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In the landscape of contemporary design education, the physical 

environment plays a pivotal role in shaping pedagogy. However, 

discussions on learning spaces often rely heavily on Western paradigms, 

overlooking the potential of local cultural wisdom. This study 

reimagines the collaborative studio as an "Educational Square," 

drawing a theoretical parallel to the Javanese Alun-alun, a central open 

public plaza historically known for social inclusivity. Utilizing a 

descriptive qualitative method with a socio-spatial observation 

approach, this research investigates the dialectic relationship between 

spatial configuration and social behavior within an Indonesian higher 

education design studio. The study focuses on mapping daily activities, 

spontaneous interactions, and movement patterns to determine how 

open plan designs influence learning communities. Results indicate that 

barrier-free, flexible studio environments successfully mimic the Alun-

alun’s role as a shared learning space. This spatial openness facilitates 

unplanned encounters between students and lecturers, reduces rigid 

hierarchical distance, and fosters peer-to-peer knowledge exchange. 

Consequently, the studio extends beyond a production space into a 

shared learning environment where academic interaction and informal 

social exchange coexist. Conclusively, this research highlights that 

spatial planning is not passive but active in educational outcomes. By 

adopting the socio-spatial qualities of the Alun-alun, design studios can 

significantly enhance student engagement, psychological well-being, 

and a profound sense of belonging to the academic community, 

validating the necessity of culturally resonant spatial strategies in 

modern academic architecture.  
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Introduction  

 

The evolution of modern educational paradigms emphasizes the importance of collaboration 

and active interaction in the learning process . Numerous studies have shown that collaborative 

learning can enhance students' understanding and social skills (Johnson et al., 1998) . 

Concurrently, the physical learning environment significantly influences interaction patterns 

and learning outcomes (Ayuningtyas et al., 2018; Barrett et al., 2013; Cleveland & Fisher, 

2014) . In architectural and design education, studio-0based learning has long been central to 

the curriculum, considered effective in building competencies through interactions between 

students and instructors (Schön, 1987) . Traditional design studios in education are typically 

open spaces where students work side by side, discuss, and critique each other's work, thus 

forming distinct learning communities (Emam et al., 2019; Webster, 2005). 

 

In contemporary times, the concept of collaborative learning spaces evolves alongside the shift 

from classical lecture-based pedagogy toward student-centered active pedagogies . 

Consequently, educational space designs have transitioned from conventional enclosed 

classrooms to open, flexible, and adaptable learning environments (Imms et al., 2016). The 

term Innovative Learning Environments (ILE) describes learning environments physically and 

pedagogically supporting collaboration, flexibility, and multidisciplinary interaction (Lai et al., 

2020; Sigurðardóttir et al., 2021) . Field studies indicate that open and comfortable spatial 

designs increase student engagement and learning satisfaction, fostering a sense of community 

among students (DeFrain & Hong, 2020; Salih et al., 2024). 

 

In Indonesia, communal spaces such as the square (alun-alun) are deeply embedded culturally 

as social interaction hubs . City squares in Java are inclusive open spaces centrally located, 

accessible by all community members, hosting diverse events from ceremonial activities to 

everyday gatherings (Ashadi, 2017). The square unifies residents and builds community 

identity through shared social interactions. The square’s open, multifunctional, publicly-owned 

characteristics are analogized in this study to an educational context, namely an educational 

square within a campus. The collaborative studio is assumed to serve as an "educational 

square," a gathering center for learning communities fostering informal academic and social 

interactions. 

 

Existing studies on learning spaces and collaborative studio environments have largely been 

framed through Western spatial theories, particularly those emphasizing flexibility, openness, 

and student-centered pedagogies. While these studies have significantly advanced 

understanding of how physical space shapes learning behavior, they provide limited attention 
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to how indigenous socio-spatial concepts may also inform educational environments in non-

Western contexts. In the Indonesian context, this omission is academically important because 

learning space is not only a functional setting but also a culturally embedded social 

environment. As a result, there remains a gap in explaining collaborative studio space through 

locally grounded socio-spatial frameworks, particularly those derived from Javanese spatial 

philosophy such as the alun-alun. 

