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Abstract

This research investigates the transformation of studio-based learning environments within spatial
design education, focusing on the increasing need for adaptability, immersion, and sustainability. With
roots in Interior Design and Architectural Education, traditional studio models have historically
centred on fixed, institution-bound environments. However, shifts in ecological consciousness,
technological advancement, and pedagogical priorities demand a rethinking of the studio typology.
This paper proposes an alternative: the immersive nomadic studio. The nomadic studio is an evolution
of the structured hot-desking model. It draws on place-based, real-world, and multisensory learning
experiences, bridging the gap between virtual flexibility and the embodied value of physical presence.
Grounded in Participatory Action Research (PAR), this study collected data from spatial design
students and educators at a South African design institution. Through iterative design cycles,
immersive field sessions, and student-led spatial adaptations, the research revealed five thematic
outcomes: empathic immersion, tacit knowledge, spatial agency, sustainable awareness, and
community engagement. Each theme highlights how real-world immersion and flexible spatial
engagement foster deeper design thinking, stronger ethical awareness, and more resilient learner
identities. Students who participated in nomadic studio learning experiences demonstrated increased
sensitivity to user needs, contextual complexity, and inclusive design thinking. Rather than
disconnecting learning from the material world, the nomadic model roots design education firmly in
context, ethics, and human experience. This paper contributes a framework for future-focused,
sustainability-driven design education one that is inherently adaptive, collaborative, and embodied.
The immersive nomadic studio is positioned not merely as a pedagogical tool, but as a philosophical
reorientation: a shift toward design learning that is mobile, empathic, and socially engaged.

Keywords: Spatial design education, nomadic studio, empathic learning, sustainability, tacit
knowledge, adaptive pedagogy, future-focused design

Introduction

Design education today stands at a crossroads challenged by accelerating technological change,
increasing global instability, and the urgent call for sustainable practice. As both society and industry
undergo major transformations, so too must the environments and pedagogies through which future
designers are trained. Within this evolving landscape, the design studio once the unquestioned centre
of architectural and spatial design education is being reconsidered, reshaped, and reimagined.
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Traditionally, studio-based learning has been associated with a dedicated space: fixed desks, physical
models, drawings on walls, and communal critique sessions. These environments encouraged
experimentation and peer learning but were often constrained by institutional architecture, rigid
timetables, and limited real-world interaction. Moreover, these static models were not designed with
sustainability, inclusivity, or contextual responsiveness in mind. As sustainability becomes a defining
concern of our time, the design studio must evolve beyond being a spatial fixture to become a
responsive, adaptive system of learning.

This paper introduces the concept of the immersive nomadic studio a future-oriented pedagogical
model that challenges the notion of the studio as a fixed place. Drawing on participatory fieldwork
with design students in South Africa, the immersive nomadic studio reframes learning as something
that happens not just within institutional walls, but within real-world contexts where students
encounter design’s ethical, social, and ecological dimensions firsthand.

One such example occurred during a second-year interior design brief focused on hospitality spaces.
Instead of conducting critique sessions within the standard studio classroom, feedback sessions were
held inside a local coffee shop, a real-world space similar to the one student were tasked with
designing. Students observed how lighting affected mood, how circulation shaped customer
interactions, and how textures and acoustics influenced atmosphere. This immersion fostered
immediate, sensory learning. Students noticed elements they would not have encountered in a
simulation such as the subtle hum of a coffee machine, the social choreography around a service
counter, and how different seat heights affected posture and engagement. The critique was enriched
by this environment; students could point directly to observed elements, ask questions about
operational constraints, and receive instant feedback. This is the essence of the nomadic studio:
learning that is embodied, empathic, and embedded in lived spaces.

Crucially, the immersive nomadic studio aligns with key DEFSA 2025 priorities, particularly the
subthemes of Design+ Sustainability and Future-Focused Design. It asks:

« How can we design learning environments that prepare students for global, ecological, and ethical
complexity?

o In what ways can spatial design pedagogy become more collaborative, mobile, and human-
centred?

« How do we integrate sustainability and empathy into the structure of learning itself?

