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Virtual Design Studio Use in Distance Design 
Education – Part 1 

This chapter carries on from chapter 03 with an extension of the literature 

review, focusing on the specific sub-topic of virtual design studios. It brings 

this review up to date to show how contemporary views of both traditional and 

virtual studios are shaping modern design education. Throughout the chapter 

I identify how my own work has contributed to the wider subject area. 

This chapter considers the specific intersection of distance design education 

and virtual design studios. Chapter 3 highlighted the fact that the design 

studio remains central to design education. It is both a signature pedagogy 

(Shulman, 2005) as well as a broader, conceptual ‘placeholder’ for a range of 

other signature activities (Boling and Schwier, 2016), behaviours and learning 

patterns. Hence, it could be assumed that studio pedagogy is also central to 

distance design education and, thereby, that a VDS might be critical to this.  

But looking at the case studies in the literature it seems that the VDS on its 

own is rarely a necessary condition for a distance design course. Why this is 

the case highlights assumptions and issues in both proximate and virtual 

studio research. When brought together, the work goes beyond traditional 

definitions of studio and reflects contemporary shifts in understanding of 

studio as a more complex praxis. 



4.1 VDS research  

A brief history 

Research into general VDS use emerged around the same time of early 

mainstream adoption of VDS in teaching practice. Broadfoot and Bennett, 

citing Laiserin (2002), argue that this occurred in the mid 1990s (Broadfoot 

and Bennett, 2003)) and this proliferation coincides with the wider emergence 

of the internet and world wide web, achieved through wider accessibility to 

products and technology, followed by a wave of systems and services in 

response to user demands and desires. By the early 2000’s this had 

developed into what some commentators referred to as web 2.0, where user-

centred and created content (including early social media) began to drive 

development.  

Early VDS use can be traced along this general path of development, and 

very early models could be considered to be the ‘Innovators’ referred to in 

Rogers’ famous technology adoption model (Rogers, 2003). These VDS 

tended to be highly specialised and operated by exceptionally committed 

individuals, as can be seen in the case studies presented in Wojtowicz (1995), 

for example. These early studios were followed quickly by the ‘Early Adopters’ 

(or perhaps ‘Early Majority’), outlined in Broadfoot and Bennett (Broadfoot and 

Bennett, 2003). A further example of early adoption is the VDS Studio Model 

in (Wilson and Jennings, 2000) augmented by early ICT, internet and web 

technologies (e.g. multimedia content on CD-ROM; email and small online 

group discussions). This focused more on replicating basic behaviours and 

approaches in proximate studios with content-based elements and a series of 

technologies that attempted the replication of communication in a studio 

context.  

This last example highlights a limit in applying Rogers’ model to VDS 

development: the quick iteration of studios and the creativity and drive of the 

people involved don’t quite match the smooth curve predicted for a larger 

population in Rogers’ curve. The Studio model in Wilson and Jennings had a 



clear social and class group intention that was seriously limited by the 

technologies available to support this, a finding matched in other early VDS 

examples (Cheng, 1998; Kvan, 2001). To use Rogers’ language: the social 

‘push’ was not matched by the technological ‘pull’ and early VDS practitioners, 

it seems, recognised the potential complexities and limitations of forcing a 

technical paradigm on a complex socius such as the studio. This did have an 

effect on attitudes to emerging VDS, particularly in terms of their limitations, 

as will be shown later in the Chapter. 

The emergence of social media and services around the early 2000s informed 

a series of more socially active VDS and even replaced or acted as proxies 

for VDSs. For example, the use of online image sharing services such as 

Flickr is still a form of VDS (Fleischmann, 2014; Robbie and Zeeng, 2012). 

Such services did, of course, influence a range of online studios, making use 

of sharing and comparing in a shared environment. Where such sharing 

declares a particular aim or purpose it also offers the opportunity for individual 

members to align with that purpose, a key condition in forming a Community 

of Practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991). Examples of this are KIBIS (Akar et al., 

2012), and, of course, the first version of the OU’s OpenDesignStudio (Lotz et 

al., 2019).  

