
Extract from: Jones, D. (2020) ‘[DRAFT] Studio use in Distance Design 

Education’, Milton Keynes, The Open University. 

3.6 Distance design education 
There is comparatively little research into distance design education as a 

specific intersection of either design education research or distance education 

research. This is principally due to the (historic) lack of distance design 

education courses at HE level. But another reason is that, when distance 

methods are used in design education, they are rarely considered to be 

distance education methods and are instead thought of as an augmentation or 

extension of ‘normal’ design education. The distance component is often 

ignored or given far less attention. In research, distance design education 

tends to be located with design or studio literature and isolated from more 

relevant work in distance education. In addition, there is a group of distributed 

literature in journals addressing technology and education, making it difficult 

to locate specific pieces of research in the specific intersection of distance 

and design education. 

This has led to critical gaps in knowledge around understanding how distance 

and online education works and even a cursory review of contemporary work 

reveals there is no consistent history or collection of work. This is changing, 

driven largely by changes to technology and their effects on practice and 

changes to design education (explored later in section 4.1).  

One place where there has been a tradition of offering design education is the 

OU, although the knowledge and research from this legacy has not really 

reflected the practice. The following sections outline ways in which design 

education at the OU has developed and is currently deployed. The intention is 

not to promote an isolated OU view of distance design education but to use 

this as a frame to organise other literature and ideas in contemporary 

landscape of distance design education. 



History of distance design education at the OU 
As outlined in Chapter 2, the OU has taught design since 1975 with the 

presentation of the first course T262: Man Made Futures (Holden, 2009). This 

was a significant turning point in both design education and design research. 

Influences on this course were, as outlined in section 3.2: early work in design 

methods, design as a way of knowing; and design as a form of personal 

development and transformation in education. This theoretical underpinning 

came from a range of international thinkers but it was at The Open University 

that they became a reality, or “touched the ground”, to paraphrase the OU’s 

Foundation Chancellor (Crowther, 1969).  

At the time there was almost no question as to whether or not design 

education could be taught at a distance. As Holden outlines, the vision was 

not only to teach design, but to develop and expand the idea of design 

beyond that provided elsewhere: a different vision of design: 

The first words of the first Open University Design course, Man-Made 
Futures (T262), launched in 1975 were a quote from Victor Papanek, "The 
main trouble with design schools seems to be that they teach too much 
design and not enough about the social, economic and political 
environment in which design takes place." 

 (Holden, 2009) 
This was quite a radical position to take considering the contexts of design 

education then (and even now), which relied firmly on studio models and 

indoctrination into professions and practices. But many of the elements in the 

studios outlined in section 3.5 do not necessarily depend on a physical studio. 

Indeed, it could be argued that by removing the studio one is forced to ask 

what it is that does constitute design education. 

Using methods  
By taking design methods as the central approach and applying a student-

centred constructivist model (without even naming it such), the early authors 

of T262 were able to move beyond physical studio as the site of design 

activity. Design methods provided the structure and framework for student 

learning by design to take place. In the proximate studio, the design of the 



activity is relatively unimportant since it is often constructed in the studio 

through tuition. At a distance, the design activities for learning must be local to 

the student without tutor present, so the design of these is critical to ensure 

independent learning can take place.  

Students studied ‘chunked’ elements of learning material designed to 

summarise and invoke thinking through doing in students, such as mapping 

complex problems and situations as well as engage in longer design projects. 

The key to this ‘method of methods’ is one of scale and how students make 

use of smaller actions to ‘add up to’ to larger-scale activities, which can in turn 

be placed together to form a process. The different ‘scales’ of reflection 

required whilst adding design activity together at has been identified as a key 

component of the design process (Tang et al., 2012; Smith and Browne, 

1993). 

This ‘chunking’ of activity, the building up of small design activities to projects 

is a feature that remains in current courses at the OU and can also be seen 

emerging in other distance design courses now emerging (Groom, 2011; 

Daalhuizen and Schoormans, 2018). It can be traced back to the earliest uses 

of design methods, used to educate as well as design in 1975.  

