environment and instructors can get them back on track 

more quickly. 

In a physical environment if they're sitting in the back of the room and not 

engaging you can at least go back there, sit with them, talk with them, try and 

figure it out, see if you can get them to engage (Rob, Instructor, 20 years physical, 

14 years virtual). 

 

Instructors indicate a few disadvantages to the physical studio environment that 

include the time between studio meeting times and the controlled environment. Students 

may not reach out to their instructor until the next formal meeting time, or students may 

miss a class. These instructors explain the drawbacks of nonattendance: 
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In my experience, with both physical and virtual classrooms, is attendance. So, in 

a physical classroom if a student is not in attendance, there is absolutely nothing 

you can do to interact. There’s no way to interact or help that student (George, 

Instructor, 26 years physical, 12 years virtual). 

 
The difficulties in the on-ground classroom would be I guess its pros and cons but 

I would say timing. If you’re teaching a class that meets only twice a week, then 

the students are kind of left on their own without online help and on ground class 

they're left on their own until they meet again the following week. So. if they have 

questions or things in the interim, they kind of lose some time in that respect. So. 

keeping that continuity is a little hard in an on-ground classroom (Sally, 

Instructor, 13 years physical, 12 years virtual). 

 

The physical environment may or may not please all users and their requirements 

or needs when considering the noise level, air temperature, or equipment. This instructor 

highlights their experience: 

Whereas on the on-campus school environment it’s a controlled environment, so 

there is no distraction, there is no noise. They have a quiet environment, they have 

a drafting table in good condition, with the necessary equipment (Andy, 

Instructor, 18 years physical, 12 years virtual). 

 
 

Only a few instructors and students indicated that distractions could pose issues 

with the physical environment. The physical space could also have issues that prevent 
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student attention to details.  Such issues could include high traffic hallways, noisy HVAC 

systems, other students in the studio, or the size of the classroom. The students and 

instructors do not have control over these issues.  

This student and instructor indicate the positives and negatives of the physical 

environment. 

 
With the physical studio, what I dislike is sometimes the fact that it is a larger 

class, or just the overwhelming environment of the studio. A lot of students, a lot 

of work everywhere (Elizabeth, Student, at least one physical interior design 

studio course and at least one 100% virtual interior design studio course). 

There also can be a lot of distractions in an on-ground classroom. You’re on a 

campus where there’s a lot of outside activities happening, where students are 

going from class to class, they have to be disciplined enough to keep their school 

work going even though they’re having a job fair happening downstairs, and there 

are guest speakers coming in, there’s a party down the hall for someone, there are 

a lot of distractions that way. So, although you have a focus for your time for the 

class, when everyone’s in person on campus, the campus activity can be 

something you have to work around. So, I would say that can be kind of difficult 

(Sally, Instructor, 13 years physical, 12 years virtual). 

 
Overall, it appears as if the physical studio environment supports the research 

regarding the studio space with the opportunity to engage with each other, collaborate, 

and create meaningful, supportive relationships. Although, instructors and students 
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agreed that there are a few disadvantages to the physical studio environment, overall, the 

organic, impromptu gatherings and face-to-face critiques support the learning.   

B. Virtual Interior Design Studio Classroom   

 i. Studio practice. 

In my experience, virtual studio classroom lectures are provided in written form 

in the virtual classroom. The instructor does not provide a verbal lecture. Instructors can 

add information to the “course master” or “course shell.” Instructors that are tech savvy 

or more experienced with the learning management system tend to add to the provided 

course. On occasion, instructors host a non-mandatory live session with students for an 

hour or so each week. During this time, the instructor may review the upcoming week, 

review project requirements, or take questions.   

So then, I would say, “Okay, it’s going to be from this time to this time, once a 

week.” Maybe a couple people showed up because they were interested in 

something but it was depending on the class I had. I have three or four people out 

of an enrollment of 10 or 12 which is pretty good considering the nature of the 

online classes. They aren’t just affected. They don’t want to do it. They don’t 

show up. When they turn in their stuff and you say, “Okay, you know what, I 

explained this and that's why I opened the session. I explained how to do this.” I 

started recording those and posting it and people used to just wait for the 

recording instead of updating the live sessions. It’s always a struggle in finding 

the right way (Ryan, Instructor, 11 years physical, 3 years virtual). 
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Two instructors describe the structure of the virtual studio classroom including written 

lecture, videos, and course project. Course projects are provided in the virtual classroom 

and some instructors do present their own work as examples.  

Virtual, the class is much more structured. They’re [the students] given a lot more 

information in lecture as well as assigned reading and then they are given 

assignments. They have assignments that they work towards. Preliminary 

assignments. Then usually they build towards a final project just like a regular 

[physical] studio class would do (Emma, Instructor, 3 years physical, 10 years 

virtual). 

 
In the virtual world, that same type of presence is there. There is a lecture, a 

written lecture, that the students would have to read through. There would be 

written assignments. There would be an interactive session where ... Well, again, 

a synchronous interactive session where the students are presented with additional 

notes and ideas and examples. Sometimes that’s in a video form. It is always with 

a written or verbal along with visual indicators (George, Instructor, 26 years 

physical, 12 years virtual). 

 
Student Elizabeth indicates how some instructors add to the existing virtual studio 

by including voiceovers of the assignments or lecture.  

 
It also helps too I’ve noticed more and more in the online classes the instructors 

will voiceover and show you the program through a video. So, it’s basically the 

same thing trying to get that physical.  (Elizabeth, Student, at least one physical 
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interior design studio course and at least one 100% virtual interior design studio 

course). 

Unlike the physical studio, there is no unknown element or mystery to the virtual 

studio. In the physical studio, instructors change their teaching styles, their approaches, or 

embrace spontaneous moments, such as an opportunity to relay their personal 

experiences. Instructors have a good idea of how their session will progress, and the 

competencies they will cover, however, the day to day strategies are unscripted. The 

virtual studio is opposite, as the course is prescribed. The instructor may not know how 

the students will perform or how the students will absorb the lectures and tutorials, but 

the students will be at the same place in the project design process all at the same time.  

Although there are due dates for assignments or milestones within a project, the 

students never meet with their instructor in a physical space. Unlike meeting together for 

4-12 hours per week in the physical studio, the virtual student determines the day they 

want to work or the number of hours they need to complete their tasks or projects. 

Without the typical classroom time that is found in physical studio classrooms, virtual 

students must reach out to the instructor when they need help or guidance. This is very 

different from the physical studio where instructors require students to continue to refine 

their work under their guidance. In the virtual studio, the students typically only complete 

the number of process drawings required in the assignment instructions. These actions, 

unfortunately, undermine the structure and learning outcomes of the studio classroom. In 

some cases, even though revisions are suggested, students are not required to incorporate 

the suggestions or justify why the suggestions did or did not support the overall project 

goals. Student Maria explains the checklist approach of completing the work step-by-
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step, then completing the participation portion by looking at peers’ work. For 

participation, the student would provide a written critique of the work reviewed.  

That’s what I like about the online environment, they put the instructions of the 

online course, they [instructors] put step by step and they also want to make sure 

we participate and that we check on other classmates after doing our work. And 

that’s when I realize I’ve done some work, that after I'm done with it and after I 

turned them in, whenever the participation part, I get to see what were my errors 

or what were my, I don’t know, what were my advantages. And that’s good, 

because I think I can compare my work to others. And we see when ... Like 

what’s to get better in our next assignment (Maria, Student, at least one physical 

interior design studio course and at least one 100% virtual interior design studio 

course). 

In some cases, students will revise work based on instructor comments, but 

generally only when required by the instructor or in some cases when required to receive 

a higher grade on an assignment. Without the continuous interaction between instructors 

and students as in the physical studio, the design projects in the virtual studio become a 

back and forth dialogue instead of one created with a collaborative spirit. Both students 

below concur that the instructor provides the framework and the needed revisions for a 

final submit.  

For the Lighting Design with this instructor, she broke it down by each week was 

a specific part or section of the final. So, let’s say, there’s ten pages. Week One 

would be page one. Week Two would be two, three, four. And she mainly broke it 
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down so that, when it came to your final, you just edit all of her comments and 

her suggestions, and then you plug it into a more design style, professional 

booklet, and you turn it in (Casey, Student, at least one physical interior design 

studio course and at least one 100% virtual interior design studio course). 

 
For my online classes, definitely like, all through environmental design every 

time I turn something in, she’ll send it back and be like, "you need to do this, this 

and this" and that’s exactly what should be happening in the on campus (Anna, 

Student, at least one physical interior design studio course and at least one 100% 

virtual interior design studio course). 

 
If the student needs to reach out to the instructor, they could post the question in 

the virtual classroom discussion board, send an email, or, in some cases, send a text. 

Although it is recommended that all communications stay in the virtual classroom, a few 

instructors do allow students to use email and phone for classroom type questions. As 

expected, all instructors encourage students to use email for all personal questions or 

situations. In most cases, virtual instructors are also required to provide at least three 

virtual office hours each week in that the expectation there is an instant reply to the 

student via the discussion board post, a question thread post, or email. In my experience, 

it is rare that a student requests an appointment via phone. Student Victoria confirms the 

communication styles used in the virtual learning environment: 

Online it’s more of an email and it's when the instructor is available. When you’re 

online, I can take a picture of it or I can email when I’m in the process of doing 

something and go “Hey, I have a problem with this. Can you suggest something?” 
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They can email you but it’s not always right then, they’ll get to it when they’re 

online which could be in two hours, it could be the next day (Victoria, Student, at 

least one physical interior design studio course and at least one 100% virtual 

interior design studio course). 

 
 

It should also be noted that this delayed response, from either the instructor or the 

student, can limit creativity and solutions. There is a certain rhythm established during a 

brainstorming session that is live and continuous. When students submit work and wait a 

day or two to receive comments, then wait another day or two to review, the momentum 

is lost. Camaraderie has not been generated. The project becomes a task or a step in a 

process and not a creative phase within the design process.   

 ii. Critique. 

Unlike the physical classroom, group presentations or critiques in the virtual 

classroom are rare. Most generally, students post their assignment to the open discussion 

board (meaning that all students in the course can view). The students review the work of 

at least two peers and post written critiques of the work. The instructor, on the other 

hand, typically posts a written critique and/or an audio/video critique. The students do 

view other work, and comment on their peers’ work via the discussion thread, but there is 

not a live gathering of students, instructors, or jurors where all students are listening and 

learning at the same time.  

Face-to-face critiques were not found often in the virtual studio. A few instructors 

engaged with their students via Skype, however, a majority of the feedback provided was 

limited to written or personalized/individualized pre-recorded audio/video files. No 
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student interviewed recorded a critique of their peers’ work even though the task is 

relatively easy and not time consuming. With the examples below, the instructors 

describe how they use software or systems to provide recorded critiques or live 

conversations.  

I find that what works so well with on ground and you can’t replicate 100% what 

you do on ground online, the next best thing I find are the videos. Students find 

them incredibly helpful. They’re usually very thankful for them. That really helps 

them to see and to hear. It’s my way of recreating what I teach in the live studio, 

but via online (George, Instructor, 26 years physical, 12 years virtual). 

 
There might be videos that support what we want them to do. But then I am just 

reviewing their assignment post and sharing feedback, in you know, some manner 

with them but there really isn’t exchange of back and forth to any extent. 

Sometimes there is, rarely, like if I post feedback to a student in the online 

classroom rarely do they respond with questions or ideas other than saying like, 

thanks for the feedback, I'll appropriate that in my next post. So, there is ... the 

interaction or the interplay is completely different in my mind in the two 

scenarios (Eric, Instructor, 11 years physical, 11 years virtual). 

