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ABSTRACT: Many students perceive the topic of architectural science and technology as being 

overtly mathematical and quantitative. It is considered a “hard” topic within the design course and as 
such demands teaching strategies to meet these negative perceptions. Part of the challenge is to 
understand the type of student you are teaching and gain an appreciation of how they learn.  
To this end, the authors undertook a survey into the communication style of students across the five 
years of the course from the School of Architecture at Unitec in Auckland New Zealand. The study 
used a survey instrument developed and adapted by the authors from earlier work by Casse (1981) 
designed in part for cross-cultural communication. This instrument classified each of the 242 

architectural students surveyed according to the four communication orientations of Action, Process, 
People and Ideas.  
The study was then extended to include the Schools of Engineering and the School of Construction 
students at Unitec, a total sample size of 492 students. The results were analysed and compared. 
This paper discusses the educational background behind this survey, suggests results and possible 
courses for action as a result of the conclusions drawn. 
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1. BACKGROUND 
 

Students learn in different ways (Serasin 1999). Some 
grasp information best by listening, while others learn 
better through reading, reasoning, or discovering 
concepts through a hands-on experience. These 
different ways of learning are referred to as learning style 

and according to Keefe (1987) consists of three 
dimensions  
• Affective   
• Physiological   
• Cognitive   
The affective dimension of learning style has to do with 
attention, emotion, and valuing part of a person’s 
personality (Swanson 1995). It is largely set by one’s 

personality and reflects genetic influences as well as 
those of culture, environment, and experiences. The two 
main learning style models that focus on personality are 
Herman Witkin’s bipolar construct of field dependence/ 
field independence that describes the ability of an 
individual to identify a specific element from within a 
complex field and the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator 
(MBTI), which assesses the relative strength of the 

processes of introversion/ extraversion, sensing/ 
intuition, thinking/ feeling and judging/ perception (Witkin 
1977, Slowikowski 2003). Other instruments include the 
Grasha-Reichmann Student Learning Style Scale that 
focuses on how students interact with the instructor, 
other students, and with learning in general; the Keirsey 
Temperament Sorter (KTS) based on the MBTI approach 
with four temperament types of Guardian, Artisan, 
Rationalist and Idealist and Honey and Mumford’s 

Learning Styles Questionnaire which is similar to KTS 
with learning styles of Activist, Reflector, Theorist and 
Pragmatist (James et al 1995).  
The physiological styles are biologically based modes of 
response that are founded on sex-related differences, 

personal nutrition and health, and their accustomed 
reaction to the physical environment. It includes a range 
of perceptual elements: visual, auditory, tactile, and 
kinaesthetic. Learning styles research shows that most 
people prefer learning by experiencing and doing 

(kinaesthetic elements), especially when reinforced 
through touching and movement (tactile elements). 
Asselin and Mooney (1996) note that people remember 
90 percent of what they say and do as opposed to 30 
percent of what they see and hear.  Although 
kinaesthetic learners retain best, they make up only 5 
percent of the population whereas visual learners make 
up 65 percent and auditory learners, 30 percent (Mind 
Tools 2004). One instrument used to assess perceptual 

learning preferences is the Multi-Modal Paired 
Associates Learning Test (MMPALT) which is a 
performance test that measures recall of paired 
information in each of the seven perceptual modalities of 
print, aural, interactive, visual, haptic, kinaesthetic, and 
olfactory (James et al 1995).   
Cognitive style is the dimension of learning style and can 
be defined as the distinctive and preferred way a learner 

organizes and retains information (Keefe 1979). The 
most commonly used instrument in this area is Kolb’s 
Learning Style Inventory (Barnes et al 2004). According 
to Kolb individuals learn in four stages or modes: 
concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract 
conceptualisation, and active experimentation. However, 
in different learning situations individuals often use 
different combinations of learning modes, hence no one 

mode clearly identifies an individual’s learning style. The 
combination of the learning modes forms four quadrants 
reflecting four learning styles of Accommodator, 
Diverger, Assimilator, and Converger. This approach is 
not only reflected in McCarthy’s 4-MAT model, which 
identifies types of learners as concrete, abstract, 
reflective, and active but also in Casse’s modes of 
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Action, Process, People and Ideas. This comparison is 
tabulated in Table 1 below and suggests that the Casse 
Instrument was developed along similar lines to other 
mainstream models. 