This study explores these questions by documenting how students learn when they are situated
directly within the spaces and communities for which they are designing. By using real-world
immersion as both site and method, the nomadic studio offers a transformative vision for design
education one grounded in adaptability, participation, and care.

Literature review

The design studio has historically been regarded as the intellectual and practical nucleus of
architectural and interior design education. Its origins can be traced to the artist's workroom model,
which emphasised mentorship, artisanry, and iterative processes within a shared physical
environment. While such studios fostered close-knit communities of learning, they also reinforced
spatial fixity and hierarchical relationships. As education increasingly embraces interdisciplinarity,
digital mobility, and responsiveness to social and environmental challenges, scholars have begun to
guestion the continued relevance of traditional studio typologies.
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Boys (2011) presents a critical perspective on educational spaces, arguing that physical environments
are not passive containers but active agents shaping learning, participation, and power dynamics. Her
work repositions the studio as a constructed and contested space that can either support or hinder
inclusive education. This argument resonates with the rationale for exploring adaptive and nomadic
studio models particularly in contexts where space must respond to multiple, evolving needs.

The shift toward flexible spatial arrangements is supported by studies such as Cai and Khan (2010),
who examine the dynamics of hot-desking and shared studio models. Their research shows that while
collaboration may increase in such settings, the absence of clear spatial guidance can lead to
discomfort and uncertainty. These insights highlight the importance of structuring flexibility
intentionally, rather than assuming that open spatial access alone leads to improved learning
outcomes.

In the study presented here, a structured hot-desking model served as an intermediate step between
the conventional fixed studio and the immersive nomadic studio. Modular workstations, mobile
storage, and adaptable layouts allowed students to explore spatial autonomy within a scaffolded
framework. These spatial shifts also enabled iterative reconfiguration of consultation zones and
collaboration areas. As such, the hot-desking studio became a transitional platform for spatial
experimentation and supported the development of spatial literacy.

Hettithanthri and Hansen (2022) explore the emergence of hybrid and flexible studio formats, noting
a pedagogical shift away from performance and presentation toward lived experience, adaptability,
and co-creation. These findings echo the work of Dewey (1938) and Kolb (1984), who emphasise
experiential learning as a fundamental mode of knowledge construction. Immersive, site-based
studios build on this foundation, offering environments in which students can meaningfully engage
with the physical, social, and sensory dimensions of design.

Polanyi’s (1966) theory of tacit knowledge further underpins the argument for embodied and situated
learning. In design education, tacit knowledge manifests through the unspoken understanding of
material qualities, light, movement, and spatial experience elements difficult to teach through verbal
instruction alone. This understanding becomes more accessible through immersive studio experiences
that encourage students to sense, adapt, and reflect in real time.

Sustainability is also central to rethinking the design studio. Orr (1994) argues that all education is
environmental education, asserting that pedagogies either reinforce disconnection from or
engagement with ecological systems. A sustainability-oriented studio should therefore cultivate
systems thinking, encourage adaptive reuse, and promote site-responsive design. Nomadic and
immersive studio models allow students to interact with existing conditions, limitations, and
potentials fostering awareness of lifecycle impacts and social relevance.

Finally, dialogical approaches to education, as described by Freire (1970), inform the relational and
participatory underpinnings of the immersive nomadic studio. His emphasis on reciprocity, shared
agency, and learning through lived experience aligns with pedagogical practices that extend beyond
classroom boundaries and into real-world spaces where knowledge is co-created.

In sum, the literature supports a shift away from static, insular studio models toward adaptive,
sustainable, and contextually integrated learning environments. The immersive nomadic studio builds
on this trajectory by positioning space as a co-participant in the educational process one that
encourages responsiveness, reflection, and engagement with the world beyond institutional walls
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Methodology

Research design elements, as depicted in Figure 1, include the study's methodology, its tools, sampling

strategy, and its approach to analysing and interpreting data.
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Figure 1: Research design and method (Stock 2022)
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This research adopted a Participatory Action Research (PAR) methodology, chosen for its compatibility
with the iterative, experiential, and collaborative nature of design education. PAR positions
participants not as subjects but as co-researchers, encouraging reflection, experimentation, and co-
construction of knowledge (Kemmis & McTaggart 2005). This approach aligns with the nomadic
studio’s core tenets: mobility, responsiveness, and contextual learning.