 
We use Jing [screencapture software]. I think that’s great, because they can hear 

my voice, and they can hear the inflection, and I’m sort of a positive person, so I 

could be ripping the stuff to shreds, but at the same time, you’re being positive 

(Ginny, Instructor, 9 years physical, 4 years virtual). 
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I always try to imagine myself as having a conversation with them, even though it 

is only uni-directional. Almost as if you were an actor in front of a camera. They 

say you need to fall in love with the camera, right? Whatever that means. I try to 

be that relaxed. Of course, there are days and days, but I think that makes a 

difference (Ethan, Instructor, 11 years physical, 11 years virtual). 

Mostly written. Taking twenty students and creating a video and responding back 

to them or one by one communicating with them in a different format would be 

tough. When I stated the drafting course, they were not many programs that could 

be utilized for online. Later on, they offered me a program that you could go and 

record your voice on the lines. I’m not sure what it’s called. So, you click on the 

drawing and you read your comments. Students will go back and click on that 

button next to the area that your commenting on and listen to your voice (Bill, 

Instructor, 32 years physical, 5 years virtual). 

 
Students also appreciate the audio/video feedback created by the instructors. “To 

me, I think the most effective style that I've experienced as far as providing feedback for 

the students are the ones [instructors] who give audio feedback” (Katherine, Student, at 

least one physical interior design studio course and at least one 100% virtual interior 

design studio course). Instructors provide screenshot videos so that students can see the 

instructor indicate areas of the drawing or presentation while discussing. This 

personalized video provides the students with the exact area of concern as well as areas 

that are strong. This video emulates the desk critique in the physical classroom, as 

Student Elizabeth indicates.  
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It also helps too I’ve noticed more and more in the online classes the instructors 

will voice over and show you the program through a video. So, it’s basically the 

same thing trying to get that physical ... They do very well trying to help you out 

virtually (Elizabeth, Student, at least one physical interior design studio course 

and at least one 100% virtual interior design studio course). 

 
Students have indicated that they receive more attention via the virtual 

environment than in the physical studio. This could be dependent on the instructor and 

instructor involvement or dedication. In some cases, it could be dependent on the number 

of students in the course. Both students below reference the same instructor. Her level 

and number of responses (feedback) could be greater than other instructors.  In any case, 

the instructor is required to respond to each student post in the virtual classroom, 

therefore, the perception of instructor feedback could be higher when compared to the 

number of times an instructor meets with a student individually during the physical 

classroom studio.  

For the online classes I seem to get feedback way more often. Like way more 

often than I do for a campus class. I actually have a class right now, lighting 

design, and that class I never really feel like I know what is going on and I'm 

actually there with her (Anna, Student, at least one physical interior design studio 

course and at least one 100% virtual interior design studio course). 

 
I did have my Lighting Design professor last quarter ... I emailed her something. I 

think it was she texted me, and then we were texting back and forth and then she 

said, “Let me just call you.” And then we had a live conversation that way 
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(Katherine, Student, at least one physical interior design studio course and at least 

one 100% virtual interior design studio course). 

 
However, one instructor indicated that some students may not provide useful 

critiques because they are unsure of the concepts or do not understand the concepts 

themselves. Therefore, the critiques are too general or not helpful. In the end, students are 

required to critique the work of others, but it is the responsibility of the student to provide 

substantial critiques. Students do not receive participation points if the critique is not 

thoughtful and meaningful. The requirement forces the students to engage, but, again, the 

level of engagement is student dependent. 

 
We have similar cases where some students do want to get a check off for 

participation. I think that many students simply don’t have enough knowledge.  I 

think that maybe they’re struggling themselves to understand the concept, and I 

think that some may be intimidated by providing feedback for their peers because 

they don't fully understand the material itself. And I think that's sometimes why 

their responses are brief. I don’t think it’s necessarily because they are being lazy, 

I think sometimes it’s because they feel awkward providing feedback something 

like an instructor would do when they don’t fully understand the material (Andy, 

Instructor, 18 years physical, 12 years virtual). 

 
 This instructor requires that students reply to two students, but they also must read 

and review all comments so that the student is exposed to more work and more instructor 

and student critiques.  
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I try to make it a little more relevant and to have only responding to one person 

but making sure that they read more than one or two replies and comply. That’s 

what I do. It works because they say, “Oh, I just learned from such and such. That 

they did that. They also struggled with this and for that.” It creates a little sense of 

community in the discussion (Ryan, Instructor 4, 11 years physical, 3 years 

virtual). 

In regard to students providing critiques of peers’ work, Bill explains that it may 

be easier for students to complete due to the virtual environment. Students can find it 

challenging to be completely honest when in the same room face-to-face with peers.   

An advantage that I see in online courses is the students are more receptive to 

critique each other because they are not sitting face-to-face with a friend. When it 

comes to criticizing or making comments about each other’s work, I think online 

they do a better job than face-to-face (Bill, Instructor, 32 years physical, 5 years 

virtual). 

I think because you’re not face-to-face with people ... I know one part of the 

online environment where you have to provide critique or feedback on another 

student's work. It’s actually kind of somewhat helpful that they’re not sitting in 

front of you when you really want to give them some constructive feedback 

(Katherine, Student, at least one physical interior design studio course and at least 

one 100% virtual interior design studio course). 
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iii. Studio culture. 
 
 As indicated in the physical studio classroom, studio culture is an important 

aspect as students learn from the instructor, learn from one another, push each other, and 

complete comprehensive projects based on many critiques and revisions. Instructors do 

recognize that the virtual environment does not allow for relationship building. The lack 

of relationship building can be detrimental to student learning and does not necessarily 

support the shift from student to professional. Instructor Ethan shares how the virtual 

environment does not allow for a warm and welcoming atmosphere even with 

thoughtfully prepared videos. 

Online would be not seeing the student in person, because you get so much more 

out of a regular conversation. Even the way I gesticulate, or move my hands, or 

body language. You’re missing all that. You try to convey a warm and welcoming 

atmosphere as you speak, but it’s not the same when I do videos for them online 

(Ethan, Instructor, 11 years physical, 11 years virtual). 

  
Students also do not initiate peer contact or establish relationships. Many stated 

that they recognized names from prior courses, but they did not reach out to others for 

guidance or support. Instructors have tried to create the opportunity for students to reach 

out, however, this appears to be unsuccessful. Both the instructor and student below 

indicate that initiating or building relationships is not common in the virtual environment. 

I've tried setting up little peer groups too, to kind of get that happening online, but 

you know what, you get the people that want to do it, you get the people that 
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don't, and chances are, if you set up a group of five, two are going to actually do it 

(Ginny, Instructor, 9 years physical, 4 years virtual). 

   
Other than that, I won’t reach out to people in the online environment unless I 

have to. And I think that kind of does take away from the personal experience of 

being one on one with a group of students, because you chit chat and talk amongst 

yourselves sometimes and it takes the creative talk out of it, I guess you could say 

(Anna, Student, at least one physical interior design studio course and at least one 

100% virtual interior design studio course). 

 
In the physical studio, students ask questions of the instructor during open studio. 

This is similar in the virtual environment as most students contact the instructor directly. 

One student indicated that she felt more comfortable in the virtual studio classroom. “I 

actually feel online that it's better. I actually interact more with my instructors. This 

online class now, I've probably spoken to this instructor three times as much as I have 

with my physical instructor” (Elizabeth, Student, at least one physical interior design 

studio course and at least one 100% virtual interior design studio course). A majority of 

the students agreed that the interactions within the virtual classroom were with the 

instructor only. Both instructors and students agree that the written or video critiques are 

quite helpful because they can be reviewed as many times as needed. With a live 

discussion, a student may forget to take notes or write down a particular suggested 

revision or solution.  

Instructor Emma indicates how she approaches communicating with students via 

the virtual classroom by creating “screenshare” videos or critique videos directed at the 
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students. The instructor walks through the project components while discussing the 

design issues that need to be solved or technical issues that need to be corrected. 

Then I can look at that work and make comments, but what I do is I use video, so 

that they can literally see just I can on the on ground, I can give them the work, 

but I can look at it and point things out and make comments, make suggestions, 

things that are good, things that are, things that need improvement, so they can 

digitally see as they hear my voice, point some things out and basically a little bit 

more personal instruction that way (Emma, Instructor, 3 years physical, 10 years 

virtual). 

 
 Student Anna indicates that the recorded session with the professor is beneficial 

because it can be reviewed instead of a live conversation where a student may have 

missed a note or comment from the instructor.  

 
When you’re talking to an online professor it’s there in black and white, you can 

see it. You know wherever they respond you can re-read you know, but if you 

miss something that your instructor says in class or you don't note it down, that 

could lead to deductions in points because you spoke it and you didn’t write it 

(Anna, Student, at least one physical interior design studio course and at least one 

100% virtual interior design studio course). 

 
However, instructors also recognize that the process is more difficult than the 

physical environment and that students may miss the benefits of the studio interaction. 

Virtual students are good at taking directions, however, they are not necessarily good at 

interacting and debating/justifying potential solutions. Students are required to submit a 
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justification of the choices they make; students are not required to submit an analysis of 

the critiques they receive. Instructor Eric explains how students in the virtual 

environment tend to complete their projects independently, without the support, 

guidance, or critique from other students. Each student tends to approach the project on 

their own, moving through the steps to completion individually. The design process can 

be messy with multiple solutions, options, or thoughts that may not work. The virtual 

student does not appear to experience this. 

 
And, in the online environment, I think the idea is similar to that, in terms of 

students are directed to read feedback that is given to their classmates so that they 

learn from that but, to be honest, I don't think that happens. So, I think that’s a 

very, linear process. Like, they’re going along on their own projects, on their own 

paths and not really watching what others are doing. And the reason I say that is 

when I look at the feedback that they leave for their peers, there isn’t a lot of 

critical content in there even though that is expected. It’s really limited and 

unstoppable and so I don’t know that they, in my opinion ... it’s just a very 

different experience where in the physical classroom it seems like it’s more 

organic in terms of students will talk to each other more naturally than happens in 

the online environment (Eric, Instructor, 11 years physical, 11 years virtual). 

A student explains how she felt in the online course by comparing herself to the 

characters in a television series, Girlboss. The main character created an online business; 

she regularly held a virtual conference where all participants attended via computer. No 

one was together in the same physical space. 
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Sometimes I feel like I’m in the series Girlboss – where they are all sitting around 

the conference table as screens (Maria, Student, at least one physical interior 

design studio course and at least one 100% virtual interior design studio course). 

That healthy competition, you get on ground, because you’re in this culture. 

You’re in this environment where people are aware of one-another. Versus online, 

I know everyone posts comments and posts interim progress shots, but you still 

don’t have that ... You’re in your own office. Somebody might be like an hour 

away, five states away ... But you don’t have that connection (Ginny, Instructor, 9 

years physical, 4 years virtual). 

 
 

Instructor Andy suggests that virtual students do not have as many opportunities 

to practice professional attributes such as oral communication (either via conversation or 

formal presentation).   

Online I think it's uniquely different, online they have to read materials on their 

own, they have to digest the information, they have to use problem solving, they 

have to work independently, try to come up with solutions, And those are skills 

that they are practicing in the online classroom that they’re going to use in the real 

world once they get a job. So, I think it’s different between on campus and online 

but I think that in both cases they’re learning something valuable (Andy, 

Instructor, 18 years physical, 12 years virtual). 
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 Lastly, Instructor Eric sums up the virtual studio classroom by referring to himself 

as a “facilitator” when present in the virtual studio. As a facilitator, he guides the students 

through the course, but does not feel a connection or relationship with the virtual 

students. There is not a sense of cohesiveness in working together to solve the problem; 

there is a sense of directing the students to completion. 

