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Abstract

University campuses today are evolving beyond traditional classrooms into dynamic environments
that nurture learning, collaboration, and well-being. With changing pedagogical approaches that
emphasize creativity, teamwork, and mental health, there is a growing need for interactive and
informal learning spaces that complement formal education. These in-between zones — neither
entirely academic nor purely recreational — play a vital role in shaping campus life and fostering a
sense of belonging among students and faculty alike. In this context, bistro decks emerge as vibrant
multifunctional spaces that blend social, academic, and leisure functions. They act as flexible outdoor
hubs where students can study in groups, engage in discussions, share meals, or simply unwind
between classes. By integrating nature, comfort, and connectivity, such spaces enhance both the
physical and emotional landscape of a campus. The research adopts a qualitative and design-oriented
methodology, combining site analysis, user surveys, and spatial evaluations to understand existing
patterns of use and gaps in current campus environments. Insights from student preferences,
environmental factors, and space usability inform the framework for developing design strategies.
The study also reviews reference cases and design precedents that highlight innovative approaches to
outdoor social learning spaces. The expected outcomes include a comprehensive set of design
guidelines and strategies for creating effective bistro decks — spaces that are adaptable, sustainable,
and inclusive. These recommendations aim to enhance campus connectivity, promote well-being, and
encourage spontaneous interaction and learning beyond classrooms. Ultimately, the research
envisions bistro decks as key elements in reimagining campus design — bridging the gap between
learning and leisure to create holistic, human-centered educational environments.
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INTRODUCTION

University campuses are more than just
collections of classrooms and libraries. They are
living communities where students learn,
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collaborate, and grow beyond formal academics.
However, many campuses still lack semi-formal
outdoor spaces that encourage interaction in a
relaxed and inclusive setting. These in-between
spaces, which are neither strictly academic nor
purely recreational, play an important role in
shaping the student experience [1].

Research and practice increasingly show that
social and collaborative environments are key for
student well-being, creativity, and engagement.
Informal learning spaces allow for spontanecous

© JournalsPub 2026. All Rights Reserved

62



Flexible Outdoor Learning and Social Spaces: The Case for Campus Bistro Decks Krishna M. et al.

discussions, group brainstorming, and moments of relaxation. All these elements strengthen a sense of
belonging. (Figure 1). In this context, a thoughtfully designed bistro deck can serve as a
multifunctional hub, inviting students to eat, socialize, study, or simply pause and recharge amid the
flow of campus life [2].
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Figure 1. Conceptual representation of informal outdoor learning and social interaction spaces on
campus.

The aim of this study is to explore the potential of a campus bistro deck as a shared and adaptable
space that connects academic and social needs. To achieve this, the research has three objectives.
e To examine the spatial and functional requirements needed for an effective bistro deck.
e To study user behavior and preferences that shape how such spaces are experienced.
e To propose design guidelines that support social interaction, sustainability, and visual appeal,
ensuring the deck positively impacts the campus environment.

By addressing these objectives, the study aims to show how a simple architectural change can foster
community, inclusivity, and overall student development (Figure 2) [3].

v

Figure 2. Spatial framework illustrating integration of academic and recreational functions in a bistro
deck.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The idea of creating vibrant outdoor learning and social spaces on campuses comes from theories of
human interaction and environmental psychology. One of the most relevant is Ray Oldenburg’s Third
Place Theory. This theory describes the need for “third places” in our lives. These are settings outside
of home (the first place) and work or study (the second place). Third places are informal, welcoming
environments where people gather, share ideas, and build relationships. On a university campus, a
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bistro deck can serve as this third place. It becomes more than a spot to grab a meal. It turns into a
neutral ground where students from different disciplines and backgrounds meet, encouraging
dialogue, collaboration, and a sense of community [4].

Another important concept is Biophilic Design, which highlights our need to connect with nature.
Studies show that natural elements, like greenery, fresh air, water features, and organic materials, can
lower stress, boost concentration, and improve social well-being. Adding biophilic principles to a
bistro deck — through shaded seating, landscaped edges, or natural materials — can create a calming
and stimulating environment. This design supports informal learning and promotes mental health,
making the space both functional and restorative [5].

Together, these theories emphasize that outdoor campus spaces are not just physical features. They
are essential environments that influence how students learn, interact, and grow (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Application of third place theory and biophilic design principles in campus environments.

CASE STUDY
The Hut Café, Chennai

The Hut Café in Chennai stands out as a refreshing example of how thoughtful architecture can
create a relaxed and engaging social environment within a campus setting. Designed with a deep
understanding of student life, it embodies the spirit of informal interaction, outdoor learning, and
community bonding — all within a compact yet inviting structure [6].

