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Abstract:  Building interdependent student relationships within educational 

programs is key to establishing learning environments that support 
strong studio cultures and a sense of belonging. According to research, 
the key to supporting engagement, and student retention is to support a 
sense of belonging: without it, academic performance and self-esteem 
suffer, depression may set in and student retention rates decrease. 
Student performance levels and retention are increased when students 
are bonded with their peers. Hyperspace is a means to support these 
interdependent relationships: a department wide first week experience 
teaming students from all year levels to complete a 5 to 7-day project.  
Formatted as a design charrette, this annual learning experience 
facilitates departmental and potentially interdisciplinary collaboration 
and mentoring for students of all levels.   Learning objectives focused on 
programmatic development, design process, rapid development ideas 



and most importantly, effective teaming.  Post project surveys supported 
the evaluation of student experiences and successful learning outcomes.  
Building morale, emphasizing teaming and tearing down the traditional 
hierarchal, territorial separation of students serves to not only to 
increase student retention but enforce the strength of the department as 
a whole.   

 
 
Learning Objectives:  

• Students develop peer mentoring relationships  
• Students foster positive working relationships with department 

cohort 
• Students develop collaboration skills  
• Students develop skills to mediate ideas and opinions of collaborative 

team   
• Students apply the design process to develop a creative program, 

synthesize information and generate evidence-based design 
solutions.  

• Students develop awareness of new products, materials and systems.   
• Students evaluate their performance and experience through self-

reflective post project surveys  

 
Criteria:   

Timeline: 

This project requires approximately one to two months lead-time for 
preparation and establishing schedule, then five to seven days for 
application. 

Determining Project Scope 

Projects should be large enough to allow valuable investment by the 
students but not so large as to overstress and overwhelm in the time 
period allowed.  Selecting topics that will both engage and excite the 
students is important to maximize team engagement. Projects should 
have a physical space in which implementation is proposed to connect 
with the given design dictates (as per project brief).   

Integration into Curriculum: 

Incorporation into the curriculum requires a department wide 
commitment to the project.  This project is implemented the first week of 
spring semester annually.  This allows freshmen to have a semester to 
integrate into college culture before endeavoring the experience.   



In order to support a more diligent level of engagement by students, the 
charrette was given as an academic requirement.  Grading was applied 
within a single studio for each year and integrated into the syllabus as 
part of the final grade.   Initial applications did not include this factor 
which resulted in a lackluster showing by upperclassmen.  It is 
recommended to apply grading in studios in order to keep all years 
equally engaged in the process  

Judging: 

Depending on the project brief given, including field practitioners, 
invested individuals, community members and faculty give a greater 
breadth and depth to evaluations of final outcomes.  A hosted final 
exhibition allows both a social and professional interaction with the 
students.  Projects are judged based on practicality of application, 
creativity and adherence to the design dictates.  

 

Process:  
Phase 1: Preparation 
Pre-planning 

Dates were determined to be the first week of spring semester.  This 
allows for freshmen to have a semester to integrate into the college 
culture before being put under the stress of a rapid design project.   

All department faculty, were briefed on the format and process and the 
team collaboratively ideated project brief and conditions.  Department 
faculty integrated the charrette into their course schedules for the first 
week in order to allow students to commit their full attention to the task.  
Faculty roles were clearly delineated: serving as mentors only.  Student 
were expected to run and manage projects independently.  Faculty were 
available during their scheduled studio times, office hours and 
additionally scheduled hours to give guidance and mentor as required.  

Project timing varies according to project scope.  Three to five days are 
given for the design process, with two to three days for production of 
final physical artifact. 

Space was booked for the final exhibition and invitations to the 
public/judges were planned.  

Project Brief Development: 

Project briefs were developed by the faculty cohort with multiple 
problems developed in order to give variation to the final outcomes 



(appendix 1).  The problems consisted of a short paragraph or single 
sentence; an intensive experiential learning assignment.  A set of simple 
design dictates were required to be expressed within the projects: tenets 
of form, space and order, sense of place, brand identity, support 
teaming/community building and sustainability. Limitations were 
intentionally kept simple, and requirements broad in order to drive team 
creativity and a wide range of solutions to the problem.   