The other studio type that developed in parallel to the social repository model 

outlined above could be considered a ‘process and communication’ model. In 

this type of studio, the focus is very much on the communication and 

interactions between stakeholders rather than the outcomes or shared 

artefacts. The purpose of this VDS type is very much focussed on existing 

studio practitioners extending their ‘range’ using technology. This form of 

studio was explored in the early days of VDS use (Wilson and Jennings, 

2000). Examples of this type of studio are the case reported in Achalakul et al. 

(Achalakul et al., 2004) or the Immerse Lab from (Chandler and Ward, 2019). 

Other examples of this type of VDS could be said to be experiments in virtual 

worlds as spaces of education, such as those shown in Peachey (2008). 

These can have an intersection with design education, albeit these almost 



universally tend to be around some particular aspect or activity in studio 

practice, such as groupwork (Hobbs et al., 2006). 

The shift to user-centred approaches and the full integration of activity could 

be argued to signal the emergence of what could be considered the 

contemporary VDS. The key feature of VDS use in this ‘phase’ is the purpose 

and use made of the VDS and, in particular, the student-centred nature of 

such use. For example, Schnabel and Ham’s Social Network VDS (Schnabel 

and Ham, 2012) makes use of the value students place on social media as a 

means of connecting and augmenting their studio experience. Further 

examples are given by Fotaris et al (Fotaris et al., 2015), and Pektas (Pektaş, 

2015; Pektas, 2012). 

This social model use of VDS was explicit in the development of 

OpenDesignStudio at the OU in the course U101: Design Thinking with the 

intent that:  

In the new course students will be offered opportunities to create their own 

narratives and ways of understanding design issues and processes.  

(Holden, 2009) 

This clear articulation of the fact that studio is completely dependent on the 

activity and contribution of its actors is, I would argue, a signature feature (and 

even pedagogy) of the contemporary virtual studio.  

Technological, practice and knowledge development  

As is perhaps clear from this brief history, VDS development has been 

inextricably linked to technological progress and in particular information 

computing technologies (ICTs) and the development of the internet and world 

wide web. With any new technology there usually follows the repurposing of it 

from known contexts to maintain the familiarity of existing preferences when 

applied to new domains (Hekkert et al., 2003). This is also true in design 

education as evidenced in early VDS, which relied on the transfer of 



proximate studio properties and practices using new technologies (Wojtowicz, 

1995; Malins et al., 2003).  

But there are inevitable consequences to such development and the most 

immediate effect is the speed of iteration and proliferation of solutions without 

a commensurate knowledge base informing this work. In other words, just as 

is the case in a ‘pedagogy of abundance’ (Weller, 2011a), the research 

cannot keep up with the practice. Hence, the very technology that has allowed 

VDS use to develop and expand can also be a limitation when it comes to 

passing on knowledge and experience. The rapid development of internet-

based services has progressed at a far greater rate than the broad adoption 

of these by users. A key feature of design itself, knowledge through 

prototyping, has led to a lot of failed experiments but with very little record of 

these. As Hart summarises:  

Despite the availability of some simple and easy to use Web 2.0 

technologies today, combinations of tools are poorly researched and the 

creation of an online design studio still very much relies on a practical 

exploratory approach.  

 (Hart et al., 2012) 

The effect of this trial and error approach is that we lose any evidence for 

knowledge (or future knowledge). The issues affecting design education 

researchers outlined in Section 3.3 have a direct effect on collecting and 

studying what VDS cases there are. In particular, the speed of change in 

technologies and the emergence of different VDS instances has meant that 

there are very few in-depth studies or detailed scholarship in this area. The 

lifespan of a VDS is not particularly long and all of the studios outlined in 

(Wojtowicz, 1995) have now disappeared, leaving little or no evidence for 

researchers to make use of. This disappearance of our digital legacy may also 

lead to a cultural loss, as observed in other cultural and creative domains 

(Floridi, 2014). If we consider studio to be a praxis and reflection of a 

community of practice, then the preservation of this becomes a matter of 



concern: what is, and is not, being preserved in newer cultures of studio is 

perhaps an important and underexplored consideration. 

