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Can design be taught effectively within a larger studio class? Can a student gain rich insight 

from a larger peer group? This paper presentation will discuss and illustrate the teaching 

methods and  benefits formulated as three faculty members with 50+ years of combined 

teaching and industry experience collaborated together to teach a design foundations 

course with an enrollment of over 45 students. The result is a co-teaching pedagogical 

model proven to be highly effective in managing the studio course, the content and the 

workloads of faculty while providing an enhanced educational experience for students.  

 

Introduction 

The designer of the 21
st

 century must prepare for a professional workplace that has seen 

dramatic shifts in the last two decades.  No longer can a design professional expect to work 

within a vacuum to deliver creative solutions. Instead, design has increasingly become a 

generative effort involving multiple disciplines that share a common goal of innovation 

(Kelley, 2005). Collaboration has become a necessary framework of smart design programs, 

whether through the building of interdisciplinary teams or through the advent of the 

networked office. Today design students are required to synthesize more information from 

a wider variety of sources than ever before, and formulate creative processes and ideas 

collectively with others. While an increasingly “connected” generation may be more 

comfortable working within this framework, design education is often seen as lagging 

behind due to focusing more on what to teach rather than how to teach. 

 

All too frequently, university and college course systems continue to pursue single subject 

content delivery from a single faculty member. Specialization of knowledge and economies 

of scale are often key determiners of faculty course assignments rather than diversity of 

viewpoints. Co-teaching is defined as two or more faculty sharing the responsibility for 

planning, teaching and evaluation for all the students in the class in order that they expand 

learning from different sources. (Villa, Thousand, and Nevin, 2004). While co-teaching 

university courses is not a new concept, it has typically been limited to faculty dividing labor 

in a class rather than managing efforts in unison (Bacharach, Heck, and Dahlberg, 2008). 

Even within design programs, faculty often teach collaboration through a project structure, 

but how often do they actually collaborate on teaching structure? What if design faculty 

approached a design course as a collaboration project with other faculty, in effect, 

practicing what we teach by how we teach? Truly collaborative co-teaching could allow 

multiple faculty members to share their expanded experiences with students, while creating 



a greater potential for teaching matched to a student’s unique learning style (Howard 

Gardner, 1993). Perhaps of even greater importance, faculty and students could gain a 

richer, synthesized view of design that better prepares them for the future of the design 

profession. 

 

Design Foundations as a Platform for Collaborative Co-Teaching 

If there is one area in design education that may be best suited for collaborative co-

teaching, it is within design foundation courses.  These courses often underpin developing 

design skills and thinking within the first few semesters of a student’s education. Many 

industrial design programs employ a series of such studios and other courses that are 

intended to develop a student’s sensitivities to form and space, develop creative problem 

solving, while building abilities to communicate ideas visually in 2D and 3D. Challenges in 

teaching foundations programs are often in illustrating to students how they will apply 

these abstract principles in their future design work. Since many foundations assignments 

can focus on subtle sensitivities, often evaluating work can be negatively viewed by a 

student as individually subjective in nature. In order to more effectively teach design 

foundations it is necessary to establish an accurate standard by which their creative work is 

evaluated and to demonstrate the power of the collaborative process through as many 

avenues as possible.  

 

With approximately 45 industrial design students per graduating class, faculty in The 

Department of Industrial and Graphic Design at Auburn University frequently find 

themselves in the position of maximizing the teaching effectiveness in larger design courses. 

Typically design foundation studio courses contain about sixteen students split out over 

three course sections. During the first semester after acceptance into design program at 

Auburn, students are required to take a studio that focuses on 2-D and 3-D design 

principles. The projects in this studio vary in duration from two days to two weeks 

depending on the complexity of the problem. Each project is designed to build a student’s 

sensitivity to formal design and to teach the process of visual problem solving through 

doing. The 21 projects used in this course range from traditional composition and color 

theory assignments along with modified projects drawn from other programs and faculty 

over time. 

 

While valid arguments can be made against the size of larger classes (Kokkelenberg, Dillon 

and Christy, 2008), this paper focuses on how a true collaborative teaching model, 

employed by a carefully composed and coordinated teaching team can actually foster 

faculty development and positive, rich experiences for the students. 

 

Parallel Co-Teaching a Design Foundations Studio 

The initial idea of shifting to a co-teaching format for the foundations studio at Auburn rose 

as an effort to better standardize the course content within the department and to 

“equalize” the student learning and perceptions across multiple sections. Two faculty 



members previously teaching third year studios would rotate into the design foundations 

studio with another faculty member who had been teaching it over several years. This was 

intended to “cross-pollinate” third-year applied project perspectives and teaching into the 

foundations program in order to give students a vision for how the design principles would 

later be used. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The 48 students were divided into three course sections assigned to each faculty member. 

