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Abstract:    

Developing cultural sensitivity and the ability to collaborate with peers from differing 
cultural and global perspectives is a skill set demanded by our global marketplace. This 
7-day collaborative charrette prepares students for the commonality of international 
and intercultural collaboration within structures that support self-directed learning and 
creativity. 
 

The charrette format allows students of varied year levels an integrative and applied 
learning experience. A broadly formatted design task is assigned oriented around a 
design topic which is unfamiliar to all students.   Left intentionally vague, the program 



encourages a variety of interpretations with emphasis on process over product, inciting 
students to take risks and spurring creativity. Students develop communication 
methods, team organization, context and content, and outcome.  The process finalizes 
with the production of an artifact representing their collaborative efforts and work: a 
self-expressive poster.  
 

Students develop in-depth knowledge of a design topic, collaboration and 
communication skills, cultural sensitivity and social connectivity.  In-process student 
interviews and post project feedback surveys supported the evaluation of student 
experiences and successful learning outcomes. 

 
Learning Objectives:  

 Students foster positive working relationships within a culturally diverse group.  
 Students develop collaboration skills with remote team members. 
 Students perceive the values of intercultural communication and global citizenship. 
 Students integrate an initially unknown primary topic to their design solution 

through a self-directed learning task. 
 Students assess ideas, issues and concerns in relation to the design process.   
 Students apply the design process to develop a creative program, synthesize 

information and generate evidence-based design solutions.  
 Students interpret varied human-centered topics to the design process.  
 Students evaluate their charette experience through self-reflective surveys at the 

end of the project. 

Criteria:   

Timeline: 

This project requires approximately three to four months lead-time for preparation and 
establishing schedule, then one week for application. 

Developing the Collaborative Team: 

Reaching out to recruit collaborators at other international Universities required 
multiple means:  faculty networking through existing contacts and conferences and cold 
contact.  Both have had equal success.  The first iteration of this charette included 
universities from the US and Mid-East.  

Integration into Curriculum: 

Incorporation into the curriculum can vary. Some programs integrated the charette into 
sophomore and junior studios, others made participation voluntary throughout the 
upper levels of their student body.  Both outcomes were successful but it was noted 
that there was a more diligent level of engagement by students who had participations 
set as an academic requirement.  It is recommended that all participating parties are 



engaged equally in the process either through voluntary participation or studio 
requirement.   

Process: 

 

Phase 1: Preparation 

Pre-planning 

Lead faculty developed the fundamental format and topic of the charette with the 
understanding that it would evolve as more collaborators became engaged. Once all the 
participating faculty and institutions were determined, a series of online conferences 
were scheduled at bi-weekly to monthly intervals to brainstorm ideas for the 
project.  Faculty utilized video-conferencing mechanisms such as Skype, and 
Gotomeeting.com as well as free international texting apps such as WhatsApp to 
communicate.  

Project Brief Development: 

The base format required a single sentence design problem.  Left intentionally vague, 
the problem had a topical focus:  biomimicry.  Determination of theme was based on 
the level of unfamiliarity with the topic, and relevance to the interior design field as a 
design thinking mechanism. Students were on equal footing with their lack of 
knowledge of the topic.  A set of “design dictates” were given:  design elements and 
functional goals required to be applied within their projects.   Dictates were broadly 
stated so as to allow freedom of interpretation yet still give some level of focus to 
student driven outcomes.   

The brief was written in a specific format to communicate expectations within a broad 
framework; driving an extremely wide range of possible outcomes.  Students determine 
leadership, format program, develop collaboration methods and distribute work-loads.  

Team Development: 

Teams consisted of 4-5 students from varied institutions.  Student rosters denoted 
name, year level, university affiliation and email.  Any cultural/religious concerns were 
noted; for example, the inability to work with the opposite sex.  A brief notation of 
strengths or weaknesses was included.  Minor efforts were made to balance the teams’ 
abilities as well as academic year levels.   It is important that groups are as evenly 
distributed by university affiliation as possible.  Too large of a cohort from a singular 
institution on each team can cause imbalance of power/opinion and offset the 
collaborative process.   An ideal balance would be to have two students per university 
on each team, allowing an in-situ support system.  

Student Preparation 



One class prior to the charette kickoff, students were given a brief introduction to the 
primary topic with resources for continued investigation (asknature.org).  Cultural 
sensitivity was discussed and students were briefed on appropriate behavior as well as 
team management methods.  The brief was not shared.  

Phase 2: Implementation 

The design brief was disclosed on the designated kickoff date. Questions directed 
toward specific outcomes were referred back to the brief.  Clarifications were restricted 
to process, teaming, communication and charette framework. Team rosters were 
distributed and students were tasked with reaching out to their collaborative peers to 
determine communication methods.   It was consistently emphasized to the students 
throughout the event that this project is focused on process over product and they were 
to drive the final outcomes as a team.    

Faculty served as mentors only: offer assistance and guidance for group conflicts and 
communication issues. They were not to direct or lead final outcomes.    