Research setting

The study was conducted at a Private Higher Education Institution (PHEI) in South Africa over the
course of one academic year. Participants included:

o 30 undergraduate Interior Design students across second- and third-year levels,
« 5academic staff members involved in studio-based modules,
o Local stakeholders and community members engaged during nomadic sessions

Three primary studio formats were studied and compared:

« Traditional fixed studios,
« Structured hot-desking environments within campus facilities,
o Fully nomadic studios situated in off-campus public or semi-public spaces.

Data collection tools and strategies

A multi-modal data collection strategy was employed to accommodate the complexity of spatial
design learning. The primary methods included:

Behavioural mapping

Mapping was used by the researcher as a tool for documenting studio layouts, atmospheric conditions,
and the use of space across different typologies. These visual records included elements such as
furniture arrangement, spatial zoning, student clustering, and the overall adaptability of the
environment as seen in the template of Figure 2. Mapping helped capture environmental shifts and
reconfigurations that occurred during the study. This method provided insight into how physical space
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evolved during participatory action cycles and how it supported or constrained student behaviour and
collaboration.

Week Date Location Number of students

Class Session Studio focus _Critique / courseware! studio time 1o work on brief

Notes

Figure 2: Example of blank behavioural mapping template (Stock 2022)

Participatory observation

The researcher was actively involved in studio sessions, observing how students engaged with
different spatial conditions, peers, and learning activities. Detailed field notes were kept to document
posture, collaboration patterns, material use, and movement through space. These observations
informed the iterative nature of the research and supported adaptations to studio configurations.

Focus group discussions

Focus groups were conducted with student participants following specific project milestones or
nomadic sessions. Discussions centred on how spatial context shaped design processes, levels of
collaboration, material choices, and students’ awareness of user needs and environmental conditions.

Semi-structured interviews

One-on-one interviews were conducted with academic staff members who facilitated the studio
modules. These interviews explored teaching challenges and successes in various spatial formats, with
a focus on how pedagogy, feedback, and facilitation shifted in response to space.

Student artefacts

Artefacts such as process sketches, photographic documentation, and reflective voice notes provided
supplementary insight into student thinking and progression. These were analysed alongside
observation notes to identify recurring themes and patterns.
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Ethical considerations and data analysis

Ethical clearance was granted by the institution through its formal review process. All participants
provided informed consent and were assured of their right to withdraw from the study at any time.
Confidentiality and anonymity were maintained in the treatment and reporting of all data.

Data analysis was guided by a qualitative thematic framework, drawing on Braun and Clarke’s (2006)
approach to thematic analysis. A process of open coding was used to identify key patterns across the
various data sets, including interview transcripts, student reflections, and observational notes.
Categories emerged iteratively and were refined into core themes such as contextual awareness,
embodied learning, spatial flexibility, and pedagogical responsiveness.

Rather than treating the data in isolation, findings were triangulated across different methods
observation, participant feedback, and visual records to ensure credibility and coherence. This
integrative approach allowed for a rich understanding of how space, behaviour, and pedagogy
intersected across the different studio typologies.

In line with the Participatory Action Research (PAR) methodology, the research allowed for a degree
of flexibility and responsiveness. Adjustments to studio configurations were made based on observed
challenges and feedback from both students and staff. These adaptations were not experimental
interventions but context-driven responses that aligned with the natural rhythm of the teaching and
learning process. The reflexivity embedded in the PAR model enabled ongoing critical reflection and
positioned the physical environment as both a site and agent of pedagogical change.

Findings and discussion

Empathic immersion and contextual responsiveness

The data collected from students during field-based and nomadic sessions indicated a marked shift in
how they related to their design work when physically immersed in the intended context of use as
seen in Figure 3. Rather than relying solely on theoretical assumptions or digital references, students
described how real-world settings enabled them to attune themselves to subtle environmental
conditions such as the quality of lighting, ambient noise, human flow, and spatial comfort.
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Figure 3: Shared table within coffee shop with built environment Class 1 (Stock 2022)

This sensory awareness helped to reframe their perception of the user, not as an abstract figure, but
as a lived presence within the space. Students began to observe how people moved through and
interacted with space, which directly influenced their design decisions. The embodied experience of
being situated in or near the site being studied appeared to foster a more nuanced understanding of
spatial function, emotional tone, and user needs. Although not all students explicitly used the
language of "empathy”, their reflections pointed toward a deeper sensitivity to human behaviour,
accessibility, and contextual constraints.

