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Abstract  
The design education is constantly enriched by the knowledge exchange between the different 
academic institutions. In the recent years many international projects have reported an increased 
international mobility [1][2][3] and the cultural benefits that these exchanges bring to higher education 
institutions. Most important, the concept of mobility underlines a multi-directional flow and “brain 
circulation” in contrast with the stereotype of “brain drain” [4][5]. Short exchange programs respond to 
this trend, encouraging students to experience the immersion in different cultural and learning 
environments. Nevertheless, the increased cultural and disciplinary diversity introduce important 
challenges for both students and teachers [6][7].  

The next paper reports an ongoing pedagogical experience that brings together three areas of design, 
interior, graphic and interaction, in the context of a semester abroad class, dedicated to visiting 
students in an art and design academy based in Milan.  

Acknowledging the high level of complexity of transferring skills and knowledge, the main question 
addressed is how to craft the pedagogical content in order to integrate the three design perspectives 
and encourage collaboration in the multicultural groups. We suggest that culturally responsive 
teaching [8] and attitude can improve the above-mentioned disciplinary integration and skill transfer. 

The paper is structured in four parts:  

• firstly, we will introduce the context in which the fine arts academy is placed, emphasizing the 
cultural importance of design in the Milan environment. It will be underlined how experiencing 
the Italian culture becomes integrant part of the experiential learning.  

• secondly, we will present the organization of the course, underlining the importance of a 
structure shared between all the teachers; we will also stress how the core content has to be 
further adapted to the skills, interests and cultural background of the students. 

• thirdly, we will present the results of several courses exemplifying the implementations made 
gradually by the teachers in order to better integrate the different disciplines making it more 
meaningful for students. 

• in conclusion, we will discuss the results showing how the diversity challenges were interpreted 
as opportunities for change and how this approach supported students to collaborate while 
expressing their own personality and culture in the final output. 

1 INTRODUCTION  
The Italian environment is widely recognized as a reference for the creative industries, not only 
because of the quality of the manufactured products, but also due to the richness of events that have 
the design culture at core. Moreover being the host of some of the most important fairs in the furniture 
industry, Milan is a sought-after destination for many design professionals and creative enterprises. 
This mixture of culture and business opportunities, offers a fertile ground for many international 
students who come to experience studying and being immersed in the Milanese culture.  

Responding to this trend, many fine arts and design academies offer short programs that allow 
students to temporary enrol in dedicated training programs.  

Being part of an extended international network, NABA (Nuova Accademia di Belle Arte) is one of the 
better known art and design schools in Milan offering undergraduate and graduate degree programs 
which emphasize the close connection with the industry [9]. For this reason the university recognizes 
the multicultural background of the students as a core value, encouraging the international mobility of 
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the students. This attention to a fluid circulation of competencies and skills is addressed through the 
creation of dedicated interdisciplinary courses that range from art, product design and fashion to 
sound and multimedia design [10]. All short courses are intended to integrate the pedagogical 
activities within the cultural environment of Milan, in this way giving students the possibility to learn by 
doing and living in the city.  

The increase in the international mobility and the advantages of short-term programs has been 
underlined in several literatures. For example discussing the student exchange program between New 
Zeeland and Korea, Collins proposes the metaphor of the “learning bridges”, in which as the author 
remarks, students are “simultaneously mobile and emplaced, able to move between territories but 
always assisted and limited by spatially-grounded relationships and activities” [11]. This expresses the 
short program students’ necessity to keep the contact with the home culture while being partially 
detached from it and discovering the hosting culture. The same perspective is discussed by Balasz 
and Williams [12] who instead propose the term “brain training” to identify the student temporary 
migration supported by the consolidated student exchange programs such as Erasmus Mundi or 
Tempus. Moreover arguing for the beneficial role of the creative talent mobility for the hosting 
societies, Addison emphasizes that “cultural mobility not only contributes to the production of existing 
types of cultural goods, it also changes the nature of cultural goods by giving rise to new forms of 
music, visual art, performance, and literature”[13].   

All the above help to introduce the case study of a interdisciplinary Design Studio short course offered 
at NABA, in which the group of teachers recognized the opportunities and challenges of working with a 
class of multicultural students. It will be argued that the complexity of the teaching activities requires 
the application of a culturally responsive approach.  