 
Well, I think it is pretty clear, at least it feels like to me, that on ground I truly feel 

like and I think I’m viewed as an educator versus online I’m viewed as a 

facilitator. So, I’m hoping someone gets through the process ... I’m facilitating 

that process online versus, not sure how else to explain that, other than like in the 

classroom you’re really responsible for educating as well as facilitating, I guess is 

maybe now that I think about it. So, in a physical classroom I am constantly 

thinking about how do I improve the class? What things can I share? I’m looking 

for examples. I’m really sharing a lot of my personal experience with the students 

when I do desk critiques, and, from one student to the next that could be a very 

different personal experience but because everybody sits together in the 

classroom, all the students should be sort of listening to what I’m sharing with all 

of them (Eric, Instructor, 11 years physical, 11 years virtual). 

 
 iv. Collaboration. 

Due to the virtual environment and the asynchronous approach to the classroom, 

collaboration with peers, as well as between instructor and student can be quite 

challenging. However, in the current global marketplace, it is a required skill of students. 

“With the global market trend and the advancement of technology, collaboration in a 
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technology-mediated work environment has become common among designers” (Cho, 

2016, p. 569). If students are motivated to engage with one another, or with the instructor, 

then collaboration is possible. Instructor Emma explains the approach in the virtual 

environment. 

There’s collaboration hopefully within the [physical] classroom where students 

can get that same studio type environment, but it’s virtual where they’re looking 

at a student’s work because they post their work digital and then they can 

comment on each other's work (Emma, Instructor, 3 years physical, 10 years 

virtual). 

However, most of the time, the student is more concerned with completing the 

next task instead of working with others. Many blame the virtual environment or lack of 

time. Both Students Clara and Katherine describe the challenges of working with teams 

virtually. 

Well, I had a group project one time in an online class. And it took us 10 days to 

all sort of link up and get in touch with each other by email, so that just kind of 

posed a timing problem (Clara, Student, at least one physical interior design 

studio course and at least one 100% virtual interior design studio course). 

Group projects are difficult online. They’re difficult on-ground as well, just 

because as a student everybody has such different schedules. It’s very difficult to 

find time to actually get together and work together. Online is even a little harder 

because you don't have that face-to-face contact (Katherine, Student, at least one 
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physical interior design studio course and at least one 100% virtual interior design 

studio course). 

 

Students do see the benefit of collaboration, but they may not understand the full 

scope of those benefits due to the limited practice in the virtual environment. “Being able 

to collaborate with each other might be kind of nice” (Clara, Student, at least one 

physical interior design studio course and at least one 100% virtual interior design studio 

course).  

Instructors also see the lack of connection between peers, or even the connections 

between the project milestones. The instructor must rely on the student to further inquire 

about the project if there are any misunderstandings. If the student corrects their work, 

the instructor can see the revision, but does not know, unless the students inquires further, 

that the student understands the purpose of the revision. “I can see the benefit of that 

[providing a set of parameters as a check list], but then, where is the collaboration and 

where is the thought process? We just told you, do one, two, three, four, not necessarily 

are they making the connection. Do they know why, they only do one, two, three, and 

four?” (Ginny, Instructor, 9 years physical, 4 years virtual). 

Just as the with the students of the physical studio, it is imperative for virtual 

students to collaborate with industry professionals and clients.  On occasion, the 

instructors will host times for the professionals to speak to the students. During the 

Virtual Career Week, guests will speak for thirty to sixty minutes about a particular 

project, or how they collaborate with designers.  A majority of the time, the instructor 

acts as the client with student projects.   
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v. Outcomes. 

With all the obstacles and differences between the virtual studio classroom and 

the physical studio classroom, there are instructors that feel students can obtain similar 

educational results in the virtual environment. “The only reason I teach in a virtual 

environment is because I have seen that for students who are interested and interact with 

the instructor you can produce the exact same results that you can produce in an on-

ground environment” (George, Instructor, 26 years physical, 12 years virtual). By this, 

the instructor implies that the success of the student is based on their proactive actions 

and their willingness to learn in a different environment. The success of the student is 

also based on the dedication of the instructor and their willingness to modify their 

teaching strategies to accommodate the virtual environment. 

Students appreciate the directness of critiques in the virtual environment that 

allow them to produce quality work. 

I would have to say I’m actually prouder of my online work for some reason. I 

don't know, I feel it’s a lot more focused, it’s straight to the point. If I have 

something to fix I go back and fix it exactly what the instructor said and for a 

physical class sometimes I feel that the attention is so divided because it’s a 

classroom full of different kids, so I feel like sometimes I don’t get that criticism 

that I feel I should and when the project does come to complete, I’m criticized on 

something that I thought twice about. And on an online I don’t necessarily think 

twice (Elizabeth, Student, at least one physical interior design studio course and at 

least one 100% virtual interior design studio course). 
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Instructors in the virtual environment have found that virtual students tend to also 

have other responsibilities such as work, family, and other obligations. This can be true 

of those in the physical studio, however, the attention students give virtual courses can be 

overrun by their other responsibilities. The virtual work can be hurried or incomplete, as 

detailed by Instructors Emma and Eric.  

 Then you factor in the fact that it’s online and if you’re not savvy with that, 

there’s an issue. If you have other personal challenges, which I found more online 

students had additional issues that they were dealing with, other obstacles. If you 

can get though that, then yes, your work as you move forward is equal if not 

better than what you get on ground. (Emma, Instructor, 3 years physical, 10 years 

virtual) 

 
If they’re trying to balance jobs and, you know, all sorts of other responsibilities 

in their life, that’s reflected in their work. So, I don’t know that maybe that’s the 

best student to be online. I would say when I compare what I see online which is a 

few good things and a lot of mediocre work to what I see in the physical 

classroom, I would say that there tends to be more good work and strong work 

and a lot less mediocre and I think that’s a virtue of the things we’ve talked about 

so far, you know, the ability to stop class and talk organically and the time you 

spend doing critiques and kind of those natural flowing conversations about 

things that don’t seem to happen online even though you can do things like have a 

virtual conference and bring everybody together. Like, those things just don’t 



Running head: ANALYZING STUDIO CLASSROOM PRACTICES AND CULTURE 
 

 97 
 

seem to, in my mind, in my experience, work as well as physical classroom (Eric, 

Instructor, 11 years physical, 11 years virtual). 

 
 As indicated earlier, formal presentations are an important component of the final 

outcomes. Many virtual students do not practice this skill, or, if required, only do so a 

few times in the program. Virtual students are required to present their senior thesis 

project as well as their portfolio via a live video conference to instructors. With each 

student presentation, two or three instructors provide live feedback. The instructor 

informs the student at the beginning of the presentation session that it will be submitted 

as an assignment prior to the formal presentation. Students, however are sometimes 

unsure of how to present the work without much verbal presentation practice. In regard to 

formal presentations, Student Katherine does not remember formal presentations required 

by any virtual course. Instructor Andy provides an alternative option allowed for formal 

presentations.  

Online, I don't think I have. You mean like do some sort of video or audio? 

(Katherine, Student, at least one physical interior design studio course and at least 

one 100% virtual interior design studio course). 

Online? The only way that they're really presenting their work is posting it in the 

discussion forum, and I provide feedback in the forum, so then their peers can be 

engaged and in the learning process I’m providing feedback as well. So that is 

really the only way that the work is presented (Andy, Instructor, 18 years 

physical, 12 years virtual). 
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 A few instructors believe that the work virtual students produce can be compared 

equally to that of physical studio students. Again, in my experience, the students that 

produce quality work are those that value the critique, ask questions, and continue to 

revise and rework projects based on feedback. Instructors Rob, Emma, George, and Ethan 

recount their experiences: 

I see outstanding work. When I used to teach on ground I’d have some students 

that were just amazing and some students that did not have design skills or talent. 

And then I see the same thing online as well, where you’ve got some people that 

just blow you away with their ideas, and some people that just maybe it’s not the 

right path for them to take for a career choice (Rob, Instructor, 20 years physical, 

14 years virtual). 

I think the online, believe it or not, I think is a better real-world experience than 

on ground. The reason I think that is when I was teaching as an adjunct ... I went 

to a portfolio review during ASID Week. I was floored at what I was seeing, the 

quality of what I was seeing, and the fact that it was all digital. We’re in a digital 

world. We do business virtually now. Everything goes digitally now. Nobody 

brings big sets of CDs and does things like that. In that respect, I see a difference 

because in my beginning students, some of them don’t even know how to use 

PowerPoint. They don’t really know how to scan. They don’t know how to scan 

and merge (Emma, Instructor, 3 years physical, 10 years virtual). 

The only reason I teach in a virtual environment is because I have seen that for 

students who are interested and interact with the instructor you can produce the 
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exact same results that you can produce in an on-ground environment (George, 

Instructor, 26 years physical, 12 years virtual). 

 
No. Interestingly, our students, and this is kudos, pats on the back for us online. 

We’re doing a phenomenal job preparing our students, the ones that really want to 

learn. I mean, the ones that really take this seriously. Nothing to compare with 

other students that go on-ground. They get quality education (Ethan, Instructor, 11 

years physical, 11 years virtual). 

 

Despite some of the pitfalls of the virtual learning environment, instructors 

continue to teach in this environment because of the opportunity to work with many 

instructors and students across the globe, the desire to stay current with technology, the 

development of alternative avenues for students, the persistence of wanting to create the 

next session with higher quality, or the advantage of the convenience/flexible schedule. 

“Online seems to be the way of the future, brick and mortar education and institutions are 

dwindling while online increases so you move forward or get left behind” (Emma, 

Instructor, 3 years physical; 10 years virtual).  Eric, Instructor, indicated that he started 

teaching in the virtual world because of the possibilities. “At first, I believed in the 

potential, I enjoyed teaching, and I needed the income. I was working several adjunct 

positions to cobble together a teaching career and this became steady work when 

enrollments were high” (Eric, Instructor. 11 years physical; 11 years virtual).  However, 

he has stated that his enthusiasm for the virtual interior design studio classroom has 

waned over the years. “There is a constant attempt to improve courses for students and to 

prepare students for careers. I suppose that sort of "can do" attitude and the desire to 
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teach and help students keeps me going, for now” (Eric, Instructor, 11 years physical; 11 

years virtual). 

vi. Environment influence, impact, and control. 
 

 In regard to the environment influence, impact, and control, the most compelling 

findings concerned the lack of professionalism, lack of interaction, increase in 

independent study type habits, and the lack of exploring design solutions within the 

virtual environment.  

 Instructors have indicated that virtual studio students could need time to adjust to 

a career in the physical environment. Although virtual interior design students are 

required to take a Professional Practices course, the students do not practice the skills in 

the physical work environment. These skills could include professional dress, 

professional conversations, and professional interactions regarding design projects. 

Instructor Ryan tries to elevate the conversation and classroom experience to prepare the 

students for the professional world, whereas Student Casey indicates that the virtual 

environment allows her to not be professional in regard to dress.   

