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Introduction to the case studies 
 
The case studies presented in this volume can also be accessed individually or 
as a collection on the Studio Teaching Website.  New contributions to this 
collection will arise from the Studio Teaching Forum: Enriching Creative Arts 
Learning (University of Tasmania, December, 2009) and will be available on the 
website. 
 

 
Studio Teaching Case Studies 

www.studioteaching.org 
 
 
Throughout the Studio Teaching Project there have been a number of 
approaches taken to seek out and collect instances of effective practice.  These 
include two National Studio Teaching Forums (2007, 2008), surveys of 
academics and Heads of School across the country, and the utilisation of formal 
and informal networks linked to the project team.  The case studies included in 
the Studio Teaching Toolkit have been developed to both inform emerging 
studio practices and reinvigorate established studio practices. 
 
Effective practices have been be identified by high levels of student satisfaction, 
high industry regard for graduates of particular courses, and high levels of staff 
satisfaction and engagement.  Descriptions of exemplary practices address 
teaching techniques, organisation and/or creative solutions to challenges that 
arise in the practice of studio teaching in the disciplines of Art, Architecture and 
Design.  The examples of effective practice described in this volume cover a 
diverse range of areas such as feedback, assessment, first year learning, 
interdisciplinary learning and teaching, experiential learning, technology-
enabled learning and teaching, industry-related projects and studio 
management.  They provide examples of many of the various models of studio 
teaching described in Chapter Two of the STP Final Report (see Volume One). 
 
A case study template was developed by the project team to guide the 
development and writing of the case studies.  The template was designed to 
focus contributors’ case studies on the student learning issues underpinning 
their approach, the specific strategies used, and to provide evidence of 
successful student outcomes.  Equally, the design of the case studies was 
intended to reveal the challenges involved in implementing changes or new 
approaches in studio, and to allow contributors to offer advise to colleagues 
wishing to adopt similar teaching approaches. 
 
Question Nine of the STP Head of School Survey (Volume Three) asked 
participants to outline examples of recent innovations within studio teaching in 
their programs.  Many of the innovations outlined provided opportunities to 
develop case studies.  As summarised earlier in this report, recent innovations 
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include the utilisation of contemporary technologies (for example ICT, blogs, 
on-line), return to past studio practices (foundation-type subjects, increased time 
in studio), themed studio projects and content, community/work-place projects, 
curriculum development/refinements, embedding of ethical and sustainability 
principles, interdisciplinary strategies, intensive/workshop delivery, and the 
introduction of research methods elements within studio subjects. 
 
The Studio Teaching Case Studies included in this volume are those that were 
completed at the time that this report was written.  As mentioned, this list will 
be significantly extended as a result of the third National Studio Teaching Forum 
to be held at the University of Tasmania in December 2009.  Presenters will 
write up their presentations in the same case study format and case studies will 
be added to Studio Teaching Toolkit for dissemination. 
 
The student experience  
 
The case studies developed for the Studio Teaching Project asked contributors 
to provide information about student feedback on their studio.  Student quotes 
and feedback summaries have been examined to draw out factors that lead 
students to describe learning experiences in studio as positive.  While it is not 
assumed that the views of these students represent students across the sector in 
Art, Architecture and Design disciplines, it is interesting to see how students 
have responded to studios that have been identified as “good practice”.  
Evidence from the case studies suggests that: 
 
 

1. Students appreciate opportunities to work collaboratively with their 
peers 

2. Peer review can enhance students’ learning and confidence 
3. Effective use of online supported studios can enhance students’ learning 
4. Students respond positively to opportunities to use/develop a range of 

different communication skills  
5. Students value cross-cultural learning experiences  
6. Students respond positively to the incorporation of new technology to 

enhance design and/or studio practice 
7. Students appreciate learning/teaching strategies that acknowledge the 

broader context in which they are studying  
8. Students acknowledge that interdisciplinary opportunities challenge 

their perceptions and enhance their learning of the profession 
9. Students respond well to challenging, interesting and real-world 

learning experiences 
10. Students’ value enthusiasm and support from staff and a sense of a 

learning community 
11. Students appreciate clear expectations and knowing how various 

course components are relevant to the degree/profession 
12. Students value regular and constructive formative feedback 
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Volumes 
 
This volume (Volume One) is part of a series titled: Curriculum Development in 
Studio Teaching.   Volumes in this series include: 
 
 
Volume One 

 
STP Final Report 
Robert Zehner, Graham Forsyth, Elizabeth Musgrave, Douglas 
Neale, Barbara de la Harpe, Fiona Peterson and Noel Frankham, 
with Stephanie Wilson and Karin Watson 
 

 

Volume Two STP Academic Survey Report 
Barbara de la Harpe, Stephanie Wilson and Robert Zehner, with 
Fiona Peterson and Noel Frankham 
 

 

Volume Three 
 

STP Head of School Survey Report 
Noel Frankham, Stephanie Wilson, Graham Forsyth and Robert 
Zehner 
 

