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Introductory Note 

The idea for this book originated from the inter-doctoral course  
“The Legacy of Tomás Maldonado”, promoted by the Doctorate in De-
sign and the School of Design of Politecnico di Milano, with the sup-
port of the Feltrinelli Foundation. The course, curated by Luca Guerri-
ni and Raimonda Riccini, involved approximately 60 doctoral students 
and 11 doctoral programmes.1

From February to April 2021, through the reading of texts and meet-
ings with experts, the doctoral students were confronted with the 
thought and work of Tomás Maldonado on six themes: the training of 
designers, the role that artistic practice has in the design process, the 

1 The course involved the following PhD programmes: “Architecture and Design Cul-
tures”, University of Bologna Alma Mater Studiorum; “Architecture, Design, Plan-
ning”, University of Camerino; “Environment, Design and Innovation”, Universi-
ty of Campania Luigi Vanvitelli; “Architecture and Urban planning”, University of 
Ferrara; “Sustainability and Innovation for the Design of Built Environment and 
System Product”, University of Florence; “Architecture and Design” and “Scienze 
e Tecnologie del Mare”, University of Genoa; “Design”, Politecnico di Milano; “Ar-
chitecture”, University of Naples Federico II; “Planning, Design and Architecture 
Technology”, Sapienza University of Rome; “Management, Production and Design”, 
Politecnico di Torino; “Architecture, City and Design”, Iuav University of Venice.
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environmental issue, the attention to the body and to interaction, the 
relation between design and technology, the contribution that semi-
otics and the philosophy of language can make to design. Out of this 
comparison emerged the essays by the doctoral students that make up 
this volume. 

Before these, the essays by Paola Bertola, Luca Guerrini, and Rai-
monda Riccini reflect respectively on the perspectives of research in 
design, the doctoral learning experience gained in this seminar, and 
the influence that - directly and indirectly - Maldonado has had on the 
history of teaching design in Italy.

The section of doctoral students’ essays opens with an essay by 
Pierfrancesco Califano that reconstructs how the six themes discussed 
in the seminar developed in Tomás Maldonado’s thought and activity. 
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An Experiment in PhD Online  
Teaching: The legacy of Tomás  

Maldonado
Luca Guerrini

“The legacy of Tomás Maldonado” is an unprecedented training expe-
riment in Italian PhD programmes on Design. For the first time about 
60 doctoral students throughout Italy attended a course designed en-
tirely for online teaching, lasting 12 weeks, during which they colla-
borated not only sharing their own ideas but also bringing into the 
learning process the disciplinary culture, the methodology, and the 
research topics of each doctoral school, building a fertile terrain for 
exchange.1

From the very beginning, we planned to involve the largest possible 
audience of doctoral students. We are therefore grateful to the PhD 
programme and the School of Design of Politecnico di Milano for sup-
port, and to all the colleagues of the Italian PhD programmes linked to 
the discipline of design who have joined with enthusiasm, allowing us 
to put this experiment into place.

1 See the Introductory Note in this book for the complete list of the PhD programmes 
involved.
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This essay retraces the learning path leading to the final seminar of 
which this volume collects the outcomes. We outline the course struc-
ture, the pedagogy and the practices adopted, so that other colleagues 
might replicate this experience. Effective choices and weaknesses are 
critically revised, not only from the teachers’ perspective, but also by 
commenting on the outcomes of a self-administered questionnaire we 
distributed at the end of the course.

Premises and Past Experience

From a methodological perspective, the course rests on a previ-
ous teaching experience conducted in the Design Doctorate of Milan, 
which Ezio Manzini and I entitled “Organising scientific seminars”. 
That course – in fact – aimed to organise an annual public seminar 
identifying key concepts of the design debate that emerged from the 
research work of doctoral students. Therefore, it was a training course 
that finalized theoretical reflection to concrete action (Guerrini, 2020).

The course pedagogy adopted a revised version of action learning, 
a method developed by Reginald Revans around 1980, which is aimed 
at concrete action and based on teamwork and collaborative practice 
among peers (Revans, 1982; Revans, 2011). Revans’s model was par-
ticularly suitable for a community of doctoral students, that is, young 
researchers who already possess specialist skills that were thus rec-
ognized. Furthermore, the model attributed to the teacher the task of 
bringing out the skills and knowledge from group work instead of 
transmitting them – Revans himself defines the teacher as a “coach” or 
an “accoucheur”. It was, therefore, a sort of “flipped classroom”, before 
Eric Mazur (1997).

Indeed, the class became a sort of cabinet where ideas, decisions 
and actions were debated and deliberated, amplifying the power of 
dialogic conversation. This strategy proved to be particularly effective 
both in overcoming the roughness usually arising in teamwork and in 
achieving a shared goal. Reflecting on collaborative practices, Richard 
Sennett underlines the strong link between dialogic conversation and 
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the empathic experience (Sennett, 2012). Empathy is the ability to rec-
ognize the other as such, on the basis of common humanity, allowing 
us to cooperate with the stranger and with the foreigner (Devecchi, 
Guerrini, 2019). This experience is increasingly common today, also 
among doctoral students.

If, on the one hand, Tomás Maldonado would certainly have appre-
ciated a learning path based on conversation,2 on the other he would 
have harshly criticised a course entitled to his “legacy” relying on the 
action of doing. Everyone knows, actually, how sceptical Maldonado 
was about the application of the pragmatist educational approach –
popularized as “learning by doing” – especially in higher education. 
Reflecting upon Bauhaus pedagogy he stated: “We know now that the-
ory must be impregnated with practice, practices with theory. It is im-
possible today to act without knowledge, or to know without doing” 
(Maldonado, 1993, p. 299). Therefore, from his perspective, any learn-
ing experience in higher education should focus on the development 
of critical thinking, even when conveyed by practice, since designing 
is primarily a moral commitment. “Conscience is, by its nature, rest-
lessness, its task is to disturb, not to preserve quietness, namely, its 
task is to ask tirelessly questions, to advance doubts and to require for 
clarifications. Conscience, therefore, is always critical” (Maldonado, 
2001, p. 195. Translated by the author).

