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The Torino EAAEAnnual Conference 2023 investigates the plurality of architecture as a
discipline and the role of architectural education in training, questioning, and practising
this plurality. This plurality is intended in terms of approaches, methods, topics, and
values. The conference has been an occasion to think differently, reflecting upon the
context of the discipline to understand the knowledge of the future, focusing on the
question: what is Architecture in the age often described as post-architecture? This
new perspective allows us to call into question some historical grounding principles of
architectural education: the schools of architecture as a place where a style, a language is
transmitted through the technique of the imitation of themasters, the everlasting character
of the architectural artefacts built to last and the role of the architect as individual solely
talented interpreter and author of architectural and urban artefacts.

A reflection on the ways of transmitting architectural knowledge, specifically design
skills, in the age of post-architecture is needed. Several models of architectural education
still coexist in the European context. Some of them still refer to the educational model of
the Beaux-Arts. Settled in France at the end of the seventeenth century, this model was
the first example of architectural schooling, further developed in the eighteenth century
by François Blondel. It is still a pedagogical reference for many architectural schools.
The central learning experience was structured around small independent ateliers where
students learned directly under a “master”, following his direction and imitating his lan-
guage and practice under a strict hierarchy. Two other activities completed the Beaux-
Arts way of teaching: The annual Paris Salon, where the best students’ works were
selected and displayed to the public, and the Parisian life of cafés, an informal extension
of the ateliers, where design tendencies were discussed. Opposite to this model is the
Polytechnic approach. Dating back to the Ecole Polytechnique, a military educational
institution established in France at the end of the eighteenth century, this way of teaching
aims to transmit technical-oriented knowledge, focusing on developing skills and com-
petencies more than styles or tendencies. Contemporary schools of architecture tend to
combine these two approaches with different balances. Some schools are still grounded
on recognized masters leading the design approach of the school, while others decide to
aim for the implementation of strategic topics to be developed through different learning
experiences or to focus on specific design methodologies in order to build a school of
thought more than a style of the school [1].

Thinking the Acropolis in Athens or the San Vitale di Ravenna in Italy as archi-
tectures built to last, together with Moneo we can say that buildings are always alone
[2]. The architectures that have come down to us from the past have stood the test of
time because societies have absorbed and inhabited them without distorting them. In the
contemporary debate, however, we talk about the fragility of architecture and its tem-
porary character. The contemporary question, however, is not the architecture itself but
rather the modification of the reasons that determine its production. If Architecture was
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celebratory in the past and built to restore authority and power, today, Architecture has
seen this role reduced. In the past, only those with a role of power asked for Architecture.

On the contrary, today, the demand for Architecture manifests itself through count-
less possibilities and different objectives. The expansion of users with a demand for
Architecture has increased the variety of designed themes. Furthermore, starting from
the nineteenth century, the collapse of most travel restrictions has further increased the
possibility of contamination, and what once belonged to a specific place is today world-
wide spread—just think of the role that International Exhibitions have had in history.We
can observe extreme situations in which the Eiffel Tower and the Egyptian Pyramids are
rebuilt on a scale in Las Vegas, and in cities worldwide, we can see the same architecture
resulting from a globalised culture. If contemporary architectures are often not designed
for a specific context, they are more and more designed for a specific lapse, waiving the
everlasting ambition of classical architecture.

At the same time, in parallel with the process of globalised homologation that seems
to characterise a large part of the material outcomes of architecture in the contemporary
condition, the complexification of production processes, the articulation of an ever-
increasing number of subjects and demands, and the intensification in the possibilities
of exchange, communication, and knowledge are radically transforming the profile of the
architect [3]. The mandate that societies assign to architecture is constantly evolving and
mutating and, as a consequence, the figure of the architect is also being actualised, leading
to the redefinition of the central target of practice in a shift in which the construction
and the building, the objects, lose centrality in favour of an ever greater focus on the
individual, the community, and the subjects [4].

Furthermore, while it is true that the discipline’s interest in community practices, in
the participation and inclusion of citizenship in the city’s production processes, and the
social role of the architect-designer is not new, and that these themes have characterised
the debate for a good part of the last century, the scope and the reasons for the rebirth
of this interest today have radically changed and transversally reach all professionals,
regardless of their civic and political engagement and positioning. It is a transformation
of practice that is reflected in the image that architects have of themselves, both inside and
outside the discipline, which explains the radical transformation of working methods,
the articulated and diversified cultural production of architects’ offices and collectives,
and the urgent need to rethink and redefine the aims and purposes of the pedagogical
proposals offered by schools of architecture, or rather, of architecture(s).

In this context, the conference endeavours to elucidate a contemporary, more expan-
sive, and inclusive definition of architecture by examining six pairs of antinomian con-
cepts. These pairs include architecture as a method and/or as a discipline; architecture
of the Masters and/or of the topics; architecture for architects and/or for the community;
architecture as avant-garde and/or market-oriented; architecture inside and/or outside
the wall; and architecture disciplinary and/or extra-disciplinary.

Michela Barosio
Santiago Gomes
Elena Vigliocco
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Andrea Čeko1, Martina Crapolicchio2, and Rossella Gugliotta2(B)

1 Department of Architectural Design, University of Zagreb, Zagreb, Croatia
2 Department of Architecture and Design, Politecnico di Torino, Torino, Italy
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The word impact in research highlights the evidence, the results or consequences of
a study on some specific contextual factors [1]. There are many other definitions of
impact, such as the one used by the University of Scotland to highlight its contribution
to the areas of “Innovation, Architecture and Design” [2]. The report presents the impact
as benefits to people as architecture and design stakeholders. On the other hand, the
AIA (The American Institute of Architects) asserts that research related to the built
environment is underfunded, considering its impact on the economy, human condition,
and society at large [3].

This contribution analyses different points of view about the impact of architectural
studies, frames a specific approach and highlights the importance of open questions to
go beyond a strict definition of impact.

Over a decade ago, assessing the impact of research has become an important vehicle
for funded studies [4].

Due to the shrinking of public funding for higher education, the allocation of
resources needs to be based on solid data; consequently, monitoring and giving a spe-
cific measure unit to allocate the budget to specific institutions and schools [5]. As a
significant funding institution, the European community, to monitor its assets, decided to
define the impact of research. The Commission’s proposal for Horizon Europe describes
an innovative approach for considering and disseminating impact, “the Key Impact Path-
ways” [6]. The impact has been evaluated by defining three fields: scientific, societal,
technological, and economic [6].

Defining the impact as a factor has, as a consequence, the need to quantify them to
allocate funding. The increase in data availability and its quantifiable feature has led to
the definition of various metrics and indicators in research that are easy to obtain from
numbers (citation counts, h-index, and journal impact factor). However, many metrics
must capture the full range of different research activities and are often narrowly focused
on what can be measured, forgetting other parts of the research. One among all, citation
data provides a limited and incomplete view of research quality, especially in the Art
and Architecture discipline [5].

As a starting point for discussion, the EAAE (European Association of Architectural
Education) defines the research impact on architecture as a concern of individuals, groups
and institutions in its report. It affects all scales in different research areas and timeframes.
Its nature and the ways of measuring it depend on the audiences, areas and contexts in
which it occurs. With the definition of impact, the EAAE supports and highlights the
need to expand the range of impact assessment indicators, including curation, community

© The Author(s) 2025
M. Barosio et al. (Eds.): EAAE AC 2023, SSDI 47, pp. 3–6, 2025.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-71959-2_1
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engagement, public presentations, practice recognition by peers, awards, funding and
publications [7]. This promotes the deficiency of a singular definition of impact in
architectural research, opening it up to different research types and encouraging them
to exist. From this starting point, several questions arise, leading to the construction of a
PhD Workshop in the EAAE 2023 “School of Architecture (s)” framework stimulating
a reflection on these multiple perspectives.

The PhDWorkshop was dedicated to investigating how and if the impact of research
in the architectural field could be defined. With a challenging impact definition of PhD
research in architecture in mind and a current debate within the research community on
the use of AI, an attempt was made to ask an AI chat (ChatGPT) to “define or describe
the impact of a PhD research in architecture studies”. The reply given by the ChatGPT
listed several possible impacts of a PhD research in architecture studies as rather abstract
and generic answers, with impact definition or description still lacking in clarity. While
vaguely focusing on the advancement of knowledge, development of new methods and
techniques, influence on practice, contribution to public discourse and inspiration for
future research—theAI clearly demonstrates a lack of relevant knowledge or perspective
when omitting to mention the nature of impact on/in different research audiences, areas,
and timeframes—let alone its assessment in the context and field of architecture studies.

The EAAE23 PhDWorkshop encouraged a discussion around these subtopics while
relying on the knowledge of previous and available EAAE research, especially the expe-
rience of the EAAE’sResearchAcademyWorkshop that took place in Zagreb in 2019. Its
result, framed as a Research Impact Diagram, plainly shows theWorkshop’s conclusions
as visually comprehensible relations between the various aspects of impact definition,
nature and evidence. Laying out and opening the questions of potential impact on/in rel-
evant areas defined by scale (local, regional, national and global), or audiences addressed
(individuals, groups, institutions), timeframes in mind, as well as the nature of impact
relevance (accessibility, engagement and effectiveness) and appropriate evidencing, fur-
ther resulted in upgrading the EAAE’s definition of impact in 2022, especially in terms
of impact assessment [7].

In order to offer perspectives and also give potential relevance to the impact in
terms of less conventional referential bodies of evidence, some experiments have been
conducted in terms of ‘design/artistic practice-driven research’ to dissect, cut through,
and explore the nature of the complex conceptual landscape of PhD by Design (PbD)
[8].

Through its experiential learning-through-evaluation model, the recent CA2RE
project and conference example focuses on artistic and architectural design-driven doc-
toral research and its impact. Here and at the same time, developing a collective learning
environment through presentations, performances, exhibitions, and critical discussions
means (re)building evaluation criteria for the research, as well as building a platform as
a ‘design/artistic practice-driven research’ community [9].

The reflection on impact doesn’t aim to archive any new definition of the word.
Moreover, it gives another dowel in the discussion.

Frayling’s [10] famous tripartite model for practice-related research “into”, “for”
and “Through” practice classification is upgraded by scholars such as Fraser [11], dis-
tinguishing research types by stressing differences in “processes”, “outcomes”, and
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“impact”. This tripartite classification highlights the presence of the impact definition in
the frame of design research [4]. Consequently, other specifications emerged from the
EAAE discussions, reframing the evidence of the impact in and on research. However,
a big step has already been made in finding different synonyms and interpretations of
impact in architectural research; another needs to be taken stressing the importance of
opening the research to validate different evidence or body of knowledge (as mentioned
in the Research Impact Diagram developed duringEAAE Research Academy in Zagreb
RA Workshop 2019) enlarging even more the range of action of architecture. Further-
more, the discussion is enriched by the perspective of doctoral students who raise the
issues from below, from a different position than the many starting points.
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1 Introduction

Engaging in speculative endeavors beyond the confines of academia entails a deliber-
ate focus on forging novel trajectories within the cognitive and knowledge-production
realms of architectural research. It can be understood as an approach where research
acts as a continuous path of inspiration and not (only) as a procedural tool for aca-
demic advancement.Within architectural doctoral studies, research by design and design
driven research emerge as attitudes towards incorporating the artistic design processes
in research, trespassing the scope of architectural research within academic boundaries.

This pursuit of research aimed at enriching applied architecture through the explo-
ration of newly opened cognitive paths calls for recognizing research on architecture as
a dynamic sphere. Research and practice enter an interrelation where thinking, practice
and social factors go back and forth, contributing essentially to the formation of both
research and applied architecture. Similarly, investigating the impact of architectural
research necessitates a paradigm shift mirroring the spontaneous and creative nature of
design processes and possibilities in the architecture(s) field.

2 The Process: How to Speculate Beyond Academia?

The PhD Workshop commenced with thought-provoking questions which set departure
points to ignite the dialectic and reform genealogies, in aim to explore the concept of
impact and how it could be interpreted beyond academic boundaries. Amidst delving
into these considerations, the dialogue transgressed into several key questions: What
impact do PhD students hope to achieve? Can impact be effectively evaluated? How
can it be measured? Does it share commonalities with scientific relevance, and what
constitutes scientific relevance in the context of architecture?

Doctoral studentswere key participants in thisworkshop, however interventions from
professors and conference participants enriched the discussion and widened the lens to
understanding impact and its implications. Seated in a round-table dynamic facilitated
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the integration of dialectics as a central axis. The discussion reiterated keywords that
called for visualization and classification of meanings as a step forward to dissecting
how impact unfolds in architectural research. Essentially, the exploration revealed that
knowledge in the field of architecture isn’t solely contingent on the (potential) impact or
impact factor as conventionally defined in scientific fields. The workshop participants
recognized the importance of shifting meanings and the dynamic relationships between
them (Fig. 1). This realization prompted a reevaluation of the fundamental question:
What is ultimately defined as impact in the context of architecture?

In adopting a perspective for a qualitative rather than quantitative framework to
describe impact, the workshop participants reached a juncture where the initial questions
spurred the generation of new inquiries. Is impact tied to the research’s relevance?Would
‘influence’ better capture the essence of impact? Or is impact more aligned with the
practical utility of the research? When does the impact of the research begin?

Furthermore, the discussions questioned how our understanding of architectural
research and knowledge affects the forms of impact we, as architects, imagine and
seek. These questions gave rise to a consideration of the nature of objective truth in
architectural research. Architectural research and knowledge are recognized as dealing
and interacting with dynamics, issues or processes that take place outside of a laboratory.
It depends on observing and remarking interrelations through architecture, spatial expe-
rience and the user. Social and political aspects enveloped in problems of architecture
and the city may act as major and contemporaneous contributors to the research path.
Therefore, in recognizing the social potential of architectural research, time plays a key
determinant in assessing howandwhen the impact unfolds. It follows then thatmeasuring
the impact of architectural research cannot be iterated with quantitative metrics.

Fig. 1. Post-it notes representing the keywords and factors that influence research impact. EAAE
23 PhD Workshop outcomes, September 2023.
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Furthermore, when discussing different forms of impact, it was evidently agreed
that there are both tangible and intangible dimensions. For example, doctoral research
can have a profound methodological impact; not only in producing a novel research
methodology but inspiring unconventional perspectives and research tools. Moreover,
an equally noteworthy impact, albeit subtle in its definition, is the interpersonal form.

Unanticipated reading encounters have the potential to exert influence over the per-
sonal trajectory or scholarly purview of that individual. Architectural research frequently
delves into the realms of creative knowledge and the expanses of design possibili-
ties. Consequently, architectural research possesses the capacity to instill inspiration
in a manner that is unpredictable and transformative. It has the potential to induce
a paradigm shift within the design process, operating within a dynamic, non-linear
interactive relationship.

3 Drawing Towards Impact: An Architect’s Tool to Speculation

In the process of shuffling, categorizing, and restructuring the post-it notes to visualize
the dialectic and the relationship between factors that influence and contribute to research
impact, theworkshopparticipants faced a practical challenge. Encapsulating the complex
networks into a compact diagramwas confronted by the potential limitations of keywords
and their associated definitions. As such this necessitated an alternative exploration into
the depth of ideas, transcending potential divergences arising from linguistic nuances or
contexts, and engaging in different research tools from the architect’s toolkit.

This awareness prompted an artistic exercise proposed by Professor Zupančić. The
exercise entailed a five-minute sketch to visually represent an individual interpretation
of research impact (Fig. 2). The result was a tapestry of symbolic, abstract, and dia-
grammatic sketches. The diversity of visuals reflected the interconnectedness of ideas
and doctoral students’ arrays of hopes and forms of impact within their research jour-
neys. Evidently the exercise unveiled the intrinsic language of sketches, the power of
drawing as a form of dialogue and the nuances of translation; mirroring the parallels in
architectural research that meanders between linguistics and design, artistic expression
and language competence.

Fig. 2. Several sketches created in the workshop aimed to encapsulate an understanding of
research impact. EAAE 23 PhD Workshop outcomes, September 2023.
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4 Reflections: Towards a Nuanced Appreciation of Architectural
Research and Its Impact

Within the realm of architecture, diversity assumes a pivotal role in the intricate interplay
of imagination, research, and creation. Analogously, the workshop discussions recog-
nized that the impact of architectural research manifests itself at varying stages, scales,
and extents throughout the research process. However, the challenge lies in the com-
plexity of articulating the impact of architectural research, greatly influenced by the
disparity between how it is envisioned by the researcher and anticipated by the public
and academic society, in contrast to the reality of how impact unfolds in diverse and
unforeseen ways.

Moreover, the discussions underscored that impact is a qualitatively diverse con-
cept, encompassing both tangible and intangible forms. Undeniably, doctoral research
carries transformative potential, influencing the researcher through self-development
and self-reflection. Consequently, although the measurement of impact may elude direct
quantification, it remains imperative to actively seek and detect impact, recognizing its
nuanced and multifaceted nature.

Thus, the conventional definition of impact underwent a shift. In architectural
research, scientific relevance is viewed as generating outcomes that contribute to the
field’s thinking, philosophy, and perception, fostering innovation and advancement. In
parallel, a potential qualitative impact may correlate to a societal shift, architecture—
either imaginary or implemented—scope to facilitate society and to be inhabited by
societal dynamics. Essentially, architectural research catalyzes innovation in both the-
ory and practice, emphasizing the reciprocal relationship. This interplay emerges as the
pathway to unveiling complex truths in architecture and architectural processes. This
perspective challenges the linear interpretation of impact found in other scientific fields,
as impact in architectural research defies straightforward translation into measurable
financial results or production processes.

Finally, the Workshop yielded a diverse array of perspectives on “the impact of
architectural research,” sparking a dialogue that beckons for further exploration. The
workshop’s overall creative and critical dynamic interactions served as a reflection of the
transformative potential inherent in architectural research, extending beyond its immedi-
ate academic context to envision a broader societal influence. Recognizing the vigorous
interaction with both societal and scientific dimensions in architectural research expands
the scope of its impact.



Speculating Beyond Academia 11

Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits use, sharing,
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in anymedium or format, as long as you give appropriate
credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license and
indicate if changes were made.

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the chapter’s Creative
Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not
included in the chapter’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by
statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from
the copyright holder.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Seeds of Architecture: Ways of Teaching



Seeds of Architecture: Ways of Teaching

Michela Barosio(B)

DAD Department of Architecture and Design, Politecnico di Torino, Torino, Italy
michela.barosio@polito.it

Within the general frame of the conference enquiring about the plurality of architecture
as a discipline, the two sessions dedicated to the ways of teaching specifically addressed
the different teaching approaches questioning two of the six dichotomies characterizing
the contemporary debate on architectural education. The first tension explored is the
supposed opposition between architecture considered as a discipline, with its specific
field of knowledge and epistemology, and, on the other hand, architecture is regarded as
a method, a mindset, a modus operandi that can be applied to other fields than the built
environment. The second dichotomy concerns the origin of architectural educationwhich
can be grounded on the study and imitation of theMasters of Architecture, as it waswhen
architecture was taught in the frame of the École des Beaux-arts, or can be grounded in
training the student to face specific topics or burning issues of the architectural discipline.

In the sessions, several presentations focused on describing pedagogical experi-
ences tackling contemporary challenges at different levels. They ranged from curriculum
innovation and complete educational programs to single teaching activities.

Among those experiences some refer to methodological approaches proposing
socially situated practice activities, pleading for interdisciplinary studios to mix cul-
tural backgrounds and working methodologies, or international programs enabling col-
laboration between different countries and fostering cosmopolitan architecture. Other
interventions are focused on urgent topics such as environmental sustainability, fragile
territories and rural areas development, ethical approach to environmental and build-
ing design as well as the role and impact of artificial intelligence in the architectural
pedagogy.

The type of Design teaching experiences presented through the sessions range from
design studio teaching practice-based oriented and body-centered learning experiences
to theoretical courses, questioning the role of the architect in contemporary society or
the approach to the building demolition process. Despite these reflective activities, some
interventions complain of a lack of critique, intended in the sense of a gesture that arrests,
disorganizes, denaturalizes, and de-hegemonizes [1], in architectural education where
new forms of critical theory should be enquired.

The discussion of the presentations seems to conclude that architectural education,
both for its topics and its methods, can be considered a general education that can
benefit many other fields [2]. This consideration leads to the conclusion that teaching
architecture can be part of a non-architecture education, it can be considered as aminor of
a different fieldmajor, contributing to developing skills such as teambuilding, complexity
management, or envisioning capabilities to other professional curricula. Architectural
education also develops risk-taking skills, deals with the fragility of the environment

© The Author(s) 2025
M. Barosio et al. (Eds.): EAAE AC 2023, SSDI 47, pp. 15–16, 2025.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-71959-2_3

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-031-71959-2_3&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-71959-2_3


16 M. Barosio

and the territories, and, through the pedagogy of mistakes, improves students’ resiliency.
Those specific skills are very valuable in tackling contemporary global challenges and
crises that are characterized by a pervaded dimension of uncertainty.
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Abstract. The latest research we conducted involved designing a tool to support
the pin-up format, which is used to increase the effectiveness of the present-
ing/commenting activity as the main activity of project-expositions in architec-
tural education. This research provided clues about the roles that students prefer
to have as architects. Being a “Master” who has an extraordinary level of profi-
ciency, skills, or performance in the information age can be stressful for students.
We questioned the relationship between self-efficacy and the pin-up format, con-
sidering the students’ experiences with project-expositions. To understand the
relationship between students’ social intentions, feelings, and the spatial orga-
nization during pin-up events, we monitored their emotions and thoughts about
presenting their projects through a survey and some random interviews conducted
over time. As the stress factor in project-expositions is directly related to the well-
being of students, we focused on the emotional aspect of well-being. We were
excited to learn that students expect peer-learning from pin-up activities, and that
self-efficacy is an outcome of this. The surveywas conducted in theDanish context
during the Spring semester of 2023. The data collected can be considered infor-
mative because the 2nd year students represented a variety of nationalities and
genders. This research establishes a strong foundation for asking the question,
through the lens of well-being, of how pedagogical approaches in architectural
education should be designed to support students in becoming either “Masters”
or “self-efficacious architects.”

Keywords: Architectural education · well-being · pin-up · self-efficacy ·
pedagogy · peer-learning

1 Introduction

Master architects as celebrities exist since 1500s [1]. They built up the agenda of
architecture through years. Master architects become hierarchically visible through
competition.

Today, visibility is possible for everyone through information technologies.Although
there are still celebrities, who is visible on the media having the “wow factor” [2], but
today, collaborative initiatives bring diversity in the agenda of architecture instead of
one genius move to be followed.
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Well-known collaborative initiatives like Rotor [3]; Rural Urban Framework (HK)
[4]; Riwaq (PS) [5] are accessible through internet, so that they can grow, develop and
increase the quality and content of their work. This openness also allows the young
architects to be a part of an initiative at the early stages of their professional career.
They are equally visible through collaboration. Architectural production engages with
the society and architects become more powerful through collaboration.

Attention on the Masters as the figures of power on the big companies might be
fostered by the capitalist world. Though, the young generations see the ecological facts
and focus on the individual topics, which have urgency in their context. Is the role of
architectural education to teach how to follow/become a Master, or foster the students
to become self-efficant architects? What is the students’ intention about becoming a
Master?

This research aims to understand the intentions of the students as the future profes-
sionals, if the pin-up events can support the performance of the presenting/commenting
activity in a definite direction in architectural education.

2 Architectural Education

Almost all over the world, architectural education is built upon project-based learning.
“Learning by doing, was introduced into art and architectural education at the Ecole
Nationale et Speciale des Beaux-Arts in Paris in the 1890s” [6]. Senior students were
tutoring the junior students. There were “Charrette, French for “cart,” refers to the carts
in which the finished drawings were placed at the deadline hour for transport to the
“Master” for critique [7].

An ongoing tradition of sharing/exposing the project is the pin-up event. Due to the
general intentions of being approved, this very important moment of opening a project
to discussion is stressful. The moment of encounter with the audience as the Master of
their own projects is the pin-up event.

2.1 Pin-Up

The term pin-up may refer to drawings, paintings, and other illustrations as well as
photographs. “The term was first attested to in English in 1941 even though the practice
is documented at least back to the 1890s. Pin-up images could be cut out of magazines
or newspapers, or they could be on a postcard or lithograph. Such pictures often appear
on walls, desks, or calendars. Posters of these types of images were mass-produced and
became popular starting from the mid-20th century.” [8].

Pin-up events are the indispensable component of architectural education as the
sharing/exposing moment for the project. A student positioned as the Master, becomes
hierarchically visible, which triggers the fear of failure, causing stress, which affects
the performance in a negative direction. (Fig. 1) Is this the only way of exposing the
project to an audience as a goal/tasks/challenge?

The topic of pin-up, or crit (criticism in architectural education) has been studied for
breaking the conventional power relations in the context of communication by Kathryn
Anthony and Thomas Dutton. Crits might become an event of motivation and a tool of
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exploration through the opinion exchange. Learning about others’ perspectives might
open another related topic to develop the research about design [9, 10].

Fig. 1. The red dot is at the center of all attention to a mass of audience, Aarhus School of
Architecture, 2023. (Teacher’s Training Workshop Project, drawing by Naime Esra Akin)

Lately, Patrick Flynn, Miriam Dunn, Maureen O’Connor, and Mark Price organized
an environment to study on changing the dynamic of the crit into a dialogue through
experimenting new feedback methods over a full academic year with third year archi-
tecture students. Crits named as Round Table Review, Submission: Closed Juries &
Open Feedback, Online Learning, and ‘Red Dot’ Review was made. The main benefits
of these different crit events which were held at different phases of the semester was
defined in the context of “clarity of feedback, stress reduction and productivity, peer
learning, changing the power imbalance” towards reducing the stress of assessments
and having a positive impact on design progress. The conclusion is “a reform of the
crit can make educators and students engage in an open dialogue, centered on mutually
engaged learning and can thereby develop a new pedagogy in architectural education.”
[11].

These researches and experiments are encouraging to have an experimental approach
to pin-up. This paper is about providing data for re-thinking about the impact of spatial
organization and format of the pin-up event on the students’ self-efficacy in the context
of being critical to the image of “master”.

2.2 Self-efficacy in Architectural Education

Self-efficacy is an individual’s belief in their capacity to act in the ways necessary to
reach specific goals. According to Albert Bandura, one’s sense of self-efficacy can play
a major role in how one approaches goals, tasks, and challenges [12].

Instead of targeting to be perfect as a Master by taking the hierarchically leading
position in the pin up event, all the students can be equally positioned to focus on their
research and share their approaches in a clear and open way to learn from their peers,
who are focusing on the same topic from other perspectives. The pressure of “presenting
the genius idea” can be shifted to “sharing the idea”, to be developed through an equally
visible process of discussion (Fig. 2). In other words, instead of positioning as theMaster,
having self-efficacy as one of themembers of the architectural design studiowill decrease
the stress and increase performance of the student.
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Fig. 2. The red dot is one of the other colored dots that sharing the attention by being an element of
the non-hierarchical space. Tutor(s) is also involved in the circle, Aarhus School of Architecture,
2023. (Teacher’s Training Workshop Project, drawing by Naime Esra Akin)

3 The Research

The main aim of the research is creating a tool which acknowledges the emotional and
social effect of pin-ups on students and creates a motivation for the students to consider
self-efficacy as a matter of spatial organization of the pin-ups, which may be designed
in collaboration with the students.

3.1 The Architectural Design Studio Environment as the Context of the Research

Our pedagogical approach is structured upon developing the research topics and cre-
ative skills of the students for empowering them to realise their thoughts through their
intentions. The goal is to create a place for bringing out their own capabilities in the
world. The students are encouraged to feel free to concentrate on their own knowledge
and experiences, to find out their own interest, and be confident with their own insight
to search and design. the pin-up events serve as peer-learning workshops with an added
value of exchanging the ideas/information/reflection on the common assignment.

Studio culture is considered as an ecologyof educationwhere the bottom-up activities
are carried out as a local ecosystem. Ultimately, these actions have an impact on the long-
term social structure. Students are considered as responsible for their own choices of
learning in a framework of sustainable architecture. The tutor is a mentor, guide, and
provocateur asking the questions to support each and every student’s individual and open-
ended process of design. Experiential methods are introduced for triggering the self-
awareness, cohesion, respect, inspiration and collaboration. Rights and responsibilities
are formed together through weekly architectural design studio meetings to change/add
things in the studio process. Starting from the 2023 spring semester, all students take
roles in studio organization by the teams of pin-up, exhibition, social meeting, studio
care, and studio meeting.

3.2 Well-Being as the Frame of the Research

“Self-efficacy” is a component of “well-being”. The World Health Organization
describes “well-being” as a situation enabling to function psychologically, physically,



“Self-efficacy” as a Value in Architectural Pedagogy 21

emotionally and socially well. According to the Foresight Mental Capital and Wellbe-
ing Project 2008 [13] wellbeing is “enabling people to develop their potential, work
productively and creatively, form positive relationships with others and meaningfully
contribute to the community”. In other words, well-being, is a key for a sustainable
society. Individuals with high levels of well-being are more productive at work and are
more likely to contribute to their communities.

As the children and young people spend a considerable amount of time at the school
during a critical period for the development of their personality and socio-emotional
competences, the schools have a key position for developing well-being in the society.
“The link between academic and socio-emotional learning has been clearly underlined
by empirical evidence, including neuroscientific research, demonstrating that learning is
a relational and emotional process.” [14] Addressing learners’ well-being is therefore the
key not only to raising educational outcomes, but also building a society, where the value
of well-being is promoted through inclusive, collaborative, creative and self-efficant
individuals.

According to European Commission European Education Area, Well-being is about
students’: Feeling safe, valued and respected; Being actively and meaningfully engaged
in academic and social activities; Having positive self-esteem, self-efficacy and a sense
of autonomy; Having positive and supportive relationships with teachers and peers;
Feeling a sense of belonging to their classroom and school; Feeling happy and satisfied
with their lives at school. Specifically, architectural education—like other art and design
educations—depends on creativity of the students, adds an extra layer of personal devel-
opment process although it is higher education. Therefore, well-being needs to have
priority in accordance with the performance of the students.

3.3 The Survey as a Tool of the Research

The research depends on a survey documenting thewell-being experience of the 2nd year
(4th semester) students, in spring semester 2023. Student body consisted of a mixture of
worldwide nationalities (Nationality—9/Denmark, 4/Australia, 4 Germany, 2/Belgium,
1/Israel), gender (8/Female, 12/Male), and status (9/Local, 11/Exchange). There are
almost an equal number of students from both genders. In other words, the collected
data can be considered as a representation of the regular stage of architectural education
through the diversity of backgrounds and the level of the studio.

The targeted pin-up events are those that took place in the first half of the semester.
Questions of the survey were grouped based on the feelings, actions, self-efficacy, rela-
tionship with peers and tutors, and belongingness they felt during the pin-up events they
joined. They were inspired by PISA program of OECD [15] (Fig. 3) and revised (with
the support of the student counselling psychologist) to challenge the students to think
on their own reactions to pin-up events.

The research was introduced openly to the students and requested their support to
find out the types of spatial organization through monitoring the semester in the context
of the students’ well-being through the survey. The results of the survey are achieved
through questioning causation, correlation, cross-tabulation of the data.

Design of the surveydepends on its graphical effect. (Fig. 4, 5)Color is the connection
in-between the abstraction of the choice and the real situation.
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Fig. 3. OECD’s Program for International Student Assessment’s (PISA). Aarhus School of
Architecture, 2023. (Teacher’s Training Workshop Project, Naime Esra Akin)

Indirectness of the numerical expression of grading a specific emotion according
to a specific piece of life might be more direct through the psychological effect of the
colors. Yellow and orange as warm colours, evoke emotions, such as happiness, energy,
optimism or enthusiasm; light yellow and green as slightly cool colours are linked to
calmness, sadness and indifference. The colors were used as the indicators of the choices
from strongly agree to strongly disagree.

Main topics of the survey were joy, cooperation, competition, belonging, feelings,
self-efficacy and feeling of failure which reveal the relevant data with emotional, social
and intellectual well-being. The questions were ordered randomly for not to impose a
definite intention to answer the questions. Instead, randomness was expected to bring out
the real thoughts of the students. It was delivered and received as an e-mail individually
(March 20–April 21, 2023) and the names/responses were kept hidden for activating the
experiential approach instead of rational choices.

The survey as a tool to think and communicate on self-efficacy is a component of
consistingwell-being in architectural education.Color-codeddata is organized according
to the positive/negative statue of the questions and translated into numerical data, as a
second step of detailed reading. Some calculations can trigger the curiosity to find more
relevant patterns. Survey is designed as a database, which is open to question. You can
find out a variety of answers due to the correlations you make. In other words, the results
might be read in different ways regarding the questions/correlations made by the reader.

Therefore, through a meta-rationale reading, one can notice relevant factors that oth-
ers overlooked, asks the key question that no one had thought of, changes the descrip-
tion of the problem so that different solution approaches appear, rethinks the purpose
of the work, and combines the multiple contradictory views, not as a synthesis, but as
a productive patchwork. In other words, this survey/database is open to be questioned,
re-organized and invented for a variety of reading opportunities to inspire the reader
through reading. It might be more important to process continuously, instead of taking
a decision.
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strongly disagree
disagree
agree
strongly agree

I present only if I have to
Presenting is one of my favourite moments of learning
I like talking about projects with other people
For me, presenting is a waste of time
present only to fulfill the obligement in the learning process

Co-operation is valuable
Co-operating with each other is important
We are encouraged to co-operate with each other
I enjoy working in situations involving cooperation with others
It is important for me to perform together with other people on a task
I try harder when I’m in cooperation with other people

Competition is valuable
Competing with each other is important
We are being compared with others
enjoy working in situations involving competition with others
t is important for me to perform better than other people on a task
I try harder when I’m in competition with other people

I feel like an outsider (or left out of things)
I am understood
I feel like I belong
I feel awkward and out of place
Other students seem to like me
I feel lonely

feel happy
I feel lively
I feel proud
feel joyful

I feel cheerful
I feel scared
I feel miserable
I feel afraid
I feel sad

usually manage one way or another
I feel proud that I have accomplished things
feel that I can handle many things at a time

My belief in myself gets me through hard times
When I’m in a difficult situation, I can usually find my way out of it
When I am failing, I worry about what others think of me
When I am failing, I am afraid that I might not have enough talent
When I am failing, this makes me doubt my plans for the future
Choose your favourite case of pin-up

Draw the plan/section/moment/component of your favourite case of pin-up

Fig. 4. The delivered
un-organized survey
that filled out by only
one student, Aarhus
School of Architecture,
2023. (Teacher’s
Training Workshop
Project, Naime Esra
Akin)

Students’ approach to the PIN-UP EVENT as a component of well-being in architectural education 72 60 28

Students é ï

Presenting is one of my favourite moments of learning
I like talking about projects with other people
Obligement
I present only if I have to
For me, presenting is a waste of time
present only to fulfill the obligement in the learning process

Co-operation is valuable
Co-operating with each other is important
We are encouraged to co-operate with each other
I enjoy working in situations involving cooperation with others
It is important for me to perform together with other people on a task
I try harder when I’m in cooperation with other people

Competition is valuable
Competing with each other is important
We are being compared with others
enjoy working in situations involving competition with others
t is important for me to perform better than other people on a task
I try harder when I’m in competition with other people

Other students seem to like me
I am understood
I feel like I belong
Non-belonging
I feel awkward and out of place
I feel like an outsider (or left out of things)
I feel lonely

feel happy
I feel lively
I feel proud
feel joyful

I feel cheerful
Negative feelings
I feel scared
I feel miserable
I feel afraid
I feel sad

usually manage one way or another
I feel proud that I have accomplished things
feel that I can handle many things at a time

My belief in myself gets me through hard times
When I’m in a difficult situation, I can usually find my way out of it
Fear of failure
When I am failing, I worry about what others think of me
When I am failing, I am afraid that I might not have enough talent
When I am failing, this makes me doubt my plans for the future
Choose your favourite case of pin-up

Ph1/project rm/enclosed/sitting

Ph2/project rm/enclosed/on foot

Ph2/project rm/enclosed/sitting

Lecture/prj rm/open/on a line

Ph1/exhibition rm/open/on foot

Lecture/didactic/open/lined

Lecture/seminar rm/lined

Ph3/seminar rm/rounded

Draw the plan/section/moment/component of a pin-up case

Fig. 5. The organized survey that filled out by all of the students,
Aarhus School of Architecture, 2023. (Teacher’s Training Workshop
Project, Naime Esra Akin)

3.4 Result of the Research

Color coding helps reading the database/survey at one glance. Positively worded ques-
tions were mostly agreed with (shown in orange), while negatively worded questions
were mostly disagreed with (shown in green).

In the context of the numerical data, the cumulative percentage for negative ques-
tions is in correlation with the cumulative percentage for positive questions. %72 of
the students feels positive about the positive questions, and %72 of the students feels
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negative about the negative questions. In other words, %72 of the students feels positive
about the pin-up context regarding the variety of pin-up formats.

In the perspective of causation, values of some variables are affected by the change
of other variables: (%) (A-agree, B-intermediate, C-disagree) (Fig. 6).

Fig. 6. Correlation and confounding factor. Correlation and confounding factor, Aarhus School
of Architecture, 2023. (Teacher’s Training Workshop Project, scheme by Naime Esra Akin)

Through cross tabulation, seven main categories involved in the survey opens a vari-
ety of perspectives. These variables are; intention of questions, gender of students, status
of students, number of students, level of agreement, specific pin-up spaces, suggested
pin-up spaces. Some samples for cross tabulation are as follows:

• What are the topics, which have the maximum number of agreements?
Cooperation, positive feelings, self-efficacy, joy, and belongingness.

• What are the topics, which have the maximum number of disagreements?
Competition, negative feelings, fear of failure, non-belonging, obligement.

• What is the effect of the gender and the status of the students on the topics?
More agreement for male students; competition and cooperation.
More agreement for female students; belongingness and fear of failure.
More agreement for local students; obligement, competition, non-belonging, fear

of failure
More agreement for exchange students; joy, cooperation, belonging, self-efficacy.

The correlation in-between the feelings and the spaces show that the students agree
with having the positive feelings and disagree with having the negative feelings during
the pin-up events they have experienced during the first part of the semester. Majority of
the students find joy of pin-up in exchanging ideas on projects with peers; strongly agree
with cooperation and disagreewith competition; agreewith the feeling of belongingness;
agree with self-efficacy during the pin-up events.

The students’ response in overall to the spatial organization of the pin-up event have
the characteristics of rounded, small scale, enclosed, and non-hierarchical (Fig. 7). The
infographic is the overall visualization of the database without any comments. It has the
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same color code with the database to establish a connection for further readings through
a variety of correlations (Fig. 8).

Fig. 7. The pin-up/presentation events
experienced by the students, Aarhus
School of Architecture, 2023. (Teacher’s
Training Workshop Project, photos by
Naime Esra Akin).

Fig. 8. Infographic explanation of the overall data,
Aarhus School of Architecture, 2023. (Teacher’s
Training Workshop Project, collage by Naime Esra
Akin)

Regarding the random discussions and interviews with the students, the pin-up evens
are preferred to be closed to big audiences. The students appreciate the value of discussing
to learn about each other’s skills and share specific issues like drawing techniques,
network, experiences with the other students, who are under the same circumstances
with themselves, though they don’t want to be the focus of the discussion. The discussion
is considered useful in case there is an equal and sincere atmosphere. To see each other’s
faces in a close distance, showing the materials of their projects and being able to take
notes/draw sketches on these printed materials make a big sense to them for a fruitful
meeting. This kind of a close contact with a small group of students, and a tutor, who
chairs the pin-up is themost relaxing and joyfulway of developing not only the individual
projects but also the social relations at the same time, so that, the communication between
the students continues after the pin-up through discussions on individual projects and
social matters.

Both survey and the verbal communication indicates that the intention of the students
is not positioning themselves as the hierarchically visible Master in a competitive man-
ner, instead, they prefer to be equally visible through collaboration during the pin-up
events.
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3.5 Side Effects of the Research

Through a close observation during the survey process, it is noticed that the survey itself
was considered positive by the students as a tool of communication, because of the direct
and open effect of the evaluative discussions on the pin-up formats designed with the
pin-up team. Attendance to the pin-up events raised comparing with the Fall semester,
due to the discussion on the spatial organization for a better learning environment. The
surveywasmotivating for the pin-up team to think on a variety of spatial organization and
reserve time to organize the space. It raised a spatial awareness through experimenting
the relationship in-between the user and the space/spatial elements. Students started to
observe themselves during not only the pin-up events, but also in the architectural design
studio space.

4 Conclusion

Presenting a project is a stressful process in architectural education. The hierarchical
spatial organization creates a negative feeling of self-exposure like a Master who is sup-
posed to know all about design. In this research, the moment of exposure/pin-up was
unfolded through a frame of well-being for learning more about the students’ feelings.
Both survey and the verbal communication indicated that the intention of the students is
not positioning themselves as the hierarchically visibleMaster in a competitive manner,
instead, they prefer to be equally visible through collaboration during the pin-up events.
Specifically, the peer-learning and equality were pointed as the most important dimen-
sion of exchanging the ideas/information/reflection on the common assignment. They
preferred to position themselves as a part of a collaborative design process; although all
projects were individual, the students felt self-efficant by exposing their projects in the
friendly and project-oriented atmosphere of small groups to be developed together. By
leaving the judging role, the position of the tutor was opened to discussion as an observer
and/or a groupmember, for enabling the students to create a newunderstanding ofMaster
in architecture.

Referring to Kate Raworth’s idea of sustainable economy, architectural production,
education and profession needs to create an ecology enabling others to create value
[16]. In other words, cooperating and collaborating is the raising value that is already
appreciated by the young generation. Architectural education needs to develop new
research methodologies, learning pedagogies for cooperative/collaborative ecologies.

5 Aftermath

5.1 Experimental Pin-Up

After the surveywas completed and analyzed, an experimental pin-upwas organizedwith
collaboration of the students, which might be called as “science fair”. It was designed
considering the self-efficacy of the students. The schedule and the spatial organization
were designed for a dense, synchronic and repetitive presentation of the project with
four instantaneous and quick peer-review of all students in small groups. The aim was
shifting the stress of the unique moment of the presentation ritual, towards a normalized
communicative activity (Figs. 9 and 10).
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The students got it as an opportunity to progress and gain strength in communicating
the project and coming over the stress of the moment of encounter at the finals. They
also liked the idea of taking detailed feedback from all their peers. As a result of the
experiment, all of the students agreed that this was the best pin-up experience they have
ever had.

Fig. 9. The “project market” pin-up,
Aarhus School of Architecture, 2023.
(Teacher’s Training Workshop Project,
plan drawing by Naime Esra Akin).

Fig. 10. The “project market” pin-up, Aarhus
School of Architecture, 2023. (Teacher’s Training
Workshop Project, photo by Naime Esra Akin)

5.2 Feedback from the Students

Feedback from the students about the pin-up was taken just after the event. The students’
response to a few questions referring to the well-being is as follows:

• After a few presentations, presentation process got better.
• The feedback from the peers was satisfying in both quality and quantity. Both the

written notes and verbal discussions were detailed enough to develop the design.
• There was the feeling of stress because of the time shortage, but not nervous due to

the small groups of audience and friendly dialogue during the presentation.
• Giving feedback was not stressful, instead there was that feeling of giving support

through a friendly dialogue.
• There was no feeling of self-exposition, as there were 4 simultaneous presentations

sessions.
• The continuous sound in the room was like a background which was not distracting

the students.
• There was an energetic feeling during and at the end of the pin-up, comparing with

the previous pin-up events.

5.3 Future Projection

Collaborating with the students for designing the pin-up events/spaces may develop the
learning environment. A short and clear survey can be used as a tool of communication
through open discussion on the process of exposing the projects. “Positioning as a
Master” might be used metaphorically or practically for introducing another perspective
to ongoing discussion of “the role of architect”.
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Abstract. In a fading material culture, where societies have become far from
making and only content with image approximations, architectural education, no
exception, is suffering from the absence of visual, haptic, and hands-on knowledge.
When pairing the knowledge of materials with its related issues of resource deple-
tion, climate change, and waste, a new seed for teaching architecture is ready to
be planted. This paper will focus on a profound distinction between two opposing
design methodologies: a conventional method and an unconventional one tested
in an architectural design studio environment and can be replicated, reused, and
scaled to any architectural education programs worldwide. The aim of this study
is to challenge the mainstreammodel of design in architectural education, provide
a resource-based material culture, and highlight the role of design in mitigating
climate change. Results shows that the understanding of the properties of mate-
rials, evaluating the economic and environmental aspects were critical to achieve
the sought learning outcomes.