But a more immediate and practical consequence is the loss of domain-

specific knowledge: in both subject and education domains. Already in design 

education, assumptions arising in one domain are often applied with little or 

no thought to how they might apply in another, affecting the pedagogy without 

realising it (Little and Cardenas, 2001). Hence, there are a number of gaps in 

our knowledge around VDS research and use, leading to issues around 

language, sharing ideas, work. For example: 

• There are very few case studies using a common method or approach 

to setting out basic descriptions and functions of VDS  

• There is no clear archive of cases, with examples distributed across a 

range of literature types and subject areas;  

• There is no ‘meta’ research on typologies, theoretical frames, or 

epistemologies of studios (or cases).  

The above issues are particularly problematic when it comes to any form of 

comparative research: i.e. that without any defined or ‘neutral’ comparator, 

existing studio practice and knowledge is very often taken as the standard. 

Such assumptions also arise from enculturated factors 

(En)cultural Assumptions about what studio is should be 

As outlined in Chapter 3, defining what is meant by studio is problematic. 

Hence, any notion of definition or even competent landscape or framework 

has been similarly challenging. This becomes particularly relevant when 

researchers embedded in proximate studio practice and research bring 

enculturation to the study of virtual studios. Many of the major assumptions 

made around studio praxis and teaching are implicit and received, rather than 

explicit and constructed (or critiqued). Hence it can be difficult to disambiguate 

existing beliefs in order to conduct quality research. 



Take, for example, the name of the object of study and what it reveals: ‘Virtual 

Design Studio’. As I argue in Publication A, the word ‘virtual’ applied here 

infers that there is a ‘real’ studio and one that is not real. From this position a 

duality is immediately constructed that is often used to describe deficit in one 

when compared to the other. For example, the belief that design education 

can only take place face to face is still firmly embedded in instructors’ beliefs 

(Fleischmann, 2018). This assumes that the lack of face to face is entirely 

negative and has no positive qualities whatsoever, even though this is not 

true: for some students, controlling contact points can be a positive aspect of 

their learning, depending on how it is applied (Simpson, 2013). Neither is it 

entirely positive either. As with many aspects of social learning, the utility of 

any particular aspect or property of the teaching depends on contexts and 

people in a dynamic rather than static way, a point well made by Fleischmann 

in that paper. 

Hence, in some ways, even taking a VDS seriously in the first place can be a 

challenge for some design educators and researchers. To give a further 

example of this and its influence on contemporary research consider the 

limitations in project-based learning identified by Ma (2016): 

 “(1) the eLearning system is difficult to use, (2) developing eLearning 

material is time consuming, (3) they cannot be benefited from the 

eLearning system owing to that the system does not work with project-

based learning, (4) studio-based approach cannot be realized in the 

eLearning platform.” (Ma, 2016) 

In this example it is clear that studio tutors’ opinions of distance education are 

very much conflated with their opinions of the technology that (in this case) 

does not support it. This is a very common issue where the distance 

component is treated as if it requires far less attention than the proximate 

component. The experience of teaching design at the OU contradicts each of 

the points made in the quote above; but it does this through providing 

sufficient development resources and time to create a suitable learning 



environment. To put this another way, the entire resources that go into day to 

day teaching in proximate studios are applied to the design of distance 

curriculum prior to its use.  

This perhaps gives a sense of the scale of difference between the 

conceptions of VDS that arise from these contexts. Bridging the gap between 

such cultures of alternative design pedagogy is a critical issue in 

contemporary research.  

Assumption through comparison 

As can hopefully be seen from the previous section, there exist an a priori 

disposition toward comparison of VDS to existing proximate practices, one 

that is still promoted in contemporary literature (e.g. Han, 2019). This position 

tends to be biased, understandably, in favour of the proximate setting based 

on the comparer’s own studio experience. It may also explain why there are 

very few studies exploring objectively or rigorously the differences and 

similarities between traditional and alternative studios. A number of papers 

claiming to carry out such comparisons exist but very often these are limited 

in scope, are actually presenting a (new) VDS, or have no real comparator 

basis or theory.  