However, we believe we have made it clear that the action we pur-
sue – the organization of the seminar – is instrumental to critical elab-
oration. The whole process focuses on understanding and critically 
revising what ideas should be discussed in the seminar and how. In 
this respect, we may see a link to design pedagogy. The course as “a 
revised version of the design studio, aimed at handling an intellectual 
construct – the seminar – instead of a product. Similarly, we can con-

2 Talking about Maldonado’s teaching style, Giovanni Anceschi says: “An informal 
teacher, that is, a conversationalist who has made conversation, that is the ability to 
listen as well as to say, one of the liberal arts” (Translated by the author), Anceschi, 
2001, p. 162. 
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sider the mapping of knowledge as content and the final seminar as 
form of the design process” (Guerrini, 2020, p. 165).

The Process of Adaptation

The first challenge we faced designing “The legacy of Tomás Mal-
donado” was to adapt the bottom-up approach of the model to the 
new content and goals. Although the exploration of the complex and 
multifaced scientific production of the master was the assignment, we 
rejected from the beginning any subjection or – worse – flattery. Doc-
toral students were young enough to cast fresh light on his intellectual 
endeavour. Most of them had never met him personally nor studied 
deeply on his books before. Therefore, they could interpret the term 
“legacy” in a personal, original and unbiased way.

Maldonadian corpus, however, is so vast, his scientific biography 
of theoretician, educator and professional so complex that we, as in-
structors, had to provide the students with a compass. Among many 
choices we finally selected six topics as potential fields for further 
investigation: the role of art practice, design pedagogy, environmental 
design, the relationship between design and technology, the body and 
the notion of interaction, the connection between design, linguistics, 
and semiotics. Each topic was introduced by a brief, carefully selected 
list of references that could help students quickly finding their favour-
ite field of investigation. This strategy mediates between full freedom 
of choice and assigned task, allowing to form groups sharing common 
motivations and goals.

The second challenge we faced was indeed a tough one and con-
sisted in rearranging the course in a remote modality. We were aware 
that the design and management of the course as well as teaching 
practices required adaptation to online teaching (Boling, et al., 2012). 
Distance learning gave us a unique opportunity “to include geograph-
ically dispersed audiences via online” (Keengwe, Kidd, 2010, p. 538), 
thus laying the foundation for further doctoral courses, even if the 
new medium seemed testing hard any pedagogical approach based on 
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dialogic conversation and empathy. The philosopher Carlo Sini delves 
into the distance learning experience from a phenomenological per-
spective distinguishing between competence and knowledge. We can 
successfully acquire the first via online, resting on the efficiency of 
tailored technological tools. Much harder – or even impossible accord-
ing to Sini – is to achieve the second for it can only spring from the 
encounter with the other “in flesh and bones”.3

This attitude towards distance learning was common thinking 
among many Italian academics before the pandemic. Unlike foreign 
universities, especially in the US, which massively tested the potential 
of both synchronous and asynchronous distance learning (Keengwe, 
Kidd, 2010; Baran, et al., 2013; Kebritchi, et al., 2017), limited exper-
imentations had been put in place in previous years in the country. 
Therefore, this learning modality was regarded with vague suspicion, 
which only the pandemic emergency forced to reconsider.4

Compared to past foreign experiences, however, our model showed 
promising features. Our pedagogy is characterized by an active learn-
ing student-centred approach as many online learning environments 
(Browne, 2005). Collaborative components are fundamental for the 
development of learning practices (Olofsson, 2007). The teacher/learn-
er interaction in our course share with successful online activities a 
strong dialogic approach (Baker, Watson, 2014). Finally, the teachers 
already act as tutors or facilitators (Anderson, et al., 2001; Baran, et al., 
2011). The shift to distance learning was therefore reasonably feasible.

Moreover, both the doctoral students and the teachers were already 
skilled to handle the tools. The course was designed between Novem-
ber 2020 and January 2021 after everyone experienced the dramat-
ic move into the web of the whole education system in spring 2020 

3 Carlo Sini, Education and telematic tools [in Italian], https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=kA9pxBvXud0. See also Edmund Husserl, Phenomenological Psychology. 
Lectures, Summer Semester, 1925, edited and translated by John Scanlon, Martinus 
Nijhoff, The Hague 1977, p. 11.

4 The debate involving Carlo Olmo, Ferruccio Resta, Gabriele Pasqui and Francesca 
Tosi on Il giornale dell’Architettura immediately after the beginning of the pandemic 
is particularly meaningful in this respect, https://inchieste.ilgiornaledellarchitettu-
ra.com/a-distanza-da-chi-2/.
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(Crawford, et al., 2020). That trial and – sometimes – error process 
we went through was crucial for shaping the course appropriately, 
and – especially for the teachers – for reconsidering their role in the 
learning process at large.5 Since we had never practiced distance edu-
cation before the pandemic, our effort was to translate the experience 
we gained from emergency remote teaching into a better formalized 
online learning proposal (Hodges, et al., 2020).

Designing the Course

Both in past experience and in the new course, doctoral students 
were meant to play a central constructive role. Elaborating on “The 
legacy of Tomás Maldonado” they could rely on robust critical, meth-
odological and technical tools they acquired before joining the class. 
They knew how to analyse and critically review texts, how to find fur-
ther references and map them, how to extrapolate meaningful ques-
tions from the outcomes of their research. Therefore, they could focus 
on the chosen topic mastering most of the tasks required.

Teachers instead had to carefully adjust their posture to fit the vir-
tual learning environment. The online teacher roles identified in the 
literature, likewise in the traditional face-to-face context, “comprise 
pedagogical, facilitator, instructional designer, social, managerial, and 
technical roles” (Baran, et al., 2011, p. 427). These roles, however, are 
differently prioritised (Bawane, Spector, 2009). Expert teachers in a 
face-to-face contest can always adapt the learning path in real time 
according to the reaction of the students. In online teaching the quick 
real time response may be ineffective. Therefore, instructional design, 
that is planning, organizing, and structuring the course components 
became crucial (Anderson, et al., 2001, p. 4-6; Hodges, et al., 2020, p. 4).