2 DESIGNING A RETAIL STORE PROJECT FROM AN INTERDISCIPLINARY 
PERSPECTIVE 

The paper herein presents the case study of an interdisciplinary Design Studio class involving a group 
of 3 teachers with expertise in interior, graphic and interaction design. The teachers worked together 
for 2 consecutive years with 3 different groups of students. Each group had between 4 and 10 
participants coming from 7 different countries - Norway, Holland, Mexico, Brazil, China and India - and 
having a diverse professional background: marketing and communication, engineering, interior, 
product and graphic design. The overall duration of each course was 8 months and the classes were 
scheduled 3 times a week.  

The design brief asked students to develop an integrated project of a retail store, from interior, graphic 
and interaction design perspectives. The design process started from a deep understanding of what 
an interior public space offers to its customers, and what customers expect from it. An analysis on the 
relationship between global quality and local characteristics - focusing on both the characteristics of 
the space and the geographical/social/historical context – was intended to help students orient in the 
city, and in the mean time encouraged them to find useful insights for the project development.  

After completing an initial research on the cultural environment of the city of Milan visiting several retail 
spaces, the students were be asked to start designing a “spatial experience”, which will incorporate:  

− the creation of a visual brand identity.  
− the spatial analysis at the human scale and the design of the interior space.  
− the representation of the customer journey and the interaction modalities.  

In the following section we will describe the specificity of each design discipline and how the teachers 
integrated their pedagogical content taking in account each other’s contribution.  
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Figure 1. The Design Studio organization of the class activities. 

2.1 Interior Design 
The Interior Design component aims to provide students with cultural and technical tools for 
understanding retail spaces in various scenarios, identifying the conceptual and formal structures, the 
ways and purposes of the construction and the levels of communication. The design process begins 
with the exploration of case studies, supported by focused field trips, and is directed towards the 
production of interiors of commercial spaces. The class is also presented with a series of design 
exercises intended to develop practical skills that may be consequently applied and integrated with the 
other two components: graphic design and interaction design. 

The program is divided into three learning activities: 

• Lectures that analyse already made examples in order to introduce students to the three-
dimensionality of existing spaces and their scale reproduction through the two-dimensional 
drawing and the application of its rules. 

• Individual exercises and group revisions that allow students to deal with design practice by 
confronting the idea generation with the justification of design choices, the relationship between 
form and function and the organization of the paths in space, as well as the size of the 
environments in real life and the choice of furniture, materials, colours, light. Moreover, the 
importance of attention to detail and of the customer experience in the retail space are also 
underlined. 

• The final project is based on an existing interior space that has to be turned into a retail space 
with hybrid functions. To support their concept, the students have to deliver with a set of 
technical drawings and an architectural mock-up of the redesigned space. 

Many examples shown, face also the practical aspects of the project. This part of the coordinated 
course aims to lead students to formulate an initial response to the brief, by understanding the three-
dimensional space. The explanation is tailored to the knowledge and background of every single 
student. The process implies a journey through the messages contained in design ideas and the 
sensory potentiality of space generating solutions to the identified problems as concatenation of 
logical steps, in relationship with the form and function, techniques and theories. In this way the 
students are initiated in the essential ingredients of the interior design practice. 

2.2 Graphic Design 
The main objective of the graphic design component is to create a visual brand identity of the retail 
store. In order to integrate in the overall course structure, the content of the graphic design classes is 
divided in two main parts: first, before the mid term exam the graphic design component is intended to 
give the theoretical bases for starting the project; second, following the concept presentation is 
dedicated to the development of the ideas into a cohesive corporate identity and draft of a brand 
manual of the retail store.  
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Given the heterogeneity of the didactical background of the class, the activities are structured for 
students without previous graphic design experience, and aim to progressively introduce the basic 
notions of the discipline. The content is therefore gradually adjusted according to the specific 
competencies and abilities of each group of students. The students are firstly introduced to the graphic 
design language through the explanation of the brand: starting from its definition, moving then to a 
historical overview exemplified with case studies and finally to the constituent elements of the brand 
design. In this phase the students are given practical exercises that help them understand how to work 
on a visual synthesis by expressing abstract concepts into graphic images.   