What the online class is missing and hard to ... there’s always that question. I keep 

thinking of how to find the way to lead a better experience but the students that 

have graduated from a fully online, they will need a little time to adjust, to adapt 

to working with other people. Probably, the discipline of the two ... the 

professionalism aspect of the program that you're required to graduate from the 

very simple thing of showing up on time and staying for an entire class and your 

behavior and all that. Whereas, in an online process, you may be by your 

swimming pool in shorts and it doesn't matter if you even comb your hair, right? 
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There’s no interaction with other people. That’s probably the thing that is hard to 

replace but I don’t think it's dramatic as the end of the world. I think that they will 

need some time to adapt to work with people with real clients, with colleagues 

and in a team environment, because you know, as interior designers or architects, 

we work with a lot of people. We don’t work alone, normally (Ryan, Instructor, 

11 years physical, 3 years virtual). 

What I love about online is I have more freedom. I don’t have to go to class, I 

don’t have to interact with a bunch of people, I can be in my pajamas, I could be 

on vacation and no one knows that I’m getting my work done (Casey, Student, at 

least one physical interior design studio course and at least one 100% virtual 

interior design studio course). 

 
 

Although there is constant communication between the virtual instructor and 

virtual student, the students are responsible for the time and effort they contribute. The 

independent study type format is completely contradictory to the studio format. Within 

the physical studio, interior design students are encouraged to work independently with 

their final design solutions, however, are not encouraged to work throughout a project 

entirely independently. Again, the virtual environment can prevent students from working 

collaboratively, contradicting the typical physical studio foundation as explained by both 

Instructor George and Student Casey. 

Now, in the physical classroom, I feel that the live interaction helps prepare 

students better for networking opportunities and interaction with other humans, 

which is vital for their success. In the online environment, students can go 
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through an entire degree program never having to seriously interact with anybody 

outside of that virtual classroom (George, Instructor, 26 years physical, 12 years 

virtual). 

Where online, I don’t talk to anybody except for in the participation discussion 

points. However, I know you’re supposed to comment back, but not many people 

respond back to your comments. And then same with the professors when they 

just response, that’s kind of the only interaction (Casey, Student, at least one 

physical interior design studio course and at least one 100% virtual interior design 

studio course). 

 
With the structure of the virtual classroom, students can complete work 

independently and this can cause an issue for the instructor. Instructor Ginny provides a 

comment on how challenging it can be to work with virtual students. When not in the 

same space, the student can continue to work on the project whether they are headed in 

the right or wrong direction. Student Clara views working independently in a different 

light as she views independent work as a benefit to her schedule and her best working 

hours.  

Online, you have to be so prepared, because they’re reading this information, 

you’re not there at their beck and call, interacting so clearly as you would if you 

had four hours of time together. So, preparing on ground versus online, I would 

just say you have to be more detailed online than you do on ground, but I think 

the benefit of on ground is that you have some fluidity with the project, so you 

can allow the students to come and go and let them explore a little bit more, 
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versus online, if they start to explore and veer a rabbit trail, you’re like, “Get back 

here!” Because you don’t know when the next time you’re going contact them, or 

when they’re going contact you is going to be, there could be a deadline, and 

you’re like, “All right, you really went off” Versus on ground, if they start rabbit-

trailing, let them go, you can always reel them back in when you see them (Ginny, 

Instructor, 9 years physical, 4 years virtual). 

I think, for me, being able to set my own schedule, not being confined to the 

classroom for four hours at a certain time and if I need to work in the morning or 

in the middle of the night, you know, it’s certainly nice to be able to work that 

around my schedule. I think the communication is just on ground, it was a bit 

better but that’s just a matter of logistics (Clara, Student, at least one physical 

interior design studio course and at least one 100% virtual interior design studio 

course).  

 
When students work independently, there is also a greater chance for missed 

learning opportunities or students pursuing incorrect or impossible design solutions. With 

the checklist approach, students do not elevate their design solutions. The prescriptive 

approach is linear and does not allow for the design process to work most 

advantageously. The virtual student, explained below, misses the opportunity to interact 

with them. 

In physical, it’s that ability to be creative and to explore, and that ability to just 

have that impromptu design session. And I think Skype actually opens the doors 
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for that online, but you still can't get your hand on their piece of paper and take 

that one piece of line and extend it to become a curve, or take that line ... You 

don’t have that impromptu, that physical interaction. Thats what you miss in the 

online education. You can try, and Ive tried it with the videos, and I’ve tried it 

with the Skype, and I’ve tried moving my cameras so they can see what I’m 

drawing, sending them pictures, but you just don’t have that online (Ginny, 

Instructor, 9 years physical, 4 years virtual). 

In the online classroom, you really cannot do that. The students are doing their 

assignment, they’re scanning them, turning them in, at that point you can find all 

those problems you didn’t have the opportunity as the students were drawing it to 

intervene. So that’s a limitation of the online classroom versus on campus (Andy, 

Instructor, 18 years physical, 12 years virtual). 

 
 

A few instructors have indicated that the use of a blended classroom would be the 

most beneficial if a complete physical classroom program was not available. This would 

allow for the students to receive the benefit of physically being together, yet also provide 

the benefit of videos, tutorials, or examples that they could view during open studio time, 

or after official studio time. The instructors provide ideas for modifications to the 100% 

virtual approach.  

I think, if I could just reiterate, I’m not against online education, but I think that 

it’s important that we identify who it makes the most sense for. And how does 

each scenario benefit the student the most. And I actually think that somewhere in 
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the middle, the combination of physical and virtual is probably the happy medium 

that we haven’t arrived at yet in either type of institution. I think there is a way to 

incorporate the benefits of online learning in the physical studio (Eric, Instructor, 

11 years physical, 11 years virtual). 

What I’m seeing, the future of education more and more is a hybrid system. Even 

if you teach in on-ground, in an on-ground environment, I always prepare a 

website, and I put their material that they can see during the week, before we meet 

the next time. It works two ways. For the students that are overachievers, they can 

prepare ahead of time. For the students that need extra hand-holding, they can 

play, and pause (Ginny, Instructor, 9 years physical, 4 years virtual). 

It’s been a really positive and pleasing finding for me to find out that you can do 

so much. And I think as we go ahead, we’re going to have technologies that are 

maybe even going to be able to bridge that gap even more. We have more virtual 

reality, we have the changes in cap technology that we use in design is constantly 

changing. We have better communication methods, Skype and other things that 

are happening. And who knows what's going to happen in the future. I think it’s 

all very positive to know that there are so many options now in education (Ethan, 

Instructor, 11 years physical, 11 years virtual). 

 
 

Students indicate that the motivation behind enrolling in virtual studio classes is 

due to flexible schedules. Unlike the physical studio student, the virtual student is not 

required to attend the physical studio classroom meetings. As mentioned earlier, the 
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physical studio student could meet with their instructor from 8-12 hours per week. Again, 

this practice of students working on their own time without direction or interaction from 

the instructor or other students does not support studio learning. Virtual students see this 

as a benefit, but as a studio component, it is detrimental. The goals of the virtual students 

are based on schedule and dedication of time instead of the learning. Students Anna, 

Katherine, and Instructor Ginny agree that virtual studio courses are quicker and allow 

more flexibility. The students also indicate that the virtual studio courses are quicker due 

to this particular program’s schedule. Physical studio courses are completed in 11 weeks, 

whereas the virtual studio courses are completed in 5-1/2 weeks.  Therefore, the students 

tend to register for two virtual studio courses during the same time as registering for one 

physical studio course.  

I would say an advantage for being online, is that you get done quicker, it is a lot 

of work, but you get done with the class quicker and you can move into another 

online class and get two finished in the same time it takes to get one campus class 

done. Which is really, really helpful. For me as a mom anyway. But then the 

drawbacks of not actually going to the class is more along the lines of that 

personal, you know, talking to your classmates, you know, face to face one on one 

time with your instructor (Anna, Student, at least one physical interior design 

studio course and at least one 100% virtual interior design studio course). 

What I like about online, well, to be honest the …. The thing I like most about the 

online classes is you can get through them quickly. You can see, you can look 

ahead and look at assignments and often work ahead a little bit easier than in on-
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ground classes (Katherine, Student, at least one physical interior design studio 

course and at least one 100% virtual interior design studio course). 

And I feel like online, you’re just kind of putting ... You do an online thing 

because of time or location or schedule, and you fit it in when you can (Ginny, 

Instructor, 9 years physical, 4 years virtual). 

The instructors also recognize the flexibility of virtual studio courses in regards to 

meeting times.  

Online, you could choose any hour of the day that you want to work on it. So 

that’s a benefit, it’s the flexibility with the schedule (Ginny, Instructor, 9 years 

physical, 4 years virtual). 

 
 Virtual students are less likely to revise their work in any stage of the design 

process. This could be due to the limited time in the accelerated virtual courses, or to the 

structure of the virtual classroom. Again, due to the shorter timeframe of the virtual 

studio classroom, and the course design, a majority of the students tend to be focused on 

the steps to completing a project instead of focusing on completing the project with 

totality.  However, for some students, the virtual environment is beneficial. Students 

Elizabeth and Maria explain that the virtual course appears to be more focused and 

organized.   

I have to say online personally more focused. That’s an advantage. I’m a lot more 

focused. There’s no physical class to say hi to a few friends or maybe get a little 
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off track. Because online it’s you and that computer. So, I’m a lot more focused 

online (Elizabeth, Student, at least one physical interior design studio course and 

at least one 100% virtual interior design studio course). 

 
I like about online classes is that I have a more organized schedule. I decide when 

to do physical classes and my online classes I can do them whenever I, ... 

Obviously before the due date of the assignments, but I know when to do it and I 

don't know. I think that’s a better way to organize as if I had another class on 

campus, you know what I mean? (Maria, Student, at least one physical interior 

design studio course and at least one 100% virtual interior design studio course). 

 

Utilizing the information from this chapter, a table was created to allow for direct 

comparisons pf the physical interior design studio classroom and the virtual interior 

design studio classroom.  

 

Table 1:  Comparison of Physical and Virtual Studio Classrooms   

Physical Interior Design Studio 
Classroom 

Virtual Interior Design Studio 
Classroom 

    

Physical classrooms were equipped 
with drafting tables, chairs, and 
computers for students; 
whiteboards, projector, and 
presentation area for instructor. 

Virtual classrooms required 
students to possess computer, 
scanner, printer, camera, and 
portable drafting table. 

Enrollment in the physical 
classroom was between 14-16 
students. 

Enrollment in the virtual classroom 
was between 18-25 students. 
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Instructors and students met in the 
studio classroom between 4-12 
hours per week. 

Instructors and students typically 
did not meet synchronously. If so, 
on a limited basis. 

Instructors provided lecture, 
demonstrations, or discussions. 
Then, students applied skills during 
same studio class time. 

"Course master" or "course shell" 
with written lectures, video 
demonstrations, or discussion 
threads were provided within the 
virtual classroom. 

Students received synchronous 
one-on-one instruction. 

Students received one-on-one 
instruction typically via written 
notes or screencapture video/audio. 

Critiques were provided face-to-
face during the class time by the 
instructor or peers.  

Critiques were provided via the 
discussion thread by the instructor 
or peers. 

Studio culture developed 
organically; typically, student 
driven. 

Student culture did not appear to 
develop. 

Students interacted informally and 
learned from one another.  

Students did not appear to interact 
beyond the classroom framework.  

Formal collaboration opportunities 
were provided. 

Formal collaboration opportunities 
were provided. 

Students presented work orally and 
provided justification for design 
solutions. 

Students presented work via 
discussion thread with written 
justification for design solution. 
There were a few courses that 
required oral presentation. 

