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Welcome

About The Open College of the Arts (OCA)

OCA is a leading provider of flexible, open learning courses, a thriving educational charity, 

and part of the University for the Creative Arts (UCA). Founded in 1987 by Michael Young, Lord 

Young of Dartington, OCA’s charitable purpose is to widen participation in arts education. We 

achieve this through embedding our values of openness and flexibility into how our courses 

are designed, structured and taught. This means producing high quality learning materials that 

are open and flexible enough for all students to have meaningful learning experiences, and a 

teaching model that allows you to work flexibly, where and when you want. Supporting this 

approach are tutors, who are experienced educators and creative practitioners, also working 

flexibly, and at a distance. UCA are a leading specialist arts institution that have validated the 

educational quality of OCA courses for many years.

About your course

Welcome to the Interior Design 1: Exploring Principles & Theories. The course is designed to equip 

you with the basic creative and practical skills to allow you to expand your practical knowledge 

of the core principles of Interior Design. It will build your confidence so that you can begin 

to imagine and speculate on new spaces, becoming a spatial dreamer, turning your creative 

visions into well realised and presented visions.  

As a Level 1 (HE4) course unit it introduces you to higher education study, and encourages 

you to develop a rigorous approach to acquiring a broad knowledge base; employ a range of 

specialised skills; evaluate information, using it to plan and develop investigative strategies and 

to determine solutions to a variety of unpredictable problems; and operate in a range of varied 

and specific contexts, taking responsibility for the nature and quality of outputs.

The course unit was written by experienced academics and creative practitioners in 

collaboration with OCA and aims to:

• To allow you to explore basic interior design principles through observation and analysis 

of existing spaces and designs and develop an understanding of the circulation and use of 

space.

• To allow you to explore the basic elements of interior design including architectural 

structures, major features, lighting and materials and build your spatial design vocabulary 

within the context of precedent designs.

• To introduce you to a basic level of formal and informal methods of creative exploration 

and communication, including sketching, model making, schematics, technical drawing 

and digital visualisation.

• To develop your reflective skills and evaluate appropriateness using the core principles of 

the unit.
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Exploring Principles & Theories is divided into five parts, corresponding to the five course 

assignments. The first assignment will enable your tutor to get to know you, review your work 

so far and decide how best to help you in future.

Each part of the course addresses a different issue or topic and is separated into a series of 

projects designed to tackle the topic in bite-sized chunks.  As well as information and advice, 

each project offers research, reading and exercises to encourage writing. The exercises slowly 

build up into the assignments that you’ll send to your tutor.

The course will be contextualised through analysis and exploration of current and historical 

precedents and will culminate in the communication of a final design in response to a written 

brief. To achieve this, you will be introduced to the root principles in design and develop skills in 

the following key areas:

• Basic principles of space, and of the elements that make up an “interior”. 

• How to analyse spaces in the built environment through observation and consideration of 

human interaction, movement, motion and zoning. 

• Architectural elements of space and how these can influence and shape the way we use 

them. 

• How to explore and unpick a brief, whilst challenging the parameters of interior design. 

• Expression of these principles through the development of your communication skills both 

visual and technical. 

• Using digital and analogue techniques, you will create an imaginative and challenging 

response to the aforementioned brief.
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Throughout the unit, you will be encouraged to reflect and contextualise on your development 

and progress and evaluate your design practice. 

You will be supported through the course unit by receiving formative feedback from a tutor, 

to help you develop your work. At the end of your course unit, if you are working towards a 

qualification, you will be able to submit for summative (formal) assessment.  

On satisfactory completion of the course unit you will be able to demonstrate the following 

learning outcomes:

• Begin to use multiple forms of media to demonstrate research, observation and analysis of 

existing spaces and designs, and develop an understanding of the circulation and use of 

space.

• Begin to use multiple forms of media to demonstrate an understanding of the basic 

elements of interior design including architectural structures, major features, lighting, 

materials and spatial design vocabulary and express how these inform interior spaces.

• Begin to demonstrate a thorough approach to creative exploration and communication by 

evidencing sketches, model making, schematics, technical drawing and digital visualisation.

• Begin to adopt and communicate effective reflective skills and evaluation of the design 

outcome, appropriate to the core principles of the unit.

Getting started 

“…there are other possibilities for design: one is to use design as a means of speculating 

how things could be - speculative design. This form of design thrives on imagination and 

aims to open up new perspectives on what are sometimes called wicked problems, to 

create spaces for discussion and debate about alternative ways of being, and to inspire and 

encourage people’s imagination to flow freely.”

Anthony Dunne, Fiona Raby, 2013 (MIT Press, 2013, p2)

If you are new to OCA and to distance learning, the following seven short exercises will help you 

get started. If you have already studied another HE4 or Foundation course with OCA, you may 

want to use this section as a refresher. 

The exercises are designed to help you prepare for your course unit by establishing a learning 

log, setting up your working space and study schedule. They also prepare you for your initial 

contact with your tutor and to say hello to fellow students. You should be able to work through 

these reasonably quickly, and the time invested will help you throughout your studies. 
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Research task: Studying at HE

If you are a new or returning student, there are a number of things you can do to help support 

your study at higher education. 

Visit OCA’s #weareoca blog and read through some of the study tips section:  

https://weareoca.com/category/students/study-tips/

These posts are regularly added to, so keep an eye open for new additions. You can also 

comment on existing posts, or contact OCA if you would like to see new posts on a specific 

subject. 

You may want to undertake OCA’s free Introduction to studying in HE course. This is a free 

online course that takes between five and ten hours to complete. It's designed to introduce you 

to some important concepts and practical techniques that will help you as you prepare to study 

in HE, possibly for the first time. www.oca-student.com/introduction-studying-he

Image of #weareoca
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Being an OCA student

As a distance learning student you receive learning materials that take you through the content 

of each course unit. Your materials provide case studies, links to resources and suggested 

research, and are typically structured into five parts covering a number of different topics. Each 

part contains research tasks, exercises, and projects that encourages you to undertake your 

own research, make work, and reflect on your progress. Work your way through one part at 

a time in chronological order, undertaking any tasks and documenting your work as you go 

in your learning log. These tasks are designed to be as accessible as possible, so all students, 

regardless of their circumstances can participate. There is usually room to adjust tasks to suit 

your needs and this is something OCA can support you with. Once you complete a given part, 

you will submit a selection of your work and your learning log to your tutor, who will review it 

and provide you with formative feedback.

Research task: Being a student

You will have received a current Student Handbook when you enrolled. Read through it to 

find out more about what OCA can offer you and how OCA works. Refer back to your Student 

Handbook if you have any questions at a later date. 

The OCA student site [www.oca-student.com] will be a key resource for you during your studies 

with OCA, so take some time to familiarise yourself with it. Log onto the OCA student website 

and watch the video guide to using the website. 

The OCA discuss site [https://discuss.oca-student.com/] helps to connect OCA students 

together. 
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Feedback from your tutor

Tutor feedback can be written or verbal, depending on what you would rather receive. Written 

feedback will be in the form of a PDF tutor report. Verbal feedback will be provided online 

through Google Meet or by telephone with a summary written by your tutor. All tutor feedback 

will be timely, well-grounded, constructive, and challenging. It will reflect on the work you have 

produced and provide pointers on how you can improve. Tutors provide feedback at the end of 

each part of the course unit.