5 Affective factors, which apparently have no room in virtual classrooms (Keengwe, 
Kidd, 2010; Baran, et al., 2013; Kebritchi, et al., 2017) were crucial in this respect: 
“The negative connotations of risk-taking and making mistakes while learning to 
teach online seem to have been mitigated by a combination of affective factors such 
as humility, empathy, and even optimism” (Maile Cutri, et al., 2020, p. 523). See also 
Stafford, 2020.
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Between November 2020 and January 2021, we carefully evaluat-
ed available teaching tools, drafted the programme, collected instruc-
tional materials such as texts, videos, introductory lessons, planned 
the course activities, shared basic information with the colleagues 
in charge of the doctoral programmes, arranged the communication 
material,6 and finally chose the appropriate technology to deliver our 
course.

To promote collaborative practice and to stimulate conversation 
among the students as well as between the students and the teachers 
the course approach mostly relied on synchronous online teaching. 
The medium adopted was web videoconferencing for it provided us 
with the most classroom-like virtual environment,7 as we experienced 
and tested during the pandemic emergency. Therefore, we not only 
organised a common virtual room open to the whole class according 
to the course schedule, but also set six smaller rooms by topic where 
groups could meet at any time.8

The effectiveness of web videoconferencing in education was placed 
under scrutiny by Maldonado in his extensive effort to understand the 
upcoming digital world (Maldonado, 1992; 1997; 2005). His investiga-
tion led him to claim – not surprisingly – that this practice would play 
a crucial role in future education even though videoconferencing was 
in its infancy at the time of his studies (Maldonado, 1997, pp. 82-83, 
pp. 127-135). In this respect, especially in recent years, we made con-
siderable steps forward.

In web videoconferencing we share our digital self in a digital space. 
We interact with others striving to imitate the gestures and the rituals 

6 Thanks to the graphic designer Lorenzo Bigatti/www.lorenzobigatti.xyz.
7 In the early years of online teaching practice, the similarity between videoconfer-

encing and classrooms was analysed (Bernard, et al., 2004). More recent studies con-
firm that web videoconferencing “appears to provide a more promising learning en-
vironment for students to freely collaborate and communicate effectively through 
different interaction channels” (Al-Samarraie, 2019, p. 132).

8 The effectiveness of the – so called – “breakout room” is underlined by Yanhong 
Wei and Huili Tang: “Online learning provides a proper framework for collabora-
tion, allowing learners to be split into breakout rooms and assigned teamwork to 
make decisions and prepare for the virtual plenary presentation” (Wei, Tang, 2022, 
p. 4). See also Chandler, 2016.
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of face-to-face social interaction. The effectiveness of this behaviour-
al strategy seems supported by evidence accumulated in literature.9 
Much work, however, is still required to understand the overall rules 
of digital interpersonal communication.

Besides the main medium, we set up parallel communication tools, 
such as e-mail, instant messaging, and a storage system to provide 
doctoral students with a continuous flow of information and data. 
Compare to face-to-face, online teaching particularly requires this 
kind of facility, not only for smoothing the working process, but also 
for reinforcing the students’ community building and the perception 
of the teachers’ “presence” (Anderson, et al., 2001, p. 6; Martin, Bol-
liger, 2018, p. 218; Cundell, Sheepy, 2018, p. 98). Managing this in-
formation network increases teaching workload heavily. Therefore, it 
usually involves a dedicated instructor. This role is crucial for an ef-
fective course management, and requires scrutiny and sensitivity. The 
teacher doesn’t merely share files and instructions, rather s/he acts as 
coach, facilitator and conflict manager.10

The introduction of an instructor mainly devoted to communication 
is not the only novelty in the teaching staff compared to our previous 
teaching model. The contributions of external experts in a distance 
modality only last the time of the webinar, no travel time or staying 
are required, therefore a talk to students fits much easier in a scholar’s 
busy agenda. To broaden the perspective on Maldonado’s work, we 
decided to act accordingly. Design critics and historians belonging to 
the younger generation could bring novel interpretations about the 
topics under scrutiny. University colleagues could discuss the effec-
tiveness, the topicality – and even the legitimacy – of our investiga-
tion. Maldonado’s pupils could testify to his talent as a teacher, his 
rigour as scholar, his multifaceted personality. Therefore, we got in 
touch with several scholars to check for their availability and finally 

9 See note 7.
10 We thank Pierfrancesco Califano who played this decisive role in the course.
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scheduled a series of webinars in which they generously shared their 
ideas with our doctoral students.11

Throughout his life Maldonado delved into technology with vigi-
lant attention carefully weighing both social opportunities and risks 
of any new development. Technology plays a crucial role in online 
teaching. In fact, the whole education process is filtered by digital 
tools, which scholars deeply analysed often achieving conflicting re-
sults. Commenting on this considerable scientific production needs 
more elaboration than this short essay allows. Especially because in 
the context we operated technology was a given. Therefore, we inte-
grated the electronic tools we were provided with according to their 
function, performance, and potential, without any favour or suspect. 
The full list comprises the following items:

a) a videoconferencing application with which we implemented a 
virtual classroom for delivering introductory lessons, plenary 
sessions of the ongoing work of groups, meetings with guest 
experts and finally for giving the seminar. The same applica-
tion was also used to set up “breakout rooms” open to doctoral 
students at any time for teamworking;

b) a digital repository to archive our library consisting of select-
ed reading from Maldonado’s scientific production, essays on 
Maldonado written by guest experts and other scholars, work 
instructions, shared working papers, video-recordings of col-
lective discussions, in-course presentations and research mate-
rial, as well as files about the course organisation and schedul-
ing, and information about the participants;

c) email and instant messaging applications, the first for sharing 
structured information and communication, the latter for quick 
feedback and Q&A sessions out of the scheduled class days;

11 For their participation in the course we sincerely thank: Giovanni Anceschi, Larry 
Busbea, Medardo Chiapponi, Federico Deambrosis, Stefano Maffei, Ezio Manzini, 
Emanuele Quinz.
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d) collaborative whiteboards, especially used by the students for 
teamwork and for discussing with the teachers their elabora-
tion on the chosen topic step by step;

e) presentation software for sharing intermediate developments, 
and final outcomes.