 
Presentation  
Method:   

Presentation was in the format of a 24” x 36” poster.  A branded template (university 
logos and title) was distributed to teams to create a cohesive presentation of all 
samples.   Posters were to fully express the goals and intent of their design without 
verbal enhancement and include a written statement of intent and goals.  

On the designated end date/time students submitted pdf copies of their final poster to a 
shared Google Drive (link was provided in the project brief).  Students were required to 
print their final presentation as required by each university.    

Efforts were made to arrange a group presentation across international boundaries but 
timelines and scheduling made that outcome unachievable.  Cooperating Universities 
held pin-up and exhibited work independently.  It is recommended that a date/time is 
determined during initial planning to allow for virtual group presentations of the work. 

 
Evaluation:   

Student performance evaluations addressed both cognitive and affective domain 
outcomes.  As this project was focused on process over product, the thoughtful 
completion of the post project surveys took precedence. 

Projects were evaluated for successful implementation of design dictates by supervising 
faculty at individual institutions.   



Achievement of affective domain outcomes were determined through post project 
survey.  Post project surveys evaluated learning outcomes as they pertain to 
perceptions, communication, team dynamics, and value.   Students are required to self-
reflect on their own performances as well as that of the team.  

Achievement of both cognitive and affective outcomes are most notably expressed with 
the following student post project survey student responses:  

“(I learned) that design can go in so many different directions and that I should never 
limit myself.  It’s not hard to do the easy most obvious ideas but that could mean 
missing out on doing something fabulous”.  

“(I gained) confidence in my ideas.  Confidence in being able to create sustainably and 
create with science.  I thought it would be way over my head, but if you do the research 
it all makes sense.” 

“I believe that because of this collaboration, I will be able to take up any kind of 
collaboration in a positive sense without any hesitation. ...it has taught me cultural 
acceptance.” 

“You know I’m an extremely anxious person and i worry ALL THE TIME.  The fear of the 
unknown freaks me out and this was a similar situation going into a project not knowing 
what to expect in terms of the project guidelines and what our teammates would be 
like.  But it turned out a lot better than I expected and it reminded me that sometimes I 
just need to chill...things will work out!” 

Faculty met post-project in order to identify successes/failures of the process.  Issues 
were identified and flagged for future applications of the charette.   

Lessons Learned:  

 Start planning early. Faculty will experience many of the same issues the students will 
encounter with communication issues, conflicting schedules, time zones and academic 
calendars.    Developing a strong communication method and a regular meeting time 
eases these conflicts.  The team determined that Gotomeeting.com with voice only (less 
bandwidth required) was the most efficient and effective communication 
method.  WhatsApp, a phone app served to allow faculty to have immediate 
communication during the event.  

 Emphasize to all faculty the “hands off” qualities of the interactions they have with 
students seeking input.  In past applications, teams have had conflicts with trying to 
work towards faculty driven suggested outcomes.   

 Students may initially express high levels of apprehension and fear over time 
differences, communication methods and conflicts with 
technology/skills/methodologies as would be expected.   Students should be prepared 
to work at varied times in order to accommodate the extreme distance.  Setting up 



suggested timing strategies and including them in the project brief helps to alleviate 
these conflicts.  Giving students suggested communication methods assist in immediate 
and uninterrupted lines of contact.   Availability of technology should be discussed in 
advance by the faculty but ultimately it is up to the student teams to negotiate how to 
distribute workloads and accommodate varied methodologies/technological issues.     

 As some students were voluntary, and others were required to participate, an uneven 
level of commitment/engagement in the process was noted.  It is important that all 
students perform by equal standards and risk/reward outcomes. Development of a 
uniformly applied rubric which emphasizes the collaborative qualities of the process and 
application of the design dictates is recommended.  Incorporating a direct team peer 
review could further support student engagement.  Post project feedback surveys 
address personal outcomes.   

  

Variations:  
This charette has been implemented for a second year by the primary faculty.  The most 
second event included four universities from the US, Mid-East, Europe and Central 
America.   

 Topic: Design psychology:  
o Students were given design psychology exercises as developed by Dr. Toby Israel 

in order to identify their positive environmental associations and develop a 
personal environmental biography prior to the kickoff.   

o The design problem: Create a spatial artifact utilizing design psychology 
strategies that represents shared connections of your team members.” 

o Design dictates: application of design psychology, identification of intercultural 
connection and similarities, universal design and sustainability.  

 
Credits:  none 
  

Attachments:  

Project Brief 

Post Project Survey   

Student work sample  

 

Documentation:  

Project Brief as presented to students:  

 



Dar Al-Hekma University 

Jeddah Saudi Arabia 

 

Rochester Institute of Technology 

Rochester, New York, USA 

 

American University Dubai 

Dubai, United Arab Emirates 

 
 

WID INTERNATIONAL CHARETTE 

May 2-5, 2016 

Overview: 

World Interiors Day (WID) is an annual event created by International Federation of Interior 

Architects/Designers (IFI) in order to spotlight the field of Interior Architecture/Design.  The event engages 

the design community to explore creativity, imagination, vision and passion in relation to the role of 

Interiors in society, culture and our future built environments. 

