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Abstract: This project guides students through the process of designing through abstraction and 

refinement to increase student awareness and competency while breaking down 

barriers to creativity in introductory undergraduate studio courses. It uses 

student’s familiarity with nature as a guiding premise with an introduction to 

biomimicry as an inspirational metaphor. Students complete a process using 

abstraction guided by nature, followed by critical reflection to investigate, and 

refine the design of a building using physical modeling techniques. They also 

build on foundational skills in drawing, and model-making. 

 

Designing is an intentional and complex skill requiring knowledge and action. 

Fundamental design studio courses strive to introduce basic composition theory 

paired with early level skills in drawing, drafting, and visualizing. According to van 

Dooren et al, (2013) two of the five generic elements in the design process, 1) 

experimenting or exploring and deciding, and 2) frame of reference or library (i.e., 

knowledge that is often stored in the mind of the designer) are essential 

guidelines to assist student’s engagement with creativity and abstraction. 

 

In his discussion on Experiential Learning Theory, Kolb (2015) identifies the 

relevance of process as a way of questioning presumptions related to direct 

experience and balancing the experience with critical reflection. With little 

personal reference for concepts of abstraction as part of the process of 

designing, early level students benefit from intentional strategies that allow them 

to actively engage in activities and build critical thought through the experience. 

 

This assignment requires students to approach designing using critical and 

creative thought. It serves as a bridge to assist them with creative abstraction and 

refinement of design solutions through intentional exploration and experience 

with the design process. 
  
Learning Objectives: Students will: 

1. Investigate the creative and conceptual design process. 

2. Utilize color theory as an expression of depth, hierarchy, and emphasis. 



3. Explore abstraction as a means to intentional designing. 

4. Demonstrate an understanding of visually strong and meaningful two-and 

three-dimensional forms. 

5. Demonstrate visual composition skills through the organization of diverse 

visual elements into two-and three-dimensional designs. 
 
Criteria: This studio assignment requires students to investigate creativity through abstraction and 

refinement. Students have experience with basic modeling skills, as well as 

familiarity with the elements and principles of design including color theory. 

 

To limit costs incurred, and to work within the given time fame, students utilize 

basic materials and tools. The intent is for students to work through the process 

of designing as opposed to creating a fully developed architectural model.  
 
Process: This is a two-phase project. In phase 1, the Abstract Color Composition consists of 1) the use 

of linework to distill an inspirational image into abstract compositions through 

the simplification and refinement of an image to its critical dominant and 

subordinate elements, and 2) the use of color as both a medium and element to 

further their exploration of abstraction. (See student examples for Phase 1) 

 

In phase 2 of the project, the Building Model, students reflect upon the resulting 

composition from phase one for the design of a building. Initial sketches provide 

investigation into potential primary form(s) and are followed with quick study 

models made of easily obtained cardboard, and tape to examine proportion and 

preliminary scale for human use. The final models are built to scale using foam 

core board, assorted adhesives and mechanical fasteners, and miscellaneous 

materials to visually represent other building components and systems. (See 

student examples for Phase 2)  
 
Presentation Method: In anticipation of the project start, students watch Janine Benyus’ (2009) 

TedGlobal video, Biomimicry in action. This lays a foundation for concepts related 

to inspiration and creative problem-solving, as well as awareness of biomimicry 

as an approach to innovation. 

 

Assignment briefs are separated and given to students as individual phases to 

ensure students follow a defined process and are not influenced by the 

deliverables of phase 2 as they work on phase 1. Progress critiques occur 

regularly during both phases to allow students to reflect on what they have done 

while considering peer feedback and refine design ideas as needed. Final 

deliverables (e.g., abstract color composition boards, and final building models) 

are submitted after the project critique in which students again discuss their 

process and end results with peers. 
 
Evaluation: As a two-phase project consisting of 1) the Abstract Color Composition, and 2) 

the Final Model, each phase is evaluated separately and in sequence. 

 

The combined value of the course grade is 35% as follows: 

- Phase one: Abstract Color Composition is worth 10% of course grade 



- Phase two: Building Model is worth 25% of course grade 

 

See rubric for evaluation criteria details. 
 
Credits: 3 
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Assignment Brief: Abstraction from nature  
Phases 1 and 2 

 

 

Introduction 
This is a two-phase project that results from a single source of inspiration. The intent is to investigate 
biomimicry through Phase 1) abstraction of color as a tool to analyze the source image for form and 
space; and Phase 2) implementation of form and space represented through a physical model of a 
“structure for human use” inspired by the source image and investigation from phase 1. 
 

I. Phase 1: Abstract Color Composition    
Predesign: Find an inspirational source image of a landscape. The image: 

• May not include any built structures or anything made by human beings. 
• Must include multiple planes, forms. Do not use an image with a single tree, or a field, etc.  
Print the image as large as possible (8.5” x 11” full page minimum) 

 
Linework and abstraction of image: 
1. Analyze and evaluate the image based on its 2-dimensional aspects (e.g., shape, line, plane, 

emphasis, etc.), and its potential for 3-dimensional space and form 
2. Complete a series of line drawings to abstract and distill the image into a new composition.  

• This is a line drawing only. Do not indicate shade or shadow.  
• Use strong, bold linework. . .be definitive. 

3. Refine the linework, based on feedback, to achieve a final iteration of linework. Evaluate your 
work by asking yourself the following: 

• Does the abstraction provide opportunities to apply color to represent depth, form, 
space, etc.? 