The Course Scheduling

Relying on these premises the course scheduling outlined a path 
in four steps: a preliminary phase anticipating the course start; a re-
search development phase which constitutes the core-activity of the 
course; a third phase aiming at organising the seminar, and finally the 
presentation and the discussion of the research outcomes within the 
seminar itself.

The preliminary phase represents the main novelty with respect to 
previous experiences. A call for participants was sent to colleagues 
in charge of the doctoral programmes on November 2nd, 2020. 59 
students enrolled from 12 programmes of 11 universities. The class, 
therefore, showed promising numbers right from the start. On the one 
hand, considering that the staff consisted of 3 teachers, the student- 
instructor ratio was 20 to 1, which is rated more than optimal in litera-
ture (Means, et al., 2014), on the other the average number of students 
per programme was close to the one of the envisioned topics, so that 
the development of almost all the topics could involve representatives 
of each programme.

Transforming promising numbers into cohesive working teams, 
however, proved to be a tough task, since most of the students had 
never worked together before. The mediating role of the instructor 
was crucial in this respect. In mid-January 2021 we began sharing in-
formation with the students about the course programme, the meth-
odology, the scheduling and the expected outcomes. Especially we fo-
cused on the six lines of research on which the doctoral students were 
expected to work, asking them to indicate preferences that could help 
us setting up the teams. Working on the preferred topic, in fact, would 
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have certainly stimulated an active and fruitful collaboration among 
the participants in each team.

To introduce Maldonado to the doctoral students we suggested them 
to read Arte e artefatti, which summarises his work in the form of an 
interview-balance, and is also his last published book. Furthermore, 
we gradually uploaded texts by and about Maldonado to the online 
repository. This material had the dual purpose of guiding doctoral stu-
dents in choosing their topic, and forming a solid basis for the subse-
quent research work. At the end of the preliminary phase 6 research 
teams fairly representing the doctoral programmes and the students’ 
expectations were ready to start.

On February 19th 2021, the course began. The three teachers gave 
introductory lessons, which outlined Maldonado’s profile, his ear-
ly years as militant artist in Argentina, and the overall course pro-
gramme and aims.12 Maldonado himself actually contributed to the 
opening session. We were lucky enough as to discover an unpublished 
video-interview of 2012 in the Politecnico di Milano archive, which 
was projected at the end of the first day.13

The course, then, took place on a weekly basis. The meetings in-
volved the class alternatively in checking research development and 
in debating with guest experts. Most of the research work consisted 
in reading and critically understanding the chosen topic as it emerged 
from Maldonado’s bibliography and from his commenters. Students 
had to find out key issues that might cross their own doctoral research, 
thus providing a personal interpretation of the legacy of Maldonado. 
In this process they acquired valuable knowledge for the setting and 
development of their research, especially they familiarised with Mal-
donado’s distinctive approach to critical thinking, which is one of his 
fundamental legacies.

12 These lessons were given by Raimonda Riccini, Pierfrancesco Califano and myself 
respectively.

13 The video-interview consists of one hour of rough material recorded by ImagisLab 
of Politecnico di Milano under the direction of Marisa Galbiati and Elisa Bertolotti. 
We thank the authors for sharing.
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Meetings were usually organised by topic, especially because after 
a few weeks the overall group of 10-12 students had split into 2-3 
smaller teams each one delving into a defined sub-topic. Teams elab-
orated on the chosen sub-topic independently, and brought the out-
comes of their work to the attention of the teachers, usually sharing 
their whiteboard on the screen, which plastically displayed the ongo-
ing process or adopting more formal Power Point presentations. The 
teachers basically focused on listening and understanding the issues 
at stake facilitating discourse and encouraging students to probe their 
assumptions (Anderson, et al., 2001, p. 6; Baran, et al., 2011, p. 426). 
The teachers could also recommend meaningful examples, addition-
al resources, and effective research tools. They rarely questioned the 
whole process, rather, they intervened mainly to clarify the meaning 
of sources and to prevent misunderstanding.

Plenary sessions addressed class issues such as methodological and 
organisational ones and also served to verify the effective develop-
ment of the elaboration process. In the distance learning mode these 
sessions played a crucial role for community building. Therefore, their 
scheduling concentrated in the initial and final part of the course and 
included intermediate monthly meetings as well. In fact, most of the 
final seminar organisation was set up in plenary sessions. For the rest 
of the course, they hosted meetings with guest experts.

As we anticipated, to stimulate and enrich the debate, we made use 
of the contribution of several guests who generously shared their ide-
as on the work and legacy of Tomás Maldonado. Their considerations 
affected, explicitly or implicitly, the proceeding and final outcomes 
of the course. To link effectively the talks of guests to the work of 
students, we asked each speaker to reflect on a given keyword which 
addressed the disciplinary debate in general and Maldonado’s studies 
in particular.14 Moreover, we accurately set up these meetings. Texts 
by the authors were uploaded to the repository in advance and we 

14 The six keywords, tailored on the role of each guest in the course development were: 
“utopia” (F. Deambrosis), “object” (E. Quinz), “environment” (L. Busbea), “method” 
(S. Maffei), “knowledge” (M. Chiapponi and G. Anceschi), “design” (E. Manzini).
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recommended that the students prepare pertinent questions not only 
to encourage lively debate but also to provide them with meaningful 
indications on how to develop both the course tasks and their doctoral 
research.

On March 26th, after six weeks, the course was halfway through. 
Teams had sufficiently delved into the topics and framed the corre-
sponding sub-topics so that they could sketch an overall picture of the 
final seminar. In previous years this task would involve many issues 
dealing with the physical world, such as logistics, accommodation of 
guests, printing matters, and catering. The distance mode scratched 
most of them out. The few remaining decisions concerned the organ-
isation and scheduling of the day, the role and sequence of the speak-
ers, the choice of the discussants. Nevertheless, organising the online 
final seminar proved to be a challenging assignment.