 

This study aims to examine how the socio-spatial principles of the Javanese alun-alun can 

inform the understanding of collaborative studio environments in higher education in 

Indonesia. Specifically, it investigates how spatial openness, flexibility, and shared 

accessibility shape interaction patterns, social learning practices, and the formation of learning 

communities among students and lecturers. The research question guiding this study is: How 

do the socio-spatial characteristics of a collaborative studio support interactions and learning 

communities among students and lecturers? Through this analogy, the study seeks to 

understand the role of open space design in supporting education and collaborative learning 

processes. Findings from this study aim to contribute to designing more humanistic and 

effective learning environments, offering insights for educational institutions to create 

innovative collaborative spaces .   

 

Literature Review  

 

Alun-alun as Traditional Public Space in Java 

  

In Javanese cosmology, alun-alun occupies a central position both physically and symbolically. 

Physically, the northern alun-alun is typically located in front of the palace, surrounded by the 

grand mosque and market, representing the concept of Catur Gatra Tunggal. This arrangement 

reflects a philosophy of balance among power, religion, people's economy, and public space 

(Aliyah et al., 2016; Haryono & Suhardi, 2021). According to Javanese culture strongly 

emphasizes social harmony and centralized hierarchy . Routinely, alun-alun is used for official 

royal ceremonies, allowing various social layers to gather and witness royal presence(Ashadi, 

2017; Wiryomartono, 2016) . Alun-alun also facilitates daily activities, fostering communal 

harmony under equitable authority . As a communal space, alun-alun embodies the spirit of 

gotong royong, highly valued in Javanese culture (Wiryomartono, 2016). 

 

A Socio-Spatial Approach to the Design Studio 

 

The socio-spatial approach is based on the idea that space is not physical, but rather a product 

of social interactions imbued with cultural meaning (Merrifield, 2002; Soja, 1980) . Design 

education has long used the studio as a central learning model . Traditionally, the design studio 

is viewed as a "laboratory" where students practice designing under the guidance of lecturers 

through simulated projects (Schön, 1987) . The studio is not merely an individual workspace . 

The studio has a distinctive communal culture that is considered important for developing 

designers' competencies (Salama, 2015) . An ideal studio should become a learning community 

where collaboration, dialogue, and mutual learning among students are facilitated (Boyer & 

Mitgang, 1996) . By working together in the studio, students learn through observing and 

participating in a practice environment, thereby forming a community of practice (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991; Pacione, 2021). 
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Physically, studio spatial layouts influence interaction patterns . A study by Abdullah et al . 

(2011) in Malaysia emphasizes the need for studio space design to be flexible and holistic to 

support a design-learning culture . Studios consisting solely of rows of individual desks tend 

to compartmentalize students within their own tasks . Arranging studio desks in groups can 

encourage more spontaneous collaboration . The physical environment of campuses and 

studios can become a hidden curriculum that influences student attitudes and behaviors 

(Abdullah et al., 2011). A studio accommodating informal interactions will foster a mutual 

learning culture more effectively than closed and rigid studios. Cooperative learning in higher 

education enhances academic achievement, interpersonal relationships, and supportive 

attitudes compared to competitive individual learning (Johnson et al., 1998; Laal & Ghodsi, 

2012). 

 

Based on the literature above, it is conceptualized that the "educational square" is a paradigm 

in which studio spaces are treated similarly to a town square—open, inclusive, democratic, and 

fostering community (Shafar & Sari, 2021) . The studio as an educational square must give 

students a sense of ownership: they feel safe, proud, and free to express themselves within it, 

just as city residents take pride in their town square(Yan et al., 2022) . The socio-spatial 

approach helps ensure that spatial and social aspects align closely . Just as ideal urban public 

spaces must involve citizens in their design educational studio design should also involve 

students and lecturers as stakeholders. This study positions the Javanese alun-alun not merely 

as a cultural analogy, but as a culturally grounded socio-spatial framework for understanding 

collaborative studio environments in Indonesian higher education. In this sense, the concept of 

educational square offers a culturally grounded model that connects indigenous spatial 

philosophy with contemporary design pedagogy. 