 

“The theme of WID for 2016, “Interiors Intelligence” taps into the comprehensive knowledge needed to 

continue to bridge gaps in the interiors profession and to foster a greater appreciation for, and connection 

between, the built environment and its occupants.  It will engender and promote well-being and facilitate 

human advancement.”1 

 

In order to celebrate WID, our Universities are teaming to participate in a five-day charette to allow 

students of varied skill levels to work together in a collaborative environment for a self-directed, 

intercultural and integrative applied learning experience.   

 

Objectives: 

 Develop design decisions based on biomimetic thinking 

 Develop "collective enthusiasm" for a project linked to the interior design discipline on an 

international level through the IFI 

 Acquire long distance interpersonal skills: intercultural sensitivity, respect and work ethics  

 Foster positive working relationships within a culturally diverse group 

 Identify and capitalize on the strengths of each member in the group 

 Develop skills to listen, value and be inspired by the opinions of others 

 Collaborate remotely on ideas, issues, and concerns in the design process 

 Reach a consensus on a design language and solution suitable to all concerned parties  

 Generate creative and prompt problem solving skills in a reduced time span 

 

                                                           
1 International Federation of Interior Architects/Designers,. The International Federation Of Interior Architects/Designers (IFI) 

Announces World Interiors Day 2016 And The Theme “Interiors Intelligence”, To Take Place Saturday, May 28, 2016.. 2016. Web. 4 

Apr. 2016. 

 



Method: 

Utilizing the varied opportunities for distance communication you will explore the design problem 

and apply biomimetic thinking to its solutions.  Your groups will consist of students from the Gulf 

Region and the United States of varied academic levels.   All parties have been given direction 

and resources to utilize for exploration of biomimetic solutions such as AskNature.org.  It is your 

group’s responsibility to determine leadership, format program, develop collaboration methods 

and distribute process work-loads, in order to produce a creative, expressive final submission.   

 

As there is an extreme time difference between regions, you will have to be flexible in your 

meeting times and communication methods.  It is highly recommended that North American 

students plan on early morning and Gulf Region students plan on late afternoon meetings.  

 Jeddah, Saudi Arabia is 7 hours ahead of New York   

 Dubai, UAE is 8 hours ahead of New York 

 Dubai, UAE is 1 hour ahead of Jeddah, Saudi Arabia  

Proposed group meeting hours: 

 8am ‘til noon Rochester Institute of Technology, New York 

 3pm to 7pm Dar Al-Hekma University, Saudi Arabia 

 4pm to 8pm for American University Dubai 

Suggested distance communication resources:  

Websites 

 Skype (try audio only if 

connection is bad) 

 Google Docs 

 GoToMeeting.com 

 Webex.com 

 

Apps: 

 Skype 

 Teamviewer 

 Join.me 

 Google Hangouts 

 Social media and instant 

messaging   

Design Problem: 

 

Create a biomimetic inspired living environment respecting the 

culture of all participating parties. 

  

Design Dictates: What is a dictate?  These are design elements and functional goals which 

must be demonstrated within your final designs.  

 

Projects should express the following elements in their application: 



 higher levels of biomimetic thinking and application (not just replication of 

form) 

 multicultural sensitivity 

 sustainability  

 sense of place 

Poster should be fully expressive of the goals and intent of the design without 

verbal enhancement.   

 Include a written statement of intent and goals 

 Annotate sketches and drawings where required 

 

Students are expected to develop the program, and support their goals through evidence 

based design research.   

 

Limitations: 

The only limitation is your imagination! 

 This process is for you to interpret.  It is up to your group to define the concept of 

“living environment” and what it means to you.  How you present those concepts will 

be your decision as well.  You are only limited by your poster space.  

 Be thorough, committed, active, present and most of all CREATIVE! 

 

Due Dates: 

 Thursday (12pm RIT, 7pm DAH, 8pm AUD): project proposals should be completed 

o Research, concepts, sketching and final framework determined 

 Sunday (12pm RIT, 7pm DAH, 8pm AUD): final presentation materials are to be 

complete and ready for digital submission and print as determined by individual 

institutions.  

 

Submittals: 

 Poster: (60 x 90 cm)  (24”x 36”) 
o To include sketches, renderings or other relevant imagery to express the 

proposed design solution in a clear and concise manner. 

o To include a statement of design concept.  

o To include a brief narrative or annotations describing and supporting the 

proposed design solution: the posters must speak to your project without verbal 

enhancement.  

 a branded poster template will be distributed supplied by the faculty advisors and 

must be used for the final product 



o .pdf copies of the poster are to be submitted to the faculty of each institution by 

their participating student body in the manner designated by their university 

faculty advisors. 

o Students will print and mount their posters for display as required by their 

individual academic institutions.    

o Final presentation methods, dates and times will be as determined by the 

individual academic institutions 

 

Final projects will be on display internationally and may be shared with the IFI as well as other 

international scholarly bodies.  You will be representing your academic institution.  Projects should reflect 

a level of commitment, and completion that merit this attention.  All institutions and participants have the 

rights to display and distribute the final projects for promotional and portfolio purposes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Post Project Survey as presented to students 



 

  



 

 



   

 



 

 



  

Student work sample:  



 
 

 


