
Collective memories of shared space and experience in the creation and inhabitation of virtual studio.

Abstract

Art and design students’ occupation and use of physical studio spaces have decreased and altered during the Covid-19 pandemic, and online learning spaces have become increasingly important. This case study explores the value of collective memories of shared space in the creation and inhabitation of online studio, using recalled narrative and thematic analysis to inform refinement of the virtual studio used during a unique year.

Interior Design practice is rooted in collective human interactions within the built environment. We describe the positive effect familiar layout and language have on Interior Design students' ability to engage effectively in online studio activities. Thus, enabling students to feel optimistic about the events they have experienced and highlight the effectiveness of the events. 

Feedback from students and staff provides insight into the influence of digital proxies for space, and the use of familiar language affects the perception of online studio. 

We conclude by testing our early findings, describing elements the student body found most supportive and propose how we may further expand this research to provide a basis for designing effective and engaging virtual studio spaces.
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Collective memories of shared space and experience in the creation and inhabitation of virtual studio.
Narrative:
Poster Review 2019
Imagine the scene, a gallery-like studio space, white shuttered concrete walls, high-level north-facing windows letting the Glasgow light pour in, and students pinning up A1 posters. After a bit of encouragement, neatly lined up and equally spaced, these posters form an introduction to the projects of the 28 Final Year Interior Design students of 2019. Some: describing practicalities, adaptive reuse, proposed users, and designer’s intentions. Others: more speculative, offer an insight into a process of discovery, sharing findings or making propositions. 
Time: a few hours. Tools: the ubiquitous post-it note and sharpie combo. Students and staff look, digest, and comment. Confusion, clarity, hope, concern. Little fluorescent gems of feedback are carefully applied to the posters. Later the authors of the posters take the post-its, discarding some, holding on to others, reflecting on both the feedback they received and gave, and what they have seen in others' work.
Later on that day, the room is tidied, crisps, drinks, and disposable cups arrive, the music is turned up. Students and staff from across the design school pop in, probably for a glass of wine, but take time to look at the work, chat, catch up, and perhaps even write on a post-it note, either out of respect or obligation.
In 2020, however, the Final Year Poster Review is online.
Introduction
This paper shares initial findings from a case study exploring what impact the memory of ‘studio’ has had on the perception and use of the current ‘virtual studio’ spaces of the Final Year Interior Design students at Glasgow School of Art where one of the authors, Digger Nutter, is a Lecturer in the department of Interior Design.
The purpose of this case study is to examine whether the echoing of familiar language and layout and experience of physical studio within virtual studio is supportive to the students' learning experience. From experience of teaching practice within Glasgow School of Art (GSA) we see a current gap in knowledge into student perception of virtual studio and which elements can be used to scaffold learning and teaching in the way that virtual studio spaces are created. We are using survey research in this case study to take a snapshot of student perception on virtual studio environments in students who have had previous experience in physical studio within GSA. This case study and paper aims to form a basis for developing virtual and blended studio environments within our institution and sharing more widely with others within the art and design sector.
Throughout this paper, there will be references to the ‘studio’. We are using this to collectively refer to all the spaces in which staff and students come together in various configurations, spending time together, creating a community of practice. [Wenger 1998] While this is usually a space at GSA, it could also be the location for a study trip, site visit, or online submission. ‘studio’ is being used to refer to the digital spaces where staff and students currently come together to do the same types of work and activities.
For clarity, we will use ‘physical studio’ to refer to physical spaces and ‘virtual studio’ to refer to online spaces. In using ‘physical studio’, we acknowledge the inherent materiality and persistence assumed within the traditional studio. [Carazzo 2019] In the specific case of Interior Design at GSA, students usually produce a significant proportion of work in digital form. It would consequently be siloed in individual students accounts and computers. Final Year students would usually be allocated a fixed space; however, the year group under examination in this case study did not have that resource. The hotdesking system previously in place also led to a reduction in persistence of artefacts compared to a studio where students had fixed locations and produced work in physical form. We want to acknowledge that when we compare ‘physical studio’ and ‘virtual studio’ experiences. 
