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Abstract 
 

In Bangladesh, urban planning is still an emerging academic discipline where urban design courses are traditionally 

designed based on technical rationality, spatial configuration and text-based instructions. As a result, the students often 

remain disconnected from the lived experiences of the urban population and the complex contexts of the urban areas 

they are expected to design. This study proposes the integration of visual storytelling into the core curriculum and 

pedagogy of urban design courses to enrich student understanding of spatial relationships, user experience, and 

inclusive design. A qualitative research approach was employed, involving a Focus Group Discussion (FGD) and a 

two-day interactive workshop with students of urban planning and architecture. Thematic analysis of the FGD and 

content analysis of course curricula reveal limitations in the current pedagogical practices. In contrast, visual 

storytelling-based design interventions produced in the workshop, along with student reflections, depict enhanced 

spatial empathy and user sensitivity in student design thinking, as well as greater engagement with place-based, 

experiential knowledge. The findings emphasize the value of embedding visual storytelling in urban design education 

in Bangladesh to support more contextual and human-centered design approaches. 

Keywords: Urban design; Visual storytelling; Urban planning; Pedagogy.  
 

1 Introduction 

Human lives are essentially collections of stories. Visually communicating individual or collective stories has existed 

from ancient times, as exemplified by cave paintings (Khan and Jain, 2021). The digital age has opened up 

innumerable new ways of communicating human stories visually, making the term visual storytelling more relevant 

than ever. Visual storytelling is the technique of conveying stories through visual elements, such as images, videos, 

animations, graphics etc. (Caputo, 2003). Visual stories can serve a range of functions, to educate and inform, to 

entertain and to persuade (Williams, 2019). This method is often used in different sectors of education in order to 

engage the students in a meaningful and immersive way (Baharuddin et al., 2023). It has also been successfully used 

in urban design disciplines around the world, such as the Department of Planning at Oxford Brooks University, UK 

(Mapua Lim et al., 2016).  

In Bangladesh, urban planning is still considered an emerging discipline, with only seven public universities offering 

it. This study brings attention to the pedagogy and course curriculum of urban design, one of the core courses of this 

discipline. An autoethnographic account of the authors, recent graduates in urban and regional planning themselves, 

reveals the outdated pedagogical practices of their urban design education. Course materials were limited to faded 

photocopies of obsolete urban design texts, some of them scarcely visible. The lectures largely echoed these texts, 

consisting of oral lectures with only occasional examples. In the practical classes, students were tasked with creating 

a new masterplan for their university. However, the assignment didn’t have any structured content instruction, critical 

discussion or feedback. Visual storytelling techniques from the course would have assisted students in establishing an 

emotional connection to course content and generated design interventions that were more human-centered, rather 

than just a set of abstract lines drawn on a map. Therefore, the main objective of this study is to critically examine the 

current practices of urban design pedagogy and curriculum, and to explore how integrating visual storytelling can 

improve them and enable contextual understanding and strengthen empathy among the students. 
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2 Materials and Methods  

For this research, a qualitative case study method was used to focus on eight students with varied academic 

backgrounds such as urban planning, architecture and others. Eight participants were purposefully selected as 

individual cases, from four universities: Chittagong University of Engineering and Technology (CUET), Pabna 

University of Science and Technology (PUST), University of Asia Pacific (UAP) and Jatiya Kabi Kazi Nazrul Islam 

University (JKKNIU), ensuring gender balance and informed consent. The selection ensured representation from 

diverse pedagogical and institutional environments. Eight participants were deemed a sufficient sample size as data 

saturation was achieved after interviewing 7 participants (no new themes or insights were emerging). The data 

appeared to be mature and powerful (Malterud et al., 2015).  

In parallel, the urban design curricula of seven Bangladeshi universities were collected from the Urban and Regional 

Planning departments of BUET, RUET, CUET, PUST and Jahangirnagar University; the Department of Urban and 

Rural Planning at Khulna University; and the Department of Architecture at the University of Asia Pacific for content 

analysis. The curricula were analyzed to identify the presence or absence of storytelling elements, field-level 

engagement, spatial empathy, and user-centered design principles.  