The students first attempted to redefine the seminar as a whole 
evaluating different sequencing of the speakers, suggesting alterna-
tive patterns of interactions between speakers, discussants and the 
audience, and extending the duration of the seminar over more days 
to expand on the course outcomes. All of these proposals proved to 
be unrealistic not only because they required careful testing but also 
because online interaction, as far as we have experienced, calls for 
precision and conciseness.

Students then focused on the choice of discussants which required 
long careful scrutiny, especially matching the appropriate profile to 
the issues raising from the research outcomes. Once we fixed the ac-
tors, the content and the schedule of the seminar, additional time was 
spent checking the efficacy of communication. The class had a fort-
night in rehearsal, carefully verifying the layout and the correctness 
of Power Point presentations, the fluency of the speeches as well as 
their appropriate sequence and timing.

Throughout this process the role of the teachers slowly shifted from 
counseling to supervising. The urgency of decision-making prevailed 
over pedagogical premises as sometimes happened also in our previ-
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ous face-to-face teaching experiences. Choices, however, were always 
shared and deeply discussed in the class before taking any resolution.

Finally, on May 14th, the class gave the seminar witnessed by this 
book, or we may say that the book is an unpredicted additional work-
load suggested by the success of the seminar itself, although many 
students had asked for publishing a book even before the course end-
ed.

The index of the publication conforms to the content and sequenc-
ing of the presentations. The titles of the six main research topics were 
carefully redefined and broadened into 16 key issues15 to put the lega-
cy of Tomás Maldonado into the new perspective the class was eager 
to share with the audience.

The webinar was opened by the dean of the School of Design and 
by the director of the PhD programme in Design of Politecnico di Mi-
lano16 which virtually hosted this initiative. Then teachers appeared 
on the screen to outline the motivation and the expected outcomes of 
the final seminar. After the presentations, both in the morning and in 
the afternoon session, acknowledged scholars contributed to a lively 
round table not only by providing the class with insightful and con-
structive comments but also by filling the screen with their appealing 
bookshelves.17

The pandemic emergency was undoubtedly crucial in the choice of 
switching to distance learning. Comparing our experience to similar 
ones in the same period, however, is difficult. Most of them outline the 
rapid adaptation to the new condition of typical content-based learn-
ing focusing on issues such as keeping students focused on the task or 
assessing knowledge acquisition. Also, many scholars underline the 
relevance of teacher-student interaction, especially the dialogue be-

15 There were 17 presentations in the seminar, unfortunately one group resigned from 
writing in this book.

16 We sincerely thank Luisa Collina and Paola Bertola for introducing to the audience 
the School and the PhD programme respectively.

17 For their contribution to the seminar we sincerely thank: Rocco Antonucci, Pier 
Luigi Capucci, Cristina Chiappini, Riccardo Falcinelli, Davide Fornari, Carla Lan-
gella, Tatiana Mazali, Alessandro Tartaglia, Salvatore Zingale.
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tween the two. Among the many, we may find similarities with the 
extensive/intensive online learning approach. This approach adopts 
“compulsory pre-session student-led group discussions which are 
documented and [shared with] the lecturer” (Bryson, Andres, 2020, p. 
619), and it has proved effective for classes comparable in size to ours. 
“Extensive online learning experiences involve the curation of re-
sources to support self-guided learning and [the subsequent] intensive 
learning experiences” (Bryson, Andres, 2020, p. 616), which “revolve 
around online engagement with the academic(s) and other students in 
real-time as part of the co-creation of experiential learning experienc-
es” (Bryson, Andres, 2020, p. 618). Some scholars describe massive on-
line seminars, which do not involve doctoral students (Chia-En Teng, 
et al., 2012). Not many others seem to share the path we followed.

The Questionnaire Outcomes

As common practice at the end of a course, we drafted a survey 
aimed at checking whether the learning experience fulfilled students’ 
expectations. The short questionnaire (see Appendix) was developed 
on the basis of the “students’ opinion survey” usually distributed to the 
students of Politecnico di Milano. The original 20 items were reduced 
to 11 and modified to fit the setting of the course. Questions aimed 
at testing the effectiveness of preparatory materials, online teaching, 
teamworking, guests’ contribution, and the overall satisfaction of the 
participants. The students were asked to rate items using a 5-point 
scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Three 
open questions were added to find out students’ opinion especially 
on the course management, the quality of interaction, and to seek for 
suggestions to improve the learning experience.

A few days before the seminar took place, we sent the whole class 
the survey by email. Only 7 students replied on that occasion, very 
likely because respondents to an email were identifiable. Therefore, 
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we sent the survey again one month later using Google Form, which 
let the students answer anonymously, and we collected 25 responses.18

The total number of respondents to the two questionnaires was 32, 
that is almost 60% of the whole class, a significant rate for the analy-
sis. In both cases, most of the students were extremely supportive so 
much so that the average score for each item was 4. Such a successful 
result requires deep scrutiny, and decimals may help, in this respect. 
The preliminary work was rated the highest (4,64)19 confirming the 
efficacy of our effort. The overall satisfaction about the course was 
high as well (4,08), so we can reasonably think this experience can be-
come a model for further educational initiatives. The effectiveness of 
the teacher/student interaction was acknowledged by everyone (4,24), 
even if our contribution was mostly perceived as prescriptive (4,04). 
Some critical issues were raised about teamworking (3,84), therefore 
the goal of effective distance interaction requires additional work. 
Similarly, the distance learning modality, which scored the – relative-
ly – lowest rate (3,76), requires careful scrutiny. We made all our effort 
to overcome the prevailing opinion that online “a sense of being con-
nected to a learning community is weak” (Kuong, 2014, p. 1004). The 
nostalgia for face-to-face learning, however, seems persisting.