 

Volume Four STP Case Studies of Effective Practice 
Stephanie Wilson and Karin Watson (eds) 
 

 

 
There is also an online toolkit associated with these volumes for studio teachers: 
www.studioteaching.org  



 

  i 

Executive Summary 
 
The broad discipline areas that are the focus of the Studio Teaching Project 
encompass a wide range of studio settings from artists with easels and potting wheels, 
to architects with drawing tables and, increasingly, laptops, to graphic designers in 
computer laboratories.  Whatever the discipline and whatever the setting, the essences 
of the studio are seen to include creative and reflective thinking, a focus on integrative 
design in the context of a project, and an opportunity to absorb the culture of one’s 
chosen area of endeavour.  
 
While physical studio settings do differ, they tend to be notably more resource 
intensive – in terms of space, staff, workshops, equipment – than many university 
degree programs. As funding sources have tightened across the university sector in 
recent years, anecdotal stories of resource pressures and cutbacks in the studio 
teaching area have become more and more widespread.  In that context, concerns 
about the viability of familiar approaches to studio teaching have led naturally to 
questions about exactly what contributes most to successful studios; what 
characteristics are most important to retain? In addition, increasing Government and 
university expectations of accountability in terms of outcomes, teaching strategies 
employed, assessment criteria and the like, have also put pressure on a form of 
teaching which has its roots in the relatively unstructured space of the traditional 
studio.   
 
Focus of the Study and Primary Data Sources 
 
The focus of the Studio Teaching Project is the identification, description and 
investigation of the circumstances and characteristics of studio teaching models in the 
discipline areas of Art, Architecture and Design.  A further aim is to uncover effective 
studio practice in each of these disciplines to inform curriculum development, future 
practice, and professional development for studio teachers, and to help shape 
university policy with regard to appropriate resourcing. 
 
The views of academic staff involved in studio teaching – in the classroom and/or in 
program leadership roles – have fundamentally informed the Project from its 
inception and have provided perspectives, across a broad range of disciplines, of the 
challenges and opportunities they now face, and their responses to these changes.  
How do Australian academics describe their studio classes? What do they feel most 
contributes to successful, even ideal, studio classes? And what needs to be done to 
attain the best studio outcomes in the future?  
 
In addition to an extensive review of literature on studio teaching, there were three 
main sources of primary data for the project: (i) workshops and papers associated with 
three National Forums on Studio Teaching (2007, 2008 and 2009), each of which 
attracted in excess of 80 participants; (ii) an online survey of Australian academics 
(2008) that included 352 respondents who reported in detail on 301 specific studio 
projects/classes; and (iii) a 2008-2009 survey of heads of 28 schools or departments 
from 19 Australian universities with Art, Architecture or Design degree programs. 
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The Studio Teaching Project Final Reports 
 
The Project is presenting its findings in four interrelated volumes: Volume One 
provides an overview of the project’s work, including its pedagogical foundations; the 
focus of Volume Two is an analysis of the responses to the Survey of Academics; 
Volume Three focuses on an analysis of the Heads of School Survey; and Volume 
Four is a compendium of case studies of effective studio practice, drawing to a 
significant extent on contributions to the three National Forums. There is also an 
online toolkit for studio teachers associated with these volumes at 
www.studioteaching.org 
 
The Framework, Analyses, and the View Ahead 
 
The studio, and what distinguishes studio teaching and learning 
In the Art, Architecture and Design disciplines, the studio is where learning emerges 
through action – an investigative and creative process driven by research, exploration 
and experimentation, and critique and reflection. Studio teaching and learning can be 
distinguished by emphases on project-based work; learning through praxis; learning 
through workshop; and learning through first hand observation.  
 
Following on from these distinguishing characteristics, Art, Architecture and Design 
studios need to be understood in four essential dimensions: a studio 
culture/community of people; a mode of teaching and learning; a program of projects 
and activities; and a physical space or constructed environment. 
 
The factors that contribute to ideal and ‘best experience’ studio outcomes 
Based on the Studio Teaching Project Survey of Academics, the theme that most 
often appeared as the leading indicator of an ideal studio or a teacher’s “best 
experience” was the quality of the studio project. Insofar as there was a single 
characteristic that typified when studio experiences were likely to be successful, that 
characteristic was having a high quality project. There was no single definition of 
what goes into a “high quality project”, but there were clear indications of what 
worked well for respondents to this survey: projects which were challenging; 
inspiring; multilayered; multidisciplinary; real world; interesting; and relevant. 

In addition to the quality of the studio project, important factors included the quality 
of the teaching; a positive studio atmosphere; and reasonable class and group sizes.  
Other themes that occurred often enough to warrant being coded as distinctive types 
of mention were good staff/student interaction; access to good studio spaces (although 
not necessarily dedicated) and facilities; the quality of staff and of students; and links 
beyond the university.   
 