• Is the abstraction well composed? Does it encompass the principles of balance, positive 
and negative space?  

4. Transfer the linework to a piece of white mat board roughly 11’”x 17” as demonstrated in class 
(i.e., soft graphite pencil on a piece of tracing paper between the board and your linework 
acting as a carbon paper transfer). Use the following diagrams to determine the best orientation 
of the board based on your image, and composition. Include 3 (or 4) 1” squares on the board 
with space for labels, as well as the color scheme type and your name as follows: 

 
Example Board layouts 

  OR    
 

Color Application  
1. As directed in class, determine a color scheme comprised of 3 or 4 hues. Your color scheme 
must include the hue of the sample given to you. You may not use analogous. 



Assignment Brief: Abstraction from nature  
Phases 1 and 2 

 

 

2. Complete the abstract landscape using acrylic paint and mixing to create the hues, values, and 
chromas needed to represent change of plane, depth of form, space, and emphasis, etc. Use 
color to differentiate between them. Do not complete it based on common knowledge of nature 
and the subsequent coloration you are familiar with.  

 
Submission Requirements  

• Final painted board with all required content 
• Original Inspirational Image (write your name on the sheet) 

We will complete a pin-up critique in class  

 
II. Phase 2: Building Model    

1. Complete multiple sketches of a structure/building informed by your investigation in Phase 1: 
Abstract Color Composition. 

2. Analyze each sketch carefully and identify strengths and weaknesses for each one. Based on 
your analysis and feedback from the critique, revise/refine each sketch and incorporate 
necessary changes. 
• You must have 3 final revised/refined sketches that include an analysis of potential size 

(overall dimensions suitable for human use) and proportion of the building. 
3. Investigate the 3-dimensional aspects of the building using quick study models, using 

cardboard, tape, etc. Pay attention to aspects such as form, space, proportion, and human 
dimension as you compete your study models.  
• The scale is up to you, but make sure that the size of the model is large enough to show 

the intended form/space, and small enough to be moved/stored. 
• You must complete a minimum of 3 study models. 

4. Using feedback from the in-class critique of the study models, further refine and revise the final 
iteration. 

5. Complete a finished scale model of the final design using appropriate building materials (e.g., 
foam core, bass wood, etc.).  
Note: This is an investigation of form, space, proportion, and scale. Do not represent color or 
materiality in the model except for glass, etc. 
• Make sure that the scale of the final model is large enough to show the intended design 

and details, and small enough to be moved/stored. 
Pay attention to details and include the following as they apply: 

• Openings (doors and windows) 
• Ceiling/floor lines etc. 
• Roof and exterior wall configurations 
• Exterior/interior stairs   

 
Final Assignment Submission Requirements  

• Color Abstraction board 
• Final Model   

Make sure your name is on each of the submission requirements. 
 



Abstraction from nature 
Evaluation rubrics  

 

 

Phase 1: Abstract Color Composition  
 

 
 
Phase 2: The Building Model  
 

 

ACTIVITY/COMPETENCIES DEMONSTRATED | Assignment Value (10%) 

Process work during desk crits meets the assignment brief requirements (40%) 

 Inspirational image meets the requirement parameters. 

Color scheme is identified and accurate. 

Hues are accurately identified and represented. 

Progress deadlines are maintained. 

Active engagement in the critique process. 

Final Abstraction (60%) 

 Creatively represents plane, form, balance, positive and negative space as an abstraction. 

Craftsmanship and attention to detail is applied in the original linework  

Craftsmanship and attention to detail is applied in the use of paint as a medium. 

Hue, value and chroma are accurately represented. 

Total /100 

ACTIVITY/COMPETENCIES DEMONSTRATED | Assignment Value (25%) 

Process work has been demonstrated and reviewed, during class desk crits (20%) 

 Abstract Color Composition from Phase 1. 

Building sketches illustrate investigation and ideation.  

Study models show investigation into form/space, proportion, and scale in 3-dimensions. 

Progress deadlines are maintained. 

Active engagement in the critique process. 

Final Model (60%) 

 Creatively represents the abstraction as a potential building form. 

Craftsmanship and attention to detail is applied in the construction of the model and the building 

elements represented. 

Model accurately represents scale for human use and experience. 

 Model represents the consideration of proportion, space, and balance. 

Total /100 



Student Example 3

Phase 1: Abstract Color Study
Mountain Lake Abstraction
Acrylic paint on matt board

Linework Inspirational Image



Student Example 3

Phase 2: The Building Model
Curved lines represent soft movement with the 
ideas of symmetry influenced by the reflective 
quality of water.  

Model studies



Student Example 4

Phase 1: Abstract Color Study
Sonoran Desert Abstraction
Acrylic paint on matt board

Inspirational Image Linework 



Student Example 4

Phase 2: The Building Model
The model emphasizes vertical line through contrast of 
positive and negative space. 



Student Example 1

Phase 1: Abstract Color Study
Mountain Lake Abstraction
Acrylic paint on matt board

Inspirational Image Linework



Student Example 1

Phase 2: The Building Model
Mimicking lines in a mountain range, the roof was the 
focus of this design. Geometric forms with large soffits 
and numerous sky lights allow for minimal artificial light 
during the day.

Study Model



Student Example 2

Phase 1: Abstract Color Study
Mountain Valley Abstraction
Acrylic paint on matt board

Inspirational Image



Student Example 2

Phase 2: The Building Model
Undulating curves were used for the roof shape 
that connects to the side wings while providing 
a covered central entrance. Different panes 
define interior floor levels