Subsequently the class explores in detail the elements of the corporate image: logo, naming, 
typography, colours, page grids, with the objective to enable students understand the complexity of 
the overall graphic communication of the brand. A fundamental part of the lectures in this phase is the 
research and explanation of case studies that gradually come closer to the concepts developed by the 
students. This helps introducing the definition of the brand manual, its use and components. Also in 
this case the presentation is supported by specific case studies and concrete examples. After the mid-
term exam the students are guided to draft of their own retail store concepts from graphic design 
perspective and develop the coordinated image and brand manual. In parallel with the design 
development, and in accordance to the diverse cultural and didactical background, students are then 
introduced to basic usage of professional graphic design software, such as Illustrator, and Photoshop, 
that support a better management of the technical part of the project.  

2.3 Interaction Design 
The Design Studio class is perhaps the best environment in which the students can experiment not 
only with the functionality and aesthetics of the projects they develop, but also with the complexity of 
working with technology. For this reason the objective of the interaction design class goes beyond 
merely presenting the technological solution already existing in the market, and focuses on how to 
integrate technology through meaningful user experience scenarios.  

The content of the lectures a gradually introduces notions of interaction design and user experience 
into the retail store concept. Unlike in the interior and graphic design subjects with which design 
students are mostly familiar, interaction design is seen as a somehow foreign area disconnected from 
the core design disciplines. The main objective of the course is to challenge this assumption, by 
approaching interaction from user’s perspective. For this reason the class activities and lectures are 
organized in three different phases. In the first phase basic ethnography methods are explained and 
students are guided to do field trip observation assignments. The second phase introduces notions 
related to customer and user experience visualization and emotional design. The technology is 
introduced in parallel as a support for the overall experience in the designed space. In the third phase 
students are presented with visualization tools that enable them to simulate the user interaction with 
the brand and the interior design features of the space. These include user scenarios, storyboarding 
and basic stop motion techniques.  

In the initial part of the course, until the mid-term evaluation, all activities are co-ordinated with the 
interior and graphic design teachers and are intended to familiarize students with the Italian cultural 
context helping them to find connections between their original culture and the temporary hosting one. 
This process is reflected in the content of the lectures and exercises in which students are encouraged 
to present case studies of interactive spaces from their own culture and explain the way in which the 
digital devices and services are used in their home countries. In the second part of the course the 
students start designing the interaction flow within the space, thinking of the user experience and the 
application of the technology solutions according to the interior design of the space.  

In this part the main tools employed are: persona method used for profiling the target; customer 
journey maps that help understanding the different phases through which the users come in contact 
with the brand; story boards and / or stop motion animation of the customer journey in the design 
space.  

For the final presentation students are asked to present their concepts from all three perspectives, 
using the visualization techniques specific to interior, graphic and interaction design.  
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3 RESEARCH METHODS. ADAPTING THE PEDAGOGICAL CONTENT TO A 
MULTICULTURAL GROUP OF STUDENTS. 

As shown in the previous section the Design Studio course is specifically designed to expose students 
to a rich array of inputs coming from three design disciplines. In this sense the interdisciplinary content 
of the course offers them the unique opportunity to learn three design vocabularies and combine them 
in a coherent and complete design project. While this reflects the reality of most of the professional 
design practices, in which communications between experts in different design fields is essential, the 
cultural diversity of the class adds yet another level of complexity for both teachers and students. In 
the next section we argue that applying a culturally responsive teaching and attitude, can improve the 
teaching and learning process for both students and teachers. 

3.1 Culturally responsive teaching. 
In the introduction we underlined how the short program students can be seen as part of a bridge that 
brings together their original and host cultures. This double stance of exploring the host culture while 
being anchored in the native one makes the art and design teachers become cultural mediators 
whom, as Gay underlines help students, “clarify their identities, honour other cultures, develop positive 
cross-ethnic and cross-cultural relationships, and avoid perpetuating prejudices, stereotypes, and 
racism” [14] [15]. This specific role is relevant in the case of the Design Studio described herein, in 
particular because of the type of the brief that requires students to understand in a very short time, the 
urban environment of Milan. For this reasons, the necessity of consciously acknowledging the role of 
the teacher as a social interaction agent becomes vital for the completion of the brief. In short, the 
framework of culturally responsive teaching is structured in the following pillars: 

− developing a cultural diversity knowledge base. 
− designing culturally relevant curriculla. 
− demonstrating cultural caring and buinding a learning community. 
− encouraging and engaging cross-cultural communication.  
− cultural congruity in classroom instructions. [16] 

In the Design Studio class activities the culturally responsive framework was applied in different 
cycles, adjusting the pedagogical content after each cycle (fig.1). 