 

Methodology  

 

This study employed a descriptive qualitative design using a socio-spatial observation 

approach to examine how spatial configuration influenced interaction and learning practices 

within a collaborative studio setting. The research was conducted in an open-plan collaborative 

studio in the Interior Design program of a private university in Surabaya, Indonesia. The study 

involved 60 students enrolled in Furniture Design Studio and Final Project Studio during the 

even semester of the 2024/2025 academic year. Data were collected over 14 weeks through 

direct observation, behavioral mapping, field notes, spatial documentation, and activity-based 

recording of student movement, group formation, and furniture use across peak and off-peak 

periods. The observations focused on three aspects: (1) mobility patterns, (2) spontaneous 

group formation, and (3) the use of furniture zones. Data were then analyzed thematically by 

identifying recurring socio-spatial patterns and interpreting them in relation to the 

characteristics of the Javanese alun-alun. 

 

Data analysis involved describing observational findings, identifying key themes, mapping 

studio areas, and comparing them qualitatively with alun-alun concepts. To enhance 

trustworthiness, observational findings were triangulated through informal conversations with 

students, photographic documentation, and comparison with relevant socio-spatial literature 

(DeFrain & Hong, 2020). 
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Analysis and Findings 

 

Description of Collaborative Studio Space The observed collaborative studio is an open space 

measuring 485.37 m², accommodating 120 students. The studio layout is designed without 

permanent partitions, featuring an exposed structural ceiling that provides a spacious and open 

impression . Based on observations and documentation, the studio is flexibly divided into 

several functional zones (see Figure 1) . At the center are large tables used communally; this 

area is where students gather for group discussions or consultations with lecturers. On one side 

of the space, individual desks are arranged as personal work areas typically used by students 

for independent tasks while remaining within the studio environment . Another edge of the 

room is equipped with several modular desks, easily rearranged to meet different activity needs. 

Desk configurations can be arranged in circles, squares, or scattered separately for small group 

work. 

 

 
Figure 1: Communal Table Area in the Collaborative Studio 

Source: Author (2025) 

 

In one corner of the studio, there is a lounge area equipped with bean bags and small working 

tables . This area offers a relaxed atmosphere, typically used by students for short breaks, 

informal discussions, or working in more relaxed postures (Figure 2). Lecturer or instructor 

desks are not fixed to a specific spot . Studio instructors typically move throughout the room 

during sessions, approaching various student groups . Overall, there is no rigid spatial 

hierarchy. Furniture and zoning arrangements change dynamically as needed . The studio is 

connected by large glass windows on three sides, providing natural lighting and exterior views, 

contributing to a bright and open ambiance. 
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Figure 2: Bean Bag Lounge Area in The Collaborative Studio. 

Source: Author (2025) 

 

Patterns of Activity and Interaction  

 

Observations reveal diverse patterns of space utilization and social interaction within the 

collaborative studio . Firstly, the studio functions throughout the day as a learning place, 

unbound by formal class schedules. Outside structured class hours, students continue to visit 

the studio for project work, consultation, or simply gathering . This positions the studio as a 

central learning space for students, perceived not only as a place for completing academic tasks 

but also as a consistently accessible environment for study, discussion, and informal exchange. 

The studio atmosphere is almost always lively. Mornings to afternoons typically feature guided 

or formal studio classes, while afternoons to evenings often see students engaged in 

independent work or peer discussions. 

 

Secondly, interactions are multi-directional and spontaneous . Unlike traditional classrooms 

where interactions are primarily unidirectional from teacher to student, communication in this 

collaborative studio occurs flexibly . Students discuss with peers to provide mutual feedback . 

Student groups present ideas and receive feedback from adjacent groups, while instructors 

circulate to give brief guidance from one table to another . Lecturers do not have podiums or 

fixed desks in front of the class . Instead, they move around and frequently sit among students, 

facilitating smooth interactions . Students appear more comfortable asking questions or sharing 

opinions in this informal setting. Several times, the researcher observed moments when a 

student struggling with their task spontaneously initiated a discussion with nearby peers, 

expanding the conversation to involve multiple participants. This type of interaction occurs 

naturally as students share the same unrestricted space. 

 

In several observed sessions, students moved between tables not only to consult with lecturers 

but also to observe peers’ work, ask brief questions, or respond to ongoing discussion. This 

movement pattern indicates that the studio’s open configuration enabled interaction to emerge 

through proximity and visibility rather than through scheduled discussion alone. 