Among the many positive – or extremely positive – responses, 
there is only one doctoral student expressing deep dissatisfaction, sub-
stantially about the unbalance between workload and final outcome: 
“We worked three months – s/he claims – for speaking individually 3 
minutes, in the final seminar!”. Workload was undoubtedly heavy, as 
many others underlined without complaining. The statement, howev-
er, shows the commitment and expectations of a typically self-centred 
personality, which teachers should have considered. In the seminar, 
teams presented the outcomes of a collaborative work in a collabora-
tive manner – like a choir. Each topic was given about 20 minutes, an 
amount of time totally effective and suitable to the seminar’s goals. 

18 55 students of the 59 enrolled effectively completed the course and took part in the 
seminar with a drop-out rate of 9%.

19 Reported rates come from the anonymous respondents.
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Still the student thinks this choice doesn’t provide her/him with any 
personal contentment.

Open questions provided us with more clues to assess the whole 
experience. They focused on four issues: information, management, 
teamwork, and interaction. Many students asked for a comprehen-
sive, syllabus-like programme carefully detailing expected outcomes, 
scheduling, and workload. Such a programme should have been pro-
vided before enrolment so that students could evaluate whether join-
ing the course or not. They also suggested the adoption of precise 
instructions specifying contents and formats (template, layout etc.) 
both for intermediate delivery and the final seminar which, from our 
perspective, is indeed a cultural shift, rather than the suggestion of a 
good teaching practice. In fact, providing the students with so strict 
prescriptions would reduce their capability not only to design but also 
to think.

With respect to the course management students suggested to ex-
pand the introductory part not only for sharing more information 
about Maldonado, and the six research topics – that is about the course 
content in general – but also for getting acquainted and facilitating 
team building. Increasing team-reviews in this initial part would also 
serve to check teachers’ expectations. Typically, all these suggestions 
involve online interaction, therefore they should be carefully scruti-
nised. Students also complained about workload, which they estimat-
ed considerably heavy and only partially compensated by the value of 
research and the relevance of the seminar.

Teamwork was indeed a crucial topic crossing the issues of both 
workload and interaction. Students suggested smaller groups of 5/6 
people, which are much easier to manage, and an increase of synchro-
nous learning with respect to asynchronous one, that is concentrat-
ing teamwork in the virtual classroom rather than at home. They also 
criticised the process of splitting groups by topic into smaller ones by 
sub-topic, especially because they were asked to join together again 
for the final seminar, which required additional work.



39

An Experiment in PhD Online Teaching: The legacy of Tomás Maldonado

Interactions involved student to student, teacher to student and 
guest to student relationship. Peer-to-peer learning was strongly rec-
ommended by the students although they admitted that the virtual en-
vironment exacerbated group dynamics. Peer review should involve 
the whole class and more time should be spent in this practice rather 
than in conventional teacher to students review. Partially contradict-
ing their colleagues claiming precise instructions some students also 
requested more time for independent work and speculation out of the 
teachers’ guidance. Guest speeches were rated highly valuable there-
fore many students focused on this experience recommending more 
accuracy in providing the class with information about the guest and 
instructions on how managing the debate. Someone also suggested 
leaving the guests free in the choice of topics to explore.

Significantly, some students complained that they were not formal-
ly thanked by the teachers for their efforts in organising the final sem-
inar. The thing is that by the end of the course we were as exhausted 
as the students. This essay, however, is a good opportunity to correct 
this impoliteness. We believe everyone performed excellently at every 
stage of the learning process. Furthermore, their dissatisfaction clear-
ly demonstrates that the course was fully successful in recreating the 
expectations, the rituals, and the social conventions of a face-to-face 
learning environment. Like any experimental training experience, 
however this too can be improved and we will move in this direction.
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Appendix
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SD = Strongly Disagree, D = Disagree, N = Neutral, A = Agree, SA = Strongly Agree
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ti-scale goals, like carbon neutrality and sustainable transition. With 
Margherita Tufarelli, Mediated identities: values of fashion in digital 
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Luca Casarotto, Design multidisciplinare nell’Industria 4.0. La progetta-
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strial and Environmental Design (2016), then in Computational Desi-
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bachelor’s degree in Industrial Design in 2017 and his master’s degree 
in Product Design in 2019, both from Sapienza University.
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Una didattica circolare e “appropriata”: ambiente, tecnologia, società 
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applications in the manufacturing system of Industry 4.0 in order to 
improve the design of new collaborative robotic solutions.
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et al., COMMON SPACES. University scenarios for the return to a-nor-
mality (2021); with Lorenza Abbate, et al., Here. Human Engagement in 
Robotics Experience (2020). 
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of design in the design of digital archives as online devices for the va-
lorisation and promotion of companies’ cultural heritage. With Carlo 
Vinti, Il design per la valorizzazione del patrimonio aziendale: il caso dei 
marchi storici Averna e Cynar del Gruppo Campari (2020); Symbiotic 
short circuits (2019); with Carlo Vinti, Averna. A Sicilian and Italian 
story (2018).