This immersive mode of learning particularly through the use of public spaces and semi-formal critique
settings supported a form of place-based education where design thinking was grounded in real,
observable, and often unpredictable conditions. As a result, the students’ conceptual frameworks
expanded beyond aesthetics or functionality, incorporating more socially responsive and ethically
aware perspectives.

Tacit knowledge and sensory learning

One of the central insights that emerged through the participatory fieldwork was the role of tacit
knowledge in shaping students’ design approaches. Tacit knowledge understood as the unspoken,
intuitive understanding that comes from direct experience was activated most clearly during
immersive and nomadic sessions, where students were physically present in or near the environments
they were analysing and designing for.

Students were able to make informed spatial decisions based on firsthand interactions with material,
light, sound, and spatial flow. These embodied insights were not always consciously articulated but
became embedded in the logic of their designs.

In contrast to structured classroom learning or purely digital representations, the immersive settings
encouraged students to develop a kind of “felt understanding” of spatial dynamics. They often
adjusted their material selections or layout strategies in response to what they experienced on-site
showing an awareness of temperature, texture, natural ventilation, or ambient noise. These reactions
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revealed that knowledge was being generated through doing, sensing, and being present, rather than
only through theoretical abstraction or instruction.

This process of learning through embodiment walking the space, touching surfaces, observing
behaviours reinforced the pedagogical value of physical engagement in spatial design education. It
also highlighted the limitations of screen-based simulation in fully conveying the subtleties of spatial
relationships, and reinforced the importance of context in developing sound, responsive design
solutions.

Adaptive learning through spatial agency

The implementation of structured hot-desking and nomadic studio environments provided valuable
insights into how spatial configurations influenced student autonomy, collaboration, and learning
behaviour. Students responded positively to having the ability to move between different zones,
select where they worked, and reconfigure their working environments to suit their needs. This
flexibility encouraged a greater sense of spatial agency the feeling that they had control over and
responsibility for their learning environment.
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Figure 4: Student lounge types of furniture (Stock 2022)

In contrast to the fixed studio model, where seating and work areas were predetermined, the hot-
desking setup required students to engage with space more deliberately as seen in Figure 4. They
became active participants in shaping their surroundings, adjusting desks, seating arrangements, or
consultation areas based on comfort, task requirements, or collaborative opportunities. This
responsiveness to spatial cues contributed to a learning culture that emphasised adaptability and
reflection.

However, the research also highlighted that complete spatial freedom without structure could be
counterproductive. Students benefitted most when flexible arrangements were paired with clearly
defined zones, scheduled consultation times, and access to key resources. The balance between
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freedom and support was central: when spatial adaptability was scaffolded by pedagogical intention
and logistical clarity, students were better able to engage meaningfully with their work.

These findings support the idea that learning environments should offer choice and movement, but
within a framework that fosters productivity and inclusion. The hot-desking model served not just as
a logistical shift, but as a pedagogical tool allowing students to practice real-world workplace
adaptability while also taking ownership of how and where they learn.

Environmental consciousness and sustainable practice

A recurring theme across the data was the growing environmental awareness among students as they
engaged with existing, real-world spaces. Rather than approaching projects with a mindset of blank-
slate intervention or new construction, students began to recognise the value of working with what
already existed both physically and socially. This shift was particularly evident during nomadic sessions
held in underutilised or transitional spaces, where students were encouraged to analyse site
conditions in situ.

By engaging directly with the material conditions of these environments, students demonstrated
increased sensitivity to the ecological and spatial implications of their design decisions. Several noted
how contextual constraints such as structural limitations, existing vegetation, light penetration, and
human traffic prompted more resource-conscious thinking. For example, repurposing rather than
demolishing features became a recurring strategy in student proposals.