Research task: The role of the tutor

You can find out more about the role of your tutor through watching this short video:  

[https://vimeo.com/180282269]

You may also want to find out what kind of practitioner your specific tutor is by looking at their 

profile: www.oca.ac.uk/our-tutors/

Tip: Reflecting on your feedback 

It’s important to reflect on feedback in your learning log, identifying what you feel are the key 

themes and areas for development. This will help you develop a better understanding of what 

you are taking from your feedback, help you develop a reflective approach to your studies, and 

help your tutor in how they tailor their feedback for you. If you’re using a public facing blog, 

and want to quote from the feedback, please refer to ‘your tutor’ rather than by naming them 

personally. You should act on this feedback as you progress through the course unit and can 

rework any elements prior to submitting for assessment. 
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Assessment

Once you have completed each part of the course and received feedback from your tutor, 

you can submit for summative assessment to one of three annual assessment events. For 

assessment you’ll need to submit a cross-section of the work you’ve done on this course unit, as 

outlined in your assessment guidelines, available from:

www.oca-student.com/resource-type/assessment-guidelines

Your work will be assessed using your degree assessment criteria, available from:

www.oca-student.com/resource-type/assessment-criteria

While it’s useful to know how you are being assessed from the start of your course, there’s 

plenty of time to prepare. Further information about assessment can be found in your Student 

Handbook, and more detailed information in your Student Regulations. There is staged 

information throughout to help guide you through the assessment process. If you have any 

questions about assessment, make a note of them to ask your tutor later on.

Supporting your learning

Alongside providing learning materials and access to a tutor, OCA supports your learning by 

providing access to key texts, an online library, and other online resources.

Throughout the course unit you will be asked to undertake research into the work of other 

creative practitioners or to conduct your own research. Use the library and other resources 

available to you. You might also want to access other reliable online resources.

Research task: Accessing the library and key texts

As an OCA student, you have online access to UCA’s online library resources. To find out how to 

log on, and what resources are available, please visit:  

www.oca-student.com/resource-type/online-libraries/uca-online-library

To support your studies, OCA has provided a number of key texts related to your course unit’s 

reading list as scanned and downloadable articles, available from:  

www.oca-student.com/resource-type/scanned-library-articles
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Research task: Harvard Referencing

At Level 1 you should start to develop the habit of referencing any research you undertake in 

your learning log using the Harvard reference system. The Harvard reference system makes it 

easy to locate any reference to the work of others and also prevents any accidental plagiarism. 

To find out how to use Harvard, please look at this resource: 

https://www.oca-student.com/resource-type/academic-referencing

Exercise 1: What do you want / need from the course unit?

At HE Level 4, the course unit aims to introduce some of the main ideas and practices of your 

creative discipline, and for you to begin to explore how you can creatively and critically respond 

to these. Level 1 is very much about exploration, so it’s a good starting point to consider what 

you might want or need to explore. To help you think about this, consider what you want and 

what you might need from the course unit? For example, whether there are areas you are keen 

to explore for the first time, gaps in your knowledge you would like to develop, areas you would 

like to expand, or study skills you would like to brush up on.

Write a short paragraph or around 5 bullet points identifying what you want and what you 

might need from the course unit.

To help support your learning it’s also useful for your tutor to get a sense of your own creative 

background, your expectations of the course unit, motivations for this level of study, and any 

other information you‘d like to share. Write a short paragraph or 5 bulletin points summarising 

what you’re bringing to the course unit. 

This may be a good opportunity to consider any personal or health issues that might impact on 

your ability to study. Contact Learner Support to make them aware, and to access guidance and 

support: [learnersupport@oca.ac.uk]
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Learning logs

As an OCA student you need to keep a learning log as a way of documenting your creative 

responses to this course unit, your reflections on your progress, and as a way of sharing your 

work with your tutor. 

A learning log should be a summary of your creative process, documenting the various stages 

you have gone through, with visual examples, and a brief narrative explaining or reflecting on 

your creative process and outcomes. It is helpful if your learning log makes reference to each 

part of the course unit including any exercise titles or research tasks. 

OCA students choose to keep their learning log as an online blog, notebook, or as a digital file. 

One advantage of using a blog is that it allows you to document your work as you progress, in a 

format that is ready to submit to your tutor. It makes sharing your work simple, especially if you 

have a lot of digital elements. Keeping one blog per course unit makes it easier for your tutor 

and assessors to access. 

You may also find it useful to have notebooks as well as a blog. For example, to take notes 

at gallery visits so things are fresh in your mind. You can type up your notes and add any 

photos onto your blog afterwards. Some students use their mobile phones to flick through 

sketchbooks to add to their blogs, rather than posting them. Alternatively, some students 

produce short audio or video logs (vlogs) to record their reflections as part of their blogs.

You may find that you start out using one method but feel you may prefer the other. Don’t 

worry this is perfectly normal and all part of your learning journey - simply let your tutor know 

which method works best for you.

Tip: summarising your learning

Whatever form of learning log you decide to use, get into the habit of going through what 

you’ve produced and summarising your key learning for your tutor. See this summary as a 

signpost to your learning, so you’re pointing out key moments or blog posts. This will save them 

having to read, watch, or listen to your entire log to find out what’s been important to you. It 

also encourages you to be more reflective and succinct in your approach.

Setting up and using your blog from the start of your course unit can save a lot of work when 

you finally come to assessment. By presenting your creative process, summarising your 

learning, and reflecting on the results, you’ll be documenting your learning journey while it’s 

fresh in your mind. 
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Exercise 2: Setting up your learning log

Your learning log should present your creative process, and summarise and reflect on your 

learning as you go. 

To set up an online learning log follow these steps and use the OCA blog template to help you 

get started:

www.oca-student.com/resource-type/study-guide/oca-wordpress-blog-template

If you’re not using a blog, establish how you might use folders, sketchbooks, or a digital file as 

your learning log.

From your experience on previous OCA courses you may already have a learning log that you 

want to continue to use. If so, you will need to establish a way in which to clearly indicate when 

your old course ends and your new one begins, for example by tagging your posts.

You can find more guides on the OCA student website on Introducing Learning logs and 

Keeping an Online Blog. https://www.oca-student.com/

There are many blog posts at #weareoca about learning logs. Do some research to see how 

other students have approached theirs. https://weareoca.com/?s=learning+log
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Exercise 3: Analyse, reflect and be critical 

Throughout the course, you will, at times, be asked to analyse, reflect and be critical. You may 

do this in the context of your own work and/or in the context of other people's’ work, including 

your peers. 

Analysis involves observing with close attention in order to understand its constituent parts. 

You may analyse an interior, or you could analyse an academic text. You may also analyse a 

process that you have adopted in your own work, or even your own work itself.

Reflection is a method of thoughtful observation or consideration that often involves thinking 

about and recognising significant or meaningful moments. Reflection can often be personal 

and involve an evaluation of your own development/aims. 

Critiquing or being critical is a form of assessment that identifies significance, evaluates 

strengths and weaknesses,  prioritises facts and makes reasoned judgments.

This exercise is designed to introduce the idea of analysing, critiquing and reflecting on the 

work of others in relation to your own pathway, and to give you some material for your first 

learning log entry or blogpost. It shouldn’t take long to complete. 

There is a common misconception that interior design primarily involves the application and 

“styling” of surface materials. This notion has been perpetuated by television shows and as such 

misrepresented the practice of interior design. Experienced Interior Educator, Ro Spankie (AVA, 

2009, p12), highlights this discrepancy in her book,  Basic Interior Architecture: Drawing Out the 

Interior.

“Interior architecture, interior design and interior decoration are all the terms describing the 

creation of internal space. Differences between the terms have more to do with the scale 

of the intervention than with the intent. Interior architecture implies that the intervention 

will have architectural scale to it, including the manipulation of structural elements…

interior design engages at the scale of an individual space so will include the arrangement 

of built-in elements and more mobile furniture, while interior decoration is concerned with 

surface effect. The terms apply to proposals within both existing and new buildings. All are 

concerned with how space is understood and occupied…”

Using your learning log. find and upload images of interior spaces designed by both interior 

designers and interior decorators. Analyse, critique and reflect on the images to explore their 

differences, in relation to this course and your own objectives. 

Use the text you’ve generated to create your first blog post or learning log entry. 

Finally, you may want to be self-reflective by considering your experience of doing the exercise. 

Did you find this an easy or difficult task? Did it raise any interesting issues or areas you want to 

develop further? Write a sentence or two picking up on any points in your learning log.
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Managing your time

Your course unit requires around 400 learning hours and can be undertaken flexibly, part-time, 

or closer to full-time study, depending on how quickly you want to learn. You have a maximum 

of two years to complete these learning hours, but if you spread your learning over too long a 

timeframe it’s easy to lose momentum. With this in mind, you might want to aim to complete 

this course unit within 12 months (working approximately 8 hours per week), 8 months (at 

14 hours per week) or at a full time rate of around 4 months (at 28 hours per week). These 

timeframes will depend on how much time you can commit to study, so it’s good to be realistic 

about what is manageable for you and your tutor.