 

Observational records showed that spontaneous peer interaction occurred repeatedly across the 

studio, particularly around the communal and modular table areas. Across repeated observation 

sessions, these zones consistently supported brief peer consultations, shared discussion, and 



 
   Volume: 8 Issue: 30 (June 2026) PP. 214-226 

220 
 

collaborative viewing of work in progress. During peak studio hours, several small-group 

discussions often took place simultaneously within the same open-plan setting, while students 

working individually remained visually connected to nearby activities and were occasionally 

drawn into short exchanges. The lounge corner and central communal tables appeared to be the 

most actively used zones for informal consultation, peer feedback, and shared laptop-based 

discussion. These observations suggest that the open-plan setting did not merely accommodate 

planned studio work, but also generated recurring opportunities for incidental academic 

exchange. 

 

Thirdly, various activities occur simultaneously in the studio . For instance, at one particular 

time, the researcher noted a group of students discussing design concepts at modular tables . 

Meanwhile, in the lounge corner, two students sat on bean bags exchanging ideas using laptops 

together . Elsewhere, several students worked diligently individually with headphones on. 

Although activities varied, they all occurred within the shared space . Interestingly, even 

students working individually reported enjoying doing so in the studio because they "feel a 

productive atmosphere" surrounded by peers . This aligns with findings by DeFrain and Hong 

(2020) that many students prefer independent study in communal spaces because the social 

atmosphere motivates them, despite remaining focused on their tasks. 

 

Fourthly, noise and crowd levels in the studio fluctuate depending on time and occupancy . 

During busy periods approaching deadlines, the studio becomes crowded with parallel 

discussions . Nevertheless, students exhibit adaptation mechanisms . Those requiring higher 

concentration move to quieter corners or use headphones . There is a collective tolerance for 

noise, viewed as part of studio culture . When the atmosphere becomes too quiet, some students 

softly play music on laptops as background noise to enliven the space . This demonstrates 

studio occupants' sense of ownership and comfort regarding the space. 

 

Fifthly, the collaborative studio also hosts semi-formal events such as mini-exhibitions and 

open discussions . During observation, student project displays were exhibited around the 

studio for collective viewing and discussion . Students from other cohorts and lecturers 

attended, momentarily transforming the studio into a gallery-like community meeting place . 

These events highlight the studio's flexibility in accommodating functions beyond class 

activities, similar to how a city square sometimes serves markets or special events. 

 

Overall, the observations indicate that the collaborative studio functions as a shared learning 

space that supports both structured academic activity and informal peer interaction. The open 

physical space allows diverse educational and social activities to coexist, fostering a culture of 

sharing and collaboration . Students do not merely attend to fulfill academic tasks but integrate 

the studio into their community life. The studio serves as a setting for learning, discussion, 

creative production, and everyday social exchange. 

 

Collaborative Studio as Educational Square 

 

Based on the findings, the analogy of an educational square within the collaborative studio 

context can be explained through several similarities between traditional city squares and 

collaborative studios in higher education. City squares are physically open spaces without 

barriers, accessible from multiple directions, and open to everyone . Similarly, collaborative 

studios are designed as open and accessible learning spaces that enable students and lecturers 

to occupy the same environment without rigid spatial separation. . All users share the same 
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space, creating a sense of equality and togetherness . There are no "closed doors" limiting 

interactions between different groups . This inclusive atmosphere facilitates spontaneous cross-

group interaction, much like a public square that enables people from different backgrounds to 

encounter one another in a shared setting (Oldenburg, 1999). In the observed studio, such 

interaction frequently emerged when students noticed peers’ work at adjacent tables, responded 

to ongoing discussion, or joined short exchanges without formal invitation. This suggests that 

openness and shared visibility played an active role in generating low-threshold social and 

academic contact. 

 

Symbolically, a square is the center of a town or village, surrounded by important buildings 

such as palaces, mosques, and markets, serving as an orientation point for community activities. 