The next step for any novice designer is to apply these ‘chunks’ of activity in a 

way that contributes to a longer-term goal. This, in essence, is the wider 

design process, where a designer is responsible for both the individual 

effectiveness of activities as well as their contribution to some broader design 

goal or project. In education, project based learning is distinct COMPLETE IF 

INCLUDING …  

Anyone can be a designer 
The OU was designed to serve any and all students who could not (or did not) 

go to traditional institutions and this is reflected in the Open Entry policy 

outline in Chapter 2. This affected the early curriculum through the core idea 

that anyone can learn to be creative and to be a designer. To quote the 

content from T262: Man-Made Futures once again: 



"...the designer in any of these situations will not necessarily be an 
engineer or architect, or any of the generally recognised design 
professionals. He or she might be a manager, politician, protestor, 
consumer, lawyer, trades unionist, pressure group, butcher, baker or 
candlestick maker. Sometimes, almost certainly, the designer will be you." 
(T262 Module material quoted in Holden (2009)) 

As noted in section 3.2 above, the designer as a specially talented or lone 

genius is as much a myth as is the one that considers only some people to be 

creative (Craft, 2001, 2005; Craft et al., 2007). This view was arguably 

controversial in terms of challenging existing power structures and authority 

defining what constitutes design, who may practice it, and who determines 

what it is (Mewburn, 2011; Webster, 2005). But the value of the underlying 

cognitive and thinking capacities developed in design education set out in the 

1970’s, as well as the research it led to, demonstrates its value in education, a 

value that is still actively researched (Ball and Christensen, 2019).  

Whether these values can extend far enough to be considered design 

expertise remains an open question. For example, Rutland (2009) 

demonstrates that a design education is an insufficient context on its own to 

enable the development of competencies such as creativity, giving an insight 

into the importance of understanding limitations and conditions of design 

education. Such limitations are implicit in the way the literature refers to 

‘novice’ designers, usually defined by comparison to the design ‘expert’ 

(Cross, 2004). This seems a sensible approach, central to the master-

apprentice model and it works perfectly well if maintaining existing design 

disciplines is the aim.  

But design practice (and therefore design education) must be considered as 

part of the constantly changing landscape of design practice, where intra-

disciplinary transfer of competencies is blurring existing domain boundaries 

(Cross, 2001) as well as questioning what such domains are in a 

contemporary creative economy (Lloyd, 2011; Design Council, 2015). 



Student-centred 
The idea that ‘anyone can be a designer’ leads to particular challenges in 

distance design education, especially with an Open Entry Policy where every 

type of student can enrol. Helping students make sense of a complex activity 

such as design requires the learning designer to abandon any simple and 

deterministic conception of education and instead approach it with more of a 

constructed and emergent form (Orr and Shreeve, 2018).  

In design, this constructionist shift is required by the subject itself: as Holden 

notes of the first OU design course, it moved from a subject focus (objects) to 

their interrelation with people (socio-technical) (Holden, 2009). This was 

expressed in the design of the course itself by taking a student-centred 

approach and imagining the student’s journey, experience and thinking. In 

doing so the learning designer deliberately places themselves in a 

constructed position, a method still in use when producing current design 

course at the OU. 

The aim behind this approach was to encourage students in developing their 

own competencies in learning and being aware of this development. In 

distance this development as a self-learner is well-recognised as critical to 

success in distance education (Simpson, 2008; Hill et al., 2009; Wang et al., 

2013).  In design education, Schön referred to this as reflection-in-action and 

reflection-on-action (or the reflective practicum). The reflexive nature of 

design is almost ubiquitous in contemporary distance art and design 

education. Recent research exploring small group tuition (instead of only one 

to one) reveals the benefits of moving away from an only one-to-one model 

and explicitly encouraging reflection with peers, where the benefit comes from 

a constructionist guidance rather than direction (Brandt et al., 2013; Gray, 

2013).  

The OU model of tuition has, since the earliest courses, focused on the small 

tutor group model. This smaller group allows a scaling of large courses whilst 

retaining a necessary human connection. An OU tutor will meet face to face 

with the tutor group and establish a pastoral and educational relationship 



through direct communication and the assessment of student work. In this 

model, as in Brandt et al and Gray’s, the tutor is not necessarily a subject 

expert but rather a critical facilitator of constructed learning. 

Tutor as enabler rather than expert  
The traditional apprenticeship model is not possible when the expert master is 

not present (or too infrequently present). As with design methods, early 

distance design courses had to address issues arising from the lack of the 

expert. Some content making use of experts is still possible (audio and video 

recordings, case studies, interviews, etc.) and research shows that 

broadening examples, cases and perspectives can have a positive effect on 

widening participation (Spiller and Moffat, 2018). This type of material is still 

used today but it cannot be relied on as a proxy for the apprenticeship model, 

where the interrelationships and emergent learning that can take place in 

proximity with an expert are the valuable part of that pedagogy. 