We focus on three formerly ‘physical studio’ student experiences and their transition to ‘virtual studio’: an interim review (crit) ‘Poster Review’; a group tutorial ‘Site Visit v2’; and a studio workshop activity ‘The Plan’. We examine these new forms as online events compared with previous iterations in the ‘physical studio’. These three events give a range of types: review, group tutorial, and workshop. Feedback on feelings of familiarity and points of difference between each event’s physical and virtual studio versions has been examined, along with reference to feelings of loss or gain in moving from the physical to virtual studio. 
The thematic analysis of these data was used, alongside other informal observations from across multiple cohorts within the department, to inform the creation of the virtual studio space for Final Year students’ final formative assessment point: WIPv2 (work in progress version 2). This will form part of an iterative process that will also include one-to-one interviews over Zoom with Final Year students on the initial three student projects and WIPv2 to extend this research in the future.
The data is qualitative survey research collected via an anonymous online questionnaire circulated to the chosen cohort. This questionnaire contained questions with open text answers supplemented with questions with predetermined answers on a scale from positive to negative. These open text answers have been subjected to thematic analysis and coded to group them into overall themes within the corpus with additional sub-themes within the data sets (Braun & Clarke 2006).
Feedback in this case study is from Final Year students. We limited it to these students as all will have at least one year of ‘physical studio’ experience, with most having two years or more, allowing for a meaningful comparison. In addition, a self-selecting group completed the survey, about half of the cohort. 
The nature of GSA being a ‘Small Specialist Insitution’, and the examination of one cohort within that course, inevitably gives a small data set. Future interviews of these same students will complement this data. In addition, we may expand the research to other cohorts within the department.
At GSA, all teaching, reviews, feedback, and assessment were online for the 2020-21 academic year. The three events discussed used Miro and Zoom. Miro is a platform that allows users to place text, images, links and notes on a shared document in real-time. Visibility of who is using the board is also present with cursors showing who is working and where. 
Attendance at all three of these events was higher than typical for Interior Design’s usual ‘physical studio’ attendance. In addition, the events’ quality was rated well, with a large majority of respondents rating all three events as good or very good.
Each of the three events built on previous studio experiences. This paper will introduce the context and format of each event. Next, we share student feedback on their perception of these virtual studio events and then describe this feedback using thematic analysis.
Each project section has a ‘narrative’ text based on Digger Nutter’s memory of the previous physical studio event. We outline the decision-making process for how these projects were transitioned to virtual events.
A fourth virtual studio event, WIPv2 (work in progress v2), was created after we gathered and thematically analysed the data from the first three events. This analysis was used to inform the design of WIPv2.
In conclusion, we will outline the next steps for extending this research.
Poster Review
The first event examined was the ‘Poster Review’, an interim review with peer feedback in the form of Post-It notes.
At the start of this paper, there is a short narrative based on my recollections of the last time this happened in the ‘physical studio’: a series of A1 printed posters, peer feedback, with an open exhibition.
Before the virtual studio version of this event in December 2020, these students had not previously used Miro as a virtual studio tool. These students had participated in the poster review the previous year as guests and have experience of Post-It type reviews in other projects.
When designing the ‘virtual studio’ space, I aimed to create a low-cognitive load environment for students as they moved to new ways of working. To this aim, the layout of the Miro boards was kept consistent with that of the physical studio (see figure 1), alongside using familiar and consistent language, trying to ensure the virtual studio felt like a place where existing knowledge of procedure and strategies could be utilised (Sweller 1988).
One of the other considerations in creating this dispersed but communal working space was an appreciation that while this was new for these students in an educational setting, it has precedent in how staff and students consume and participate in other private dispersed cultural experiences. This familiarity with distributed production and consumption, brought together by discussion (Price 2008), forms a part of how we consider engaging with the students within ‘virtual studio’.
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[Figure 1 - Poster Review 2020 - Miro board. Space for each student’s poster was provided, with an area below for feedback notes. The three horizontal lines were created to refer to the three walls of the room usually used for the event.]
Analysis and feedback: Poster Review
When looking at this event's feedback, we examined whether the students foregrounded the content of the review or the delivery system. 