Physical classroom allowed 
opportunity for meaningful, 
supportive relationships. 

Virtual classroom allowed 
opportunity for instructors and 
students to interact. 

Industry professionals or jurors 
attended the class sessions via face-
to-face. 

Industry professionals or jurors 
attended the class sessions via 
webinar or recordings. 
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V. Chapter Five: Discussion 
 

As indicated earlier, the studio as a learning environment provides the optimum 

space for the interior design student. Throughout this research and findings, it was shown 

that there were few similarities and critical differences when students participated in 

physical interior design studio classrooms versus virtual interior design studio 

classrooms. There were many factors that contributed to successful outcomes, however, 

the most prominent appeared to be the development of the culture within the studio. This 

organic evolution of the student dynamic supported student growth and development in 

becoming an interior designer. When comparing the physical interior design studio 

classroom with the virtual interior design studio classroom, there were five major 

limitations in the virtual environment: 

A. Limited collaborative interaction among faculty, students, project clients, and 

experts 

B. Limited creativity associated with the fluid and open–ended nature of 

stimulation, trials and exploration in the design process 

C. Limited personal and individualized interaction in building engaged 

relationships and networks  

D. Limited teaching and learning expectations for iterative on-going reflection 

and continuing improvements in projects evolving in time 

E. Limited investment in building a studio culture with real-time presence and 

interaction among a tightly formed group of 16 or less colleagues to address 

dynamic complexities in the problem-solving design process 
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A. Limited collaborative interaction among faculty, students, project clients, and 

experts 

Collaboration was indicated in various ways in the physical studio classroom as 

students worked together in team or group projects.  Typically, students completed 

projects together from beginning to end, however, in some cases, the instructor asked the 

students to research together, then solve the design problem individually.  

Collaborating as a team was not as evident in the virtual classroom.  Instructors 

indicated that they tried to assign group projects, but the students claimed scheduling 

issues, different time zones, etc. prevented the groups from working together. Instructors 

appeared to have stopped requiring team projects after a few attempts.  

Although the amount of collaboration time was not measured in either 

environment, the physical studio classroom provided more opportunities for ongoing and 

interactive collaboration.  The physical space of the studio allowed teams to gather 

together on a regular basis with a pre-determined class schedule.  “In interactive and 

collaborative instructional contexts, individuals have an opportunity for perspective 

taking and reflective thinking that may lead to higher levels of cognitive, social, and 

moral development, as well as self-esteem” (Kvan, 2008, p. 196). This can then lead to an 

environment that is perceived as safe where students actively engage with each other 

(Kvan, 2008).  Due to the schedule limitations of virtual students, as indicated by both 

instructors and students, synchronous and interactive virtual collaboration was more 

challenging to plan, thereby collaborative opportunities were not as prevalent.   

Issacson (2017), author of The Innovators, stated that creativity is taught through 

collaboration. Throughout the book, he highlighted many technology-focused projects 



Running head: ANALYZING STUDIO CLASSROOM PRACTICES AND CULTURE 
 

 112 
 

and analyzed the success. He concluded that collaboration was vital to any project’s 

favorable outcomes. Although not directly related to the studio environment, his 

summation can be applied in this context. “First and foremost is that creativity is a 

collaborative process. Innovation comes from teams more often than from the lightbulb 

moments of lone geniuses” (Issacson, 2017, p. 479).  

Due to the lack of collaboration on projects it was difficult to distinguish if the 

students in the virtual studio truly understood the creative process. Physical classroom 

students had the opportunity to explore more options with the guidance of the instructor, 

however, the virtual classroom students lost this opportunity when instructors provided 

limited group work. 

In the industry, students are expected to work together, and they must also work 

with other professionals in the industry after graduation, including but not limited to, 

building contractors, engineers, manufacturers, or other designers.  And, designers also 

need to work with their clients.  In the physical environment, there appeared to be several 

opportunities to work with others in the many capacities. In the virtual environment, the 

opportunity of working with other disciplines, as well as clients, was limited.  

B. Limited creativity associated with the fluid and open–ended nature of 

stimulation, trials and exploration in the design process 

Although creativity was discussed as a collaborative effort, the limitation of the 

design process, or not using the process fully, could also affect creativity. Due to the 

asynchronous environment, virtual instructors indicate that it was challenging to reach 

students in the virtual classroom. It could be difficult to know when a student was at a 

stopping point, needed direction, or needed further explanation or instruction. With 
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physical studio students, it could be much easier to focus on the students’ needs. By 

evaluating the body language, facial expressions, or actions in class, the instructor could 

quickly address issues. The lack of synchronous face-to-face classroom time could limit 

the project outcomes as students may not fully develop an idea/solution, approach the 

project in the best way, or complete the research needed for the problem. Instructors also 

had difficulty knowing how far they could push the student when seeking or evaluating 

project solutions. Without the base of a relationship, it was possible that the instructor did 

not guide the student to their full abilities.  

Instructor Bill asked during the interview, “How do you teach creativity?” The 

instructor could explain the design process and guide the student through the process, and 

in the end the student could understand how to approach future projects by understanding 

that constant reflection and revisions are necessary to provide the best outcomes. No 

project will take the same path from beginning to end, however, with the physical studio 

experience, the student should be prepared for the profession and the projects they would 

encounter.  

When the virtual studio students were focused on the step-by-step process of 

completing the task or project, the freedom to explore many solutions diminished.   In the 

virtual studio, the projects tended to take a linear path from start to finish and with 

limited time, disallowing the investigation of multiple options.   

There appeared to be a disconnect between the process and importance of 

revisions with the virtual students. Students learned technical skills in this virtual 

classroom, however, as indicated earlier, these same virtual students missed the 

opportunity to observe and work through the design process with others, a critical 
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component of the physical studio experience. These virtual students could choose to read 

critiques, view a video critique, and/or incorporate the feedback into the design. The 

virtual student final project was complete and presentable when taking the technical skills 

into consideration, and the project could also appear complete in regards to the final 

solution. However, it is unknown if this best solution was based on multiple 

configurations since the preliminary drawings were not visible. 

The virtual student was not exposed to alternate solutions (precedents, other 

students in class) unless they completed additional research or reviewed their peers’ 

work. This research showed that virtual studio students had a choice to participate in the 

discussion as the only requirements were the points attributed to their critique with a 

rubric. If the student wanted the points, they often would complete the critique; if the 

points were not important, they may not complete the critique. Physical studio students, 

on the other hand, were required to participate in group critiques as a component of the 

studio classroom. Again, the process to the outcome did not support the studio approach. 

Outcomes appeared to be similar – both instructors and students agree – however, the 

process taken in the two environments was quite different. To learn from one another was 

an additional major component of the physical studio experience that was diminished 

within the virtual environment.   

Referring back to Social Learning Theory (see Chapter 2), Bandura emphasized 

human interaction, observation, and modeling as key characteristics.  With these virtual 

students, the social learning is absent.  

C. Limited personal and individualized interaction in building engaged 

relationships and networks 
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Some virtual instructors have conducted telephone or Skype conversations. In 

most instances, this was only when the student was experiencing difficulties. The student 

or instructor could request the meeting. There was typically no live feedback or critique 

via telephone or Skype; this action was reserved for a student that was struggling, not 

posting work, or failed to understand the course content. The instructors mainly relied on 

written critique or recorded audio/video critiques. On occasion, an instructor may have 

met with a student via telephone to discuss a senior project or portfolio. However, this 

was not common practice. Instructors have indicated that it takes extra time to create 

response videos/screen captures, and many students did not view or access them. 

(Instructors had the capability to see students’ log-in time when accessing the course.) If 

a student did not try to improve their work or themselves, the instructor tended to stop 

going above and beyond the requirements of their teaching duties. Finding a common 

time to meet individually with 15 or more students in a given week could also pose 

challenges. Many virtual students did not want to meet with the instructor as they would 

rather work through the course at their own pace with the content provided.   

Today, it is still necessary to develop new instruments and methods to facilitate 

the design of learning processes in a virtual learning environment (virtual pin-up, 

virtual jury,  virtual desk critic), to elaborate organizational strategies that 

encourage interaction between different actors (inside and outside academia), to 

create procedures to build knowledge collectively, to organize communication 

protocols in order to show the design results to different audiences and to manage 

repositories with quality content (Masdeu, 2017, p. 18).   
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Unlike the physical classroom, virtual students had limited live personal 

interaction with other students and experience of community. The student goals appeared 

to be different for the virtual learner. For example, virtual students had the choice to 

reach out to others in the classroom. They were not forced to sit next to someone and 

converse. Virtual students tended to reach out to the instructor with questions or they 

sought answers via online resources. These actions did not support the purpose or intent 

of studio, and the potential sense of community was lost.  

As indicated with the virtual classroom, the interaction was limited to written 

thread discussions, audio recordings, screenshot recordings, and in some cases live 

communication. Although these communication techniques supported the creation of 

connections, it was challenging to build and sustain meaningful relationships. Not only 

was the interaction limited, the students and instructors were typically only together for 

one course in the program. On occasion, instructors could teach a variety of courses and 

students could appear on an instructor’s roster in more than one course. Students that 

took more than one course with the same instructor adapted to the course faster as they 

knew the expectations and teaching style within the first week. This was not a surprise, 

however, and this could also be seen in the physical classroom. This circumstance of 

students taking different courses with the same instructor more than once was a rare 

occurrence in the virtual studio and, as a result, the program did not reap the benefit of an 

established relationship.  

During interviews, Instructor Eric identified his role as an “educator” in the 

physical studio, however, used the term “facilitator” when present in the virtual studio. 

(See Virtual Interior Design Studio Classroom, Studio culture for interview excerpt.) As 
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an “educator,” this instructor developed relationships, shared personal experiences, and 

treated the student as a whole. As a “facilitator,” this instructor believed he did not have 

the opportunity to develop relationships in the virtual classroom. Personal experiences 

were shared but within the discussion threads or with an audio clip–somewhat different 

than live presentations or interactions. With this relationship base, it could be challenging 

to consider the student fully, as interactions were limited to discussion threads, not four 

hours per session in a physical classroom together. 

This instructor found the value in relationship building with students. With these 

relationships, it could be easier to provide critiques that the student understands, or have a 

broader scope of the student goals. The relationship building was a two-way process; the 

virtual instructor must be engaged as well as the virtual student. If either did not go above 

and beyond the requirements of the course, then the instructor could always act as the 

“facilitator.”  

There did appear to be an internal struggle with the instructors as they wanted to 

provide a quality education and experience, but also knew that the results rested in the 

hands of the students. There was only so much an instructor can do from afar. Many 

virtual students wanted to start new careers, change careers, or enhance another degree. 

In most cases, the students were working full time, or were stay at home mothers with no 

child care options. Although they all had a personal reason to be in a design program, 

their time constraints may not have allowed for the personal interactions needed in such a 

degree. The virtual studio classroom allowed the student to determine their personal 

schedule. However, the strategy of independent work directly opposed the principles of 

the studio model.   
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Although the virtual courses were pre-packaged in the sense that the online 

lectures were complete, the textbook readings were assigned, and the course projects 

were defined, it appeared as if the instructor managed the course similar to an 

independent study with 15 or more students in each section. Each student post in the 

virtual classroom was addressed. Student posts could range from questions, to discussion 

question responses, to assignment submissions. It was found that instructors needed to 

repeat the same set of instructions or clarifications to each student. Therefore, the 

instructors developed videos and/or written instructions that addressed common issues 

that could be placed at the introduction of an assignment or as a response to a student 

post. In either case, neither were solely individualized responses to the student. This 

could be perceived as a cold approach and thus not contribute to relationship building 

with the student. Many instructors also used programmed keyboard shortcuts (similar to 

copy/paste, but with only one keystroke) to instruct students. For example, if many 

students were having issues with proper citation format, the instructor may have used the 

same verbiage in response to many students. Again, this could appear more “robot-like” 

and take away from a personal approach and relationship building. These step-by-step 

actions completed by the instructor created the “facilitator” approach.  