Allow around 20% of your learning hours for reflection and keeping your learning log up to 

date.

During the course unit your tutor will suggest dates by which your next assignment is due 

based on which of these time frames you want to work within. Deadlines can be renegotiated if 

needed in discussion with your tutor, so long as they fit within the overall maximum time frame 

for the course unit.

Allocating regular time for your studies will help you balance your course work with the rest 

of your life. It’s important to be realistic about what you can achieve. For example, don’t try 

to undertake the course full-time, while working full-time, and juggling everything else you 

do. You’ll end up seeing the course as ‘another thing to do’ which won’t be useful for your 

motivation or creativity. It’s much better to give yourself some breathing space to enjoy the 

challenge of your studies.

Tip: Pomodoro technique

The Pomodoro references the popular tomato-shaped food timer. Developed by Francesco 

Cirillo as a technique to help manage working time, the technique simply structures your focus 

on a task into 25 minute blocks with short breaks in-between. In other words:

1. Identify the task to be done. For example, doing a drawing or reading a text

2. Set a timer for 20-25 minutes (it doesn’t have to be a Pomodoro!)

3. Work on the task

4. When the timer goes, have a short break. 

5. Then set the timer and start again

After more than four cycles, take a longer break

It can help with concentration and focus, and helps to see what can be achieved in a short 

period of time. You can find free online Pomodoro timers here: http://www.online-timers.com/

pomodoro-timers
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Research task: Study tips / visiting interiors 

#weareoca have a regular blog thread focusing on study tips and hearing from students’ 

experiences of studying. Visit the blog and read through some of the posts:  

https://weareoca.com/category/students/study-tips/

If you are able, you should supplement your practical studies with regular visits to interior 

spaces, exhibitions, museums and galleries,architecture/interior design practices, supplier 

outlets; such as contract furniture companies, trade shows and manufacturers. Seeing the work 

of others 'in the flesh' is an important aspect of art study and a source of inspiration, a way to 

pick up new and exciting ideas. Look online and make a note of exhibitions that feature interior 

design or architecture. Visit as many as you can. If you’re travelling some distance, plan your 

time carefully and try not to cram too much into your day. 

External Visits

As an interior designer you may make many external visits, initially to meet a client and discuss 

a brief, followed by additional visits to observe, analyse and measure locations. As part of 

your learning journey at the OCA there will be times that you will be expected to make these 

external visits to public spaces to undertake research and analysis. With this in mind, it is 

essential that you observe good health and safety practices. Always ensure that you are safe, 

have enough protection from weather, have clear directions and transport to and from your site 

and also have permission to be there.  

Tip: Good Habits

Noticing your environment is crucial to becoming a good designer. Drawing hones our visual 

sense and teaches us to see the world around us in a unique way. We expect you to build and 

maintain those skills of looking and recording alongside your project work. Be curious, notice 

details and materials, collect images, record ideas. This will stand you in good stead when 

projects give you the opportunity to develop your own subject matter.

 A good way of collecting this visual information is to keep a sketchbook and photo-log. There’s 

no right way to keep a sketchbook but make it your constant companion. Try to draw every 

day, even if only for a few seconds. If all else fails, do ‘drawing in your head’. Spend time actively 

looking, trying to judge the angle of a chair, the junction between different surfaces or the 

quality of light and how it reflects on materials or creates shadows.
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Tip: Additional support

Remember that if you have difficulty with any of your deadlines please get in touch with your 

tutor. They can discuss how quickly you want to work and set a suggested deadline during your 

Google Meet/phone conversation. 

Additional support is available from the OCA Head Office in the form of Course Support, 

Student Services and Learner Support. You can email Course Support [coursesupport@

oca.ac.uk] for answers to course content or subject related questions. Student Services 

[studentadvice@oca.ac.uk] if you have queries around study resources, time frames, finance and 

funding, or any general enquiries. Or contact Learner Support [learnersupport@oca.ac.uk] if any 

personal or health issues begin to impact on your ability to study.

Exercise 4: Managing your time 

Depending on your circumstances, you might allocate time in different ways - a day a week, an 

hour a day, larger blocks of time such as weekends or holidays, or a combination of approaches.

Ask yourself the following questions?

• How much time you can allocate to your studies each week?

• What is my most/least productive time of the day?

• How well do I manage time?

If your course unit requires around 400 hours learning, you can break this down further by 

allocating 80 hours for each of the five parts of the course unit. Within each part you might 

want to subdivide your 80 hours by the number of topics, exercises or other tasks. Look at the 

contents page of this course unit to see how many there are. This should give you a rough idea 

of how long you need to spend on activities. Of course, it’s hard to know how long things take 

until you’ve done them. Perhaps use this Getting Started section as a benchmark - how long 

will it take you to get through all of the exercises?

Once you have answered these questions, make a rough weekly study plan that is realistic and 

you can stick to. This will help you meet your deadlines you set with your tutor, share this plan 

when you introduce yourself to your tutor, and make a note in your learning log, so you can 

refer back to it later on.
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Resources

In order to study you will also need some resources. These will differ depending on what you’re 

studying. At a basic level you may need drawing and writing tools, paper, sketchbooks, and 

access to libraries or digital resources. Having some photography equipment is an advantage 

when working at a distance to help document your work. The camera on your phone will often 

be fine. If you have an SLR Camera even better. A tripod or ‘gorilla grip’ style flexible mount (for 

camera or phone) will be really useful. You won’t need professional lighting but make sure you 

have a few sources of ordinary lighting, both to make sure you work in decent light levels at all 

times and to use for documenting your work.

Some courses require the use of specialist software, so along with a computer, you will also 

need to download and install these applications. Where possible we have highlighted ‘freeware’ 

options, that are available free of charge, as well as industry standard software you may want to 

purchase.

Here’s a general list of equipment that you may need throughout the course:

• a computer or laptop with internet connection

• sketchbook/s of your choice 

• sheets of cartridge paper: A4, A3, A2

• clutch pencil

• graphite pencils

• selection of black pens, fibre tips, fine liners, brush pens, etc. 

• paint and brushes (optional)

• coloured pencils (optional) 

• coloured felt pens (optional) 

• PVA glue, UHU glue and glue stick 

• scalpel (Swann Morton no 3 scalpel handle with 10A blades)

• an A4 file (with loose plastic sleeves – optional) 

• double-sided tape and masking tape

A list of additional materials specifically for model making is listed within each part where 

necessary. 

Some courses require the use of specialist software, so along with a computer, you will also 

need to download and install these applications. Where possible we have highlighted ‘freeware’ 

options, that are available free of charge, as well as industry standard software you may want to 

purchase.
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Here is a list of digital resources and software you will need:

A personal computer you have reliable and regular access to, and is equipped with up to date 

software and has this operating system installed.

Google Drive, which is a free service provided by Google. It is an online file sharing system 

based on the cloud, so you can access it from anywhere. You will be expected to upload files 

from your computer and share them with your tutor, and submit documents for assessment 

using Google Drive.

Google mail, this service hosts all OCA email address as a free service through Gmail. Personal 

email addresses should not be used for OCA studies.

Online learning logs, are required for the update of supporting studies by the OCA as a distance 

learning institution. The OCA recommend Wordpress, however any online blogging platform 

may be used.

Adobe Creative Cloud contains a suite of industry standard image editing and layout software, 

such as Photoshop, InDesign and Illustrator. Student discounts are available to licence Adobe 

Creative Cloud.

Vectorworks is software that can sketch, draw and model. It can be downloaded for free with 

your OCA student email. 

Sketchup is a more basic 3D builder that is suitable for level 1. It can be accessed for free online.