 
Table 1: Comparison of the Dimensions of the Casse 
Survey Instrument with those of other Cognitive and 

Affective Survey Instruments. 
Casse (1981) Action Process People Ideas 

Cognitive Instruments 
Kolb (1976) Converger Assimilator Accommodator Diverger 

McCarthy 4-

MAT (1972) 
Dynamic Analytic Common sense Imaginative 

Affective Instruments 
The Keirsey 

Temperament 

Sorter (1978) 

Guardian Rational Artisan Idealist 

Felder-

Silverman 

Learning Style 

(1988) 

Active/ 

reflective 
Sensing/ 

intuitive 
Visual/verbal Sequential/ 

global 

 
But the Casse instrument has one significant advantage. 
The self assessment survey Casse devised scores 
people over the four communication styles of Action, 
Process, People and Ideas with each of the 40 questions 
set up to select between two communication styles in 
turn. Casse surmised that everyone possesses these 
four value orientations in varying degrees but one will 

usually dominate over the other three. This dominant 
value orientation depends on the situation as well as the 
personality of the individual, their cultural background 
and past experiences. People can move between each 
value orientation but tend to revert back to their dominant 
orientation in a crisis. Equal dominant styles suggest 
some people are comfortable with either style and have 
some flexibility in shifting between styles. Each style 

carried with it a set of values that Casse refers to as 
“value orientations”. (Table 2) It is these value 
orientations that lend Casse’s instrument an extra 
usefulness. 
The Casse instrument when summed over a significant 
percentage of people on a site, in a factory or office (or in 
our case the year of a degree program) also reflects the 
work values of that site, factory, office or degree year. 

This makes Casse’s survey instrument useful for work 
place culture surveys that are becoming more common 
as managers try to understand staff reaction to issues 
such as work place safety, training and technology. 

2. ARCHITECTURAL SCHOOL SURVEY 
 
The survey was completed in the first two weeks of the 
first semester in 2004 during normal classes. The survey 
was quick (between 10-15 minutes) and thus disruption 

to lectures was minimal. Students were asked to select 
the best answer that fitted their study situation with the 
emphasis that there were no wrong answers. It was also 
emphasised that the survey did not form any part of their 
course assessment and was anonymous. Response 
rates were generally good, with 1

st
 year architectural 

students for example as high as 95%, lowering to about 
50% for 5th year. The break down of the results for 
architectural students is as shown in Table 3 below. 

Student communication orientation was a combination of 
the 4 base orientations of action, process, people or 
ideas.  No one student as expected got the maximum 20 
or the minimum 0 for any of the communication 
orientations. 
The results indicated the following for the 5-year 
architectural degree program: 
• Every student had a combination of Casse’s four 

communication orientations. No student (as expected) 
got the maximum of 20 or the minimum of 0. The 
minimum value was 3 while the maximum value was 17 
(Refer max/ min values of table 3 above). 

• The dominant communication orientation varied for 
each year. 

• On a year-by-year basis students started the 5-year 
degree with a “people” orientation (refer Table 2 for 

value description) but tended (with the exception of 4
th

 
year) to graduate with an “ideas” orientation bias. 
Overall the communication orientations were evenly 
split across the four values, but on balance across the 
whole school a ‘process’ orientation marginally 
dominated. 

• Gender does not appear to be an issue based on this 
data. While there are differences of communication 

orientation when comparing data for the different class 
years between male and female students the 
insignificant sample size (less than 30) for female 
students makes only an overall comparison possible. 
This comparison (at the bottom of table 3) suggests 
that there is no significant difference as both males and 
females over the whole school prefer a “process” 
orientation. 

 

 

 
Table 2: Value Orientations Associated with the Different Communication Styles of the Casse Survey Instrument. 
Communicat io n Sty l e Act i on Process  Peop le Ideas  

Value Orientation Doing, achieving, getting 

things done. 

Facts, organization, 

strategies. 

Teamwork, relations, 

communication 

Concepts, theories, innovation. 