Instructional videos or general announcements could be time saving and allowed 

the virtual instructor to spend more time on the critical aspects of the course such as 

direct feedback to assignments. However, unlike the physical classroom when one 

student asks questions, the entire group of students hear the instructor response. a 

majority of virtual students only viewed the comments to their work and did not visit 

virtual instructor comments to other students. Again, this undermines the studio model as 
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students were only viewing their own work and not learning from others. The students 

were required, in most cases, to provide comments on and critiques of others’ work, but 

on a rare occasion would the critiquing student view the same work again to see if the 

student modified or revised the work. The instructor was the only one to look at a 

student’s work from beginning to end. Most likely, students were unaware of their peers’ 

progress with a project.  

D. Limited teaching and learning expectations for iterative on-going reflection and 

continuing improvements in projects evolving in time 

The most favored reason that students registered for virtual studio courses 

stemmed from convenience. These students preferred virtual courses due to the demands 

of full-time jobs, child and family care, or the distance to a campus. At times, virtual 

students allowed these demands to impede their academic schedules and progression 

within the program. Instructors have indicated that the relationship they developed with 

their virtual students typically was caused by an emergency. For example, virtual students 

asked for extra time on a project assignment because a child was sick or they needed to 

work overtime. This type of behavior did not seem to be as widespread in the physical 

classroom. The resident student had a different viewpoint of the physical class. Although 

physical classroom instructors had experienced students with personal issues, these issues 

appeared to be more prevalent in the virtual classroom.  

There was a generalized perception that online courses were easier to complete. 

Due to the many home remodeling television shows and networks, there was also a 

generalized perception that interior design was a profession that was fun and easy. Many 
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virtual students indicated that they wanted to start a new career, or change their career, 

but had not researched the roles and responsibilities of an interior designer.  

And, with this misconception of easy coursework, the virtual student did not 

understand the time required to generate design projects with reflection or refinement of 

their work. Lacking the physical studio as a reference, the virtual student was unaware 

that students of the physical studio dedicate at least 12 hours per week to their work 

(actual physical studio class time).   In many cases, the physical student dedicates more 

time per week as students remain in the physical studio beyond the scheduled meeting 

times.   

The constant interaction with the instructor or peers provides a real-time exchange 

of ideas and solutions.  Although not attending the physical studio classroom provided an 

option for the virtual student to advance their education, the student lost the opportunity 

to be immersed in an environment that thrives on learning and working with others. The 

behavior of discipline is modeled and virtual students fail to witness this when working 

from home.  

E. Limited investment in building a studio culture with real-time presence and 

interaction among a tightly formed group of 16 or less colleagues to address 

dynamic complexities in the problem-solving design process 

With the independent study style of the virtual studio courses, students could find 

the courses to be more challenging than physical studio courses as the students were 

asked to decipher online lectures, textbook readings, instructional videos, and project 

requirements. The audio clips, online tutorials, and asynchronous feedback could or could 

not provide the answer the student needs.   
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Although each instructor in the physical environment had their own approach to 

the management of the studio, the studio model was followed. For example, instructors 

utilized the time in the classroom to provide instruction, critiques, guidance, and real-

world experiences. There was a live, organic, fluid approach to the distribution of 

information. Interaction in the physical classroom was face-to-face, thereby promoting 

relationship building between instructors and students, and between students and their 

peers. The nature of the interaction appeared to cement this successful approach when 

evaluating the use of the studio model. 

The maximum number of students enrolled in physical studio courses is typically 

16 thereby allowing this small group to develop working and social relationships.  Due to 

the use of cohorts, this group also moves through the program together from studio 

course to studio course. By building this sense of comfort, the physical students feel 

unencumbered to make mistakes, experiment with potential design solutions, and achieve 

success with the others in the physical studio classroom. This network of support is 

imperative so as to develop the collaborative sprit and healthy competitiveness that 

occurs in the physical studio classroom.  

Instructors of the physical studio classroom provided feedback about the projects 

in real time. When engaging in this manner, this allowed the student to assess their work 

against the project requirements and execute changes, when necessary.  It was the 

constant interaction between the instructor and student that assisted in producing a 

successful outcome.  The virtual studio classroom also provided a time for students to 

assess their work. However, without the face-to-face commentary, the virtual students did 
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not experience the live interaction of working together to solve the design problem.  The 

exchange was delayed due to the discussions posted in the virtual classroom.   

With the physical environment studio classroom, the instructors used the 

traditional studio approach with the sessions. All physical classroom instructors that 

facilitated in the virtual classroom, however, appeared to approach the virtual studio 

differently. There was no model, framework, or tradition for the virtual studio classroom. 

Instructors lost the ability to create a fluid approach and tried to recreate the personal 

interactions with written or recorded critiques of student work. This one-way 

communication did not allow for the fundamental approach to the physical studio 

practice. Instructors tried to replicate the physical studio experience in the virtual 

classroom by creating video feedback, video tutorials, and written critiques. This 

asynchronous approach was a one-way conversation. The virtual student had the choice 

to view, read, or even ignore the information provided. The instructor did not know the 

actions taken by the student. In many instances, it was apparent when students did not 

read the text, online lecture, written critique, or view a recorded video critique; their work 

was not revised, or not revised well, and repeated student questions which were 

addressed had no action taken. This loss of studio culture development or social learning 

did not allow for the virtual students to benefit from the studio culture that is cultivated in 

the physical studio.  

In the physical classroom, the instructor controlled the flow of the course; the 

instructor understood the best approach to the presentation order of information. For 

example, the instructors discussed the techniques, the purpose of the technique, and then 

demonstrated how to complete or utilize the techniques. With this approach in the virtual 
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asynchronous course, the instructor lost control of the student absorption of information. 

With a virtual course, the student could choose how to digest the information. They could 

skip online lectures, view all demonstrations at one time, or access the course topics out 

of order from the course schedule. Of course, the physical classroom students also had 

the option to read ahead in the textbook, but they must follow the schedule of the live (in 

class) lectures, discussions, and demonstrations.  

 

F. Other Aspects for Consideration 

 Other aspects of this study that did not emerge from the interviews, but should 

also be taken into consideration include dedication of instructor and student, technical 

skills and design process, and course design. 

 i. Dedication of instructor and student. 

Dedication of the instructor was not a prominent aspect in the research. Those 

interviewed were full-time instructors and adjunct instructors. The preparation time, 

institutional support, course load, appointment requirements, and salary/benefits are 

different between these two groups but not examined in this study.  

As indicated in the previous section, the willingness for instructors to identify and 

know how to facilitate courses in each environment could also be attributed to the success 

of the course. The virtual studio classroom could require more time in course planning 

for the instructors. The instructor could add information to the pre-packaged online 

course by creating video lectures or demonstrations, written lectures, and other 

supporting materials, readings, or videos. The instructor had to be available more hours 

or at different times of the day to accommodate students in various time zones. 
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Instructors that went above and beyond the requirements of the classroom or the 

requirements for instruction typically embraced the virtual component and the nuance of 

technology.  

Instructors had to think about the competencies of the course and the structure of 

the assignments. For example, in a physical course, the instructor could meet with 

students individually during studio time to discuss their work. In the virtual environment, 

the instructor would need to set up time via Skype or another live screen sharing software 

that would allow discussion of their work. This could take much more time than the 3-4 

studio hours and much more effort in scheduling the many individual meetings each 

week. The time it takes to review student work could be similar in both the physical and 

virtual classroom. However, with the virtual component, the instructor had to take extra 

time to scan, download/upload files, add comments electronically, create response videos, 

etc.  

 The dedication and effort could also fall on the student. The virtual student would 

be expected to be somewhat technologically savvy to scan and merge drawings, 

download/upload files, or learn software programs to support their virtual experience.  

If the student completed the course by checking off the requirements, they would 

obviously not gain the same results as the student that constantly revised their work, 

researched precedents, or engaged fully in the design process. In the physical studio, the 

instructor and the student reviewed the work together, or the conversation between the 

two pushed the student to the next level. This instantaneous interaction promoted the 

elevation of work. In the virtual studio classroom, the immediate interaction and perhaps 

the relationship was not as strong.  
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ii. Technical skills and design process. 

Although not prevalent in the findings, it was also imperative to note the 

difference between students learning the skills needed in the profession versus the 

process of working through a design project and a formal solution. 

 In the physical studio, students were constantly interacting with one another or 

with the instructor. The studio space could be lively with many conversations, or on the 

other hand, a place of tranquil work with everyone in deep concentration. In either case, 

the students were surrounded by other people and could reach out to ask for assistance, 

contemplate design solutions with another, or confirm that their solution was viable. 

Working together led to multiple solutions and sparked creativity. These interactions 

cemented the student learning as well as replicates the professional world.  “Students 

actively learn from one another in a spontaneous and exploratory mode that fosters deep 

understanding of content, stimulates and motivates learning, and eliminates boredom 

(Bowen, 2012)” (Cho, Cho, et al, 2016, p. 568).  

The culture of the physical studio developed organically over the session and 

could continue into multiple sessions as many of the students stayed together in the 

original cohort. The instructor and students developed relationships; these relationships 

were considered both professional and personal. For example, it would not be uncommon 

for the instructor to talk to the student about their family, their past projects, or their plans 

for the weekend. Students were the same in that they shared details about their personal 

lives with the instructor or other students. The physical studio became a place for this 

extended family to gather. Students learned to rely on each other, push each other, and 
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support each other with every project. A certain bond was formed. The experience was a 

rite of passage.   

 Even though the student design project contained the same parameters and 

requirements for each student, the project outcomes could be different. Each student 

progressed through the design process differently. Some could experience road blocks; 

others could rely on past experiences and solve a problem easily. Each student designer 

had his/her own style, approach, and personal stamp. In any case, the project results 

would be different. All would meet the project requirements, but the outcomes would be 

unique to the student and their strengths. 

 In the virtual situation, this sense of community was lost as students worked 

independently. They typically did not form a bond with others thereby decreasing the 

opportunity for natural relationships to develop. The students only reached out when they 

were stuck or in need of further clarification. There was limited collaboration of ideas, 

reviewing others’ work intently, or sharing of sources.  However, in a global market, 

students should be able to work together with others in many situations.  

For effective collaboration in a technology-mediated learning environment 

(TMLE), collaborators should have certain skills, such as effective 

communication, positive attitudes, or technology skills. These skills cannot be 

developed immediately, so they must be incubated through practice; therefore, 

educators should consider technology-mediated collaboration activities in design 

studio for students’ smooth transition to their future professional practice (Cho, 

Cho, et al, 2016, p. 569). 
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 This led back to skills. Did students learn the same skills in the physical and 

virtual studio classroom? In regard to technical skills and the phases of the design 

process, yes. In regard to the sense of community and supporting one another, working 

through projects together late at night, etc., no. To thoroughly understand the profession 

and gain experience needed in the professional world, students should have the 

opportunity to work together (in a community, or collaboratively). On the surface, when 

comparing projects completed in the virtual studio and the physical studio, the technical 

outcomes would be quite similar. However, what was not visible was the process. The 

interactions, the creativity, and the reflection on work was not present in the virtual studio 

projects.  

 iii. Course design.  