Having some photography equipment is an advantage when working at a distance to help 

document your work. The camera on your phone and a way to print images is enough. If you 

have an SLR Camera even better - and a tripod or ‘gorilla grip’ style flexible mount (for camera or 

phone) will be really useful. You won’t need professional lighting but make sure you have a few 

sources of ordinary task lighting, both to make sure you work in decent light levels at all times 

and to use for model photography.

Think about any other materials, tools, or other resources you might need, as well as items from 

the above specialist subject-related equipment that would be useful. 

Try not to feel limited by the spaces or resources you have available at the moment, creativity 

can flourish anywhere and there’s plenty of time to acquire the equipment you need! Working 

at a distance, can have advantages to working in University studios and classrooms, as you 

develop your own spaces and resources that suit you. 
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Tip: Student discounts on software

All students enrolled with OCA are encouraged to register for an NUS card. The card entitles you 

to discounts on thousands of products including software and apps, as well as buying materials 

in local art shops.

Your working space

Finding a space to study is important. You will need somewhere to draw and make models, be 

it the kitchen table, a spare room or an existing studio space. You will also need to work on your 

learning log or work digitally on drawings, written work, presentations and visuals. Having a 

quiet place to do this would be ideal. Making time and space to read and reflect on your work 

would also be useful. This could be a part of your home or even on the train on the way to work.

Exercise 5: Setting up your space 

Prepare a list of the equipment and other resources you might need. What do you currently 

have and what might you need? Don’t worry if you don’t have everything now, there’s plenty of 

time to build your resources as you progress through the course unit and degree. If you’re not 

sure of what you need, then prepare a list of questions to ask your tutor. 

Now, choose a space, or spaces, where you will do most of your study, and prepare it so it’s an 

environment you will enjoy working in and you are able to store your equipment and resources 

and potentially leave them, part-finished.

You may want to take a photo of your studio space to share with your tutor or other students 

via your learning log or shared blog.
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Research task: OCASA

OCA’s Student Association (OCASA) [www.ocasa.org.uk] is also available to you as a student. 

One of their activities is organising joint study visits and events with OCA tutors. Visit https://

weareoca.com/category/study-visits/ to see any study visits you would like to attend, either 

virtually or in person.

Exercise 6: Say hello to your fellow students

It’s worth remembering that while you’re in your space working, there’s lots of other OCA 

students doing the same thing. Your fellow students can provide fresh perspectives, feedback 

and encouragement. Get in touch with other students to say hello, and to share something 

about you or your practice. For example, by sharing your online learning log URL, your work on 

Exercise 3, or your photo of your studio space. You can make contact with them through our 

OCA discuss site: [https://discuss.oca-student.com/]. You’ll find a welcome section here: https://

discuss.oca-student.com/c/welcome-introduce-yourself-here

You can also talk to fellow students through your email group, which you were added to when 

you enrolled. This email group is specific to your course unit. Its purpose is to make it easier for 

students studying the same course unit at the same time to talk to one another, upload images 

and critique one another's work. Through these groups you have access to the experience of 

students who are further along in their studies who can offer advice and guidance and you can 

take comfort in knowing there are others at the same point as, you starting off, who may share 

the same worries or concerns. These course discussion groups utilise ‘Google groups’ to operate. 

Click here: https://www.oca-student.com/content/course-discussions-feature-launched for 

more information.

Remember to communicate respectfully and responsibly with other students and OCA staff 

online. If you would like further information listen to this short piece on Netiquette: 

www.oca-student.com/resource-type/online-guide-elements/getting-grips-netiquette
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Exercise 7: Say hello to your tutor

For your final exercise, get in touch with your tutor to arrange a 15-20 min conversation using 

Google Meet [https://meet.google.com/] or over the phone. Alternatively, you can email your 

tutor to arrange an alternative means to communicate.

This is an opportunity to say hello to your tutor and put a voice to a name. It’s also a chance 

to discuss how best to schedule your time, document your work, and share it. The previous 

exercises and research tasks will have helped you prepare for this conversation and identified 

any questions you’d like to ask. Use your notes from these exercises as a starting point.

You may want to reflect on this conversation in your learning log as a way to identify any key 

points and as a starting point to refer back to later on. 

Finally, you may want to reflect on doing this introduction as a whole. Has it been useful and 

are there things we could do differently? Feel free to get in touch with OCA directly or use the 

forums to help us improve our support if you have any ideas.

Starting your course unit

You should now be ready to start Part One of your course unit. Don’t worry if you are still 

getting to grips with using your blog, adjusting to this form of learning, or don’t have all the 

resources you need. There’s plenty of time to develop these as you progress. Don’t forget, that if 

you get stuck along the way there’s support available from OCA and encouragement from your 

fellow students. 

Enjoy the rest of your studies!
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Interior Design 1

Part One 

Observation: 

Atmosphere & Experience

INTRODUCTORY ROOM BY ALEJANDRO ARAVENA, VENICE BIENNALE 2016 

PHOTOGRAPHY BY Helen Darnell
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56
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Introduction

“Architecture is increasingly understood to be a sensual, spatial experience, which 

means that the experience of buildings and spatial constellations is also a perception of 

atmospheres that are rated as positive or negative.” 

G, Böhme, O, Eliasson, J, Pallasmaa, C, Borch , 2014 (Architectural Atmospheres)

When we design an interior space, what we are really doing is creating an experience for those 

who enter, occupy and/or move through that space. That could be the calm that you feel 

when you walk into a bedroom, spa or place of contemplation such as a church, or it could be 

excitement and thrill as you experience the branded items a retail outlet has to offer, or it could 

be the sense of relaxation, curiosity and wonder as you step into the lobby of hotel.

The experience is shaped by the elements within the design and these can be either physical 

things such as surfaces and objects, and/or non-physical elements such as light and space. The 

effect of these combined elements, both the physical and non-physical, create what we refer to 

as ‘atmosphere’ – the mood or feeling of the space. 

Atmosphere can be described as intangible because it is often hard to identify and define what 

generates a particular atmosphere, and therefore to create a desired atmosphere or experience 

requires an understanding of space, user behaviour, materials, light and sound.

By analysing existing spaces through observation, we can start to pin down how elements 

within an interior can be arranged or formed to produce a specific experience and create a 

particular atmosphere. 

Jewish Museum, Berlin by Daniel Libeskind, photographs by Helen Darnell
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Part one of the course is split into two projects, both of which consist of primary research 

exercises. The first project is about spatial analysis and is designed to introduce you to the 

practice of analysing and recording physical space, the elements within it as well as user 

occupancy and behaviour. 

The second project is about sensory analysis, which is about honing your sensorial perception 

of space and developing your own creative identity in communicating this spatial awareness.

Both projects contain a series of exercises and contextual study points that help situate 

the practical skills in academic theory. Drawing on the work undertaken in these projects 

Assignment One asks you to create a model that communicates the tangible and intangible 

observations of space, as well as curate a body of work that communicates your learning 

experience. Use the list of these activities at the start of Part one to help record and manage 

your time. 

In both projects, you will need to undertake observations of external or shared spaces in 

this part and therefore you will need to adhere to good health and safety practices to avoid 

unnecessary risk. You may also need to gain permission to undertake these observations. 

Working safely on site

It is important to look at OCA’s guidance on health and safety to help identify any potential 

risks when working on external locations. In adopting best health and safety practices you are 

keeping yourself safe, but also starting to model how professional interior designers operate in 

the world. Access the Health & Safety Implications for Students here: 

https://www.oca-student.com/resource-type/student-handbooks

Gaining Permission to work on sites

In order to record, observe and analyse a public interior space, you may have to gain permission 

from the owner of the space, whether it be a bar or cafe, a train station or library etc. This can be 

for many reasons from security and copyright laws to general courtesy. Gaining permission may 

not always be necessary but it  can often be dealt with quite easily by simply sending an email 

outlining that you are a student and you wish to spend a little bit of time, over one or several 

visits,  analysing the interior for a university project that you are undertaking. Once you receive 

a reply confirming this is okay, you can print the email and present it to anyone that queries 

why you are there. 