For example, the title of Broadfoot and Bennett’s (2003) well-cited work, 

Design Studios: Online? Comparing traditional face-to-face Design Studio 

education with modern internet-based design studios, does not really do what 

the title suggests. Instead it is more a collection of (then) contemporary 

studios, comparing them to one another informally interspersed with 

references to theorists in VDS use (Kvan and Cheng – see next section). No 

proximate studios are used as comparators and, instead, it seems to be an 

informal aspect of an assumed studio that is used when a comparison arises.  

Hence, it can be difficult to find rigorous comparisons that go beyond specific 

studio instances and attempt to generalise or theorise any comparison(s) 

between proximate and virtual studios. This is further complicated by the 



difficulties in defining studio, as noted in 3.5. But there has been significant 

progress more recently and a body (and community) of work is beginning to 

emerge that is building on previous research and using greater rigour, rather 

than a techno-disruptive paradigm (Weller, 2011b, 2020).  

For example, Saghafi et al. (2012) present a relatively rare comparative study 

of proximate (they refer to physical, or PDS) and virtual studio use and the 

study examines the experience of students as the comparator, organising 

findings (albeit briefly) across nine dimensions. This work recognises the 

complexities of comparison and, in particular the potential limitations of binary 

contrast and the need to see the emergent and constructionist benefits of 

both:  

“Based on participants’ opinions, neither PDS nor VDS on their own can 

respond to all the needs and preferences of students and tutors. Each 

mode of delivery has special qualities and learners have different learning 

styles that respond to these in different ways.  

(Saghafi et al., 2012) 

As a final example, the work of Fleischmann (Fleischmann, 2018, 2019) is a 

good example of contemporary design education research that places itself in 

a wider context of similar research (in both general and design education 

domains) as well as applying rigorous methods and approaches to a 

comparative study. In doing so, it also attempts to move away from simple 

binary considerations of physical vs virtual and consider the affordances of 

both as part of a design education. 

History of Theory  

Theory of VDS practice is also relatively rare in the literature. Where it occurs, 

it tends to be relatively superficial, either collecting reflections or observations, 

or creating loose models without critically referring to wider literature or work. 

It should be noted that this is a recognised issue in education technology 

research generally, where: 



Many studies either were wholly bereft of theories or made vague use of 

theory. Where theory was explicit, the articles were more likely to use 

theory to conceptualise the research, to inform the data collection or 

analysis process and to discuss the results.  

(Hew et al., 2019) 

The title of Kvan’s (2001) seminal and still regularly cited paper, The 

Pedagogy of Virtual Design Studios, suggests far more than an outline of 

certain pedagogical concerns. On reading, it is more of a list of practical 

elements worth considering in any use of VDS rather than any theoretical or 

rigorous overview of the VDS as a pedagogy. Another well-cited work by 

Maher, Understanding Virtual Design Studios (Maher et al., 2000), presents 

very early VDS examples in (mainly) architectural and practice-based 

settings. Like Kvan’s and Cheng’s work, it is principally reporting on cases, 

but it differs in that it also attempts to organise some of this work. It remains 

very much focused on the practice of representing and communicating design 

in a practice setting and does not really consider the pedagogical implications. 

Having said that, this is an early example of categorising elements associated 

with design studios (representation, communication, artefacts, etc.) and then 

applying these to set out different forms of VDS use.  

Another early paper with a bold title is Sagun et al’s (2001) A Framework for 

the Design Studio in Web-Based Education. This paper makes the claim of 

considering the “…the sociological, ideological, epistemological and 

pedagogical aspects of a design studio…”. In reality the paper, like many 

other early ones, is a summary of some considerations with little in-depth 

literature referencing or context setting, and it has a particular studio case 

study to promote (the ‘Studio of the Future’). In reality this is a case study 

paper and the points made are really more teaching practice matters than 

issues of pedagogical frameworks. 

The examples given are not intended to criticise these authors or works in 

isolation: their contribution to the domain is important and relevant. It is simply 



the fact that it takes time for theory to be applied or to develop in a new 

domain and it absence in this early work is striking in hindsight. It is only more 

recently that the community of design researchers has begun to apply more 

rigour to the theory as well as the methods in VDS research. My work with 

colleagues in Jones (2020, in press) particularly aims to develop theory in a 

rigorous way that can also be applied in both future research and design 

education practice. The adapted social model took a number of iterations 

using a large dataset over a period of 5 years to finalise, and this scale of 

work is joined by a few other large scale pieces of work in the wider literature, 

showing how the subject is making progress.  