Additionally, the observational work carried out in these settings helped students connect
sustainability with accessibility, inclusion, and local relevance. Rather than viewing sustainable design
solely through a technological or materials-based lens, students began to interpret it as a broader
system of social, environmental, and experiential considerations. They noted the impact of their
presence on the community and reflected on the responsibilities that come with making spatial
interventions in public or semi-public domains.

The nomadic studio model thus facilitated a pedagogical alignment between sustainability and lived
experience. It moved sustainability beyond theoretical instruction and into practical, embodied
application where decisions had tangible consequences and ethical implications. This supported a
deeper understanding of the designer’s role in shaping both environmental outcomes and user
experiences.

Shifting educator roles and responsive spatial facilitation

During the implementation of the hot-desking and nomadic studio models, educators were required
to adopt a more adaptive and responsive approach to the studio environment. Rather than adhering
to a fixed teaching model or spatial layout, lecturers observed student behaviour, comfort, and usage
patterns and made changes to the studio setup accordingly. This included relocating consultation
zones to accommodate noise levels, improving light access, and adjusting the orientation of shared
tables to better support collaborative work.

These interventions were informed by real-time student feedback gathered through mapping
exercises, informal reflection, and spatial behaviour. As the action research cycles progressed, the
lecturer played an increasingly responsive role trialling alternative configuration, noting emerging
needs, and modifying studio conditions in alignment with pedagogical goals. This responsive approach
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supported a more collaborative and co-owned learning environment, where students' spatial needs
and working preferences were acknowledged and integrated into the design of the studio experience.

While the model did not involve multidisciplinary or community partners directly in the teaching
environment, the spatial strategies trialled were intended to simulate conditions that students might
encounter in professional or public design contexts. The educator’s evolving role within this dynamic
was one of guidance, reflection, and spatial adjustment anchored in the belief that space itself can be
a co-teacher in design education.

Conclusion

This research presented the immersive nomadic studio as a considered response to the shifting needs
of spatial design education, particularly in the context of Interior Design and Architectural Education.
By drawing on Participatory Action Research, the study explored how flexible spatial typologies
specifically hot-desking and nomadic learning environments could support more adaptive and
responsive pedagogical practices.

Findings indicated that students benefitted from greater spatial agency, with the ability to select,
modify, and reflect on their work environments leading to a deeper engagement with design
processes. The structured hot-desking model offered a transitional strategy, balancing flexibility with
consistency, and allowing students to experience mobile working conditions while still anchored
within a familiar studio framework.

Mapping, observational data, and focus group discussions revealed that immersion in varied
environments contributed to a more tangible understanding of space, materiality, and user needs.
This embodied engagement supported the development of tacit knowledge and fostered more
reflective, context-sensitive design responses. While the research did not include formal
multidisciplinary collaboration, it demonstrated that simple interventions such as reconfigurable
furniture, off-site sessions, and shared responsibility for spatial conditions can significantly shift the
learning experience. Educators adapted their teaching approaches in response to the studio format,
repositioning themselves as observers, facilitators, and co-participants in the learning environment.
This study contributes a grounded framework for considering how the spatial structure of learning
environments can impact design thinking. It suggests that the immersive nomadic studio, when
carefully implemented and supported, offers a viable and sustainable model for design education one
that aligns with the evolving needs of learners and the dynamic nature of contemporary design
practice.

The immersive nomadic studio model aligns strongly with DEFSA’s 2025 subthemes, particularly those
under “Design+ Sustainability and Future-Focused Design”. It responds to global design challenges by
teaching students to think systemically, to value local materials and contexts, and to centre human
experience. It offers a pedagogical framework that is ecologically aware, socially grounded, and
intellectually agile.

To fully embrace this model, institutions must be willing to:

« Rethink rigid campus-based models of education

o Invest in infrastructure that supports flexible learning (e.g., portable furniture, off-site
permissions)

« And most importantly, trust students and educators to co-create meaningful, adaptive learning
environments.
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As we design for futures increasingly defined by ecological fragility, social transformation, and
technological flux, it is no longer enough to ask what design can do. We must ask how we teach future
designers to think, feel, and act and where that learning is allowed to take place. The immersive
nomadic studio offers one compelling answer to that question.
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