Sometimes, you may not be able to find an appropriate contact to send your email to, in 

those cases it is advisable to telephone the place of interest and gain permission that way. It 

is important that you get the confirmation in writing. That could simply be an email or letter 

headed paper with a name and signature on it that you could collect and present when you 

visit. 

Try not to be disheartened if you are not granted permission. To avoid disappointment, it is 

often best to send out multiple requests at one time.

Please note that you may require your student card to use as proof of identification. 
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Contextual study point 1.1: Atmosphere in Architecture

“Building with visible forms in order to make invisible forms and experiences tactile and 

present…”

Vanderlaan Foundation [online] Accessed 27.03.2018

Key practitioners of atmosphere in architecture or design are Hans Van Der Laan, Tadao Ando, 

Peter Zumthor, Daniel Libeskind, Olafur Eliasson, and Ernesto Nathan Rogers.

Research and critically reflect on some of these key thinkers and practitioners. You were 

introduced to analysing and reflecting on the work of others in the introduction to the course 

unit (Exercise 3). Building on this approach, find examples of their work and critically analyse 

the techniques they use to incorporate atmosphere in their interiors. Can you compare, contrast 

and analyse any of their work? Make notes in your learning log.

Tip: Finding reliable research to draw on

A simple Google search will bring up plenty of potential leads. Take care to use only reliable 

sources. Refer to the research guidance in the course introduction for more information on this.
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Tip: Keeping a Glossary

Throughout the course you will be introduced to new words and concepts. It may be useful to 

keep a glossary and record any unfamiliar terms or ideas alongside their definitions. You can 

add new words and definitions as you encounter them.

Teatro Armani, Milan. Architect: Tadao Ando Architect and 

Associates. Credit: Richard Bryant / Arcaid Picture Library / 

Universal Images Group Rights Managed / For Education Use Only
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Project 1: Spatial Analysis

“Describe your street. Describe another street. Compare.

Make an inventory of your pockets, of your bag. Ask yourself about the provenance, the use, 

what will become of each of the objects you take out.

Question your teaspoons.

What is there under your wallpaper?”

Georges Perec, 1997, p206-207, Species of Spaces and Other Pieces

Recording the everyday uses of a Kitchen Table – images by Helen Darnell
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In this project you will explore the physical elements of a chosen existing interior and start 

to understand how these elements and the space around them may encourage certain 

behaviours, both your own and that of others, to create a unique experience. 

You’ll be carrying out what we call ‘primary’ research – this means you’ll be generating your 

own data and findings first-hand, as opposed to finding and reading information that has been 

collated and written by others, otherwise known as secondary research. By the end of  Project 

1 you should have a varied collection of drawings, sketches, notes, pictures, maps, etc. that you 

have made. These visual responses to your chosen interior will be your primary research data.

When you are analysing your space, consider different modes of perception and how these 

might differ in response to transient environmental changes, for example how might the space 

alter if there are people present, passing traffic, an open door or conversely, a closing door, 

sunlight pouring through a window, footsteps across a floor? Be aware of all of your senses. 

There are no right or wrong answers or ways of generating this data, so keep an open mind and 

allow yourself to try out new methods of looking, recording, drawing and making. Think about 

how you capture your embodied experiences, does it reflect the experience?

You may wish to carry out each of the exercises in Project 1 on separate visits to your chosen 

space, or you may do more than one during a single visit. Therefore, you should read through all 

of the exercises in this Project before you start so that you can plan your time. 

Materials Required:

For the following exercises you’ll need these essentials (below) but you can add to these if you 

feel you want to use different media:

• A sketchbook or selection of paper to write and draw on;

• A selection of pens, pencils and other drawing and writing tools

• A tape measure

• A camera or smartphone 
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Tip: Working on site

It’s perfectly acceptable to photograph or draw in public, and sometimes private, spaces, 

but there are things that you may need to take into account, especially with photography. 

Depending on which country you are working in, some public and private sites are deemed as 

sensitive and therefore stricter controls are in place about documenting them. It is therefore 

important to ask permission of the owner of the space before you start photographing and to 

explain why you’re documenting them. It is a good idea to do this in advance via email or letter, 

if possible. Don’t be disappointed if you receive a rejection, simply try another place. Having 

identification as an OCA student with you can help with this. Also, be aware that if you are 

photographing other people in a busy space, they have a right not to be photographed if they 

don’t want to be.

Exercise 1.1: Existing Interiors: Explore & Select

Aim

The aim of this exercise is to identify two or three potential sites, explore and observe them, 

and to select one that you will revisit and analyse in more depth. You will begin to make 

rudimentary observations about the space so that you can prepare your methods of analysis for 

your next visit. To carry out this preliminary research you will use exploration and observation 

skills.

Method

Find a Site

You can find potential sites by visiting your local area or by looking at maps and pictures 

online before heading out to make your selection. Your sites could be part of a space that is 

used by the public such a library, art gallery, museum, religious building or community centre, 

supermarket, café, or train station. Alternatively, you could access shared residential spaces, 

such as your own or a friend’s living areas, or your workplace or any other shared space you 

have regular access to. Once you have explored a couple of interior spaces and made sure you 

are happy, safe, and allowed to spend some time in them (please see Gaining Permission in 

the introduction), choose one to find a spot to sit or stand in, and begin to make rudimentary 

observations. Record this research process in a sketchbook or other suitable method.
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Observations

Users

Look at who is using the space. How many people use the space? How are they using it? Is it 

busy or quiet? What other questions could you ask about the space and how people interact 

with it? Considering these things at this stage will prepare you, so you know how to analyse 

more deeply on your next visit. We will go into this in much more detail in exercise 1.3, so don’t 

spend too much time on this. Make rough notes and sketches so that you can use them in your 

selection process later.

How will you record the Findings?

Think about how you will record your findings in exercise 1.2. What methods will be 

appropriate? Sketches, painting, film, photography, etc.? For each of your sites, suggest ideas 

and make notes on how you might wish to record your findings.

Make a Selection

Now that you have researched all of your sites, it is time to choose the one you will focus on. 

Compare and analyse your notes and sketches so that you are selecting the site that most 

intrigues you, and which is most appropriate based on the preliminary research you have done 

so far.

Reflect on the Findings

Make notes in your learning log on why you selected this particular site. Can you reflect on the 

experience? What would you do differently next time?
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Exercise 1.2: Mapping the Interior 

Aim

This exercise is about recording physical information using mapping to create “schematic 

diagrams”. A schematic diagram is a symbolic or simplified representation of something.  You 

will use loose drawing, or communicative ‘doodles’, such as the one below, to map the interior 

of your space . 

The aim of the task is to creatively explore how to record and analyse the basic elements of an 

interior space. Through your sketches, you will record basic information and highlight features 

that you consider important. For example; where the entrance is, if there any structural features 

or patterns, if there are windows or level changes such as single or double steps up to small 

platformed areas, or vice versa? 

Visit your chosen interior space, take your drawing, writing and recording materials with you. 

Schematic Sketches by Jeanne Dekkers, Courtesy of Jeanne Dekkers Architectuur
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Method

Look at the Elements

Walk around the space and look at everything. Notice things like furniture, doors, openings, 

structural features (chimney breasts, columns, ceiling bulkheads), a narrowing of space. Are 

there any different zones within the space, for example are there areas where only staff can 

go i.e. behind a counter in a cafe? Is there a rhythm to the structure or space or position of 

openings created by columns or windows, that might create a grid or lines? Think about 

the relationship between the objects and elements within the interior – how much space is 

between chairs, walls, furniture, how are they positioned in relation to one another? You may 

want to take notes as you go, but try to use this experience to ‘feel’ what the space is like to be 

in, and from various different positions.

Estimate Dimensions

Estimate the size of the space. At this stage, this does not need to be accurate so don’t spend a 

long time over this. You don’t need to measure anything just yet, but it might help to familiarise 

yourself with a tape measure and the length of a metre. Before you go out to find a site, play 

with the tape in different axis (horizontal and vertical), holding it up to an area in your own 

accommodation. Doing this simple exercise helps to become more familiar with dimensions so 

that you can estimate them at a later date.  