Keywords: Architectural Education ·Material Culture · Haptic Knowledge ·
Resource reuse · Climate Change

1 Introduction

In today’s world, image culture has replaced thematerial onewhere everything is becom-
ing digitalized and less experienced. Before the digital revolution, architects, and design-
ers had to physically test their ideas first before implementing them in their work. The
current generation of architectural students have become more distant from material
culture due to their reliant on digital tools. This separation has created an environment
where architects become approximators, not physically analyzing materials, and far less
connected with its potentials. This phenomenon seems to exist more in architectural
education units that embrace more focus on the digital and less on the analogue. While
this study was conducted within an architectural school in the United States, similar
observations are shared worldwide. A survey on the status of this phenomena is not part
of this study, and therefore left to future investigation.

It might be argued that contemporary digital practices could be influenced by the
understanding of materials’ properties in a specific way. Since most architects design
in a digital environment, designs can sometimes not meet their full potential. When
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understanding a specific material by physically working with it, one can gain a better
understanding based on how the material responds to different challenges. For instance,
when working with metal, an individual must understand that not all metal has the same
characteristics and therefore can’t be treated equally. As the case in the automotive indus-
try, sheet metal by-products known as “Offal” when folded, it becomes more difficult
to work with due to its stiffening and material memory aspects. Using this material to
differentiate between goal-oriented and means-oriented design methods is explained as
follows:

GoalOrientedDesign. The typical architectural design process within the academic
design studio environment has always pushed back materials and methods towards the
design development phase. Architecture students are typically guided to start from a
given program, site, guidelines, etc. Investigations on materiality, construction, meth-
ods, etc. are always left towards the end, and after the design have been finalized. The
goal here is to choose the appropriate materials and methods to dress and accomplish
the sought design. In an interview, Taeke De Jong, a professor of ecology at the Uni-
versity of Technology in Delft, a leading authority on ecosystems, described two design
approaches as “means-oriented” and “goal-oriented.” Goal-oriented design is the con-
ventional method in which the goal, or building design, is defined, and every decision is
made in fulfillment of that goal. It is not until the design development phase that suitable
materials are specified and procured [1].

Means Oriented Design. The means-oriented design methodology, on the other
hand, is the opposite process, starting from the means, or materials in our case, available
with a less strictly defined end goal. Under this approach, it is necessary to first source and
acquires the materials before design starts. Otherwise, uncertainty and potential failure
in both sourcing and detailing complicate the process. De Jong stated that most architects
are unfamiliar with the means-oriented process and a more structured means-oriented
design would be a refreshing change [1]. Similarly, in their book, Spatial Agency: Other
Ways of Doing Architecture, Awan et al. Made a distinction between the two method-
ologies and emphasized the role of the architect as “incorporator,” the only creative
stakeholder in the design and construction process with the potential to transform waste
into beauty [2]. Bill Addis, as well, in his book, Building with Reclaimed Components
and Materials, described the two opposing design methodologies as “normal design”
and “design with reclaimed products and materials.” He stated that, “the world of recla-
mation, reuse and recycling are almost like a parallel universe that is virtually invisible
to those familiar only with new construction materials and components” [3].

The presented studywas conducted in a required 15-week graduate level course titled
interdisciplinary research-based design studio. The course is intended to small number
(10–14) first-year Master of Architecture students who were encouraged to team up
and collaborate with a small number (4–6) of students from the College of Engineering
registered in an elective sustainablemanufacturing course. Both group of studentsmet on
a weekly basis along with their two instructors to review the progress of each teamwork.
The educational objectives were multi-layered and included but not limited to enhancing
interdisciplinary collaboration from design to manufacturing. External experts from the
manufacturing industry were involved in midterm and final reviews [4]. The following
sections will describe the manufacturing process starting with materials investigation.
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The relationship between creative thinking and global problems will be explained in
detail using the means-oriented design methodology.

2 Manufacturing Processes

2.1 Materials Investigation

The US manufacturing industry generates approximately 7.6 billion tons of non-
hazardous solid waste each year, a large portion of which is either recyclable or reusable
[5]. Empirical evidence suggests greater economic, environmental, and societal benefits
of reusing industrial waste than recycling it. On average, it costs $30 per ton to recycle
industrial waste, $50 to send it to the landfill, and $75 to incinerate it.

The global auto industry generates a steady flow of sheet metal by-products known as
Offal [6]. This waste stream produced by its blanking and stamping operations. Offal are
consistently sized, corrosion-resistant high-quality irregular shaped sheets of galvanized
steel that are producedwhenwindows, doors, andother car body components are stamped
out of body panels [7]. Because of their consistent size, shape, and quality, they are
valuable formuchmore than traditional scrapmarkets. Offal pieces are typically between
0.5 to 3.2mm thick, have various zinc coatings, and total approximately 1,500metric tons
per year. Promising cost-benefit are expected through the reuse of Offal. One blanking
plant in Flint, Michigan generate nearly 40,000 pieces per month in about 11 different
shapes and sizes [8].

Fig. 1. (model and drawing) 2020 Galvanized sheet metal Offal #8 (left) and the proposed façade
panel geometry (right) (Photograph by General Motors and drawing by Jeremy Sims).

Architecture studentswere asked to study the basic informationofOffal anddevelop a
better understanding of its material properties. The irregular shape of the Offal geometry
as a by-product of car design parameters, becomes one of the most interesting aspects
in this investigation. The transformation of the irregular shapes into a façade-centric
paneling system was an educational key moment when a specific application of the
building skin became closely tied to the problem of industrial waste. The following case
study demonstrates the design process in detail.

In this case study, Offal number eight was utilized to create a faceted paneling
system. As seen in Fig. 1, Offal #8 was folded to minimize the overall waste. The design
incorporated every square inch of the galvanized sheet metal to maximize the panel size.
Using all the surface area of the Offal, helped to hide or secure sharp corners for clean
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appearance, easier installation, and a safer panel. Figure 2 illustrates the steps associated
with the decision made to use more of the material of Offal 8. The A-symmetrical
elongated polygon ensured that there was no waste that would have taken place with the
more symmetrical shape. The folding diagram to the right shows a simplistic method of
folds taken to arrive at the final Offal product.

Fig. 2. (drawings) 2020 Maximizing surface area of Offal #8 (left) and folding steps diagram
(right) (Drawings by Jeremy Sims)

The next steps in optimizing the Offal and maximizing the surface area to design a
façade panel is to test out the design by constructing a full-scale mockup of the panel
using the same by-product materials. A seed-planting educational opportunity exists
here to introduce, learn, and apply the concepts of Industrial Symbiosis (IS) and circu-
lar economy. Circular Economy (CE) is a value-based sustainable alternative to linear
economy that connects industries through a symbiotic and mutual interests. Develop-
ing building systems and components based on waste streams from the manufacturing
industries is a novel approach that very little to none has been done at the United States
higher education institutions. Too often in manufacturing practice, engineers may not
have the time or opportunity to work closely with designers in other fields.

3 Results

Action-based research, experimental case study, and testing methodology were used
during an interdisciplinary research-based design studio setting. The methodology pre-
sented here aims to challenge the traditional design process and reverse thematerials role
in architectural education. The overarching goal through design research is to provide
a case study for architects and designers to develop building skin and façade products
based on the creative reuse of by-product sheet metal from the auto industry. This app-
roach is sought to help designers evaluate the economic and environmental aspects of
their design relative to standardly available market products made from raw materi-
als. While typically the development of a building product is not the responsibility of
the architect, alternative materials such as Offal, becomes more convincing when eco-
nomic savings and positive environmental impacts can be quantified. A holistic life cycle
analysis would be necessary to support the evaluation process. Students examined the
differences between two design-oriented methods based on the information provided by
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the industry. The shift in design thinking education occurs when one focuses more on
form and less on construction, to deciding on materials and how to turn the waste-flow
into real objects. It was critical for the students to first understand the properties of the
materials to design according to its limitations. This understanding cultivates a higher
sense of responsibility towards resources, the built environment, and the economy of
architecture. Additionally, students, with the help of their engineering peers, calculated
the total manufacturing process in energy and cost to compare to market products. Fab-
rication energy used and projected cost included cutting, bending, and punching which
are not avoidable in either raw or salvaged materials. Most cost savings reside in the
cost of Offal as its value is similar to the value of scrap metal, see Fig. 3. Technical
challenges in fabrication led to experiments that provoked new meaning in materials.
When challenges arise carefully processed ideas make conversations to solve technical
complications. This process can help further understand the challenges within a design.
Without challenges there is no cause for creativity if designs are not pushed beyond their
bounds.

Fig. 3. (Tables) 2020 Total Manufacturing process fabrication energy and cost.

4 Creative Thinking Addressing Global Problems

While industry is intimately aware of the disrupting demands imposed by CE, there is
a lack of relevant academic initiatives in the US. In 2014, General Motors Company
claimed that it generated nearly one billion dollars in annual revenue through reuse and
recycling its by-products and avoided releasing over 10 million tons of CO2-equivalent
emissions into the atmosphere [9]. This educational-based research intended to accelerate
the value that can be added by design to industrial waste-flow and by-products streams.
The primary goal of this study was to introduce a new teaching model in architectural
education that is based on creative resource reuse of materials. Ultimately, students will
be able to apply the acquired knowledge to develop building products, systems, and
components with minimal processing of by-products while providing maximum utility,
see Fig. 4.

Preliminary data collected from prototypes designed and built by students in the
last few years indicates promising energy reduction, reduced heat island effects, water
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Fig. 4. (drawings) 2020 Different façade patterns shown with 35 units (5X7) covering an area of
~ 62 sqf (~5.7 m2). With 1500 Offal generated/month, 43 composition (260 m2) can be produced
each month (Drawings by Jeremy Sims).

conservation, and food production. The result of this initiative is expected to positively
impact the education, manufacturing, and the building industries through the develop-
ment of a synergistic closed-loop supply chain of materials through a circular economy
approach [10]. Thedevelopment and testing of this unique educationalmodel for utilizing
non-hazardous industrial waste to advance the current knowledge in the fields of green
buildingmaterials, industrial engineering, and sustainablemanufacturing. The prototype
approach model develops novel solutions to reuse manufacturing waste by matching its
physical and chemical characteristics to the requirements of building elements through
student participation. Moving from the individual unit design to a multi-unit façade sys-
tem is the next step, see Fig. 5. The proposed model can be replicated and applied to
other manufacturing industries to open further research possibilities of reusing a wide
variety of non-hazardous solid waste.

Fig. 5. (photo) 2022Fabrication and assembly ofmultiplemetal façade units using real galvanized
Sheetmetal by students (Photograph by the Author).
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5 Conclusion

Planting a new seed of discovery in architectural education could be achieved through the
convergence of material culture and resource awareness. In this new approach, architec-
tural design studios, presents waste-related, theoretical, and real-life challenges to teach
creative design thinking to students. While architects typically design and then figure
out materials, this approach uses “synergistic means-oriented design” to put the materi-
als first, such as manufacturing waste, and then identify an application to use it. When
students are challenged with this type of project-based assignments, they are excited to
think about the problem, rather than just the goal of designing a building.When they start
with the waste problem, they must learn about things that aren’t just architecture. They
investigate ecology, manufacturing, steel production, and industrial symbiosis, before
they design and start to employ creative design thinking to come up with solutions. The
design education allows students to be critical, incredibly creative, and constantly push-
ing boundaries. As Taeke de Jong iterated “… You need to do a conversion in your way
of thinking to begin to love waste as a material.”

Collaboration between architects, engineers and the manufacturing team can influ-
ence the project before the construction process even begins [4]. The initial problems
and ideas need to be discussed between every member to make sure that each person
from their respected disciplines is on the same page. When the entire team is involved
and engaged from the beginning of a project, more likely than not individuals with dif-
ferent learning background will create diverse opinions when it comes to how a project
is facilitated. Each profession will bring up different solutions that one discipline might
not initially think of until later in the project. Not only does this process save more time
but it also increases efficiency. Architects are often viewed as the master of tectonics and
add the visual appeal to a project, as where the engineers dive more into the scientific
methods of how a project needs to come together. The manufacturing team can imple-
ment their knowledge on different desired products and how they will perform. The
manufacturing team will also be able to determine whether a product would be a good
fit for the assignment. Students in their collaborative experience were able to understand
the value of other disciplines to the design and development of products.
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Abstract. In Architecture and urban design education, critique it is hard to find
anymore: it does seem lost in the call for a renewed disciplinary autonomy,
localised territorial interests and the sole artistic and sovereign agency of the
maestro: it seems hidden in the sustainability solutionism or reduced to margins,
the sole negative with its arrogant tone, stripped from the forms of seminars and
discussions and forced to be ancillary to design studios extremisms. The same
happen to any form of critical theory, being marxist, relegated to its obsolescence,
feminist labelled as activist and anti disciplinar or decolonial, still misjudged as
infused in the call of social justice and exoticism. Starting from these assumptions
and grounding the reflections in the pedagogical experiences of the author, the
paper ask how is then possible to reconfigure critique in the present within a plan-
etary catastrophe in which design is always/already implicated and entangled?
What visions of critique are required to intervene into the tangle of ecological,
economic, cultural, and sociopolitical conditions of today? What form this could
take in architectural and urban design education? Mobilising a Foucault definition
of critique as gesture that arrest, disorganise, denaturalise and dehegemonise and
expanding it with a partial reading of abolitionist literature.

Keywords: Thresholds · Pedagogy · Destituent ·Minor

1 Introduction

This paper was imagined and partially written in the enduring aftermath of Melonism,
Orbanism and the transnational rise of authoritarian populism, the emergence of Black-
LivesMatter and Fridays for Future, the unrelenting global ecological devastation, the
precarities exacerbated by the coronavirus pandemic, the ever present humanitarian
crises in war zones like Palestine, Syria, Ukraine and too many more to list here, the vis-
ible increase in violence against women, minorities, and in its imperial colonial version
the one affecting people on the move across Latin America, Central Africa as well as
in the Mediterranean, the intertwined predicaments and pleasures wrought by new tech-
nological interfaces, artificial intelligence, and social media, a radical rethinking of the
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operations of “care” through trans/queer/crip/feminist lenses, a quite innovative, refresh-
ing and politically engaged Venice Biennale though with a return to the vernacular, the
local, the ecological. A landscape that gives architecture, its practice, and its pedagogy
(and beyond) a special urgency in reinterrogating positions, conditions, and possibilities
of critique and, possibly, a reformulation around its active and situated orientation.

The paper emerges from two interrelated pedagogical experiences. The first one is
the “Architecture, Society and Territory B” studio of the Sustainable Architecture MSc
Program at the Polytechnic di Torino, where students from all over the world produced
architectural research within Anthropocene, beyond its sterile interpretations of ‘crisis’
focusing on a contested territory and a critical vocabulary fostering the development of
a spatial reflection regarding the inhabitation of an uninhabitable world. The second is
a Doctoral Course titled “From refusal to abolition. Critical theory and the architecture
of livability” developed with Marco Trisciuoglio, a series seminars set out to reflect
on the role of architecture and design in the tension between refusal and abolition (of
canon, of agency, of author, of site, to the limitless of architecture) engaging directly
with an expanded epistemic and geographic with more non-European epistemologies in
“the rich fields of global studies…postcolonial, decolonial and settler colonial studies”
[1], feminist, political ecologies, more-than-human geographies, new materialism, and
black studies.

In the studio we have developed what we called a ‘pedagogy of uselessness’1 an
approach that questions how different cultural worlds and realities come into being, how
diverse onto-epistemologies encounter one another. The pedagogy of uselessness has two
orientations: a) it does not argue for solutions and b) it does not align to the arrogance of
utility. Both positions align it to a decolonial practice, and uselessness, approached in the
form of a laboratory of imagination, was conceived as political practice that think design
through the radical yet taxing power to imagine elsewhere and otherwise, rather than
through the evaluative criteria of sustainable development and environmental governance
risk prediction calculative figures. Usefulness, was an experiment in critique, was a
way to bring critique back in the version suggested by Amy Allen’s being something
that “refers simultaneously to a tradition, a method, and an aim” [2]. I’m not directly
discussing that though.

If it clear that in architecture and urban design education, critique it is hard to find
anymore as it does seem lost in the call for a renewed disciplinary autonomy, localised
territorial interests and the sole artistic and sovereign agency of the maestro but also
hidden in the sustainability solutionism reduced to margins, the sole negative with its
arrogant tone, stripped from the forms of seminars and discussions and forced to be ancil-
lary to design studios extremisms. The same happen to any form of critical theory, being
Marxist, relegated to its obsolescence, feminist labelled as activist and anti disciplinar
or decolonial, still misjudged as infused in the rhetoric of social justice and exoticism.
Starting from these assumptions and grounding the reflections in the pedagogical experi-
ences mentioned ask how is possible to reclaim critique in the present within a planetary
catastrophe in which design is always/already implicated and entangled? What visions
of critique are required?

1 The Pedagogy of Uselessness was a title of a paper developed with Richard Lee Peragine and
presented in the Conference Weaving Worlds in TU Delft on the 28th of June 2023.
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2 Critique in Crisis

As critique is in crisis in so many disciplines and so many places of public and cul-
tural discourses, more critique is needed everywhere. Banned, rendered superfluous,
condemned to irrelevance, to obscurancy and idealism at best. Critique-focused courses
have been closed at all latitudes in favour of problem-solving, easy marketable chal-
lenges, reading list reduced to the bare twitter-like maximum; intellectual circuits have
prefigured even the end of critique beyond its necessity. Critical thinking has limited
contrast capacities to the powerful alliance of science, politics, and economy. However,
what sort of critical thinking is needed in a time when its very existence seems threat-
ened? When the very essence of liveable futures, existence is at stake? How can we
address contemporary issues without repudiating the intellectual legacies of the past and
reiterating the very same stultifying language? Very many questions.

Fassin and Harcourt’s A Time for Critique argue that “the challenges critique faces
today call for a reappraisal of its practice, and simultaneously a deepening and a displace-
ment of our own reflection” [3] and appreciate that we are always/already implicated
and entangled and how then critique is not an action performed by a neutral subject,
philosopher or architect, changing the world, but a more situated position of enquiry and
intervene into tangle of ecological, economic, cultural, and sociopolitical conditions of
today [4].

The spatiality of globalisation, the continuous redefinition of boundaries between
security and insecurity, knowledge and unknowability, certainty, and experimentation,
disciplinary and wild, have redrawn what, in science as in politics, has characterised
modernity for centuries,making the threshold themost suitable topography to interrogate
contemporary spatiality and design. Threshold means many things: the French seuil
refers to the solea of the sandalwood, designating at the same time the movement of
passage and grounding; the German schwelle refers to the door lintel and its structural
capacity that the verb schwellen used by Benjiamin also means ‘to swell, swell, rise’
and that in the more common English with thresholds also implies the sense of ‘to hold
back, hesitate, waver’ before a territory.

The threshold is not a boundary but an area, an infrastructure, a territory that while
contemplating an inside and anoutside does not rigidly distinguish thembut encompasses
them both. With Agamben, it makes them indiscernible. These are not empty, clear, safe
spaces but spaces of difference, where we stumble, assemble and clash, are opaque and
non-unique. The architectural threshold is therefore a figure to describe and present
a reflection on a pedagogy that, borrowing from Deleuze, implies a different way of
thinking, as it induces us to identify a potential otherwise production in those spaces
that exceed representation, distort cartography while implying a scenography between
the sayable and the visible that distorts image and language. An excess that remains
unspeakable, suspended almost, interstitial, in-between, with contradictions and aporias.
Therefore, the question of thresholds, of the architectural threshold becomes, wherever
one poses it, from philosophy to geography, from history to design, a political question
and therefore useful for seeking some form of criticism.

Foucault’s text What Is Critique? do remain to me - and for what I aim to reflect
here - central. There, he famously posed the question “how not to be governed like that”
[5]. Foucault approaches ‘critique’ as a technology of the self, a practice involving the
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subject. In his “very first definition of critique,” Foucault characterizes it as “a way of
thinking…I would very simply call the art of not being governed or better, the art of not
being governed like that and at that cost” [6]. The text then goes on to specify this ‘way
of thinking’ as a ‘critical practice’ which lies in the ‘desubjugation’ of the subject itself
and is directed against the “movement through which individuals are subjugated in the
reality of a social practice through mechanisms of power” [7].

In another textWhat Is Enlightenment?Foucault identifiedwhat he called an ‘attitude
of modernity’. “By ‘attitude’” - Foucault explained - “I mean a mode of relating to
contemporary reality; a voluntary choice made by certain people; in the end, a way
of thinking and feeling; a way, too, of acting and behaving that at one and the same
time marks a relation of belonging and presents itself as a task” [8]. According to
him, this attitude of modernity would bring together philosophical inquiry and critical
thought focused on contemporary historical actuality: “relentless criticism of all existing
conditions, relentless in the sense that the criticism is not afraid of its findings and just as
little afraid of the conflict with the powers that be” [9]. The idea was that critique must
serve as the way to awaken a new sense of human dignity and bring about social change.
Critical theory and critical praxis are not activism, and neither are contemplation. They
are not abstraction, and certainly are not simple action [10]. Does seem that for my
argument, take a definition or an attribute of critique as ‘curios activity’, as a practice
that arrest, disorganize, denaturalize, dehegemonize, both propositions and institutions.

2.1 Critique in the Anthropocene

In the Anthropocene any critical though cannot insist exclusively on solution-based and
technical approaches toward solving climate disruption. What happens when things are
beyond repair? We can only stay with the brokenedness of things. As Thieme puts it,
“staying with the trouble is a disposition that gives permission for things not to work
(necessarily) and not to be fixed (right away), at least not in the way that adheres to famil-
iar and mainstreammetrics of expertise” [11]. Thinking on the planetary technologies of
domination, colonial neocolonial, securitarian, extractive, is key to transcend the crisis
as in imposition of exception, allow to think and practice a different gaze, perspective
and optic from the ordinary people (as the southern city do not correspond to the mod-
ernist biased form) that live in such conditions wheremakeshift forms of life and creative
infrastructures have to be coupled with the cumulative dynamic of exclusion, expulsions
and deep inequality. How is then possible to reconfigure critique for the present within
a planetary (non-innocent) condition where we know that we are always/already impli-
cated and entangled; What visions of critique are required to intervene into the tangle
of ecological, economic, cultural, and sociopolitical conditions of today? [12].

3 Sketching an Architectural soglia: Minor, Adjacency
and Destituent

How can the monumental task of abolishing the present conditions be accomplished
without creating a newly terrifying monster in its turn? A minor design. An inversion.
It is not another planet, another future, distant or not, but an act of an inverse nature: a
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reconfiguration of the conditions of possibility. It is an effort of unmaking, of redefinition
to resignify territories; ultimately, to undo or deactivate an established territorial order
of modernity, security, and escape. A possible avenue, imperfect, and provisional is
an appreciation of an architectural thresholds a soglia between spaces, figures, and
territories, around three gestures of such critique: the minor, the adjacency and the
destituent. I’ll address them very quickly and in a sketched manner.

3.1 A Pedagogy of Minor Practices, Spaces, and Discourses

Acritical theory as soglia in teaching architecture should beminor and should be focused
on minor practices, spaces, and discourses. Minor is an adjective that qualifies an action.
It is a tonality.Adifferential tone, a reduction. It is a difference of status, of recognition, of
measure, of position. Deleuze and Guttuari writing in Kafka, Toward a Minor Literature
state that ‘minority’ becomes the category to which one turns in order to “subtract
politics from all contradictions and regressions” and that, while remaining in language,
it takes on the most disruptive meaning precisely because “major and minor, rather
than opposing peculiarities or qualitative indices, are intensive processes that interact
reciprocally, modifying the relations of force from time to time prevailing in a given
language. The minor language does not tend to replace a major one, nor does it claim
its own status, but it acts within it” [13].

Deleuze and Guattari argue that a minor literature means writing in a major language
in ways that subvert it fromwithin. Major and minor are not different languages so much
as different ‘uses’ of the same language, not a translation but more of a subversion,
escape, or transformation. Not a limited or imperceptible position, nor a language spoken
by a minority, rather a metamorphic becoming, a vibrant wave around a transgressive
movement. Deleuze and Guattari call this deterritorialization. A term with which they
designate a movement of leaving the habitual in a continuous flight from itself, in the
oscillation between possibility and impossibility which is never completely resolved.

Erin Manning’s The Minor Gesture marks the idea of minority as a “gestural force
that opens experiences to its potential variations” [14]. The tense relation of the minor
to the major is not only because the major is dominant, but because its rhythms are
not controlled by a pre-existing structure. The minor is thus resisting to be set aside,
neglected, or forgotten in the interaction of the major arrangements. The minor invents
new forms of existence and with them, in them, we come to be [15]. These temporary
forms of life travel through the everyday, creating untimely structures, activating new
modes of perception, inventing languages that speak, as Cindi Katz suggests in Towards
Minor Theory [16] to reconfiguring the production of knowledge in geography and
reposition it as ‘situated’ and ‘interstitial’. Katz explicitly critiques the dominant position
suggesting a minor approach that is framed outside the exact dichotomies “of the local
versus the global, structure versus agency, class versus gender, culture versus economy”
[17]. With Katz minor is not a theory of the margins, but a different way of working with
the material. It is about making, finding, elaborating, inhabiting ruptures: a tension out
of which something else could happen.

Aminor theory can erode themajor onewith a series of different positions, remaining
with its assertions, interstitial “[…] a minor theory is not about mastery but […] its
intent is to mark and produce alternative subjectivities, spatialities and temporalities”
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[17]. What Katz denounces, is the way theory is made. There is an arrogance to the way
major theory is established. “Minor theory” is not a distinct body of theory, proper to
specific authors and specific disciplines, so much as a gesture, “a way of doing theory
[…] backwards,made up of fugitivemoves and interstitial emergent practices […]Minor
theory challenges major theory and celebrates its distinctions, but its movements alter
the constitution of major theory as well” [18]. Precisely because “the intention is to
recognize and release a multitude of ‘other histories vibrating within’ the affirmations
and arguments of the major theory” [19].

3.2 A Pedagogy of Adjacency and Commitment to Difference

A critical theory as soglia in teaching architecture should develop a sort of adjacency
due to its power of commitment to alterity.

Tina Campt in her A Black Gaze introduce a powerful concept of adjacency. She
does so, discussing black artistic works and their visual language. Specifically looking
at the ‘autoportrait’ of Diamond Reynolds, she said “it demands we partake of the labour
of adjacency, which requires us to listen attentively to her quietly enthralling image and
feel accountable to it. Reynolds’s act of defiance was her refusal to remain silent. Yet
autoportrait renders her neither speechless nor silent” [20]. Adjacency is “the reparative
work of transforming proximity into accountability; the labour of positioning oneself in
relation to another in ways that revalue and redress complex histories of dispossession”
[21]. And she continues “it is not a gaze restricted to or defined by race or phenotype.
It is a viewing practice and a structure of witnessing that reckons with the precarious
state of Black life in the twenty-first century. A Black gaze transforms this precarity into
creative forms of affirmation. It repurposes vulnerability and makes it (re)generative”.
Ultimately, the quiet, still-moving-image of Diamond Reynolds’s refusal to embrace
silence is, to me, a powerful means of reckoning with the impact of the ongoing war
currently being waged against Black bodies. It is a still-moving-image of refusal—a
quiet refusal to explain, a refusal to capitulate, a refusal to be anything else than who we
are, even at the cost of death” [22]. The engagement with art as form or refusal.

We can paraphrase Campt question what constitutes an architecture of refusal? A
design of refusal. An attempt to reclaim architectural practice from the capitalist ide-
ology of production. It proposes, instead, that the possibilities of architecture are not
determined by the performance-and-deadline-driven excesses of post-industrial society.
An architecture of refusal is not a refusal of architecture, but rather a refusal to see
building as the only valid architectural response to the question of space, place, and
occasion; a refusal to understand architecture as always ‘problem-solving’; a refusal to
view money as the bottom line. It is an opportunity to slow down and re-evaluate the
terms of the discipline, consider the possibilities of an expanded architectural practice,
and to participate in the creation of an architectural commons.

An architecture of refusal is close to the ‘I prefer not to’ voiced by Bartleby as but
framed as a mode of engagement that creates the possibility for what Camps describe as
a process of ‘reassemblage in dispossession’: everyday micro-shifts in the social order
of racialization that temporarily reconfigure the status of the dispossessed. A fugitivity
is not an act of flight or escape or a strategy of resistance.
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Adjacency allow us to think agency, and relations as redemption and control, as
we are never fully in control of our own processes. Encounters, episodes, inclinations,
patterns, become “another way of talking about mediation” as Laurent Berlant [23]
poignantly writes. Adjacency allows for different rationalities, moving from linearity,
determinism, and functionalism to something more ambivalent, embracing the situation
in which we live and from which we must imagine a future of coexistence in and with
“the inconvenience of other people” [23]. For Berlant, inconvenience is the affective
sense of the familiar friction of being in relation and continuously adapting to these
relations. The central element is to acknowledge one’s implication in the pressures of
coexistence. This condition suggests the importance of “the evidence that no one has ever
been sovereign, only that most operate according to an imaginable, often distorted image
of their power over things, actions, people and causality” [24]. The inconvenience of
other people becomes a pragmatic political topic for any disaster reflection: With whom
can you imagine sharing the world’s sidewalk? What do you do with the figures of
threat and dread that your own mind carries around? Berlant’s book is a reflection on
‘over-closeness’ in the world and how we live with it. Inconvenience is a key concept
of this book: the affective sense of the familiar friction of being in relation with no
reduction, sustainability, recovery possible. At a minimum, inconvenience is the force
that makes one shift a little while processing the world. The important thing is that we
are inescapably in relation with other beings and the world and are continuously being
adjacent to them.

A possible ambivalence in the pedagogy of architecture maybe forces research and
knowledge production to lose its innocence and change its rationalities moving from
linearity, determinism, functionalism to something less hardmore ambivalent embracing
the situation in which we live and from which we must imagine a future of coexistence
in an adjacency with ‘the inconvenience of other people’.

3.3 A Destituent Pedagogy One that Radically Breaks with the Modern Logic
of Sovereignty and Realisation

A critical theory as soglia in teaching architecture radically break with the modern logic
of sovereignty, realization and try to repair souls in the same act of repairing the world.
Destituent was a term/concept used for the first time by the Colectivo Situactiones in
Buenos Aires to describe the original features of the Argentine piqueteros movement of
2001 which was capable of bringing about real change in Argentina by delegitimizing
the existing political forces [25]. More recently, the concept is found in Agamben, who
expresses the full force of its political meaning. In his last instalment of theHomo Sacer
project, The Use of Bodies, Agamben [18] suggests that a destituent power is one that
“deactivates something and renders it inoperative – a power…without simply destroying
it but by liberating the potentials that have remained inactive in it in order to allow a
different use of them” and that “while remaining heterogeneous to the system, had the
capacity to render decisions destitute and suspend them” [18].

Destituent power is configured as a way of practising and thinking about politics that
radically breaks with the modern logic of sovereignty. Consequently, it can be seen as a
radical alternative to constituent power in a time that is not about control and sovereignty,
but of immanent permanence, albeit in a potential form, of multiple and plural instances
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of liberation that do not find a solution in institutions (state and non-state), and somehow
remain in écarts with respect to dominant forms of societal control.

Destituent subjectivities are linked to the idea of politics without foundation (a pol-
itics without arché). A destituent politics has a limited but precise task: to create the
conditions, that is, the vacuum, so that another politics, the one that today seems impos-
sible, can happen. Destituent is a politics not founded by power. Destituent is a “power
that deposes power without setting a new one in its place” [26]. It indicates a movement
to be made: to unleash a politics of the event. Recently, Agamben suggested that, only
if “it is subjected to a decisive critique and if we free ourselves from a concept that has
dominated and continues surreptitiously to dominate Western thought and politics: the
concept of realisation” [27]. Agamben asks “is it possible to free from its central tenets
of realisation?” where realisation is intended as “the idea that political action consists
in realising, in facts or deeds, a doctrine, a philosophy, an ideal, a plan, or whatever else
one wants to call this sort of obscure presupposition to every political praxis?” [28]. Des-
tituent thinking is something removed from the model of realisation. Realisation is not
related to construction, to the building process, or to its materiality, but rather a “matter
of rendering it inexecutable” [29]. Desituent here is understood more as a withdrawal,
a more radical and certainly more visible response in the present global condition of
dispossession. What Stefano Harney and Fred Moten call abolition: “not so much the
abolition of prisons but the abolition of a society that could have prisons, that could
have slavery, that could have the wage, and therefore not abolition as the elimination of
anything but abolition as the founding of a new society” [30]. As The Invisible Com-
mittee observes, “what is at issue is nothing less than the repairing of our souls through
the very act of repairing our world” [31]. The nature of such a revolution “is no longer
merely political or cosmopolitan but anthropological” [32]. For Aarons (and others) the
logic is not abstract, rather is the actual intimate relationship between place-making
and the politics of destituent power through “affirming another idea of living, which
presupposes—literally coincides with—the affirmation of a fragmentary experience of
collective dignity” [33]. Weather in the form of desertion, withdrawal, new form of
alliances, new form of narrative, support of struggles, the logic of destituent potential is
essentially inconsistent with plausible and well-established principles of the grammar
of political change. It does not fit with the modern political and juridical canon that sees
any new accomplishment in the broader sphere of human social life as the realisation
and constitution of orders.

4 Towards Abolition: Hope for Critical Theory

As Tony Fry and Mladina Tlostanova have repeatedly argued, “we must acknowledge
the damage done by human designs and how our current design infrastructures keep
designing even though we have little knowledge of the ongoing agencies of our designs
and the values and knowledges and how they keep designing after we have designed
and made them” [34]. To be sure, refusal should not be mistaken as simply passive
withdrawal or retreat; rather, they are the active forms of a radically different mode of
being and doing. There is something prophetic about abolition; some element of the
elsewhere that marks its practice, and its discourse. In the work of undoing, there is a
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crack. In the refusal, a moment of imagination. When conceived as abolitionist, critique
becomes different, not the road to enlightenment, not a route to a new politics but the
end as such. A much-needed direction in architecture that consists in the construction
of a space, a soglia, of “struggle against the arbitrary diktats of autocracy” [35] against
absolute truth.

References

1. Challand, B., Bottici, C.: Toward an interstitial global critical theory. Globalizations 1–27
(2022).https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2021.1989140

2. Allen, A.: The End of Progress. Decolonizing the Normative Foundations of Critical Theory.
Columbia University Press, New York (2017)

3. Fassin, D., Harcourt, B.E.: A Time for Critique, p. 2. Columbia University Press, New York
(2019)

4. Thiele, K., Kaiser, B.M., O’Leary, T.: The Ends of Critique. Methods, Institutions, Politics.
Rowman & Littlefield Publisher, Lanham (2022)

5. Foucault, M.: What is Critique? In: Lotringer, S., Hochroth, L. (eds.) The Politics of Truth,
p. 44. Semiotext(e), New York (1997)

6. Foucault, M.: What is Critique?, p. 45 (1997)
7. Foucault, M.: What is Critique?, p. 47 (1997)
8. Foucault, M.: What is Englightment? In: Rabinow, P. (eds.) The Foucault Reader. An

Introduction to Foucault’s Thoughts, pp. 34–50, p. 39. Penguin, London (1984)
9. Foucault, M.: What is Englightment?, p. 41 (1984)
10. Harcourt, B.E.: Critic and Praxis. Columbia University Press, New York (2021)
11. Thieme, T.: Beyond repair: staying with breakdown at the interstices. Environ. Plan. D Soc.

Space 39(6), 1095 (2021)
12. Thiele, K., Kaiser, B.M., O’Leary, T.: The Ends of Critique (2022)
13. Deleuze, G., Guattari, F.: Kafka. Pour une Litérature Mineure. Les Édition de Minuit, Pairs,

p. 4 (1975)
14. Manning, E.: The Minor Gesture, p. 7. Duke University Press, Durham (2016)
15. Manning, E.: The Minor Gesture, p. 10 (2016)
16. Katz, C.: Towards minor theory. Environ. Plan. D Soc. Space 14(2), 495–510 (2016)
17. Katz, C.: Towards minor theory, p. 498 (2016)
18. Agamben, G.: The Use of Bodies, p. 274. Stanford University Press, Stanford (2016)
19. Katz, C.: Revisiting minor theory, p. 598 (2017)
20. Campt, T.: The Black Gaze. Duke University Press, Durham (2022)
21. Campt, T.: The Black Gaze, p. 113 (2022)
22. Campt, T.: The Black Gaze, p. 104 (2022)
23. Berlant, L.: On the Inconvenience of Other People, p. 22. Duke University Press, Durham

(2022)
24. Berlant, L.: On the Inconvenience of Other People, p. 3 (2022)
25. Laudani, R.: Il Movimento della Politica: Teorie Critiche e Potere Destituente. Il Mulino,

Bologna (2016)
26. Carvalho, L.: A violence other than violence. South Atl. Q. 122(1), 73–86 (2023)
27. Agamben, G.: Destituent potentiality and the critique of realization. South Atl. Q. 122(1),

9–17 (2023)
28. Agamben, G.: Destituent Potentiality and the Critique of Realization, p. 10 (2023)
29. Agamben, G.: Destituent Potentiality and the Critique of Realization, p. 15 (2023)

https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731.2021.1989140


46 C. Boano

30. Harney, S., Moten, F.: Undercommons. Fugitive Planning and Black Study. Minor Composi-
tion, Wivenhoe (2013)

31. Comitato Invisibile: L’Insurrezione che Viene – Ai nostri Amici, translated by Marcello Tarì.
Nero, Roma (2019)

32. Aaron, K.: Exile and fragmentation: the new politics of place. Philos. Today 67(2), 395–404
(2023)

33. Aaron, K.: Exile and Fragmentation, p. 401 (2023)
34. Fry, T., Tlostanova, M.: A New Political Imagination Making the Case. Routledge, London

(2021)
35. Eagleton, T.: The Functions of Criticism. Verso, London (2005)

Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits use, sharing,
adaptation, distribution and reproduction in anymedium or format, as long as you give appropriate
credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license and
indicate if changes were made.

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the chapter’s Creative
Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not
included in the chapter’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by
statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from
the copyright holder.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


How to Tackle Crisis in Architectural
Education? Truth or Dare
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Abstract. Architectural practice is influenced by all the dynamics of daily life,
such as climate change, pandemics, political changes, economic issues, global-
ization, and social inequalities, so the roles and responsibilities of the architect
have also changed. As a result, the practice and architecture discipline have been
compressed into a narrow field, and it can be called a crisis. Some educators
act more rationally and dynamically, taking structural and spatial initiatives to
work out these crises on the spot by overcoming economic, political, or regu-
latory conjunctures like design-build studios. Nonetheless, in traditional studio
practice, professionals produce intellectual content and projects based on archi-
tectural knowledge by addressing these issues in a more philosophical or political
on paper. By comparing these two design studio modalities through literature and
case studies, this paper will explore how an inclusive, socially engaged, anti-crisis
design practice in architectural education can be addressed in the curriculum, how
it can find an answer in design pedagogy, and how we can make it sustainable in
the future of the discipline. This research will take these two avenues of approach-
ing these crises and compile their potential contributions toward developing a
responsive, resilient, and inclusive habitus-of-learning approach for architectural
education.

Keywords: Architectural education · design studio · crisis · design-built studio

1 Unveiling Crisis and Architectural Education

Architectural practice is influenced by various dynamics of daily life, including climatic
emergencies, pandemics, political transformations, economic issues, social inequalities,
globalization, and its challenges. However, in the Anthropocene era, where human-made
elements dominate, there is a contradiction in the exclusion of society and other biotas
from constructing the urban environment. Architects play a crucial role in re-establishing
the relationship between the city and society. The social aspect of architecture has been
emerging since the early 1900s, with different causes and solutions. In this Anthropocene
age, the roles and responsibilities of architects have significantly transformed. Instead
of solely adhering to traditional design practices, architects now find themselves at the
intersection of complexity.
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They must have proficiency in understanding intricate systems and collaborating
with professionals from diverse disciplines. The profession requires continuous self-
updating as architects respond to ever-shifting needs, conditions, and the broader socio—
economic dynamics shaping our societies. Architects have become proactive learners,
constantly seeking ways to enhance their practices in light of the evolving environment.
To thrive in this era of rapid change, architects have embraced the philosophy of perpetual
learning, recognizing that becoming digitally literate is not just a choice but a necessity
Theymust adapt to emerging technologies, incorporate sustainable practices, and address
dynamic user needs [1, 2].

The contemporary architect is a multifaceted professional with creativity, adapt-
ability, and a profound sense of responsibility. This changing role of architects must
be addressed from the very beginning, starting with architectural education. The global
issues mentioned earlier have compressed architectural practices into a limited field, giv-
ing rise to a “crisis” A crisis, in its etymological definition, is a moment when inevitable
change prompts a reevaluation of the current situation. It is crucial to address this empha-
sis on change from the outset, starting with architectural education. The design studio
presents an opportunity to incorporate influences from everyday life into the curriculum
while adhering to specific criteria.

Moreover, it can deploy practical tools and chart a meaningful course for society,
contributing to local spatial production processes. Therefore, it is imperative to consider
the transformative potential of education on society as an opportunity and ask the ques-
tion: How should architectural pedagogy be adapted to restructure the responsibilities
of architects in a world undergoing crisis?

In the aftermath of the pandemic, there is a paradigm shift in all realms of education.
This study focuses on the role of the design studio within this rapidly changing crisis
environment and reexamines the roles that architectural education assumes. As the cir-
cumstances of our era demand a reconsideration of design education and pedagogies, this
paper explores two distinct approaches to addressing these crises and consolidates their
potential contributions towards fostering a responsive, resilient, and inclusive learning
environment for architectural education.

2 Educator Approaches: A Spectrum of Responses

In the realm of education, where responses to the ever-evolving challenges of climate
change, pandemics, political shifts, globalization, and social inequalities are imperative,
this chapter navigates through the diverse landscape of educator approaches, focusing
on two distinct paradigms within architecture education: the pragmatic, hands-on ethos
of design-built studios and the academically engaged conceptual exploration within
conventional studios. Design-built studios are characterized by spatial initiatives rooted
in overcoming real-world constraints. In this experience, rational and dynamic ways of
building a bridge are chosen by bringing theory and practice closer together. On the
other hand, conventional design studios draw upon a diverse spectrum of academic and
philosophical insights, guiding spatialization processes. Within this framework, design
problems are systematically addressed, undergoing structured resolution as a result of
the conceptual discourse.
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While acknowledging the nuanced nature of design studios, it is evident that instances
arise where these models converge. The study was initiated to select studios from two
different models concerned with one of the problems called crisis, to compare and
compile their solutions, and to draw certain conclusions from this. The objective is to
illuminate their potential in addressing crises and to contemplate the possibilities of a
novel approach. This examination aims to shed light on moments of alignment between
these distinct paradigms and explore prospective avenues of operation.

In this chapter, it is embarked on a comparative analysis of two distinct design
studio paradigms. Through an examination of both literature and practical case stud-
ies, we delve into the nuanced differences between design-build studios and traditional
studio practices. Our investigation encompasses a detailed exploration of their respec-
tive effectiveness, particularly within the context of the current crisis in architectural
education.

2.1 Embracing Real-World Challenges: Design-Build Studios

Design-built studios emerge asmore than a curriculum—they embody a philosophy. This
immersive learning-by-doing approach transcends the traditional boundaries of the stu-
dio with a dynamic process. This approach carries an occasionally unpredictable nature
due to the multitude of variables inherent within its contextual framework, extending
well beyond the confines of the studio. Students not only gain technical knowledge on
a tangible and haptic level—encompassing aspects such as site, structure, materials,
and building details—but also undergo a genuine building experience involving skills
such as communication and negotiation. These processes go beyond the student-teacher
binary and include encounters with people outside the school such as user groups, NGOs,
other professionals, and contractors. With technical tours and site visits, the construc-
tion process goes through many stages such as material selection, fundraising, costing,
negotiations with users, marketing, and collaborating when necessary [3].