The students were interviewed in depth to explore their perceptions of urban design courses. Following the interviews, 

participants engaged in a workshop that opened with a 40-minute FGD, in which students collectively reflected on 

their experiences of the courses and tasks. Subsequently, they were introduced to visual storytelling through 

international examples and asked to imagine design interventions in their own context, utilizing familiar objects, local 

stories, and human needs. Creative freedom was encouraged: submissions could take the form of sketches, photos, 

videos, slides, or visuals created by software or AI. Every entry had a brief description of the story and a reflection on 

how visual storytelling could provide better spatial empathy and understanding of context. 

Thematic analysis was conducted on data collected from in-depth interviews, FGDs, and reflection notes of students 

studying urban planning and architecture. Following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase framework, a hybrid 

deductive–inductive coding approach was adopted. Deductive codes were drawn from the study’s conceptual focus: 

visual storytelling, empathy, and contextual understanding. Inductive codes emerged from participants’ own 

experiences. Codes were organized into themes such as pedagogical methods, field engagement, community 

interviews, and empathy in design practice. 

 

3 Results and Discussion  

3.1 Current Urban Design Pedagogy and Curricula in Universities of Bangladesh 

Content analysis of selected universities’ curricula is given below in table 1, 

 

Table 1. Content Analysis of Urban Design Curricula in Selected Universities of Bangladesh 

 
 

University Selected Courses Visual 

Storytelling 

Elements 

Field-level 

Engagemen

t 

Spatial 

Empathy & 

User-centered 

Design 

Overall 

Observation 

BUET Arch 226: Landscape 

Planning Studio 

 

 

Largely absent. 

Focuses on design 

principles, 

aesthetics, and 

historical 

overview without 

narrative or 

Limited to 

site analysis;  

no 

structured 

field 

engagement 

with 

communities 

Emphasis is on 

form, scale, 

proportion, 

and aesthetics 

rather than 

user 

experiences or 

stories of place 

Strong 

technical 

focus, weak 

integration of 

socio-cultural 

narratives and 

human 

context 

Arch 233: Landscape 

Planning and Design 
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Arch 355: Urban Design storytelling 

approaches 

CUET ARC 233: Landscape 

Planning and Design 

No explicit 

mention of 

storytelling; 

assignments focus 

on physical 

planning outputs 

Some 

fieldwork in 

studio (site 

analysis, 

neighborhoo

d 

redevelopme

nt, 

recreation 

area 

planning) 

Mentions “site 

user analysis” 

but applied 

technically; 

empathy not 

explicitly 

cultivated 

Incorporates 

some practical 

work, but 

storytelling/hu

man-centered 

narratives 

absent 

ARC 216: Landscape 

Planning and Design 

Studio 

 

URP 317:  Site and Area 

Planning  

 

 

URP 318: Site and Area 

Planning Studio  

KU  

URP 2126: 

Introduction to Landscape 

and Urban Design 

Partial mentions 

of “human scale,” 

“visual 

appropriateness,” 

and “aesthetics,” 

but not narrative 

storytelling 

Includes 

fieldworks, 

debates, 

group 

discussions, 

documentari

es  

 

More 

emphasis on 

responsiveness

, 

personalization

, and human-

scale design 

compared to 

others 

Pedagogy 

appears 

somewhat 

more student-

centered and 

experiential, 

but still lacks 

an explicit 

storytelling 

focus 

RUET URP 3217: Urban Design  No storytelling 

component  

Participatory 

Planning 

Studio 

requires 

local-level 

engagement, 

potentially 

involving 

community 

stories 

User-

centeredness is 

implied in 

participatory 

planning, but 

design 

education 

remains 

aesthetics-

driven 

Contains 

potential entry 

points 

(participation, 

local-level 

planning) 

where 

storytelling 

could be 

integrated 

URP 3208: Participatory 

Planning Studio  

 

Mentions 

“people’s 

participation,” 

which aligns 

indirectly with 

narrative 

approaches 

URP 3216: Landscape 

Planning Studio 

PUST URP 2103: Neighborhood 

Planning and Landscape 

Design 

No mention of 

storytelling 

Some field-

level 

activities 

through site 

analysis, 

user 

analysis, and 

neighborhoo

d planning 

Explicit “user 

analysis” and 

recognition of 

cultural/ecolog

ical context is 

closer to 

empathy-

driven design 

Practical 

orientation is 

stronger, but 

narratives of 

lived 

experiences 

remain absent 

JU URP 2203: Urban Design  

 

 

 

Storytelling 

absent.  

