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“ People visiting the studio often comment on how much we 
laugh. Since IÕve become aware of this, I  use it as a barometer  of 
how comfor tably we are expressing ourselves.” 
Mau, B. (2000) Life Style. p91 

 

 
 
MCD Studio is a research community oriented towards the creative development 
and expression of practice based knowledge objects and systems in the context of 
contemporary information ecologies. That means we make and think about stuff 
in relation to media, communications, design and technology. 
 
In this studio we have and are, endeavouring to embrace and explore how 
different communications practices and forms collaborate through a studio 
methodology. The studio is comprised of two honours programmes, a 
postgraduate cohort, undergraduate students, funded commercial research, 
group projects and individual practitioner researchers. The disciplines of each 
participant are diverse and have specific individual requirements and outcomes. 
This diversity is managed and supported through the studio practice that MCD 
utilises which combines social software resources with face to face studio work to 
support collaborative, iterative and critical design and knowledge artefacts.  
 
MCD Studio defines its studio practice as principally learning by doing. Like most 
design disciplines it encourages an iterative project based methodology, however 
this is extended into disciplines that ordinarily do not define themselves in such 
ways (for example communication studies). A number of different methods, tools 
and structures are used to enable this. 



 
Projects are the key vehicle for this model of studio practise. Undertaken both 
individually and in collaboration, the projects are both scalable, and are able to 
engage with discreet real questions. For example two recently completed student 
projects; Dear  John a student initiated, three month communication campaign in 
the lead up to the 2003 Australian Federal election. In this project students 
explored and applied communication design methods for political advocacy and 
community engagement. The second project Hot Rod Biology was undertaken by 
an individual student, located in New Zealand who visited the studio twice yearly 
over three years. In this case the objective of the project was to explore the nature 
of design practice and the various it occurs within. This model applies to 
everything from individual interests to funded industry projects. 
 
Collaboration is an essential aspect of studio practice, but not something happens 
without appropriate scaffolding and contexts. These collaborations maybe 
student initiated but the principles underlying our collaboration model are: 
recognition and respect of and for, disciplinary difference and acknowledgement 
of that which falls outside of our known areas of expertise and expectation.  
Within MCD Studio we recognise that collaboration is a skill that needs to be 
taught and enabled and in some contexts can assess; and we have explored 
various ways of doing this. These include collaborations across design and 
communication studies students as an introductory project within their honours 
study; we have also facilitated collaborative partnerships between honours and 
PhD students on commercial research projects. Example methods of how to 
acculturate and assess these collaborative studio projects and their outcomes will 
inform our participation in this workshop.  
 
Key methods for enabling studio practice are reflection and critique. This is 
supported by an iterative design methodology, involving cycles of imagination, 
creation and critique. By breaking projects into smaller reflective cycles, 
graduates develop more agile methods for responding to serendipity and 
constraint. One artefact of this process, is a propensity for risk taking and 
experimentation, the corollary of this being that ways need to be found to support 
error and failure as legitimate and valuable learning outcomes. This is only viable 
within a process-based methodology, where critique ad reflection allows the 
participants to discover, identify and think, through this applied activity. This can 
prove to be a challenging experience for students at all levels. A number of 
strategies are available to mentor students in this practice. 
 
Activities such as peer review interrupt and punctuate the design activity forcing 
the student to engage in the various phases of the project evolution rather than it 
being focused only on the product or finished outcome. They are making, they 
need time to stop and think about the making, in this process we are wanting 
students to become aware of the craft of making that is not evident only in the 
made but is realised through the very activities of making in itself.  
 



Extensive use is made of social software technologies to support student learning 
within MCD studio. This includes the use of personal blogs, wikis, email lists and 
social software resources such as del.icio.us, flickr, and CiteULike. These are 
blended into the studio learning environment to support the sharing and 
discovery of knowledge resources across disciplinary boundaries. They have also 
been fundamental to the integration of off campus students and research 
collaborators into the MCD studio. A consequence of these technologies and 
activities is the extension of the studio as a community so that distinctions 
between what the professional and the personal that constitute community 
become supported. This includes regular social activities (dinners, shared 
lunches, birthdays) as well as more informal and impromptu events. This 
community emerges out of the practices that constitute our studio model and are 
in contrast to some models of professional community that tend to be top down. 
Within MCD studio academics are co–members of the studio collaborating as 
peers in projects, for example projects may be staff or student initiated and 
participation on projects is shared between all studio members, while also 
recognising differences between expertise and experience of the participants. 
This valuing of difference aids in the sustainability of our community model.  
 

 
 
Studio culture and practice is not a panacea. It requires nurturing and the 
understanding and acceptance of creative possibilities and the contradictions this 
can produce. It is a deeply critical environment where work is routinely subject to 
informed and structured critique where broader design and academic discourses 
are applied. The studio is not a garret, a place to which you retire to work in 
silence and isolation. It is playful, generative, and transitory, a passageway 
through which we pass and in that process develop the creative and meta–critical 
skills that are transferable to numerous other contexts and practices. A studio 
requires others, and others are inherently messy and complex, in this process we 
uncover truths about ourselves and our practice. One of the challenges for the 
adoption of this model within HCI and other non-traditional studio contexts is 
that studios that are productive and successful tend to be irreverent towards 
hierarchies and bureaucracies and so can be difficult to implement successfully 
within traditional institutions. This can be evidenced through the resistance to 
changes that need to be made in assessment practices, teaching styles, and the 



model of ‘content’ that teaching adopts, as well as confronting the expectations of 
students in relation to their experience of learning. In this workshop we will draw 
on our experience within MCD Studio. 
 
 

 