The foundations of the first 1:1 scale design studio practice in an institutionalized
architecture school were laid in the Bauhaus. Considering the Bauhaus’ educational
mediums and strategies, it can also be claimed that it was the first design-and-build
studio [4]. While it began to spread with the Yale Building Project in the late 1960s as a
reaction to the aesthetically-oriented, elitist, two-dimensional approaches of the Ecole
de Beaux-art, it can be said that many schools today are striving to create new pedagogies
and programs in this regard [5]. Based on this view, one of the most iconic of these is
the Rural Studio in Alabama which prioritized addressing community issues through
environmentally and socially sustainable solutions. Mockbee takes action not only out
of a conscientious reflex but also with the idea that the profession should challenge the
status quo tomake responsible environmental and social changes.Heproposes expanding
the architectural education curriculum from paper architecture to creating real buildings
and instilling a sense of community service [6]. Similarly, Bennett and Reynolds [7]
highlighted this studio’s possibility of threatening the status quo via social and cultural
intervention.

The concept of design-build studios and the pursuit of disrupting the norms can
be juxtaposed with Ivan Illich’s revolutionary notion of “unschooling” Just as Mock-
bee assists hands-on architectural experiences, Illich advocates for a paradigm shift in
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education, encouraging us to question conventional learningmethods and embrace expe-
riential, self-directed pathways to knowledge. In this context, design-build studios can
be considered as a practice of unschooling, inspiring new and radical ways to tackle
the crisis. Illich presents the idea of liberalizing the process of teaching and learning,
advocating for a broader spectrum of individuals to take on the role of educators, and
advocating for an increase in the availability of educational opportunities [8]. Further-
more, Illich’s perspective shares certain resemblances with design-build studios. These
studios encompass avenues such as learning through civic engagement, and learning
from each other/peer learning, which are notably prominent in design-built studios [9].
These characteristics serve to distribute the power and authority of the instructors to base,
thereby reflecting the principles advocated by Illich. The concept of ambiguity, which
defines design-built projects as both a weakness and strength, contrasts with the more
structured nature of conventional studios. Illich’s criticism revolves around the idea that
educational systems often prioritize skill acquisition and development through repet-
itive processes. However, this adherence to predictability becomes problematic when
conditions shift, rendering the acquired skills less effective.

Unlike the controlled environment of a studio, where outcomes can be managed,
the design-built project atmosphere is marked by a multitude of inputs that introduce
unpredictability. It offers a platform for students to navigate and embrace uncertainty,
thereby cultivating skills beyond the boundaries of expectables. While traditional insti-
tutional education may be criticized for its potential limitations in preparing students to
face the ever-evolving challenges of the professional world, design-built studios stand
as a testament to the effectiveness of learning through ambiguity. On the other hand, the
open-ended nature of these projects can make it difficult to define clear goals and criteria
for success. This ambiguity might pose challenges when assessing student performance
and evaluating project effectiveness. Moreover, the iterative design and construction
process inherent in such projects might extend project timelines, potentially clashing
with academic schedules and resource constraints. Risk management also becomes crit-
ical, as ambiguity can lead to unexpected design changes, unforeseen challenges, and
construction delays. When all of these challenges are addressed, the will to make this
system maintain for many years may break down [10]. According to Illich, the school
combines the student’s growing up with a sense of weakness stemming from ignorance
with the obligation to make a humiliating commitment to the teacher. This can actually
be linked to Chris Argyris[11]’ mystery—mastery term, which has been much debated
in architectural education. On the other hand, creating a tangible product, seeing it being
used, or solving a problem, can distract students from this feeling. In design-built studios
a top-down hierarchical scheme of education is replaced by the side-by-side that col-
lective productions require. Therefore, the unquestionable positionality of the educator
disappears.

Power issues in education can be reviewed not only in terms of educator roles but also
in terms of cultural trends, iconic figures, and even East-West examples and approaches.
Golzari et al. [12] says they have developed various teaching tactics to raise awareness of
this issue. Instead of the usual master plans, there should be encouragement to get closer
to the local, 1:1 scale, contextual research instead of form, and study of the neighborhood
are some of them. They also advocate low-cost, low-technology environmental and
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economic design. In this way, they have taken a step to relieve their concerns about
climate change. In essence, the benefit of focusing on the environment and ecology is
the research of the local conditions of the design site and the development of a design that
respects them. They add that while rejecting global icons through collaborative work on
site, they emphasize the cultural realities and socio-economic needs of silent or invisible
urban communities.

One of the most important achievements of such projects is that the academy creates
points of opening up to the community, where not only the student but also the com-
munity meets and reproduces knowledge. Working with a diverse group can be seen
as breaking of environmental uniformity for the student’s world, enriching perspective
and natural development of critical thinking. As cited by Guaita and others [13], the
process of 3 Swiss architecture schools invited to work on a building project in Open
City El Portico in 2014 is described as follows: drawing and construction are connected
through the construction process. They are creating tacit and embodied knowledge at
this moment, obliging students to critically engage with all the realities of the building
(material, human, and temporal), creating a circular process that also connects the com-
munity and the environment. Another essential achievement emphasized in their article
could be the reinterpretation of techne and poesis through the design-built project. Inter-
preted as a fusion of techne (technical skill) and poiesis (creative expression), students’
time and effort in construction underlines the synthesis of practical and creative elements
in the learning process. The ongoing construction process serves as a platform for con-
tinuous learning and knowledge production. This implies that the act of building itself
contributes to the design process and provides opportunities to refine and redefine the
project’s potential. Hence, there is an understanding of the continuous learning inherent
in construction processes and the integration of technical skills with creative expression
for a holistic educational experience [13].

2.2 Tradition Evolved: Inquiring the Traditional Studios

In education, each discipline possesses its unique characteristics, requisites, and princi-
ples. Architectural education, for instance, places a strong emphasis on observation, tac-
tile experience, and physical perception. A cornerstone of this type of education involves
learning by doing within a studio environment, where practical application is the key.
Historically, architectural education evolved from themaster-apprentice relationship into
more formalized structures. The Ecole de Beaux Art is an early and influential example,
infusing architectural education with a corporate identity and laying the groundwork for
the studio culture. This model and its associated culture have been disseminated glob-
ally, occasionally transforming. Many subjects specific to the design studio, such as the
unquestionable authority established by the critics, long working hours, and juries, are
Ecole De Beaux-Art’s legacy [14]. In the 1920s, critiquing the Ecole de Beaux Art for
its detachment from the human dimension, excessive emphasis on aesthetics, and ped-
agogy focused on competition victories rather than learning prompted a new European
approach to education, culminating in establishing the Bauhaus. The Bauhaus curricu-
lum prioritized collaborative work, innovation over imitation, and the practical design
and creation of tangible structures within workshops and laboratories. The school’s
holistic design approach offered students an academic atmosphere and an immersive
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living environment, blurring the lines between studio and life [15]. These two founda-
tional institutions have evolved yet retain relevance in various aspects of architectural
education.

To grasp the essence of the design studio, one must go beyond surface-level defi-
nitions and narrow interpretations. Two pivotal institutions from history, the École des
Beaux-Arts, and theBauhaus, form the foundation of themodern design studio, eachwith
its unique approach. These institutions continue to exert significant influence, shaping
aspects like curriculum organization and preserving traditions. Institutions like the École
des Beaux-Arts and the Bauhaus have a lasting impact on the pedagogical approaches
of the modern design studio. The Bauhaus, for instance, encouraged hands-on problem
solving and practical experimentation, as reflected in Donald Schön’s depiction.

Similarly, the concept of the hidden curriculum, as highlighted by Dutton [16], is
seen in the perpetuation of traditions and rituals within the design studio, maintaining
connections to broader cultural, social, and power dynamics. It also touches upon the
impact of the hidden curriculum on relationships within the studio and its hindrance to
learning, a viewpoint shared by Jeremy Till [17] and Garry Stevens [18], who criticize
the hierarchical and elitist norms in architectural education.. In the evolving landscape
of architectural education, there’s a growing recognition of the need to address pressing
social and humanitarian challenges. The following examples showpioneering design stu-
dios committed to making a meaningful societal impact through innovative and socially
conscious architectural practices.

It could be argued that the pedagogical approach of the educator and many decisions
regarding the project are, in a sense, interconnected by an invisible thread. Elitist and
masculine attitudes in education can play a decisive role in every aspect of the studio,
from the choice of the project topic to the selection of the project area and the target audi-
ence. For this reason, the infiltration of radical pedagogies into the design studio, which
has become highly visible, especially in the previous few years, has had a very positive
impact.Within these concerns, the global housing project at TuDelft, as reported byMota
and Gameren [19], is a multicultural project that covers specific challenges addressing
the housing crisis and socio-spatial inequalities. The teaching method employed in the
Global Housing studio aims to address the widespread uniformity in thinking by foster-
ing the growth of critical awareness concerning evolving social dynamics, challenges,
and experiences in an ever-changing world. One of the approaches that both reinforces
inclusivity and proposes an alternative by subverting the ongoing power relations within
the studio is the autobiographical spatial narratives that Aykaç [20] uses as a radical ped-
agogy in the design studio. Studio work of this nature, conducted through participatory
processes that prioritize inclusivity over dominance, holds the potential to challenge pre-
vailing power dynamics. Simultaneously, it addresses pressing social issues by deeply
comprehending and assimilating the nuances of the local context.

In today’s Anthropocene age, a project that can develop a solution via
social/humanitarian problem at an urban scale and within a specific time limit should
be recognized as the success and sensitivity of the design studio. Conventional design
studio provides a controlled and focused environment where students can immerse them-
selves fully in the design process. This focused setting allows for deeper exploration and
experimentation, fostering a more comprehensive understanding of design principles
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and strategies. Particularly those grounded in ethnographic narratives have the poten-
tial to spark self-reflection and stimulate fresh inquiries into the students’ core identity.
In doing so, they can lay the foundation for a new portrayal, dismantling the conven-
tional archetype of the architect—a figure often burdened with lofty titles like star or
leader because this traditional identity is increasingly under scrutiny, particularly within
the context of radical pedagogies. The studio format encourages iterative design pro-
cesses, where students can continually refine their ideas and solutions. This iterative
approach enables students to explore various design options, leading to more robust and
refined outcomes. Studios often integrate various skills, from concept development and
visualization to presentation techniques. This holistic approach equips students with
a well-rounded skill set that applies to various aspects of architectural practice. And
maybe the most potent part as the conventional studio encourages the exploration of
conceptual ideas and theories, allowing students to delve into design philosophies and
ideologies that may not be as readily addressed in live projects with practical constraints.
Students in a conventional studio have greater freedom to experiment and take creative
risks without the immediate real-world consequences that live projects may entail.

3 Speculating for Building an Inclusive, Socially Engaged,
Anti-crisis Design Practice

The traditional studio and the design and build studio, often perceived as divergent
educational models, possess a nuanced and interrelated nature that challenges categori-
cal distinctions. They share common ground in experiential education, enabling both to
engage with real-world problems.While design-build studios operate amidst uncertainty
and actual variables, traditional studios function within more controlled environments
and established frameworks. Both models impart valuable skills, yet a distinction arises
regarding knowledge transfer: traditional studios emphasize a defined, direct, and hier-
archical approach, while design-build studios foster multidirectional and unpredictable
information flow. Active participation remains integral to both models. Upon comparing
these two educational approaches, it becomes evident that design-build studios play a
vital role in addressing crises. Therefore, recognizing the distinctions between voca-
tional schools and academies, it is essential to incorporate design-build studios into the
curriculum. However, implementing such projects in a curriculum necessitates thorough
administrative preparation. Communication, technical details, site arrangements, and
resource allocation are among the initial prerequisites. Consequently, educators must
undergo training and establish networks before students engage in these endeavors. Fur-
thermore, defining assessment criteria poses a challenge in this context. Methods such
as observation, self-assessment, and peer assessment gain prominence. However, the
inherent uncertainty of the process complicates the objectivity and fairness of assess-
ments. Effective architectural practice necessitates strong communication skills. How-
ever, within the educational setting, communication typically occurs primarily between
students, instructors, or peers. Live projects introduce an element of unpredictability,
fostering unexpected encounters and enhancing understanding of diversity. This sense
of community engagement can contribute to addressing specific issues related to crises.
In contemporary society, globalization’s rising tide of individualism has led to passive
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citizenship. Collaborative endeavors that bring individuals together to create not only
benefit students but also educate communities about social inequalities. It is essential to
leverage local knowledge without romanticizing or fetishizing it.

Today, with the advent of artificial intelligence, access to academic knowledge has
become more attainable, thanks to the ability to access information in a synthesized and
categorized manner, provided the suitable script is applied. Therefore, incorporating
personal narratives and indigenous wisdom into the studio environment extends beyond
technical and theoretical realms, enriching students’learning experiences with diverse
perspectives. The role of academia extends beyond the education of its students. Indeed,
one of the most crucial dimensions of live projects, particularly within underdeveloped
societies, is the transmission of architectural culture to the broader community. These
projects facilitate the public’s comprehension of the distinction between exemplary and
substandard architecture, promote mutual learning, and enable society to engage with
this culture, even from its periphery. Consequently, live projects hold significance in
fostering a society that actively seeks superior, inclusive, humanitarian designs globally.

In establishing an educational practice resilient against crises, one of themost crucial
means of fostering awareness of these issues involves the early internalization and unwa-
vering ommitment to professional ethics within the educational domain. Ethical consid-
erations must be addressed unequivocally and comprehensively. An all-encompassing
approach to ethics is imperative. For instance, it is considered unacceptable for a building
to prioritize clean energy while neglecting accessibility for individuals with disabilities.
Similarly, a project cannot claim humanitarian values while exploiting the labor pro-
cesses involving stakeholders and architects. The acceptance of a merely superficial
commitment to ethics should be discouraged.

Contemporary discussions underscore the prominence of radical pedagogies within
the educational landscape. Integrating these approaches into the studio allows for the
introduction of stimulating topics andmini-projects. It is imperative to acknowledge that
the era of a monotonous architectural culture has passed. Instead of adhering to a single
narrative, canon, or myth, embracing diversity by respecting individual uniqueness,
worlds, lives, and stories becomes essential. From this perspective, valuable lessons can
be derived. Allocating space within the studio for students’ narratives and fostering a
pluralistic attitude may yield more attuned and socially aware graduates.
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Abstract. The transformation of non-heritage protected mid-twentieth century
European architecture, especially public housing, is a key contemporary issue
that raises several architectural, environmental and social questions.While several
examples show the potential for transformation, demolition is unfortunately still
considered commonplace, leading not only to the loss of architectural heritage
and affordable housing, but also to the destruction of communities built over
decades. In this context, architects have an important role to play in proposing
alternatives. Within the framework of architectural schools, and in addition to
design-based strategies, it seems necessary to confront students as well with a
critical analysis of complexdemolitionprocesses in theoretical courses.The course
“Transformation Strategies” at the HEIA-FR proposes collective research aimed
at questioning demolition processes, and at developing a sensitive approach and
methodology to reveal architectural, environmental and social values as a basis
for the transformation of mid-twentieth century architecture. The first case study
aims to question the ongoing demolition process in the Toulouse LeMirail district,
designed by Candilis, Josić and Woods in the 1960s.

Keywords: Demolition · Transformation · Heritage · Value · Public Housing

1 Demolition(s)

“[The book’s] concern was with why society does not value its good buildings, to try
and think out why good buildings, even when they—like new housing—are something
society needs, are subject to senseless destruction.” Peter Smithson [1]. The destruction
of significant buildings without heritage protection is not a new phenomenon in the
history of architecture, ranging from the demolition of public buildings such as John
Soane’s Bank of England in the 1920s, Victor Baltard’s Halles in Paris in the 1970s, to
the ongoing demolition ofmid-twentieth century architecture, especially public housing,
such as Allison and Peter Smithson’s Robin Hood Gardens or the ville nouvelle de
Toulouse Le Mirail by Candilis, Josić and Woods, to name just a few.

Beyond the specific reasons behind the destruction of a given building, we can argue
that demolition often implies a lack of temporal distance to recognize the architectural
and cultural value of buildings [2], coupled with an apparent need to replace somehow
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obsoletebuildingswithup-to-date architecture that responds to contemporary functional,
aesthetic, or financial needs [3].

In the case of post-war public housing,we could add a strong stigmatization of certain
neighborhoods related to systemic social problems, together with a lack of maintenance
and the weakening of public investment in favor of the private real estatemarket since the
1980s. This combination of factors leads to the devaluation of a heritage generally subject
to strong real estate pressures, and fuels political discourses that justify demolition as a
“solution” for urban renewal [4].

Althoughmany post-war housing projects in Europe embodied innovative and exper-
imental approaches, and several examples demonstrate their potential for transformation
through different strategies of energy renovation, typological reinterpretation, enhance-
ment of original qualities or residents’ participation—such as Tour Bois le Prêtre (Paris,
2011),Kleiburg (Amsterdam, 2016) orLeLignon (Genève, 2022)—,demolition is unfor-
tunately still considered commonplace. This results not only in the loss of architectural
heritage, much-needed affordable housing, and a major source of embodied carbon, but,
most importantly, in the destruction of communities built over decades.

In this context, architects have an important role to play in countering the lack of
architectural and social values that generally underpin demolition policies, particularly
in relation to public housing. Far from a nostalgic or purely preservationist approach, or
a lack of recognition of failures to improve, the interest in this question—both “aestethic
and ethic” [5]—, lies in recognizing the architectural, social, and environmental value
of what already exists, and the potential of architecture to be transformed.

In addition to design-based strategies, architects can also contribute to challenging
demolition processes and building new narratives through research, publications, pho-
tographic essays, films [1, 4, 6, 7], or other forms of collective action, bringing the “not
to demolish strategy” [8] to the forefront of the architectural and political debate.

2 Toulouse Le Mirail and France’s Urban Renewal Policy

“Le Mirail was an incredible architectural project, studied by universities all over the
world. To demolish it would be catastrophic. We can restore, reimagine. It’s done
elsewhere, but why not here? “ Cathérine Beauville [9].

In 1961, the project by Candilis, Josić and Woods won the international competition
to build Le Mirail, a new district of Toulouse for over 100,000 inhabitants. Three neigh-
borhoods of the original project were built—LeMirail with the university, Reynerie and
Bellefontaine.

The project was defined by the relationship between three different housing typolo-
gies—the villas patio, the petits collectifs and the tripodes—and by the articulation of
various types of public spaces—the dalle, a continuous pedestrian space connecting
the three neighborhoods, the coursives, open-air elevated corridors connecting different
buildings, and a system of natural public spaces between the buildings [10].

Although since the 1980s, the increase in social problems and the lack ofmaintenance
have led to a strong stigmatization [11], Le Mirail bears witness to the modernist idea
of “housing for all” [12] and of “a planning culture with a social idea as its generative
core” [13]. Far from being obsolete, the original qualitative value of the project, both at
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the architectural scale (housing typologies) and at the landscape scale (common green
spaces), is more than relevant today [14]. Both the quality of housing and the positive
environmental impact of natural spaces in the city are at the core of today’s so-called
“sustainable neighborhoods”. (see Fig. 1).

Fig. 1. The Messager and Poulenc buildings and the natural public space threatened with
demolition, Toulouse Le Mirail, 2023 (Photograph by Adam W. Pugliese, 2023).

Since 2003, the district has been part of France’s National Urban Renewal Program
(PNRU) developed by the National Agency for Urban Renewal (ANRU), which aims to
transform 600 so-called “fragile neighborhoods” through the rehabilitation, demolition,
and construction of newhousing, by both public and private actors. By 2030, this program
will have financed the demolition of 270,000 social housing units nationwide [15].

In the case of Le Mirail, the Reynerie and Bellefontaine neighborhoods have been
facing the demolition of a significant part of their housing and public spaces for almost
twenty years and are currently facing the planned demolition of 1,421 dwellings, along
with 780 trees and 3.7 hectares of green space [16] (see Fig. 2). Le Mirail university,
designed by Candilis, Josić and Woods in 1964, was demolished and replaced by a new
building. Although this demolition affects the unprotected heritage of Candilis, Josić
and Woods, it was done independently of the ANRU’s urban renovation policy and is
therefore not the subject of this paper.

While these so-called “urban renewal” processes could be an opportunity to improve
the existing neighborhoods based on their architectural and social qualities, prioritizing
the preservation of existing buildings and communities, questioning certain aspects of
the original projects and transforming them in collaboration with the inhabitants, they
are rather an opportunity to implement a top-down demolition policy with little regard
for the loss of heritage, environmental impact, and social consequences.
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Fig. 2. Natali Céspedes, Estelle Delavy, Gabriel Dos Santos, Vincent Dumont, Alvina Ferrera,
Samara Zuber, Toulouse le Mirail built project, demolitions since 2000s and planned demolitions,
2023 (drawings by students © 2023 HEIA-FR/JMA-FR, Tracés).

In addition to Le Mirail, several social housing projects in France of recognized
architectural quality but not listed, are now threatenedwith demolition, such as La Butte-
Rougegarden city inChatenay-MalabrybyBassompierre, deRutté, Sirvin andArfvidson
(1931), the Époisses in Beçanson by Maurice Novarina (1967), or La Maladrerie in
Aubervilliers by RénéGailloustet (1975), to name just a few, illustrating themain impact
of this policy on the destruction of the social housing heritage of the twentieth century.

In this context, several local collectives and associations of residents, architects and
social actors, among others, have come together to prevent further demolitions, creating a
national collective called “Stop aux demolitons ANRU” and launching a petition calling
for a “moratorium on demolitions”, opening a necessary debate on the urgent need to
move beyond tabula rasa approaches.

3 Pedagogical Approach

The course “Transformation Strategies” at the HEIA-FR aims to address this issue in
architectural education by proposing a collective research, exploration and analysis to
challenge the demolition and identify the potential of transformation of mid-twentieth
century architecture, particularly social housing, by recognizing its architectural,
environmental and social existing values.

Through documentary and field research, the students’ work, developed since the
spring semester 2023, aims, as a first case study, to make a sensitive inventory of threat-
ened buildings and public spaces in the Reynerie and Bellefontaine districts of Toulouse
Le Mirail.

This pedagogical approach is based on the following six principles that aim, on
the one hand, to broaden the analytical scope and tools for envisioning transformation



60 I. Concheiro Guisan

projects based on the highlighted qualities, and, on the other hand, to provide the stu-
dents with a methodology aimed at questioning demolition processes and contributing
to counterbalancing biased images that are often used to justify demolition.

Revealing the cultural and historical value of the project. Through documentary
sources, the students analyzed the historical context, the competition process, the archi-
tectural and urban principles, the construction systems and the reception of the work
at the time, leading to highlight the architectural principles of the project that are still
present today. (see Fig. 3).

Fig. 3. Fabian Billon, Coline Bonnafous, Marie Donzé, Issa Kashivagui, Francis Labhard, Max-
ence Launay, Rémi Mauduit and Stéphane Vallon, Analysis of the cultural and historical value of
Toulouse Le Mirail, 2023 (work by students © 2023 HEIA-FR/JMA-FR).

Revealing the landscape value of the neighborhood. Through the graphic analysis
of the evolution of the project, the students analyzed the landscape principles of the
original project in relation to the natural conditions of the site, and their potential in the
transformation of the neighborhood. (see Fig. 4).

Revealing the architectural and typological value of the dwellings. Through the
redesign of the buildings, the students identified the different housing typologies, under-
standing their spatial and structural qualities and principles that allow for potential
transformations.

Revealing the lived experience [16] value of the inhabitants. Through visits, pho-
tographies and video interviews with residents, the students highlighted on the one hand,
the perception of the quality of life in the apartments and the neighborhood, and on the
other hand, the impact of twenty years of demolition, disinvestment and degradation,
and the form of institutional social violence induced by this situation. (see Fig. 5).

Revealing the environmental value of structures and natural areas. Through
LCA (Life Cycle Analysis), the students will be able to quantify the embodied grey
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Fig. 4. MarineHayoz andKillianPiguet,Analysis of the existing landscape and landscape concept
of Toulouse le Mirail, 2023 (work by students © 2023 HEIA-FR/JMA-FR).

Fig. 5. Pierre Crevoisier, Alexandre Olszak and Corentin Weber, Revealing the lived experience
value of Toulouse le Mirail during a video workshop with Maxime Faure and Adam. W. Pugliese,
2023 (work by students © 2023 HEIA-FR/JMA-FR).

energy of the building structures to be demolished and the environmental impact of
demolition policies.

Uncovering the key stakes in the demolition process. Through the analysis of
the public inquiries and institutional communications, the students begin to analyze the
political, economic and legal issues and the role of different actors behind the demolition
process.
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4 Conclusion

Questioning demolition and redefining the notion of value should become central themes
in architectural education and in the work of architects in the years to come.

In the absence of heritage protection, the architecture of the second half of the
twentieth century is potentially under threat, especially that which has been stigmatised
and considered worthless. In this context, some of the outcomes of this pedagogical
experience will be the following:

To develop a critical approach to complex and inextricable demolition processes as
future professionals, by being confronted with the contradictions and the consequences
of these processes through an in-situ and in-depth approach.

To reverse biased representations by raising awareness of the intelligence of the
original projects, developing a sensitive and holistic view to highlight the existing values
on which to build on contemporary transformation projects.

To build alternative narratives and publicly challenge demolition-oriented decision-
making processes by placing architecture and social issues at the center of the public
debate on urban regeneration processes.

To contribute to the development of an expanded notion of heritage, that embraces
the architectural, environmental and social values of both extraordinary and ordinary
architecture.

Historically, the European city was built by reinterpreting the existing architecture in
the light of the issues of a given era. In the face of climate change, it is essential to build
the city on its architectural and social heritage, revealing its qualities and imagining new
projects, discourses and levers for action, to transform cities in a truly sustainable way.
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Abstract. The aimof the current study is to explore creative labour production and
reproduction processes in architectural design studios in Brazil, UK, Belgium and
Italy. In contrast to free autonomynarratives, participant observation has evidenced
three conflicting mechanisms in creative labour processes, namely: subjectifica-
tion, distinction and hierarchical expropriation. This issue is pivotal in a transition
period-of-time when architecture confronts the myths of geniuses and focuses
on knowledge exchange paradigms. Architecture was not herein approached as
substance nor as form (an immutable essence and ideal), rather, it was explored
as processes engaged with discipline and dialectics. Discipline was investigated
based on the Grounded Theory used to code conflicts and recurrences by focus-
ing on how it reinforces subjectivities and practices. In addition, Action Research
was used to explore architecture’s social dialectics by focusing on collaborative
methodologies and on how architecture (re)produces ways of seeing by reveal-
ing (visualizing hidden properties), imagining (conceiving future scenarios) and
refunding (articulating virtual seeds for shared social realities). Results have indi-
cated proposals to result from collaborative work, subjectivities to be enclosed in
hegemonic narratives, fantasies to hide the actual collective process of production,
and allegedly individual creations to be forms of fetish. This finding suggests a
paradigm transition still in course, with overlapping conflicts between invention
and labour, competition and collaboration, distinction and collective dialogue, as
well as seductive narratives and negotiated practices.

Keywords: Creative Labour · Design Process · Architectural Studios ·
Discipline · Collaboration

1 Approaching Creative Labour Production in Design Studios

The current study explores creative labour production and reproduction in architec-
tural design studios, by analysing experiences lived in Brazil, UK, Belgium and Italy.
This investigation was inspired by Bruno and Woolgar’s book “Laboratory Life: The
Construction of Scientific Facts” [1], who approached scientists’ practices from the
perspective of an anthropologist who arrived in a remote tribe and tried to understand
how social representations and relations interacted within the production of facts. In our
case, it was done to develop a similar approaching distance to help better understanding
theoretical device types adopted by people to reflect on their own practices.
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This engaging-distancing movement enabled focusing participatory investigation on
ideas supporting different actors involved in creative labour production. The investi-
gated scenario has evidenced a structured process of both disciplining subjectivities
and dialectical exchanges (among subjects and context). On the one hand, disciplinary
aspects set different subjects into different roles and actions, by both creating distinction
among them and promoting creative surplus value-extraction processes. On the other
hand, dialectic social conditions and collaborative processes were traced in revealing
and imagining processes associated with social reality refunding.

This finding has evidenced an ongoing paradigm shift, according towhich, subjectiv-
ities are still enclosed by hegemonic narratives, individual creation fantasies and power
relations. In contrast, results have shown that creation is a collaborative process with
scarce narratives available, since architects tend not to see their work as labour. This
issue is pivotal in a transition period-of-time when architecture confronts the myths of
geniuses and focuses on paradigms of knowledge exchange and inclusion. Furthermore,
this is an overall spread narrative system that encompasses different human activity
fields. Thus, a new approach to it can help better understanding other phenomena taking
place in the neoliberal context. For instance, we tend to say that Thomas Jefferson “in-
vented” the lightbulb and to hide the fact that he had a laboratory structured as assembly
line, where hundreds of scientists worked in different parts of the whole assemblage of
that invention [2]. Similarly, the narrative goes that Steve Jobs “invented” Apple and the
Iphone, although economist Mariana Mazzucato [3] has provided evidence that most
Iphone-related inventions were produced by state funded research and appropriated by
individual companies, latter on. Not surprisingly, the most significant shift in Frank
Lloyd Wright’s style took place with the Broadacre City project. Funded by his wife’s
fortune, the project took place at Taliesin Fellowship, which was a school that gathered
hundreds of architects to exchanging knowledge in amessianic community in themiddle
of the desert [4].

Therefore, the current study focused on investigating architectural production as
process, in contrast to narratives about free individuals acting with free autonomy to
develop new architectonic things. Gilbert Simondon [5] calls this process of creating
things ‘ontogenesis’ and he explains it based on the example of a brick ‘taking form’.
According to him, the ‘clay’—as matter—is not just passive raw material,it has multiple
possible transformations, as well as aptitudes and tendencies. However, clay is already
a processed material whose production is based on selected grains added with the right
amount of moisture. Moreover, it was collected in, and transported from, a known spe-
cific spot. Its identification and properties’ descriptionwere only possible based on a long
knowledge-acquisition process. The ‘mould’, in its turn, is not just an abstract shape pre-
viously defined through intellectual processes. It plays a procedural role in limiting clay
transformation. It performs an active action, more precisely, a reactive action presenting
equal and opposite force to the one exercised by the clay in it.

The brick individuation process comprises—already so far—a dynamic interaction
system, according to which, potentialities and forces interact with each other to enable a
final stability state. However, one should add to this scenario the actual work of artisans,
who separate, discharge and press the clay, while using complex and subtle artifices to
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open and close the mould, and to provide it with perfect geometrical limits. Neverthe-
less, Simondon continues, the individuation of physical and technical objects happens
(usually) only once, whereas living individuations take place in ‘metastability’, i.e., in
the continuous process of becoming.

According to Simondon [6], seeing reality as becoming transforms the finite being of
‘substantialism’ into a being that is instead ‘limited’. Being, as such, can be understood
in more dynamic terms, as an undefined being bearing potential energy bigger than its
factual actualisation. Thus, the idea of a ‘limited being’ acknowledges how being can
relate to outsidematter and how it can incorporate, reorder and transform itself in interac-
tion with external elements. According to the aforementioned author, this is the only way
transformation (creation and invention) can be understood in a consistent manner. Finite
and eternal beings would not be able to change because what is said to be ‘fundamental’
is assumed as ‘being as such’ (the pure ultimate and supreme undifferentiated reality,
which is, therefore, inaccessible and immutable). However, Simondon [7] advocates that
the limited aspect of a given being is not fixed. This limit is a structuring process, the
process of structuring a relational space between the inside and the outside.

Thus, looking back to the current object of study, it is possible to see that architecture
is not a substance. It is not an immutable essence, something based on some specific
features regardless of its actual production process. Moreover, architecture is not a set of
formal properties abstractly defined based on a set of ideal features. Rather, the current
study explored how the discipline of architecture limits its being and how the dynamic
process of dialectical transformations works.

Discipline was herein approached as a social practice capable of framing ways of
behaving, seeing and acting in the world. Therefore, this term refers to no distinctive
boundaries, yet the phenomenon encompassed by it is fragmented, porous and interpen-
etrates different social life domains. The herein adopted approach was mainly inspired
in Bourdieu’s [8] sociology of the rules of art and expanded Foucalut’s [9] argument
towards an open disciplining process that do not completely lock subjects in an ‘iron
cage’ [10], but it rather limits practices in a dynamic circumstance of exchanges.

Based on these terms, architecture should be seen through its social dialectics and
disciplinedproductionpractices, and as a social product that, in its turn, disciplines habits.
Thus, the current research startedwith fieldwork,whichwas carried out as a starting point
to trace the logic-epistemological elements set in motion in concrete social practices and
to investigate how they reproduce and reinforce social relationships. Paradoxically, based
on these terms, what is socially understood as ‘architecture’ matters exactly because it
guides concrete practices and is what we focus on to deconstruct.

Therefore, the next sections will briefly explore a way of opening architectural stu-
dios’ “black boxes” to analyse the disciplinary aspectsmanifested in them, the dialectical
dynamics likely to be explored and, finally, to explore how these aspects may suggest an
ongoing paradigm shift. Discipline will be herein explored based on the way distinction
established in the classroom gives voice to some individuals and to others gives a duty to
obey, as well as on how it produces specific subjectivities and results in a hidden creative
surplus-value estrangement process. Dialectics will be explored through action research
based on flipped classroom, collaboration techniques and a concept of micro-utopias.
It will be done to explore the way it might create different ways of seeing things by
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revealing hidden properties of both society and space, and by imagining future possibil-
ities based on how it can articulate new shared social realities. Finally, the current study
aims to explore how we live within conflicting paradigms and between concepts such as
invention and labour, competition and collaboration, distinction and collective dialogue,
as well as seductive narratives and negotiated practices, thus, pointing towards the need
of finding new collaborative approaches to creative processes in the architecture field.

2 Discipline: Subjectification, Distinction and Hierarchical
Expropriation Framing Subjectivities

Field investigation comprised a series of “constant comparative analysis”, as proposed in
the Grounded Theory approach [11, 12]. Overall, it is a qualitative sociological method
aimed at developing theories based on rigorous observations. In order to do so, four
one-week live-project workshops (two in London, one in Belgium and one in Italy) and
two four-month studios in Brazil were approached through participant observation of
100% of their activities, which were recorded in field journals. In addition, interview
forms were applied to participants. All collected data were coded to enable retrieving
key aspects and repetitions, secondly, they were thematized in concepts presented and
discussed in conferences, before being finally reviewed in the present report.

Furthermore, Tedlock [13] set the grounds for an ‘ethno-sociology’ capable of devel-
oping a self-reflexive ethnography (Tedlock, 1991, pp. 78–80). It means that ‘partici-
pant observation’ became a more personal ‘observation of participation’ by keeping
the crucial dilemma between “participation” (which entails emotional involvement) and
“observation” (which requires detachment). Thus, its findings result from a unique and
specific dialogue that dilutes the mediations shared by those “who observe” and those
“who are observed”. According to Tedlock, this knowledge ‘belongs neither to the realm
of objectivity nor to that of subjectivity, but rather to “human intersubjectivity”’. To pre-
serve participants’ privacy, we will only mention that the field investigation involved
studio experiences from 2014 to 2021.

2.1 Opening Architectural Studios’ ‘Black Boxes’

The overall aim lied on understanding how architecture is seen as ‘things’ rather than
as processes, thus turning ‘things into persons, and persons into things’ [14], during
this journey. The argument approaches architectural discipline as a non-trivial abstract
machinery capable of framing subjectivities [15]. Therefore, this discipline cannot be
seen as a closed system no one can escape from. Thus, we traced architecture’s non—
trivial machinations and limitations rather than seeing this discipline as an ‘apparatus’.
Subsequent According to Von Foerster [16], a trivial machine is featured by a one-to—
one relationship between input and output; this invariability is precisely what defines the
machine. However, the non-trivial machine presents varying input-output association,
wherein the input, once processed, leads to changes in machine structure, and whereso-
ever the output also creates a new context that further changes the machines’ internal
structure. Thus, the non-trivial machine operates with conflicting internal structures.
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Therefore, the concept of non-trivial machines can explain how a given social space
operates in a complex field of historical and conflicting relations.

Based on that account, it is possible to explore a renewed approach to Marx’s ‘Frag-
ments on Machines’ [17]. According to Marx, machines are objectified knowledge, and
the increasingly complexity of machines creates frames that capture collective labour
and fragments it into individual efforts. In Marx’s condition, he was talking about actual
machines capturing collective productive forces. However, authors such as Virno [18]
and Lazzarato [19] have updated this idea for contemporary abstract machines capable
of capturing intelectual labour, such as mass culture, advertisement, ideologies and insti-
tutions. The same process of objectifying abstract scientific knowledge into fixed capital
takes place in these abstract machines by articulating inter-subjective dead (past) labour
and live labour, in such a way that dead labour both controls and exploits live labour.

To approach architecture as a such complex abstract machinery, the current study
focused on investigating how the architectural discipline creates ‘black boxes’ and hides
operations behind the process to produce architectural things and truth, as well as meth-
ods implied in this production process. Three black boxes-opening procedures played
a relevant role in this process. On the one hand, Bruno Latour [20] has investigated
how whenever a given scientist uses an apparatus to observe certain phenomena, what
he/she sees on the other side of the apparatus’ black box is framed by past theories and
hypothesis that account for the production of that black box in first place. According to
the aforementioned author, phenomena seen by this scientist only existed through the
mediation of this machine, whereas the machine only existed through the past labour
reified on it (theories inscribed in this material basis). On the other hand, based on
Vilem Flusser’s [21] argument about photography, the camera is the one performing the
operation of turning reality into codified signals of visual communication, whereas the
photographer is manoeuvred by the few potentialities inscribed in the apparatus. There-
fore, the photographer actually looks inside, rather than outside, the apparatus; thus,
he/she ‘reveals’ rather than creates things. However, according to Cabral and Baltazar
[22], it is not a matter of destroying the ‘magic’ of the black box or of making its devices
predicable and dull, but rather of opening its internal mechanisms to enable potential
interactivity processes.

This is the only way we can approach the architectural discipline system in a way—
other than being the product of a sort of ‘Big Brother conspiracy’—to develop an app-
roach to thismetastable fieldwhere conflicts and tensions can dialectically emerge. Thus,
architecture is not just the reflection of a pre-established status quo system. Although
it operates in reproducing specific ‘traces’ and in conserving specific social structures,
there is also room for conflict and transformation in it.

2.2 Distinctions: Who Has a Voice in the Classroom?

The first aspect noticed in architectural productions developed in these educational expe-
riences lies on the distinction among several subjects involved in them. Distinction plays
a key role in placing agents in different social positions, so both teachers and students’
voices are structured in a hierarchical manner among themselves.

According to Bourdieu [23], pressures mediating the production of different works
are both internal and external to the associated field.Moreover, they relate to the symbolic
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capital associatedwith participants’ previous creative experience. In addition, the routine
imposed by institutions on agents establishes a symbolic order, a valuation circle, a
publicity level and a definition of legitimacy.

Distinction is the first step in the subjectification process, since it establishes the
one(s) accounting for guiding common knowledge production. This process is not
straightforwardly objective; but it results from social struggles for dominant positions.
However, the distinct centralities of the classroom are those entitled to create habitus,
to foment desires, as well as to establish references and hierarchies to properly mobilise
individuals’ libido and acceptance of order. Precisely because other subjects crave for
the same distinction in the field, agents in distinct positions take leading roles and define
what is good or bad, in a continuous circular reinforcement.

2.3 Subjectification: The Production of Architectural Subjects

A classical essay written by Judith Butler [24] aimed at denaturalizing the understanding
of our own body and sought to understand gender as performance, or as socially con-
structed phenomenology. Helene Shugart [25] also explored how femininity in women
and masculinity in men can be understood as social performance by de-fetishising their
mechanisms, based on parody studies. The aforementioned author sees the possibility of
denaturalizing the nature of gender and, consequently, of reconstituting desire, by doing
so. Arguably, we could also denaturalize architecture and the creative labour involved
in its production to set the ground for seeing architecture as it performs.

According to Bronwyn Davies [26], who analysed Butler’s relevance for education,
subjectification is the process that simultaneously establishes mastery and submission.
To master a given topic, students submit themselves to the perceived order of distinc-
tions. It is herein possible tracing a link to Althusser’s [27] concept of ‘interpellation’
(an identity mirror). Interpellations create the subject because they create an image of
the world, and place the individual in a relationship with this world, and in a position
based on which he/she can act in this world. Interpellations functions through ordinary
objects address a subject setting ideological expectations and interaction rules, incor-
porating ideological discourses (such as the placement of chairs in a studio establishes
institutional roles). Thus, these ordinary objects become embodied ideologies shaping
internal subjectivities. Therefore, the material condition of a given production mode has
a dialectical relationship with subjects’ cognitive awareness of their place in this condi-
tion. Accordingly, discipline and distinctions produce subjectivity by framing the way
architects see the world, their position in it, as well as how they understand the way they
can act in the world.

Following Jason Read, the idea of the ‘production of subjectivity’ implies a double
meaning: it is both something ‘productive’ and something ‘produced’. Subjects emerge
always in the context of a collective of subjects, i.e. there is no subject detached in an
abstract empty space. This means that subjectivity is formed by elements a priori (lan-
guage, culture, structure, social expectations, among others) ‘externalised in machines
and internalised in concepts, habits, and ways of thinking’ [28]. The dialectic operation
of these abstract machinery of subjectivities creates a problem that is specifically polit-
ical, because they act across the whole society, seizing for individuals what was once
formed by collective efforts.
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Jodi Dean [29] advocates that the representation of the individual is, itself, a fantasy
that places what one can only do among ‘others’ into an imaginary ego; consequently,
the concepts of genius result from a point of view that imagines an abstract individual
detached from any context. Dean mentions that Freud’s theory produces this type of
‘enclosure of the individual’. It is worth emphasizing two additional points in Jodi
Dean’s account of the enclosure of the subject. She inverts Althusser’s famous formula
by stating that it is not the case that ideology interpellates individuals as subjects, rather,
capitalism interpellates subjects as individuals.

Nonetheless, although the traditional architecture discipline encloses subjects in
individual creativity and invention narratives, the observation of participation suggests
that the most creative moments in architecture emerge from long processes of exchange,
discussion and maturing of alternatives. Thus, collective subjectivity is gradually pro-
duced, and it allows eventual individual creation to emerge from this transversal expe-
rience. Furthermore, according to Simondon, subjects can change, therefore, they are
in a metastable condition that includes non-actualised potentialities. These are non-
actualised potentialities that exist in all subjects, and are formed of internal tensions and
multiplicities, besides being in constant exchange with their surroundings. It is through
these tensions that the architectural discipline operates its abstract machinery, enabling
the development of both a given architectonic object and the production of architectonic
subjects, themselves.

2.4 Creative Surplus-Value Estrangement

Case studies helped investigating how architecture is not just a practice, but also a
subjectification process based on narratives capable of reproducing estrangement before
requiring submission and providing mastery. Thus, these narratives stand on a previous
acceptance of instrumentalisation.

Notably, instrumentalisation resulted in a continuous authorship appropriating pro-
cess that can be called ‘surplus of creation’ estrangement. The dominant group not only
proposed ideas to be followed by students, but also appropriated students’ work. In a
given situation, a door was to be made by subtracting modules from the external wall
of the pavilion. The tutor continuously shouted that she had already solved the problem
and that students’ only task was to ‘draw it’.

But a series of issues the tutor was unaware of emerged as students engaged in the
design process, namely: symmetry of his sketches was unfeasible; position of the door
was impossible because it would make the cantilever bigger; among others. However,
the tutor would return to the table many times, commenting with irony as if the students
were incapable of drawing his solution; however, there was no solution, yet. Students
were aware theywere being observed andmaintained a subservient attitude agreeing that
‘the problem was solved’. After the tutor turned away, they worked on a viable solution,
which was only attainable by changing the shape of, and rotating, the entire structure
by a few degrees. However, once the solution was found, the tutor joyfully asserted that
they had finally understood it.

