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Abstract  

Studio as a learning space stands at the centre of architectural design teaching and 
learning. However, the architecture studio, as we know it, is at a crossroads. 
Students spend less time in the studio and an increasing amount of time in 
computer labs. These spaces are not conducive to conversation and interaction - 
activities typical of the studio environment and necessary for critical thinking and 
design conceptualisation and development. 

This paper presents work that is part of a current doctoral study by the author, 
entitled “The online architecture studio: towards an instructional design framework 
for design learning.” The study addresses three types of conversation that facilitate 
design learning, namely the conversation with the self (internal), the conversation 
between peers (horizontal) and the conversation between student and tutor 
(vertical). This paper addresses the peer to peer collaborative learning that happens 
online through facebook. 

An adaptation of Gabriel and Maher’s coding scheme for communication in 
collaborative design is used to analyze the text “utterances” that occur on the 
pages of a facebook group set up to support a face to face undergraduate final year 
design program. The analysis highlights the key communication areas achieved 
through face book as a virtual environment for interaction and conversation. 

Theoretical underpinning includes social learning theory, constructivism and the 
role of place, collaborative learning and cognitive theory of multi-media learning. 
This paper presents a case for the use of face book to support the face to face 
studio as a place for creative and constructive conversation – the original role of the 
physical studio. 

 

Keywords: constructivist learning, collaborative design learning, architecture studio 

1 Introduction  

 

The architecture studio as a learning environment is at a crossroads. It is currently sitting 
between its „ICT-free‟ past and its „ICT-aware‟ future.‟ (Laurillard, 2008:166). For the last 
century studio pedagogy has remained unchanged, but now the possibilities presented by 
online education can no longer be ignored. Instead of merely transferring current 
knowledge to networked communities and computer-mediated learning environments 
(CMLE) as argued by Sims (2006), teaching and learning must be redefined.  
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This paper investigates the communication that facilitates peer to peer learning in an 
online studio environment, specifically through a facebook group supporting a face to face 
undergraduate Architectural Design programme. 

An adaptation of Gabriel and Maher‟s (1999) coding scheme for communication in 
collaborative design is used to analyze the text “utterances” that occur on the facebook 
group pages. The analysis highlights the key communication areas achieved through 
facebook as a virtual environment for design learning through interaction and 
conversation. 
  

2 Background 

In order to contextualise the study, the following inter-related themes will be briefly 
discussed, namely architectural design learning, computer-supported collaborative 
learning and constructivist learning through conversation. 

 

2.1 Architectural design learning 

 
Architectural Education is studio-, process- and problem-based (Ellmers et al, 2002; De la 
Harpe et al, 2009). The architecture design studio is the main place (Bakarman, 2003; 
2005) where architecture students work alone or collaboratively on design projects (Maher 
and Simoff, 2000:391).  
 

The design process is as important as the end result (De la Harpe et al, 2009; Oztürk and 
Türkkan, 2006:96). Sarah Kuhn (2001:349) describes the architecture studio as follows: 
“Characteristics of the architecture studio include: project-based work on complex and 
open-ended problems, very rapid iteration of design solutions, frequent formal and informal 
critique, consideration of a heterogeneous range of issues, the use of precedent and 
thinking about the whole, the creative use of constraints, and the central importance of 
design media.” She suggests that the concept of a studio, originally developed for design 
teaching, is now providing a teaching model appropriate to diverse subject fields. The 
studio “offers us a teaching model from a design discipline in which the functional and the 
structural, the social and the technical must be successfully blended”. 

 

2.2 Computer-supported collaborative learning 

 
Sundararajan (2010:204) argues that learning is a social act and that e-learning 
environments should therefore draw on social and collaborative communication. Drawing 
on the theories of both Piaget and Vygotsky, he focuses on the importance of discussion in 
the learning process. According to Sims (2006:3), "...learning must go beyond delivery to 
achieve the potential of interactive and collaborative networks of learners, to create 
communities of practice.” 
 

2.3 Constructivist learning through conversation 

 
Constructivist learning describes a learning process whereby the learner makes sense of 
the world and learning happens in a social and collaborative context (Clark and Maher, 
2001:193). Ivala and Gachago (2011) describe learning as a continual conversation: with 
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the external world and its artefacts, with oneself, and also with other learners and 
teachers. The most successful learning comes “when the learner is in control of the 
activity, able to test ideas by performing experiments, to ask questions, collaborate with 
other people, seek out new knowledge, and plan new actions.” (Ivala and gachago, 2011). 

3 Method 

Gabriel and Maher‟s (1999) conversational framework that was originally developed for 
synchronous online communication, was used to analyse 511 asynchronous facebook 
posts recorded in the 13 week period from 6 August to 23 October 2010. These text 
“utterances” were posted in the second half of the final year of an undergraduate 
programme in architectural technology. The facebook group had been set up only 4 
months earlier, to support the face to face studio learning of a group of 65 students. 

