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Learning Objectives 

 IDEC 2015 Innovative Teaching Ideas Collection 
 
  The Theory Book 
  AN EXERCISE IN CRITICAL OBSERVATION & PEER-TO-PEER LEARNING 
  

 Author Amy Huber 
  Florida State University, Department of Interior Design 
  Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2051 
 
 Key Words Theory, Observation, Critical Thinking 
  
 Category EP: Environmental Psychology 

 
 Type Non Studio Project   
 
 Level Sophomore  
 
 Duration 2 Weeks 

Note: The majority of the project was conducted outside of class.  However, one 
class session was dedicated to introducing the project and relevant theories, and a 
second session (at the end of the project) was used for peer-to-peer presentations. 
The students conducted observations and compiled materials outside of class. The 
instructor can use class periods between the project’s start and finish to introduce 
related materials.   

 
 Abstract Students are assigned one of five theories and are asked to examine the same 

space through the lens of their assigned theory. At the end of the project they are 
required to teach their peers about their respective theories and how they manifest 
within the assigned space.  To do so, the students conduct simple photo 
ethnography exercises and behavioral mapping observations.  Then, depending on 
their assigned theory the students are required to answer specific prompts about 
the space. They compile these answers with corresponding evidence (i.e. photos, 
sketches, and diagrams) and offer suggestions for improvement.  Answers and 
evidence are assembled into a booklet or presentation (instructor’s choice). As the 
students are all observing the same space, but have different lenses for 
observation, the assignment provides opportunity for comparison and discussion.  

 
§ To gain awareness of various environmental psychology theories and their 

relationships to the built environment. 
§ To build skill in critical observation and spatial analysis. 
§ To introduce research methods used in post occupancy evaluation. 
§ To demonstrate appropriate vocabulary in peer-to-peer presentations. 
§ To engage in critical discourse regarding the built environment and potential 

successes and failures of a design. 
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§ To demonstrate writing competency through the construction of informative 
documents/presentations.  

 

 Criteria  For this project, students randomly select among five theories.  
These include: 
§ Prospect + Refuge 
§ Sociopetal vs. Sociofugual spaces 
§ Third Place Theory 
§ Architectural Determinism vs. Possibilism 
§ Environmental Complexity 

 
Process  The instructor first determines a proper site for observation.  Past examples include 

airport terminals, libraries, and large coffee shops.  It’s best to select a large space 
with many occupants and one where photography is allowed.  The instructor may 
want to call ahead for permissions and create a letter on school letterhead 
describing the assignment in the event students are asked about their actions.   

 
Depending upon the number of students in the course, the instructor selects a 
representative number of theories to be used (more can be added).  A short 
presentation is given to the class, which provides a brief overview of the theories. 
During this presentation it is helpful to have the students discuss the theories 
relative to spaces encountered on campus. It is helpful to break the students into 
groups of five (or however many theories the instructor opts to use) so that within 
each group each of the theories are represented.  Within these groups students 
then select out of a ‘hat’ a question prompt sheet which lists the name of a theory 
and what questions should be answered.  

 
Critical thinking is reinforced throughout the project as students are required to 
both seek and create additional sources to explain the theory, determine the best 
location for observation, determine if the theory is exemplified within the space, 
and evaluate improvements that should be made (beyond just surface level or 
aesthetic judgments). Students then seek methods to communicate the theory, and 
emphasis is placed on how tools such as color, font, and layout reinforce the 
constructs of the theory.  
 
Writing skills are reinforced through the generation of succinct, yet informative 
answers to the question. Students are required to label each image, restate the 
theory in their own words, and provide APA citation for references used.  

 
  Oral communication is reinforced through the peer-to-peer teaching. 
 
 Required Materials Access to the internet for research.   
  PowerPoint, InDesign, or Publisher (depending on student familiarity). 
  Sketchbook and access to scanner 
  Flimsy/trace paper for overlay process in design ideation 
  Digital camera  
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 Presentation Method The instructor may opt for the students to create on-screen presentations (if laptops 

are available for students to use in their groups) or create booklets. For consistency 
and ease in evaluation, the full rubric (handed out at the beginning of the project) 
instructs students on what is to be included for each page/slide. 