 The last aspect from the research that did not fully develop was the overall virtual 

course design. Many of the instructors indicated that they needed to modify the pre-

packaged course, or they felt constrained by the course parameters. Perhaps more focus 

should have been placed on virtual course design. Instead of forcing a square peg into a 

round hole, the course should be created to support the studio approach and student 

learning outcomes.  As indicated prior, this research found that these particular courses 

were designed to support the institution demands.  For example, the assignments were 

required to be graded within 48 hours. Not only did this dictate the number of 

assignments each week, but is also provided a falsehood that the assignment was 

complete and in no need of reflection.  

With all this said, the 5 prominent factors identified at the beginning of this 

chapter, could be addressed in the virtual learning environment with different 
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instructional strategies, approaches, and technologies.  The course design/instructional 

design could be modified in the virtual learning studio as indicated below.  These 

suggestions have not been implemented in any virtual interior design studio classroom 

from this study. 

 
A. Limited collaborative interaction among faculty, students, project clients, and 

experts 

The use of videoconferencing or other collaborative tools could be 

incorporated into the course and assignment instructions. There are also many 

technologies that allow virtual connection and collaboration in classrooms; these 

include Adobe Connect, WebEx, Google Classroom, and Zoom. With these 

videoconferencing applications, a group of students could gather together and the 

videoconference could stay open for many hours.  These applications are flexible 

in that several students could be in one location and connect to others in different 

physical locations, or all students could be in different physical locations and 

connect via the application. The instructor would have control of the meeting time 

and length.  

This approach would need further investigation, as Rehn, et al (2016) 

suggests, instructors must be cognizant of the design of their courses with the 

inclusion of videoconferencing. “We suggest that a complete paradigm shift is 

required whereby teachers think about the affordances of a videoconference and 

then design their courses to exploit these innovative aspects” (Rehn, et al, 2016, p. 

314). Rehn, et al (2016) further explains that technology cannot create a 

successful course nor create a sense of presence, but it is the instructors and their 
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adaption to the virtual environment. Students would also need to adapt to the 

virtual environment, as they would be required to reach out to students virtually. 

B. Limited creativity associated with the fluid and open–ended nature of 

stimulation, trials and exploration in the design process  

The approach to the critiques (both pin-up and desk) could be modified to 

allow the students to submit work without a grade. Many of the virtual studio 

issues revolved around limited use of studio traditions and limited interactions. 

The courses are organized by session week or by module, and interviewed 

instructors indicated that grades of each assignment are due within 48 hours of the 

assignment submission.  This forces the instructor and the student to move 

forward from the graded assignment thereby hindering the studio approach. With 

the graded assignment, this indicates to the student that this design step is 

complete, and there is no need to return or revise the work that is already graded. 

However, this manner of thought process is not replicated in the physical 

classroom, or the professional world as designers are constantly revising work 

based on client preferences or needs, furniture/fixture/material availability, 

modifications to the built environment, and so on.  The organization of the course 

and the forced grading defines the interactions with the instructor and student.   

It could be beneficial for students to submit work without a graded rubric 

for a “virtual desk crit.” With this process, the student could submit their work to 

the instructor and have an individual review with the instructor. This non-graded 

approach would allow the student the freedom to make mistakes, think creatively, 

and potentially try different or unique solutions knowing that the submit would 
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not be graded.  The “pin-up critique” could also be possible via the 

videoconferencing applications.  

C. Limited personal and individualized interaction in building engaged 

relationships and networks 

Although it may take more dedication of both the instructor and student, 

assignments may need to be modified to include synchronous interaction. 

Instructors and students could meet via videoconferencing, share the project via 

desktop, and conduct a meaningful interaction as if they were in the same physical 

space.  

Collaborative approaches could also provide student to student personal 

interaction. In a similar approach, students could interact with one another using 

collaborative tools (written or video) to solve a design problem together. This 

would allow the students to practice working in teams to complete group projects. 

D. Limited teaching and learning expectations for iterative on-going reflection 

and continuing improvements in projects evolving in time 

 As found in this research, many students have many demands such as full-

time jobs, families, etc., and prefer online courses due to the flexibility.  The 

requirements of the course could be identified the first few days of the course start 

including the expected hours an assignment or research should demand.  This 

could assist the student with time management and allow more opportunities to 

reach out to others, when needed.  
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E. Limited investment in building a studio culture with real-time presence and 

interaction among a tightly formed group of 16 or less colleagues to address 

dynamic complexities in the problem-solving design process 

Lastly, this factor is far more complex than the first four, and would need 

more research.  This study reveals that the studio culture cannot be identically 

cultivated in both environments with the same approaches.  With course design in 

mind, other studies with modified course material, course organization, or course 

technology would need to be investigated.  

 

A research future study with the above suggestions would be necessary to 

determine the best instructional strategies and approaches. Again, not only would the 

outcomes of the courses need to be evaluated, but also the experience. 

G. Limitations of Study 

 Based on the previous section, “F, Other Aspects to Consider,” it may have been 

beneficial to inquire about course design from both the instructor and student 

perspectives.  A few interview questions such as how course design influences the 

student participation, or the student expectations could be included.  This could have 

yielded information about the amount of work expected, or how the work would be 

approached in both the physical studio classroom and virtual studio classroom.  When 

students attend the physical studio classroom, since the instructor and the students are 

together, the instructor knows the number of hours a student has worked on a project, the 

number of revisions or modifications the student has made to their work, the points where 

the student lost their way with the project, or when the student was frustrated or pleased 
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with a solution. With virtual students, the instructor does not witness any of this. The 

instructor must rely on the student to ask for assistance, or wait for the student to submit 

their work to the online discussion for critique.  Unless the instructor asks for specific 

information, such as the number of hours dedicated to the project, or where the student 

felt lost, the particulars are not known. 

Another interview question could have targeted the number of hours each week 

the instructor and student dedicate to the course.  With the virtual studio classroom, the 

instructor can see the number of minutes a student has accessed the online classroom for 

required readings, review of project information, viewing of recorded lectures or 

tutorials, etc. However, the instructor does not know how much time the student spends 

on work not completed in the virtual studio classroom. The estimated time spent on 

projects in both classrooms could have been useful for comparison.  

In regards to interviewees and the interview records, the following information 

was not documented: 

1.  The number of physical studio or virtual studio courses that instructors  

facilitated or students participated in 

2.  The sequence of courses (virtual studio course prior to physical studio course  

or vice versa) 

3. The success of the student in regards to graduation or employment after  

graduation as the students in the study were sophomore to senior 

Lastly, the students in this study were all enrolled at the same institution, but 

different physical campuses.  Although students from the physical campus have access to 

the virtual studio courses, the number of students that had both virtual and physical studio 
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experience was restricted.  Instructors had a variety of physical studio experiences from 

different institutions, however, a majority of the virtual studio experiences were from one 

institution. When (and if) other institutions offer virtual interior design studio courses, 

this study could be replicated with another set of students.   

 

H. Final thoughts 

 i. Advantages and Disadvantages 

With the findings and research limitations taken into consideration, how do 

students of both the virtual and physical environments differ in project outcomes and 

professional preparation?   

 While virtual environments have the potential be a productive learning space with 

the current technologies available, the examined virtual interior design studio 

environment did not live up to the rich experiences, practices, or culture of the physical 

environment. 

The student of the physical studio classroom had more experience when 

considering the studio culture, collaboration, and design processing. The physical studio 

environment allowed the student to produce quality work for their portfolios as well as 

allowed the student to be exposed to the expected design firm atmosphere of 

collaboration. These students also had the opportunity to go on extemporaneous field 

trips and meet with design professionals, sales representatives, architects, and others face-

to-face to engage in professional discussions. 

Instructors also invited clients to the physical classroom so that students could 

conduct live interviews.  The student of the virtual studio classroom had more experience 
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when considering online learning computer skills, communicating via multiple media 

outputs, and communicating with instructors with diverse backgrounds. Virtual students 

attended design professional presentations via webinars.  A few instructors briefly 

mentioned the global aspect to virtual learning environments.  

 There were particular advantages and exposure to experiences in each 

environment. For the design profession, the students from the physical environment 

appeared to have more exposure to the profession.  

 ii. Beyond Classroom Influences                   

The one-on-one interviews from this research focused on the classroom 

environment.  Critical interview comments were not as forthcoming as expected.  

Therefore, these last paragraphs address the other factors that could be of influence.  

Although not a direct result of this research, I would be remiss to not include the 

experiences I have encountered over the past twelve years as an instructor within the 

physical and virtual interior design studio programs.   

 The institution referenced in the research that provides the 100% virtual interior 

design undergraduate degree is a for-profit institution.  The students interviewed were 

enrolled at the institution as students in an on-ground (physical) program with access to 

virtual courses, and several of the instructors had experience at this institution as a full-

time or part-time employee. Many of the instructors also had experience from other 

institutions. 

 As an instructor with experiences at both a for-profit and a private resident-

student institution, I believe the goals of the for-profit institution were quite different. In 

this specific program, the focus was on the number of students enrolled in the program.  
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Not only were the course enrollment numbers higher, the entrance standards of the 

students were lower.  Typical private or public institutions that utilize physical studio 

classrooms enroll 15 students, whereas the virtual studio classroom in this study allowed 

20-25 students per course.  The management of 10 additional students in a physical 

studio is challenging; it becomes even more so in the virtual studio.  The students 

enrolled in this virtual program also had lower GPA requirements than public or private 

schools, and did not require a design portfolio for admission to the professional 

program—common in face-to-face programs. 

 This virtual program marketed itself as utilizing asynchronous teaching methods 

thereby creating a student expectation that they could complete the work individually 

anytime, anywhere. From this research, it was found that studio culture cannot be 

cultivated in an asynchronous environment. Although instructors in the program provided 

many opportunities such as workshops, activities, or speaker series events for the students 

outside of the classroom, student attendance was sparse. I built an online resource center 

to house items such as portfolio gallery, professional dress/etiquette, “to the trade” 

sources – mainly topics that would arise during a studio lecture or informal chat.  Many 

students did not attend these events or use the resource center as this was beyond the 

expectations of the degree.  

Many instructors and students experienced frustration with the virtual studio 

classroom; I believe the frustration was due to several reasons.  First, the instructors of 

the virtual environment had teaching experience originating from the physical 

environment.  After many years of teaching in the physical studio, they had certain 
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expectations from students as well as an expected standard of quality from student design 

project work. 

Second, even though students may have had one or two physical design classes, 

they may not have had a full understanding of how to translate these skills from the 

physical studio culture into the virtual environment.   The reference to a physical studio 

was not strong enough for the students to understand how the virtual studio should 

function.  Students were frustrated because they were following the steps provided, but 

the outcomes or instructor expectations of quality and competence did not match. No one 

had explained “studio culture” to the virtual students. Due to the high enrollment, course 

overload, low instructor compensation and high instructor responsibilities, there was not 

much time or reward for instructors to develop the deep, meaningful relationships so 

essential in the traditional physical studio classroom. The students were completing their 

work in a step-by-step checklist manner and the instructors responded to the student work 

in a step-by-step manner. In many cases, the instructors provided thoughtful and thorough 

comments and/or critiques, however, the student was able to make the choice to 

incorporate suggestions into their design. The asynchronous approach made it difficult 

and challenging to create the supportive studio environment expected in a design 

program. 

Third, the virtual studio environment did not create the same learning experience.  