 
Figure 2. The culturally responsive cycle applied to the class activities. 

While in this case all the short courses have as a premise the development of a diversity knowledge 
base at institutional level, the teachers are responsible to develop their own culturally relevant 
curriculum. The Design Studio teachers responded to this by drafting an initial plan, which gave 
students an overall structure but was flexible enough to accommodate incoming adaptations.  
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By organizing field trips and out of the campus activities, the teachers aimed to introduce students to 
the culture of the city encouraging them to pay attention to the social behaviour of the people in 
different situations. For this purpose setting an observation task was an essential factor that then 
constituted a subject of conversation and social interaction in the class. The tacit knowledge acquired 
from experience [17][18][19] becomes an essential part in the first phase of the course. The interest 
and care with respect to the diverse cultures of the students was expressed in the class discussions 
and conversations that also helped building a sense of community among the group members.  

3.2 Cross-cultural communication and semi-structured interviews. 
Another important aspect of the culturally responsive teaching is the cross-cultural communication. 
During the 8 months of class activities in the Design Studio, the cultural communication develops on 
two axes: first within the group, between students from different backgrounds, and second between 
the students and the teachers.  

In the first situation the main challenge encountered is the transfer of information in concrete actions 
and the division of tasks to be done within the group. The role of the teachers in this case is to 
understand if the lack of communication comes from the language differences or the interaction 
dynamics and the relation of power within the group. In order to address these issues the group of 
teachers periodically engaged in informal conversations that indirectly touched upon the subject of 
group dynamics.  

In the second situation the cross cultural communication takes place between students and teacher. In 
this case some of the main constraints are: understanding if the content of the lecture was fully 
understood by the students, understanding their skill level and means of expression, and their ability to 
work with professional software, as well as engaging the class in a shared conversation in order to 
anticipate the possible directions of the projects. In several instances the semi-structured interviews 
with the class proved useful to clarify the incoming ambiguities related to the content, disciplinary 
vocabulary or language gaps. The interviews were mainly planned in the beginning of the course, after 
the mid-term exam and at the end of the course. Each conversation session was moderated by all 
three teachers and revolved around 5 - 6 questions on the following subjects: 

− the class organization, content of the lectures and teaching methodology,  
− ease of understanding the different tools presented (software, model making, conceptual 

tools). 
− questions related to the students experience in Milan,  
− the way they interact with other students in the campus 
− the constraints they found living in the city.  

The fact that the conversations included questions about the living experience of the students, helped 
them express the frustration coming from the impact with a different culture, alleviating the cultural 
shock. For the teachers it was essential to create an empathic relation with the students in order to 
guide them better in their creative activity.  

4 DESCRIPTION OF THE COURSE RESULTS AND STUDENTS’ PROJECTS  
The results of the Design Studio showed the importance of the integration of the interior, graphic and 
interaction design components as well as the relevance of applying the culturally responsive approach 
and teaching method. In the following section we will present three projects from different semesters, 
in which the students managed to express their personal view of how to re-interpret existing spaces in 
different locations in Milan. The projects have been chosen because they reflect the cultural 
responsive teaching methods in different ways: re-interpreting the experience and function of an 
existing space in the campus to better fit the needs of international students, expressing personal 
interests and hobbies in the re-design of an existing space and finally bringing the specificity of the 
own culture in a landmark space in the city center of Milan. 

4.1 Re-designing the campus cafeteria and services from a new comers’ 
perspective 

The first project was designed by a group of 4 students from Mexico and Brazil. The brief asked 
students to re-design the interior space, brand and function of the cafeteria placed in the university 
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campus. The first step in the process was to visit several retail stores in Milan that are recognized as 
landmark venues for their design. Following, the group spent several hours in the campus cafeteria, 
observing the circulation flow and the behaviour of the people at different hours. At the end of the 
research and brainstorming they identified several functions that are presently missing from the 
cafeteria and well as several issues concerning the organization of the existing space.  

As a result they drafted the “Colab” concept of a hybrid space that can act as a co-working space that 
integrates an exhibition space and shop, as well as a relax area (fig. 3). The project managed to 
successfully amplify the interior design and functional aspects of the space while also proposing an 
innovative interactive system for the storage and borrowing of the working tools. The brand image was 
also coherent with the overall concept and synthesized well the freshness of the idea.  

 
Figure 3. Colab project by Regina Morfin, Gabriela Gonzales, Carolina Tena, Guilherme Zanata Menezes.  