In another case, the tutor repeatedly changed the ground floor plan designed by stu-
dents, although his changes made no practical difference. Better solutions proposed by
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students were re-sketched until the tutor felt to own the solutions. Again, in a paradig-
matic case, a design was structured with larger modules in the base and with smaller
modules at the top. The tutor took the model and inverted it, asking a fellow teacher,
‘Should we do it like this? It will create an optical illusion that the structure is bigger’.
Although the intended optical illusion would technically be delivered by the original
proposal, students (tired of continuous conflicts) accepted the tutor’s suggestion as the
‘stroke of a genius’. Their initial design was magically reworked by the genius (a change
without changes), and the whole thing now belonged to his act of ‘creation’.

Thus, the working subjects became instruments through a double step: first, they
became estranged from their own background to fit the distinction structure in the class-
room; later on, they were estranged from the product of their own work. This process not
just fulfilled the desires of the group in power, but also genuinely created new solutions,
which were later assumed to result from their obedience. Thus, the disciplinary black
box of architecture not only produces distinctions, but the way subjects see the world,
their place in it, and how they can act in it. Those are the cogs and gears of this abstract
machinery.

3 Dialectics: The Production and Reproduction of Ways of Seeing

Several authors (including David Harvey and Boaventura Souza Santos [30–32]) have
argued that we are experiencing a great time in history, when great changes in social
structure, culture, technology and production, as well as the threat of an eminent envi-
ronmental collapse, force us to imagine new social alternatives. As we started opening
the black boxes of architecture, we could recognize how the architectural discipline
reproduces social relations, both internally and externally (framing the possible life of
ordinary people). Nonetheless, besides acknowledging that design and architecture have
strongly contributed to the way people see the world, their place in it and how they can
act in the world, if we open that black box to scrutiny, it can also become a way of
visualizing alternatives, of exploring different places potentialities and of envisioning
new futures.

It means that architecture not only reproduces ways of seeing things, but it also
has the potential to explore new ones by revealing hidden properties of social reality
throughnew imaginative tools of representation and critical narration; by imagining other
possible future scenarios based on using its design-thinking methodologies; and, finally,
by refunding social realities in itself based on articulating virtual seeds and on building
shared knowledge. Thus, we explored these issues in action research experiments (these
experiments were analyzed in other perspectives in previous studies, see [33]). Just
as a chemist would mix different compounds in a lab, we mixed ideas in the studio
practice, such as hacking objectified social relationships and developing micro-utopias
(understood as the virtual power of concrete potentialities of inexistent worlds).

In order to do so, we adopted ‘flipped classroom’methodologies, according to which
hierarchy and knowledge production in the classroomwas inverted, so the studio became
a place of shared knowledge production. In addition, collaboration techniques, such as
workshops, kanban and assemblies, were explored to emphasize the collective construc-
tionof the debates. Finally, the studios aimed at developing ‘live projects’ to overcome the
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traditional ‘simulation studio’—where inputs are imagined and assumed—by focusing
proposals on the strategies to put them into practice.

In a workshop held in London, UK, a given area was facing a Regeneration Action
Plan that proposed the privatization of a square and the demolition of social housing to
open room for new luxurious flats. Because the consultation process was a simulacrum,
the local community and one association reacted to it by developing an autonomous
process. The University engaged in the process by developing an event with students,
when a spatial devicewas built in the square and the community engaged in the resistance
to the initial proposal. Students from the local school helped build the design pieces and
participated in structure assembly testing. Leafletswere distributed and the local cafeteria
provided food for the event. Proposals by locals were collected and kidswere encouraged
to contribute to the project with their drawings. Moreover, an internet platform was
launched to collect stories describing the importance of those spaces to the community
and, consequently, the need of protecting them—in compliance with the British law.

A series of interviews regarding alternative practices also helped to see those para-
doxes. According to Sarah Wigglesworth [34], participation is a fundamental element
in her architectural design process. In fact, she spends most of the time on any presenta-
tion she gives for a new project talking about participation. Nevertheless, participation
appears to be a ‘consulting’ process, wherein users are invited to provide input and steer
decisions. The architect works as guide in this process. However, the resulting product
is a conventional design, an object that hides the means of its own production in its
cleanness. By contrast, participation in the architectural studio ‘MUF’ becomes part of
the elements being ‘represented’ in architecture and participation traces become a set
of elements in the final products’ aesthetics. Moreover, according to the multi—disci-
plinary collective Assemble, participation not only enters the process as input, but it also
becomes an output. According to an interview [35], the aesthetics of products keeps a
certain openness, as if users could see the way the object was produced and think ‘I could
do that myself’. Thus, the product becomes an empowering object, rather than a form
to mask processes with appearances. Furthermore, based on the Assemble’s Granby
Four Streets project, the design process is actually the means of bringing a community
together to actively produce their own spatial conditions.

One of the workshops held in Belgium serves as counterexample of how this line is
blurred. The workshop aimed to identify local desires and elements that could be real-
ized, but students struggled to determine the limits of their agency and were continually
concerned with meeting their teachers’ expectations. This experience brought further
questions to light. It was paradoxically unresolved to what extent the resulting objects
were more than sculptures representing specific community interests and to what extent
they were merely educational activities. Additionally, because the objects symbolized
community participation, they were no less constrained by the prevailing ideology than
the average ‘good citizen’ This raised concerns about whether architecture was effect-
ing change or merely reinforcing the status quo, ultimately questioning whether it had
become an empty community game.

Departing from these experiences, several studios in Brazil worked with the idea
of micro-utopias by taking into consideration immanent potentialities and by exploring
their development with the aim to break up established ways of seeing social structures.
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Nonetheless, besides the utopian intent, it was quite common for students to rather
develop dystopias, a fact that can be read as sign of our times: it is easier imagining
society’s collapse than any alternatives to current scenarios.

Accordingly, our social-environmental issue is also an aesthetical issue: how can we
collectively see the solution for unsustainable development? Cities’ aesthetics goes far
beyond simple ‘beautification’, since it establishes a way of perceiving and establishing
relevant issues for a given community. Thus, urban space creates an “aesthetic field”,
i.e., a setting that expands, or limits, the vision shared by a group of citizens.

A studio in Goiânia City (Brazil) worked in partnership with the local environmental
agency to investigate and propose solutions to help recovering its main river. As the
analysis went by, the collective conclusion was that it was not possible to develop one
single project to solve issues faced by the river, since they involved all tributaries of
the aforementioned river and the whole city’s relationship with them. Therefore, the
proposal lay on developing a series of actions to gain public attention to these issues;
thus, architecture was no longer a means of designing things, but of making visible the
hidden city-local nature relationship. In addition, a collaborative web platform and a
NGOwere launched as a means to permanently address and share proposals and visions
to build new paths.

As a counterexample, the workshop ‘Into the Green’ held in London also imple-
mented an intervention in a public space during an event that mobilised the local com-
munity. As a consequence, an officewas opened at the university to develop interventions
in that space, so that the ephemeral community activities held in it could become per-
manent. However, the office was dismantled due to the university’s bureaucracy, the
community became disengaged, and it put an end to the process.

Finally, a form was applied to participants to help better understand students’ expe-
rience. The ‘labour condition’ issue was assessed as the best dimension of their experi-
ence, with 80% considering it positive. This topic assessment involved the role played
by participants in the production and sharing of ideas, the openness of debates, and the
democratic decision-making in comparison to previous academic experiences. Surpris-
ingly, students did not consider this experience significantly different from other past
practices. This finding suggests that the actual work experience is always collective in
practice. Although the narrative in the field is that the production is done by the main
architect in the office, in practice the involvement of trainees in the design process resem-
bles the collaborative methodologies explored in the workshops. This might be the case
of any office, where the collective work is anonymous, and the main architect is the
reference. Again, Assemble functions on the opposite pole, where the work is done in a
collective process, according to which, all activities—from design process to everyday
reproduction—are shared.

Form results for the ‘delivered products’ dimension were mostly paradoxical given
the Live Projects’ intentions. Based on students’ perception, products had weak positive
impact on the place (only 19% above neutrality), the connection between creativity and
construction was limited (19.8% above neutrality) and the product was quite similar
to that of a conventional architectural practice (3.4% above neutrality). However, the
analysed interventions were considered a ‘valuable project’ (31% above neutrality).
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This condition points out that the architectural studio has a long tradition and that
even counter-practices remain entangled in this long tradition. Thus, it is not the case of
advocating for a fully free practice, but, as Hanna Arendt [36] suggested in a different
context, we should focus on the continuous fight for freedom, on the continuous decon-
struction and critical awareness of limits imposed by the discipline, and on potentialities
enabled by a dialectical attitude towards design and social structuring.

4 Design is Always Collaborative: A Dangerous Idea in the Form
of Conclusion

The Competition [37] is a documentary movie focused on telling the story of several
star architects competing for a project in Luxembourg. Among several similar scenes,
one shows the moment when a team of architects explains their proposal to the main
architects, and one of them takes the model, turns it upside down and asks whether that
was not the best solution. Thus, several hours of hard work by the teamwere “magically”
estranged from the collective effort to become the genius stroke of one single man.

The main argument that can be built in the current research is that architectural pro-
duction is a long process, just as the previously used brick example, since it involves tra-
ditional knowledge and several hours of creative and design-thinking experimentations.
Nonetheless, both narratives and field structure set our perception to see individuals as
creative drivers. Thus, what is essentially collaborative is captured in an abstract machin-
ery that is reproduced by the discipline and it ends up being perceived as a single-person
invention.

Although this machinery operates in quite abstract and subtle terms, the aim of the
current study was to investigate how distinction establishes a hierarchical structure in
creation processes, how subjectification establishes a thought pattern by placing different
subjects in different positionswhere they can act in and by limiting how they think and act
in the world. Finally, this machinery produces the estrangement of collective products,
in such a way that subjects involved do not see the product of their work as their own.

This is only possible because field narratives depict architects as individuals in com-
petition, thus enclosing their subjectivities. That hides the actual collective production of
architecture. If hegemonic narratives create this process of estrangement, we need new
counter-narratives to oppose them. If fantasies of individual creation seed competition
between architects, we need a new paradigm for envisioning the collaborative dimension
at play. If we should care more about architects being explored in unpaid extra-hours, we
need new perspectives to envision power relations inside the discipline and a new con-
sciousness of architects as labourers. Although the collective production is captured by
this abstract machinery, contradictory forces are at place. In this sense, there is space for
a dialectical paradigm to be built to rethink our practice as fundamentally collaborative.

In this dialectical practice, architecture plays the social role of revealing, reimag-
ining and refunding social structuration. Through representation, diagrams and spatial
analysis, architects can make aspects of reality that were not seen by common peo-
ple before visible. By using design-thinking methodologies, architecture can radically
reimagine the foundations of social space. And by setting these ideas into practice, we
can collaborate to create more sustainable social structures.



Studio Life: Mechanisms of Competition and Collaboration 75

Ultimately, this contradiction between disciplining forces and dialectical processes
represents a transition time of conflicting paradigms. Between invention and labour,
architects do not see themselves as workers; between competition and collaboration,
architects see themselves as individuals in fierce fight; between distinction and collective
dialogue, internal hierarchies give voice to few and estrange others; between seductive
narratives of great masters and hard-time assemblies of negotiated practices, architects
still tend to use the few symbolic power they still have.
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Abstract. The authors discuss a pedagogical experiment that arises out of an
ongoing Erasmus+ project titled “Socially Situated Architectural Pedagogies” or
SArPe, which involves the Universities of Pavia, Istanbul, TU Delft and Malaga.
SArPe project situates itself in between three areas of inquiry: critical/radical
pedagogies [1–4]; situated knowledge [5, 6] and commons-oriented knowledge
and pedagogy [7–9].

On that basis, the paper aims to critically analyze architectural pedagogy
through authors’ positioning in respect to the wider debate and a case study-based
approach. Namely, a second-year architectural studio held at the University of
Pavia in a.y. 2022–2023. Here the studio is reimagined as a site for common-
ing of knowledge through collaborations with non-academic actors; challenging
hierarchical position between learners and educators; and experiment practice of
dialogue.

By doing that, it seeks to broaden reflections on how architectural studio can
reconnect to the outside world and, more particularly, how learners and educators
(and their mutual positioning) engage with non-institutional stakeholders.

As such a transformative-relational pedagogy is experimented,which activates
the traditional studio towards a socially situated pedagogical practice that promotes
self-organization, encourages active participation and destabilases hierarchies.

Keywords: Critical/radical pedagogies · situated knowledge ·
commons-oriented knowledge

1 Introduction

The authors discuss a pedagogical case study originating from an ongoing Erasmus+
KA2 project known as “Socially Situated Architectural Pedagogies” (i.e., SArPe). This
project involves a consortium of the Universities of Pavia, Istanbul, TU Delft, and
Malaga. SArPe’s primary objective is to enhance the responsiveness of the higher educa-
tion sector to societal challenges through inclusive and participatory activities. It is built
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upon an integrated approach to teaching, learning, and training activities, combined with
deep engagement, outreach, and dissemination targeting both educators and learners.

Within the broader academic context, the project addresses three distinct target
groups (see Fig. 1) and, in particular, educators and learners (within and beyond
academia), but also active groups including non-institutional organizations and grass-
roots groups. A part of the methodology of the project involves interaction with multiple
active groups, allowing the consortium to listen to multiple voices, including those of
local civil society organizations and communities.

Fig. 1. Visualization of target groups involved in SArPe, Pavia 2022 (Image by Aslihan Senel,
produced for 2022 KA2 Erasmus+ Coordination Partnership proposal named SArPe).

2 Setting the Scene

There is a growing debate surrounding current architectural pedagogy [3, 8], a sense
of dissatisfaction with studio teaching [10], and criticism of architectural professional
training that emphasizes star-architecture [11]. Many of these teaching methodologies
follow a hierarchical approach inwhich the teacher possesses absolute power and knowl-
edge, and students depend on them for all facts, ideas, and perspectives. Such one-sided
traditional pedagogical models, referred to as the ‘banking model’ by Freire (1968),
portray students as empty vessels who receive information without engaging their crit-
ical faculties, creativity, subjectivities, or capacity for questioning. Particularly in the
context of the interconnected crises of the 21st century, there is a need to reconfigure the
teaching and learning process to make informed and responsive choices in architectural
pedagogical practice.

In this context, SArPe joins the ongoing debate and advocates for a socially situ-
ated pedagogy in architecture, where knowledge is collaboratively produced through
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dialogues between learners and educators, as well as between universities and non-
academic institutions. Critical pedagogies have long called for critical positioning that
recognizes the political nature of teaching and learning and argue for social transfor-
mation [3]. The prism of critical pedagogy illuminates the hidden subtleties of social,
cultural, political, and even economic conditions within the complexities of teaching
and learning [12]. Various formats have been conceived and advocated for, such as the
transformative model [10], the dialogical model [13], tutorless studio teaching [14], and
even the commoning of architectural pedagogy [8]. More relevant to the scope of this
paper, transformative pedagogy challenges the democratic configuration of the studio
and seeks to redistribute power [10]. The dialogical problem-posing model, seen as a
key tool to challenge and transform the power imbalances and relations between educa-
tors and learners [13], allows for the sharing of equal roles, acknowledges the learners’
perspective of the world, and nurtures a relationship between the educator and learner
in which they learn from each other’s perspectives. Opening the studio as a site of co-
production, exchange, and dialogue generates new forms of knowledge and dialogue
that are crucial for transforming educational practice and for education to be considered
a valid political tool.

Specifically related to this paper, the authors have drawn inspiration from the dia-
logical and transformative approaches of critical pedagogy to approach the module dif-
ferently and introduce the use of tools and methods that can support the aforementioned
ethos and learning approach.

3 Methodology of the Paper

This paper builds on activities performed during the SArPe Project between October
2022 and July 2023. It includes the initial phases of setup and discussion, the initial
literature review primarily conducted between October 2022 and January 2023, the
preparation phase of a teaching module held in February 2023, and its unfolding in the
following months.

Hence, this paper includes an initial section that both identifies key themes and
unfolds concepts and ideas that are developed in the following sections (e.g., tools and
methods).

It is also case study-based, represented by themodule named “Architettura e Compo-
sizione Architettonica 1” at the University of Pavia (2022-2023). The module is struc-
tured on the basis of a general methodology (research-led teaching), which includes
interviews, fieldwork, design activities, as well as a variety of other tools and methods.

These activities are reflected upon through the authors’ critical reflections, formed
as a team of researchers and participants (authors’ positioning in respect to the object
of study). Feedback from learners has been collected so far through means such as self-
evaluation forms, informal interviews, and other opportunities for engagement that have
arisen after the end of the module.
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4 Case Study

Themodule “Architettura e ComposizioneArchitettonica 1” is a 2nd-yearmodulewithin
the Course of Building Engineering and Architecture at the University of Pavia (an
integrated BSc + MSc 5-year course). It consists of 9 CFU (both front lectures and
studio activities) and 8 h per week over a period of 3 months (12 weeks), with the
teaching hours divided between two staff members. Additionally, 4 h of tutoring are
scheduled every week (tutor-led). Ten tutors (3rd to 5th-year students) were selected,
with 4 of them continuing from previous years and 6 newly appointed. In the 2022/2023
academic year, the module had 42 students, including 5 Erasmus students. Therefore,
the current staff-to-student ratio is 1 to 42, while the tutor-to-student ratio ranges from 1
to 8–16, depending on the session and the pool of tutors in attendance. The syllabus was
slightly revised at the beginning of the academic year, but it has been regularly amended
since the academic year 2018/19.

From the literature review, the possibility of innovating the studio environment has
also emerged. This innovation has been conceptualized spatially and socially as non-
neutral spaces and democratic environments [10] that generate new knowledge through
dialogue and serve as a site for interacting with the social, political, economic, and
cultural dynamics of the city [3]. Large tables and centrally organized spaces for sharing,
feedback, and peer-to-peer reviews encourage shared learning and critical thinking.
Additionally, the ongoing interaction of the studio with stakeholders and the community,
both within and outside the studio, situates the design process within the context, needs,
and local circumstances [5, 8]. Evaluation has been extended to include peer and self-
evaluations to enhance self-awareness and establish a power balance between learners
and educators [10, 15].More broadly, the shift from the traditional studiomodel towards a
commons-oriented studio [16], guided by shared principles and guidelines established as
“manifestos” between educators and learners at Compo1, transforms the studio process
into a collaborative and non-hierarchical format.

4.1 Semi Structured Interviews with Learners

One of the initial steps taken before drafting the course program is the analysis of the
results of the mandatory university questionnaire regarding the modules taught in the
previous semester and years. However, the limitation of these results is the lack of
specificity in relation to the pedagogical aspect of the module.

The requested feedback primarily concerns the themes of the learning process related
to urban commons and communities. As a result, a series of general questions were
formulated, followed by more specific questions based on the year of enrollment in the
course.

The first choice was to conduct semi-structured interviews [17] (rather than to dis-
tribute questionnaires) in order to ask questions in an “open” manner and leaving some
room for conversation aimed at visualizing a broader perspective. These were conducted
with eight learners, two for each academic cohort, from 2019 to 2023. Engagement was
very strong, and all learners were open to sharing their ideas regarding community
engagement and the importance of the design process.
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“By carrying out work directly on-site and involving the citizens, I might be able to
find a more suitable location or a more useful solution for the residents.” (A 2019 course
attendee).

“Talking to external people is very challenging; it already raises the bar. That’s why
it is difficult, but also very stimulating.” (A 2020 course attendee).

Some of the key findings include: the need for a stronger focus on practical project
work, associated with increased stakeholder involvement; positive feedback on the com-
munity engagement workshops associated with the project and a push to cultivate a
relationship with the city (e.g., Pavia).

4.2 Approach and Methodology of the Module

Approaching the new term, the teaching staff and tutors agreed on certain educational
objectives. These objectives included bringing in innovative tools andmethods to inform
the module’s pedagogical approach, creating opportunities to engage with local com-
munities and groups, especially non-institutional ones, and innovating the studio envi-
ronment and its organization. At the same time, they aimed to build on the positives
developed during previous academic years, specifically from 2018/19.

Engaging with the SArPe research project (and international team) provides an
opportunity to shape the module as a research-led teaching activity. Consequently, a
general methodology (defining what, how, and when of tasks/activities) is designed by
the module leader and discussed with the team of educators.

This methodology unfolds through four main areas: secondary and primary data
collection, setting a vision and research-by-design, which are not meant to be separate
but intertwined. Moreover, critical positioning is integrated at various points during
the term. Theory and architectural precedents are considered as a background and run
parallel to studio activity.

As mentioned, the module builds on activities that have already been tested in pre-
vious years (e.g., psychogeographical dérive), but it aims to examine them in relation
to each other and also in relation to the general pedagogical aim, which aligns with the
syllabus (Fig. 2).

The general pedagogical approach to the module has been explained to the students
on the first day of studio. It has also been reiterated and expanded on during the term.
In particular, when some activities were unfolded these were also explained in relation
to the general plan.

4.3 Towards a Pedagogical Manifesto

At the beginning of the module, a “Manifesto” is drafted with the purpose of critically
positioning in respect to the existing literature and the local context/content of the mod-
ule. It establishes the key principles, values, and ideas that will be used throughout
the term. It is conceived as a dynamic and open document, initially drafted by a small
group of educators, but inherently flexible, modifiable, and expandable by the learners
themselves.

The learners are introduced to theManifesto (Fig. 3) during the initial lessons through
a presentation outlining the educational objectives of the module, related to the tools and
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Fig. 2. The collage, featuring a variety of sample images created by learners, effectively illustrates
the step-by-step development process of the project. It encompasses the initial fieldwork, the
evolution of critical mapping, and the site-specific design process, serving as a representation
of the outcomes achieved within the design studio, Pavia 2024 (Image by Linda Migliavacca,
produced for 2022 KA2 Erasmus+ Coordination Partnership proposal named SArPe).

methods that the authors intend to adopt, with reference to the relevant literature review.
This emphasizes the aspiration to create a horizontal and non-hierarchical environment
within the studio, involving the adoption of the terminology of “educators” and “learn-
ers,” creating uniformity in the “teacher-student” and “student-teacher” relationships.
The teaching staff takes on the role of conveying critical knowledge [13]: recognizing
the learning dimension of everyone involved in the module does not mean roles and
responsibilities are denied. The statement of wanting to use a peer-to-peer dialogue
[18] presupposes the idea that interactions between educators and learners, as well as
between learners themselves, hold the same value; learners become critical investigators
in dialogue with their teachers. The Manifesto also contemplates the “architect’s role”
and the goal of developing projects embedded in social contexts within communities.
The central idea is not the final project but the process through which participants can
develop a critical position [19].

Drafting the manifesto is an exercise that enhances awareness of the educational
process for the educators. It allows them to develop an understanding of the topics to be
addressed during the module and the tools to be used.

4.4 Tools and Methods

Among the methodologies proposed for the general organization of the module, tools
derived from the literature review are being applied. They are conceived as a set of
exercises to subject learners to, with the aim of creating a learning process.

The authors begin by questioning the course’s structure at both the hierarchical
level, dismantling traditional models. They are also modifying the study environment,
changing the affordances [20, 21] of the classical studio, aiming for a structure that
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Fig. 3. Towards a Manifesto, shared with the learners at the beginning of the module, Pavia
2023 (Image by Linda Migliavacca, produced for 2022 KA2 Erasmus+ Coordination Partnership
proposal named SArPe).

fosters more open work and discussion. The case study knowledge process is designed
as a collection of situated knowledge for the learners. The exercises proposed to achieve
this goal include interviews with previously mapped stakeholders, fieldwork, guided
tours of the study neighborhood, and a psychogeographic dérive [22] within the same
area. Another educational objective is to facilitate dialogue among learners and between
learners and educators. The selected tools include role play, allowing for continuouswork
on the initial analysis of the case study. Other peer-to-peer comparison exercises are used
with the concept of reflection-in-action [23]. Finally, efforts are made to reduce aspects
of critical design within the learning process and fully engage the learners. Therefore,
self-evaluation [15] modules are provided during the final exams.

The application of various tools within the course allows for an understanding of
the positive aspects, difficulties, and outcomes. The most innovative approach in this
pedagogical process is the option to combine various tools.

5 Conclusive Remarks

The objective of the paper is to convey the process of shaping a module brief with
innovative pedagogical intentions while also sharing the authors’ critical analysis of
what is being done.

Starting from a literature review, the authors were able to ask themselves the ‘right
questions’ so as to try to answer them through such a pedagogical journey. This journey
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leads them to formulate a process that involves the use of specific tools. These resources
should then guide educators and learners through amore effective and engaging learning
process.

The most innovative outcome of semi-structured interviews is the importance of
listening to the learners, as the feedback received directly from thempertains to important
pedagogical themes. In fact, the analysis of the interviews provides valuable insights into
the learners’ perspectives on pedagogy. The starting point for planning the methodology
underpinning the new academic year’s brief is a summary of such feedback. Efforts are
made to design a schedule that emphasizes learners’ interactions with the communities
they will collaborate with. This involved introducing innovative tools to initiate the
learning process and, most importantly, organizing various events beyond the university
setting to engage non-academic partners in the entire project. The authors also attempt
to suggest exercises aimed at fostering a deeper connection between the university space
and the city, and encouraging learners to become more involved in the environment in
which they operate.

The methodological pathway, structured as a research project, enables the creation
of a sequence of tasks while remaining open to amendments and integrations, e.g., based
on direct feedback from learners. The authors think this has been clearly communicated
and well received by them.

Throughout the module, certain activities were implemented more successfully than
others, prompting consideration of alternatives for the upcoming pedagogical process.
The manifesto makes educators more aware of the pedagogical matters in relation to
specific cohorts of learners and identifies priorities among the set of tools to use.

In the specific case, the learners have perceived a change in the educational model;
however, a fuller adoption of the principles outlined in the manifesto, diverging from
the conventional pedagogical model already in use across the faculty, has not been
viable. This could be attributed to various factors among which: current institutional
frameworks and their limitations; cultural barriers (of various nature); and also, the
reluctance by learners to implement them. The latter might stem from the lack of a
collaborative process in designing the Manifesto (co-design), which might have left
learners disconnected from the logic behind the course ethos. However, it should also be
considered that this module represents (to learners) such a radical innovation, in relation
to a system based on conventional approaches in studio teaching such as ‘master’ led
tutorials and top-down project crits.

Regarding the use of different tools andmethods, the authors actively aim to promote
learners’ critical thinking. The main experimental aspect includes the use and combina-
tion of various tools, and it is quite evident that the combination of these tools, along
with a departure from conventional classroom teaching (e.g., critical discussions), is
significant and worked well towards the final outcomes.

In conclusion, the methodology applied for the module has proven effective. A
positive judgment has emerged from various perspectives. Objectively, it can be stated
that approximately 75% of the participants were able to pass the course in the first three
examination dates. Among these learners, over 50% passed the exam with distinction,
(grade band A, or ≥ 27/30). Furthermore, the quality of the outcomes was considered
very high both by educators and stakeholders, who had the opportunity to observe the
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results during the exam sessions and via a public exhibition organized in October. From
the subjective perspective of the authors, the pedagogical process developed and then
implemented was carried out with great positivity. The module, in general, is positively
received by the learners. The critical thinking skills of the learners were cultivated and
excellently expressed in their self-assessment forms (filled on the day of the exam,
before educators’ marks are shared with them) because they are highly beneficial in
raising awareness among the learners about their learning and design process. Most of
the time, their personal reflection aligns with their outcomes.

However, as the authors delve deeper into the analysis of results, it is important to
recognize that the shortcomings and challenges that lie aheadwill also come from learner
feedback. These reflections will be fundamental in refining the authors’ pedagogical
approach and enhancing the overall module effectiveness. For now, the reflections are
still provisional, and more time is needed to process and evaluate the results. Therefore,
the definition of final ideas, methodologies, and tools for structuring the learning process
aims to be further validated.

By constantly improving the module brief and the module’s pedagogical approach,
one further step (as planned by SArPe) will be to amend next year’s module syllabus.
This will have, potentially, an even stronger impact on students’ learning objectives and
skills. This is preciselywhy the process described in the article is part of a three-year long
process within the SArPe project, which sees the collaboration of various international
partners from academia as well as from the not-for-profit sector.

“Socially Situated Architectural Pedagogies” or SArPe: it is a project that has been
funded with the support from the European Commission. This publication reflects the
views only of the author, and the Commission cannot be held responsible for any use
which may be made of the information contained therein.
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Abstract. The introduction of computer-aided design (CAD) programs marked
a significant shift in architectural practice, with professionals transitioning from
hand drawing to digital tools. This evolution sparked debates on the implications
of technology for the quality and authenticity of design. Today, artificial intel-
ligence (AI) presents a similar challenge, raising questions about its advantages
and disadvantages in architectural education. This paper aims to investigate the
impact of AI on architectural pedagogy, exploring both its potential benefits and
the concerns it raises. The research will propose strategies for integrating AI tools
into architectural curricula, emphasizing their role as an aid to human creativity
and problem-solving rather than a replacement. The study will argue that adapting
to AI technologies is crucial for preparing students for the future of architectural
practice and ensuring they are equipped to utilize the full potential of these tools
while maintaining ethical and responsible design approaches, to use the tools by
being pro-active rather than passive.

Keywords: Architectural Pedagogy · Artificial Intelligence · Architectural
Practice · Eco-social · Technologies in Design

1 Introduction

The architectural landscape has long been a dynamic field, with its pedagogical meth-
ods and design philosophies evolving alongside technological advancements, however
sometime late [1]. From the earliest usage of drafting boards and protractors to the more
recent reliance on computer-aided design (CAD) tools, each technological shift has car-
ried far-reaching implications for both practicing architects and their educators. Today,
we stand on the cusp of another monumental change—the integration of artificial intelli-
gence (AI) into the architectural realm. This integration is not without its controversies,
and it urges a renewed investigation into its potential impact, particularly on architectural
education.

The introduction of AI into various industries has been both celebrated and critiqued.
In medicine, AI offers advanced diagnostic capabilities; in the automotive industry, we
see the advent of self-driving cars. In architecture, AI presents avenues for computational
design, resource optimization, and predictivemodeling, among other uses. However, like
any disruptive technology, AI also raises ethical and philosophical questions. Concerns
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range from job displacement due to automation to the elusive, sometimes unsettling,
question of what constitutes creativity in the era of machine learning [2]. These issues
become even more complex when translated into the educational ecosystem.

In this study, we explore the evolution of architectural pedagogy in response to
technological integration. We place emphasis on assessing the extent to which AI has
influenced the architectural domain, both in termsof its advancements and the challenges.
Given the capabilities of these emerging digital tools, it is imperative to understand their
transformative potential within the architectural landscape. As the profession grapples
with the integration of AI there arises a pressing need to address the concerns and
implications it presents for the future of architectural practice.

Finally, we recommend incorporating both social science and computer science
courses to ensure architects remain actively engaged in the architectural process. This
approach will equip architects with the skills to address challenges that AI, in its cur-
rent state, cannot fully grasp. By utilizing the capabilities of AI, architects can take a
proactive role rather than merely adapting to technological advancements.

2 Architecture and Technology

2.1 History

Throughout architectural history, there has been a noticeable hesitancy in integrating
technological advancements [3, 4]. This inclination towards traditional methods per-
sisted, even as the Gothic era showcased remarkable construction feats [5]. Despite the
profound societal changes of the Industrial Revolution, some architects often utilized
modern materials to mirror antiquated styles [6]. Twentieth-century luminaries, includ-
ing Le Corbusier, highlighted the disparities between architectural conservatism and
progress in other industries. The unique challenges of architecture, emphasizing indi-
viduality in design, often seemed in conflict with technological progress [7]. Yet, with
the advent of the digital age in the 1990s, visionary architects began harnessing digital
tools, recognizing their potential to redefine traditional architectural paradigms [8, 9].

Moreover, the introduction of Computer-Aided Design (CAD) into the architectural
realm was met with a mix of anticipation and skepticism. As noted by [10], many
architects expressed concerns, fearing that CAD might obliterate the human touch in
design. The hand-drawn sketches, which were seen as the soulful expressions of an
architect’s vision, were thought to be in jeopardy. The initial CAD systems, with their
rigid lines, seemed to lack the fluidity and of manual drafts.

This sentiment was echoed when Building Information Modeling emerged. While
BIM promised an integrated approach, streamlining design, construction, and man-
agement processes, it was seen by some as an overly mechanized system, potentially
undermining the artistry of architecture [11].

2.2 Architecture and AI

The architectural domain, a melding of human creativity and practicality, is currently
at the cusp of a profound transformation propelled by technological advancements.
Highlighting this shift is an insightful experiment led by DamiLee [12].
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This study pitted three human architects against AI in a design competition, with both
entities striving to conceptualize a 28 m2 house on a challenging sloped landscape. As
designs emerged, showcasing varied interpretations members of the Archibeans Discord
community were entrusted to cast their judgments, unaware of each design’s origin. To
many’s astonishment, not only did AI designs garner a majority of the votes, but they
also demonstrated an ability to produce these designs at a pace humans couldn’t rival.
Moreover, AI’s triumphs extended to rendering and textual description segments of the
competition, further amplifying its role in the new architectural age.

To understand better the magnitude of change that is taking place in the domain,
we will examine into the processes and stages of architectural design and execution and
how AI’s influence is already apparent and at which stage (Table 1).

Table 1. Artificial Intelligence in Architectural Practice

Architectural Process Stage Technological Tools

Schematic Design and Design Development Prototyping and visualization tools, including
Midjourney, DALL-E, and Enscape. AI-driven
platforms such as Autodesk Forma and
UrbanFootprint for spatial analysis and site
optimization [13–17]

Generative Design Solutions Software like Autodesk’s Dreamcatcher, and
Rhino’s Grasshopper automate design
exploration [18, 19]

Construction Documentation Kreo, Swapp, TestFit and Revit make hold the
promise of seamless documentation [20, 21]

Bidding and negotiations AI-driven estimators like Destini Estimator help
with the financial aspects of projects [22]

Permitting and Compliance AI-empowered tools like UpCodes AI offer
proactive compliance checks [23]

Construction Administration Digital platforms, such as Procore and PlanGrid,
bring forth enhanced monitoring capabilities
[24, 25]

Robotics and Construction Robotic entities like SAM and Hadrian X
introduce precision-oriented construction
methodologies [26, 27]

Inspection, Closeouts, and Post-occupancy
Evaluations

AI tools, including SiteAware and Canvas,
transform building evaluations [28, 29]

Given the profound impact of these technologies, future architects should be trained
not merely to use these tools but to pioneer their evolution, ensuring that technologi-
cal advancements serve societal needs optimally. The above-mentioned tools, are very
limited and a little part of what is really in the market. A revised curriculum should
balance technological proficiency, societal implications, and the enduring essence of
human-centric design rather than ocular-centric [30].
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3 Talks, Surveys, and Suggestions

To understand the impact and willingness of users, academics, and students to adapt
to changes, we conducted a survey, receiving feedback from 144 participants, which
spanned students, educators, and practicing architects. The goal was to gauge attitudes
towards the role of AI in architectural education and to identify perceived challenges and
opportunities. 68% of these respondents either strongly agreed or agreed that integrating
AI is crucial for the future of architectural education. 17% held reservations against
this view. However, concerns emerged too; 71% feared the loss of traditional skills,
32% raised ethical concerns, 62% worried about a lack of human touch in designs.
Furthermore, the willingness to adapt to a new curriculum incorporating AI was evident,
with 59% being willing.

Despite the support for AI’s integration and its benefits, discussions with architects,
and academics all converge on a singular thought: AI can automate and expedite many
architectural processes, but it remains limited in understanding how impactful it will be
on the industry and the domain itself.What is clear is that the first to adapt to technologies
are developers rather than academic institutions, and that’s to the apparent efficiency,
and economic benefits. Afterwards the pedagogical system starts its engines to follow
up with the market [31].

4 Architecture Pedagogy

The architectural education landscape has been historically rooted in traditional peda-
gogy. Central to this approach is the “Architectural Design Studio.” In these courses,
students have been guided by the design professors, immersing themselves in design
projects deeply influenced by architectural history, styles, and movements [32]. How-
ever, as we transition into a digital age, the call for integrating AI-assisted concept
generation into these studios becomes increasingly evident [33]. Such integration pro-
vides architects with the tools to craft initial designs that are both innovative and efficient.
For example, by training architects how to present their designs by using AI tools, that
will cut the time spent on visuals, and make them focus on the essence of those spaces.

Alongside design, the study of architectural history and theory has played a pivotal
role in shaping architects. This exploration, which looks into the cultural and societal
contexts of architectural evolutions, equips students with a deep understanding of design
implications through time [34]. But with AI becoming an omnipresent force, it’s vital
to expand the horizons of these courses. While AI may not directly interpret history or
theory, its influence necessitates a broader inclusion of the social sciences, in the sense
that, future architects will havemuch free time to draft and visualize their designs, hence,
these repetitive tasks done by AI-tools, architects should be equipped more with human-
ities courses to be capable of touching bases with what is important for human beings,
what is essential, and existential.With that inmind, courses of politics, sociology, theory,
philosophy, should all be included in the curriculum. For example, a course focusing
on “Politics” can dissect the symbiotic relationship between architectural trends and
political narratives. Moreover, “Sociology” would provide a lens into societal structures
and dynamics, ensuring that designs are deeply rooted in community contexts. While
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“Philosophy” propels architects to introspect on the existential aspects of their creations,
melding existentialism, aesthetics, and ethics. Additionally, a course on “Micro/Macro
Economics”, would help students understand the real world implication of design, and
how economy has a direct implication on how and why buildings are built. In essence,
the proposed courses are aimed at molding architects who are not only technologically
adept but also deeply insightful about the eco-social fabric of our societies.

Field experiences, like site visits and internships, have traditionally acted as the
bridge between theory and real-world application. These hands-on exposures have been
further enriched by technological infusions. In the current moment, we have many tech-
nological tools, that would aid construction workers and contractors in understanding
the intentions of the engineers/architects/designers – like VR, AR, post-occupancy eval-
uation tools, BIM coordination, etc. – hence, it would be beneficial if architects already
have hands on on these tools, and understanding how they can bridge their creative
concepts and ideas into reality in the easiest way possible.

Additionally, courses such as Computer-Aided Design (CAD) have ushered in a
paradigm shift in designmethodologies [34]. But with the advent of AI, nowwe see tools
that can aid in construction documents, and preliminary design [35]. Furthermore, as
visualization processes evolve, traditional representation courses must adopt AI-driven
tools, by equipping students with the correct methods of prompt writing, and editing
furthermore the designs to fit. These advanced tools, when paired with intricate prompts,
can revolutionize the way architects envision and communicate designs.

However, with the digital realm expanding its footprint in architecture, the introduc-
tion of courses like “Programming for Architects” becomes imperative. Such courses
ensure architects are not just passive users but understand the underlying intricacies of
the tools they employ, enabling them to understand the mechanics behinds such tools,
and teaching them how to create their own tool one day.

5 Conclusion

This study explored the evolving landscape of architectural practice in the age of artificial
intelligence. Through a review of literature, surveys, talks and interviews, it highlighted
both the potential and the pitfalls of integrating AI into architectural pedagogy.

Our suggested courses serves as a general format of how AI can be integrated into
architectural education in a manner that is both technologically progressive and ethically
sound. We assert that future architects should not be limited to traditional construction
and design roles, as architecture as we know it, seems to be changing forever. Therefore,
architectural education should strive to produce versatile individuals, capable of applying
their unique skill sets across various domains—from entrepreneurship to social reform.
The courses aim to prepare future architects to be proactive users with new technologies,
being pioneers rather than passive users, and late to understand the impact of such
technologies on the domain. While if future architects took the leading role, they will be
able to shift the market’s direction towards their visions, by taking into consideration the
historical, social, economic, philosophical, and political, ahead of starting the design,
rather than jumping on on the train of construction and market’s needs so late, that they
will themselves only be tools in the hand of developers/stakeholders.
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As AI continues to evolve and permeate various aspects of human life, and architec-
tural process, architectural education cannot afford to remain static. Our study provides
an exploration of the challenges and opportunities that lie ahead. Educational institutions
must adapt to this changing landscape to equip the next generation of architects with the
skills, ethical awareness, and versatility they need to navigate an increasingly complex
world.

It is clear that the integration of AI into architectural education is not a question of
mere technological adoption, but a complex interplay of pedagogy, ethics, and accessi-
bility. The need for a strategic, thoughtful approach to this integration cannot be over-
stated. Educational institutions, industry partners, and regulatory bodiesmust collaborate
to create an educational ecosystem that embraces the possibilities offered by AI while
upholding the ethical and creative standards that define the architectural profession.
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Abstract. The origin of academic architectural education can be found in the
inauguration of the Académie d’Architecture in 1671 in France based on the idea
of knowledge as the transmission of a ‘style’. This idea continues to characterize
contemporary architectural education but in a different way, through the pursuit of
a personal aesthetic expression or in the satisfaction of real estate and construction
market requirements as a cynic acceptance of reality. To conceive architectural
education only as serving the market is to lose the meaning of architecture itself
as a way to design, and improve, humanity. The contemporary age is characterized
by the notion of fragility that represents the many uncertainties of our time related
to different issues involved in politics, economy, energy, ecology, and demography.
In the field of architecture and urban design, the main causes of fragility come
from the phenomena of planetary urbanization and climate change that are visible
in disaster, migration, periphery, inequality, diversity, and planetary crisis. While
the ‘Academié’ model of education is founded on the knowledge of historical
buildings in their aesthetical prerogatives, an architectural education focused on
the contemporary issues of fragility needs to be based on the knowledge of projects
that faced these challenges, to define a conceptual framework of a new agendawith
new theories, technics, and references. Teaching architecture in the age of fragility
means promoting the critical role of architects inside, and for, human society
through projects of adaptation, hospitality, community, process, coexistence, and
imaginary.

Keywords: Architectural education · Fragility · Adaptation · Hospitality ·
Community · Process · Coexistence · Imaginary

1 Introduction

The origin of academic architectural education can be found in the inauguration of the
Académie d’Architecture on the 3rd of December 1671 in France. This was the first
institution whose entire focus was on the study of architecture and the specific training
of architectural students [1].

The first director of the Académie, the architect Nicolas-François Blondel, outlined
in a lecture the dual role of this new institution. The first role was to study the history of
architecture, survey historic buildings, and define the most correct form of Classicism.
The second role was to teach the found knowledge to ‘students’. Initially, the program of
the Académie comprised weekly public lectures given by Blondel, but in the following
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decadeswas devised a teaching structure that resembledwhat is practiced inmany current
Western architectural schools.

Aesthetics as a dominant value remains in the sudden ‘revolutionary architecture’ of
eighteenth-centuryFrance as theworkofEtienne-LouisBoulée,Claude-NicolasLedoux,
and Jean-Jacques Lequeu that express in a ‘visionary’ way the ideals of the time [2].

On the opposite, the Bauhaus school founded by Walter Gropius in 1919 in Weimar
focused on artistic self-expression and handcraft techniques that negate classical style.
It proposed a training model that reflected the needs of a ‘New Architecture’ of
‘standardization’ and ‘rationalization’ for mass production [3].

The idea of knowledge as the transmission of a ‘style’ or a ‘technique’, continues
to characterize contemporary architectural education but in a different way, through
the pursuit of a personal aesthetic expression or in the satisfaction of real estate and
construction market requirements as a cynic acceptance of reality. The outcome is an
architectural production that emphasizes the expression of the architect as a style, or on
the other hand his disappearing in the mannerism of the mass production.

In 1971, Charles Jencks figured out in a diagram titled ‘Evolutionary Tree to the
Year 2000’ [4], six coherent traditions that tend to self-organize around underlying
structures: logical, idealist, self-conscious, intuitive, activist, unself-conscious. These
deep structures act like ‘attractors’ not only because of personal preferences but as a
result of typecasting and the ways in which the market requires architects to possess a
distinct style and level of expertise.

The diagram was intended to be a prediction of architecture until the year 2000, so
after 30 years he made a revised version of the diagram titled ‘The Century is Over.
Evolutionary Tree of Twentieth-Century Architecture’ to summarize what happened.
First, the diagram showed that almost 80 percent is not made by architects, or at least is
the outcome of wider processes that are unselfconscious from an artistic point of view:
‘building regulations, governmental acts, the vernacular, planning laws, mass housing,
the mallification of the suburbs, and inventions in the technical/industrial sphere’. The
second observation is that the ecological imperative, started as a polemical movement,
has been adopted by each of them in different ways so ‘green architecture’ comes from
everywhere like a label on different products. The last one is the existence of a ‘reac-
tionary modernism’ favored by corporate forces of production and patronage, looking
for an impersonal, abstract, semi-classical sobriety [5].