Architecturally, the café embraces a simple and earthy design language, drawing inspiration from
vernacular forms and local materials. The use of exposed brick walls, bamboo elements, and a sloping
tiled roof not only blends with the tropical climate but also gives the space a warm and grounded
aesthetic. Natural ventilation and open sides allow for cross-breezes, making it a comfortable hangout
spot even in Chennai’s humid weather. The semi-open layout encourages fluid movement between
indoor and outdoor zones, allowing users to adapt the space for study sessions, small gatherings, or
casual relaxation (Figure 4).

Figure 4. The Hut Café, Chennai — example of climate-responsive and vernacular-inspired campus
design.
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The seating is flexible and modular, supporting both individual and group activities. The furniture,
made from recycled wood and locally sourced materials, reinforces the café’s sustainable character.
Shaded decks and green buffers soften the transition between built and open areas, providing a sense
of enclosure without isolation. The strategic use of natural light reduces dependence on artificial
lighting, reflecting an eco-conscious design approach [7].

From a spatial standpoint, the Hut Café functions as more than a dining space; it acts as a social
node within the campus fabric. Its design promotes inclusivity and interaction, where architecture
becomes a silent facilitator of community life. The simplicity of form, combined with an emphasis on
climate-responsive and context-sensitive design, makes it a model for creating sustainable and user-
cantered campus spaces [8].

In essence, the Hut Café exemplifies how architecture can foster social engagement, comfort, and
environmental harmony. It demonstrates that even small-scale interventions, when rooted in local
context and user needs, can significantly enhance the quality of campus life.

Twenty Five Lusk — San Francisco, California

Twenty Five Lusk in San Francisco is a striking example of adaptive reuse in architecture, where
history and modernity are seamlessly woven together to create a sophisticated social and dining
environment. Originally built in the early 1900s as a meat-smoking and processing warehouse, the
building has been thoughtfully transformed into a contemporary restaurant and lounge that retains its
industrial soul while embracing modern design sensibilities.

From an architectural standpoint, the project by Cass Calder Smith Architecture + Interiors
masterfully balances preservation and innovation. The design celebrates the building’s original
industrial character, exposed brick walls, heavy timber beams, and steel columns, while introducing
sleek modern materials such as glass, polished metal, and soft lighting. This dialogue between old and
newly creates a unique spatial tension that defines the restaurant’s atmosphere [9].

The spatial organization is designed to enhance social interaction and visual connectivity. The
double-height volume connects the main dining level with a sunken lounge, creating layered
perspectives and dynamic visual flow. The suspended fireplace, open staircases, and floating
platforms serve as sculptural architectural elements that also encourage movement and engagement.
The interplay of warm textures and cool materials — wood, steel, leather, and glass — adds depth and
sensory richness to the environment [10].

Lighting plays a crucial role in defining mood and character. Soft, ambient illumination highlights
the textures of the brick and timber while maintaining an intimate, inviting tone. The careful
orchestration of natural and artificial lighting allows the space to transition effortlessly from day to
night, catering to both casual and formal social experiences (Figure 5).

Architecturally, Twenty Five Lusk exemplifies adaptive reuse done with sensitivity and style. It
preserves the integrity of the original structure while transforming it into a vibrant social landmark
that reflects contemporary urban culture. The project demonstrates how thoughtful design can
revitalize historic architecture, creating spaces that honour the past while serving the needs and
aesthetics of modern life [11].

In essence, Twenty Five Lusk stands as a model for architectural storytelling — where materiality,
light, and spatial layering come together to create an environment that is not just functional, but
deeply atmospheric and human-cantered (Figure 6).
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Figure 5. Twenty Five Lusk, San Francisco — adaptive reuse showcasing industrial-modern spatial
design.
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Figure 6. Research methodology framework including surveys, observations, and spatial analysis
tools.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Approach
Qualitative and exploratory design research to understand how people interact with campus spaces.

Data Collection

e Surveys and interviews with students, faculty, and planners to gather real experiences.
e Observation of existing social spaces to study how they’re used.

e Site analysis to assess accessibility, comfort, and natural light conditions.
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Analysis Tools

e User Behavior Mapping: To understand how people move and gather within spaces.

o Functional Zoning: To identify how different areas support study, socializing, and relaxation.

o FEnvironmental Assessment: To evaluate comfort through microclimate, seating use, and
circulation flow.