Map Out the Space

Now, draw a loose map (or maps) of the space, which captures and records the things you 

noticed when you were walking round. You can include notes and diagrams on your map, and/

or you may wish to make some separate diagrams, sketches, notations to illustrate different 

elements or details that you noticed within in the space. Your drawings do not need to be exact 

representations of the interior; they just need to be a record of what you see in the space. Use 

whatever media you deem appropriate and make as many drawings and notes as you wish. 

Some may be quick sketches; others you may spend more time on. There is no right or wrong 

way to do this exercise and your drawings do not have to be neat!

Reflect

Make notes in your learning log on how you found the process of mapping the interior. Can 

you reflect on the experience? Did you discover more detail than you initially expected? Did it 

highlight materials or identify patterns in the size of things such as distances between chairs, or 

walkways, or handrails? What would you do differently next time?
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Tip

It is advisable that you record the basic envelope of the building, that is the walls, doors 

windows and structural features such as columns etc. but it is not necessary measure anything, 

or to be neat. You may not feel it is necessary to include all these but just the ones that are 

significant. The idea is to roughly record what you see. Include as much information as you 

think is necessary. Beyond the envelope, try not to think too much about what you ‘should’ 

draw – there is no ‘should’ – just draw and see what happens. Try different methods and media 

and be experimental.  

Exercise 1.3: Occupying Space  

‘The experiences involved in everyday activities such as brushing your teeth, buying a ticket 

can be understood by approaching them as rituals: human-product interactions which 

have a meaning and value beyond their primary (technical) function.’

G. Pasman, C. van der Lelie, 2011

Aim

The aim of this exercise is to explore and analyse the space using your own personal modes of 

perception. Being able to confidently assess an interior using your own experiences (alongside 

your ability to outwardly observe) as a form of analysis is crucial to developing your intuitive 

and critical design skills.

Method

Visit

Visit your chosen interior space one more time, take your drawing and writing materials 

and camera / phone with you (as suggested in the introduction, if you have not already got 

permission, you may need permission to take photographs if you are in a public place – please 

check first). 

Observe and Record

Now you’ve observed and recorded the space itself, you’re going to focus on how you 

experience the space, by observing your own behaviour and feelings as you move through the 

space.
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Using a medium of your choice, record your own journey through the interior space. Try a few 

different approaches – you could sketch, map, photograph, video, collage and/or make notes. 

First, walk through and around the interior as you normally would and make a quick recording 

of the route you take. 

Then take more notice of your experience and try to record these. Are there certain areas 

that feel more welcoming or less comfortable? If so, what factors could be influencing those 

feelings? Are there any materials or positions of furniture, walls or doors that affect behaviour? 

For example, hard cold surfaces that create noises from shoes, seating in a thoroughfare, cosy 

well-lit areas, squishy upholstery, sharp directional lighting? Consider views through the space 

(vistas); elements which obviously or more subtly guide you through the space (signage, 

objects, people?); and those which make you stop: barriers, vantage points, views, objects/

furniture; distances between walls/furniture and your body. 

Record these observations using whatever media you think is appropriate and make as many 

drawings and notes as you wish. Some may be quick sketches; others you may spend more time 

on. There is no right or wrong way to do this exercise and your drawings do not have to be neat!

Zaha Hadid’s sketchbook from Zaha Hadid: Early Drawings and Painting exhibition at 

Serpentine Sackler Gallery, 2016-17, photograph by Helen Darnell
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Exercise 1.4: Observing Behaviour

Aim

The aim of this exercise is to explore and analyse the space by observing user behaviour. 

Observation is an important ability to develop as an interior designer because it is critical 

to understand space functions. Learning how the user interacts with a space can be an 

enlightening part of your research. 

Understanding the user is also important but something we will look at in another course.

Method

Find an Area to Sit

Now you’ve mapped out the space and have gathered an understanding of the physical 

elements within it, you’re going to observe and record how other people interact with and 

within the interior. 

Find somewhere to sit where you can observe other people in the space.

Observe and Record

What are people doing in the space? Notice how they behave; what routes they take through 

the space and around objects; where they move to and from, pause, and congregate; how they 

interact with furniture, objects and each other; what are they doing? How are they acting? 

Are they sitting, watching, walking around or even running? How can you record this?  How can 

you record the results from different modes of perception? What does the movement sound 

like? Is it louder in some areas? Is it brighter, warmer or draughty, do any of these appear to 

affect the users’ behaviour? Are you noticing any patterns? Notice in the image of the Design 

Museum, London (below) that people are moving but not at pace, some are sitting, some are 

lingering perhaps to look over the balustrade and into the void below. Or just looking around.

Design Museum London, photograph by Helen Darnell

Record your observations through sketches, diagrams, notes, collages etc. Try to capture 

circulation routes of movements and actions (this is an observation of how people circulate 

through a space, you can use lines, marks, arrows, zones and shading to identify the patterns 

and flow or direction of travel, or to represent areas of concentrated groups or sparsely placed 

people).

Use whatever medium you like and make as many drawings and notes as you wish. Some may 

be quick sketches; others you may spend more time on. Take creative risks, draw and sketch 
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without restriction or neatness. 

Tip

Try to use different methods of recording. Consider how you might use a range of marks, 

washes, colours or pen/brush strokes to record your interpretations.
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Exercise 1.5: Visualising ‘Experience’ Through Sketches

Aim

The aim of this exercise is to learn how to select and consolidate the elements of your research 

that communicate your findings most effectively. You will develop confidence in your ability 

to edit your work, add to and synthesise your findings to develop a coherent and effective 

communication of your analysis.

Method

For this exercise you don’t need to visit your chosen space, you should work in your usual work 

space / studio.

Reflect, Edit & Select

Look through all the drawings and notes etc. that you have made during exercises 1.1, 1.2, 

1.3 and 1.4. You may want to lay them all out or stick them up on a wall, or digitise them by 

scanning them onto a computer, so you can look at them all together. 

Sketches by Caleb Crawford, Courtesy of Coggan & Crawford
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Make a Visual Map

Now you’re going to create one final visual map of your chosen interior space that captures the 

most important findings from the collection of visual data you have made during the previous 

exercises. Try to capture the sense of the space, physical and sensorial. Think about movement 

through and around the space, and the relationship between things within it. 

The work you produce could be a literal, representative, metaphorical, or abstract map, or 

several combinations – there is not one specific right way to do this. The map should illustrate 

your personal response to the space you have been analysing, and this will be completely 

different to anyone else’s personal response to the same space, so it is unique to you!   

Digital or Physical?

You may want to collage the existing drawings together – in which case you should take copies 

of them first so that you always have the originals intact, or you could scan them and make 

a digital collage.  Otherwise, you might wish to start a new drawing from scratch in order to 

combine all of your findings, using some of the techniques you have tried out or using a new 

technique. 

Be experimental – you might make a few attempts before you make the final piece. Do not 

throw away any abandoned drawings – they are all part of your process and are valuable even if 

you think they are a disaster. You may find them useful in future!

Your final map can be created using any media you choose, analogue or digital, 2D or 3D, or any 

combination of these.  

Consider how you will present this information. Will you scan your images in so that you can 

work on them digitally in Photoshop, Illustrator or InDesign? Will you use a combination of 

both, or will you present them as they are? Ensure the presentation of them is as effective as the 

tangible and intangible observations you are trying to convey. 

“With experimentation you think you’re going to find out one thing, but you actually 

discover something else. That’s what I think is really exciting. You discover much more than 

you bargain for. I think there should be no end to experimentation”.

Zaha Hadid, Serpentine Galleries, 2016
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Project 2: Sensory Analysis

“We make sense of the world through embodied experiences” 

Phenomenology of Perception, Maurice Merlau-Ponty, 1945.

In this project you’ll need to re-visit the same interior space that you selected for Project 1. 

This time you’ll explore both physical and non-physical attributes of your chosen existing 

interior. Using your own emotional and sensory perceptions of the space, you will start to 

understand how these elements contribute to creating the atmosphere that is specific to that 

place. 