Content Characteristics They talk about results, 

objectives, performance, 

productivity, efficiency, moving 

ahead, responsibility, 

feedback, experience, 

challenges, achievements, 

change and decisions 

 

They talk about facts, 

procedures, planning, 

organizing, controlling, 

testing, trying, analysis, 

observations, proof and 

details 

 

 

They talk about people, needs, 

motivations, teamwork, 

communications, feelings, 

team spirit, understanding, 

sensitivity, awareness, 

cooperation, beliefs, values, 

expectations, relations and 

self-development. 

They talk about: concepts, 

new ways, innovation, new 

methods, creativity, improving, 

opportunities, problems, 

possibilities, potential, grand 

designs, alternatives, issues, 

what’s new in the field, 

interdependence. 

Process 

Characteristics 
They are pragmatic (down to 

earth), direct (to the point), 

impatient, decisive, quick 

(jump from one idea to 

another) and energetic 

(challenge other). 

They are systematic, logical 

(cause and effect), factual, 

verbose, unemotional, 

cautious and patient. 

They are spontaneous, 

empathetic, warm, subjective, 

emotional, perceptive and 

sensitive. 

They are imaginative, 

charismatic, difficult to 

understand, ego-centred, 

unrealistic, creative, full of 

ideas and provocative. 

Source: Casse (1981) 
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Table 3: School of Architecture Communication Orientation 

Yea r Gender Numbers  
Value 

Sp read  
Communicat io n O rient at io n Dominant  St y le 

   min max  Act i on Process  Peop le Ideas   
Males  40   12 14 14 9 Process/ People 

Females  23   5 6 10 8 People Yea r 1 

Tota l 63 16 4 17 20 24 17 Peop le 

Males  48   14 12 15 13 People 

Females  21   7 6 8 5 People Yea r 2 

Tota l 69 16 3 21 18 23 18 Peop le 

Males  27   4 12 6 11 Process 

Females  19   2 6 4 8 Ideas Yea r 3 

Tota l 46 16 4 6 18 10 19 Ideas  

Males  19   7 7 5 5 Action/ Process 

Females  15   4 7 4 4 Process Yea r 4 

Tota l 34 17 3 11 14 9 9 Process  

Males  19   2 4 7 7 People/ Ideas 

Females  11   1 6 1 4 Process Yea r 5 

Tota l 30 15 5 3 10 8 11 Ideas  

 Males  153   39 49 47 45 Process 

 Females  89   19 31 27 29 Process 

 Tota l 242   58 80 74 74 Process  

 
Table 4: The New Studio Culture Proposed by the AIAS 

New Design Studio Culture Action Process People Ideas 

Design-thinking skills * * * * 

Design process as much as design product  *   
Leadership development     
Collaboration over competition   *  
Meaningful community engagement and service   *  

The importance of people, clients, users, communities, and society in design decisions   *  
Interdisciplinary and cross-disciplinary learning   *  
Confidence without arrogance     
Oral and written communication to complement visual and graphic communication  *   
Healthy and constructive critiques  * *  

Healthy and safe lifestyles for students     
Balance between studio and non-studio courses   *  
Emphasis on the value of time *    
Understanding of the ethical, social, political, and economic forces that impact design  * *  

Clear expectations and objectives for learning  *   
An environment that respects and promotes diversity   *  
Successful and clear methods of student assessment  *   
Innovation in creating alternative teaching and learning methodologies    * 

TOTAL 2 7 9 2 

 
Table 5: School of Engineering Communication Orientation 

Value Sp read  Communicat io n O rient at io n 
Yea r Gender Numbers  

min max  Act i on Process  Peop le Ideas  
Dominant  St y le 

Males  26 16 3 4 13 16 4 Peop le 

Females  5        
Deg ree 

Yea r 1 
Tota l 31        

Males  12 14 3 4 8 5 0 Process  

Females  1        
Deg ree 

Yea r 2 
Tota l 13        

Males  9 16 4 2 6 4 0 Process  

Females  1        
Deg ree 

Yea r 3 
Tota l 10        

Males  19 17 3 8 13 16 6 Peop le 

Females  15        
Dip loma 

Yea r 1 
Tota l 34        

Males  19 17 5 6 14 10 3 Process  

Females  11        
Dip loma 

Yea r 2 
Tota l 30        

 Males  104   24 54 51 13 Process  

 Females  12        

 Tota l 116        
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Table 6: School of Construction Communication Orientation 
Value Sp read  Communicat io n O rient at io n 