Luca Guerrini is associate professor at Politecnico di Milano where 
he has worked since 1993. A trained urban designer, he has carried out 
applied research and projects in the field of transportation and envi-
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ronmental design, interior and spatial design, design for cultural heri-
tage. His studies focus on the concept and perception of space in the 
relationship between design and the arts. He teaches Interior Design 
and Arts and Languages of the Present at the School of Design. Since 
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curator, he has acted as consultant to the National Museum of Archi-
tecture in Ferrara, Italy (2000-2006), and has taken part in national 
and international architecture competitions. Author of books, essays, 
and papers presented in national and international conferences. His 
current scientific production focuses on design pedagogy, and on de-
sign research methodologies. Students at the centre of the action (2020); 
Towards the future. Insights on research and training (2019); New Hospi-
tality: investigating the meaning of hybrid (2019); with Alice Devecchi, 
Empathy for Resilience (2019); Envisioning the future: report on a first 
year design-studio project (2018); with Paolo Volonté, Dialogues on De-
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Interdepartmental Laboratory, dealing with subjects such as extended 
realities and immersion. He has also been invited as a lecturer in va-
rious private universities. His research is focused on imagination, and 
on its role in fostering transformations towards responsible and just 
futures. He is also tackling topics such as sustainable and digital tou-
rism, experience design and cultural heritage. With Giuseppe Amo-
ruso, Stefania Palmieri, Digital Strategy to Enhance Jordanian Touri-
sm Sector: A Post Pandemic Gap Analysis (2021 – under review); with 
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Stefania Palmieri, Mario Bisson, Alessio Righi, A sport project and its 
future applications: how to implement speculative design to fulfil users 
needs (2021); with Stefania Palmieri, Mario Bisson, Environmental De-
sign Multisensory Experience. Integrated space for simulation activities 
(2020).
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of the XXXVI CYCLE, at the Department of Engineering of the Uni-
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human-machine interaction. Author of 24 publications in the field of 
applied acoustics. With Antonella Bevilaqua, Giuseppe Ciaburro, Gino 
Iannace, Amelia Trematerra, Acoustic design of a new shell to be placed 
in the Roman amphitheater located in Santa Maria Capua Vetere (2022); 
with Gino Iannace, Amelia Trematerra, Effects of nightlife noise in a 
city center (2021); with Silvana Sukaj, Giuseppe Ciaburro, Gino Ianna-
ce, Ilaria Lombardi, Amelia Trematerra, The Acoustics of the Benevento 
Roman Theatre (2021).

Fabiana Marotta is transdisciplinary designer and currently PhD 
candidate in Design at University of Naples Federico II (Architecture 
Department). Her current research focuses on the relevance of the 
political dimension in contemporary design, intercepting the complex 
relationships that exist between design and politics in order to build 
new theoretical frameworks in which to reconfigure the social and 
cultural dynamics of our time. Diciotto storie per una controstoria della 
cultura tecnologica del progetto (2022); with Marina Block and Massi-
mo Perriccioli, From Emergency to Emergence: re-think design approach 
in a transitionage (2021).

Elisa Matteucci is PhD student and a design researcher at the Design 
for Sustainability Lab in the University of Florence. She has been part 
of the Design for Sustainability Lab research team since 2019 where 
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she is a designer and curator. Specifically, she works on several exhi-
bitions in collaboration with MIDA (Mostra dell’Artigianato di Firen-
ze) such as Craft 4.0, new perspectives of making. She mainly deals 
with communication design and data design. Actually she is working 
on research projects such TiAmbienta (Tecnologie Intelligenti per gli 
Ambienti di Vita), Prismamed (Piano Rifiuti e Scarti in Mare da pesca, 
acquacoltura e diporto nel Mediterrane0) and Robocoop (Realtà au-
mentata, storytelling evoluto, blockchain nel processo di innovazione 
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Matilde Molari, MSc in Systemic Design, is a PhD student at the 
Department of Environmental, Land and Infrastructure Engineering 
(DIATI) of the Politecnico di Torino (Italy). She carries out research in 
the Applied Ecology Group, dealing with vertical greenery in outdo-
or urban contexts. She investigates environmental and social impacts 
deriving from re-naturalization projects. With Mariangela Francesca 
Balsamo, Ri-costruire una natura contemporanea (2022); with Elena 
Comino, Laura Dominici, City that embraces nature. Designing with 
vertical greenery (2021).

Giovanna Nichilò is an architect and exhibition designer. Her pro-
fessional experiences include works in Exhibition Design for scientific 
museums, fairs and events; Creative Industry; Digital Fabrication and 
Design of teaching activities for STEAM matters; Grant Research in 
Inclusive Museum Design at Laboratory of Ergonomics & Design at 
the University of Florence. Since 2020 she is a PhD student in Scien-
ce of Design at Iuav University of Venice and investigates aspects of 
space-user interaction in Exhibition Design with a focus on spatial re-
sponsive and interactive applications in medical museums. With Ga-
briele Pontillo, Site-Responsive. Critical of the Interactive Environmen-
ts in Exhibition Design (2022); with Francesca Tosi, Antonella Serra, 
Alessia Brischetto, Asking Users. Questionnaires as Indirect Observation 
Tools in Human-Centred Design Approach (2021).

Monica Oddone is PhD student in Management, Production and De-
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sign and MSc in Ecodesign at Politecnico di Torino. She complements 
her research work with the design of honest, human and environ-
mentally friendly products and services, also achieving international 
recognition and awards. Her PhD research focuses on the definition 
and development of new products and strategies, suggested by design 
approach, to enhance cultural value and local excellence, with parti-
cular reference to the valorisation of the identity of Politecnico di To-
rino through merchandising. With Doriana Dal Palù, Beatrice Lerma, 
Marco Bozzola, Il wayfinding nei luoghi della cultura. Un progetto per il 
Castello del Valentino (2020); with Irene Caputo, Marco Bozzola, Desi-
gn and Cultural Sites: new signage methods and languages for fruition, 
accessibility and storytelling (2020).
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candidate in Naval and Nautical Design, University of Genoa. Her MSc 
thesis, awarded with honours, is focused on the project of an electric 
hybrid solar catamaran for passenger transport, with particular atten-
tion to issues related to sustainability and accessibility by people with 
physical disabilities and sensory-perceptual alterations. Her research 
activity is focused on the definition of design guidelines applicable 
to cruise ships in the post Covid-19 era, with reference to smart ma-
terials and contactless technologies. She is paper author and speaker 
at international conferences and teacher of a professional education 
course dedicated to the same topics. She holds management training 
seminars and is co-lecturer at the courses of Construction Science, 
Psychology for Design and workshops dedicated to the project of cru-
ise ship units and electric vehicles, one of which is held together with 
Beijing University of Chemical Technology.

Filippo Petrocchi is product designer and PhD student at the Univer-
sity of Ferrara. He is author of scientific paper and lecturer at national 
and international conferences regarding inclusive and sustainable de-
sign. His areas of expertise include: design for elderly, transportation, 
UX, UI, HMI. Complete the profile several awards and publications at 
national and international level. Awareness, compatibility and equa-
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lity as drivers to resilience in sustainable design research (2021); with 
Giuseppe Mincolelli, Silvia Imbesi, How Co-design Leads Mobility In-
novation Towards a More Inclusive and Senior-Friendly Transportation 
System (2021); with Giuseppe Mincolelli, Michele Marchi, Silvia Imbe-
si, Gian Andrea Giacobone, Cittadinanza smart thing: Smart objects al 
servizio di città più attive e inclusive (2021).