Similarly, collaborative studios within study programs function as centers of learning 

communities: all students identify the studio as the heart of their academic activities . The 

studio becomes a central learning space where announcements circulate, departmental 

discussions take place, and everyday academic culture is continuously formed. In other words, 

the collaborative studio provides a strong sense of place for the student community and 

reinforces a collective identity centered on shared participation in the studio environment. This 

sense of ownership is reflected in how students maintain and utilize the space throughout the 

day . This sense of belonging among students aligns with the findings of DeFrain & Hong that 

communal campus spaces can enhance students’ attachment to their academic environment 

(DeFrain & Hong, 2020). 

 

Squares serve various purposes and are multifunctional (Ashadi, 2017) . Collaborative studios 

similarly exhibit multifunctionality . Within the same space, formal educational activities 

(lectures, mentoring), independent work, student organizational meetings, and exhibitions or 

general discussions occur. The flexible furniture layout supports rapid transformation of space 

functions . For example, during presentations, modular tables are moved aside, and the central 

area becomes a presentation "stage." Afterward, this area can revert to a group workspace . 

This spatial adaptability is advantageous because education requires spaces capable of 

accommodating increasingly diverse learning activities (Niemi, 2021) . In architectural and 

design terminology, such a collaborative studio can be viewed as a socio-spatial assemblage 

capable of supporting various pedagogical scenarios (Dovey & Fisher, 2014). 

 

One primary function of a square is to encourage spontaneous social interactions . People can 

meet, converse, exchange news, or express aspirations in this public space (Oldenburg, 1999). 

Collaborative studios fulfill a similar function academically . When everyone gathers in the 

same space simultaneously, opportunities for interaction significantly increase . Observations 

frequently noted spontaneous discussions and conversations among students across groups . 

For instance, a student noticing a friend's project at another table might approach and comment, 

triggering a brief discussion . These spontaneous interactions enrich the learning process, as 

students receive input not only from lecturers but also from peers, supporting peer learning, 

which is vital in higher education . Furthermore, academic social networks become stronger. 

In this way, the studio develops into a social learning environment in which people, practices, 

and shared activities are brought into closer relationship. 

 

Squares in Javanese history are often seen as symbols of local democracy, where the people's 

voices can be heard . In collaborative studios, democratization is evident from the reduced 

formal distance between lecturers and students. Lecturers act as facilitators rather than 

authority figures . Students feel freer to express their opinions without hesitation due to the 
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casual discussion atmosphere . This egalitarian atmosphere is believed to boost students' self-

confidence and active participation in learning processes (Emam et al., 2019) . Individuals feel 

their voices are heard, just as in squares where everyone is free to express ideas. 

 

In addition to these similarities, there are differences between squares and collaborative 

studios, primarily regarding community scope and nature . Squares are broadly public and 

heterogeneous (entire community), while collaborative studios are limited to the academic 

community of related study programs . However, this does not diminish the analogy’s 

relevance; instead, it underscores the necessity of a central space that unites community 

members at the academic community scale. 

 

This study's findings align with literature on innovative learning spaces . For instance, 

Sigurðardóttir et al . (2021) found that open spaces encourage collaboration and closer teacher-

student relationships . Lai et al . (2020) also emphasized that social practices and space shape 

each other (co-becoming) . Collaborative culture thrives when supported by conducive spaces 

. Conversely, collaboratively designed spaces demand behavioral adaptation to optimize their 

use. In this case, the inherently collaborative design studio culture (Schön, 1987) finds its ideal 

physical space, thus reinforcing each other. 

 

From a pedagogical perspective, communal spaces like collaborative studios support 

contextual and social learning approaches aligned with communities of practice (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991). Students learn not only from formal instruction but also from everyday 

interactions within their practice community . Ideas and knowledge circulate informally in the 

studio . Students learn new techniques from observing peers or gain design inspiration from 

casual conversations . This situation extends learning beyond formal curriculum, making it 

more holistic, resonating with Oldenburg's (1999) concept of third place . The studio acts as a 

"third place" for students, apart from home and formal classrooms, where substantive informal 

learning occurs. The findings suggest that spatial openness increased the visibility of peers’ 

activities, which in turn encouraged unplanned observation, brief conversation, and feedback 

exchange. Rather than functioning only as a workspace, the studio supported repeated low-

threshold interaction that strengthened students’ participation in a shared learning environment. 