Yea r Gender Numbers  
min max  Act i on Process  Peop le Ideas  

Dominant  St y le 

Males  46 18 3 13 16 25 8 Peop le 

Females  7        Yea r 1 

Tota l 53        
Males  32 18 3 14 10 17 7 Peop le 

Females  11        Yea r 2 

Tota l 43        
Males  24 18 4 4 10 10 4 Process / People 

Females  1        Yea r 3 

Tota l 25        

 Males  102   31 36 52 19 Peop le 

 Females  19        

 Tota l 121        

 
Although direct comparison cannot be established it is 
also interesting to view these results against the 
proposed new design studio culture posted by the 
American Institute of Architectural Students Studio 
Culture Task Force (Koch et al 2002), where a 

predominance of ‘process’ and ‘people’ orientations were 
suggested as the ideal across the design studio culture. 
This is shown in Table 4 and suggests the greater 
predominance of ‘ideas ‘orientations in the School of 
Architecture at Unitec is a little out of step with the ideal 
profile of an architecture student, as propounded by the 
AIAS.  
 

3. SURVEY COMPARISON WITH THAT OF 
ENGINEERING AND CONSTRUCTION 
SCHOOLS 
 
Do the architectural and engineering students have a 

common language? It appears that they share a 
common orientation focus in their first year but after that, 
and certainly by their 3rd year, architectural and 
engineering students have shifted slightly apart,  
The situation is further complicated when the 
construction students are also studied. They show a 
people orientation for year 1 and unlike both the 
engineers and architects maintain that orientation 
throughout their degree though it is a dual process/ 

people orientation in the 3
rd

 year (refer to Table 6 below). 
Interestingly and as mentioned, all the three schools start 
with a people orientation. The School of Architecture 
tends towards an ideas orientation, the School of 
Engineering to a process orientation and the School of 
Construction to a process/ people orientation. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
The importance of communication for building 

professionals has long been recognised (Slemon 1993, 
McGregor et al 1998). Many of these studies have 
however assumed that professional communications 
were independent of the people initiating and receiving 
such communication. Only recently have research 
papers studied the cultural context within which the 
communication scenario takes places which, in this 
instance, includes that of the architectural school (Koch 

et al 2002). 
Whilst the results of the survey of the three schools were 
not conclusive they did suggest the following: 
• That the dominant communication orientation is 

different for each of the three schools. 
• That the dominant communication orientation is 

different between each year at each of the schools 

• Gender does not appear to be a significant factor in 
communication orientation. 

This paper has been careful not to over state the case for 
using information about learning styles as part of any 
particular educational thrust here at Unitec.  As this is the 

first year of the communication survey subsequent yearly 
surveys should provide more statistically robust data. 
In spite of the inconclusive nature of the data from this 
initial survey the exercise does raise interesting 
questions for further reflection and investigation.  For 
example it is possible that: 
• Insight into the communication orientations of a 

particular cultural group of students could potentially be 

of assistance in the preparation of effective teaching 
strategies and teaching material and as such enhance 
the learning outcomes for a particular group.  

• Appropriate use of survey instruments such as Casse 
can help to identify trends in the graduate profile. This 
can be useful in comparing a schools orientation profile 
against those predominant, suggested or preferred or 
needed by industry. It could be argued for example, the 
School of Engineering graduate profile with its process/ 

people orientation should does the engineering 
profession a disservice in so far as the graduate, whilst 
strong in characteristics such as teamwork, or problem 
solving lacks the imaginative, creative and provocative 
characteristics so necessary for creating inspiring 
engineering design. Conversely the architectural 
graduate profile, whilst strong in imaginative qualities 
(ideas) may lack the people or process skills to 

effectively communicate with other professions.  
• The predominant ‘people’ orientation amongst first year 

students could suggest students enrolling in all three of 
the courses surveyed see these courses as socially 
focused, and able to meet their need for a people 
focused, teamwork orientated career.   
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