To conceive architectural education only as serving the market is to lose the meaning
of architecture itself as a way to design, and improve, humanity. This reduces education
to the explanation of a manual for a new kind of working class, it becomes merely
instruction.

2 Fragility

The contemporary age is characterized by the notion of fragility that represents the many
uncertainties of our time related to different issues involved in politics, economy, energy,
ecology, and demography [6].

Fragility is the quality of an object or system to be easily ‘broken’ even by a weak
force, and it can be easily referred to people, cities, territories, and ecosystems to explain
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the instability of contemporary living conditions. In the field of architecture and urban
design, the main causes of fragility come from the phenomena of planetary urbanization
and climate change that are visible in disaster, migration, periphery, inequality, diversity,
and planetary crisis. While the ‘Academié’ model of education is founded on the knowl-
edge of historical buildings in their aesthetical prerogatives, an Architectural education
focused on the contemporary issues of fragility needs to be based on the knowledge of
projects that faced these challenges, to define a conceptual framework of a new teaching
agenda, with new theories, technics, and references.

The following case studies illustrate several experiences that could be seen as
a response to the issues of fragility and offer a wide range of conceptual tools for
architectural education.

2.1 Disaster > Adaptation

In the past 50 years, the number of natural disasters has increased and affected territo-
ries all over the world that need to be restored from traumatic events or enhance their
resilience. In response to the catastrophe brought on by the precariousness of Italian
land, Marco Navarra (NOWA), developed the project ‘Loco Grande: variante al progetto
del canale fugatore’ [7] in Giampilieri after the 2009 Messina flood.

Since the restoration projects involved every river flow fromupstream to downstream,
they required the modulation of instruments fitted to varied situations, ranging from the
landscape to the urban context, following the flood. The Messina civil engineers’ first
project for the hydraulic canal in the “Vallone Puntale” area was based on several strict
decisions that provided few options for reducing the impact of the work on the land. The
options were limited to burying the reinforced concrete box and covering the side walls
with stone from the surrounding area.

The alternative put forth by NOWA with the motto ‘Riparare Fiumare’, drastically
reexamined the purely technical solution to the issue and proposed a sophisticated urban
project that was mindful of the locations and the community relations entwined with
it, a point at which the previous hypothesis would have irreversibly destroyed. Certain
project tools, including the section and topographic models, needed to be improved due
to the unique nature of the interventions along the rivers (also known as ‘fiumare’).

The capability of rethinking space in a nomadic key is made possible by the com-
pulsive repetition and superimposition exercise. Emphasis is placed not only on the
archaeological fragments that arise like permanencies following a traumatic occurrence
but also on the traces that are erased and moved along the route. The result is a project
that combines infrastructure, landscape, public space, and belonging to the notion of
adaptation.

This case highlights the importance of considering the land as a fundamental part
of the design project through the comprehension of geology and morphology using
the architectonic tool of sections to develop an integrated design with landscape and
infrastructure, in symbiosis with natural events.
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2.2 Migration > Hospitality

Natural disasters, hazards, wars, and poverty that arise in many countries push millions
of people to migrate. From refugee camps to local hosting centers, the role of architects
seems to be merely technical support in emergency management focused on providing
shelters and survival for a short time response. Looking at the persistence and the com-
plexity of these phenomena emerges the need for design strategies that accept migration
as a context in which to operate and not only as a transitional condition.

StudioABVMofBonaventuraVisconti diModrone in collaborationwith LeoBettini
Oberkalmsteiner tackled the issue of migration with their ‘Maidan tent’ project [8]. The
disembarked, the repatriated, and the relocated live in the unseen cities that are the
refugee camps in Greece along the Macedonian border. Humanitarian emergencies are
now occurring in tent cities that were first built as temporary solutions.

The 200 square meterMaidan tent, which can accommodate 100 people, is the venue
for social and sharing events including movie screenings, birthday celebrations, World
Cup TV watching, and Ramadan celebrations. It will soon house a market for fruits and
vegetables.

The circular Maidan tent structure is separated into eight pieces, each with two con-
centric zones. In addition to providing some privacy, it fills the social and interactive role
of a public square, which is becoming less and less common in the age of globalization.
Steel and aluminum are used in its 16-m diameter construction to provide a light and
strong structure. The fabric canopy resists fire, wind, and water.

Gender inequalities were present in the requests. Men wanted a location to play
ping-pong, play cards, smoke shisha, drink tea, and sell cigarettes. Women requested
that the Maidan be divided into two sections, with doors, enclosed places, and spots for
the kids to play.

In these ‘ephemeral cities’ that appear as new kinds of urbanization, the case of the
Maidan tent expands the notion of hospitality through a new type of public space for a
peculiar context. Light structures and flexible spaces are used to give form to a shared
functional program according to different cultures and religious beliefs, and accepting
migration as a new living condition that needs space and architectural responses.

2.3 Periphery > Community

The growth of urbanization that involves cities in the last decades, has increased the size
of the periphery as a critical but predominant area. In that context, the density of popula-
tion and informal settlements compounded by social and crime problems is proportioned
to the absence of public services and facilities and demanding urban regeneration to avoid
gentrification and top-down strategies.

The works realized by ‘El Equipo Mazzanti’ are emblematic interventions for the
issue of the periphery as the case of the Parque Biblioteca España [9], which is situated
on a hillside that has been impacted by violence since the 1980s due to the Medellin
drug trafficking network. The government’s social master plan program includes it in its
efforts to provide everyone with equitable access to social and economic possibilities.
A facility with an auditorium, training room, administrative room, and library on a
separate volume was requested by the program. The plan was to divide the program
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into three sections: the auditorium, the rooms, and the library. These sections would
then be connected by a bottom platform that would allow for flexibility and autonomy,
hence increasing people’s engagement since each section would function independently.
The project is divided into two main structures: the building, which is made of rocks,
and the platform, which integrates the cover and turns it into a square that explores the
valley. In this way, the building gains more authority as a gathering spot, multiplies its
connections, and allows it to grow as a point of reference.

More than just a building, it suggests creating an ‘operative geography’ that is part
of the valley, akin to a mechanism for organizing the program and the zone. It does this
by displaying the unknown directions of the erratic mountain contours, not in the sense
of a metaphor but rather as an organization of the form in the location, a folded building
sliced like the mountains. The project is a statement about architecture that belongs to
the community and represents the context also in its morphology and appearance.

2.4 Inequality > Process

Urban regeneration of areas occupied by informal settlements usually causes phenom-
ena of gentrification that push away residents toward the next periphery. Due to the
economic values of housing and public facilities, they are often not affordable to all, and
so invalidates the possibility to improve urban living conditions through architectural
interventions.

The housing of Quinta Monroy [10] realized by Alejandro Aravena and Elemental
faced the issue of inequality. QuintaMonroy was the last informal settlement in the heart
of Iquique, a city located 1,500 km north of Santiago in the Chilean desert, at least at the
time the project was started. Due to the poor living conditions, the government decided
to replace the settlement by providing new housing units for the families residing there.

The project’s first crucial choice was to remain on the same land, which was three
times more expensive than the area typically designated for social housing. This was
done to prevent evicting the current residents and moving them to the periphery, where
land is less expensive but may cause marginalization and negatively impact property
value growth. In addition, the 7,500 USD subsidy per family permitted the construction
of a maximum of 36 square meters, which is half the area of a typical middle-class home.
The project employs a typology that effectively utilizes the available space, allows for
controlled house extensions to prevent crowding, and encourages self-build procedures
in order to address these concerns. Families receive half of a nice home furnished with
first-rate services, along with technical assistance so they can complete the additions on
their own.

While architects usually claim to have total control over the formal outcome of
the architectural project as an accomplished work of art in itself, Elemental focused
on the process as the object of architectural design to develop a system open to future
modification.
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2.5 Diversity > Coexistence

Diversity of faith and culture is often the cause of social conflicts, especially in the
era of globalization and melting pot society in which interactions between people from
different backgrounds are more frequent.

The Abrahamic Family House [11] realized by David Adjaje Associates approaches
the issue of diversity of culture and belief in a symbolic place. The project consists of
three religious buildings situated atop a secular visitor pavilion: a church, a synagogue,
and a mosque.

The house will foster the ideals of peaceful coexistence and acceptance among
various beliefs, nationalities, and cultures by acting as a community for interreligious
dialogue and exchange. Visitors will be able to take part in religious services, hear
readings from the Holy Scriptures, and participate in sacred ceremonies within each
house of worship. The fourth area, which is independent of any one religion, will act
as a center for all good-willed people to unite as one. Additionally, the community will
provide event-based and instructional programming.

The form is derived from the three faiths, and it is made by carefully defining what
is similar versus what is different through the lens of these revelations. The next area
of discovery is the shared ground, the public area between the three buildings, where
the differences meet. The garden, which is situated between the three chambers and the
three faiths, is used as a potent metaphor—a secure haven where civility, community,
and connection coexist. The podium breaks down barriers to inclusion, enables one to
engage with each space without feeling excluded, and promotes the celebration of this
shared history and identity.

The case of the Abrahamic family house reveals how architecture through formal
dialogue between different languages and identities, reflecting cultural and religious
values, can build a space of shared feeling that unifies the diversity of beliefs, and thus
people, realizing coexistence.

2.6 Planet > Imaginary

Global warming, the primary cause of climate change, is a process that started with
the Industrial Revolution and increased by the accumulation of habits and production
activities consolidated throughout the years. The planetary challenge to invert climate
change requires an approach that could not be so immediate and solved in the short term.
It needs to reinvent the way we conceive the whole society and thus architecture.

Four Dioramas [12] by Nemestudio is a speculative design that investigates the
crisis of the Planet in terms of climate and resources. The project constitutes the physi-
cal exhibition of the Pavilion of Turkey at the 2021 Venice Architecture Biennale titled
‘Architecture asMeasure’, which consists of four dioramas and a large table. The project
queries the politics and implications of seemingly insignificant aspects of architectural
construction andcompares themwith their planetarydimensions, such as resource extrac-
tion geographies, material supply chains, maintenance, and care in Turkey, in an effort
to spark a renewed sense of planetary imagination.

Four dioramas each depict a portion of a narrative about the solidarity and survival
of multiple species. Some of the current environmental controversies are reflected in
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the story through the archaeology of an imaginary future Turkey. An abandoned marble
quarry depicted in the Diorama of Quarry is the result of centuries of resource extraction.
Weobserve the extractive construction activities of ancient times and have a view towards
the outdoor museum. Diorama of Logistics is a sizable warehouse that facilitates a
significant amount of cargo during a multispecies migration to a new location. Diorama
of Maintenance and Care is a repair site in the New Land where ongoing maintenance
and care are provided for both the constructed structures and the endangered non-human
species. A reconstruction site for Earth’s future occupants is the Diorama of Formwork.
In the distance, one can make out massive Carbon Monuments and a variety of statues
representing the more-than-human imagination of the Ancient Lands of Anatolia. All of
these depict the new mythologies of the ‘New Land’ and thus the future.

While architectural education typically involves transmitting established values,
techniques, and practices based on the works of past masters or buildings, whether recent
or remote, the work of Nemestudio exhibited in Four Dioramas, restores importance to
the role of imaginary as a way to shape the present towards a different future.

3 Conclusions

Architectural education based on the classical academic approach of the transmission of
a style is affected by the dominant market rules. The issues of fragility that characterize
the contemporary age such as disaster, migration, periphery, inequality, diversity, and
planet, require a different educational system based on social topics, instead of purely
aesthetics, and referred to works that spread the field of architecture in contamination
with external instances, maybe unexplored yet.

The case studies previously addressed are used to define notions that help to define
an educational agenda: the emergency caused by a Disaster is faced by a project of
‘Adaptation’; the phenomenon ofMigration needs to embrace the notion of ‘Hospitality’;
the conflicts of the ‘Periphery’ are solved by spaces for ‘Community’; the scarcity of
resources that produce inequality can be overcome by the ‘Process’; the ‘Diversity’ of
beliefs is reflected in a peacefully ‘Coexistence’; the crisis of the ‘Planet’ reveals the
need of a new ‘Imaginary’ to design an alternative future.

Teaching architecture in the age of fragility means promoting the critical role of
architects inside, and for, human society through projects of adaptation, hospitality,
community, process, coexistence, and imaginary. Adaptation refers both to the use of
architectural tools to understand the consistency of context in the whole and to design
architectures as adaptive organisms. Hospitality expands the notion of public space
to the possibility of giving dignity to unstable living conditions in a neglected place.
Community regards the feeling of belonging to an architecturemade possible by people’s
participation and the sensitive appearance of the construction. Process as the object of
architectural design to develop a system open to modification. Coexistence refers to the
potential of architectural language and space to create a dialogue between cultures and
people. Imaginary is a way to subvert the present scenario of habits and socioeconomic
structures to prefigure a truly sustainable future.
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Abstract. By presenting examples from Making is Thinking and other educa-
tional initiatives in the architecture programme at the Norwegian University of
Science and Technology, NTNU, this paper points to why risk-taking is especially
needed in architectural education today, as global crises demand new and criti-
cal ways of working with architecture. From a Scandinavian horizon, the paper
problematizes the paradox that educational systems instead of promoting educa-
tion as the uncertain and troublesome business it is, tend to please students in
their longing for predictability. The paper describes risky learning spaces where
learners start by doing, preferably in teams and off campus, thereby counteract-
ing predictability and opening up for unexpected mishaps to occur – mishaps
with innovative potential. The paper shows that such risky learning spaces intro-
duce collective, emotional and embodied dimensions in architectural education.
Moreover, the paper contributes with experience-based knowledge regarding how
trust – a precondition for risk-taking and a notion underexplored in research on
higher education – may be established in educational settings. Building on the
idea of a fruitful tension between risk and trust in educational spaces, the paper
ends with a list of gutsy proposals for a pedagogy of mistakes. *“Big beautiful
mistakes” is an expression used with inspiration from architect and educator Sami
Rintala.

Keywords: Architectural education · Design-build ·Material learning spaces ·
Risk · Trust · Pedagogy of mistakes

1 Introduction: The Research Question

In this paper, it is claimed that risk-taking is essential in architectural education. Yes,
according to the authors’ experiences as educators at the Norwegian University of Sci-
ence and Technology (NTNU), risk-taking is in fact a requirement for the reshaping of
the role of the architect that is so urgently needed if architecture is to be societally relevant
now, in our times of crises. The paper builds upon previous publications by the authors,
see especially Johanna S. Gullberg’s doctoral thesis [1] and an article by Gro Rødne and
Leif Martin Hokstad [2]. The paper is meant to provide educators, in particular those
who teach in architecture and other aesthetic fields in higher education, with instructions
for how to implement risk in curricula. It is therefore guided by the following research
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question: How can learning spaces in architectural education be set up to encourage
risk-taking, and so that the effects of risk-taking can be processed and appreciated?
The paper is based on the idea that architects may contribute to educational research by
developing perspectives on material and spatial dimensions of learning spaces.

2 Risk: Why It Is Needed, and Why It Tends to be Avoided

In architectural education, risk-taking is needed because it makes learners develop abil-
ities at critical thought and action which enable them to take part in forming both the
curriculumand theprofessional field of architecture.These abilities are essential, because
the only thing certain is that the future is uncertain. According to the World Economic
Forum 2023 [3], resilience, flexibility and agility are among the top five skills growing
in importance by 2027, with creative thinking on top. Architects need to feel at home
in complexity and manage a multitude of parameters, often completely contradictory, in
order to achieve holistic solutions that create value for societies in a rapidly changing
world.

It is therefore problematic, as educational researchers show, that universities reduce
uncertainty. Gert Biesta [4] and Ray Land [5] are both worried that standardization of
higher education leads to that learning becomes associated with smooth success while
we lose sight of what it actually is: a practice that is slow and full of risks. The idea of
the student as consumer can, says Ronald Barnett, be seen as a logical consequence of
that universities exist in a market-oriented society [6]. But also, universities themselves,
Barnett continues, inhibits free thought, for instance by pushing neighbouring fields
to compete, and by rigging assessment systems where the survival of courses depend
on benevolent feedback from students. Barnett thinks that these external and internal
circumstances contribute to that many educators avoid putting students in “challenging
situations”, and, in turn, to that students get fewer opportunities to practice their ability
at criticality [6].

Architectural educators should embrace challenging situations instead of avoiding
them. There is a common understanding, exposed for instance at the EAAE conference in
Torino 2023, that a paradigm shift must come within the field of architecture. However,
the myth of the individual master architect still lives. It does so although architectural
practices do much more than serve the market of the building industry [7], and in spite
of repeated calls for that the spatial settings and pedagogical guidelines of architectural
education must be changed to reflect the fact that architecture is a collective practice
full of compromises [8]. Changes to architectural education are more urgently needed
than ever. As Beatriz Colomina and her colleagues say in the introduction to the book
Radical Pedagogies, we live in a moment of “global crises, ecological catastrophe, and
rapidly increasing inequities [when] the challenge to inherited disciplinary hierarchies
can, and must, happen in the spaces of education” [9].

When established curricula for design, history and theory courses as well as learning
spaces and professional habits are to be questioned, both learners and educators will
be presented with risks. It is well known that although individuals and systems may be
aiming for change, resistance to risky experiences of learning, will occur. For instance, in
addition to facing their own habits, educators will most likely need to help learners tackle
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“design fixation” phenomena where learners are stuck with an idea or design darling
where good ideas or previous successes with similar challenges may in fact block better
solutions [10, 11]. Figures 1 and 2 are based on experiences made at NTNU and may
function as somewhat strange reminders of why it is important to conquer resistance to
learning andmove towards student active or even student-driven learning, where learners
pose questions rather than gather information, look at problems creatively and flexibly
from several perspectives, communicate with clarity, and cope with challenges [12].

Fig. 1. The linear design process – where learners collect information, develop a design and then
present it – seen as the body of a fish, with the fish to the right showing that students tend to feel
comfortable with hoarding information and thereby shrink the design process, Trondheim, 2023
(Illustration by G. Rødne, after B. O. Braaten).

Fig. 2. This paper proposes that the design process should look more like this pulsing crea-
ture: start by doing, and let analyses, problem definitions and designing happen simultaneously,
Trondheim, 2023 (Illustration by G. Rødne).

In the pulsingmodel, Fig. 2, problemswill be found and approaches to those problems
tested out. This will involve the appreciation of mistakes, or rather outcomes that would
be regarded as unexpected or strange by conventional protocols, but which – if they are
taken seriously – can lead to innovation.

3 How to Set Up Risky Learning Spaces

However, learners in the Scandinavian context, having been brought up in rich well-fare
nations, are usually inexperienced in meeting challenges and resistance. Their reactions
to trouble may be characterized by stress rather than creativity, not least because national
basic education have taught them linear and causal logics. For the time being, top grades
fromsuchbasic education is the only entrance ticket to architecture studies atNTNU.One
aim with this article, is simply to point out that mismatches in admission requirements
at NTNU and other architecture schools should be mapped and adjusted.
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Mismatches between linear logics and the need for appreciating experimentation
and mistakes become evident in the very first course in the architecture programme at
NTNU. It is a month-long design-build course where students complete an entire design
process, from idea to full-scale structures, on sites in the city of Trondheim (Fig. 6).
Other pedagogical approaches at NTNU which present learners with risk, are the learn-
ing perspective Making is Thinking (MT) [13], implemented in various formats across
the curriculum, and the Master coursesDesign in Context (DC) and Experimental Prac-
tice (EP). The three approaches all work both on and off campus, and they share aims for
student-driven learning processes where hands-on making is a gateway to awareness of
oneself as a learner and as an actor in real-life contexts dealing with societal challenges
like gentrification and segregation. Not least may hands-on making and a varied use of
bricolage techniques be keys to awareness of sustainability logics, teaching students to
take care of what there is rather than make perfect plans for a distant future. DC is orga-
nized as an architectural office where student teams are exposed to risk by being given
the freedom and responsibility to manage real projects from the first client dialogue to
completion. Embodied experiences have here shown to be connected to transformed per-
spectives. As Sami Rintala, one of the tutors, says, the design-build workshop format lets
learners who are not used to making start “a physical change that allows mental change
to take place” [14]. EP and MT both acknowledge artistic and crafts-based dimensions
of architecture. They set up non-linear design processes with hands-on experiments for
learners to make practice-based investigations of and responses to wicked problems in
a world in radical change.

Based on previous research findings [2] and on what is going on in the mentioned
pedagogical approaches, the outlines of three features of risky learning spaces appear, a)
Start by doing, b) Work in teams, and c) Work off campus. In order to concretize paths
towards the needed systemic transformations of architectural curricula, a, b and c will
be further described in the following. In addition, there is a basic prerequisite to keep
in mind. Educators must dare to take the risk to d) Leave the students alone. Because,
without lived experiences of failures and problem-solving, learners will never become
active and critical architects.

3.1 Start by Doing

As mentioned, architecture students at NTNU are thrown into an intense design-build
process, a crash course in the risks and possibilities of starting by doing. Yet, this experi-
ence does not prevent them from getting stuck in linear design processes at other points
during their studies.Abasic tactic ofMT is to always start by doing exercises, for instance
blind drawing or collective model-making, that loosen up tensions and potentially nudge
students to trespass any fear of mistakes (Fig. 3). Bricolage techniques enable learners
to work with elements considered as garbage or found objects like sand and sticks. To
transform an empty space into a shared and tangible learning space by filling it with
visual and physical tests is a key to risk-taking. In this process, it is essential to pay
attention – for instance to the possibilities of found sand and sticks. It is about saying
“yes to the mess” [15], improvising with the richness of unknown resources of people
and places rather than sticking to comfortably planned intentions. In an educational
setting, such improvisation demands a scheme that is robust and yet flexible.
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Fig. 3. Workshop Cirka Teater and N. E. Holtan, MT, Trondheim, 2016 (Photos by Cirka Teater
and NTNU).

3.2 Work in Teams – With Peers, Educators, Professionals From Other Fields

To work with others involves idea-generation both through friction and playful interac-
tion, where “who did what” becomes uninteresting [2]. As mentioned above, university
structures should support exchanges between disciplines although thismay lead to unpre-
dictable outcomes. At NTNU, first-year tutors invite art and music students to perform
in the students’ full-scale structures. Both EP and MT fuel architectural investigations
by enacting artistic perspectives. For instance, workshops on textile art and weaving
are held by EP, and MT has long-term collaborations with the theatre company Cirka
Teater [16]. In the meeting with the theatre, it has shown to be especially challenging
for architects to relax in working with embodied and emotional dimensions of material
space [1]. The theatre company’s methods and creative bravery do however help learners
and educators to step out of their comfort zones. Who can hold on to habitual positions,
when the “clients” are The Stick Man and The Oyster Lady, or the site is on a bunker
wall?

3.3 Work Off Campus – in Real-World Settings, with Citizens

Working in a real-world setting, with actual stakeholders and complex problem-solving,
is important to understand that no design process is free from obstacles. This is a basic
idea of all DC projects, teaching learners to handle logistics and communication, but also
letting them feel that they can steer theworld, project by project, towards sustainability. In
EP, links between theory and live projects are enhanced, for instance when permaculture
principles guided design interventions at a farmoutside Trondheim. In collaborationwith
Cirka Teater and other actors within the cultural field, MT has set up public events and
exhibitions in Trondheim. Another MT example of working off campus is from 2021,
when a temporary intervention was set up to make locals care for a neglected area in
Larvik (Fig. 4). In spite of negotiations regarding pandemic and other security issues,MT
engaged a diverse group of citizens in creating an architectural interpretation of a baroque
garden. The intervention sparked the municipality to rebuild the garden and renovate
the buildings surrounding the site. The learning outcomes from working off campus
involve social and embodied dimensions which are hard to mimic in a traditional studio
setting. Moreover, as in this case, students may get a lived experience of that temporary
interventions can make a real difference.
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Fig. 4. MT workshop in Larvik, 2021 (Photos by Larvik municipality and G. Rødne).

4 Trust: A Precondition for Risk-Taking

As earlier mentioned, this paper stems from a Scandinavian perspective and thus a
generally non-hierarchical learning tradition, where teamwork is common and barri-
ers between educators and learners are low. These are great outsets for learning spaces
characterized by mutual trust, where educators may dare to engage learners in forming
the curriculum, and learners may dare to share mistakes and doubts, thereby becoming
able to enter transformative states of learning. As shown, however, architectural edu-
cators still have a way to go in designing structures and spaces that allow for sharing
experiences. In the following, examples of exercises for building trust in design courses
will therefore be briefly introduced, as well as thoughts on how forms of assessment,
reflection and feedback may be arranged throughout processes and in relation to those
exercises. Because, as educational theorist David Carless says, “without trust, students
may be unwilling to involve themselves fully in learning activities whichmay reveal their
vulnerabilities” [17]. Trust, he continues, is built on openness, reliability, honesty, benev-
olence and competence – and to build learning spaces where risk-taking and mistakes
are acknowledged, educators must therefore develop not only professional knowledge
but also interpersonal, communicative skills [17].

5 How to Establish Trust

It is crucial that students feel at home in complex and uncertain situations, and that they
learn to recognise mistakes as a necessity. In fact, failures are essential for all forms
of creative work, and liberating laughter serves as a creative trigger [18]. To work in
teams is risky but also a key to trust. To create a collective drawing, for instance, is
a fun exercise with the serious intention to conquer obstacles of self-censorship and
move towards collective pride. DC encourages learners to take on roles in teams and
thereby build their individual competences. As Nina Haarsaker, architectural educator at
NTNU, puts it, teamwork can be like being a band – instead of all “playing the guitar”,
we should trust each other in developing different means to enrich our joint work. While
it is urgent, as mentioned above, that students are left alone, it is also important that
educators level with the students. As Rintala says, “learners will trust educators who
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earn their position by working with the group, making discoveries together and thereby
showing that investigations continue also after university exams” [14]. While authority
in the traditional master–apprentice model is given through the educator’s predefined
position, the authority of the educator who participates on equal terms may be described
as co-created with the students.

5.1 Breed Trust Through Hands-on Collaboration

Before dealing with the risks of real-world settings, learners may need to build up con-
fidence and trust in themselves and others. Within the frame of MT and the research
centre TransArk [19], two material settings for such preparation, the FormLab and the
Sandbox, have been developed, as well as a cogenerative model for learning through
reflection. The FormLab challenges the conventional idea of the design studio by being
an accessible learning lab where students and staff may test hands-on techniques, and
thereby learn to acknowledge failures as a necessary and productive condition for cre-
ativity. The interactive digital and analogue Sandbox is placed in the FormLab and aims
to reduce the fear of making mistakes. The distance between idea and hand is reduced as
three-dimensional sketches are easilymade and remade, while a camera and a 3d scanner
document all phases of the sketch process. As they work together around the sandbox,
drawing in and placing objects in the kinetic sand, learners may relax in sharing ideas by
responding to what their peers are doing. In other words, trust is bred through hands-on
collaboration.

5.2 Develop Relevant Forms for Reflection and Feedback

There are several reasons for architectural educators to learn more about structures for
reflection, assessment, and feedback. If assessment – instead of being delivered as a final
mark – is dialogic and continuous throughout a course, it may contribute to an atmo-
sphere of trust [17]. Moreover, by training themselves in making and communicating
judgements regarding both their process and the quality of their work, learners prepare
for an unpredictable future [20]. That the relevance of learning to reflect on processual
dimensions appears to increase when designers use artificial intelligence as a tool for
decision making, is a hypothesis the authors wish to explore in the future. MT and EP
consciously work with how forms for assessment and reflection, such as process books
and peer to peer conversations, can support the experimentation sought for. Gullberg’s
doctoral thesis [1] shows how Morten Levin’s cogenerative model for action research
may be developed within architectural education (Fig. 5). The model was used to make
a case study in the Master course collaboration between Making is Thinking and Cirka
Teater in 2016. As mentioned above, embodied exercises presented learners with high
risk in the collaboration with the theatre company. What was also found, however, was
that participation in the sequence of learning arenas for reflection set up by the researcher
to constitute a cogenerative dialogue, made learners engage more decisively in the risky
exercises of the course. In other words, the introduction of a safe structure such as the
cogenerative model promoted risk-taking.
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Fig. 5. The cogenerative model for action research, 2021 (Diagram by J. S. Gullberg [1], based
on diagrams by M. Elden and M. Levin [21], and M. Levin [22].)

Fig. 6. Full scale building by 1st year students in Trondheim, 2023 (Photos by A. Gilberg and Z.
Živanović, NTNU.)

6 Conclusion: Proposals for a Pedagogy of Mistakes

This paper concludes with a list of proposals to educators. Proposals for a pedagogy of
mistakes, perhaps, or for embracing the fruitful and contradictory tensions between risk
and trust. The list is a sort of to-do list for responding to the research question addressed:
How can learning spaces in architectural education be set up to encourage risk-taking,
and so that the effects of risk-taking can be processed and appreciated?

1: Evaluate and adjust admission procedures, so that they match what is going on
in architectural education. This includes recognising the value of hands-on skills and
creative risk-taking, as well as seeing architectural education in the context of national
educational systems.
2: Leave the students to struggle on their own and listen to where they want to go. But
also, level with learners by working alongside them in real-life situations.
3: Focus on process rather than final results. Set up models for collective reflection and
dialogic assessment. What if a process focus may lead to critical ways of working with
artificial intelligence in design processes?
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4: Work off campus and leave space for the unexpected in course designs. Rebuild the
architecture school, both its organisation and its physical premises. Let the FormLab and
other in-school premises for experimentation go wild and spread out. Do practice-based
research to evaluate and develop learning spaces.
5: Connect demands on sustainability to the aesthetic and material core of the practice
of architecture. Use aesthetic methodologies and techniques, for instance the bricolage
approach, to enhance creativity while also implementing issues of sustainability and
circularity in design processes.
6:Promote risk by establishing theory to support pedagogical undertakings, for instance
by combining architectural, aesthetic and educational theory.
7: Have fun. Creative play, idea generation and implicit mistakes may ignite liberating
laughter levelling everybody in shared experiences of making big, beautiful results, be
they mistakes or successes.
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Abstract. Transformations of public spaces are an integral part of city life. These
processes although addressing site specific problems are universal for the urban
centres across European countries struggling with deurbanization, social exclu-
sion, massive tourism, climate change and pollution. The study is based upon
the outcomes of the series of international workshop showing the approach to
public space in different location. The aim of research is to show what problems
addressed during the design workshop had a universal dimension and which ones
were more site specific, addressing the needs of the local community. The basic
research question asked was also how to transform public space in order to create
active, reach, inclusive and climate neutral environment for the inhabitants. What
are the factors in the public space creation that would result in active public space?
The research methodology was based on a multi-criteria comparative analysis of
activation factors in selected public spaces and evaluation of students’ proposals
ac-cording to those factors. These transformations were often driven by specific
objectives, such as creating iconic landmarks, improving public safety, or generat-
ing economic activity on the other hand some of the proposals were concentrating
on local community needs introduced by the meetings with local stakeholders. A
hybrid approach that combines the strengths of both approaches provided by the
workshop methodology was proved effective didactic method.

Keywords: Public space transformation · sustainable public space · ethical
approach to architectural and urban design · quality of public space

1 Introduction

Vivid and active public space is considered to be the essence of the city. It serves as an
essential venue for social interaction, community engagement, and cultural expression
[1]. Due to contemporary goals to make the cities more compact and in that way sus-
tainable there is a need to rediscover new spaces that were abandoned, used for different
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purposes, damaged [2, 3]. Transformations of these spaces have become increasingly
important as urban centers face complex challenges struggling with the problems of
depopulation, social exclusion or the detrimental impacts of mass tourism. Contempo-
rary public space has also become a tool to deal with climate change, and environmental
pollution. Sustainable and user sensitive approach to architectural and urban design is
crucial in addressing these issues [4–6].

The presented research focuses on the teaching methodology that was an essential
outcome of the Erasmus + project entitled”The Activation of the Public Spaces of the
City Centres through Ethical and Sustainable Design Based on the Local Communities
Participation / Response / Proaction, that was conducted by Cracow University of Tech-
nology as a Leader in partnership with Politecnico di Milano, Universidad Cardenal
Herrera CEU Valencia and Eurokreator s.c. from October 2020 till July 2023. A series
of international workshops were completed as a part of the project that aimed to imple-
ment a sustainable and ethical approach to public space design, taking into account the
mixed cultural backgrounds and diverse needs of urban communities. The methodology
encouraged students to explore both top-down and bottom-up approaches to public space
transformations [7–9].

2 Methodology

The project’s central objectives revolve around the transformation and activation of
public spaces, with a primary focus on instilling sustainable and ethical principles in
public space design. The course methodology is structured to teaching, data collection
and result assessment methodology (Fig. 1).

project objectives

Fig. 1. Project objectives, by Patrycja Haupt.

Teaching techniques encompass interdisciplinary learning, international workshops,
and cultural immersion, fostering an appreciation for the significance of cultural context
in public space design. Additionally, stakeholder engagement ensures the consideration
of site-specific requirements, while cross-cultural collaboration promotes the celebration
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of diversity. The data collectionmethodology involves thorough site surveys, stakeholder
interviews, data analysis, and comparative assessments, providing a solid foundation
for well-informed proposals. To assess results, a methodology is implemented, which
includes criteria-based evaluations, peer and expert reviews, community feedback, and
long-term monitoring, all of which collectively guarantee the effectiveness and ethical
alignment of student proposals. This comprehensive approach equips students with the
knowledge and skills needed to address the multifaceted challenges associated with
public space transformation, all while promoting cultural sensitivity and sustainability
in the field of urban design.

3 Workshop Framework

Themethodology in the framework of the projectwas based onvarious teachingmethods.
There were three main stages introduced in the curriculum of each of the partners’
courses. The first stage, pre-workshop was based on online activities and consisted of the
introduction in a form ofwebinars for all of the partner university students about the deep
context of the site and broad approach to the urban characteristics of the city. The second
stage was the main interaction between the students of various cultural background and
involved on-site workshop, working in international groups. The period of the semester
after the workshop was devoted mostly to individual work on the development of the
project. The final stage was an online presentation of the final designs in presence of all
the students and tutors involved in the workshop, also the local stakeholders involved in
the design site area. (Fig. 2).

Fig. 2. The graph of the teaching methodology, by A. Ros Campos.

The teaching methodology revolves around a structured framework of international
workshops. These workshops take place in various urban locations chosen by the part-
ner university of the project, with distinct cultural and socio-economic backgrounds,
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enabling students to gain exposure to a wide range of public space challenges and
opportunities. Each project partner’s choice of location within the city revealed a range
of distinct public space challenges including historical significance, cultural heritage,
lack of pedestrian connections, conflicts in the use of space, deprivation of any activities
and abandonment (Figs. 3, 4, 5).

Fig. 3. Milan, project site visit
2021, by Piotr Broniewicz.

Fig. 4. Krakow project
site visit 2022, by
Piotr Broniewicz.

Fig. 5. Valencia project
site visit 2022, by
Piotr Broniewicz.

The first workshop took place in Milan. The Italian partner have chosen a site of
Piazza Tirana that allowed the students to approach the problems of public space in
different scales from urban scale of a district of town through the residential complex
surrounding the public space ending with the public space design within the perimeter
of the buildings. The site that presents a unique context of the pedestrian connection by
the over ground passage above the railway. Here, the emphasis as put on revitalizing an
urban square in a vibrant, cosmopolitan city. In order to perform a complex and wise
design the student had to understand the urban context of the city. Milan is a global
fashion and business hub, and the public space has to reflect those qualities in the city’s
urban fabric. Transforming this space requires an understanding ofMilan’s contemporary
urban dynamics. On the other hand it is also essential to think of the city through
the prism of its historical significance. Therefore the proposals for its transformation
should preserve and celebrate this heritage while addressing modern needs. Interaction
with local stakeholders, including business owners, residents, and cultural institutions,
is crucial to understanding the square’s role in the daily life of Milan’s residents. The
activation factors for that site, apart for the friendly space for usersmight require solutions
such as enhancing pedestrian access, creating event spaces for fashion shows or cultural
festivals, and providing outdoor seating for cafes and restaurants.

In Krakow the chosen site was an area adjacent to Nowy Kleparz, on one hand a
historic marketplace in Krakow, on the other a part of Twierdza Kraków fortification
including Fort Luneta directly on the site. This design challenge was fascinating site for
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public space transformation being deeply rooted in history and offering unique oppor-
tunities for change. The students design tasks included preservation of cultural heritage
while on the other hand adapting architecture and creating public space or adapting it for
modern uses. The strong local community in this area was also an issue that had to be
taken into consideration in terms of local community expectations from both residents
and business perspectivewhile respecting the site’s cultural background. Balancing these
elements was crucial, as well as respecting the local identity of a space where local ven-
dors offer goods as in former and contemporary marketplace. Creating spaces for art
exhibitions and performances together with recreational areas for the residents was one
of the site priorities.

Valencia, a beautiful coastal city in Spain, has offered a unique public space con-
necting the gardens of Turia and the embankment of the Mediterranean sea site has been
chosen as a workshop location due to its distinct characteristics and challenges. This
location offers a diverse set of opportunities for public space transformation, blending
natural elements with urban life. Valencia’s background that is known for its rich cul-
tural heritage, and this mixed cultural background becomes an inspiration for the design
process solutions. The clue elements to consider were the respect and celebration of
the city’s traditions and cultural identity. In order to understand the site-specific needs,
students had to engage in interactions with the local community. Data collected from the
site surveys highlight specific activation factors including promoting outdoor activities,
supporting local artisans and cultural events, and enhancing the connection between the
gardens and the sea.

In each of these locations, the teachingmethodology focused on blending global best
practices with site-specific requirements, enabling students to appreciate the cultural
and historical backgrounds while addressing contemporary urban challenges. The data
collection and result assessment methodologies are tailored to each site, ensuring that
the proposals effectively address the unique needs of these diverse public spaces.

4 Workshop Outcomes

4.1 Multi-criteria Comparative Analysis for Data Collection

The aim of the analysis was to identify the key factors contributing to the activation and
sustainability of public spaces. In order to achieve that goal a tool of the multi-factor
chart was used. The information of the site according to this tool was divided into 4
key areas such as physical arrangement of space, cultural context of space ethical and
environmental issues. (Figs. 6, 7).

The result of this studywhichwas a group activitywas to evaluate the effectiveness of
different public space transformations. Special attention was drawn to the features such
as accessibility, safety, social inclusivity, environmental impact, and economic vitality.
The analysis were performed in the first stage of the design process.
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physical environmental

cultural ethical

public 
space

Fig.6. Fields of analysis, by Patrycja Haupt.

Fig.7. Analytical chart (physical part showing compositional analysis, by B.Mierczak, D.Meres,
K. Łukasik).

4.2 Student Proposals and Methods of Assessment

During the workshops, students were tasked with developing proposals for public space
transformations. These designs were required to address the specific needs of the chosen
location and to consider the identified activation factors. The proposals were expected to
aim to create public spaces that are active, inclusive, and environmentally sustainable.

Based on students proposal several elements play a pivotal role in shaping public
spaces into vibrant and active places (Fig. 8). These components encompass aspects like
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providing easy access, ensuring safety, promoting inclusivity, engaging the local commu-
nity in the design process, offering functional amenities, recognizing the cultural context,
accommodating events and gatherings, prioritizing environmental sustainability, encour-
aging economic activity, organizing regular programming, integrating art, interactive
features, and emphasizing sustainability throughout the design and management.

Fig. 8. Bridge connection in Kleparz, Kraków, design 2020, by Team06 Solomiia Vezhanska, Mu
Lin, Zuzanna Matuszna, Marwan Afifi.

To evaluate the proposals developed in the workshops, a comprehensive method-
ology was employed. It included assessing each proposal during the defense based on
predefined criteria linked to activation factors, engaging in peer review for collaborative
improvement, obtaining expert feedback from professionals and mentors, seeking input
from the local community and stakeholders, to ensure the proposals continue to meet
their intended objectives and adapt to changing needs.

The transformations in these workshops are guided by a blend of top-down and
bottom-upobjectives. Top-downapproaches focus on creating iconic landmarks, enhanc-
ing public safety, and generating economic activity. On the other hand, bottom-up
approaches emphasize local community engagement, social inclusivity, and environ-
mental sustainability.

4.3 Teaching Methodology Effectiveness

The teaching methodology demonstrated in these international workshops has proven to
be an effective didactic tool for nurturing sustainable and ethical approaches to public
space design. The combination of top-down and bottom-up approaches, along with the
diverse cultural backgrounds of the locations, encourages students to think critically
and creatively about the transformation of public spaces [10–12]. The effectiveness of
teaching methods can be assessed by the distribution of addressing different groups of
public space problems. The aim of the project was to sensitize students to sustainable,
ethical and cultural approach to public space design using the basis of their knowledge
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on spatial solutions [13, 14]. To assess whether the series of introductory workshops all
of the design solutions presented for three sites were evaluated to establish which groups
of problems identified in the initial query were addressed in the final design (Fig. 9).

Fig. 9. The result of the assessment of the workshop projects – addressed issues, by Patrycja
Haupt.

The comparison results revealed some interesting insights. Notably, 89% of the
proposals successfully tackled physical problems, indicating a strong focus on address-
ing practical and tangible issues in public spaces. Surprisingly, 28% of the proposals
addressed ethical concerns, surpassing the 23% that focused on cultural context [15].
This unexpected finding highlights the recognition of the importance of ethical consid-
erations in public space design, possibly reflecting a growing awareness of the need for
responsible and ethical urban development.

Additionally, 70% of the proposals placed a significant emphasis on sustainabil-
ity, underlining the growing significance of environmentally conscious design prac-
tices in modern urban planning. This demonstrates a proactive approach in integrating
sustainable elements to create more eco-friendly and resilient public spaces [16–18].

In summary, while the prominence of physical problem-solving was anticipated,
the greater attention given to ethical aspects over cultural considerations underscores
the evolving priorities in public space design. Moreover, the substantial focus on sus-
tainability reflects the commitment to creating more environmentally responsible and
resilient urban environments.

5 Conclusion

Transformations of public spaces play a vital role in addressing the contemporary chal-
lenges faced by urban centers across European countries. A teaching methodology that
offers an approach based on four groups of criteria influencing the activeness of public
space offers students a comprehensive understanding of the complex nature of public
space design. By utilizing a multi-criteria comparative analysis, students are able to
identify key activation factors and develop proposals that create active, inclusive, and
environmentally sustainable public spaces. This methodology equips future architects
and urban planners with the tools necessary to tackle the evolving needs of our cities in
an ethical and sustainable manner.
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The students’ proposals, as evidenced by their emphasis on practical problem-solving
and the prioritization of ethical considerations over cultural ones, reflect the evolving
landscape of public space design. The substantial focus on sustainability underscores the
commitment to creating environmentally responsible and resilient urban environments.
These insights not only provide a valuable roadmap for future public space transforma-
tions but also emphasize the need for inclusivity, sustainability, and ethical responsibility
in shaping vibrant and dynamic urban spaces.

In a world marked by urbanization, social inclusion, climate change, and cultural
diversity, the transformation and activation of public spaces emerge as essential elements
in creating cities that are not only functional but also harmonious, engaging, and ethical.
The combination of top-down and bottom-up approaches, enriched by diverse cultural
perspectives, equips the architects and urban planners of the future to address these
complex challenges effectively. Through thoughtful design and inclusive planning, urban
environments can be shaped that inspire and serve their inhabitants while respecting their
cultural heritage and the environment.
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7. Kazanecka-Olejnik, L.: Użytkownicy i struktury aktywnych transformacji przestrzeni pub-
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Abstract. This paper aims to provide a comprehensive and critical assessment of
the outcomes stemming from a Design-Build program, a pedagogical approach
widely adopted by educational institutions worldwide. These programs are instru-
mental in equipping students with vital practical skills, often unattainable within
the confines of a conventional studio environment.While the objectives of this pro-
gram align with those of similar initiatives in various educational institutions, an
examination reveals an unexpected and substantial outcome. Beyond its primary
goals, theDesign-Build programhas played an integral role in instilling a culture of
collaboration and camaraderie within the school, thereby significantly contribut-
ing to the overall success of its architectural education. All stages of the program
consist of collaborative processes, instilling from an early age the importance of
working together by helping each other than individual competition.

