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Abstract 
Collaborative virtual environments (CVEs) enable students to interact with each other and with their 
teachers, share ideas and experiences in a co-operative setting of online digital spaces over large 
distances or several locations. In urban design studio students perform a design task under the 
supervision or guidance of teacher who is also an experienced practitioner. The international and 
multidisciplinary cooperation and the cooperation with practice is the important factor that enhances 
the quality of education. Urban design studio teaching mode requires the physical presence of both 
teacher and student. However, face-to-face practises could be usually enhanced by the computer-
mediated communication. The paper examines the role of digital technologies in the support of the 
collaborative environments for education, research and participation in urban design. It explores the 
benefits of blended learning, advantages and disadvantages of using the online platforms and the role 
which play the social media in socialization of education in urban design. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Urbanism represents a very unique symbiosis of creative artistic expression and scientific knowledge. 
Urban design studio (UDS) is a simulation of design practice with specialist consultations and with the 
teacher – student interaction on the design topic.  In urban design studio students perform a design 
task under the supervision or guidance of teacher who is also an experienced practitioner. Information 
and communication technology (ICT) tools are very useful in simulating a real, multi-professional 
design environment. They provide new opportunities in education, research and practice [1]. Thanks 
to virtual networks and communication tools, conditions have been created for various forms of 
multicultural and multi-disciplinary interactions, learning modules and experience in urbanism. The 
contribution draws on current publications in the field, on many years of pedagogical and practical 
experience in collaborative work in urban design and on the research of the application of 
collaborative virtual environments (CVEs) in urban design studio.  

2 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Urban Design Studio 
Urban planning teaching is based on the design of a complex multi-purpose space [2]. Urban Design 
Studio (UDS) teaching mode requires the physical presence of both teacher and student. However, 
face-to-face practises could be usually enhanced by the computer-mediated communication. The 
implementation of collaborative learning approach requires the identification of basic realization 
phases of UDS. For the virtual, long distance appointment of the collaborative design work the 
essential is the preparatory or initialization phase of UDS. Project details have to be prepared in 
adequate range in order to involve awareness of distant collaborating teams. 

Basic phases of the UDS: 

• Preparatory or initialisation phase - selection of the topic, design site, compliance with the 
requirements of the practice and collaboration with local authorities.  

• Realization phase, where four stages can be discerned: 
o Perception – awareness of students with the assignment specification; 
o Analyses – the bibliography research on the topic and the analyses of actual conditions, 

natural sources (landscape, climate, topography, ecosystems, water, greenery, etc.) and 
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cultural sources (existing architecture, traditions, social patterns,  implementation to 
neighbourhood structures, etc.); 

o Conceptualization – the creative synthesis of knowledge acquired by the research of related 
sources and the site/building environment conditions. This is the main creative and 
brainstorming stage of the design. Tutors should encourage the creative process by 
permanent and competent interventions and feedback, collaboration via collaborative 
environments could bring positive cognitive effects; 

o Finalization – process of integration of all dimensions and parts of design and application of 
adequate design techniques; 

• Summarization phase, where participants evaluate the achievements of the collaborative 
Design Studio and publish/store/disseminate the results.  

2.2 Collaborative Learning Environments in urbanism 
Collaborative Learning Environments (CLEs) can open new paths for collaboration and mutual 
communication, knowledge sharing, creative inspiration, and open planning. According to Benford et 
al. [3] the Collaborative Virtual Environments (CVEs) can be seen as the result of a convergence of 
research interests within the Virtual Reality (VR) and Computer-Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW) 
communities.  

During the work on the Erasmus LLP project OIKODOMOS a CLE has been developed and used by 
students and teachers of partner universities to support the blended learning approach in urbanism 
and architecture [4]. This CLE has been is used, for example, in UDS of DANUrB, Interreg Danube 
Transnational Programme project. The CLE system thus demonstrated its viability, involving new 
partners for distant collaboration. This means that students from partner universities have had the 
opportunity to use the virtual space on computer networks, share and comment their work. 