4.2 Expressing the personal interests in the design of hybrid retail space. 
After having analyzed the results of the class activities and feedback from students, in the subsequent 
semester we decided to change the site of the project. This choice was mainly based on the students 
request for more extensive field trips in which they can experience other areas of Milan. For this 
reason we have chosen one of the best known architectural spaces located in a central area of Milan. 
In this case the space is conceived as a multifunctional space that has the possibility to be 
transformed according to the events organized in it. Having seen the projects developed previously we 
decided to encourage students to talk about their interests, and aspirations. These informal 
conversations helped us getting to know them better and allowed them to open-up to each other even 
though in the somehow formal environment of the class.  

 
Figure 4. Bliss project by students Maxime Tekeens, Marie Finstad. 

One of the most successful projects brought into scene the integration of the entertainment within the 
retail space. “Bliss” is the project of two students from Norway and the Netherlands (fig. 4) and 
expressed their common interest in entertainment, giving them the chance to develop a space that 
combined a restaurant with a circus scene and retail store.  

4.3 Integrating the cultural background of the students in the class project. 
The third example of a class project presents a very interesting case in which the students decided to 
literally incept their own culture on the Milanese environment. “Neek” is the name of the coffee and 
chocolate concept store and bar that serves South American coffee acknowledging the provenience 
place of the products sold (fig.5).  
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Figure 5. Neek project by Samantha Rodriguez, Mariana Jara. 

The idea of the project started from observing the way in which Italians drink coffee, and comparing it 
to the Mexican one. This brought forward the lack of information about the countries where the coffee 
is grown and processed. An accurate research on the communication and graphic design of the logo 
generated an elegant image inspired by Mayan culture. In this specific case the students became fully 
immersed in the development of the communication strategy somehow neglecting the more detailed 
aspects of interior and interaction design. Nevertheless this is perhaps the best example in which the 
class project successfully integrated the metaphor of cultural bridge, proving the relevance of the 
culturally responsive teaching. 

5 DISCUSSION OF THE RESULTS AND THE RELEVANCE OF THE 
CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE TEACHING STRATEGY  

By applying the culturally research lens to the interpretation of the class activities and results, it 
becomes clear that the social interaction between students and teachers is highly relevant in the 
context of semester abroad classes.   

In the specific case of the course described above, at the end of the course the students are asked to 
respond a semi-structured interview. The interview aims to highlight the strengths and weaknesses of 
the course the effectiveness of the teaching methodology and allows the group of teachers to improve 
their pedagogical performance from one semester to another.  

Some of the responses brought to light the students’ eagerness to start designing as soon as possible 
even before the mid-term exam. In some cases the students suggested the implementation of a more 
extended project rather then starting with short exercises. To meet this request the teachers proposed 
an earlier introduction of specific design tools such as mind maps or mood boards and were asked to 
develop their own logo. This approach helps them familiarize with the technical tools from the first 
lectures. In a second interview some of the students asked for a detailed presentation of the 
professional software and techniques dedicated to the different design areas approached in the 
course. In particular the students appreciated the hands-on activities performed in class with the rest 
of the group.  

6 CONCLUSION AND FUTURE WORK  
The paper aimed to describe the initial findings from three consecutive Design Studio classes taught in 
an Italian university to international students. By definition the short programs offer students the 
opportunity to travel, temporary being immersed in a different culture. It was shown that this type of 
mobility is particular beneficial for art and design students who get to experience learning in and from 
the environment in which they live. We presented the complexity of teaching an interdisciplinary 
content to a multicultural class arguing that in order to anticipate the issues brought by the gaps in 
cross cultural communication, a commonly shared structured has to be initially developed by the 
teachers. The different parts of the pedagogical content can then be gradually adapted according to 
the specific needs of the students.   

The results of the three courses taught by the same team shown the relevance of applying a teaching 
method that will take into account the cultural background of the students, this implies encouraging an 
active learning process within the group of students and establishing an empathic relation between 
teachers and students. In this context the culturally responsive method was introduced as a possible 
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approach that can enable teachers to improve their pedagogical content as well as building a learning 
community in which international students can perform better in their class assignments. Moreover the 
attention to the group dynamics and interactions can give teachers valuable inputs on how to better 
design their classes balancing the content of theoretical lectures with the objectives of field trips and 
hands-on activities. 
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