Keywords: Design Build Studio · Architectural education · public benefit ·
learning by doing · community · collaboration

1 Introduction

Design-Build Projects represent specialized pedagogical instruments within architec-
tural education programs. They provide studentswith invaluable opportunities for hands-
on, full-scale construction experiences, fostering the application of their creative abilities
for the greater public good, and emphasizing principles of collaboration [1]. Worldwide,
numerous academic institutions incorporate Design-Build Studios into their curricula,
each employing various methodologies, and utilizing a range of tools [2].

Design-build live projects provide students with hands-on experience, enhancing
their understanding of construction techniques, project management, and client commu-
nication [3]. Students develop a range of skills, including problem-solving, teamwork
[4], and technical skills, which are critical for their future professional practice [5].

Design-build live projects offer significant educational benefits by providing stu-
dents with practical, hands-on experience. They also positively impact communities
by addressing local needs and fostering engagement [7]. However, challenges such as
resource constraints, time management, and quality control must be addressed to maxi-
mize the effectiveness of these projects [8]. Best practices include strong partnerships,
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comprehensive planning, andmentorship. Design-build live projects are a valuable com-
ponent of architectural education, offering dual benefits of practical student training and
community improvement. Future research should focus on long-term outcomes of these
projects for both students and communities, and the development of frameworks to
address common challenges.

In the curriculum of the Architecture program of MEF University, there exists a
mandatory Design-Build Studio component for all enrolled students [9]. The inception
of the DBS program was driven by a set of pedagogical and academic objectives. Over
the course of time, we have observed unanticipated outcomes of this program that sig-
nificantly influence our educational framework within the institution. These outcomes
are the topic of the main discussion in this paper.

2 Structure of the Design-Build Program

When establishing theDesign-Build Program the primary consideration revolved around
its overarching objectives: What valuable experiences would the students derive from
their participation in this program? This pivotal question naturally influenced every
facet of program development. Through a comprehensive survey of analogous initia-
tives worldwide, we identified four principal goals: Practicing Architecture, Experi-
ential Learning in Construction and Materials, Leveraging Architecture for the Public
Good, Collaborative design. These goals are congruent with the objectives of numerous
programs worldwide, as demonstrated in Table 1.

Table 1. List of stated goals of Design Build Programs

Goals of global Design-Build programs [1] Goals of MEF Design build program

Hands-on experience Experience of building their own design

Simulation of professional experience Practice profession early on

Experimentation with materials, techniques Experience with materials

Investigation of craft Learn simple construction techniques

Collective design and building Teamwork in design and construction

Community service through architecture Using skills for public benefit

From the beginning the program emphasized collaboration as the most important
goal. Collaboration occurs on different levels. First of all, all design is collaborative.
Students work in teams on the design. Instructors make sure that everybody is involved
in the decision making, which is the most challenging aspect of the design process. Also,
all construction is collaborative. Instructors, assistant students and first year students all
work in all aspects of the construction together as a team. In some projects, students
are involved with the stake holders (a community, students from a primary school) and
develop the program in collaboration.

The second question concerning the structural configuration of the Design-Build
Program pertains to the scope and scale of its projects. As posited by Corser and Gore
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[10], there are two predominant approaches within the realm of design-build programs.
In the first approach, projects assume a public and large-scale character.

However, as Corser and Gore contend, these endeavors tend to be less conducive to
the exploration of novel concepts. The exigencies of erecting intricate structures within
condensed time frames and constrained resource parameters limit the scope for exper-
imentation. Conversely, the second approach entails projects primarily geared toward
the experimentation with ‘materials and processes.’ Nevertheless, they are impeded in
their capacity to address broader public concerns. Commonly, such projects manifest as
temporary installations.

However, a third approach emerges as a synthesis of the salient elements present in the
previous two paradigms. In this instance, projects maintain their focus on public welfare,
embodying a deliberate design to furnish essential functionality to a community. These
endeavors assume a notably reduced scale, affording students the latitude to engage in
unbridled experimentation concerning materials and construction techniques.

In our Design-Build program we have adopted the latter approach as our guiding
principle. Our aspiration was to ensure that the projects, though on a relatively modest
scale, would make a meaningful contribution to the local community. In addition to this,
we aimed to infuse an element of ‘extraordinary’ design into the projects. This objective
served not only pedagogical purposes but also carried cultural significance. In the physi-
cal landscape of Turkey, there is a notable dearth of well-designed public projects. Even
in their small-scale manifestation, our projects assumed the role of exemplars, offering
the public a glimpse of the transformative potential of architecture. Certainly, the defi-
nition of ‘extraordinary’ differs for students, people in the community, architects. What
we try to achieve is to make sure that our designs are different from what the users have
seen in their environment, involve elements of surprise, include well-designed details
and also serving the initial purpose.

Another pivotal question that demanded deliberation in the formulation of our
projects pertained to participant selection. Across the globe, many design-build ini-
tiatives enlist volunteers, involve students at advanced stages of their education, or are
integrated into graduate-level programs. From its inception, our program was conceived
with the intention of inclusivity, extending participation to all our students. An easier
approachwould beworkwith students who have performed the best in their first year, the
ones who are the most interested and hard working or the ones with best construction
skills. We deliberately have not chosen this path, in the projects we include students
who have failed their courses, did perform badly in the studio, are not hard working
at all. While this inclusivity is a commendable notion, it introduces evident logistical
challenges. Given our institution’s annual intake of approximately 120 students, this
commitment necessitates the execution of eight to ten projects on an annual basis.

The final inquiry regarding the program’s structure concerns the timing of these
projects within the students’ educational journey. The optimal approach would be to
involve students from various levels of experience, thereby ensuring each team benefits
from a mix of students with both experience in design and proficiency in digital tech-
nologies. However, the Design-Build program was initially slated for the summer of
our very first year. This decision was borne out of pragmatic considerations rather than
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pedagogical ones. Given that the school was in its nascent stage, the primary aim was
to initiate the program at the earliest possible juncture.

It is worth noting that conducting a design-build program solely with first-year stu-
dents is atypical, given their relatively limited knowledge levels. Nonetheless, their
enthusiasm to participate in the realization of real projects for genuine beneficiaries is
consistently high. Had we been an established institution integrating a new design-build
program into its existing curriculum, we would have likely explored alternatives, such as
delaying its introduction to later academic years. This non-negotiable initial placement
has had implications for various facets of the program and its impact on our academic
institution.

2.1 Typical Process of a Design-Build Project

Since its inception in 2015, we have successfully completed sixty projects. These annual
projects traditionally commence immediately after the conclusion of the Spring term.
In recent years, our program involves a cohort of 120 students. The entire process, from
design inception to construction completion, typically extends over a duration of four
weeks, with the actual construction phase taking around one week. Project organization,
stakeholder engagement, and sponsorship procurement are facilitated by the faculty
before this four-week period. The design requirements are typically delineated during
the Spring term through preliminary discussions with clients/users.

As the Spring term draws to a close, project proposals are presented to first-year
students, inviting them to make selections. Subsequently, considering the students’ pref-
erences and considering factors such as group size andgender balance, the composition of
project teams is finalized. Furthermore, we announce student assistantships and appoint
one or two assistants for each project team. The selection process of assistants is merit-
based, hinging on an evaluation of applicants’ performance in the Design-Build projects
they participated before.

After the semester’s conclusion, project teams convene to receive the design brief.
These interactions with clients/users transpire on-site or through online conferences
whenworking in remote locations. The design process exhibits flexibility in its execution
across various groups. However, as a foundational principle, we endeavor to involve all
team members in collective decision-making. Typically, individual students or smaller
subsets within the group generate distinct design proposals, which are subsequently
scrutinized collectively. Instructors then facilitate a session where the most meritorious
aspects of these proposals are amalgamated, culminating in the development of a final
scheme that embodies the collaborative spirit of the team.

Following the finalization of the scheme, the design undergoes further development,
typically by breaking it down into its components, with smaller groups assigned to the
refinement of each part. During this phase, there is a focus on materials, details, and
construction. Given that first-year students possess limited knowledge in these domains,
instructors do offer guidance. At the culmination of this phase, 1:1 scale prototypes of
joints are fabricated to ascertain the precision of the proposed details. The entire design
process, from its inception to conclusion, typically encompasses a span of approximately
two weeks.
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The construction phase of a project typically spans one week. In most instances,
adaptation to unforeseen site conditions is executed. Common challenges encountered on
the construction site include material shortages, extreme climatic conditions, prolonged
construction timelines, interpersonal tensions arising within the team due to demanding
work and living conditions. Additionally, the progression of construction in many cases
hinges on local support for materials and equipment, which may experience delays,
consequently impeding the construction process.

Upon the completion of construction, we conclude our involvement in the project.
Final phase of the project is the post-production process. The student assistants gather
all material developed during the design phase, photographs and films taken during
construction, make new drawings and renderings if necessary. In most cases the project
is submitted to the annual selection of architectural projects in Turkey [11] (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1. Example of before and after a project.
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3 Evaluation of MEF University Design-Build Program

Since its establishment in 2015, our Design-Build Program has garnered immense pop-
ularity among our student body. Despite the program’s physically demanding nature,
most of our students express a strong desire to participate in it repeatedly. This is pos-
sible since older students are afforded an opportunity to participate in the program by
assuming roles as assistants.

It is noteworthy that, in several instances, the students who excel in the design studio
may differ from those who excel during construction. This phenomenon has constituted
one of the important outcomes of our Design-Build program. Several students, who
encountered challenges during their initial year of design studios for various reasons,
including difficulties in comprehending abstract concepts, difficulties in creating precise
and immaculate designs, or a lack of enthusiasm for architecture, find themselves actively
engaged in the physical act of construction. The tangible and concrete nature of the
construction site often kindles an interest andpassion for both building and, subsequently,
design among these students. This newfound enthusiasm significantly contributes to their
academic success when they return to school in the ensuing fall semester.

The program has played a pivotal role in expeditiously elevating our institution’s
profile within professional circles. Owing to the recognition garnered through the exhi-
bition of several of our projects in the annual selection of architectural projects in Turkey,
prominent architects have had the opportunity to acquaint themselves with our school’s
distinctive pedagogical approach. Over the span of six years, from 2016 to 2022, a total
of nine of our Design-Build projects have been chosen for inclusion in these exhibitions.

IncorporatingDBSprojects into their portfolios has notably facilitated our students in
securing internship opportunities at architectural firms internationally.Anexaminationof
the internship listings on our website [6] reveals a substantial proportion of our students
engaging in internships at architectural offices spanning the globe. It’s imperative to
underscore that this pattern sets our students apart from their counterparts in Turkish
architectural schools, where such a global reach is typically less common.

Annually, we administer a questionnaire to solicit feedback from our graduates,
encompassing various dimensions of their educational experience. Among the survey
items is an open-ended query pertaining to the Design-Build Studio Program. We have
collated and summarized responses to this question over the course of four years, pre-
senting the findings in Table 2. Notably, the response rate to our annual graduate ques-
tionnaire has consistently been substantial, with 45% of all our graduates participating
and offering insights. The question reads like this: ‘How do you evaluate the ‘Design
and Build’ program that MEF University has been running since its first year?’ All
the answers to this question are analyzed and summarized into relevant categories here
for ease of comparison. For instance, this is an answer, translated into English: ‘Most
importantly, working with different students has made it much easier for me to embrace
other people’s ideas or put forward my own in a work environment.’ This answer is
categorized into ‘Collaboration skills’ category. Due to the open-ended nature of the
questions, some answers can contain more than one statement, such as this: ‘I believe it
is the most productive program at the faculty. It not only instills confidence in students
and teaches practical skills during their educational years but also leads to the emer-
gence of projects that capture the attention of offices.’ In this case, answers would fall
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into three different categories: ‘Confidence’, ‘Construction skills’, ‘Looks good in the
portfolio and job applications.’

After employing this categorization method on all responses, it becomes evident
that a significant majority (74%) of the answers align with the articulated objectives
of the program, as presented in Table 2. This alignment is in line with expectations, as
our program goals are congruent with the objectives commonly shared by Design-Build
programs globally. (Table 1). A surprising outcome is the absence of responses that could
be classified as ‘Satisfaction of using skills for common good, public benefit’ category.
One plausible interpretation for this phenomenon is that the pursuit of public benefit
is so intrinsic to the program that it is considered an implicit and fundamental aspect,
obviating the need for explicit mention.

Table 2. Graduate questionnaire results (cumulative results of 2019, 2020, 2021, 2022 open ended
question about evaluation of the design build studio). Comparison of questionnaire results with
expected goals.

Goals of MEFUniversity Design
build program Graduate questionnaire results N
Practice profession early on Learned a lot/Excellent beginning 72

Experience of building their own design Practicing architecture/Design vs reality 27

Teamwork in design and construction Collaboration skills 19

Learn simple construction techniques Construction skills 16
Experience with materials Experience with materials / Learning

about details
16

Using skills for public benefit - -

%74

Responsibility / Confidence / Initiative 14

Passion for architecture/Motivation/Fun 14

MEF spirit / best experience at MEF 7

Big difference with other schools 7

Looks good in the portfolio and job
applications

6

Design as communication 4

%26

Nonetheless, a noteworthy portion (26%) of responses deviate from the anticipated
answers, as delineated in Table 2 and marked in orange. These responses can be catego-
rized into two overarching domains. The first pertains to the acquisition of soft skills rel-
evant to personal and professional development, (Responsibility/Confidence/Initiative)
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and motivation (Passion for architecture/Motivation/Fun). These represent invaluable
attributes for any educational institution to instill in its students. Notably, the cultivation
of a healthy confidence, the encouragement of using initiative, and the fostering of a
sense of responsibility are not exclusive to architecture education but are intrinsic to the
broader spectrum of educational objectives. These essential skills are the building blocks
throughwhich students evolve into designers (or intellectuals) characterized by a distinct
degree of individuality, transcending the role of mere technical practitioners. Motivation
and a genuine affection for architecture, qualities that may not universally manifest at
the outset of one’s educational journey, constitute essential prerequisites for effective
learning. It is imperative to underscore that instilling a fervent passion for architecture
is among the most pivotal objectives in the initial year of architectural education [13].
These elements serve as the driving forces that underpin the entire learning process.

The second category pertains directly to distinctive facets of the program. Given that
no other educational institution in Turkey offers a comparable program, our students
perceive it as a unique opportunity to distinguish themselves. This distinctiveness further
reinforces the first category by fueling heightened motivation among the participants. It
is also worth noting that a substantial number of students underscore the program’s role
in encapsulating the ‘school spirit,’ signifying its defining influence on the character and
identity of our educational program.

These responses are indicative of the students’ profound sense of belonging and
attachment to the school. Evidently, because of their participation in the DBS program,
students perceive the acquisition of skills and values that are deemed indispensable to
their educational journey. Furthermore, it appears that the program equips them with
a distinct competitive advantage, setting them apart from other architecture graduates
and expediting the initiation of their professional careers. To augment this list, one can
include another category of responses, ‘Collaboration skills,’ underscoring the crucial
role of collaboration within any cohesive community.

In consideration of these multifaceted factors, it becomes evident that a primary
and unexpected contribution of our Design-Build program is the cultivation of a ‘School
spirit’ among our students, fostering a strong sense of community. In architectural educa-
tion, as in other domains of higher education, the cultivation of individuality in students
is undeniably imperative. However, concurrently establishing an environment character-
ized by collaboration rather than competition, where all individuals experience a shared
passion, mutual support, and collective motivation, holds intrinsic value. It is within
this conducive atmosphere that most students can attain success, transcending the con-
ventional archetype of the extroverted, ambitious, and self-motivated individuals, and
ensuring that all students have the opportunity to thrive. Certainly, this is not to say
that there are no students who have individual priorities, see themselves competing with
their peers, complain about their grades being lower than their friends. Of course there
are these students as well. However, beyond the results of the questionaries, our studio
environment is another proof of the collaborative sprit in the school. All our studios are
located in a single space, all student working next to each other. Even if they wanted to,
they cannot hide their work from anybody. The organization of space is another aspect
where collaboration is promoted.
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4 Conclusion

In summary, our Design-Build Program has exceeded our initial expectations and made
substantial contributions to the overall success of our institution. While our initial objec-
tives primarily centered around thepractical aspects of education, such asmaterial knowl-
edge, construction experience, and problem-solving skills, we have discovered that the
program’s most significant impact extends beyond the realm of tangible skills.

The most profound contribution of the program lies in its role in fostering a sense
of community within our school. It has cultivated a strong peer learning environment,
shifted our institution from a competitive to a collaborative ethos, and cultivated a culture
of diligence and commitment. Furthermore, it has ignited a passion for architecture in a
substantial majority of our students, all made possible through the unifying role of the
institution as a thriving community.

It is intriguing to note that this outcome has, in part, arisen from what was initially
perceived as a challenge. Operating a Design-Build Program primarily with first-year
students, despite their limited experience overall has, paradoxically, proven to be an
asset. This approach has allowed us to engage all students right at the commencement
of their educational journey, fostering a sense of community and shared purpose.

The key takeaway from this experience is not merely that every institution of higher
education must institute a Design-Build Program. Rather, it underscores the significance
of developing unique programs tailored to the particular ambitions and characteristics
of the institution. Such programs can serve as a potent tool in cultivating a sense of com-
munity and, in turn, facilitate the attainment of the institution’s pedagogical objectives
with remarkable efficiency.
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Abstract. Architecture is identifiedby its presence, its perceived reality.Architec-
ture study is research in essential, defining values of architecture.Withinmultitude
of discipline’s constitutive elements, the objectification of architecture’s perceived
state is still one of its vital and specific tasks. No matter technology, economy or
social normative imperatives, architecture is aestheticized, reflective research. A
meaningful creative act no matter of aesthetic code or material circumstances.
Architecture’s immaterial, yet identifying difference is processed by exact con-
ceptual decisions. Study of architecture must sustain a course where a working
process is identified as a concept of work itself, where ephemeral emerges out of
exact, conceptual execution. Ephemeral is a perceived state, it requires a sensitive
person. In time of study, the search of ephemerality through tectonics of archi-
tecture lesson is sensitizing pedagogical tool. It is a foundation for architecture’s
cultural and human role. In times of intertwining disciplines, architecture must
keep tools for protecting its disciplinary identity and intangible, defining differ-
ences. A course unit where precise and consistent production leads to authentic if
ephemeral presence is valuable tool for affirmation of Architecture’s immaterial,
unmeasurable identity.

Keywords: Ephemeral · Tectonic · Presence · Exactitude · Affirmation ·
Discipline

1 Introduction

The course units presented in this paper are offered to students of architecture during the
third and fourth semester of the bachelor study. Being part of a relatively small course,
they are worth 1.5 ECTS, or less than one percent of bachelor study total credit. Units
are aimed at enhancing perceptive sensitivity and at developing processual discipline
and resource consciousness. Units explore the exactitude in precise use of simplest of
resources to produce artefacts whose presence is perceived to be more than the sum of
their parts. The experience of a finalized product, an impression of its correctness and a
memorable image is hoped for as a reward for a student’s work.

Study develops, inspires, and affirms architectural discipline by research into its
specific tools, limits, and essences. Architecture study continuously exposes causality
between exact processes and ephemeral outcomes as valuable architecture lessons about
constituencies of architectural presence and its defining feature: a real perceived quality.
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Architecture develops its own reality, its own state of being and the specific intensity
of its presence we perceive.

In his book For an Architecture of Reality,Michael Benedikt wrote about intensity of
our perceptions in a way which corresponds beautifully with specific role of architecture
lessons as presented in this article [1]. While reading his description of our experience,
in times when the world is perceived afresh, with our perceptions freed from being
sentimental, one thinks about students of architecture at the beginning of their study. At
the dawn of a new sustainable paradigm, could their perceptions be set to neutral and
undesiring, and their inspiration encouraged by the simple correspondence of appearance
and reality or by the perceived rightness of things as they reveal their origin.

2 The Meaning

The purpose of lessons presented here is to reveal processual origin of things, their
perceived value, their presence. The presented processes are not descriptive. For the
purpose of discourse, and as a reference, [2] we call them “meaningless”. Meaningless
work is liberated fromdirect purpose.While seemingly “useless” or “unprofitable”, it can
be encouraging when the result produced outgrows our initial expectations. It rewards
a student’s commitment and determination to proceed with the process. It deepens our
perception, makes us resource conscious, and reminds us of sensations of the ordinary,
often hidden by a routine.

Explaining the idea, Walter de Maria wrote that Meaningless work exists between
mediums, in transmutable form, and against interpretation. He says Meaningless work
makes us aware of the experience, its context and reality, enabling new ways of seeing
and liberation from superfluous and superficial categorizations and explanations [2].

Our experience of the real is independent of references; the presence of a work is
produced every time anew. To produce it, one must invest time and creative force, some
courage and anticipation of the result, into intensive production. This is exactly where
seemingly meaningless comes to its full purpose: to enable meaning to grow out of
process and to shape whole of measurable and immeasurable, accurateness of a work
and the ephemerality of its perceived state.

The concept of Meaningless work is presented to students as an ironic, conceptually
consistent tool against superficial creativity. It encourages appreciation of work whose
perceived ephemerality levitates in the presence of the material object as a certain clarity
and self-evidence of its origin.

3 Lessons

3.1 Anamorphosis: Production of Ephemeral Presence

Students of architecture perceive the world of architecture afresh.
As an attempt to produce real and resource conscious, ephemeral presence students

were asked to produce an anamorphosis, a direct relation with viewer. Each student
produces an unfinished object. Three sides of a cube were produced in firm paper,
cardboardor foamboard. Several sets of surfaces and lines aremarkedon them indifferent
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techniques including collage, cutouts, linear or shaded drawing. Seen from the right
position in space, these points, lines, or surfaces would seemingly complete a cube in
multitude of positions. An ephemeral presence occurred at viewpoints in the expanded
field [3] of the object, as seen in Fig. 1.

Fig. 1. The origin of the object; graphite pencil, acrylic paper 400g/m2.

Drawing is transcended beyond being descriptive. Rudolf Arnheim proves that the
visual combination of lines is controlled by the law of simplicity. He observed that
when a combination of lines produces a simpler figure than the mere sum of separate
lines would, it is then seen as one integrated whole [4]. When seen from a correct
position, thinner lines which form a simple shape seemingly come forward, in front of
the more intensive executed elements. An airy impression of transparent spaciousness
is produced and could have been modulated by technique and intensity in production of
these elements.

Searching for their position in spacewould bring them into ephemeral state between a
moment before andmoment after the emergence of a cube. A small object produced tran-
sitions of one’s horizon plane, transforming the line as visual element into a “transitive
verb” [5].

The surprising impression of transparency was recorded by photography or video
sequence. To proceed with the technically exact process, a cloud of cube-emerging
viewpoints was then drawn accurately in plans of a studio room and could have been
visualized in several ways: by overlapped photographs of a student searching for view-
points, in relation to other objects arranged in its field or marked by light and recorded
with long exposure camera action, as seen in Fig. 2.

An important lesson to students of architecture is communicated here. Ephemeral as
immaterial, perceived quality of object can emerge out of precise use of simple resources.
In his Six memos for the new millennium, Italo Calvino, for example, describes Exacti-
tude primarily as a well-defined andwell calculated plan of the work. For himExactitude
evokes a clear visual image and arises by precise use of a language [6]. He argues that
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exactitude is precondition for vague or open. Students are invited to understand it as
a metaphor or some advice for an understanding of some fundamentals in architecture
discipline’s value system.

Fig. 2. Origin of the drawing: visualization of the “cloud” of viewpoints,MartinovicMia, student,
4th semester.

A more contemporary description of ephemeral quality occurring through the
exactitude-indeterminacy duality is found in Jesse Reiser and Nanako Umemoto’s Atlas
of novel tectonics. Drawing upon Edmund Huserl’s concept of protogeometry, a science
dealing with vagabond or nomadic morphological essences, a particular tectonic quality
is described as “anexact-yet-rigorous.” [7].

According to it, and of importance to this discussion, an ephemeral presence is
produced when exact geometry is superimposed to matter in real space. A potential
in sophistication of production processes which can control and alter projections of
geometries into matter is recognized, producing new tectonic quality and perceived
presence of an object. To process further a lesson about potentially an-exact-yet-rigorous
origin of the ephemeral, a more material course unit is offered to students.

3.2 A Cast: Atmosphere of an Ordinary Room

Unit translates a real space of students own or well-known and daily used room into
an artefact, and space of an artefact into imaginary space whose presence is in distant
resonance with existing everyday space it begun with. A real and imaginary, exactness
of the geometry and the resistance of the material interfere.

A precisely executed geometrical shape is cast in gypsum through the production
process whose logic is as evident as cause-and-effect. Unit also emphasizes importance
of a key, Beuysian, processual balance between chaotic and thoughtful as productive of
real plasticity. According to it, a real shape is processed between two opposing principles,
as Beuys would call it, a chaotic willingness and a thoughtful shaping which meet and
are in mutual conflict [8].



136 S. Justic

Within a relatively small cube, 10cm in size, a robust artefact and its atmosphere
are produced in several phases: at the beginning, the student thinks in reverse mode
to produce a core element, a precise Styrofoam shape of a room’s negative space to
which secondary elements are added. Their architectural role is dual – while they hold a
core element in position within mold, they will also become light and viewing openings
to the inner space of the cast artefact – a cast of a room. The Styrofoam negative is
then photographed in two ways: held by hand which shows its real scale, and against
neutral background to reveal its shape and plasticity, to provoke thoughts about its formal
qualities and, more importantly, to trigger curiosity about its soon-to-be cast inner space.
The process steps from the negative to the produced artefact are shown in Fig. 3.

Fig. 3. Styrofoam negative, 10cm mold, a 10cm cube with cast interior of a room inside.

Styrofoam negative is positioned into mold and gypsum is poured. This is an irre-
versible point in a production process, an ephemeral moment; the end of Styrofoam
construct’s life and a beginning of a memory of it. It is exactly at this point when a wet
and muddy process of materially limited accuracy is confronted with its tectonic oppo-
site: a precise, CAD axonometric drawing of a student’s own room being processed.
To avoid any trace of sentimentality, a spatially provocative drawing is required; an
axonometry is constructed in a way that all walls, floor, ceiling, and furniture is visible
from two equal and simultaneously active viewpoints. El Lissitzky’s Proun Room [9]
and Joseph Albers’s Structural Constellations [10] are used as illustrative references.
To remain complementary with the general materialness of unit and the real, physical
size of an artefact, this CAD drawing wanted to give an impression of scaleless space of
continuously active spatial transitions.

Finally, a cast is being extracted frommold and after drying and maturing for couple
of days it is being sanded, repaired minimally, and photographed. A structured pho-
tography process included light to plasticity modulations. It showed the atmosphere in
cast inner space of the artefact, provoking ephemeral presence balanced between its
resonance with existing space of an ordinary room and an impression of scale open to
imagination. See Fig. 4.

3.3 Concetto Spaziale: Imaginary Within Real

As opposite to the substantial materiality of previous unit, a complete resource free
unit is offered to students to provoke and intensify observation within the space of their
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Fig. 4. Atmosphere of an ordinary room, student: Bobetko Rebecca., 4th semester.

everyday living. The unit explored an inflexion point between the stare and seeing, and
a shift between observed and finally perceived. Students were asked to look and see the
potential spaces in between, around or in objects of everyday use in their surroundings.
Interspaces and inner spaces are photographed, modulated by simple photographic tools,
and presented as atmospheres on a different architectural scale, suggested by human
figure mounted in a photograph.

Lucio Fontana’s paradigmatic work title was used as a reference for imaginary cut
through the real by power of student’s imagination. There is no suggestion of action
or use, just stillness, atmosphere, and scale. Simple drawings were made, suggesting
possible architectural structures behind produced atmospheres, as shown in Fig. 5.

Fig. 5. Origin of an atmosphere, student: Matušić Nikolina., 4th semester.

3.4 A Field

When understood as transient, impermanent, or open-to-chance quality we perceive
within presence of exactly executed work, ephemeral becomes an almost ethical value
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of its own production process. In his seminal Field Conditions [11], Stan Allen’s inter-
pretation of progressive shift in ethics of artistic productions is of great pedagogical
importance to students of architecture. He described transfer of object conceptualiza-
tion to structured distribution and designed interference of local rules. A predictably
ephemeral, designedly coincidental outcome is enabled when repeated local rule or its
exact value is open to material quality in spatial field. Anexact-yet-rigorous quality is
produced when local rule meets the material world. A moire effect occurs as vibrant yet
unsteady presence upon overlayed grids and produces constant change when its geom-
etry meets spatial shift. A precise design of production process is capable of controlling
and conceptualizing indeterminacy of its outcome. If architecture is understood as a
production of presence, then processual exploration of conditions for “openness” of its
perceived state is a valuable pedagogic tool.

Under a work title A Field, a group of units is offered to students of architecture to
thermalize and interpret formative potential within a distribution of a local rule. Units
are characterized by iterative processualism and serial work, as they produce a pattern,
or a work in progress. Students experiment with repetition and distribution of a local
rule to gain insight in production of ephemeral presence by exact processes and basic
resources.
A Field as a condition for student group work. In this case, distribution of local
rules is interpreted as distribution of instruction for work. When instruction meets the
individual labor of each student, it becomes the exact frame for an-exact outcome. Each
student makes one unit according to the same instruction. In a final work, an individual
sensitivity of a draftsmen is regulated by the given instruction - a local rule.

Example: An ordinary blue ink pen is given to each student. Each one of them produced
a simple unit according to instruction: a sketchbook sheet of paper is cut along marked
lines to form a square fold measuring 20x20 cm. Before cutting, an intensive, almost
tactile coating of blue pen is layered down for two hours over right, inner side of a fold.
Paper is cut, fold and fixed into a marked position on a white board as one of twenty-
five elements forming a square meter, to show individual differences, a small deflection
within an exactness of produced whole and to bring a new meaning to each student’s
uniquely executed work.

An ordinary blue pen is given an unconventional role. As a result, almost as a discov-
ery, beauty of one square meter of-almost-Yves Klein Blue hue emerged, its hapticity
saturated through twenty-five individually different hand/body pressures, as visible in
Fig. 6.
Field as a condition for individual student work. Given for an individual student
production, the unit called for exploration of repetition or seriality.

Student work is a documentation of research in which beginning, and outcome are
connected by logical order of decisions while idea is being developed and confirmed
by systematically conducted production process. Student conceptualizes individually,
produces work, and writes down a concept, a sequence of conceptual decisions in the
form of a script detailed enough to enable reproduction without the author being present.
Instruction is a tool of exactitude, a declaration of concept. As a pedagogical tool it is
aimed at objectification and translation of ephemeral presence into purely technical
instruction. Student works are in range from purified variations of CAD graphics to
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Fig. 6. Origin of one square meter of-almost-YKB.

processual little actions. Exactitude of their limits could have been set in range from
quantity of material to duration of action. The resulting work is not referential, it does
not have a narrative. It temporarily denounces its immediate purpose being an attempt
in research or production of authentic self-evidence.

Fig. 7. Origin of a Blur, Pavelić Iva, 4th semester.

Figures 7 and 8 show an example:

1. Six reels of adhesive tape, length 66m in total and 48mm wide is pasted onto a room
window, in layers, following defined pattern, one reel to cover three layers for window
size 60 × 12 cm;

2. After the end of each reel, the window was photographed, the photographs record the
emergence of dimly, opaque, and translucentmembranemade of transparentmaterial;

3. As the final step, this, now firm material is to be peeled from the window, cut into
equal pieces, and rearranged to form a rectangular prism.
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Fig. 8. Origin of a Blur, Pavelić Iva, 4th semester.

4 Conclusion

Architecture study teaching process is technical, efficient, and exact, where architec-
ture is measurable. Its learning outcomes are regulated to achieve needed qualifications.
Today, discipline’s own search for sustainability and participative societal role are nor-
mative. But this ecological and societally aware intentions do not guarantee architecture
its presence, a unique value to complement and improve spaces and landscapes of our
everyday existence.Architecture is a creative practice; it starts genuine creative processes
and a search for atmospheres that produce its defining values. Its own tools need con-
stant reaffirmation and protection from decay. This is especially relevant in time of study
which itself is introductory, preparatory, and formative phase of practicing architecture.

Study ensures a time for thinking about architecture, its defining frames, and
ephemeral margins. It goes beyond architecture. The search for the ephemeral is part of
architecture’s essential sensitivity. It enables the occurrence of its identifying difference.
This difference is described as minimal, almost negligible, something that objectively
does not exist [12]. Architect’s ability to construct this difference is architecture disci-
pline’s vital interest. To produce it, onemust search for it. One of architecture’s pedagogy
goals is to trigger and encourage this search, to motivate students by showing that occur-
rence of this difference is achievable by conceptual thinking and processual approach
to even the simplest of resources. Architecture lesson of appropriate tectonic shows
student that meaning emerges with consequent production within conceptually framed
conditions.

In time of study, the search of ephemerality through tectonics of architecture lesson
wants to develop a special vigilance and sensibility. Just as Yves Klein wrote decades
ago, man will inhabit space by force of his sensitivity [13]. For students of Architecture,
architectural space arises impregnated with sensitivity of an architect.

Along with its professional goals, the study of architecture could be a beautiful
way of student’s personal development. If architecture persists on irreplaceability of an
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architect, the study of architecture should encourage its students into diverse research
into origins and meanings of architecture’s presences.

Study is a foundation for architecture’s cultural and human role. In times of intertwin-
ing disciplines, architecture must keep tools for protecting its disciplinary identity and
intangible, defining differences. That’s why, in addition to all its lessons of exactitude,
architecture pedagogy still must provoke idealistic research into satisfying andmeaning-
ful presences as primary and most beautiful mode of societal usefulness. And a course
unit where intensive production of an ephemeral idea leads into meaningful presence
is an important tool for the affirmation of the Architecture’s immaterial, unmeasurable
identity.
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Abstract. The Thesis Seminar “Theory and Critique of Architectural Action” is
a multidisciplinary educational experience designed to explore the methodologi-
cal aspects associated with the development of a research project in architectural
design,with a focus onMaster’sDegreeGraduation. TheSeminar identifies six key
methodological issues in research related to project practices and approaches them
from a multidisciplinary perspective, subjecting each component to critical exam-
ination. Through lectures and Seminar meetings, each discipline challenges these
issues based on its scientific status, providing specialized disciplinary insights. In
doing so, the Seminar equips students with the necessary theoretical and practi-
cal tools to test the application of a robust methodological structure to address
various challenges arising from the real world in their research activities. The
structure of the Seminar is not intended to establish a specific sequence among the
research activities object of inquiry, nor does it seek to offer exhaustive solutions
to every issue raised. Instead, the Seminar’s aim is to provide students with critical
and methodological instruments within a collegial space for open discussion and
debate. The pedagogical objective is to enable students to critically evaluate and
systematize interdisciplinary knowledge and skills acquired during their previous
academic journey, allowing them to position original research programs within
the broader framework of design practice.

Keywords: architectural design · design processes · design pedagogy · tactical
design · learning by doing

1 Introduction: Question and Positioning

1.1 The Thesis Seminar as a Platform for Reflecting on Architectural Research

After approximately five years of education characterized by an alternation of disci-
plinary courses and design laboratories, students are confronted with the challenge of
exploring architectural design as the subject of their thesis research. Often, this chal-
lenge is resolved, by producing an architectural project as a means of addressing a
selected issue – as made evident by the majority of design thesis outputs. This approach,
which leans towards practical application, bears little resemblance to scientific research.
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The latter demands the establishment of how a working hypothesis can lead to origi-
nal, methodologically rigorous results capable of making an impact within the relevant
scientific community.

In light of these considerations, this contribution draws from the experience and
outcomes of the inaugural edition of the interdisciplinary thesis Seminar, “Theory and
Criticism of Architectural Action”, to explore and test, within the pedagogical realm,
the intricacies and tools of scientific research in architecture. This Seminar, held at the
Politecnico di Torino for the first time in 2023, assembled a group of approximately
twenty-two students dedicated to developing research projects within the domain of
architectural design with the aim (i) to foster a dialogue between individual experiences
and expert contributions and, by doing that, (ii) to emphasize shared methodological and
theoretical issues.

The Seminar was conceived with a clear premise: the elaboration of an architectural
thesis does not merely entail the development of an architectural design. This is not to
suggest that architectural design is excluded from this process; rather, it is contextualized
as both an object of study and an investigative tool, rather than as the main expected
outcome.

1.2 The Thesis Seminar as a Platform for Reflecting on Architectural Research

The adoption of this standpoint is underpinned by the intention to grasp the “salient
character of reality” (Ferraris, 2015: p.55, translated by the authors) which defines archi-
tectural design, investigating its mechanisms and effects in order to “distinguish dreams
from reality and science frommagic” (Ferraris, 2015: p. 30, translated by the authors). In
this sense, architectural design is placed in its intrinsic capacity – a technique intended
more as a poiesis in the sense of fabricating, than a praxis, pictured in the middle of a
direct and synchronic action – to be understood as a research laboratory, opening up a
series of issues that are inherent, though not entirely overlapping, with proper scientific
research.

The laboratory, in fact, implies the sequencing of a series of actions that, when
tested in a “controlled” environment, allow the designers-researchers to gain experience,
thereby enhancing their skills and/or knowledge. Input hypotheses are validated and/or
falsified, necessitating a series of subsequent cycles (Latour & Woolgar, 1979). The
outputs obtained from the laboratory experience may or may not include an architectural
design, but it is essential in any case to define a criterion of generalizability that transcends
a specific context; otherwise, the scientific research status of the work performed is at
risk of being compromised.

Starting from the premise of considering the work of thesis students as a research
laboratory, the Seminar addressed a series of methodological issues. These issues were
specifically addressed within the scope of the course’s educational project, but they
have general scientific significance for architectural studies. (i) What are the physical
and temporal boundaries that research/design activities compel us to navigate through a
meticulous process of selection and interpretation, which results in continuous compres-
sions and dilations throughout the work? (ii) What sources are called into play, defining
heterogeneous archives whose taxonomy and degrees of priority are tied to operations
that have little to do with the project as the invention of a tabula rasa? (iii) What are the
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operations that the laboratory carries out in the field, where the emergence of disputes
and deviations question the initial hypotheses and the role of architectural design itself
as an activity that needs to reinvent itself in each situation? (iv) Under what conditions
is the transfer of practices possible between distinct contexts, and within what limits?

In addressing these issues consciously and rigorously, the practice of design resem-
bles a profession in which experience is accumulated (Schön, 1983), through a process
of progressive professionalization that, while retaining certain defining elements, allows
for adaptation to a socio-technical context in constant flux (Hughes, 1963).

1.3 The Project as an Object of Study? from Architecture as Individual
Expression to Architecture as Technique

The laboratory, therefore, encourages us tomovebeyond the conception that architectural
design must be entirely confined to the dichotomy constituted, on one side, by the
interpretative capacity of the subject (expression) and, on the other, by the operability of
the object (measures). The relationship established between the designer and its design, a
subject dear to the construction of narratives and historiographies (Olmo, 2023, p: 164),
assumes a different role within the research laboratory. Here, it is investigated beyond
individual experience, constructing general definitions based on the effects it carries.

According to this interpretation, the designer-researcher – who, in the Seminar, is a
student working on a research thesis – goes beyond the role of the “initiate” into design.
Rather than an individual who hones its art of designing through emulation, training and
repetition (Barioglio et al, 2023), research is characterized by the transmission and over-
lap of those remnants and adjustments inherent in the process of knowledge innovation.
This represents a fundamental point for the sciences of design, in a perspective aimed at
moving beyond the notion that university classrooms should be transformed into places
of indoctrination and the “transmission of initiatory knowledge” (Armando&Durbiano,
2023: p. 139, translated by the authors).

The position we intend to raise is that it is more appropriate to consider the theory
of architectural design as a scientific discipline that can be described and transmitted
as a sequence of traceable actions, a know-how in which dexterity – where cunning, or
“metis”, is not a morally reprehensible act (Jullien, 2015) – and the ability to interpret
and predict data based on experience are an integral part of the research and action
process.

2 “Stumbling” as a Praxis of Architectural Design Practice

2.1 Changing Perspective: Conducting Research (on Design) Through Design

Research on design necessitates a shift from“free enunciations” to cycles ofmethodolog-
ically conscious laboratory activities – involving return, repetition, and alteration –which
develop in direct relation to a real process/context, thereby producing traceable effects
within a controversy. The ability to “measure” the capacity to overcome certain obsta-
cles or changes in trajectory resulting from external conditions – once again, invoking
actions typical of scientific laboratory activities – allows us to question the extent of the
project’s power of action concerning a given contingency.
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Hence, there is a need for experimentation with pedagogical approaches that place
methods and tools at the center for measuring the adjustments in design action (Fed-
erighi&Bruno, 2022). In the pedagogical experience of the thesis Seminar, it is precisely
the recurrent “practice of stumbling” that becomes the focal point of research activities on
design action, bringing this aspect to the forefront andmaking the project simultaneously
the object and method of scientific investigation.

2.2 A Laboratory of Tactics

Moving away from the short-circuit between ideation and realization (Armando & Dur-
biano, 2023: p. 119) as a linear expression of architectural design – a “misplaced trigger
from the outset” (De Carlo, 1968: p. 138, translated by the author) – opens up the pos-
sibility of circumscribing design practice to a technique, which by no means implies
an exit from the realm of knowledge and, therefore, from its possibility of transmission
in the field of design pedagogy. In fact, by adapting to a know-how model, architec-
tural design becomes, in the realm of research, both an object of investigation and an
operational tool through which generalizable concepts can be deduced from empirical
experiences of engaging with reality.

Architects’ education is thus intertwined with the ongoing interaction between an
operational direction – namely, acquiring the competencies and functional tools for
legitimizing design in social exchanges – and a critical direction – giving tactical value
to one’s own laboratory. For both of these domains, direct engagement with the current
context as an arena for experimentation is not only inevitable but also desirable. This
outlines a specific mode of conducting research in the field of architectural design: the
malleability of projects, the discrepancies between initial promises and final results,
take on speculative significance as traces of a process aimed at measuring the effects
of design action in its interrelation with the socio-technical context in which it operates
(Armando & Durbiano, 2023: p. 169).

3 The Seminar “Theory and Criticism of Architectural Action”

3.1 The Structure: 6 Key Methodological Issues

To delve deeper, both theoretically and practically, into the specificities that characterize
a research path in architecture, we have identified six key methodological issues as the
backbone of the Seminar program: “Hypothesis”, “Scale and time”, “Maps and events”,
“The empirical research”, “The fieldwork” and “The staging”.

The identification of these specific nodes is based on a series of criteria aligned with
the research objectives:

– they are central to current scientific debate, encompassing a multitude of conflicting
positions and interpretations;

– they transcend specific objects of study, being therefore suitable for interdisciplinary
investigation;

– they have highly operational implications, lending themselves to “in-action” experi-
mentation.
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Within the Seminar, these six methodological nodes were not addressed as a linear
sequence, but rather as a network of interconnected issues.With the aim of outlining each
area of investigation in a shared yet open-to-interdisciplinary-contributions manner, we
have first identified the operational horizon of each node and made explicit some key
questions and challenges.

“The hypothesis”: it frames the primary research question arising from contextual
conflicts, disputes, and issues. This operation puts the basis for forward steps, defining
or anticipating a tentative sequence of future actions.

“Scale and time”: it highlights the specific point of observation in the research. This
includes addressing blurred spatial and geometrical boundaries, historical periodization,
and future scenarios that constitute the scientific laboratory for research operations.

“Maps and events”: it involves detecting, narrating, and tracking the selected dispute,
connecting stakeholders, documents, and places. Themapping operation aims to identify
the sphere of influence of each “actant” involved in the process (Latour, 2005) and
enhance predictive capabilities of design action.

“The empirical research”: it includes determining research sources, operations, and
their sequence. The heterogeneous nature of sources can be tackled by developing
archives and taxonomies to support research activities.

“The fieldwork”: it comprises all operations carried out directly on-site, involv-
ing techniques to test sources and archives, collect multiple points of observation, and
interpret the data gathered for recalibrating the primary research question.

“The staging”: it pertains to developing a selected narrative, a plot, or design
operations capable of staging the elaboration of the thesis.

Each of thesemethodological operations, as described, was explored at the same time
through various types of disciplinary contributions and direct research experiences con-
ducted by thesis students on their respective case studies. Moreover, a common ground
for the examination of each “node” was progressively built up via the construction of
collective reflection on research practice in architecture, particularly a working approach
characterized by a partial and contingent understanding of the process/context in which
it operates.