The conversational framework that describes design collaboration, as formulated by 
Gabriel and Maher (1999) comprises of four categories, namely Communication Control, 
Communication Technology, Social Communication and Design Communication. The text 
utterances recorded on the facebook group pages during this period, were categorized 
accordingly.   

This paper investigates only the main categories of communication displayed, in an 
attempt to understand the contribution that the facebook group as a mostly asynchronous 
virtual studio could make to the learning experience. It does not consider the duration of 
the utterances, the key design concepts used, timelines, nor the specific roles of the 
students involved. 
 

4 Results 

The text utterances recorded on the facebook group pages from 6 August to 23 October 
2010, were categorized according to Gabriel and Maher‟s (1999) conversational 
framework, as follows. 

 

4.1 Communication control 

The original conversational framework definition was adapted to suit the asynchronous 
context of a facebook group. This category therefore refers, not to only to the online 
organisational matters, but also to communication related to the organisation of the 
programme in general (including the face to face mode). It furthermore includes utterances 
related to general feedback and non-academic arrangements. 

 “I just read... that we need to have R25 entry fee into Kirstenbosch. I would like to know 
why the department cannot cover that cost. Are these site visits not part of our course...??” 
(student on 6 August at 16:19), “I must say I agree with you...” (student on 6 August at 
10:09), “what time are we pinning up tomorrow? good luck everyone!!” (student on 26 
September at 11:00), “between 10-11h...g.luck amiga” (student on 26 September at 
12:53). 

A total of 121 out of the total 511 utterances that were made, were directed at the category 
of Communication Control. This is 24% of the total utterances. 
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4.2 Communication Technology 

This category includes references to the e-learning tools used in the conversation. In this 
study it includes all references to electronic media, whether online or not. 

“Hi there! Please look under Info tag for updated online portfolio list...” (tutor on 2 
September at 11:43), “I finally got skype. My address is ...” (student on 12 September at 
12:55), “please...guys save your work on cds at least every weekend it really helps and 
cds are the best form of saving the work in case anything happens. Sharp” (student on 5 
October at 00:02), “Is it safe for me to assume that you lost your work? Shiz man...” 
(student on 5 October at 01:05). 

In this category, a total of only 27 out of the total 511 utterances were recorded. Therefore 
only 5% of total utterances represented the Communication Technology category. 

 

4.3 Social Communication 

Social Communication includes any social discussion of issues not directly related to the 
academic programme, including motivation and encouragement from tutors and among 
peers. 

“I love this group (student on 12 September at 23:18), “just found green pencilcase in 3rd 
year studio” (student on 23 September at 00:41), “Awesome! Just hold onto it, please!” 
(student on 23 September at 12:47). 

 “Tchaikovsky playing, ArchiCAD kicking, caffeine ingesting, mildly amusing evening. How 
you guys doing? Ing ing ing” (student on 5 October at 01:08), “Doin very khaki. Don’t stand 
too close to me unless u wanna get sick” (student on 5 October at 6:34). 

 A total of 148 out of the total 511 utterances that were made, were placed in this category. 
This means that 29% of the total utterances were for Social Communication. 

 

4.4 Design Communication 

This category refers to the communication associated with work-related issues: the sharing 
of ideas and knowledge, including text posts and web links.  

“You guys HAVE to check this out. Amazing visual method of explaining the development 
of a design, although quite a mission to do it...But awesome, nonetheless” (student on 23 
October at 15:53), “Now THAT is an awesome facade. The largest part of the building 
facade is clad with...It’s a shame to see how much money European countries get to 
spend on their public buildings, compared to SA.” (student on 18 September at 12:13)  

This communication category is represented by 215 out of a total 511 utterances, which 
accounts for 42%. 

 

The total breakdown of the findings of this study on asynchronous facebook utterances is 
provided below, compared to the Gabriel and Maher (1999) findings on synchronous 
communication - the latter shown in brackets: 

Design Communication  42%  (67%) 

Social Communication   29%  (7%) 

Communication Control  24%  (17%) 

Communication Technology  5%  (9%) 
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5 Conclusion 

The asynchronous facebook group was originally set up in response to a need for 
improved organisational communication in the face to face architectural technology 
program. One would therefore expect that the performance of the Communication Control 
category would score the highest. It is, however, not the case, at 24% of the total. The 
Social Communication category is understandably high at 29%, considering the social 
(network) nature of the interface. However, the category of Design Communication is 
higher than anticipated, at 42% of the total. Since the facebook group is not the only space 
where design learning happens, it was expected to rate considerably lower. Another 
reason for this assumption is that the facebook group was relatively newly introduced in 
the programme (approximately 4 months only) when the data was captured, and one 
would not have expected students to take to it so rapidly. 

Another unexpected outcome is the extremely low Communication Technology category 
result, at only 5%. This may be an indication of the relative ease with which students 
master new technology and with which they interact through the facebook group, on PC, 
and increasingly so, on the mobile phone.  

Conversational activities related to Design and Communication category rated the highest 
of the four categories. The findings of this study support the argument that the online 
facebook group may provide an engaging and interactive collaborative virtual learning 
environment for design and architecture studies.  
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