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Introduction
Due to the globalization of the working market 

it became very important to train students to work 
with people from different cultural background. 
The Japanese Ministry of Education has encour-
aged the globalization of education through schol-
arships programs, which receive foreign students 
at Japanese schools and send Japanese students to 
study abroad.

Tea drinking is a current practice in several 
countries and in different cultural context. The kind 
of tea and the way of drinking it changes accord-
ing to the cultural context, but the use of the action 
of drinking tea as a tool for socializing resembles. 
Therefore, drinking tea as means of socializing is 
a global concept. However, among the tea drink-
ing country Japan is the only culture that created a 
space, the Tea Room, specially and only for drink-
ing tea. We chose the Tea Room as main theme for 
workshops because drinking tea is a global concept 
but Tearoom is something unique to Japanese Cul-
ture. At Akashi College we held several programs 
to receive foreign students and to send our students 
abroad. Among those programs the tearoom design 
workshops with international students had results 
much better than expected, and our students after 
participating in these activities have not only in-
creased their communication skills but also showed 
a wider view and opinion about the world. Unfor-

tunately, the number of scholarships are not enough 
and the cost of coming to Japan or going abroad 
limits the participation to few wealthy students.  

Here we propose an interactive platform to al-
low the participation of a bigger number of students 
to participate in international exchange activities. 
The platform will permit students to works together 
in the design of a tearoom.  In this proposal we will 
first briefly explain the characteristics of Japanese 
the tearoom, and later, based on our experience 
with Tea Room Design Workshops, we will propose 
the necessary elements of the interactive platform, 
its working system and preview its impact in our 
college.

What is a Japanese Tea Room?
Tea was introduced in Japan in the 8th Century 

but only became popular after the 16th Century. The 
concept of the tea room is very simple: a beautiful-
ly designed space for drinking tea. The idea is that 
the practice of drinking tea inside this special space 
makes the tea taste better than, for example, drink-
ing tea on a paper cup at the franchised coffee shop. 
Yet the design of a tearoom also involves complex 
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concepts, such as Wabi-Sabi, and as the Meiji period 
(1868-1915) Scholar Okakura explained in his Book 
of Tea, the design of tearooms and tea related objects, 
tea ceremony in a whole synthetizes Japanese aesthet-
ics values. Along the history there were several tea 
masters of strong influence on the development of the 
tearoom as an architectural style. Sen no Rikyū is the 
most famous tea master. In his tea rooms Rikyū elimi-
nated not only unnecessary decoration but also unnec-
essary space, the tearooms had the minimum neces-
sary size. The ultimate minimum tearoom, Taian, had 
only a two tatami mats size. 

Fig.1. Example of okoshi-e, (1965) Horiguchi Sutemi

Tea Rooms were designed by tea masters and 
not carpenters, therefore it became necessary to cre-
ate means for explaining the design of the structure 
that tea masters conceived and had to be construct-
ed by carpenters. For that the tea masters created the 
okoshi-e, a set of drawings, including floor plan and 
elevations that can be pulled up and assembled as a 
paper model of the structure. (fig.1)

Tea Room: a tool for instigating 
international Exchange

The use of tearoom as theme for design work-
shops and international exchange was developed 
through experience, from various workshops realized 
at Akashi College. The first time we used “Tea Room” 
as a workshop theme was in July 2015 when we were 
asked to interact for one week with 16 Griffith Uni-
versity architecture students coming from. Later the 
theme was developed into a longer Japanese Architec-
ture course taught for students from Brazil. We also 
held open lectures and international workshops using 
the okoshi-e as main theme. 

Based on students’ surveys evaluating the work-
shops, all students affirmed that the theme “Tea 
Room” was very interesting. Therefore, we can say 
that tearoom has proved to be an excellent theme for 
international exchange design workshops.

Tea Room Interactive Online Workshops
Design workshops, using tearoom as theme had 

worked greatly but due to financial restrictions the 
participation in these workshops is limited to a few 
number of students. Here we propose a platform that 
allows more students to experience these internation-
al design workshops. The purpose is to develop an 
interactive platform, which allows students from all 
around the world to work together on the design of a 
Tea Room. The platform should also include general 
information on tearooms and Japanese Traditional Ar-
chitecture.

We propose a platform composed of three different 
levels of interactions (table1).

The first level of interaction with the platform is 
what we named as “passive user”. Here are exposed 
information about tearooms and Japanese Tradition-
al Architecture. The access to this level is open to 
the public in general and the information contained 
here is fed by students, who are expected to upload 
their tearoom designs and information they have re-
searched on traditional Japanese architecture. The 
second level of interaction with the platform is called 
“semi-active”. This level is also open to the public in 
general, but here the user can participate more. The 
platform would include quizzes about Japanese tra-
ditional architecture, where the user can check how 
much he or she has learned. It would also include sets 
of okoshi-e to be downloaded. The user can print out 
the okoshi-e sets and build paper models of famous 
tearooms and Japanese traditional architecture build-
ings. The information in this module is also fed by the 
students. Based on their research about tearooms the 
students elaborate okoshi-e drawings sets (Fig 2) that 
can be downloaded and printed. 

The third level of interaction with the platform we 
called the “active” level and here only registered us-
ers can participate. This is the design workshop lev-
el and it would include an interactive chat window, 
something similar to SNS applications such as Line or 
Whats app, together with a sketch pad window, were 
students can add hand drawings and discuss about 
their design project (fig 3). 

Table.1. Levels of interaction and accessibility to the platform
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Fig.2. Elaborations of downloadable okoshi-e drawings

Fig.3. Image of the Online Design workshop

In the workshop level the students work in groups 
under the orientation of their design teacher. The plat-
form should allow several groups to work at the same 
time. The students would have to elaborate drawings, 
build models or 3G representation of their tearoom 
design. Using as reference the workshop we realized 
in the past years we estimate the necessity of eight 
workshops sections, with approximately 60 min. du-
ration each, to finish the design of a tearoom. We also 
observed that after the students decide about their de-
sign, they divided the drawings and the work that must 
be prepared. In addition, according to our experience 
long periods of engagements tend to demotivate the 
students, so we suggest intense and short workshops. 
The workshop could be realized twice or three times 
a week, and the project should be finished in less than 
two weeks. 

Finally, the students should gather and organize 
the information about their tearoom design in an ex-
planatory video. The teachers in charge will evaluate 
the workshop results (video) and the students’ engage-
ment (upload of researched material). The students 
may receive a participation certification or course 
credits for their participation. The online workshop 
can be included in design studio activities.

Conclusions
As we have seen tearoom is a great subject for 

short-term international design workshops. By com-
bining new IT technologies and mounting an inter-

active platform we can create a space for students to 
work on design projects with students from abroad, 
and bring international experience to a larger number 
of participants. 
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