3.2 The Pedagogical Approach: Interdisciplinary Learning-By-Doing

The educational objectives and pedagogical approach of the thesis Seminar aim to reflect
an interdisciplinary learning-by-doing methodology. More specifically, each method-
ological issue was addressed in the Seminar through two parallel approaches. On one
hand, students were required to engage in guided practical exercises related to their own
work, stimulating reflection in practice (Schön, 1983). On the other hand, specialized
didactic contributions further developed the theoretical and methodological conceptual-
ization of the six nodes. Three main types of contributions were in particular provided
throughout the Seminar:

1) “Thematic lectures”: these lectures are intended to build a broader theoretical
framework on specific topics.

2) “Operational lectures”: these lectures focus on specific analytical tools and research
methods.
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3) “Interdisciplinary seminars”: these sessions encourage cross dialogues on each topic,
fostering broader discussions and insights.

Thematic and operational lectures provided the theoretical underpinning of the Semi-
nar. Theywere delivered by invited experts from a range of disciplines, including anthro-
pology, philosophy, sociology, and history. Ideally, the list of disciplines and contribu-
tions involved – while limited in the Seminar by the constraints of a semester-long teach-
ing experience – can be extended to encompass all perspectives that facilitate dialogue
on a common ground of interest. In parallel, the interdisciplinary seminars progressively
addressed the specificity of design practice and architectural action compared to other
practices.

The chronological organization of the seminar was designed to enable a continuous
intertwining of different types of contributions and learning exercises. Each method-
ological issue was developed over a two-week module, commencing with the launch
of a practical exercise. This approach allows students to start working and thinking
by doing on a topic while progressively expanding their knowledge and interpretative
tools. The outputs produced were collectively discussed at the end of each module but
remained subject to continuous updates andmodifications throughout thewholeSeminar,
integrating and complementing contributions from other nodes.

For example, in the first module, dedicated to the research hypothesis, students were
asked to frame their main research question and develop an action plan to address it.
Nevertheless, the request to explicitly articulate the research hypothesis and the actions
aimed at investigating it, accompanied the entire development of the work, devoting
specific attention on any deviations and modifications in progress. The second and third
modules challenged students to delimitate and map the object of study in all its dimen-
sions – chronological, spatial, social, etc. The fourth and fifth exercises paid specific
attention to the technicalities of research work, including the selection, production, and
interpretation of direct and indirect sources (Fig. 1). Finally, the last module, pertaining
to the “staging” of the work done, implied to identify the narrative strategy most aligned
with the research work’s objectives.

The Seminar’s outputs reflect a shift not only in perspectives but also in the objects
observed within the research work. The focus moves towards the design process rather
than its outcome (the built architecture), emphasizing the mobilization of multidisci-
plinary competencies in action and how they intersect with and modify the ongoing
process. Spatial, technical, or conceptual architectural drawings are often developed
alongside or in relation to diagrams that aim to incorporate time and actions in both
analytical and design operations (Fig. 2).

All the students worked on real controversies or processes, with the aim to consider
the effects of their design choices, if not measurable, at least plausibly predictable.
Furthermore, design projects, conceived as technical objects, become negotiation tools
within the process rather than photographs of a pre-determined product. In doing so, the
Seminar aspires to reproduce, within the limits of an educational experience, the actual
implications of a multi-actor design process, making it a specific object of research and
experimentation for future professionals.
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Fig. 1. A preliminary taxonomy of the sources considered in the development of exercise number
5. It is necessary to underline both the different types of materials considered as well as their
looping relationships along the research, where they are activated according to a precise tactic
(diagram by Antonio Nicoletti).
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Fig. 2. Spatialization of different design scenarios based on documents collected along the
research activity for exercise number 6. Their recombination is affecting preliminary traces which
needs to confront subsequent contingencies (diagram by Mammino Mariapia).
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4 Final Remarks

The experience of the Seminar allowed us to highlight some final remarks and questions
from that can be of interest for a common discussion. The first question relates to the
relationship between theory and practice: How to transmit and an operative knowledge
through a set of didactic tools which are un-coded and infinitely expandable? In this
sense, the Seminar framed a possible answer in erasing boundaries between thoughts
and actions, while looping procedures have been promoted as pedagogical experiments.
As a matter of fact, un-coded tools were turned into working hypothesis within the
laboratory – instead of ontological horizon. In doing so, the progressive expansion of
each student’s research toolkit allowed for a deep understanding of an iterative technique,
which surpass – or at least re-configure – the conception of architectural design as a weak
scientific approach.

The second question addresses transdisciplinarity, questioning the potentials for
effective integration among disciplines. The students had several inputs from experts and
researchers from different fields, helping them to configure architectural design as an
open-source field where different ontologies can cooperate in moving towards an-action
oriented laboratory. Testing through practical research operations their observations
significantly blurred the boundaries between structured scientific fields.

Finally, the main pedagogical question underlying the Seminar is if research project
can be developed – and thought – as an exercise in tactics. The atypical outputs produced
by the students as outcomes of the Seminar – alternative design solutions, maps of con-
troversies that can boost or refuse specific actions, taxonomies of datasets and sources,
etc. –, suggest an interest in further developing an experimental pedagogy on architec-
tural design focused on the juxtaposition of iterative sequences of micro-decisions as a
way to unveil spaces for innovation and, more generally, further dissemination among
the scientific community of an alternative approach to design practice.
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Abstract. This paper is the result of forty dialogues conducted during my PhD
research, which took place between 2018 and 2020, among students and educa-
tors’ of the Nordic Baltic Academy of Architecture. These conversations were
initiated by three questions: What skills should students have after studying archi-
tecture? How should these skills be taught? How can architectural education be of
special importance to our society? The answers to these questions were analysed
and interpreted by following the Grounded Theory approach. What emerged from
these dialogues is the shared conviction to use architectural education as a complex
project to advance the knowledge, traits, attitudes, values, and behaviours neces-
sary to respond to global challenges whilst creating conditions for students and
their educators to locally engage as active citizens. This combination of global
awareness and local activism is at the base of formulating the Theory of Cos-
mopolitan Citizenship in Architectural Education whose purpose is to help stu-
dents and educators cultivating a language, activating a pedagogy, and developing
a scholarship capable of advancing new political agencies to codesign healthier,
safer, and a fairerworld in a changing social, ecological, and political environment.

Keywords: Architectural Education · Cosmopolitan Citizenship · Nordic Baltic
Academy of Architecture

1 Introduction: The Nordic-Baltic Academy of Architecture

I am head of the department in architecture at Iceland University of the Arts (IUA) and –
together with my cohort – in charge of designing the educational experience for our
students. Since 2016, I have been attending meetings of the Nordic Baltic Academy of
Architecture (NBAA), an organisation of educators fromnineteen schools of architecture
from the Nordic and Baltic countries. NBAA was established in 1993, with the aims to
share knowledge, promoting common views, concerns, and interests in the broad field
of architectural education and research [1].

In Autumn 2018 as part of my PhD research on architectural education in the Nordic-
Baltic area and as one of the educators actively involved in the NBAA, I started conduct-
ing interviews with students and educators of the network, thinking together about the
responsibility, value, andmeaning of architectural education. The fundamental results of
these conversations are the essence of my PhD titled: “Becoming cosmopolitan citizen-
architects: A Reflection on Architectural Education in a Nordic-Baltic Perspective”
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which was defended at the University of Iceland in November 2022 [2]. In this arti-
cle the essence of my PhD research is presented in a concise and focused way to address
specifically the need to develop a language, pedagogy, and scholarship in architectural
education as a project to advance the knowledge, traits, attitudes, values, and behaviours
necessary to respond to global challenges whilst creating conditions for students and
their educators to locally engage as active citizens (Table 1).

Table 1. The Nordic Baltic Academy of Architecture

Country Name of the School

Denmark AArch: Aarhus School of Architecture
KADK: Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts

Estonia EKA: Estonia Academy of the Arts
TalTech: Tallinn University of Technology

Finland A: Aalto University
TUNI: Tampere University of Applied Sciences
O: University of Oulu

Iceland IUA: Iceland University of the Arts

Latvia RTU: Riga Technical University

Lithuania VDA: Vilnius Academy of the Arts
VGTU: Vilnius Gediminas Technical University
KTU: Kaunas University of Technology

Norway BAS: Bergen School of Architecture
NTNU: Norwegian University of Science and Technology
AHO: Oslo School of Architecture and Design

Sweden C: Chalmers School of Architecture and Design
KTH: Royal Institute of Technology
UMU: Umea School of Architecture
LTH: Lund School of Architecture

2 Research Questions and Methods

A total of 40 semi-structured interviews were conducted between 5 November 2018 and
26 March 2020 among twenty-nine educators and fourteen students from the NBAA
network. All interviews were initiated by three research questions:

• What skills should students have after studying architecture?
• How should these skills be taught?
• How can architectural education be of special importance to our society?

Each question addresses architectural education from a different viewpoint to reveal
dispositions, skills, pedagogies, and multiple societal agencies associated with the prac-
tice of architectural education. “Skill” was explained to interviewees not only as an
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ability to do something (an expertise), but rather as the combination of knowledge, atti-
tudes, values, and behaviours considered vital to becoming an architect. Through these
questions I could conduct an in-depth exploration of an area in which the interviewees
have a substantial personal experience that is architectural education.

All interviewswere recorded, for a total of 32h and13min, theywere then transcribed
verbatim, and promptly emailed to participants, who were invited to make comments or
amendments. All interviews were then analysed following the Grounded Theory (GT),
a rigorous method for collecting and analysing qualitative data to construct theories
grounded in the data itself [3]. Each interview was first singularly analysed, and its
essential key topics were highlighted. The analysis of each interview was then compared
to the other interviews to find out recurrent topics, shared cultural themes, and essential
common features. By doing so a theoretical direction emerged, one that positions the
global challenges (climate crises and social injustice) at the core of architecture education
and indicates that each school of architecture has the duty to educate future practitioners
for active societal agency to contribute to their solution.

Through an iterative relational process of analysis of the recorded interviews, their
comparison, and interpretation based both on my personal experience and the use of
pertinent literature from the field of world citizenship education, I could construct a
communal perspective grounded in its Nordic–Baltic context, that is a theory that I
call of Cosmopolitan Citizenship Architectural Education (CCAE), whose purpose is to
advance the societal scope and meaning of architectural education.

3 A Cosmopolitan Architectural Education

3.1 The Findings from the Nordic-Baltic Voices

What emerged from the forty Nordic–Baltic dialogues is the acknowledgment that the
grand challenges—the climate crisis and social inequality—are themost important issues
that need to be faced for the continuation of life on our planet and their addressing ought
to become the foundation of any design process and the purpose of architectural edu-
cation. Nordic-Baltic respondents underline the importance of conceiving architectural
education as an explorative and formative process to help students finding both their
interests and their societal agency, by acquiring the knowledge, traits, attitudes, values,
and behaviours necessary to collaborate in bettering the world starting from their own
communities. The Nordic-Baltic voices view the process of learning as one devoted
helping students developing critical skills (the capacity to question everything), social
awareness (the ability to understand what you see), self-reflection (understanding the
impact of your design choices), imagination (being able to conceive of and represent
what is not there yet), and action (the ability to pursue your ideas beyond the school’s
limits). Fostering social agency through the design process demands of schools to create
the learning conditions for students and their educators to be exposed to diversity of
thoughts, to different ways of knowing and doing, and to create conditions for collab-
oration with otherness, that is to create a learning environment that supports students
developing their political roles.

The strong commitment of the Nordic-Baltic voices to operate both as active citi-
zens and agents of positive global change led me to investigate the fields of citizenship
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education, cosmopolitanism, and global citizenship education. The reviewing of this
literature served as the theoretical framework through which analyse and interpret the
Nordic–Baltic voices and led me to build a theory which I call Cosmopolitan Citizen-
ship Architectural Education (CCAE). This theory is grounded in the NBAA’s context,
and yet it reflects my multicultural and multidisciplinary interests and the historical
context – a time of challenges to biodiversity, human health, and well-being. As such
CCAE theory has “a direction, an orientation, a purpose” [3] that of helping students
and educators cultivating a language, activating a pedagogy, and nurturing a scholarship
capable of educating a new generation of architects committed to respond to the grand
challenges and to bring about positive societal change. To these societal agents, I have
given the name of cosmopolitan citizen-architects [4–10].

3.2 Theoretical Framework for Cosmopolitan Citizenship in Architectural
Education

Cosmopolitan: from the Greek kosmopolitēs, ‘citizen of the world.’
Citizenship: a juridical status and a civic and political agency that positions everyone

in terms of rights and responsibilities into a larger societal context [11].
The concept of cosmopolitan citizenship is based on the understanding that we all

inhabit the same living system. Cosmopolitan citizenship does not mean homogeniza-
tion of ideas, nor the obliteration of cultural differences but it celebrates the diversity
that exists in the world by also recognizing its common traits [12, 13]. Cosmopolitan
citizenship is a societal project of redefining who we are and howwe relate to each other,
as diverse and equal beings who live in a common and shared world.

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO)
explains cosmopolitan citizenship as a project of education which requires the acqui-
sition of the knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, and behaviours necessary to become
active promoters of more peaceful, tolerant, inclusive, secure, and sustainable societies
[14]. Cosmopolitan citizenship education requires both an acute awareness of the state
of the world – its problems, injustices, and possibilities – and the intention to engage for
solutions, to care for and with Others. This type of education emphasizes political, eco-
nomic, social, and cultural interdependency and interconnectedness that exist between
the local and the global, and the shared responsibilities that each individual carries as a
distinct yet equal citizen of a shared and common world [15].

Educating for cosmopolitan citizenship requires constant interactions between dif-
ferent people to develop social awareness and new perspectives. It involves attaining
knowledge, skills, attitudes, and behaviours necessary to understand that all Earthlings
are part of the same ecological and social system, and to envision a common future
wherein no one is excluded and to actively engage as agents of care for life on Earth.
Cosmopolitan citizenship is indissolubly linked to solidarity, empathy, emancipation,
freedom, and the pursuit of global justice; as such, it is practice oriented because it
requires critical civic engagement with real cases [16].

Even though the term “cosmopolitan citizenship education” was never mentioned by
anyof the respondents it ismyunderstanding that the concept of cosmopolitan citizenship
captures the shared thoughts on architectural education that have emerged from the
Nordic–Baltic dialogues. With this theoretical framework presented I know focus in



156 M. Santanicchia

explaining what a language, pedagogy, and scholarship of cosmopolitan citizenship
pertain.

3.3 The Language of Cosmopolitan Citizenship in Architectural Education

The language of Cosmopolitan Citizenship Architectural Education helps students
acquiring a broader vocabulary of concepts and ideas to redefine what architecture is
and can do. This language speaks of architectures as plural, heterogeneous, situated,
and collaborative processes which are always in relation to places, communities, and
people, and yet such processes are also profoundly influenced by global forces. A CCAE
language is world-related and place-based, and it explains architectures as the social and
ecological relations involved in their practice—a practice that transcends the design of
buildings to include processes of thinking, theorising, and writing that relate humans
and their environment [17, 18]. This is a practice that is holistic and receptive of arts
and humanities, science and technology, and new social, technological, and ecological
challenges [19–21]. It is one that can be used in multiple ways: as a critical process of
enquiry [22]; as a vehicle for raising social awareness [23, 24]; as a tool for imagining
and advancing agendas of social justice [23, 25]; and as a collaborative project aimed at
living together harmoniously [26].

The language of CCAE validates students’ different voices, interests, and different
ways of practicing architecture. It explains creativity as a collaborative project based
on thinking together. It invites students and their teachers to consider school’s time not
as a rehearsal for future practice, but as a time invested to challenge the status quo,
a time for action, and a time to forge the conditions for civic engagement between
academia and the world outside the school. CCAE language encourages the creation of
a caring learning environment to empower students in developing their own architectural
practice as well as their societal agency to contribute making a positive difference in
the world. The language of CCAE is further influenced by the work of international
architectural commentators who celebrate the value of architectural education beyond
building design, who expand architecture’s agency by making the field of research more
receptive to diverse voices and conditions [2, 27].

3.4 The Pedagogy of Cosmopolitan Citizenship in Architectural Education

The pedagogy for CCAE aims to redesign power relations in the design studio—the very
core of Nordic–Baltic architectural education, by making it more receptive and inclusive
of differentways of being, thinking, andmaking architectures;more collaborative among
students, their educators, and their community; and more concerned with exploring
the design process to advance social and ecological justice. A pedagogy for CCAE is
committed to educating critical thinkers capable of addressing issues of societal relevance
and making them at the base of the design process. The pedagogy for CCAE aims to
form self-reflective, collaborative, and socially aware beings equipped with the social
skills to engage in dialogue with diverse people (experts and non-experts), to cooperate
and collaborate (with everyone), and to form future practitioners capable of bringing
diverse forms of knowledge and experience together in their communities.
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A pedagogy for CCAE is committed to honouring the two fundamental purposes
of architectural education, that is to educate ethical professionals and world citizens
[20]. Such pedagogy aims to equip future architects with the skills, attitudes, traits, and
behaviours necessary to move away from current destructive practices and towards the
environmental, social, and economic justice necessary to protect life on our planet. Cos-
mopolitan citizenship architectural pedagogy invites each school in the world to define
both its local mission and its global relationship contributing therefore to redefining how
we live together [2].

3.5 The Scholarship of Cosmopolitan Citizenship in Architectural Education

Cosmopolitan citizenship education aims to advance the very idea of scholarship. More
than thirty years ago, Ernest Boyer, in his influential report Scholarship Reconsidered:
Priorities of the Professoriate, invited universities “to clarify campus missions and relate
the work of the academy more directly to the realities of contemporary life” [28].
Many universities today are working on expanding the meaning and scope of schol-
arship, strengthening their societal relevance and public engagement. Ronald Barnett
for instance advocates for the “ecological university” as one “that takes seriously the
world’s interconnectedness and the university’s interconnectedness with theworld” [29].

The scholarship of CCAE recognises that fairer knowledge is constructed when
diverse perspectives and standpoints are included in the research process, and when
knowledge production reflects critically on the nature of academic research by asking
what purposes it serves and whom does it support and discriminate. The scholarship
of CCAE allows social and ecological events to further shape, bias, and influence the
nature and scope of academic research, and it celebrates its unique local bonds, and it
acknowledges that every place is never dissociated nor dematerialised from the global
context [30]. The scholarship of CCAE recognises academic researchers’ responsibility
to disseminate their outcomes via open and clear platforms freely accessible to a larger
audience. It recognises the importance for academics to be part of the most pressing
moral, political, and cultural questions and hence collaborate across disciplines with
other academics and practitioners to advance just and fair solutions. The scholarship of
CCAE promotes forms of scholarly activism by creating a learning environment con-
ducive for students and teachers to transgress university boundaries for civic engagement
and the pursuit of social and ecological justice. The scholarship of cosmopolitan citi-
zenship aims to create a new era: the Cosmopolicene, a collaborative, inclusive, and
caring age where the interconnectedness among us all is valued and protected, and
where development translates in social and ecological justice [2].

4 Thinking from the North

Each school of architecture visited in this research represents a microcosm devoted to
the production, discussion, and dissemination of architectural thinking [22]. Each school
is a place where “the ethos of a profession is born” [31]; where attitudes are shaped and
carried into professional life; where a legacy is passed down from one generation to the
next; where architects’ possible societal roles are imagined and then enacted.
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My intentionwith this research is to think together withmyNordic–Baltic colleagues
and students on architecture’s social and political responsibilities and obligations.During
this dialogical process it emerged vividly that the essence of architectural education is
based on forming civic minded, engaged professionals who can use their acquired skills
in multiple ways for the betterment of their community.

I cannot, nor do I wish to, claim that any of these findings belong exclusively to the
NBAAnetwork, nor to architectural education only. I can only claim that these forty inter-
views have a common ground that of connecting architectural education to cosmopolitan
citizenship education. It is this indissoluble link between society and architectural edu-
cation, this societal sense of responsibility that is, for me, the key to understanding
architectural education in the Nordic–Baltic region [2].

5 Conclusions

This paper exposes the main findings presented in my PhD “Becoming cosmopolitan
citizen-architects: A Reflection on Architectural Education in a Nordic-Baltic Perspec-
tive”. It continues therefore supporting the idea that architectural education is a field of
study not only receptive to the notion of cosmopolitan citizenship, but one that helps
to advance it. As such, architectural education is of paramount importance for both
educating not only future designers of buildings but for preparing students for active
cosmopolitan citizenship. It is of paramount importance to educate future architects
who can contribute to shape new perspectives and new stories of what architectures are
and can do, architects who can enact new societal agencies necessary to face and respond
to the present grand challenges and those yet to come. Educating cosmopolitan citizen
architects means supporting the long tradition that envisions the essential role of an
architect as a public servant devoted to the protection of the common good. It recognises
that each architect has a political agency, and as such an architect is asked to be socially
relevant and to use the practice of architecture in multiple ways as a critical process of
enquiry, as a vehicle for raising social awareness, as a tool for collective imagination, and
as a collaborative project aimed at caring for and repairing the common good, besides
the undisputed role of architects as buildings’ designers.

Educating cosmopolitan citizens means becoming inquisitive-knowledgeable-self-
reflective-critical-empathic-collaborative-caring beings, who are instigative of hope and
have the courage to act in the now for the pursuit of a better world. Becoming cos-
mopolitan citizen architects means learning to include the Other, future generations, and
unrepresented voices in the design process to achieve social and ecological justice, it
means learning to make design decisions grounded in their social and environmental
context and equally influenced by the understanding of their local and global implica-
tions. Becoming cosmopolitan citizen architects means challenging the myth of the star
architect as a solitary genus, towards forming architects who are more prone to dialogue
and collaboration, who understand the value embedded in celebrating the social and
ecological relations present in each design process. This is about understanding that
the ongoing environmental crisis needs to constitute the premise and scope of scholarly
investigation; be part of educational discourse, form our individual and collective plane-
tary consciousness and unite us as we move towards solutions. Becoming cosmopolitan
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citizen architects is connected to lived experiences, it is a process and an ongoing activity
that aims to complete us as humans in our ever-changing realities and connecting us with
the world [2].
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Abstract. Architectural pedagogy in rural areas necessitates a thoughtful consid-
eration of bothmethodological and disciplinary approaches within the educational
process. Is it enough to define the way of teaching Architecture as a method or as a
discipline? In a constantly changingworld, facingmultiple fragile conditions (e.g.,
environmental crisis, social disparities, demographic changes), the way of teach-
ing, and learning, architecture shall consider over-coming this narrow boundary.
An effective balance betweenmethod and discipline is needed, where architectural
pedagogy should be responsive to the variations of fragile territories and commu-
nities. This capability enables students and rural communities involved to develop
more sensitivity to context, recognizing which design solutions are best tailored to
their realities. Inner areas, for instance, which suffer from constant depopulation
and lack of connection, though rich in historical/natural heritage, are entangled
in a complex multiplicity of design scenarios. Especially in Italy, whose territory
is 60% made of inner areas [1], this condition should be approached by univer-
sities for the architects of the future. Moreover, architectural pedagogy in rural
areas should carefully consider the interplay between method and discipline as
a participatory; a community-oriented method allows the co-creation of contex-
tually relevant solutions within the educational process of teaching architecture.
The contribution proposes a view on this challenge, in which architectural educa-
tion has a profound role in shaping a desirable future, starting from the ongoing
experiences developed in some inner areas case studies, such as the one of Vione
(Valle Camonica, Lombardy) and of Morino (Valle Roveto, Abruzzo).

Keywords: Cross-Disciplinarity · thick boundaries · Italian Inner Areas · Rural
Challenge · Participatory Education

1 Introduction

1.1 Rural Areas: The Perks of Architecture and Pedagogy

It is crucial to discuss the possible impact of architectural education in the frame of a
global shifting condition under multiple layers of topics (environmental crises, social
inequalities, population changes…). So, what could it be its role in shaping the architects

© The Author(s) 2025
M. Barosio et al. (Eds.): EAAE AC 2023, SSDI 47, pp. 161–170, 2025.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-71959-2_19

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-031-71959-2_19&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-71959-2_19


162 S. Sartorio

of the future? Nowadays, there can be a shift in teaching architecture from defining a
specific knowledge inside the discipline or a series of methods that can be generalised
and exploited for practice, as promoted in the call of this conference.

The following contribution addresses the topic in two stages: in the first part (ch.2
Hypotheses) reasoning around a broader and inclusive definition of our discipline and
methods of teaching architecture. The visualization of the problem “discipline” vs
“method” (the proposed couple of antinomian concepts) was the starting point for
developing the thesis (ch.3). In the second part, case studies (ch.4), examples provide a
double-faced analysis to overcome the strict separation between the antinomian concepts.

As theworld facesmultiple conditions of change, the topic is restricted to the intricate
condition of inner areas. In Italy this term describes lagging regions; remote rural com-
munities living with few or non-sufficient parameters of formal education services (at
least a high school - liceo, ITS, or CFP), health structures (full operative hospitals at least
in DEA di I Livello), and public connections systems (railways stations of Silver level)
or that requires more than 27,7 min to reach a polarity of those services [2]. This inquiry
transcends the realm of only architectural education and extends to a broader spectrum
of addressing contemporary global challenges, though can and should be approached by
an architectural pedagogy for a better framing of their situation.

Indeed, the method employed in architectural pedagogy for rural areas should be
participatory, experiential, and community oriented.Traditional didactic approachesmay
not be suitable in fragile settings, such as rural ones, where local communities possess
rich and various, knowledge and experiences that may not collide with the disciplinary
knowledge of architecture. Students and rural communities must be engaged directly
with a set of tools from various disciplinary and methodological nuances. This hands-
on approach facilitates a co-creation process, ensuring that architectural interventions
are contextually appropriate, meeting community’s actual requirements and student’s
formative objectives.

2 Hypotheses

2.1 Logical Assumptions/Thick Boundaries

Understanding the interplay betweenmethod and discipline is then crucial for effectively
educating future architects who can address the unique challenges of rural contexts.

Method: Via Latin, fromGreekmethodos [μšθoδoς]’ pursuit of knowledge’, frommeta
[μετ᾽] (expressing development) + hodos [ὁδóς] ‘way’. 1: A particular procedure for
accomplishing or approaching something, especially a systematic or established one.

Discipline: via Old French, from Latin disciplı̄na’ instruction, knowledge’. 1: the prac-
tice of training people to obey rules or a code of behaviour, using punishment to correct
disobedience. 2: a branch of knowledge, typically one studied in higher education.

Starting from the above meaning and the etymological definition of the terms [3]
whilemethod refers to the instructional strategies, techniques, and tools utilised to deliver
knowledge and skills, discipline pertains to the core principles; it frames the shape
of thinking and practicing of one subject, sometimes also the philosophy beneath a
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pragmatical subject. As per their definitions, the two are entangled; the author wonders
whether practicing and teaching architecture is closer to the former or the latter.

Supposing a scenario where a scientific status serves as the arbiter, firmly delineating
the boundaries of a discipline such teaching architecture, it would demarcate the domains
within the discipline and those that exist outside it, prescribing the methods of teaching
and learning that are permissible. The whole definition of teaching architecture, with
its subjects, topics would be contained in this perimeter. And so, per the same logic,
it would appear the same perimeter in every teaching a subject. However, when we
step outside the realm of disciplinary boundaries and peer in from an external point
of view, it would appear that specific knowledge and teaching methodologies operate
in isolation (Fig. 1). These seemingly disparate entities may, at first glance, lack the
interconnections. However, there must be something in between the isolated knowledge
of the disciplines. They are not isolated monads but rather components of a rich tapestry
of interdisciplinary interactions.

Indeed, addressing the definition of “Thick Boundaries” [4]: In nature, we see many
systems with powerful, thick boundaries. The thick boundaries evolve as a result of the
need for functional separations and transitions between different systems. They occur
essentially because wherever two very different phenomena interact, there is also a ‘zone
of interaction’ which is a thing in itself, as important as the things which it separates.

As Christopher Alexander presents in his exploration of 15 fundamental properties,
these thick boundaries take on a life of their own, resembling zones of interaction. This
zone of interaction takes presence itself. Likewise, in Aristoteles’ Third Man Argument
(τρίτoς ἄνϑρωπoς), these zones of interaction shall be something that stands in between
each discipline. We can look at them in a different way: they evolve to accommodate the
functional separations and transitions between distinct systems into becoming something
that is an interplay between the systems themselves.

So, what could this zone of interaction be? In the imagined scenario in which every
discipline could stand by itself, separate from the other, the author identifies the link
in the tools and methods that are shared between disciplines (Fig. 2). Furthermore,
the same concepts could be applied to the specialisations within the same discipline
(e.g., Architecture and Landscape Architecture). They would serve as a bridge between
disciplines, a role that assumes even greater significance when we focus on rural areas.
These areas, characterized by their intricate blend of challenges, demand innovative
solutions, which may be born out of the interdisciplinary.

2.2 Architecture as a Discipline/Architecture as a Method: Precedent Notable
Bridges

Of course, connections between different realms of knowledge (disciplines) are not a
novelty, and disciplines themselves can also become tools displayed in the learning of
other disciplines. Indeed, for the proposed thesis, it is essential to stress the benefits of
bridging methods in disciplines.

This is the case of John Snow’s On the Mode of Communication of Cholera (1855),
in which the use of architectural knowledge, through diagrams and urban maps, demon-
strated how to prevent the spread and fight back cholera, in Soho in mid-XIX century.
John Snow employed a dot map to illustrate the concentration of cholera cases around
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Fig. 1. Monades: it would appear that specific knowledge and teaching methodologies operate in
isolation, Milan 2023 (original drawing by the author, property of Stefano Sartorio).

water pumps, effectively showing the intersection of disease spread with a geographical
reference in the urban space. Additionally, he harnessed statistical data to highlight the
correlation between the quality of the water source and cholera outbreaks. His ground-
breaking work revealed that homes served by specific pumps faced a staggering fourteen
times higher cholera incidence compared to others. During that era, the medical disci-
pline possessed limited knowledge regarding the disease and its transmission. It was only
through the innovative use of an architectural tool, enabling the spatial visualization of
the issue, that Snow discerned the intricate connection between water distribution and
cholera clusters. This interdisciplinary bridge, linking the realms of medicine and urban
planning, led to a brand-new discovery. John Snow’s study, thanks to the interpolation
of tools from another discipline, thus stands as a pivotal moment in the annals of public
health history.

Speaking of bridging tools between disciplines, Pagano’s work for the VI Milanese
Triennale can be described as an interesting example to dwell on. In his research, the
architect sees photography as an instrument of truth, capable of rendering reality as
it is, objectively. The aim was to promote “the true autochthonous tradition of Italian
architecture: clear, logical, linear, morally and also formally close to contemporary taste”
[5]. Although the architectural objective is stated in the exhibition catalogue, there is also
another research undergoing the use of photography: an ethnographic survey on Italian
regional traditions [6]. Indeed, the architect continued with his work of cataloguing the
rural structures he encountered in his wanderings around Italy, always depicting the
evolutionary scenario of those artifacts used by the rural population. In all his panels,
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Fig. 2. Thick boundaries: In the imagined scenario in which every discipline could stand by itself,
the link in the tools andmethods that are shared between disciplines,Milan 2023 (original drawing
by the author, property of Stefano Sartorio).

he showed a sequence picturing not only the architectural space but also registered
and testimonies the instruments used by farmers, rural families, and shepherds. In this
way, from Bilò’s point of view, photography is a tool that transcends the mere role of
documenting a spatial composition; it is indeed a method of recording human relations
to the physical space of living and working; an undiscussable ethnographic portrait of
rural populations.

Similarly, another case of bridging tools between disciplines is the innovative con-
tribution of interviews (from the socio-psychological disciplines) to urbanistic research
in the image of the city [7]. This example perfectly shows the interplay of interviews
and drawing to discover a psychological fact: people’s perception of the space. Lynch’s
research led to find out of people’s orientation (mind maps) and the drawing interviews
were bridging the two disciplines: architecture and psychology.

Further examples can be found if we consider that a discipline itself can become
a method of inquiry (a tool) for another discipline. Architecture as a discipline can be
considered a third educator for pedagogical purposes, becoming a proper tool for the
discipline of pedagogy; and vice-versa pedagogical knowledge can lead and modify
spatial decision in the discipline of architectural composition [8].
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3 Thesis

3.1 Application on the Field

As per the example given in the precedent paragraphs, and following the syllogism of
ch.2 Hypotheses, it is plausible whether the definition of a scientific status is to remain
within the dominium of “Architectural education” but using tools and methods from
a different discipline. More than that, overcoming the strict separation of knowledges,
framed in disciplinary dominiums and disciplinary methods can lead to various positive
impacts. Methods can be seen as bridges between disciplines (Fig. 3). Indeed, teaching
(and learning) architecture by merging with other disciplines may lead to new solutions
to the global shifting conditions we are living in.

To conclude, there is no need to revolutionise one discipline to evolve the way of
teaching/learning it. Especially in the field of architecture, which involves intricate inter-
actions among the physical environment, the technological one, and the structuring of
cultural and social aspects within the profession. We can look at what stands at the mar-
gins of the discipline (Fig. 4), exchanging tools and methods between knowledges, and
having benefits to the core of the discipline that deals with current global emergencies.

Fig. 3. A bijective funcion: Methods can be seen as bridges between disciplines, Milan 2023
(original drawing by the author, property of Stefano Sartorio).
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Fig. 4. What stands at the margins of the discipline: exchanging tools and methods between
knowledges, and having benefits to the core of the discipline, Milan 2023 (original drawing by
the author, property of Stefano Sartorio).

4 Case Studies

Considering the condition of Italian inner areas, they are recently become of central
interest in various disciplines. Design studios and researchers of various universities had
described and analysed those territories. Amongst the many, two specular examples of
architectural pedagogy, related to the lagging rural areas are presented.

The first one (Ch. 4.1) stems from the acquired experience as Teaching Assistant dur-
ing Architectural Design Studio 3 at Politecnico di Milano and held by prof. Emilia Cor-
radi and prof.Alisia Tognon between 2020–2023. The didactic activity takes place thanks
to the project “Digital Twins Laboratories” funded by the AUIC school, Politecnico di
Milano.

In this former case, teaching architecture involved the use of other disciplines meth-
ods and tools, meeting one community’s need. The second one (Ch. 4.2) is an ongoing
experience, in which one rural community hosts students from various disciplines. In
this case, both the rural community and the students passed through an architectural
pedagogy for learning.

4.1 Academia Meets Rural Community for Architecture

During this first experience the site survey of meeting the rural community has totally
changed the design result of students’ work. Indeed, after the contamination of other
disciplines’ methods it was visible a shift of the architectural outputs. Students experi-
enced for few days a research stay in Morino (Aq) in direct contact with the community.
Each group could focus on different tool and method to conduct the inquiry: they had
the opportunity to read extra disciplinary book of the library and were free to use the
tool of investigation they preferred. Indeed, it was mainly an ethnographic survey, in
which they could relate with people, place and objects within the rural community. The
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field research indeed has been the joint between ethnography (relating to people) and
architectural design (relating to the place). Only after the inquiries they came back to
the architectural core, proceeding to a self-revision of their own works (and we could
spot the tremendous effort on self-judgment and re-elaboration).

Discipline, on the other hand, provides the theoretical framework and critical thinking
tools necessary for architects to navigate complex design challenges. In rural are-as, the
discipline of architectural pedagogy should embrace an interdisciplinary approach, inte-
grating knowledge from fields such as sociology, anthropology, environmental science,
and engineering. This interdisciplinary lens allows students to holistically understand the
multifaceted dimensions of rural life and design solutions that address social, cultural,
economic, and environmental aspects. It broadens their perspective and equips themwith
the tools to think beyond a conventional architectural definition through boundaries.

4.2 Rural Community Meets Academia Through Architecture

The central question that guides this architectural pedagogy experiments shows all is
dealing with the problem of living in an inner area. The answer is multifaceted and for
sure does not follow a singular trajectory and Vione envisioned itself as an experimental
laboratory for exploring these possibilities.

Indeed, Vione laboratorio permanente [9]. is hosting students for its workshops to
develop communication tools for a project that encourages reflection on the theme of liv-
ing in a mountain village. By temporarily utilizing spaces in the borgo, the Municipality
and the Parish of Vione are embarking on regenerative initiatives throughout the region,
fostering new paths for development. An alliance of stakeholders has been formed to
accomplish this ambitious objective against its inner area depopulation, including the
Municipality of Vione, and other political administrations. Additionally, numerous other
local and Alpine network institutions within the education field (universities and techni-
cal high schools) have been invited to actively support reshaping the community spaces
through their disciplinary knowledge. The peculiarity of this experimentation lays in its
community involvement in the architectural pedagogy process. The rural community
first took part in informative meetings about architectural reuse, and then it was involved
in hosting the participants of the workshops. Indeed, inhabitancy necessitates residing
in a place, and VIONELAB’s experimentation includes hospitality programs in private
houses and municipal public spaces, targeting students, especially university students,
and professionals. They are invited to engage in campus activities, sector workshops,
training sessions, technical meetings, and team-building sessions. By gradually extend-
ing this hospitality initiative across the community, VIONELAB aims to reinvigorate
underutilized or abandoned spaces, actively involving the local population. The pres-
ence of young people and their instructors is intended to open new horizons into the
town, stimulate local people’s curiosity, and spread awareness of design possibilities
among the participants. This represents a continuation of Vione’s journey that began in
2019, exploring the path towards its future. The Vione community seeks to establish
dialogue with young individuals and educators from various universities and training
institutions, engaging in discussions about their ideas and aspirations for change and
transformation. The residency calendar is rapidly evolving and weaving a network of
fresh relationships. With VIONELAB, Vione has already initiated the process of change
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for this small Upper Camonica Valley town. Progress is marked by incremental steps,
focusing on the region’s needs, intentions, projects, and resources. Collaborative efforts
with universities, academies, and higher education institutions have revaluated the public
and private spaces within Vione’s historic centre. Though the aim was to fight against
rural depopulation, learning and studying architecture had become the method through
which students from different disciplines could propose new ideas for the town. At the
same time, architectural pedagogy was a tool to approach the rural community’s interest
in achieving the program’s primary goal.

5 Conclusion

5.1 Looking at the Margins to Redefine One Discipline’s Core

The outcome of this reflection on architectural definition, whether as a discipline defined
by a scientific status or as a modus operandi, stands on the idea that within the archi-
tectural pedagogy need not be a rigid constraint but rather a flexible framework that
accommodates a diverse array of tools and methods. This approach accommodates a
wave of positive transformation, particularly as we navigate the dynamic currents of
contemporary global challenges [10]. Rural areas, for instance, often at the forefront of
these challenges, an example of bridging methods between disciplines that have shown
benefits from this dynamic approach. Understanding the interplay between method and
discipline is crucial for effectively educating future architectswho can address the unique
challenges of rural context. Rural areas, marked by depopulation, limited connectivity,
and a trove of historical and natural heritage, emerge as complex terrains where archi-
tectural pedagogy can make a substantial impact. To address the multifaceted challenges
posed by these unique environments, architectural educationmust embrace a panoramic,
interdisciplinary approach. By drawing insights from sociology, anthropology, environ-
mental science, and engineering, students as well as rural communities, are equipped
with a holistic perspective that extends beyond the traditional confines of architecture.
In conclusion, the confluence of method and discipline within architectural pedagogy
in rural areas emerges as a pivotal point of innovation. A participatory, community-
oriented method beckons students to actively engage with rural communities, fostering
co-creation of solutions deeply rooted in the local context. Simultaneously, a disciplinary
methodology can be adopted in different disciplines to vehiculate community engage-
ment in innovative processes. The interdisciplinarity interplay of methods and tools
equips students (or better: anyone who wants to learn) with the theoretical knowledge
and critical thinking skills necessary to navigate the intricate world of shifting condi-
tions. By striking a harmonious balance between method and discipline, architectural
education, especially in rural areas, emerges as a catalyst for sustainable development
and positive change in one’s community.
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Abstract. Teaching architecture as general education serves various purposes.
Studying familiar buildings may become an intriguing introduction to liberal arts,
including art, history, and natural and social sciences. Students can learn critical
thinking, problem-solving, and interdisciplinary communication when studying
architecture, which are vital higher education goals nowadays. Architecture stu-
dents and other majors studying together may also improve the future mutual
understanding between architects and clients. Housing and living environments
are so essential that various efforts are made to teach them to children. Still, pri-
mary and secondary school teachers need more time, experience, or confidence to
teach such a vast and technical subject. Architecture professors and practitioners
can take it over in higher education. To examine the feasibility of this proposal, the
author gave a 100-min online experimental lecture on introductory architecture
to 1600 first-year students in different majors and conducted a quantitative text
analysis on post-learning evaluation. The result proves that practical topics such as
safety and environmental preservation interested students regardless of the major.
However, a questionnaire survey revealed that students are much less interested in
their living environment than in food and clothing. We ought to think about how
to make them aware of the importance of this subject.

Keywords: Liberal Arts · Text Analysis · Questionnaire · Japan · Sustainability ·
Safety

1 Introduction

1.1 Purpose and Background

WhileWestern universities often offer non-professional orminor architecture courses [1,
2], such courses are almost non-existent in Japan [3], probably because architecture is one
of the engineering fields in the Japanese educational system. Japanese students seldom
have opportunities to learn the subject, and the knowledge gap between professionals
and the public is worrying.

Even though the living environment is one of the essentials for humans, “Home
Economics” in primary and secondary schools only briefly touches upon the living
environment, among other topics such as food and clothing. Teachers are not confident
in teaching architecture-related topics mainly because few specialise in it at teachers’
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colleges [4]. “Technology”may cover design and drawing inwoodworking ormechanics
laboratories, but not in all schools. Moreover, “Home Economics” was only for girls,
and “Technology” was only for boys until the 1990s.

“Our Home” was taught in mathematics in middle school from 1950 to 1952 but
disappeared soon [5] because some educators complained that pupils should spend more
time on abstract thinking and drills to improve their calculation skills [6]. Ironically, the
mathematics and natural sciences scores of Japanese pupils have dropped significantly
in 50 years after that. Less than 30% of high school students choose to study natural
science courses now. However, “Home Economics” has recently started covering more
practical topics such as safety and environmental issues, especially after the repeated
natural disasters and COVID-19 pandemic [7].

Wemust teach architecture to Japanese people because they aremore ignorant of their
living environment than Europeans and Americans are. For example, many Japanese
believe wooden houses last only for 20 years and reinforced concrete buildings for
50 years. They choose to scrap and build rather than maintain the old buildings. The
construction industry has promoted this approach because it is easier and more prof-
itable. The government supports this system through various tax laws. Homeowners do
not bother about the maintenance of their houses and prefer easy-care and short-life syn-
thetic materials over natural ones (see Fig. 1). Most believe in prefabricated semi-order
homes sold by large nationwide “house maker” corporations. Others purchase ready-
made homes or flats with finished interiors. They fear hiring architects and local builders,
saying they do not know whom to trust. Still, those semi-order or ready-made homes
hike the average mortgage to seven times their annual gross income. Growing up in such
an environment, college students, including architecture majors, know almost nothing
about their houses. Most students blindly believe in “Three Little Pigs” and do not even
think if the story applies to Japan. They think the red-tile-clad reinforced concrete walls
of their buildings are made of brick masonry.

Fig. 1. The upper row: traditional Japanese architecture with sustainable natural materials (Pho-
tographs byArno Suzuki, taken in Japan, 2001). The lower row shows syntheticmaterials common
in Japan (Photographs by Arno Suzuki, taken in Japan, 202).
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Hypothesis
The rationale for teaching architecture as general education is as follows:

• Specialist teachers are available in universities—no teacher’s license required
• More teaching hours can be given on architecture than in secondary schools
• Topics are related to students’ everyday life regardless of the major
• Problem-solving and participatory learning opportunities
• Interdisciplinary teamwork with diverse students
• Citizenship cultivation—learning about social capital and responsibility

On the other hand, there are concerns as follows:

• Architects’ communication skills to teach beginners
• Difficulties in teaching a group with different interests and backgrounds
• Lack of students’ interest in housing or architecture

In this research, the author will investigate the last two concerns. First, she analysed
students’ responses to her experimental introductory lecture and proved it is possible to
interest all majors with different backgrounds. Second, she proved that few students are
interested in architecture before learning it.