You may wish to carry out each of the exercises in Project 2 on separate visits to your chosen 

space, or you may undertake more than one exercise during a single visit. Therefore, you should 

read through all of the exercises in this Project before you start so that you can plan your time. 

For these exercises you’ll need:

• A sketchbook or selection of paper to write and draw on;

• A selection of pens, pencils and other drawing and writing tools

• A camera or smartphone (you may need permission to take photographs if you are in a 

public place – please check first)

• Sound recorder (or phone) – note that you may need to ask for permission to make sound 

recording if you are in a public space – check first!

Sketch by Helen Darnell
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Contextual study point 2.1: Phenomenology

The practice of embodying and studying experience in architecture and interiors is known 

academically as phenomenology. This is because we are observing an occurrence or 

phenomenon that has become manifest in space through senses, and not through intellect 

or intuition. This philosophical term derives from the Greek word “phaenomena”, meaning 

“appearance”.  Imagine sitting in a cool tiled room, flooded with light in summer. How might it 

make you feel? What would your phenomenological perception of that room be? Now imagine 

sitting in the same room but on the cold hard surface of the floor, in winter. Our embodied 

experiences shape our perception of space and this in turn affects how we interact with the 

space. 

Read the text below and use it to help you critically reflect on the concept of phenomenology. 

Can you critically analyse your space using the ideas described above. Record your findings and 

make notes in your learning log.

‘Martino Gamper - the psycho-social aspects of furniture design during his years at the 

Royal College. It was here that he discovered his love of corners and began to probe the 

multiple emotions provoked by the single right-angled boundary. Beyond their geometric 

definitions, corners are places to feel safe and at peace, they are places to dwell on private 

thoughts and memories. They can also be claustrophobic or isolating. Or, more practically 

speaking, they can be dusty and dirty. Conventional interior designers are afraid of corners. 

They draw furniture away from the extremes of the room and cluster it, like guests at a 

cocktail party, at its centre.’

By Emily King, taken from What Martino Gamper Did between 2000 and 2004, Martino Gamper, 

Dent De Leone. http://martinogamper.com/project/corners/ Last visited 17.07.18
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Additional research

Key thinkers of phenomenology are Edmund Husserl, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Gaston Bachelard 

and Martin Heidegger. It is not necessary that you read these but you may be interested to look 

at their work as you progress through the Interior Design degree. A good starting point for this 

ongoing research might be Gaston Bachelard’s, The Poetics of Space, in which he applies the 

principles of phenomenology to architecture in order to present a lived experience of these 

spaces.

Bachelard, Gaston (1958) Chapter 6: Corners in The Poetics of Space: p.136 

This resource is available as a downloadable resource on the OCA student site.

Exercise 2.1: Soundscapes

“Accordingly, aural architecture refers to the properties of a space that can be experienced by 

listening. An aural architect, acting as both an artist and a social engineer, is therefore someone 

who selects specific aural attributes of a space based on what is desirable in a particular cultural 

framework. With skill and knowledge, an aural architect can create a space that induces such 

feelings as exhilaration, contemplative tranquility, heightened arousal, or a harmonious and 

mystical connection to the cosmos.”

Blesser, B., & Salter, L. (2007). Spaces speak, are you listening?: Experiencing aural architecture. 

Cambridge, MA: The Mit  Press.

Aim

The aim of this exercise is to enhance your modes of perception and develop alternative ways 

of recording information. Being a good designer means being aware of the impact that sounds 

can have on a space, from the noise of shoes on a hard surface, or the whistling steam from a 

coffee maker, to the comforting sounds of chitter-chatter, or even the impact that the absence 

of sound can have on a space. Learning about how sound manifests and travels is crucial to 

developing a response to a space.
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Method

Visit

Visit your chosen interior space, take your drawing and writing materials with you. You might 

also wish to take a sound recording device if you have one (you could use your phone).

Listen & Record 

Find somewhere in the space to sit and close your eyes. Listen to the sounds of the space and 

try to draw what you hear… 

You could take audio recordings to listen to again later, but it is important that you try to 

capture, through sketching, your immediate response to the sounds while you are in the space. 

You may also want to make some notes, but you don’t have to. 

You might ask yourself:

• Is the space loud or quiet?

• Are the sounds soft or sharp? 

• Are there repetitive sounds or are they sudden and disjointed?

• What form would these sounds take if they were visible?

• Are the noises welcome or unwelcome?

• What materials or architectural features might be causing the sound?

Trying to draw what you hear is, in some ways, a very difficult thing to do, because sound is 

not a visible thing.  On the other hand, because it is not visible, you can visualise it any way you 

want, and it can’t be wrong – it is your own personal interpretation of those sounds! 

The images below demonstrate a linear representation of sound, but you may wish to record 

the sounds in different ways.

Drawing Conversations by Jon Barraclough – www.jonbarraclough.co.uk
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Exercise 2.2: Touch, Smell & Emotions

Aim

Do you feel a sense of curiosity when you step into the nave of a church and smell the 

musty wooden carvings, or do you feel a sense of overwhelming power as you stare into the 

foreboding dome? Are you excited or stressed when you’re in a busy diesel fuelled train station?  

Does the seat by the sun-lit window in the café make you feel like you can watch the world go 

by, or are you too hot and feel like you’re being watched? Do you appreciate the way the carpet 

in the gym holds onto the smells or does it put you off going?

These feelings and emotions are triggered by the careful arrangement of elements in a space, 

both tangible and intangible.  In order for an interior designer to be able to harness these 

emotions and senses you need to be able to recognise how they are manipulated. This exercise 

will develop your observational skills so that you can critically analyse space.

Museum Boijmans van Beuningen. Title: Celula Nave. It happens in the body of time, 

where truth dances. Artist: Ernesto Neto, Brazil. 2004., image by Gabi from Rotterdam, from  

Wikimedia Commons
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Method

Return to Your Site

Taking your drawing and writing materials with you, visit your chosen interior space again, and 

find somewhere to sit. 

Observe & Record

Firstly, you should concentrate on all of your senses and try to capture the smells, touch and 

sounds through drawings, sketching, notations etc. Sit down somewhere safe and close your 

eyes. Breathe deeply and begin to take a note of anything you notice.

Before moving on from your first location, consider how/what you feel, both physically (surfaces 

– hard or soft, rough or smooth…? temperature – warm or cold, comfortable or not…? Etc.) and 

emotionally (calm, relaxed, comfortable, stressed, excited, melancholy, nervous…?) 

Try to illustrate these feelings on paper, remembering that this is your personal response so 

there is no single right way and no wrong way to do this!

Move around the space doing the same thing in different locations. Did your sensory 

perception of the space contribute to the emotional feelings you had? Did anything change 

when you moved to a new location? 

Find a New Area to Sit

You will then move to another location. You will complete two actions at each point.
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Exercise 2.3: Form & Light 

Aim

Light plays an important role in how one responds to a space and how it highlights the 

form of the space. A partially-lit room might be perfect for a place of contemplation, but it 

might be considered gloomy in a retail space. Alternatively playing with perception of light 

can alter perception of form and atmosphere and can create reactions and responses you 

may not typically expect. As with the preceding exercises, learning how to observe these 

elements can help your understanding of them.

Method

Find a Place to Sit

In your chosen interior space, with your drawing and writing materials with you, find 

somewhere in the space to sit or stand. This time keep your eyes open.

Observe and Record

Look at the shapes and forms in the space – walls, surfaces, furniture, fixtures, structural 

elements (e.g. columns). Are they straight, sharp, angular, pointy, round, soft, curvy, fluid…?

The Weather Project by Olafur Elliasson / Photo © Richard 

Haughton / Bridgeman Images
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Make some sketches, diagrams and notes about the form of the space and try to capture 

through drawing a sense of how these make you feel, physically and emotionally.

Now observe the light and shadow in the space. Is the space bright, dim or cosy? Is the light 

constant or does it change over time or across space? Is it natural (sunlight through windows) 

or artificial (bulbs, LED, strip lighting)? Warm or cold light (does it have a warm pinkish or cold 

bluish hue)? Are there lights that create direction (e.g.: spot lights, lamps, focus lights) or do 

they create a global glow (e.g.: an omni-light such as strip lighting, LED, sunlight etc). Does it 

create shadows, and if so, are they hard or soft?