 

Some mention of 

“traditional 

wisdom” and 

“spatial 

The 

practical 

course 

includes 

documentati

on, design 

graphics, 

More 

recognition of 

context (socio-

cultural, 

historical, 

ecological). 

Empathy is 

Curriculum is 

broader and 

contextual, 

offering an 

entry point for 

integrating 
URP 2105: Landscape 

Planning and Design 
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URP 2108: Landscape 

Planning and Design 

(Practical) 

manifestation of 

society,” which 

could align with 

narratives 

and some 

field 

analysis 

implied but not 

explicitly 

taught 

visual 

storytelling 

UAP ARCH353: Urban Design I 

 

 

 

Storytelling is not 

explicitly named, 

but narrative 

dimensions are 

strongly 

embedded in 

courses: socio-

cultural and 

ecological stories 

of urban 

interventions.  

 

The design studio 

emphasizes 

placemaking, 

memory, cultural 

identity, and 

justice, requiring 

students to 

reinterpret 

“edges” as 

ecological and 

social interfaces 

The design 

studio 

ensures 

strong site-

specific 

immersion.  

 

Gradual 

progression 

to critical 

case analysis 

and 

participatory 

and 

contextual 

field-based 

design. 

The 

curriculum 

explicitly 

incorporates 

the social and 

perceptual 

dimensions of 

urban design. 

 

 

Students are 

encouraged to 

view urban 

design as a 

human-

centered 

process that 

responds to 

lived 

experiences as 

well as 

ecological 

needs. 

Most 

advanced 

alignment 

with visual 

storytelling 

objectives; 

emphasizes 

ecology,  

community 

and lived 

experience 

ARCH491: Urban Design 

II Analysis and Application 

Design Studio 4-1 (Edge as 

Interface) 

 

3.2 Case Studies: Student Experience, Design Intervention and Reflection 

For ethical considerations and to ensure confidentiality, individual students are anonymized and presented as Case A, 

Case B, Case C, and so forth.  

3.2.1 Student Experience: The experiences of the students varied slightly from university to university, as 

exemplified by their interviews and FGD responses. For the analysis, their individual and collective experiences are 

classified into two dimensions: (a) instructional methods and (b) approaches to student assignments and final 

submissions. 

(a) Instructional Methods: The teaching and instruction methods for urban design and related courses were largely 

lecture-based in all cases. Visual elements used are presentation slides, which were also largely text-based and 

the lecture delivery did not involve any storytelling techniques. Supporting materials included lecture sheets and 

reference books.  

(b) Approaches to Student Assignments and Final Submissions: Students who had only theoretical courses in 

urban design submitted text-based assignments on specific topics, using internet sources and reference books. 

Those with practical courses gained experience through field and site engagements. For instance, two students 

from the same university recalled a landscape planning and design assignment where they analyzed a designated 

site by visiting it, surveying road networks, plantations, and built-up areas, which they sketched and mapped. 

They later proposed their design in a 3D model using a PVC board. However, they had little engagement with the 

site’s human element or user context, focusing mainly on aesthetics and the environment. When asked about 

possible negative impacts such as gentrification or social displacement, students considered environmental 

implications but not those affecting existing users. Two architecture students, however, described a more 

structured process: beginning with site analysis that included both physical features (road networks, built-up 

areas, open spaces) and human needs and amenities. They then identified intervention points and proposed phased 

implementation strategies. 

3.2.2 Design Intervention with Visual Storytelling Methods: Student Projects  

Case A selected the Nasirabad College Central Playground of Mymensingh district. Using photographs, he highlighted 

existing problems such as gender exclusivity, lack of safe play opportunities for children, and informal food vending. 

His design interventions include a dedicated walking and cycling track beside the main road, acting as a buffer between 
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the traffic and the playground to ensure safety. Near the entrance, a cluster of mini food carts and a tea stall form a 

social node, creating a lively semi-commercial zone that attracts families and passersby. Adjacent to this is a children’s 

play spot, designed for visibility and proximity to adults, allowing informal community supervision. On the other side, 

a securely enclosed girls’ playground and a small police or community guard sitting point enhance safety. The central 

open space remains flexible and multifunctional, supporting both informal and planned community events. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Case B and Case C, who are students of the same university, collaboratively submitted a project. They used a hand-

drawn sketch of their design intervention, and then attempted to visualize it using AI tools. They narrated the story of 

people in Pabna lacking a public place of community engagement, refreshment and recreation. Their design centered 

on a public water body, around which a walkway, food carts, public toilet, a playground, a small public library, sitting 

benches, and dustbins were all strategically placed.   