But the model of expert-student is not the only, or even best, way to teach 

design, and its superiority in traditional design education is questioned by 

contemporary researchers. Webster’s work on the tutor-student relationship, 

in particular, draws attention to the problems that can emerge with such a 

relationship, which is necessarily founded on a difference of power (Webster, 

2004). Webster identifies that only one out of the three types of tutors she 

identifies are considered to be of benefit by students, the ‘liminal servant’ (a 

role and type that takes a strongly constructivist approach). 

This role aligns closely with that of an OU tutor, where the overlap between 

subject specific knowledge, general study support, and pastoral care is 

important (Tait, 2004). At a distance it is presence of the tutor that acts as a 

proxy for not being physically present, where the actions, interactions and 

signs associated with the tutor are what make up such presence (Munro, 

1991; Armellini and De Stefani, 2016). As noted previously, this idea has been 

extended to include cognitive and social presence and can make a significant 

different to student success at a distance (Kear, 2010). 



With the development of technology, the opportunities to improve presence 

have also expanded and improved. Online meeting spaces, messaging and, 

of course the use of VDS have all ‘reduced the distance’ in distance 

education, offering new ways in which to express or develop presence. My 

own work on design assessment feedback (Jones, 2014) and audio feedback 

(in press) studies the ‘feedback conversation’ as ways of reducing distance. 

Both publicaitons demonstrate how assessment and feedback can support 

student and tutor presence as part of the assessment process. Audio 

feedback, in particular, has been shown to increase presence (Ice et al., 

2007) as well as generally being easier to understand (Merry and Orsmond, 

2008), more emotionally engaging (Dixon, 2015; Crook et al., 2012) and feel 

more personal to students (Cavanaugh and Song, 2014; Parkes and Fletcher, 

2014).  

Assessment 
Assessment in art and design can seem, to the uninitiated, as complex as the 

subject itself. Design is popularly viewed as a particularly subjective domain 

and this belief is often translated to attitudes towards its assessment. But a 

more nuanced understanding of the complexity of art and design assessment 

is required, such as the issues outlined as an introduction in Boughton (2019). 

A full treatment of design assessment is not presented here but one specific 

issue in both proximate and distance design education is of specific and 

particular relevance: whether the assessment of the final outcome the student 

produces or the process through which the student has been that matters 

more.  

Jones (Jones, 2014) sets out the case for assessing process in distance 

design education and provides a case study of how we achieve this at a 

distance. Central to this argument is the idea that good process will inevitably 

lead to a good final outcome, hence the priority should be the former in order 

to achieve the latter in a more sustainable way. But, as (Gleeson and 

Donnabháin, 2009) observe, it is all too easy to focus on only the latter when 

this becomes the strategic priority of an educational institution. As Jones 



(Jones, 2014) showed, there are ways to achieve both – and to do this at 

scale but without affecting the personal attention to the student required in 

design education. 

This attention to individual student need at scale is a particular strength of the 

OU and there is a particular synergy between the general approach to 

assessment and how it supports design specifically. Most formal OU 

assessment is both formative and summative, with a reliance on the formative 

aspect as a significant vehicle for tuition. This is principally achieved through 

the student-tutor relationship and feedback on assessment is comprehensive 

and detailed in such a way as to proxy the synchronous interactions that can 

take place in a proximate learning setting. This enables (and is enabled by) 

tutor presence at a distance (Munro, 1991) and can have a significant and 

positive effect on social (Huang, 2017), cognitive (Armellini and De Stefani, 

2016) and design presence (Bohme, 2006). 

Tuition through assessment is a particular form of teaching based on the idea 

that feedback (Ramaprasad, 1983) is an effective method of initiating learning 

(Sadler, 1989; Gibbs and Simpson, 2004). At the OU, the training, monitoring 

and development of tutors in providing high quality feedback is a critical part 

of its success and central to the Supported Open Learning model (Ison, 

2000). This remains a significant part of the contemporary model, too, albeit 

updated to take advantage of new media and methods.  