The course design did not support the design process, the informal collaboration, or the 

studio culture.  Instructors were required to provide a grade for the assignment within 48 

hours. This signals to the student that the assignment was complete, and they should 

move on to the next assignment thereby not encouraging the continued revisions and 
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improvement expected.  This requirement did not allow students to fully develop as a 

student or as an emerging design professional.   

I also believe that the virtual studio classroom environment was not created to 

support the outcomes desired.  Instructors of the virtual studio were upset and frustrated 

that students did not produce work that was expected, but students did not have a virtual 

studio environment that was designed to support the outcomes desired.  The virtual studio 

was not created to support the informal collaboration, building of relationships, or the 

studio culture that was demanded for a successful environment. The virtual studio 

classroom was a framework established and could not be changed or modified. However, 

in the end, what the virtual instructors desired for student studio work had been different 

than what the students were providing. Yes, technically, the acceptable work was 

completed well, but the process and culture were quite different between the two 

environments.  

 In addition to the non-supportive environment, faculty received salaries lower 

than the industry average. Research and scholarship were not promoted or supported.  

Instructors also facilitated courses back-to-back on multi-track course enrollments.  This 

type of treadmill production of student credit hours is severely taxing on instructors. 

Within the recent years, the online interior design program was accredited by a 

design organization.  Because accreditation standards evolve and the accreditation agency 

encourages programs to exceed minimum standards, it will be of interest to follow 

accreditation of programs in the future with the 100% a virtual delivery given my 

assessment of the differences between the physical and virtual studio classroom discussed 

in this study. 
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I believe faculty are placed in a challenging and difficult ethical situation as 

students are not ready for the demands of the program due to program expectations were 

not communicated well by the admission representatives.  Instructors assumed high 

expectations and demands extending beyond the time spent in the classroom.  However, 

is it also my belief that the instructors of this environment did the best they could with the 

conditions that were provided. In the end, any of these factors could impact the quality of 

the education. 

  

I. Conclusion 
 

The interior design studio is the backbone of interior design education. Students 

learn by doing, develop relationships with instructors and peers, and collaborate. With the 

lack of collaboration, limited creative process, limited personal interaction, 

environmental influences, lack of structure, and difference in instructional strategies, it 

appears that the current virtual studio classroom does not meet the established physical 

studio classroom approach and quality standards.  These virtual students are learning the 

design process steps, technical skills, and digital presentation skills, however, without the 

experience of the physical studio classroom, they lose the benefits of this established 

learning strategy. The virtual student experience does not practice project exploration 

thereby diminishing their skills in finding the best solution.  One of the outcomes of this 

research raises critical questions about the virtual studio classroom in that it did not create 

or sustain the studio culture as developed in the physical studio classroom. 

Technology has allowed virtual learning and the opportunity for students to learn 

within a non-traditional environment.  However, conducting virtual studio classes needs 
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to be rigorously evaluated and reconstructed to improve practices for both students and 

instructors.  Mechanisms of the virtual studio classroom analyzed in this study did not 

replicate the same learning outcomes in the physical studio classroom.  Creative methods 

for design instruction should continue to evolve with best teaching practices.   

This study did not consider hybrid or blended courses. In these cases, the students 

would meet both in the physical classroom and virtual classroom throughout each 

session. Many studies have been completed investigating the benefits and disadvantages 

to this approach in non-studio courses, with only a few studies focusing on the studio 

approach. More research in this area would be quite beneficial. Experimenting with 

different technology (learning management systems, collaborative communication tools 

such as hangouts, chat rooms, blogs, videoconferencing, etc.) may provide other areas for 

instructors and students to connect on a deeper level than this research indicates.   

Examining the professional advancement of instructors with experiences in both 

the physical and virtual design studios would be beneficial for future studies, too.  These 

instructors would have the experiences to share that would create the best environments 

for learning. 

In summary, established course design, studio practices, and the use of 

collaborative technology were not implemented to produce the experiential learning 

outcomes of real-time intensive studio culture.  Specifically, the study found serious 

limitations in (1) Collaborative interaction among faculty, students, project clients, and 

experts, (2) Creativity associated with the fluid and open–ended nature of stimulation, 

trials and exploration in the design process, (3) Personal and individualized interaction in 

building engaged relationships and networks, (4) Teaching and learning expectations for 



Running head: ANALYZING STUDIO CLASSROOM PRACTICES AND CULTURE 
 

 140 
 

iterative on-going reflection and continuing improvements in projects evolving in time, 

and (5) Investment in building studio culture with real-time presence and interaction 

among a tightly formed group of 16 or less colleagues to address dynamic complexities in 

the problem-solving design process. 

This research indicates that the virtual studio classroom in the current analyzed 

format had critical limitations in its pedagogical infrastructure as documented in teaching 

and experiential learning outcomes. To benefit in the potential future for the depth of 

intensive studio learning in a virtual format, it is recommended that the virtual studio 

classroom be approached in a way that would emphasize collaboration, creativity, 

personal interaction, teaching and learning expectations for continuing improvements, 

and an investment in a studio culture for students to flourish. 
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VII. Appendices 
 

Appendix A 
Discussion Guides for In-Depth Interviews 

 
 

In-Depth Interview Discussion Guide - Instructors 
 
 

1. Introduction to the study  
a. A research project examining instructor and student experiences in physical 

and virtual interior design studio classrooms 

b. Explain why this group of people was selected 

c. Thank the participant for agreeing to the interview  

 

2. Questions  
a. Based on answers, ask for clarification. Prompts could include, “Could 

you describe further?” 

i. How many years have you been teaching physical studio courses? 

And virtual studio courses? 

ii. How do you conduct the physical/virtual studio courses? What 

techniques do you use? 

iii. What are the most successful approaches to physical studio 

courses? And virtual studio courses? 

iv. What are the difficulties with physical studio courses? And virtual 

studio courses? 

v. How does the classroom environment dictate your approach to the 

class? 

vi. Do you see a difference in quality of work between the two 

environments? 
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In-Depth Interview Discussion Guide - Students 
 
 

1. Introduction to the study  
a. A research project examining instructor and student experiences in physical 

and virtual interior design studio classrooms 

b. Explain why this group of people was selected 

c. Thank the participant for agreeing to the interview  

 

2. Questions  
a. Based on answers, ask for clarification. Prompts could include, “Could 

you describe further?” 

i. What do you like about physical studio courses? And virtual studio 

courses? 

ii. What do you dislike about physical studio courses? And virtual 

studio courses? 

iii. How do you interact with your instructor? And peers? 

iv. What are the advantages with the physical studio course? And the 

virtual studio course? 

v. What are the disadvantages with the physical studio course? And 

virtual studio course? 

vi. How do you plan/prepare for the physical studio course? And the 

virtual student course? 

vii. Were you proud of your work in both environments? 
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APPENDIX B 
Full Listing of Categories and Codes 

 
Studio Practice (Instructor – Physical) – 20 codes 
Course strategies, instructor availability, full attention, face-to-face, live demonstrations, 
lecture prep/mental prep, personal contact, attendance, mimics professional studio, 
students fully prepared, classroom not pre-loaded, videos assist, cohorts, field trips, 
instant application of skills, prep time consuming, demonstrations, centralized 
environment, necessary equipment, classroom strategies can be modified 
 
Studio Practice (Instructor – Virtual) – 21 codes 
Definition of instruction, instructor availability, recorded demonstrations, addressing 
student struggles, content pre-loaded, records content accessed, course strategies, 
instructor synchronous, time to gather thoughts, access to all, all content available, 
student savviness with technology, prepare for global world, communicate digitally, 
instructor invested time, personal attention, independent course, topic communication 
only, student misunderstandings, lack of professionalism, web field trips 
 
Studio Practice (Student – Physical) – 13 codes 
Instructor availability, limited to class time, student learning strategies, large class 
overwhelms, personal, instructor strategies, schedule, course structure, benefits of studio, 
discussions, engaged, instant/real time, audio instructions 
 
Studio Practice (Student – Virtual) – 13 codes 
Instructor availability, asynchronous, student learning strategies, expectations, course 
availability, coursework preparation, lack of personal experience, not engaged, student 
preparation, experience of student, not real time, different instructors, written instructions 
 
Critique (Instructor – Physical) – 5 codes 
Instructor feedback, instant feedback, formal presentations, pin-ups, desk critiques 
 
Critique (Instructor – Virtual) – 6 codes 
Interpretation of critique, instructor feedback, instructor feedback via video, majority 
feedback/no exchange, limitations to synchronous feedback, written or video feedback 
only 
 
Critique (Student – Physical) – 5 codes 
Instructor individual feedback, formal presentations, pin-ups, desk critique, reaction to 
presentations 
 
Critique (Student – Virtual) – 5 codes 
No formal presentations, instructor feedback written, audio feedback, easier to critique 
others, written feedback 
 
Studio Culture (Instructor – Physical) – 13 codes 
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Personal interaction, live interaction, genuine, ‘educator,’ personal experiences, 
‘organic,’ ‘fluid,’ peer-to-peer interaction, healthy competition, aware of one another, 
build relationships, engagement extends beyond class time, high sense of comfort 
 
Studio Culture (Instructor – Virtual) – 8 codes 
Live interaction, non-personal, ‘facilitator,’ independent study, lack of personal contact, 
missing connection with peers, difficult to build relationships, low sense of safety 
 
Studio Culture (Student – Physical) – 5 codes 
Direct interaction, instructor interaction, peer interaction, peer interaction casual/extend 
beyond classroom, reach out to others for help 
 
Studio Culture (Student – Virtua) – 8 codes 
Instructor interaction, student/peer interaction, comfort level of students, comfort level of 
instructors, student support of one another in class, variety of interactions, peer 
discussions, hesitant to reach out 
 
Collaboration (Instructor – Physical) – 5 codes 
Collaborative, group examples, team projects, organized teams, learn from others 
 
Collaboration (Instructor – Virtual) – 5 codes 
Missing connection with peers, not much instructor collaboration -formal, team projects 
challenging, beneficial but challenging, must provide more time than on ground 
 
Collaboration (Student – Physical) – 2 codes 
Team projects, collaboration 
 
Collaboration (Student – Virtual) – 2 codes 
Limited collaboration, collaboration challenging 
 
Outcomes (Instructor – Physical) – 7 codes 
Addressing student struggles, allow exploration, develop student creativity, course 
outcomes, high percent of student success, hands on, caliber of student 
 
Outcomes (Instructor – Virtual) – 7 codes 
Outcomes, exploration is difficult to manage, technical skills, step-by-step instructions, 
limited time for creativity, caliber of student, low percent of student success 
 
Outcomes (Student – Physical) – 4 codes 
Projects/outcomes, outcomes, hands on learning, hard copy/hand to paper 
 
Outcomes (Student – Virtual) – 3 codes 
Outcomes, virtual copy, work ahead 
 
Environment Influence/Impact/Control (Instructor – Physical) – 4 codes 
Distractions, more dedicated, forced to attend studio, classroom maintenance 
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Environment Influence/Impact/Control (Instructor – Virtual) – 5 codes 
Flexibility, work from home, cannot determine proper equipment, cannot determine 
student issue when missing, student perceived benefit 
 
Environment Influence/Impact/Control (Student – Physical) – 3 codes 
Prefer over virtual, students not paying attention, course overloads distractions 
 
Environment Influence/Impact/Control (Student – Virtual) – 7 codes 
Convenience, student perceived limitations, content focused/no distractions, forced 
schedule, expedited, flexible, can lead to frustration 
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