 

 Evaluation Guidelines  40 points are allotted for this project (approximately 13% of course grade) and are 
allocated as follows: 

 
§ Sheet or Slide 1 1pt 

 Title, student name, name of space, and image of space  
 

§ Sheet or Slide 2  5pts 
  Student generated diagram explains the theory 
 Student generated written statement about the theory  
 

§ Sheet or Slide 3  4pts 
Citation of original research with brief description 
Image of the theory exemplified in another space  
 

§ Sheet or Slide 4  5pts 
Annotated floor plan sketch and sketch perspective  
     

§ Sheet or Slide 5-9 20pts 
Answers to question prompts with visual evidence 
  

§ Appendix 5 pts 
Scans of field notes and additional images 
Citations  
    
  Total 40 pts 

 
The point allocations here may be altered to reflect project focus and the student’s 
skill level. 
 

Resources  To build upon the students’ knowledge, the following set of resources may be 
useful:	  	  

	  
	   	   Clemons, S. A. and Eckman, M. J. (2011), Exploring Theories Identified in the 

Journal of Interior Design. Journal of Interior Design, 36: 31–49. doi: 10.1111/j.1939-
1668.2011.01065.x 
 
InformeDesign http://www.informedesign.org/Default.aspx 
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Kopec, D. (2012).  Environmental Psychology for Design.  2nd ed.  New York, NY: 

Fairchild. 

 

Nussbaumer, L. (2014).  Human Factors in the Built Environment.  New York, NY: 

Bloomsbury. 

 

*Note the attachments include additional resources respective to each theory. 

  

 Appendix  A1 Project statement 

A2 Advanced organizer for student note taking 

A3 Introductory presentation slides 

A4 Question prompts for the five theories 

A5 Rubric 

A6 List of resources 

 



 

theory assignment

1

intro

2

3

5

4

6

7

9

8

include:
title of theory
name of space
image of space
your name

criteria: 
composition
use of color & contrast

include:
cite 1 source on the theory
(not wiki)
2 images interior images relating 
to the theory (from other spaces)

(include captions)

criteria: 
content, relation of images, 
explanatory captions, 
composition

include:
floor plan sketch
annotate spaces + 
     your observation point

sketch perspective
labels

criteria: 
how to best label perspective 
and floor plan for viewer 
understanding

(include orientating objects & 
traffic flow)

Question 2
restate question in form of 
sentence 
answer with 3-4 sentences or    
bullets
include explanatory image
caption for image

criteria:
content, critical thinking, 
use of explanatory visuals 

Field notes
(can be SCANS of
hand writen notes)

 
 

include:
DEVELOP GRAPHIC TO 
EXPLAIN THEORY
label graphic
describe theory in your own 
words

criteria: 
clarity of diagram
labeling of diagram
description of theory

PRESENTATION LAYOUT BELOW

Name (individual assignment)

slides

Question 5
restate question in form of 
sentence 
answer with 3-4 sentences or    
bullets
include explanatory image
caption for image

criteria:
content, critical thinking, 
use of explanatory visuals 

Question 6
restate question in form of 
sentence 
answer with 3-4 sentences or    
bullets
include explanatory image
caption for image

criteria:
content, critical thinking, 
use of explanatory visuals 

Question 7 & 8
restate question in form of 
sentence 
answer with 3-4 sentences or    
bullets
include explanatory image
caption for image

criteria:
content, critical thinking, 
use of explanatory visuals 

Question 9
restate question in form of 
sentence 
answer with 3-4 sentences or    
bullets
include explanatory image/
sketch
caption for image

criteria:
content, critical thinking, 
use of explanatory visuals 

steps
1. select a theory 2. observe a space 3. reflect on the space 4. create an educational  presentation



What are theories?

Definitions:
 Theory

 Paradigm

 Model

Example Theories:
 1. Prospect & Refuge

 2. Third Place Theory

 3. Determinism        Possibilism

 

 4. Sociopetal         Sociofugal

 

 5. Environmental Complexity



theory
+

design



 

operational definitions

theory
“A unique perception of reality” 
  (Silver, 1983 as cited in Clemons & Eckman, 2011, p. 36).

“A set of statements (or sentences) that purport to explain 
some regularity in nature” (Cohen, 1989 as cited in Clemons & Eckman, 2011, p. 36).

Clemons, S. & Eckman, M. (2011). Exploring theories identified in the Journal of Interior Design. 
Journal of Interior Design, (36) 4. 31-49.



 

operational definitions

paradigm “Individual’s basic belief systems about the world” 
  (Lincoln & Guba, 1985 as cited in Clemons & Eckman, 2011, p. 36);

Clemons, S. & Eckman, M. (2011). Exploring theories identified in the Journal of Interior Design. 
Journal of Interior Design, (36) 4. 31-49.