The questions did not directly ask about the familiarity of the event compared to physical studio. Instead, they asked what was most memorable. We wanted to ascertain whether the review felt familiar enough that they referenced the content beyond the new way of working when asked this open question.
After coding the responses, we found that some mentioned Zoom and Miros, awkwardness or unfamiliarity. A third talked about the technology in favourable terms.
It was like a gallery style event, ... and we ‘walked’ around looking at everyone's work. The zoom part of it was really awkward because no one felt comfortable having a conversation with 30 odd people. 
Participant 8
Approximately three-quarters of responses mentioned the learning activity and the feedback received, indicating a high level of engagement with the review content. 
Approximately one-quarter of respondents mentioned words associated with space or studio, with references to memories of being together and of a familiar experience. 
‘felt' like the poster event in studio
Participant 2
The Poster review was a soft introduction to this way of working and was reassuringly successful for all. We built on this way of working over the following reviews, restructuring more challenging events for the ‘virtual studio’.
Site Visit v2
Narrative:
Site Visit 2019
We are meeting in Central Station. It's about 10 am, off-peak, a selection of takeaway coffees, warm jackets and a sense of excitement. There is always a tinge of holiday spirit on a site visit. As we depart, a reminder of the risk assessment. A chance to chat about the day. Five students, five sites and one academic/tour guide/responsible adult head out on a day of looking, pointing, and talking. We negotiate different walking speeds, attitudes to crossing a road, preferences for lunch, and toilet stops.
We look at a collection of sites, some private, others in ruin, we all gesture, some of us with more knowledge than others, the role of expert bounces around the group, the project owner, the student whose Gran lives nearby, or me having been here many times before. We share the experience of unpicking, touching, and spending time in a place. 
Having traced a strange route of connecting points, we head back home, feet aching, heads mashed.
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[Figure 2. Site Visit v2 - 2021 - Miro board before and after event. On the left of the image is how the board started. The right shows the Miro board after the event, with group photos, site photos, live drawing, and notes.]
Each student's selected site is within the Glasgow City Boundary, a choice we made as a department to keep the projects immediate and grounded within our local cultural context. It was a choice we maintained in the 2020-21 academic year, despite having our cohort dispersed worldwide.
Site Visit v1 at the start of the year moved to Padlet, a collaborative web platform in which users can upload, organise, and share content to virtual pin boards. It resulted in a rather prosaic sharing of information, with uniform details on the chosen sites stacked into columns. 
We planned Site Visit v2 for January, hoping for the opportunity to re-engage with sites in the real world after the winter break. However, due to local and institutional guidelines, it became clear that site Visit v2 also needed to be online. 
Digger Nutter constructed a Miro (see figure 2) board to act as a framework for the event. While it could not recreate the physical experience, it attempted to evoke the dynamic and collective nature of the real-life experience of visiting students' sites within a 'virtual studio' activity. 
Using Google Street View, photographs and drawings, we collectively ‘visited’ each site. Each student guided us around their chosen site, and others chipped in with local knowledge, insights on building types or materials.
During this group tutorial, I take screenshots of us in our Zoom windows and add them in real-time, replicating the group photos (see figure 2) we would take when exploring the city. 
Analysis and feedback: Site Visit v2
When looking at this event's feedback, we examined whether there were references to physicality. Also noted was whether respondents referenced site concerns being resolved or evolving.
Our questions asked for both a ‘key memory’ and a ‘positive’ about the event, and we thematically coded the feedback.
Some respondents mentioned physicality or place. This confirmed that most participants did not feel the virtual experience was a direct proxy for visiting actual sites, although some did get a sense of this.
By getting to revisit your site, and others, this made me think more about how the existing site and where it is located could impact the project I am developing. 
Participant 5
However, a large majority of respondents acknowledged the usefulness of the feedback they provided and received.
was good to see all student work in one place, compare, and give and get feedback. 
Participant 7
A large majority of feedback was positive, and within that, multiple comments refer to the process of viewing and exploring sites with the group and staff. This process addressed specific site issues that students had either not resolved independently or had not noticed until this group tutorial in a way that was commensurate with being ‘on site’ to resolve those issues.