 
Figure 1. Example of the collaborative task – urban analyses for the UDS “Danube Urban and Cultural 

Studies”, summer semester 2017. http://www.oikodomos.org/workspaces/index.php/tasks/view/task_id:387 

2.3 Social media in Urban Design Studio 
The free, easy to use social media bring the opportunity  to  enhance  learning,  participation, 
communication and  engagement;  to  extend the  classroom  experience;  and/or  to  enrich  the  
online classroom [5]. Facebook is a popular social networking site with potential for teaching and 
learning because of its unique built-in functions that offer pedagogical, social and technological 
affordances [6]. The Facebook group can be used as a learning management system (LMS) in 
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courses for putting up announcements, sharing resources, organizing weekly tutorials, conducting 
online discussions, etc. [6]. The Facebook group has built in features and infrastructure to support 
class collaboration. As noted by Choi [7], Facebook has many advantages over other medium as 
many of the students are actively using Facebook for social communication. Although many other 
alternatives exist, such as collaborative tools, emails, group discussions, etc., it is hard to find a 
medium such as Facebook, which is specifically built for communication and collaboration, for today’s 
students [7, 8]. 

The Facebook group as LMS has been used in UDS of DANUrB, Interreg Danube Transnational 
Programme project.  

3 RESULTS 
The experience gained during the application of combined education and the use of CLE and social 
media in UDS allows us to formulate some generalizing conclusions. The research of the application 
of CLE and the use of Facebook group in UDS has brought some interesting insights.  

Blended learning mode, which means a combination of traditional, face to face teaching/learning, 
during common workshops and at participating institutions, and technologically enhanced distant 
learning, supported in UDS by specific web environments - CLE and social media, enhanced all types 
of skills and enriched the learning process by the awareness of different learning approaches [9].    

Students in UDS actively used virtual environments designed to support on-line learning and generally 
characterized them as user-friendly (Facebook group) and effective (CLE) tools supporting group and 
international collaboration. A lot of students found the international learning experience motivating, 
encouraging and inspiring.  

Most of the participating teachers in UDS confirmed their positive contribution to learning new 
pedagogical approaches to education in architecture and urbanism, and to acquiring a more 
sophisticated approach to pedagogical techniques, which was influenced both by the international and 
intercultural environment and by the application of CVE [9].  . 

If the collaborative learning activity has to be effective enough, the learning process must be well-
defined and coordinated in advance for all partners. This requires the extra effort of the participating 
teachers beyond the normal academic obligations and the ability to work in an international 
environment [9].  

Students expressed also their preferences for immediate physical contact during workshops in 
international student groups [9].  The use of social media, the Facebook group, has shown especially 
the advantage of fast instant notification of all members useful in putting up announcements, sharing 
resources, organizing excursions and common events. Also students` responses to another student’s 
request were fast. The fast response is the feature highly appreciated by students, as observed also 
for example by Choi [7]. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The biggest challenge for the application of CLE in UDS is the appropriate knowledge sharing and 
management of collaborative teaching process. It represents the process of knowledge codification 
procedures which convey the transformation from tacit (subjective, individual) into explicit (codified, 
formally expressed, systematic, articulated) knowledge [10].  

Within a traditional UDS this process of transformation is limited to the communication teacher/student 
and student/student within the class: the teacher delivers his or her experience through personal 
contact by commenting students’ designs which are also subjected to the scrutiny of other students in 
the open debates. In the model of CLE the explicit knowledge has to be formulated through the 
system of achieved skills and learning outcomes during the different stages of UDS. 

Another important factor of the prediction of blended learning approach in UDS is the transfer of the 
learning information, which enables the long distance accessibility of the details of remote sites, 
enables the deliveries of student works and finally comments and evaluations. Information sharing is 
central to collaborative work [11].   

The CLE has to offer user friendly environment and the feeling of awareness of distant partners. CLE 
systems will only become everyday places for action and interaction if they are designed to serve a 
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purpose [12]. Therefore the most important factor of Social media is their increasing the perception of 
physical proximity in virtual space as well as the possibility of immediate and spontaneous 
communication, exchange of views and creative discussions.  Awareness is an understanding of the 
activities of others, which provides a context for your own activity [13]. Thus very useful is to 
complement or integrate the use of CLE with the use of social media. 
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