Team Development:  

Students were grouped in teams of 4-5 from all year levels (freshman to 
senior).  A brief evaluation of strengths and weaknesses was applied so as 
to assure each team had one strong performing upper classman to 
mentor weaker students.  Juniors were tasked with project management 
in order to challenge the seniors to concede leadership to a subordinate: 
diminishing the potential for a dictatorial environment.  They had enough 
knowledge to lead but generally, did not dominate due to educational 
status.    Low performing juniors were teamed with stronger seniors with 
personalities that would help guide them in their management tasks 
rather than dominate.   

Student Preparation: 

The student body as a whole were aware of an upcoming one-week 
department wide project, but had no information pertaining to the 
project brief prior to the kickoff date. The date and time of the required 
department wide meeting was promoted (as required) in late fall. Kick-off 
was scheduled for early morning on the first day of spring semester 
classes.  

At the end of the prior fall semester, juniors were given a briefing on 
project management, effective leadership and communication skills.  
They were aware that they would be entering into a leadership role for a 
charrette, but with no knowledge of the brief.  

Phase 2: Implementation 

The design brief was disclosed on the designated kickoff date. Team 
rosters were distributed and student teams were organized.  Team 
members shared preferred communication methods, determined 
meeting times and distributed initial tasks.  

Students were required to check in with faculty during their scheduled 
class hours in order to assure active participation.   

 
Presentation  



Method: Final presentation was in the format of a poster.  A branded template 
was distributed to teams to create a cohesive presentation of all 
work.   Posters were to fully express the goals and intent of their design 
without verbal enhancement and include a written statement of intent 
and goals. 

 
Evaluation: Qualitative outcomes were determined at final exhibition. Jurists were 

given ballot with rating scales determining outcomes for each design 
dictate, creativity and practicality of application. At the end of the judging 
session, ballots were returned and a count was given to determine the 
contenders.  One project from each project type was determined a 
“winner” and students received swag bags from manufacturers product 
representatives who sponsored the exhibition.  This allowed students to 
perceive the overall quality outcomes of their design.   

Ultimately, this project was focused on process over product, the 
thoughtful completion of the post project surveys took precedence in 
determination of final applied grades. Student performance evaluations 
addressed both cognitive and affective domain outcomes.   Achievement 
of affective domain outcomes were determined through post project 
feedback (appendix).   Post project feedback showed students had 
introspective responses to their own performance and how they related 
to their peers.  Responses were surprisingly honest and there was a clear 
pattern represented.  Findings showed that students’ morale was raised, 
confidence increased and those who would not otherwise rise to a 
leadership role embraced the position and learned from their successes 
and failures.  There was a strong understanding that in order to work 
effectively with others, a proactive work ethic, respect, communication 
and most importantly; trust, are required.  Relationships were gained, 
giving that sense of belong to many where it previously lacked.    

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

   Lessons Learned:  

• Students may initially express high levels of apprehension over time 
limitations.  During initial application, students were unfamiliar with 
the charrette process so more time was given.  After repeated 
applications, the studio culture becomes more comfortable with the 
process.  

• Concerns over the abilities of freshmen to contribute to the teaming 
experience were stemmed though discussion with upper classmen.  



Although they may lack the requisite studio and technological skills, 
they can contribute fruitfully through ideation, research, sketching 
and responsibly given tasks.  

• Engagement by seniors over time has been varied.  Due to demands 
of jobs, internships and search for full time design positions, they 
often become less engaged in the process.  It is important to motivate 
them and set an established repercussion for not engaging.  Peer 
review grades were implemented in order to stem this issue.   

 
Variations: 
Incorporate other programs into the process. Suggested disciplines: 
architecture, graphic design, industrial design, civil engineering, digital 
arts or specialized programs such as hospitality management and 
business management. It is important that all faculty are equally invested 
in the process and students are being evaluated as a whole equally in 
order to avoid disengagement.  The program should be written to suggest 
aspects that would require the varied skillsets. 
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Appendix 2: abridged post project review 
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