All three sections were arranged in one larger classroom as shown in Figure A. Although all 

three faculty members would be co-teaching all 48 students, each faculty member was 

responsible for making sure each student in their assigned section gained one-on-one 

feedback with the faculty during class.  

 

Several weeks before class began, the faculty team met to review project assignments 

covering nearly a decade. Through discussions, projects were re-adopted or eliminated, 

reordered and refined to develop a sequence that maximized each assignment as a 

preceding building block. In addition, a series of in-class “caffeine” exercises were created as 

a way to break up the long class time and build student relationships with each other 

(Mumaw and Oldfield, 2006). These exercises were typically short and required active 

participation between student groups. After defining and sequencing the projects and in-

class exercises, each day was scheduled in a typical format (Figure 2). 

Figure 1: Studio layout delineated by course sections 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This daily schedule included faculty roles such as “the MC,” responsible for managing class 

time, announcements and in-class “caffeine” exercises; “the Crit,” responsible for leading off 

and managing the critique of the handed-in assignment and “the Intro,” responsible for 

leading lecture content on next day’s assignment. These roles were created to give order to 

each class time, rather than simply a division of labor. All three faculty members actively 

participated in the critiques and lectures each day, with the designated faculty leading the 

activity and managing the time. Each of the three roles was rotated daily between faculty 

members to sequence evenly throughout each week.  

 

 

 

08:30-08:40 Introduce day and announcements (the MC) 

08:40-09:30 Critique and discussion of Assignment A (the Crit)  

09:30-09:40 Break 

09:40-10:00 Caffeine: House of Arcs (the MC) 

10:00-10:15 On-screen lecture on Design Principle B (the Intro) 

10:15-11:00 Introduction of Assignment B (the Intro) 

11:00-11:45 Begin work on Assignment B (Faculty work with individual students) 

11:45-12:00 Wrap up and summary (the MC) 

Figure 2: Each class time was scheduled to coordinate faculty leads. 

Figure 3: Faculty/student dynamic through a typical class time. 



 

Within each class time students were exposed to collaborative teaching through the 

critiques, collaboration with each other through the “caffeine” exercises, lecture content 

delivered primarily by one faculty member with others assisting, then one-on-one feedback 

on their work progress primarily from the faculty member assigned to their section. (Figure 

3) This provided a variety of teaching and learning modes throughout each class time as well 

as dividing the class time into shorter, more manageable segments. 

 

Positive Outcomes from the Parallel Co-Teaching Collaboration  

Evaluating across a larger continuum. During the first critique, it was obvious that viewing 

48 pieces of student work on the wall provided an improved opportunity for faculty in 

evaluating, categorizing and discussing student work issues. This physical “contact sheet” 

covering the walls of the studio could be viewed with a greater clarity than when the class 

was divided into sections. Specific examples of strengths or weaknesses in the work were far 

easier to determine and discuss with the class. Students also benefitted by seeing a larger 

body of work with which they could compare their own. During certain critiques, faculty 

encouraged students to evaluate and rank the work themselves with sticky-notes, further 

reducing the “subjective criticisms” so often heard in design foundations teaching. 

 

   

 

 

 

Sharing critiques enriched input and built consensus. As an additional advantage within the 

larger critiques, students were able to witness a more broad articulation of work evaluations 

through faculty “meta-discussions” with each other. While one faculty member would lead a 

discussion, the other two would scan the walls to find additional examples that reinforced 

or expanded the dialogue (Figure 4). In addition, the collective critiques generated a more 

concrete consensus of whether or not each student had solved the problem. 

 

Learning and formalizing from faculty peers. Not being “in the spotlight” for the full class 

time also allowed faculty members to absorb and formalize course content along with 

students. In effect, each faculty member learned how the other articulates design issues and 

teaches them to students. This was an unforeseen benefit of the collaborative co-teaching 

Figure 4: Sharing critique leads with a larger continuum of work 

reinforced assessment of student assignments. 



model, in that all three faculty members felt a greater sense of their own learning through 

the duration of the studio. In addition, this learning by individual faculty members added to 

the shared vision of the course and created a consistent “knowledge platform” that better 

focused the project planning. 