Valeria Piras is a Design PhD student at the University of Genoa. 
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her research investigates the role of the current design educational 
context in relation to actual political and social issues, looking at it 
through the lens of feminist philosophy. Intersectionality in Visual De-
sign Education (2021); CAPS LOCK. Una panoramica sull’ultimo libro di 
Ruben Pater (2021); Discomfort in Visuality (2021).

Barbara Pizzicato is currently a PhD student in Environment, Desi-
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took a Bachelor Degree in Design and Communication at Politecnico 
di Torino and a Master’s Degree in Design for Innovation (curriculum 
Ecofashion) at Luigi Vanvitelli. Her field of investigation concerns cir-
cular and systemic design with a strong focus on innovative processes 
and technologies for circularity in the textile field. Among her latest 
publications: with Maria Antonietta Sbordone, et al., 0_Textile. A De-
sign Research applying Circular Economy in the textile field; An Ideal 
Triangulation in Fashion and Textile: Industry, Academia and Users; Fa-
shion Confronting Unrelated Sectors: The Ideal Model of Manufacturing 
Symbiosis Between Industrial Systems (2021).

Gabriele Pontillo is an Italian product designer. In 2019 he obtained 
a Doctoral Research Fellowship in Environment, Design and Innova-
tion at the University of Campania Luigi Vanvitelli. Main focus of his 
line of research are parametric design, medical design, and advanced 
manufacturing – knowledge acquired during his academic path. With 
Carla Langella, Fluctuating Intelligence: Bioinspired 3D Printed Desi-
gn on Textile (2021); with Carla Langella, Roberta Angari, Intersection 
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Raimonda Riccini is full professor at the Iuav University of Venice. 
She was coordinator of the PhD in Design Sciences (2012-21) and De-
puty Director of the Doctoral School (2016-21). In 2013 she conceived 
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tor. Co-founder and president (2014-18) of the Italian Association of 
Design Historians, she directed the journal “AIS Design. History and 
Research” (2013-21). From 2021 she is president of SID Italian Design 
Society. (Edit by) Tomás Maldonado, La speranza progettuale. Ambien-
te e società, 2022; I linguaggi dell’interazione: Olivetti e la Scuola di Ulm, 
2021; Design e innovazione. Una visione critica in tempi di incertezza, 
2021; (edit by) Tomás Maldonado, Bauhaus, 2019; (edit by) Frid 2017. 
Sul metodo/Sui metodi. Esplorazioni per le identità del design, 2018; Gli 
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Davide Romanella is architect and PhD candidate in Sustainable Ur-
ban Planning at the International School of Advanced Studies in the 
University of Camerino. He is a member of the EcCoItaly company 
where he has developed a qualified profile on the management of com-
petitive issues and projects in the sector of urban redevelopment and 
regeneration of open spaces in the technological and environmental 
fields. He carries out a doctoral research entitled Post-vernacular ar-
chitecture, territorial technologies for a distant future focused on the 
sustainable aspects of architecture, characterized by the concept of 
“circularity”. Light (2021); with Federica Ottone, Una “Nuova Archeolo-
gia” per la Ricostruzione dei Paesaggi Colpiti dal Sisma (2020); with Ro-
berta Cocci Grifoni, Anna Bonvini, Graziano Enzo Marchesani, Paola 
Tassetti, Nuovo Rinascimento (2020).

Beatrice Rossato is an Italian fashion designer. She is a PhD student 
in Design at the Design Department of Politecnico di Milano. Her rese-
arch focuses on the relationship between jewellery design and digital 
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technologies, particularly on the dematerialization and virtualization 
of body equipment and on learning tools to design digital accessories. 
With Alba Cappellieri, Livia Tenuta, Susanna Testa, Digital Filters: A 
New Way to E-Wear Jewellery (2021); with Livia Tenuta, Susanna Te-
sta, An Example of Innovative University Teaching and Learning: the 
Fashion-Tech Model of Integration (2021).

Jing Ruan is a Design PhD student at the University of Florence. 
Her research explores sustainable and creative design solutions for 
enhancing the competitiveness of local agriculture based on innova-
tion projects in China and Italy. Since 2019 she has served as deputy 
secretary-general of Wuhan Industry Association and Design Com-
mittee of Hubei Packaging Federation, responsible for organizing 
exhibitions, competitions, project cooperation. She has been a teacher 
in the Visual Communication Design Department of Wuhan Techno-
logy and Business University from 2005 to 2018. Research on value con-
version from agricultural products to creative products (2019); To explore 
the Italian city of creative visual design (2017); Personality vivid bottle 
and jar – on the composition of the beauty of Morandi painting (2015).

Manuel Scortichini is PhD student in Innovation Design at the In-
ternational School of Advanced Studies, University of Camerino. Sin-
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Architecture and Design Eduardo Vittoria in Ascoli Piceno. His PhD 
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Losco, Davide Paciotti, Carlo Vinti, The fifth dimension of interaction 
design: conversation with Gillian Crampton Smith and Alessandro Mas-
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Elettra Scotucci is visual communication and graphic designer and 
PhD student at Sapienza University of Rome. Her main research to-
pics are typography and graphic design history, and the relationship 
between design and new craft in the particular field of the contem-
porary production of wooden typefaces for letterpress printing. To-
gether with his PhD colleague Andrea Vendetti, she runs a letterpress 
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Giovanna Tagliasco is designer and PhD student in Design at the 
Department of Architecture and Design of the University of Genoa, 
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Margherita Vacca is architect, PhD student in Sustainability and In-
novation for the Design of the Built Environment and Product System 
(curriculum Design) at the University of Florence. Her research aims 
to reflect on the complex system of social realities belonging to the 
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