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Extended Abstract

Introduction: The design studio is a central setting in which architectural
knowledge is produced and legitimized. Through project briefs, represen-
tational tools, critique, and assessment, it shapes how students understand
space and determine what constitutes architectural quality. When geometric
novelty, visual coherence, and presentation quality become dominant crite-
ria, everyday practices, embodied experiences, cultural meanings, and user
agency may receive insufficient attention. This study distinguishes formalism
from the necessary architectural concern with form. Formalism refers to con-
ditions in which the formal logic of a design proposal becomes detached from
the social and lived processes through which space is produced. Henri Lefe-
bvre’s theory provides a framework for examining this separation through
the interrelated dimensions of spatial practice, representations of space, and
representational spaces, corresponding respectively to perceived, conceived,
and lived space. The study investigates how educational practices may repro-
duce formalism by privileging conceived space and limiting the capacity of
perceived and lived space to inform and challenge design decisions.
Methods: The study adopts a qualitative approach based on a critical interpre-
tive review of Persian- and English-language literature. Foundational works
and authoritative interpretations of Lefebvre’s theory were included without
restrictions on publication date. Literature on architectural education, studio
culture, representation, formalism, critique, and assessment covered publi-
cations from 1984 through September 2026, with earlier sources included
where they were conceptually foundational. Sources were identified through
Google Scholar, Scopus, Web of Science, ERIC, JSTOR, academic publish-
ers’ platforms, Persian scholarly databases, and university journal websites.
Backward and forward citation tracking supplemented the database search-
es. The screening process involved examining titles and keywords, abstracts
and methodological approaches, and full texts. Selection criteria emphasized
conceptual relevance, methodological transparency, and contributions to de-
veloping or qualifying the proposed explanatory framework. The units of
analysis consisted of statements and findings linking educational practices to



S olllas aelilad

spatial knowledge, representation, design decisions, and user participation.
In the first analytical cycle, Lefebvre’s spatial triad served as a sensitizing
framework, alongside codes identifying specific educational practices. In the
second cycle, the codes were compared in terms of their explanatory relation-
ships with problem reframing, design revision, and the legitimacy of users’
knowledge. An analytical matrix was used to distinguish empirical findings,
theoretical arguments, and the author’s interpretations. Literature on pro-
cess-oriented teaching, scenario development, and reflective assessment was
also examined to identify conditions that might qualify the proposed relation-
ships.

Findings: The synthesis identifies six interconnected mechanisms, each sup-
ported by a different degree of evidentiary strength. Together, they constitute
an interpretive explanation rather than a set of universally established causal
relationships. The first mechanism involves the abstraction of the design prob-
lem and the user. Project briefs organized around predetermined functions,
floor areas, and standardized user profiles may limit the influence of everyday
differences and users’ spatial agency. The second concerns the translation of
site experience into representational data. This process becomes restrictive
when observations are converted into maps and diagrams in ways that bring
engagement with the site to an end and prevent subsequent evidence from
informing design decisions. The third mechanism is the premature fixation of
a formal concept. This occurs when a design concept is established too early
and remains insufficiently open to revision, allowing subsequent information
to be interpreted primarily as justification for an existing idea. The fourth
involves the substitution of representation for experience, whereby drawings,
models, and images are treated as sufficient evidence of spatial quality with-
out adequate consideration of occupation and use. However, these represen-
tational tools can also facilitate exploration, meaning that their effects depend
on how they are employed in the educational process. The fifth mechanism
concerns the influence of critique relationships on design decisions. Instructor
authority may reinforce formal criteria when students have limited opportu-
nities to defend their decisions using evidence concerning users and everyday
life. The sixth mechanism is the legitimization of product-oriented approach-
es through assessment. When final presentations receive disproportionate em-
phasis, students may prioritize visually presentable outcomes at the expense
of inquiry and the reasoning underlying design revisions.

The common thread connecting these mechanisms is the limited capacity of
perceived and lived space to challenge and revise conceived space. Accord-
ingly, the mere inclusion of site analysis or user studies is insufficient unless
their findings can influence project briefs, design concepts, and evaluative
judgments. This shifts the analytical focus from whether experiential infor-
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mation is incorporated into the design process to whether it carries sufficient
weight to challenge established assumptions and substantially reshape the de-
velopment of an architectural proposal.

Three analytical configurations further clarify these relationships: represen-
tation-oriented, compensatory, and relational. The compensatory configura-
tion incorporates experiential information while keeping it subordinate to the
control of an established concept. By contrast, the relational configuration
maintains reciprocal exchanges among observation, experience, conceptual-
ization, and evaluation. These configurations describe different educational
relationships rather than empirically established categories of design studios.
Conclusion: The study shifts the critique of formalism toward the educa-
tional relationships through which architectural knowledge is produced and
legitimized. Conceived space becomes dominant when specialized forms of
representation become increasingly insulated from correction through spatial
practices and lived experiences. The concept of abstract space helps inter-
pret the associated reduction of differences and hierarchization of knowledge,
without implying that the study establishes the production of abstract space
in the full historical and political sense developed by Lefebvre. The peda-
gogical implications include the use of revisable project briefs, sustained en-
gagement with sites and users, flexible design concepts, exploratory forms
of representation, and assessment practices that recognize both design out-
comes and the reasoning behind design decisions. The effectiveness of these
approaches, however, requires further empirical investigation. The study is
limited by the heterogeneity of its sources, variations in the strength of the
available evidence, and the interpretive influence of its theoretical frame-
work. Longitudinal research in architectural design studios could examine
critique interactions and trace successive design revisions to determine under
what conditions knowledge of sites and users can influence design concepts
and assessment criteria.

Keywords: Architectural design education, Conceived space, Formalism,
Lived space, Production of space.
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