 

Tuning into students’ responses. In addition to learning from other faculty members, the 

rotation of dialogue allowed faculty to “feel the response” of the class while another faculty 

member was lecturing. This created a personal fulfillment for the faculty team being able to 

discern and share when students make connections to content during a discussion or 

lecture.  Faculty could witness class from student perspective and maintain a better pulse on 

what was happening real-time with student, particularly with lecture and critique content.  

 

Grading and evaluating objectively. Since all three faculty members graded 48 student 

projects together, there was a marked consistency across the three course sections. In the 

past, individual faculty judgments or critiques were sometimes viewed as subjective by a 

student. This is particularly true in a foundations studio. In this case, this collective grading 

effort resulted in zero grade challenges from students across twenty-one projects for the 

entire semester term.  

 

Considerations for Planning Parallel Co-Teaching Collaborations 

Compose the teaching team. Although assembling an arbitrary faculty team together to 

teach a course may create flexible faculty assignments, it can reduce the potential for 

enriched teaching and learning. Faculty teams should be formulated with individuals that 

have diverse background experiences, but share in a common philosophy or vision. 

(Conderman, Bresnahan, and Pedersen, 2009) It is also advantageous to have different 

levels of teaching experience within the team, since it builds a stronger, common 

competency within the design program.  

 

   

 

 

 

Figure 5: Planning, teaching and grading were accomplished 

collectively with all three faculty members. 



Coordinate rather than delegate. The natural tendency is to delegate responsibilities to 

separate faculty.  While this in some cases may be the most efficient way of managing the 

workloads and duties, this is not the core mindset within collaboration. A high level of 

cohesion between faculty and course content can best be reached through collective efforts 

of planning, teaching and grading together. (Eisen, 2000) These activities include the setting 

of the project sequence, project definitions, grading criteria, lectures, critiques, grading and 

meeting with students that are having problems (Figure 5). 

 

Share a detailed schedule and plan. Planning each facet of each day has less to do with being 

in control than in documenting and capturing information for following years. The daily and 

weekly schedules give all faculty members a common place to “fill in” information and 

thoughts to be used in the next year’s class. The shared vision for the course evolves as 

faculty members share and create their plans together.  

 

 

    

 

 

 

Create structures for interpersonal student collaboration. Physically grouping students 

together in order to build their collaborative abilities provides a strong support system 

within the collaboratively taught studio. In the case of this class size, the four-student group 

or “Quad” worked particularly well as it segmented the room layout and built student 

clusters within the larger studio community (Figure 6). A series of short, collaborative 

exercises assigned as “caffeine” throughout the term encouraged students to interact and 

team within their groups. The peer feedback allowed by arranging students in these 

clusters, created another level of critique and evaluation for each student, thus 

supplementing the coverage of the faculty members.  

 

Figure 6: Clusters of 4-student groups or “quads” created 

a tightly-knit peer support system within the larger studio. 



    

 

 

Capture real-time documentation for evaluation. Visual information gathered from each 

class day creates an invaluable reference for the faculty team to reference in grading and 

course planning for the following year. The “visual data” gathered from each class time can 

be organized in daily folders with coordinating lectures and supporting materials (Figure 7). 

While time intensive, this approach to course organization allows each day’s content to be 

reviewed with photos of students working on the assignment and that day’s studio setup. By 

photographing each student’s work and organizing them by project, the assignments of the 

entire class can be viewed at once, then ranked and compared to ensure more equitable 

grading.  

 

Conclusion 

In the weeks following this teaching collaboration, all three faculty members involved in this 

co-teaching assignment received higher course evaluations from the students versus the 

previous year, despite managing a class with twice the enrollment. This would seem to 

indicate that properly teamed, well coordinated, co-teaching collaborations can be 

effective, and in this case, even preferable for teaching and learning within a larger design 

foundations studio. Each of the faculty involved also benefited from a more accurate peer 

review of their teaching since they were first hand witnesses and participants in each other 

daily teaching efforts. This is also a component of the faculty annual review process at 

Auburn. This aided in building collegiality between the faculty members, thus further fueling 

their desire to improve the course for the future. Additional study and research could focus 

on developing co-teaching team profiles as well as how co-teaching might affect learning in 

upper level “applied” studios.  

 

Design programs should carefully consider whether co-teaching design studio courses is 

feasible based on their specific enrollment and faculty resources. If well-teamed and well-

planned, a co-teaching studio can provide an enriched learning experience for the students 

and be a positive energizer for faculty in putting collaboration on display between faculty 

and students.  

Figure 7: Extensive photo-documentation of student work and daily class 

provided an additional means of evaluation, and future course planning. 
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