 

Design Implications and Recommendations  

 

These findings have several significant implications. First, from an educational space design 

perspective, open and flexible collaborative studios positively influence learning dynamics . 

Therefore, educational facility planners are encouraged to provide at least one communal space 

per study program or learning group, accessible to students throughout the day. Such spaces 

should be designed with principles of flexibility, comfort, and supporting technology, like 

adequate Wi-Fi and projectors . Aesthetic aspects and ambiance are also important . Natural 

lighting, warm colors, and student-produced decorative elements can enhance user ownership. 

Second, institutional support and policies are crucial for collaborative studios to truly become 

educational square. Policies allowing flexible access hours (e.g., keeping studios open late) 

optimize student utilization. Additionally, a collective culture and agreement on space usage, 

such as cleanliness, equipment security, and noise tolerance, should be established. 

 

Third, not all lecturers or students automatically adapt to open-space formats . Pedagogical 

support and adaptation are necessary, particularly for lecturers, aligning teaching methods with 

collaborative studio environments (Niemi, 2021) . Lecturers may require facilitation skills 
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rather than traditional lecturing . Lecturers may need to develop facilitation skills rather than 

rely on conventional lecturing methods . Students also need guidance on utilizing spatial 

freedom productively, including effective time and task management within a relaxed 

atmosphere. Gislason (2018) emphasizes that pedagogical transformation accompanying 

spatial changes requires time and commitment; therefore, faculties should encourage dialogue 

and training regarding the use of innovative spaces (Gislason, 2018). 

 

Fourth, although the findings of this study underscore numerous benefits of collaborative 

studios, challenges such as noise or potential distractions must still be anticipated . Design 

solutions such as providing small breakout rooms or quiet corners around the studio can 

balance the need for high concentration. Acoustic furniture or regulated usage hours could be 

implemented as needed without compromising the openness of the space. By maintaining a 

balance between quiet zones and interaction zones, collaborative spaces can cater to diverse 

learning preferences (DeFrain & Hong, 2020). 

 

Fifth, it is essential to consider replicating this concept in other academic disciplines. This study 

focuses on design education, traditionally studio-based . However, the educational square-

space principle can be applied more broadly. Further research could explore the 

implementation of collaborative spaces within different disciplinary contexts and their impacts 

on specific learning outcomes. 

 

Conclusion  

 

This research concludes that collaborative studios can function effectively as an educational 

square, serving as central learning spaces that support interaction and the formation of learning 

communities in higher education. Through a socio-spatial observational approach, it was 

revealed that the open, flexible, and inclusive design of studio spaces fosters rich and dynamic 

collaborative learning experiences . The examined collaborative studio exhibited 

characteristics akin to a public square: it is open to everyone, central to various activities, 

accommodates diverse functions, and spontaneously facilitates social and academic 

interactions. Within this environment, students and lecturers cultivate a more egalitarian 

academic culture, where formal instruction is extended through everyday interaction, informal 

exchange, and shared participation. 

 

These findings have implications for multiple stakeholders. For designers and architects, the 

study highlights the importance of spatial openness, flexible furniture arrangements, and 

shared-access zones in fostering collaborative learning behavior. For universities, the findings 

emphasize that studio environments should be treated not merely as instructional rooms, but as 

socially productive learning infrastructures that support belonging, interaction, and informal 

knowledge exchange. For policymakers and institutional planners, this study suggests that 

investment in collaborative learning spaces should be aligned with pedagogical goals, cultural 

context, and long-term student engagement rather than only physical capacity or efficiency. 

 

Theoretically, this study contributes a culturally grounded socio-spatial framework that extends 

discussion on learning environments beyond dominant Western paradigms by demonstrating 

how the principles of the Javanese alun-alun can be used to interpret openness, inclusivity, 

multifunctionality, and relational learning in collaborative studio settings. 
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Although this study is limited to a single studio case, it contributes to a better understanding of 

how physical space shapes social learning dynamics in higher education. By framing the 

collaborative studio as an educational square, the study shows that culturally responsive spatial 

design can support openness, belonging, and interaction within learning communities, 

particularly in non-Western contexts such as Indonesia. Future research may extend this work 

by examining similar collaborative environments across disciplines and by exploring their 

relationship to measurable learning outcomes. 
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