 

operational definitions

“A set of internally consistent propositions which map out the components of 
a system or process and indicate relationships among the components. 
Models are often, but not always, presented visually in pictorial symbols” 

(Damhorst, 1991 as cited Clemons & Eckman, 2011 p. 36)

model

Clemons, S. & Eckman, M. (2011). Exploring theories identified in the Journal of Interior Design.
Journal of Interior Design, (36) 4. 31-49.



 

5 theories

prospect + refuge
Scott, S. C. (1993), Visual Attributes Related to Preference in Interior Environments. 
Journal of Interior Design, 18: 7–16. doi: 10.1111/j.1939-1668.1993.tb00067.x

Vollmer, J. L., Schulze, P. A. and Chebra, J. M. (2005), The American Master Bedroom: 
Its Changing Location and Significance to the Family. Journal of Interior Design, 31: 
1–13. doi: 10.1111/j.1939-1668.2006.tb00413.x

“at both human and sub-human level 
the ability to see and the ability to hide 
are both important in calculating a 
creature’s survival prospects” (p. 73) 

Appleton, J. (1975). The Experience of Landscape. London: John Wiley.

research in design



 

5 theories

third place theory

Social surroundings separate from the 
environments of home and the workplace.

Oldenburg, R. (1989). The Great Good Place: Cafes, Coffee Shops, Community Centers, 
General Stores, Bars, Hangouts, and How They Get You through the Day. New York: 
Paragon Press. 

Waxman, L. (2006), The Coffee Shop: Social and Physical factors Influencing Place 
Attachment. Journal of Interior Design, 31: 35–53. doi: 10.1111/j.1939-1668.2006.
tb00530.x

research in design



 

5 theories

When the built environment directly 
shapes the behavior of the people within it 
(p. 416). 

Bell, P., Greene, T., Fisher, J., Baum, A.  (1996). Environmental Psychology (4ed.). 
Forth Worth, TX: Harcourt Brace College Publishers.

architectural 
possibilism

When an environment presents users 
with opportunities and is unlikely to 
force a behavior (p. 416).

Bell, P., Greene, T., Fisher, J., Baum, A.  (1996). Environmental Psychology 
(4ed.). Forth Worth, TX: Harcourt Brace College Publishers.

architectural 
determinism



 

5 theories

A furniture arrangement that is perceived 
to be open and welcoming (p. 428).

Bell, P., Greene, T., Fisher, J., Baum, A.  (1996). Environmental Psychology (4ed.). 
Forth Worth, TX: Harcourt Brace College Publisher.

sociofugal A furniture arrangement that 
discourages social contact (p. 428).

Bell, P., Greene, T., Fisher, J., Baum, A.  (1996). Environmental Psychology (4ed.). 
Forth Worth, TX: Harcourt Brace College Publishers.

sociopetal



 

5 theories

“The complexity of an environment can 
affect a user’s level of stimulation or 
performance” (p. 497). 

Bell, P., Greene, T., Fisher, J., Baum, A.  (1996). Environmental Psychology (4ed.). 
Forth Worth, TX: Harcourt Brace College Publishers

environmental
complexity



 

assignment

Ask the permission to photograph the space and take many photos

1. Choose a seat based on personal preference
 Why did you choose the seat?
 What can you see from the seat?
 What are you facing?
 Where is your back?

2. Observe where others are seated...
 How many individual come in during your time in the space?
 What are the 2 most popular locations?
 What can you see from these areas?
 Are there any unpopular seating locations?
  -Where are they?
  -What do they face?
 
3. Resketch a floor plan of the space (color code the following)
 Locate where you sat 
 Locate the 2 most popular areas + any under-utilized areas

4. Sketch a perspective of your view in the space

Save your notes

post observation analysisfield observation 
(visit your favorite restaurant or area in the library)

5. Was the seating arrangment successful ...Why|Why Not?

6. How did the seating arrangment support the function of the space?

7. Were there any overhead/tall objects in the space?  

8. How did these object impact Prospect & Refuge?

9. What changes would you make to the arrangement, why?

Next Steps 
Create presentation.
Scan notes for appendix.

 
 

Prospect + Refuge in Interiors



 

assignment

 

assignment

Ask the permission to photograph the space and take many photos

1. Why did you choose this place?

2. Describe the quality of the space...
 -are there barriers to how people move in the space?
 -are there objects which either help or hinder interaction?

3. Observe others that are using the space
 How many individual come in during your time in the space?
 What are the others doing in the space?
 What are they using in the space, how have they changed the    
  space?
 How are the people interacting with each other?
 
4. Resketch a floor plan of the space (color code the following)
 Locate where you sat 
 Locate objects within the space that either allowed choice or 
       dictated behavior.
 Then, sketch your view in perspective.

Save your notes

post observation analysis
5. Was the environment successful ...Why|Why Not?