But this history of approaches/attitudes to research in VDS has left a legacy of 

practitioners and researchers with particular attitudes towards VDS use. The 

technical legacy has resulted in particular types of studio emerging, very often 

reflections of proximate and physical counterparts. The research legacy tends 

to provide an enculturated view of VDS through the lens of proximate studio 

teaching beliefs. The theory legacy leaves researchers with no real basis or 

framework for education in a VDS, whether anterior to, or part of, a proximate 

studio. 

Despite this legacy, the use of virtual or augmented design studios is rapidly 

increasing (Arvola and Artman, 2008; Robbie and Zeeng, 2012; Rodriguez et 

al., 2018) and each approach is slightly different in terms of how it applies and 

makes use of the VDS. The lag in the emergence of research noted 

previously has led to certain key gaps in understanding. But, as noted, this is 

changing. Like design education research itself, a renewed confidence in the 

research literature, community, and practice. This is also true of the 

emergence of research in the specific intersection of VDS and DDE 

VDS and distance design education 

As might be imagined, the very specific intersection of research into VDS in 

distance design education contexts has relatively few contributions in 

research, mirroring the relative frequency of this curriculum when compared to 



proximate modes. Hence, the degree to which a VDS is attached to, or 

embedded within, a studio setting has had little attention paid to it. It may 

seem obvious that a distance curriculum will have a different approach to a 

proximate one, but this is an assumption rather than a matter of research or 

knowledge. Each of the augmented studios listed above arguably blur the 

boundary of what is proximate and virtual in any studio context (distance or 

otherwise), as do the following examples. 

Another contemporary model is to take an existing VLE and add a VDS to 

augment it. This is the model presented in Schnabel and Ham (2012), where 

the Deakin Studies Online (DSO) VLE (an adapted Blackboard system 

(Blackboard, 2020)) is augmented using social media and communication 

tools (e.g. Ning, Facebook, Skype, etc.). This work is also an example of 

applying the findings to wider literature and theories (on social online learning 

in this case). A similar augmented VLE model is used by the OU, using a 

heavily customised Moodle VLE with a VDS as a plugin to this, outlined in 

Publication Q. 

A further extension of a social media augmented studio is given in Fotaris et 

al. (2015), which uses the DeviantArt platform as a repository type VDS and 

social media space. This approach is uniquely suited to the distance graphic 

design course run by the authors and the mode of study and learning 

outcomes visibly align with the outcomes expected in that subject domain. 

Again, the work presented goes beyond the story of only creating a new 

technology or VDS; it is a more mature study of student design practice in a 

blended learning environment. 

A rare, specific example of distance curriculum is given in (Lanig, 2019), 

where the pedagogical understanding of how learners progress in design 

education is clearly articulated. In this work, the focus is not on the pitfalls, 

deficiencies or limitations of distance learning; neither is it on the technologies 

or mechanics that support it. Instead, it focuses simply on the student’s 

experience of moving from novice to expert regardless of mode of study. 



Lanig’s findings present a subtle and nuanced view of contemporary design 

education, advocating strongly, and convincingly, for a focus on design 

competency and personality development in students.  

Bringing these examples up to date requires the inclusion of design education 

through Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs). For example, the  MOOC 

case study presented by Daalhuizen and Schoormans (2018) demonstrates a 

link between online learning material and initiating experiential learning in this 

specific form of distance education. That this is possible at a distance had 

been established in the OU model for decades, but this relies on methods to 

ensure student demonstrate their experience and learning via assessment, a 

critical motivating factor. In the MOOC setting this motivation through 

assessment is unavailable or harder to enforce, a well-recognised issue 

leading to issues around retention in general MOOCs (Pike and Gore, 2018). 

Hence, to establish that active modes of learning by design can work, or at 

least leads to no worse retention than MOOCs in other subject domains, is an 

important suggestive of worthwhile further study. 

Work on VDS use in a distance learning context continues to highlight gaps in 

knowledge in both distance and proximate settings, making this a relevant 

contemporary domain of study. 
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