Make some sketches, diagrams, notes etc. that describe the quality of light in the space. Note 

and/or draw how the light makes you feel, physically and emotionally. If you move to a different 

location within the space does this change? Are they appropriate for their location?  Do they 

illuminate something important such a signage or stairways? Do they create accents or features 

in the interior?

Sketches don’t have to be representational unless you feel that it is necessary.  Your 

representations should try and capture a sense of the space, i.e. the atmosphere. 

Fondazione Prada, Milan (left) Villa Savoye, Paris (right) photographs by Patti Crozier.
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Exercise 2.4: Material 

Aim

Learning about materials and how they influence the space is imperative if you want to ensure 

you adopt the most appropriate materials in your designs. The wrong material can reflect sound 

creating sharp echoing noises when you don’t want them or provide cushioning and warmth 

where you don’t need it. It is important to observe how materials interact with each other and 

the user. This task will give you the opportunity to explore these characteristics and interactions 

and develop your understanding of the important role materials have in design.

During your observations you will have already noticed some materials, but now you need to 

take some time to explore these and record them. 

Georges Restaurant at The Pompidou Centre, Paris, photograph by Helen Darnell
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Method

Return to your Site

Visit your chosen interior space one more time, take your drawing and writing materials 

and camera / phone with you (as in previous exercises you may need permission to take 

photographs if you are in a public place – please check first). 

Search, Observe & Record

This time look at the materials, textures and colours of the surfaces in the space. Are the 

materials hard, soft, rough, smooth etc…? Is the colour palette dark, light, warm, muted, bold, 

bright etc…? 

Can you identify the main materials that are used in the interior? Timber, glass, metal (which 

types?), concrete, stone, paint, plaster… don’t worry if you don’t know exactly what they are but 

write down the ones you recognise and describe the ones you don’t.

Record the materials and colour palette used in the space through sketches, notes, 

photographs (if you have permission) etc. You can add these observations to one your existing 

sketches, or you can create a new one. Consider how you might record them? Will you draw, 

sketch, photograph or collage your material observations?

Consider how the materials that have been used within the space contribute to the feelings or 

atmosphere of the space? Reflect on this in your learning log.
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Exercise 2.5: Visualising ‘Atmosphere’ through Sketch Models

Aim

The aim of this activity is to develop your ‘sketch modelling’ techniques. Early responses to 

design often take the form of rough development sketch models that allow you to explore 

ideas in 3D.

For this exercise you don’t need to visit your chosen space, you should work in your usual 

work space / studio. You will need a table in a bright space or with good lighting.

Photography by Helen Darnell
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You will be translating your drawings and sketches from the previous exercises into 3D sketch 

models. For this you’ll need some model-making materials. You do not need to spend lots of 

money on these, but try to collect some objects and materials such as:

• Card or cardboard scraps

• Paper straws 

• Paper clips

• String

• Off-cuts of wood

• Any other scraps of material you have to hand

• Tape

• A cutting mat

• Exacto knife/ Scalpel (please take care when using these tools)

• Steel rule (ideally with finger protector)

• Scissors 

• Glue (UHU and/or superglue)

You’ll also need all the drawings, notes etc. that you made during the previous 4 exercises. 

Method

Assess, Reflect and Conclude

Look through all the drawings and notes etc. that you made during exercises 2.1 - 2.4. You 

may want to lay them all out or stick them up on a wall, so you can look at them all together. 

Consider which are most representative.

Translate and Create

Now you’re going to turn your 2D sketches into 3D sketch models, using your collected 

materials. Again, this is one of those things that at first seems like a real challenge, but if you 

don’t think too much, and just ‘do’ then you will find it much easier! 

Don’t try to make models that are a literal visual representation of the space you were in, but 

simply 3D versions of your sketches, diagrams etc. so that you end up with a series of models 

that represent the movement, sounds, smells, quality of light and shadow, emotions and, 

ultimately, the atmosphere of the space. Your models will probably end up looking quite 

abstract. 

Be experimental and make as many models as you wish. Don’t throw away any abandoned 

models or models that you think went wrong – they’re all part of your process and are valuable 

even if you think they’re a disaster! You may find them useful in future!
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Photograph all your models and collate the images somehow, either physically or digitally so 

that you always have a record of them.

Photograph of sketch models by Helen Darnell



56   Interior Design 1: Exploring Principles and Theories 

Assignment One: Capturing Experience & Atmosphere 
through model making

Brief

Make a final model that captures the 

atmosphere and/or experience of 

the space that you have spent time 

analysing. 

The base size (footprint) of this model 

should be approx. 300 x 300mm in 

area but it can be as tall as you want. 

You must use only white materials 

(such as card) for this model rather 

than the varied colour materials you 

used to make your sketch models in 

Project 2. 

Image Untitled, Source: Flickr Creative Commons (https://www.flickr.com/photos) 

No34227116

Folding nine variations, 1981 (alkyd on panel), 

Canney, Michael (1923-99) / Private Collection / 

© Liss Fine Art / Bridgeman Images
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Method

Spend some time looking through all the 

work you’ve made to date and consider which 

responses are the best at communicating 

your findings. Do you see any patterns 

forming, significant shapes, lines and 

textures? Try to select the elements that best 

summarise your findings and use all this 

information to develop a model that best 

communicates your atmosphere.

It doesn’t have to include something from 

each of your responses and it shouldn’t be a 

visual representation of the space itself, but of 

the atmospheric and experiential qualities of 

the space, such as the feelings you had while 

you were there, or the sense of movement 

through the space, or a sense of the sounds, 

smells, texture, form, light.  

It might be a neater, more refined version of 

one of the models you made in Project 2 or a 

direct translation of one of your 2D drawings 

from any of the exercises that you feel 

particularly captures the atmosphere or experience of being in the interior space. Or, it might 

be an amalgamation of a selection of your models and drawings. 

Use this assignment to develop your ideas further, explore materials, and to make your model. 

Photograph your final model for presentation so you can share your work with your tutor and 

so that you always have a visual record of it. Keep hold of your model as you will be returning to 

it during Assignment Three.

Dual Helix by Harsha Vardhan Flickr 

Creative Commons https://www.flickr.com/

photos/harshaz/12953757393/
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Tip: Documenting your model

• Try to set your model against a neutral background when you photograph it and remove 

any ‘clutter’ first, so that the images you make don’t have any distractions in them. 

• Photograph your model from different angles so you can select the image that shows it 

best or use a selection of images.

• Consider the lighting. You could photograph near a window for natural light, or use a 

directional lamp to create and control shadows. 

• Consider taking a video using your phone to present a variety of viewpoints or ‘walk 

throughs’.

Send your documented model (photographs and/or video) to your tutor together with all 

the relevant drawings, sketches and photographs/ documentation of sketch models from the 

preliminary exercises that you have done throughout Part 1. 

Please include your learning log or blog URL so that your tutor can get a feel for how you’ve 

responded to the various exercises and study points.

Before you submit your assignment, read through your learning log and reflect on the progress 

you have made so far. Use this as an opportunity to summarise what you feel you have learned, 

areas you would like to develop further, any areas of particular interest, or any questions you 

might have. Write a short reflective commentary in your learning log.
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Reflection

Before you send this assignment to your tutor, remember to review your work against the 

assessment criteria for this course, as directed in the introduction to this course guide. Note 

down your findings in your learning log/blog. 

Questions you may wish to ask yourself:

• Can you describe the process?

• How did you feel about the process?

• Can you evaluate the process (did you find any of it valuable)?

• Can you analyse the outcome (what did it teach you about yourself )?

• What conclusions can you draw?

• What might you do differently?

• How might you incorporate this process into your practice in future?

Feedback point

Following feedback from your tutor you may wish to rework some of your assignment, 

especially if you are ultimately submitting your work for formal assessment. If you do this, make 

sure you reflect on what you have done, and why, in your learning log.
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