6. Is Determinism or Possibilism more appropriate for the space, why?

7. How did objects in the space dictate behavior? Was this appropriate?

8. How did objects in the space support choice?  Was this appropriate?

9. What changes would you make to the overall arrangement, why?

 
 

Determinism vs Possibilism

Next Steps 
Create presentation.
Scan notes for appendix.

field observation 
(visit your favorite building lobby on campus)



 

assignment

Ask the permission to photograph the space and take many photos

1. Why did you choose this place?

2. Describe the quality of the space...
 -aesthetics (look & feel)
 -environment (sound & smell)

3. Observe others that are using the space
 How many individual come in during your time in the space?
 What are the others doing in the space?
 How many are in each group?
 Are there any unpopular seating locations?
  -Where are they?
  -What do they face?

4. Resketch a floor plan of the space (color code the following)
 Locate where you sat 
 Locate the 2 most popular areas + any under-utilized areas
 Then, sketch a perspective from your location.

Save your notes

post observation analysis
5. Was the environment successful ...Why|Why Not?

6. How did the character of the environment support its quality?

7. Were there any unique objects/environmental features in the space?

8. How did these impact users?

9. What changes would you make to the character of the space, why?

 
 

Third Place in Interiors

Next Steps
Create presentation.
Scan notes for appendix.

field observation 
(visit your favorite public place to study on campus)



 

assignment

 

assignment

 

assignment

Ask the permission to photograph the space and take many photos

1. Why did you choose this place?

2. Describe the furniture arrangment of the space...
 -does the arrangment encourage or discourage speaking?
 -are there zones of more or less interaction?

3. Observe others that are using the space
 How many individual come in during your time in the space?
 What are the others doing in the space?
 What is the noise level in the space?
 How are the people interacting with each other?
 
4. Resketch a floor plan of the space (color code the following)
 Locate where you sat 
 Locate objects within the space that either helped or hindered   
 human interaction
 Then, sketch your view in perspective.

Save your notes

post observation analysis
5. Was the environment successful ...Why|Why Not?

6. Are there specific attributes or objects that impacted interaction?

7. How did the spatial arrangment support users?

8. How did the spatial arrangment hinder users?

9. What changes should be made to the arrangment, why?

 
 

Sociopetal vs Sociofugal

Next Steps
Create presentation.
Scan notes for appendix.

field observation 
(visit your favorite area in the library)



 

assignment

Ask the permission to photograph the space and take many photos

1. Why did you choose this lobby?

2. Describe the degree of complexity of the space...
 -what’s on the walls, floors, ceilings?
 -how many of the 5 senses are engaged in the space?

3. Observe others that are using the space
 How many individual come in during your time in the space?
 What are others doing in the space?
 What is the noise level in the space?
 How are the people interacting with the objects in the space?
 
4. Resketch a floor plan of the space (color code the following)
 Locate where you sat/observed 
 Locate objects key elements of the space.
 Then, sketch your view in perspective.

Save your notes

 

post observation analysis
5. Was the environment successful ...Why|Why Not?

6. How did objects within the environment support its quality?

7. How did ornamentation, pattern, +/or color impact the space?

8. Do these elements support or hinder users in the space, why?

9. If you were to make changes what would they be?

 
 

Environmental Complexity

Next Steps 
Create presentation.
Scan notes for appendix.

field observation 
(visit your favorite building lobby on campus)



	 Introduction     
 Title, student name, name of space, and image of space 

 missing or incomplete                meets expectations
          0 points                                             1 point

	Sheet or Slide 1-2    
  Student generated diagram to explain the theory
 Student generated written statement about the theory 

 missing or incomplete              meets expectations  exceeds expectations
          0-1 point                                   2-3 points              4-5 points

	Sheet or Slide 3     
Annotated Floor Plan/Sketch Perspective 

 missing or incomplete              meets expectations  exceeds expectations
          0-1 point                                   2 points              4 points

	Sheet or Slide 4-9 (4 points per page)    
Answers to question prompts with visual evidence

                           exceeds   
 missing or incomplete meets expectations            expectations

          0-1 point                                 14-15 points                         20-25  points

	Appendix    
Scans of field notes and additional images
Citations
     
 missing or incomplete                meets expectations
          0 points                                             5 points   
 
   
    

 

rubric

Comments:



not listed elsewhere

 

additional references

Kopec, D. (2012).  Environmental Psychology for Design. (2nd ed.) New York, NY: Fairchild Books.

Zeisel, J. (2006). Inquiry by Design.  New York, NY: W.W. Norton & Company.  