It helped me resolve a problem that I didn’t even know was a problem
Participant 4
The Plan
Narrative:
The Plan 
I walk through the studio, heading out for a coffee. I get called over to look at a drawing on the table, perhaps on screen. We discuss the complex collection of fine lines indicating various built and proposed elements: structure, walls, door swings, changes in levels, furniture. The gaps between the lines indicate space for movement, areas of rest, views, thresholds, and various functions. It is not finished; it is never perfect; one specific question often leads to many more.
A moment of support. The student, although an expert in their project, has things to learn. Annotation, structure, specification, materiality, language that shows our final year students are now comfortably on the journey between novice and expert... They don't yet have the fluency of many years of experience; they look at their drawings through inquisitive eyes, hoping to make the right lines mean the right thing. I explore the drawings and bring my expertise; at times, I ask clarifying questions or probe decisions and nudge the author to consider the implications of their marks on the page. I sometimes bring my pencil to their drawings; with permission, I draw, highlight, scribble over the top, applying my knowledge and experience directly to their designs. 
Explicitly created in response to the virtual studio environment, The Plan workshop formalises a usually individual and ad-hoc process of feedback as described in the narrative above.
Staff directed students to place a set of drawings on Miro: existing, demolition and proposed. They duplicated these; above 'the line was left untouched, 'below the line' available to be marked up. This format opened up the comments and edits' visibility, demanding both peer and staff feedback and making a previously semi-private action shared. 
Analysis and feedback: The Plan
Responses from the students showed a large majority referencing feedback and engagement. A third referred directly to drawing. Again the recollections and memories were weighted towards the activity rather than technology. 
I really enjoyed this event. Everyone drawing over people's work and offering different ideas. It was really fun. I think the breakout rooms helped a lot because it was kind of like sitting round a table in the studio.
Participant 8
When students print work and place it on a table or a wall, the artefact can often take on value. Staff routinely see students reluctant to mark up or alter these artefacts. The feedback remains separate to it, applied via post-it, overlays, and discussion.
The use of Miro allowed comments, adjustments, drawings to instead be made over and next to the originals. Thus, the clean and annotated versions can co-exist. In addition, students absorb the subconscious day to day computer function of copy/paste into this process.
I really liked how peers could annotate our work and write notes. [Member of staff’s] annotations were really good and inspired us to draw on other peoples plans too.
Participant 13
What was previously often a private endeavour, a snatched conversation in the studio to ‘just help out with this wee thing’, became a collective action in this iteration. The commentators can see a whole set of drawings rather than only selected fragments. Staff can model their actions of different ways of marking up: the creation of a new drawing placed next to the original, a mark up of the drawing using the tools on Miro, a screen record of the process of looking, considering and editing. All became valid ways to engage. Individual students receive a moment of expert input while students engage broadly and bring their critique and expertise as they look at the work. It gives them the licence to build on the layers of comment and response.
Conclusion: Poster, Site Visit v2, The Plan
Throughout the feedback for all three ‘virtual studio’ events, a large majority of respondents had referred positively to feelings of familiarity within the ‘virtual studio’ spaces. The least positive was for Site Visit v2, an event whose previous iteration was not grounded in studio architecture. 
The value in the continuance of work within the virtual studio had been a recurring theme within feedback from both the Poster Review and Site Visit v2.
Our thematic analysis of the corpus also showed that students valued visibility of the creation of work in real-time. Comments and feedback, particularly from The Plan and Site Visit v2, highlighted the value in students seeing each other working and having the opportunity to react and alter their work based on what was happening within the ‘virtual studio’.
In the questionnaire, we had also created three different speculative Miro boards for consideration for planning WIPv2. One gave defined spaces but with no architectural or grounding references to physical studio, one lightly echoed the studio layout, and a third with the addition of graphics which were types of skeuomorph; a table and a hint of wall to locate the area for work to be added. We asked students to rate these for both familiarity and engagement. (see figure 3)
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[Figure 3 - WIP options - Miro board examples presented in the survey. On the left layout with defined spaces, centre - lightly echoing a plan of the studio, right - furniture and areas for work provided.]