Case D was communicating her project documentation in slides of visuals and narratives, centered on Purabari Bazar 

(formally Raniganj). Decades ago, the part of town was scorched by a fire resulting from an electrical mishap, which 

inspired its nickname. The chhatim and balithippa is situated in Union Parishad but looks like a semi-urban place. 

And now three fish feed mills are in operation adjacent to schools and homes, with addition of an electric substation 

under-construction at a residential area posing health and environmental threats. Her plan would move the mills and 

substation further from housing, include a park beside the pond with grill fencing to prevent access, and transform the 

old substation site into a playground in response to community desires for recreational space. 

Case E reimagined the Bulbul Lalita Kola Academy as a cultural plaza. Through 2D and 3D visualization, as well as 

written narrative, she told the story of this heritage site in old Dhaka that is buried under traffic, dust, and noise. But 

deep within its silence echoed the fading tunes of harmonium, kathak beats, and whispered poetry of bygone days. As 

she narrates her reimagination: “The gentle slope of the plaza leads the passerby into a rhythm of pausing, watching, 

and sometimes joining. On some evenings, the space transforms: open-air performances fill the air with classical 

music, dances unfold under the sky, and walls echo with spoken words from a street poet. The ground, once broken 

and unwelcoming, is now alive with textures inspired by traditional motifs. Native trees cast shadows where once 

there were none. People gather not just to pass time, but to feel and to belong. This cultural plaza doesn't just serve 

the Academy, it extends its soul to the streets, inviting everyone into the world of performance, passion, and public 

memory.” 

Case F used AI AI-generated image and a written narrative to delineate the problem of unplanned dustbin placements 

in the CUET campus, which are rarely visible and inconvenient to use. He then proposed the strategic repositioning 

of the dustbins to make them user-friendly and narrated in detail the phases of implementing his suggested idea.  

Case G also used AI AI-generated image and a written narrative to highlight the problem of frequent waterlogging in 

the CUET campus, which, in his observation, is caused by heavy rainfall, inadequate surface drainage, clogged or 

narrow drains, and lack of proper slope design across the campus. He then proposed a phased project of upgrading 

campus drainage with strategic low-cost interventions.  

Case H proposed a design for transforming Bangla Bazar by the year 2028, by removing temporary stalls from the 

footpaths, introducing a parklet to the road for the public, and introducing a public plaza with local food arrangements.   

Figure 1. Hand-drawn Sketch of Case A Figure 2. Project Output of Case E - Depicting a 

Reimagination of Bulbul Lalita Kola Academy 
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New themes of spatial empathy and contextual insight were identified across all student projects and reflection notes, 

not present in previous interviews and FGD. The use of visual storytelling in the workshop clearly enhanced these 

qualities. Nevertheless, extensive research with larger population and organized pedagogy is considered essential for 

better outputs. 

 

4 Conclusion  

The main objective of this study was to explore the current curricula and pedagogy of urban design and similar courses 

in universities of Bangladesh, and to assess the potential of integrating visual storytelling methods into urban design 

curricula and pedagogy. The curricula analysis, as well as the interviews and FGDs reveal that the current curricula 

and pedagogy engage very little with visual storytelling or narrative methods. However, the analysis of student projects 

integrating visual storytelling methods reveals that this method is capable of increasing spatial empathy and context-

specific planning and design practices among the urban planning practitioners in the country. The reflection notes of 

the students have also supported these findings, as all of them found this method to be useful in comprehending and 

communicating their design interventions.  Building on the findings, this study proposes a framework for integrating 

visual storytelling into the core curriculum of urban design education in Bangladesh. First, visual storytelling can be 

introduced as a module within existing design studios and practical courses. It will guide students to document site 

narratives through drawings, photographs, and community interviews before design formulation. Second, reflection-

based evaluation can be institutionalized by incorporating short narrative reports, linking design outcomes with user 

stories and contextual interpretation. Third, interdisciplinary collaboration by engaging students from planning, 

architecture, and social sciences in joint storytelling-based design workshops could also be a good way to strengthen 

interdisciplinary knowledge. Future studies can extend this pedagogical model and measure its sustained impact on 

urban design practices and learning outcomes.  
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