FINDINGS & DISCUSSION

The study revealed several key insights into how campus outdoor space’s function and what

students truly need from them.

o FExisting Gaps: Most campuses lack well-designed social and leisure spaces that balance
relaxation, learning, and interaction. Existing areas are often underutilized due to poor seating
design, limited shade, or lack of connectivity, leading students to prefer indoor alternatives
[12].

o Seating Preferences: Students expressed a strong preference for comfortable, flexible seating
that supports both individual and group activities. Smaller groups (2—6 people) tend to gather
around circular or clustered arrangements, while movable furniture encourages spontaneous
interactions and reconfiguration of space (Figure 7).
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Figure 7. User behavior mapping and seating preference patterns in outdoor campus spaces.

o FEnvironmental Considerations: Comfort and usability are strongly influenced by the
microclimate. Ample daylight and cross-ventilation make spaces more inviting, while shaded
zones and weather protection ensure usability across different seasons. Integrating natural
elements, such as trees, planters, and water features, enhance comfort and well-being [13].

o Amenities and Connectivity: Students increasingly view outdoor spaces as extensions of indoor
learning zones. The presence of Wi-Fi, charging points, lighting, and food or beverage options
significantly boosts usage and satisfaction. These amenities make the space not only social but
also functional for study and creative work.

o Multifunctional Use: The ideal bistro deck should support a range of activities — from group
study and social gatherings to informal events and outdoor classes. Flexibility is key, allowing
the same space to adapt to academic discussions during the day and social events in the
evening.

PROPOSED DESIGN FRAMEWORK FOR BISTRO DECK

The design framework for the Bistro Deck aims to create an engaging, comfortable, and
multifunctional outdoor space that enhances campus life. It focuses on flexibility, inclusivity, and
sustainability — ensuring the space caters to diverse user needs while reflecting the character of the
campus.
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o Zoning: The deck will be organized into distinct yet connected zones, such as social clusters for
group interactions, quiet corners for focused study, and flexible areas for small events or
performances. This zoning encourages both collaboration and personal reflection, allowing
users to choose spaces based on their mood or activity.

o Furniture & Layout: The furniture will be modular, movable, and ergonomically designed,
enabling easy rearrangement for different purposes — group discussions, solo work, or casual
lounging. The layout will promote openness and flow, ensuring accessibility and comfort for
everyone.

o Green Integration: Lush planters, vertical gardens, and shaded canopies will bring nature into
the heart of the deck. The greenery not only softens the built environment but also enhances air
quality and creates a calming atmosphere, making the space more inviting and restorative.

o Sustainability: Sustainable strategies will be integrated throughout the design, including
rainwater harvesting systems, solar shading devices, and energy-efficient LED lighting. Locally
sourced and eco-friendly materials will minimize the environmental footprint while promoting
long-term resilience.

o Technology Integration: Modern learning and social needs will be supported through charging
stations, reliable Wi-Fi access, and digital display boards for announcements, events, or student
projects. This ensures the deck remains a connected and functional extension of academic life.

o Aesthetic Considerations: The overall design will reflect the campus identity and culture, using
a thoughtful material palette, cohesive colors, and ambient lighting to create a welcoming and
expressive atmosphere. The aim is to blend functionality with aesthetics — making the Bistro
Deck not just a space to sit, but a place to connect, learn, and belong (Figure 8).

Figure 8. Proposed design framework for multifunctional campus bistro deck.
CONCLUSION & RECOMMENDATIONS

Bistro decks play a vital role in enriching campus life, offering more than just a place to sit — they
create vibrant spaces where learning, social interaction, and relaxation come together. Thoughtfully
designed, these outdoor areas can foster community, spark creativity, and support both individual
reflection and group collaboration.

When designing bistro decks, it’s important to focus on flexibility and functionality. Spaces should
comfortably accommodate different group sizes and activities, while integrating sustainable materials
and green design practices. Elements, like natural shading, ergonomic seating, accessible pathways,
and interactive features, encourage use throughout the year and promote an engaging campus
environment.
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Looking ahead, the potential for expansion is immense. Rooftop decks can provide panoramic,
inspiring views for social and learning activities. Modular outdoor learning hubs offer adaptable
spaces for workshops or study groups. Interdisciplinary collaborative zones can bridge faculties and
foster innovation, making these outdoor areas central to a dynamic and inclusive campus culture.

By prioritizing multifunctionality, sustainability, and interactivity, bistro decks can evolve from
simple gathering spots into essential catalysts for holistic campus life.
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