The board that lightly referenced the studio was rated most familiar by a majority of students. The board with the more obvious references to physical objects was rated as most engaging by a majority of students.
When creating the Miro board for the WIPv2 event, [name] considered the questionnaire feedback about the three previously described reviews and additionally incorporated informal feedback from other year groups within the department.
Digger Nutter had experimented with using representations of furniture as places for students to lay out their work, if desired, with Level 1 students. Digger had also used other more visually abstract devices with other Years, including circles to represent tables for group tutorials. These allowed work to exist in collections and to persist over a period of time. Alerts on the Miro system indicated that students returned to boards long after events had finished and continued adding and commenting. 
Digger constructed the WIPv2 show framework based on the analysis. It was first introduced to the cohort and then released in advance to allow students to see each other building up and curating their collection of work live over three days. This ‘live’ community build time was included in response to the positive feedback on the continuance of work and seeing the community working in real-time. 
WIPv2
Narrative:
WIPv2 (Work in Progress version 2)
It's 10 pm, and I am sitting at my dining table, now my workplace, wondering what tomorrow will look like. Tomorrow is WIPv2, a formative Assessment point.
Students have chosen their space in the virtual studio and have looked at the digital desks, plinths and screens available to them in the storeroom. I wonder how the students will present their work. The anticipation is too much. Laptop opened, thumbprint recognised, I noticed some cursors moving. There are about 10 students right now, out of hours, separated by geography, together in the virtual studio. Testing out arrangements, moving work, seeing others approaches and quickly modifying their own in response. Some have borrowed equipment from the storeroom. Others have brought their own tables, lights and plinths. They have placed models, posters, books, animations, websites, post-it notes, and even a bottle of hand sanitiser. As they work together, I close my laptop, looking forward to seeing the finished work in the morning. They probably saw my cursor having a look around the virtual studio as they worked. I consider how that made them feel.
By this point in the year, we were more settled with Miro and Zoom. Students and staff are working with the assumption that we will be online for degree assessment and show as the end of the year approaches. No work on real desks. In this last formative assessment point, before the final degree assessment, it is time for us to test and model possible ways of submitting work. 
This time, unlike WIPv1, or the Plan, Site Visit or Poster reviews, we have asked students to submit a full range of work of their choosing. 
WIPv2 is an assessment event designed to encourage each student to consider the hierarchy, order, appearance, and content of their work.  What they chose to show and what they chose to leave at home. This breadth of work gives them a chance to incorporate comments from staff and peers before submitting for summative assessment later in the year.
Now is the first moment that everyone can genuinely confront what their final degree submission might look like. 
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Figure 4 - WIPv2 - student work. On the left, Nicola Burleigh who at this point presented her work as a graphic layout. On the right, Anth Ioannides utilises his own furniture to display his work. At the bottom the ‘storeroom’ a collection of readymades, furniture and layouts for use by students.
Analysis and Next Steps
Formal student feedback in this case study had been collected after The Plan review concluded and before Digger Nutter set up the virtual studio space for WIPv2. We had started thematic analysis on this data which was used to inform the designing of this virtual studio space. Interviews with students after WIPv2 will be thematically analysed to assess the impact of these iterative interventions.
Initial visual analysis of WIPv2 shows us that many of the students presenting used either the skeuomorphic objects provided in the ‘storeroom’ or added similar examples to their presentations (see figure 4). For example, drawings went on walls, animations on screens, models on plinths, materials and sketchbooks were located on tables. Others used scale and placement, more traditional tools digitally, to highlight the hierarchy and connection between elements of their project.
Next, we will undertake interviews and thematic analysis with staff and students to understand further the first three events and the following WIPv2 show, including feedback on the longevity of the ‘virtual studio’ space, use of skeuomorphs, and the visibility of the community working simultaneously.
Further areas of study would include students who do not have a history in the department (direct entry and first year) with their varying previous experiences of studio and investigate how this has informed their ‘virtual’ experiences at GSA.
As we move towards a future that moves from fully online teaching to a combination of physical Studio and virtual Studio, this research will form part of how we inform the creation and occupation of a hybrid blended studio space. 
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