In design, this detailed feedback requires exceptionally clear articulation of 

feedback points, particularly in terms of actionable feedback. This is an 

action-based vision of feedback similar to Sadler’s adjustment of 

Ramamprasad: “…when it’s used to alter the gap” (Sadler, 1989). Hence, 

tutors must have a very clear understanding of student work, how that can be 

related to learning intentions, and how to suggest practical ways to make 

future change to close the feedback loop.   



Criticisms of Distance Design Education  
As will be discussed in the next chapter, there is very little research 

comparing proximate to virtual studio education. What studies exist tend to be 

relatively superficial in theory, method and/or evidence, relying on reporting 

cases and opinion rather than any deeper investigation. It also usually relies 

on design education researchers who have in-depth knowledge (academic 

and practical) of proximate methods, meaning that the domain of distance 

design learning tends to be anterior to this.  

Hence there are often biases towards distance design education which can 

affect what are considered to be the limitations of this mode of learning 

design. The following points represent some contemporary understandings of 

limitations in distance education, taking into account the most recent work in 

this area. 

Synchronicity. The distance aspect has a critical effect on synchronicity of 

interactions, whether between tutor-student or student-student. In a proximate 

studio the reliance on others for immediate and timely feedback on what a 

student is doing at that moment is assumed to be critical. At a distance, 

however, being able to obtain immediate advice on a particular issue, or for a 

tutor to intervene when spotting an issue, is a challenge and this is central to 

working with tacit knowledge (Venkatesh and Ma, 2019).  

Of course, constant and continuous access to tutors is not possible in a 

proximate setting and it could also be argued that over-dependency on tutor 

advice can have a negative effect. But the opportunities for tutors to engage in 

regular synchronous contact are practically limited. Precisely how this affects 

student outcomes and development is as yet unclear. The general topic of the 

proximity of student-tutor tuition would benefit from extending it to explore 

distance context(s) as both a comparator as well as a contrast. 

Artefacts. In much of the literature outlined above, the artefact is critical and 

central to studio teaching and practice, whether this is a sketch, model or 

drawing, etc. Its importance is principally as a representation of knowledge; as 



a way of both student and designer to express their ideas and thinking in a 

more tangible and developed form (Prats and Earl, 2006). Once tangible it 

becomes a medium for the development, exchange and critique of ideas in 

the studio. In contemporary distance design this can be supported readily by 

online tools and services, where the artefact can be digital in nature but no 

less real (or any less representative of a concept) (Prats and Garner, 2009). 

But there are perhaps obvious limitations to how this can be achieved at a 

distance, not least because the physical artefact is not available. But the 

success of some VDS suggest that the sharing of physical prototypes works 

at some level, particularly if what is shared comes from a shared brief or 

activity prompt.  

In U101: Design Thinking, for example, students are directed to sketch and 

prototype a series of common activities in order to think/make individually and 

then share these collectively in order to engage in an exchange of ideas and 

critique. Most importantly, the design of the project activities forces students 

to use these artefacts with users and ‘clients’ in order to see first-hand 

reactions to their work.  

Expertise. As outlined above, the role of the expert in traditional design 

education is central to many design schools and the proximity of relationship 

to expert is one that is difficult to replicate at a distance. But the role of the 

expert is being challenged and also should be distinguished from the 

development of expertise by the student, a mechanism recognised in the 

literature as a critical part of any design education (see (Cross, 2004) for a 

summary and overview of work in this area). 

It remains an open question as to how far we can utilise distance design 

thinking in supporting the development of design expertise. At the OU, where 

the development of non-specialist design expertise is offered, this can be a 

particular challenge. The debate as to how design as a form of thinking and 

knowing can be generalised or has to remain a specialised cognitive activity 

still continues today and an important distinction between the novice and 



expert designer is important (Kimbell, 2011). Rather than engage in the 

protracted debate in this thesis, a critical distinction between the tradition of 

the academic study of design thinking and cognition and the recent 

rebranding of design processes applied to other domain (Callahan, 2019).  

There is no doubt that distance design education is effective at initiating and 

introducing the subject and process of design to novices. Similarly, there is 

absolutely no doubt that many graduates from the OU carry out expert design 

work. But work has only now started to really understand how this is 

developed at a practical level and the conditions under which this can truly 

develop expertise in any student. 

What the above points reveal is the lack of research in a number of critical 

areas, demonstrating how little attention has been paid to the research of 

design education generally and, more specifically, that of distance design 

education. In exploring the intersection between these two sub-domains, gaps 

in knowledge are exposed in both. 
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