The Head of School Survey led to slightly different descriptors of the most crucial 
qualities of successful studio teaching. In terms of ‘the people factor’, heads of 
schools/departments affirmed the importance of having a skilful academic teaching 
staff, excellent technical staff, and enthusiastic and motivated students. Necessary 
‘facilities and resources’ included flexible studio spaces, appropriately equipped 
workshops, and industry standard ICT software and hardware.  Next, and in line with 
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the Survey of Academics, the heads of school nominated high quality projects – 
challenging and inspiring, with a focus on student centred learning, and relevant to 
contemporary industry workplace problems.  
 
Key indicators to assess student outcomes in studio 
Analyses of the literature and of the Project’s primary data sources identified three 
dimensions for studio assessment, categorised as focussing on the Product (e.g., 
content knowledge), the Process (e.g., reflective skills and professional awareness), 
and People (e.g., personal development). Assessment criteria in the Art, Architecture 
and Design discipline areas were seen to follow different emphases: Art (Process, 
followed by Person, then Product), Architecture (Product, followed by Process, then 
People), and Design (Process, followed by Product, then People). 
 
An elaboration of relevant criteria (“indicators”) for assessment identified a series of 
more detailed dimensions that could be applied to studio assessment situations, 
including, for example, Concept resolution, Presentation, Interdisciplinarity, 
Engagement, Self-awareness, and Self-management. And at the core of all these 
indicators, is the illusive criterion of Magic, that intangible/intuitive essence that is 
often as easy to recognise in studio, as it is difficult to describe. 
 
Five principles for the application of these indicators are suggested: (1) The indicators 
are flexible in that every indicator does not need to be assessed every time. (2) The 
indicators can be used at both the individual subject and degree level as a touchstone 
to facilitate reflection on, and re-alignment of, assessment in studio. (3) The 
dimensions and associated indicators can be used to support developmental 
assessment as students progress through their degree program. (4) The indicators can 
be used at the individual subject or degree level to inform the design of studio 
assessment tasks and the development of assessment rubrics. (5) The indicators can be 
openly discussed with students and in this way facilitate the development of a shared 
understanding of what is being assessed and why.  
 
Benchmarks for studio teaching 
In addition to providing principles for the application of studio assessment criteria, a 
synthesis of findings from across the Studio Teaching Project led to a series of 
interdependent benchmark statements about effective practice in studio that can be 
used by studio teachers to reflect on their practice, and by those involved in 
curriculum design, development and review.  Benchmarks include quality projects; 
quality staff; positive studio community; student engagement and commitment; high 
level of interaction; effective collaboration amongst students; reasonable class and 
group sizes; connection with industry and the profession; a variety of studio 
outcomes; and provision of appropriate studio spaces and facilities. 
 
 
The view ahead: Challenges and Opportunities 
Heads of school are unanimous in their belief that studio teaching is a key and 
indispensible characteristic of pedagogy in the disciplines of Art, Architecture and 
Design.  Over three-quarters of these heads also agreed that they are now exploring 
alternative and more efficient ways of delivering studio teaching, and over two-thirds 
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agreed that some aspects of studio teaching in their institutions were currently 
marginally viable and/or under threat.  
 
Standing alongside the responses about a range of pressures on heads and the 
programs they administer was the finding that approximately 93% of these heads also 
agreed that the quality of their graduates was high, a strong indication that despite (or 
because “necessity is the mother of invention”) they have been able to maintain high 
quality outcomes for students. 
 
What was also apparent in heads’ comments about the current status of Australian 
Art, Architecture and Design schools, however, was the array of serious concerns 
related to resources (funding, teaching spaces (dedicated as well as non-dedicated), 
technology, quality staff, and workload-related stress, for example) and to structures 
in the sector (the loss of sub-disciplines, the lack of differentiation across institutions 
in what they offer, the demands of accreditation, for example) that call into question 
their ability to improve the quality of the student, and staff, experience in the future. 
 
Perhaps more germane in the drive to attain the best studio outcomes in the years 
ahead, however, were observations made by several respondents in the Survey of 
Academics who focused their attention less on physical spaces and equipment, and 
more on the things which would make the studio a more vibrant and compelling 
experience. It is appropriate to recall here the crucial importance of good projects for 
highly valued studios. The adjectives linked with those studios – challenging, 
inspiring, multidisciplinary, relevant, and so forth – are clear pointers on the way to 
achieving improved studio outcomes in the future.   
 
Those themes – including the need for more flexibility and creativity in the design of 
studio teaching and learning – were well expressed by two of the respondents in the 
Survey of Academics. Specifically, studio teaching academics:  
 

 
[Need to] encourage advanced outcomes that are open-ended and speculative … 
allow space for unpredictability … rather than ticking boxes in teaching as well as 
the more career-driven curricula that are currently becoming fashionable. 
 
[… and academics] have to take risks, to innovate, to design fresh and challenging 
programs, to question our mode of operation and the way we teach. 
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