1.2 Previous Studies and Practices

Architecture minors and introductory courses offered for non-majors focus usually on
non-practical, non-technical subjects such as architectural history and philosophy. How-
ever, architecture may be ignored if it stays within the boundaries of humanities because
the field tends to be unfairly disrespected by students and institutions. Instead, hands-on
courses such as design-build studios [8] and construction laboratories [9] have gained
popularity. They offer interdisciplinary education opportunities.

In Japan, teaching architecture in non-accredited schools or general education pro-
grams is a new idea; therefore, there was little previous research or mention. However,
in recent years, general education has shifted from the traditional three areas of liberal
arts, humanities, social sciences, and natural sciences to more cross-curricular and skill
development courses such as communication and computer laboratories [10].

Various researchers on secondary education have proved that students will become
interested in architectural topics after learning properly in school [11].

1.3 Findings from Teaching Experience

The author taught architecture to a student group that included non-majors at a land-
grant research university in the US from 2000 to 2005. The author did the same in
Japanese universities, from relatively unknown ones to one of the top national research
universities with student bodies of various nationalities, from 2002 to the present. From
this experience and the students’ feedback, the author is assured that architecture and
living environment studies can heighten interest in liberal arts and train communication
and problem-solving skills. Comments such as “I did not like history at all in high
school, but I found it interesting for the first time after learning about architecture that
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we can see” were noted numerous times at different schools. The students also enjoyed
teamwork with strangers of various cultural and academic backgrounds in international
education courses and small-class freshman seminars.

At Kyoto University, with academically top-of-nation students, the author conducted
an open questionnaire every year from 2008 to 2019 before teaching to check their basic
knowledge of architecture. The following is the summarised outcome from Japanese
students, including architecture majors:

• Unaware whether their home is built of wood or reinforced concrete
• Unaware whether their home is priced at around 0.1 or 1 million Euro
• Their student housing, usually rental flats, is chosen by parents
• Ignorant of internationally famous Japanese architects such as Tadao Ando
• Ignorant of the names of construction and fittings
• No preference for the kind of house they want to live in, in the future

The most surprising was that almost none of the architecture students wanted to
design their own house in the future. They said buying an industrialised house built by
a nationally famous company would be safer.

2 Quantitative Text Analysis

2.1 Experimental Course Used for the Analysis

AtKyotoTachibanaUniversity, the author delivered a 100-min online lecture to freshmen
of 15 majors, including humanities, engineering, business and economics, and health
sciences. The contents of the lecture were as follows:

Chapter 1: Introduction to Wooden Architecture
Which is the safest house: Rethinking “The Three Little Pigs” with earthquake area/The
1400-year-old wooden building in Japan/The 800-year-old wooden building standing in
the sea/Difference between traditional and modern wood construction/Wooden buildings
in Europe and the USA/Industrialised fake materials

Chapter 2: Structure Traditional structure and construction methods/Columns not fixed
to the ground/Fragile walls to absorb force/Flexible structure applied in contemporary
buildings

Chapter 3: Materials Material and form/Why did ancient Greek temples
collapse?/Invention of the arch/The circle of climate-materials-form-function-
materials/Examples of passive design

Chapter 4: Sustainability Environmental performance of traditional houses/Biological
structure of timber/Materials and function of tatami/Thatched roofs/Recyclable materi-
als
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2.2 Research Method

Taking advantage of the large student body, the author conducted a quantitative text anal-
ysis of students’ responses to the post-learning evaluation to the question “What have
you learned from this lecture?” After omitting meaningless words such as particles and
too-common words such as “architecture”, “lecture” and so forth, the author analysed
5,709 words from 1,596 students’ writings using KH Coder, a free text analysis appli-
cation software by Koichi Higuchi [12]. All personal information was removed, except
for their majors. The software shows only the frequency of appearance and relationship
among words; reading the meaning depends on humans.

2.3 Co-occurrence Network of Words

The co-occurrence network visually represents the relationships among the occurring
words, in which the size of the bubble indicates the number of times the word appears,
and words tending to appear in the same sentence are connected by lines. Words were
connected as shown in the diagram, summarising the students’ writings. For example, the
contexts were: “Society in the Edo Era was sustainable with no waste” and “Traditional
construction without glue and possible to disassemble and recycle” (see Fig. 2). These
are the same as the lecture content. It proved that non-major students could understand
architectural topicswell in one lecture, even technical aspects such as structure,materials,
and environmental issues.

Fig. 2. Co-occurrence network to summarise students’ feedback. (produced with KH Coder and
traced for legibility by Arno Suzuki, 2023).
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2.4 Co-occurrence Network of Words by Departments

The co-occurrence network cross-tabulated by departments as variables shows that only
a fewwords showed a connection to specificmajors: for example, “design” in theDepart-
ment of Architectural Design (80 respondents), “history” in the Department of History
(100 respondents) and “architectural style” in the Department of Historical Heritage
(55 respondents). Otherwise, there were no significant differences between majors. Par-
ticularly, the departments of Economics (240 students) and Business (260 students),
with many students and various future career paths, demonstrated more dispersion.
On the other hand, the paramedical departments for professional training in Clinical
Examination, Physiotherapy, Occupational Therapy, Paramedical, and Psychology (420
students in total) showed inclination toward environmental topics. Humanities such as
Japanese Literature, History, and Historical Heritage (240 students), whose career paths
seemed unpredictable, tended to show more interest in their specialization. The words
“sustainable”, “reason to study”, “impression”, “knowledge”, “residence”, “tradition-
al”, “environment”, “climate”, “common construction”, “Kyoto”, “form”, and “passive
design” are connected tomore than one department. It means they appeared frequently in
multiple departments, suggesting these are common interests across majors (see Fig. 3).

The author also cross-tabulated interested issues with departments by coding sim-
ilar or related words into categories. The associations found were paramedical stu-
dents discussing environmental issues, Japanese literature students discussing their own
experiences, and information technology students showing no interest in any issues.

Fig. 3. Co-occurrence network of words cross-tabulated by departments (produced with KH
Coder and traced for legibility by Arno Suzuki, 2023).
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3 Questionnaire Survey

3.1 Purpose and Method

Some responses in the text analysis indicated that the student did not listen to the lec-
tures. Additionally, the responses received to architecture were fewer than those to other
immediately useful topics such as money, food, student life, and emergency medical
care. Architecture may have seemed remote to young students compared to those other
topics. To investigate this, the author and her students conducted questionnaire research
focusing on housing and food. We chose these two topics because they are among the
three essentials for humans (food, clothing, and shelter), and they also have some natural
science aspects. Clothing was omitted because the result might be biased by young peo-
ple’s strong interests in fashion. Nakawaki, the author’s undergraduate student, visited
four universities in Kyoto City from June to October 2022 and conducted a face-to-face
questionnaire survey. They gave the passing-by students two simple choices: architec-
ture or nutrition, if the responding students had to take an elective course in their spare
time. A response was received from 510 students; their profiles were 285 male and 225
female students; 153 were first year, 112 were second year, 123 were third year, and 122
were fourth year and older.

3.2 Results of the In-person Survey

Fewer students chose architecture (n = 235) than nutrition (n = 275). When cross-
tabulated by the year, nutrition exceeded in the younger students, but the numbers
almost equalized in the third year, and a slight reversal occurred in favour of archi-
tecture in the fourth. Nakawaki said, “Our interest in society increases as graduation and
employment approaches, which may induce an interest in architecture, a field closely
related to society.” The cross tab by major field backs up his analysis by showing more
interest in architecture by social science majors. The gender difference was very clear;
male students chose architecture (n = 153) over nutrition (n = 132), whereas female
students chose nutrition (n = 143) over architecture (n = 82) (See Fig. 4). Nakawaki
thought that the Japanese custom, or the social pressure over the gender role, may have
influenced students’ choice even though “Technology” and “Home Economics” became
co-educational in schools over 30 years ago.

Fig. 4. Nakawaki’s in-person survey results (graph by Arno Suzuki, 2023)
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3.3 Results of the Online Survey

To further investigate Nakawaki’s hypothesis, the author conducted a large-scale online
survey in March 2023 to inquire about the reasons for the subject selection, which his
team could not ask due to the time constraints of an in-person survey. From the 2000
responses from Japanese men and women of all age groups nationwide, the author
extracted 447 valid responses from students aged 18–24 to compose a similar group to
those of the previous in-person survey.

In the online survey, the author asked the respondents to choose a subject from six
areas: nutrition, cooking, food safety, housing, construction, and real estate.Most female
respondents (78.4%, n = 167) were in nutrition and cooking, and more than half of the
male respondents (56.4%, n = 132) chose food-related subjects (see Fig. 5).

The gap between the food area and the housing area was wider than in the in-person
survey, possibly becauseCooking andFoodSafety attractedmore students.Nevertheless,
an 18-year-old male respondent stated the reason for his choosing Cooking as “I want
to be a good cook for my future children,” suggesting that the gender gap is narrowing

Fig. 5. Choice of subjects by gender (graph by Arno Suzuki, 2023).

Fig. 6. Reason for the subject choice (graph by Arno Suzuki, 2023).
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in younger minds. On the other hand, few respondents think learning about their living
environment was necessary for their life (see Fig. 6).

4 Findings and Discussion

4.1 Students’ Tendency Confirmed by the Text Analysis

The text analysis mostly satisfied the author’s expectations and concerns. First, students
have little knowledge of their living environment. They responded, “I had never heard
of this before” (n = 197) and “I was surprised” (n = 560), even to some very basic
information. In terms of traditional architecture, however, Kyoto Tachibana University
students had a better understanding than Kyoto University students, probably because
the former are mostly from areas with more historic houses remaining, whereas the
latter are from big cities such as Tokyo. In addition, Tachibana students seem to have
more familiarity with the on-site construction; at least 10 students stated that they had a
carpenter in their family, and 40 said they knew someone in the industry. Connections
with students’ personal lives help them learn.

Second, the intention of the lecture was misconstrued sometimes. For example, there
were many favourable comments on plasterboard (n = 263), although the author indi-
cated that they were not biodegradable and caused environmental problems. Students’
attention, however, was caught by the inexpensive, easy-to-assemble, fire-resistant, and
sound insulation properties instead. It seemed “cheap and easy” was a value for the
students. Another misunderstanding occurred when the author pointed out the loss of
construction skills with the industrialisation of homebuilding. Many students thought
the prefabricated housing was “safer” because it would not depend on the carpenter’s
skills. This exactly reflects the recent trends in the housing market in Japan.

Third, the result indicated that safety and environmental issues are the keys to spark-
ing students’ interests. “Disaster Prevention” and “Passive Design” interested students
regardless ofmajor. For example, “Earthquake” and “Traditional Architecture” appeared
frequently and related to those two topics. Many students were impressed to learn about
seismic isolation and vibration-damping principles in traditional Japanese construction
with non-fastened posts and beams with deliberately fragile walls to absorb energy (See
Fig. 2).

Finally, familiar topics raise students’ interest in architecture. Names of nearby loca-
tions and local events such as Kyoto (n = 217), the Kamo River (n = 51), the Gion
Festival (n= 47), and Daigoji Temple (n= 21) showed up a lot, and they all appeared in
favourable ways. Other than local topics, everyday issues such as soundproofing, energy
conservation, and disaster prevention were frequently discussed.

4.2 Conclusions and Further Discussion

The text analysis for the post-learning evaluation showed that all aspects of architecture
and building sciences can be taught to all majors. It also suggested that we might raise
interest in architecture regardless of the students’ majors by discussing more critical
topics, such as safety and environmental issues. Therefore, the author concluded that
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introductory architecture courses in general education should include more practical,
natural, and social science aspects.

The questionnaire surveys revealed that students did not consider architecture a
useful subject. Few people may enrol if architecture is an elective subject, therefore.
Offering it as a part of a required lecture series was effective in making them listen.
Another way to draw their attention and gain enrolment is to sprinkle information useful
for their everyday lives, such as cost- and energy-saving. Once students are exposed to
architecture, they will realise it is an interesting and important subject.
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CanArchitecture be produced without an architect? Yes. It has always been like this. The
historic centers of our cities are the result of designs whose authors are often unknown,
not because they are not essential but because they are unnecessary [1]. The interest
of architects, but not only in authorship, dates back to the nineteenth century, a period
of excellent building ferment in which incredible urban transformations sanctioned the
idea of the house as a consumer good [2].

If today,we ask ourselveswhetherArchitecture belongs to the architectwho designed
it or to the community of its users, it makes us understand how much the importance
of authorship was a parenthesis that lasted just over a century. The weakening of the
theory of knowledge (weak thinking) [3] is closely linked to the weakening of the subject
(the architect, who is de-responsibilized) and to the weakening of being (the discipline,
considered porous, contradictory, polycentric, devoid of univocity) [4]. Therefore, it is
logical to ask whether architecture schools should be configured as places of experi-
mentation aimed at building new hypotheses for the future rather than service-oriented
places according to the demands of communities and the market.

To try to contribute to the debate actively, it may be helpful to highlight the trends
and changes taking place in the architectural research sector, broken down according to
three key issues: themes, methods, and tools.

Concerning the themes, research increasingly tends to investigate the topics that
concern civil society [5–7]. Climate change, concerning energy issues rather than the
impact of human settlements on ecological systems, and the fragility of territories, con-
ceived as a response to natural rather than social and economic disasters, are some of the
investigated topics that lead Architecture to question itself on the civil role it is capable
of assuming.

Regarding methods, the research approach is increasingly multidisciplinary and
trans-scalar. The complexity of the systems investigated requires both the involvement
of other and new disciplines, capable of analyzing the areas that Architecture does not
reach and reasoning at multiple levels of in-depth analysis to increase the effect of the
research results [8, 9].

Lastly, the tools are increasingly sophisticated and require researchers/teachers and
students to update their skills continually. In a world that has become increasingly
smaller, traditional research tools are being superseded by digital applications (an exam-
ple for all is represented by AI), which open new research opportunities by simplifying
routine operations.
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Concerning these considerations, a complex and highly challenging picture emerges
in which Architecture Schools must question themselves and, above all, renew their
practices.
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Abstract. The paper raises questions about the extent to which architectural
research can function as a tool for challenging power dynamics and facilitat-
ing a critique of capitalism. This aligns with the assertion by Meiksins Wood
that such a critique of capitalism “requires a constantly renewed critique of the
analytic instruments designed to understand it” [1]. In the final chapter of “Cri-
tique of Architecture,” Spencer, in an interview with Kosec, asserts that archi-
tecture serves as the central and foundational arena for education, surveillance,
and discipline [2]. Within this context, the paper seeks to explore this question
by offering a critical examination of the recent participatory research project “Ar-
chitectures of Care”. This project involved the mapping of social and environ-
mental care practices within three self-organized communities in Italy, Turkey,
and the UK. The paper will particularly focus on the challenges associated with
conducting research through participatory methods, wherein participants become
co-researchers. Additionally, it will address the controversial role of the “neutral
researcher” within this framework. The “Architectures of Care” project provides
valuable insights that contribute to the discussion of whether architecture can fos-
ter caring environments. Furthermore, it prompts reflection on the significance of
involving self-organized communities in our research agenda. These communities
are perceived as non-commodified agents that have the potential to challenge pre-
vailing power structures, establish networks of care, and facilitate radical forms
of social emancipation [3].

Keywords: Participatory research · Care · Spatial Production · Self-Organized
Communities · Power Structures

1 Introduction: Research Question and Methodology

This paper introduces and discusses themes and findings of the research project “Archi-
tectures of Care”, which is a pilot research project, funded by Northumbria University
Research and Innovation Services, under the “Participatory Research” funding scheme.
The project aimed to provide a reflection onwhat architects can learn from self-organized
communities in terms of social inclusion and environmental care.
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To address this, the primary objective of this research project was to conduct a
pilot study that delved into the effectiveness of informal practices within three dis-
tinct eco-communities: Le Piagge in Florence, Guneskoy in Ankara, and Old Hall in
Colchester. These communities served as invaluable sources of inspiration, as they pre-
sented potential responses to the pressing issues of our times, namely social inequal-
ities and the climate emergency. In contrast to mainstream, commodified approaches,
these eco-communities offered models that prioritize values such as integration, cir-
cularity, durability, and resilience. Building on the foundations of previously collected
data, this project enhanced its dataset through direct engagement with community mem-
bers. By facilitating group conversations within these communities, the research project
achieved two critical objectives. First, it raised awareness regarding the informal prac-
tices already in place within each community. These practices can range from innovative
methods of social integration to creative environmental conservation efforts. Second, the
project endeavored to establish an international network that connects these three eco-
communities. This network served as a platform for the exchange of knowledge and,
over time, the development of essential skills for addressing shared challenges.

The project engaged eight representatives from each community, designating them as
“co-researchers,” through the organization of three facilitated group conversations held
on February 2023. The principal goal was to collaboratively curate a repository of textual
and visual materials that capture local practices of social inclusion and environmental
care. These facilitated group conversations were designed to encourage participants
to both verbally and visually respond to specific prompts, aimed at raising awareness
and delineating potential areas of improvement within their respective communities.
The textual content and drawings generated during these group conversations played a
crucial role in shaping the pilot version of the online catalogue known as the “Archive
of Informality”. Subsequently, a comprehensive report was crafted for each community,
involving an in-depth analysis of the data collected and a delineation of the key points
and discussions that transpired during the group conversations. These reports have been
shared with stakeholders in preparation for a final online event that took place on March
2023.This event focusedondiscussing networkingopportunities andprovided a platform
for the collective formulation of a research question as a prelude to the submission of a
standard grant proposal to the Arts and Humanities Research Council.

2 Theoretical Framework: Design, Participation, Care

2.1 Architecture as a Relational Process

“Architectures of Care” research project draws on the definition of architecture as a rela-
tional process and, consequently, delves into the role of the architect-researcher, who
becomes an active agent and, in certain cases, a catalyst for change. In his essay “The
Negotiation of Hope” within “Architecture and Participation,” Jeremy Till describes spa-
tial production processes as complex and not rigidly confined to the simplistic dichotomy
of “bottom-up” and “top-down” design [4].

This approach highlights the close connection between the design process and what
Rousseau terms “transformative action”, which denotes participatory actions enabling
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the exploration and construction of alternative scenarios to conventional space produc-
tion through active citizen involvement in public life. In response to Rousseau’s model of
transformative action, Pateman underscores the potential threat that a genuinely collec-
tive process of space production poses to the stability of established political systems [5].
Thus, it is considered acceptable, only if it can bemanipulated to endorse pre-determined
decisions. It is evident that, for Pateman, the theme of participation is an integral part of
defining not only the space production process but, more broadly, the creation of polit-
ical life. Referring this back to the realm of architectural practice, Till emphasizes that
complete participation is an ideal that is challenging to realize in architectural design,
as it presupposes a shared and communicable culture between the architect and the
end user. This condition is typically not met in design, where the architect’s technical
knowledge and the empirical (not necessarily explicit) knowledge of the user operate at
different levels. Additionally, communication channels are inherently characterized by
codes, conventions, and authority dynamics that make the design process less accessible
[4]. In fact, in 1970, scholars in the fields of architecture, design, and computer science
highlighted one of the primary barriers to participation in architecture: the opacity of the
design process. Moreover, in the same year, during his concluding remarks at the Design
Participation conference, Cross emphasized how the introduction of new technologies
and techniques could potentially circumvent the conventional political control over the
design process [6]. He regarded it as a systemic issue that the conference had to confront
political problems. However, it is clear that participation is intrinsically a politicalmatter,
not in terms of allegiance to a particular party but rather due to its integral role in a pro-
cess that inevitably impacts public life. In those same years, the debate revolved around
the contentious role of the architect in participatory spatial production. On one hand,
the architect, possessing specialized knowledge, was viewed as the sole figure capable
of dictating the rules of the participatory process, a position that inherently reinforced a
hierarchical structure. On the other hand, following amore radical perspective, the archi-
tect was divested of authority, and their professionalism was exercised through the role
of a technical facilitator, able to translate the community’s desires into spatial realities
without imposing their own position. Nevertheless, it must be observed that within this
latter realm of action, the architect cannot harness their knowledge as a transformative
tool. On the other hand, their technical expertise is insufficient to support the user in
defining new visions of the built environment. As Rose succinctly summarizes: “The
architect steps back, but the citizen does not access power” [7].

It is, therefore, pertinent to consider whether there exists an alternative path for
defining the role of the architect, starting from a profound and comprehensive under-
standing of all the variables involved in the definition of a new spatiality. This essay
takes the position that the process is based on the architect’s act of critical positioning
as an active citizen within the context they are called to intervene in [8, 9], triggering
an alteration of the status quo through creative action [10, 11]. This process is then
completed through the collective recognition of a new meaning of creating space and
inhabiting it. In particular, Agamben’s reflections on creative action introduce the con-
cept of human potential as the individual’s capacity to act creatively [10]. The theme
of “potency” and the distinction between “potency” and “act” are particularly relevant
here. According toAgamben, human essence lies in the capacity-in-potency to act, rather
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than in the concrete and realized action, which could be viewed as a structural element
of the previously mentioned technical design knowledge. Equally relevant is the need
to redefine the scope of project action and the professional role of the architect, as dis-
cussed by the Spatial Agency group, founded at the Sheffield School of Architecture in
2010. According to Till, Awan, and Schneider, we should refer to a much broader field
of opportunities where architects and non-architects can collaborate, suggesting “other
ways of doing architecture” [8]. This provocative manifesto also suggests that a building
is not always necessarily the best solution for resolving problematic spatiality.

2.2 Participation in Architectural Research

Participatory architectural research is a foundational paradigm within the domain of
architectural design, illuminating the central role of community engagement and collab-
oration in shaping the built environment. This approach, recognized by scholars such as
Petrescu and Blundell Jones [12], Patsy Eubanks Owens [13] and Nabeel Hamdi [14],
holds significant potential and grapples with various challenges, making it a complex
yet rewarding avenue for architects to explore.

Owens, in herwork “Community-CenteredDesign,” underscores the power of partic-
ipation in the design process. She argues that engaging communities in decision-making
not only results in architecture that is more aligned with their unique needs and aspira-
tions but also has the capacity to empower marginalized populations [7]. This approach
fosters a profound sense of ownership and agency within their surroundings, ultimately
democratizing the design process. However, realizing this potential is no small task.
The challenges are multifaceted, encompassing issues of representation, access, and
cultural sensitivity. Achieving meaningful participation requires architects to navigate
these complexities while respecting the diverse perspectives and lived experiences of
the communities they serve.

Drawing from the field of urban sociology, the works of scholars such as David
Harvey [9] and Richard Sennett [10] further inform the challenges and potentials of
participatory architectural research. Harvey’s insights on the right to the city emphasize
the importance of participatory approaches in urban development, as they contribute
to more equitable and inclusive cities. The notion of the right to the city implies that
citizens should have an active role in shaping the urban environment. This aligns with
the principles of participatory architectural research, where community engagement is
central to design decision-making. Sennett’s exploration of the open city and the role
of the public realm in urban life sheds light on the potential of participatory design
in enhancing urban spaces [10]. He argues that a well-designed public realm, one that
emerges from collaboration and community input, fosters social interactions and a sense
of belonging among residents.

In addressing the challenges of participatory architectural research, architects must
prioritize inclusivity and equity. Owens’ work reinforces the need to recognize the voices
of marginalized groups who have historically been excluded from the decision-making
process [13]. Communities vary in terms of culture, socioeconomic status, and back-
ground, and architects must adopt an approach that values these differences. Bridging the
gap between the lived experiences of community members and the architectural design
process is not a straightforward task, but it is essential for creating spaces that truly serve
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and inspire their inhabitants. Nabeel Hamdi’s emphasis on small-scale, community-
driven interventions calls attention to the potential of grassroots initiatives [14]. These
local, community-focused projects can serve as catalysts for broader urban changes.
However, architects and researchers face the challenge of scaling up these interventions
to create city-wide impact. This necessitates navigating bureaucratic structures, securing
funding, and aligning projects with larger urban development strategies. Participatory
architectural research is, at its core, a cooperative endeavor.Architects, communities, and
stakeholdersmust come together to explore new dimensions of architectural design. This
approach not only engages the public but also promotes a deeper understanding of the
social, cultural, and contextual intricacies of architectural projects. However, realizing
its full potential depends on overcoming the challenges it presents (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1. Re-cycling site at Comunità delle Piagge, Florence (Italy), 2023. Photograph by Nadia
Bertolino.

One of the challenges faced in participatory architectural research is the need for a
shared language and a common understanding of design principles between architects
and community members. It is crucial to facilitate effective communication, as archi-
tectural concepts and terminology can be daunting for those unfamiliar with the field.
Architects should employ accessible and visual methods, such as diagrams, sketches,
and models, to bridge this knowledge gap and create a more inclusive design dialogue.
Another challenge is the potential for conflicts and disagreements within the community
or between architects and residents. Differing opinions and priorities can arise during the
decision-making process, potentially leading to tensions. Architects need to act as medi-
ators, facilitating constructive discussions and finding common ground. This involves
patience, active listening, and the ability to adapt the design to accommodate various
perspectives.



192 N. Bertolino

2.3 Making Other Worlds: Care and Architectural Design

Care assumes a pivotal role in participatory research. Examining the three communities
through the framework of care facilitated the reflection on various forms of nurturing
relationships that exist and bolster the operation of these societal institutions and allowed
to determine the spatial unfolding of such practices. Care is mutually experienced, by
the ones providing the caring deed and the others that are the recipient of this deed. It is
an empathetic approach that helps to meet needs and think beyond that. As confirmed
by most participants in the research project, care can be described as a way of being
that makes life habitable for other people, animals and the planet [15]. A caring attitude
ensures that a particular lifestyle does not exploit another person or thing. It has been
defined as a “social practice that is essential to the maintenance and reproduction of
society” [16]. In fact, Gilligan’s approach to understanding caring practices goes beyond
conclusions based on justice, rules and regulations. It is rather perceived with emotions
and empathy. This creates the basis for building relationships between people. The
“conception of morality reflects the understanding of social relationships” [17], defining
the role played by humans in society.

Aligned to Gilligan, Noddings’ approach establishes a connection between justice
and care, delineating two distinct stages within the caring process: “caring about” and
“caring for” [18]. These stages constitute essential components of any caring relation-
ship. During the act of caring, one relinquishes self-interest and engages in selfless
concern for others, a state Noddings terms as being engrossed in care. Empathetic car-
ing occurs naturally and represents a more active form of caring, albeit less receptive
compared to engrossment. Noddings defines caring-about as the emotions we experi-
ence within a broader and more generalized context, primarily focused on recognizing
the need for care. This stage contemplates care from a theoretical standpoint rather than
addressing it practically. The caring-for phase refines our focus, translating intentions

Fig. 2. Guneskoy eco-community site, Ankara (Turkey), 2023. Photograph by Nadia Bertolino.
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into tangible actions and makes evident how caring practices contribute to the creation
of alternative, other worlds, where power structures are challenged and subverted.

From this perspective, it becomes apparent that the project could indeed absorb the
intangible dynamics of the human relations, devising strategies capable of translating
these into spatial constructs and providing environments that can nurture caring practices.
It is an agency that requires annexing, selecting, or abandoning, and ultimately engaging
in dialogue with what is discarded rather than categorically excluding it as inappropriate
material. Thus, new operational scenarios emerge, new territories that already existed but
were previously overlooked by our gaze, embracing the “mutable identity of places” [19].
The future of these blank areas, perennially awaiting a defined role,may therefore involve
forming zones of change: ready to re-enter the game in the event of necessary revisions to
the existing structure, thereby accommodating the uncertain and the undefined. Making
other worlds, eventually (Fig. 2).

3 Discussion: Spatial Unfolding of Caring Practices

The three communities involved in the “Architectures of Care” project were selected
due to their radical agenda and grassroots approach to sustainability. While this article
doesn’t delve into the specifics of these communities, it’s more relevant to recognize
that, despite their differences in location, context, and governance models, there exists a
common ground that elucidates their operational principles and the spatial provisioning
processes they entail: that is putting “care” at the very core of their agenda and everyday
community life. The research findings from the eco-communities in Florence, Ankara
and Colchester unveil a compelling set of principles and practices that have played a
pivotal role in nurturing inclusive and sustainable environments. All the points raised by
the research participants are extremely relevant to an architectural discourse and foster
a reflection on new design paradigms.

Firstly, the principle of low thresholds and blurred boundaries explains the critical
role of open and inclusive spaces. An issue highlighted by most participants across
the three communities is that, by minimizing barriers to access and participation, these
communities cultivate an environment that welcomes diverse contributions, fostering
a sense of belonging and shared responsibility among inhabitants. This philosophy of
inclusivity not only values the input of every individual but also serves as a cornerstone
for nurturing a cohesive community fabric.

Moreover, the emphasis on designing spaces with undefined character and flexibility
amplifies the notion of empowerment within these communities. By providing inhab-
itants with the agency to shape their environment according to their needs and prefer-
ences, these spaces become catalysts for fostering deeper connections and a heightened
sense of ownership and place attachment among residents. Such flexibility allows for the
organic evolution of spaces, ensuring they remain responsive to the evolving dynamics
and aspirations of the community.

Additionally, the activation of networks and territorial connections extends the influ-
ence of these communities beyond their immediate boundaries. Through collaborative
efforts and alliances with neighboring communities, they not only amplify their impact
but also underscore the interconnectedness of social and environmental ecosystems.
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This broader engagement enables communities to pursue collective goals and address
shared challenges, thereby reinforcing the notion of collective responsibility and soli-
darity. Furthermore, the adoption of sustainable practices, such as recycling spaces and
embracing low-tech building technologies, embodies a commitment to environmental
stewardship and resource efficiency. By repurposing materials and engaging in hands-on
construction processes, these communities not only minimize their ecological footprint
but also foster a culture of innovation and resilience. Moreover, these practices serve as
educational tools, empowering residents with valuable skills and knowledge related to
sustainability and construction.

In essence, these eco-communities epitomize the harmonious integration of princi-
ples such as inclusivity, flexibility, networking, recycling, and self-construction. These
principles not only inform the physical design of spaces but also permeate the social
and cultural dynamics within these communities. As architects, urban planners, and
policymakers endeavor to design environments aligned with these principles, they must
navigate various challenges, including balancing diverse interests and addressing power
dynamics. Yet, by embracing transparency, collaboration, and a profound respect for
local contexts, they can unlock the full potential of participatory design in shaping
vibrant, resilient, and inclusive urban environments.

4 Conclusion: Subverting Power Structures Through Participatory
Research

Drawing on the research project mentioned above, this paper advocates for care as a
fundamental and critical action, serving as a potent tool for critiquing the prevailing
capitalist modes of spatial production. The three communities involved allowed to intro-
duce and explore various dimensions of urban care, care institutions, and care as an
agency to underscore the significance of care as a form of design paradigm and critical
action. In this paper, it is believed that prioritizing care for “the other,” for individual
and collective well-being, for the planet, and for the city is imperative. To navigate the
challenges of our times, fostering a sense of care and interconnectedness should be at
the forefront of our intellectual and societal discourse, as this aligns with the human
geography paradigm of examining the dynamics of space, place, and society [20–22].
By emphasizing the value of care, it is provocatively proposed a reevaluation of thought
processes and the restructuring of societal relations that can ultimately steer towards
a more compassionate, inclusive, and sustainable future. The objective is to reinstate
the concepts, principles, and a commitment to novel civic organizations that resonate
with the continuous battle concerning societal, political, and democratic existence. The
endeavor lies in discovering techniques and actions fostering solidarity, collaborative
efforts, and a moral framework grounded in compassion, as essential components for
an efficient response to the deterioration of our urban centers and the environment. The
mission is to redefine care as a pivotal form of engagement that operates on multiple
levels, spanning from individual responsibilities to societal interactions and even plan-
etary interconnectedness. Care, often confined to the private realm and connected with
marginalized groups, assumes significance when harnessed as a critical tool for evalu-
ating the impacts of capitalist spatial production. Chiara Bottici, in “Anarchafeminism”
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[23], advocates an intersectional approach aimed at emancipating all from capitalist
exploitation and male-centric dominance. This perspective highlights the essential role
of care in understanding the intersections of various oppressions and nurturing anti-state
solidarity and resistance.

The division between “work” and “labor,” proposed by Hannah Arendt in “The
HumanCondition” [24], distinguishes productivework from the seemingly unproductive
labor of care, crucial for sustaining the world. However, care work is often undervalued,
even though it encompasses caring for others, spaces, everyday life, and the planet. In
an era marked by democratic fragility, civic culture erosion, and the neglect of collective
life, care for others haswaned, replaced by regressive individualism that erodes the social
imagination and civic institutions. Hélène Frichot’s concept of “Infrastructural Love”
positions care as a relational approach that connects pedagogy, practice, and theory
[25]. Ellen Meiksins Wood, in “Democracy Against Capitalism”, argues for perpetual
attention and reconfiguration of democratic life [1]. Care, as a critical action, provides
a lens for critiquing capitalist spatial production and exploring meaningful ways of
living and acting. Amidst the backdrop of capitalist urban space, new institutions and
communities are needed to align with the broader quest for an alternative collective life
[26]. Critical thought and civic action spaces must be established, fostering a social
imagination that encompasses care for all beings, human, non-human, and more than
human. Articulating care’s centrality in shaping agency, values, social relations, and
future visions of collective life is essential. Ultimately, care as critical action emerges
as both a method and guiding principle within the care framework underpinning the
research project discussed in the paper.

The research project discussed here embodied a collaborative and inclusive approach,
positioning community representatives as co-researchers, thereby underscoring the sig-
nificance of local knowledge and experiences. The aim was not merely to document
and disseminate these insights but also to foster meaningful connections and sustained
dialogues among eco-communities. The research project recognizes the value of infor-
mal practices to challenge and, to some extent, subvert power relations in developing
the urban realm. By shedding light on the innovative, localized, and community-led
responses to our contemporary challenges, the project contributed to a broader discus-
sion on sustainable and socially inclusive practices. Furthermore, it fostered a sense of
shared purpose and knowledge exchange among eco-communities across borders. The
collaboration among these communities enabled the development of skills, strategies,
and best practices that can be applied not only within these communities but also on
a global scale, providing practitioners and policy makers with a radically new set of
paradigms to design spaces that enable and nurture practices of mutual care.
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Abstract. This research text explores the miscellaneous roles of more-than-
living (non-living and hybrid) constituents within the pedagogical universe of
architectural studios, highlighting their progressive potential to transform educa-
tional practices towards more inclusive, emancipatory, and experimental direc-
tions. Through an in-depth analysis of diversified pedagogical experiments, from
the Radical Pedagogies selection of the late 20th century to the contemporary
approaches presented in the 2022 ABC-Architecture Beyond Capitalism School,
the research illuminates how more-than-living constituents act as catalysts for
new subjectivities and pedagogical methods. The research endeavors to reveal the
transformative and progressive potential of more-than-living constituents through
their contextual and performative actions in their political, spatial, and networked
positions. Unlike the majority of studies on studio pedagogies that primarily focus
on the power dynamics and hierarchical tendencies between participants/students
and facilitators/instructors, this research underscores the overlooked significance
of spatial arrangements, collective experiences, open-source strategies, and other
factors. By integrating these constituents, the text aims for a pedagogical app-
roach that embraces dissolved physical/mental boundaries and all modes of action,
facilitates equitable power dynamics, fosters a critical engagement with pressing
contemporary issues, opens up new avenues for critical-creative exploration, and
promotes acts of resistance and resilience within the studio atmosphere.

Keywords: living and non-living constituents · studio space · pedagogical
universe of the studio · contextual and performative actions · studio pedagogy

1 Intro and Warm-Ups

As a place centered at the architectural pedagogy, the studio space generously hosts living
and miscellaneous non-living constituents: students/participants, instructors/facilitators
and invited individuals; spatial/temporal elements and components, physical/digital
agents or representatives, owned/hacked/open-sourced tools, mediums and strategies,
and others. Inside the studio, pluralistic and inclusive atmosphere and egalitarian prac-
tices hold strong potential to deconstruct the conventional education models and their
hierarchy-prone power dynamics established through the giver and receiver of knowl-
edge. The giver, in other words professor are positioned as “the privileged transmitters of
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knowledge” [1] in the conventional models. Contrary to the conventional models, peda-
gogies on the studio fosters an environment of mutual communication and exchange that
stimulates critical discussions and provokes creative experiments. Contributions of the
non-living and hybrid constituents, strengthen the opportunity of experiencing a collec-
tive existence and solidarity between the livingmembers of the studio.Within the context
of this research text, wewill illuminate the non-living and hybrid constituents, their char-
acteristics and contributions to the design studio and its more-than-living ecosystem. For
warming up to the context and employing experimental, progressive practices to make
critical interrogations and interpretations,we select “Radical Pedagogies” and “Architec-
ture Beyond Capitalism (ABC) School 2022” as the sources of research.While practices
in “Radical Pedagogies” give also substantial clues about the political climate arisen on
the post-war period of the 20th century, current studio practices from the “ABC School
2022” reveal the alternative, emancipatory approaches on the contemporary politics.

1.1 Warm-Up1: The Selection of Radical Pedagogies, Exhibition and Book

The “Radical Pedagogies” research project, led by Beatriz Colomina, Britt Eversole,
Ignacio González Galán, Evangelos Kotsioris, Anna-Maria Meister, and Federica Van-
nucchi, was exhibited at the 2014 Venice Biennale under the same names as curators
and with the subtitle “Action-Reaction-Interaction”. The catalog of pedagogical prac-
tices displayed was also shared on the project’s website (www.radical-pedagogies.com)
and published as a book in 2022 [2]. The selection compiles pedagogical approaches
and experiments considered radical, mainly centered in Europe-America and from var-
ious universities around the world, including workshops, conferences, protests, tours,
research, exhibitions, or biennials focused on architecture, planning, design, and art edu-
cation, totaling 89 practices. The reasons for cataloging and examining these practices
as radical pedagogical experiments and trials vary from their political underpinnings to
the pedagogical atmosphere they create and the methods and tools they utilize. How-
ever, they share a common feature: all bear strong traces of the inclusive, emancipatory,
interactive, critical-creative, and investigative pedagogical universe of the design studio
in various aspects.

The structure of the warm-up exercise can be summarized as exploring the prac-
tices that constitute the selection in the “Radical Pedagogies” exhibition and book in
terms of their political, spatial, atmospheric contexts, and their atypical, non-orthodox,
experimental, emancipatory methods, and critical-creative representational productions;
then creating a chart of the selection through specific criteria and generating mappings
and graphs; and finally, conducting interrogating, critical comparisons, and speculative,
progressive evaluations on them. We are moving to the Warm-up2 exercise to explore
studio practices from the current time range and to make comparisons and evaluations
on them.

1.2 Warm-Up2: 2022 ABC-Architecture Beyond Capitalism School, Sessions

TheArchitecture Lobby, a grassroots organization,was established by architecture labor-
ers from various fields such as architects, landscape architects, planners, designers, stu-
dents, and academics to build a critical-based solidarity and advocate for fair labor

http://www.radical-pedagogies.com
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practices and inclusive work environments in the USA. Within the organization, the
AcademyWorkingGroup has been conducting a series of workshops titled “Architecture
Beyond Capitalism (ABC) School” since 2021. The school in 2021 advanced through
a detailed exposition of concepts such as capitalism, labor, and commons. The series
of workshops in 2022 (ten days, thirteen workshops, and opening-closing sessions) was
organized with the theme of examining these three concepts directly through educational
practices in the studio, discussing and developing alternative, experimental, progressive
methods for pedagogical practices in the studio. The 2022 school focused on the stu-
dio environment and education, considered the dynamo of architectural culture. Issues
such as more-than-living studio constituents and their (equatable) power dynamics, the
construction of a more transparent, egalitarian, and participatory studio culture through
program and studio curricula, political, economic, and physical/digital factors affecting
the operations and outputs of the studio, as well as inter/transdisciplinary practices and
impressions from studio practices in other disciplines were opened for discussion.

The 2022 school featured the ability for anyone registered on the web/cloud portal to
access workshop recordings at any time; the drafting and openness for editing of a com-
mon text on studio culture and alternative, transformative action proposals during the
closing plenary of the school, which was held online for all sessions; and the establish-
ment of an active learning, sharing community where individuals we see as facilitators
in one workshop could easily be seen as participants in another. These aspects, along
with the presentations and discussions in the workshops, are considered experiments
and trials for building studio practices.

2 The Pedagogical Universe of the Studio: Contextual
and Performative Actions

We will attempt to construct the “Pedagogical Universe of the Studio” as a networked,
and nebulous ‘carrier bag’ (referencing Ursula K. Le Guin and Donna Haraway), draw-
ing from the practices we selected and quoted from the “Radical Pedagogies” selections
[Warm-up1] and the workshops we decrypted from “Architecture Beyond Capitalism
School 2022” [Warm-up2] as well as readings on pedagogy. After explaining the con-
ceptual foundation that will form the carrier bag, we will start to fill its pouch with
practices and trials from Warm-up1–2 and insights from readings.

We can evaluate the actions occurring within the “Pedagogical Universe of the Stu-
dio” under two main headings: “contextual” and “performative”. Positions in terms of
politics (serving as an incubator where collectivity, solidarity, and equality are observed;
being a source of activism and resilience/resistance; creating awareness; and more), spa-
tial (disconnected, dissolved, or blurred boundaries of the studio; engagement with or
outflow into the urban environment; and more), and networked (inter/transdisciplinary
research subjects and exploration methods; non-hierarchical, horizontal power dynam-
ics among all living constituents of the studio including students/participants, facilita-
tors/instructors, invited individuals, etc.; and more) refer to “contextual actions”. Deci-
sion mechanisms and practices directed at the functioning of the studio through these
contexts are indicators of “performative actions”. Performative actions can be character-
ized through a broad adjective pool such as provocative, speculative, triggering, radical,
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alternative, off-line, atypical, non-orthodox, experimental, proactive, progressive, par-
ticipatory, egalitarian, emancipatory, inclusive, pluralistic, heterogeneous, investigative,
and creative.

[Warm-up1]-1. Cedric Price [London, UK; 1959–65] focused on developing flexible
learning modes and methods that would require mobile/transportable infrastructures to
process his productions as physical agents in continuous flow. In the Potteries Thinkbelt,
Price designed not only as a physical but also as a ‘contextual’ stimulant towards the
dream of an educational environment/atmosphere that dissolves into daily life, utilizing
the rail system infrastructure connecting abandoned factories/production facilities that
once produced pottery. His envisioned educational system’s physical transfer centers and
transportation modes (consisting of wagons/cabins on rails) also ‘perform’ as permanent
constituents and temporary agents of knowledge transfer. In the plan&section sketches
for the Pitts Hill Transfer Area, coded as a permanent constituent of knowledge transfer,
there are ‘large’ and variable structural volumes supported temporarily or self-sustaining,
formed by the congregation of ‘small’ service provider units within a fixed skeleton with
movable platforms, in a multi-stacked manner.

During the same periods of production and through partnerships such as running
studio/workshops at the Architectural Association School of Architecture (AA) in Lon-
don, the ‘kit-of-parts’ logic frequently encountered in the designs of Archigram and
Price can also be seen in Price’s Potteries Thinkbelt proposal. Through a dynamic kit-
of-parts that would trigger volumetric configurations of unit mobility, Price proposes a
new architectural ‘context’ response to what he considered archaic and static educational
environments. The rail system network, reinforced by the support of the existing/added
service roads and the nearby airport, connecting the pottery factories, becomes transfor-
mative in character with its ‘performance’, transforming pedagogical practices. The time
spent on the rails between centers turns into parameters that could redefine the duration
of the class/studio, while the wagons, possessing a moving, shaky, narrow but elongated
interior space with a continuous flow of exterior space, become parameters that could
redefine the class/studio atmosphere. Units and volumes at the transfer center and rails
and wagons in the transport network are important non-living constituents of Price’s
proposal, included in the more-than-living ecosystem of the pedagogical universe.

[Warm-up1]-2. The Institute for Lightweight Structures (IL-Institut für Leichtbau
Entwerfen und Konstruieren-ILEK) [Stuttgart, Germany; 1964–90], was established
under the leadership of Frei Otto and utilized one of Otto’s tent structures for shelter.
Positioned in a wooded area within the new campus of the University of Stuttgart, the
tent structure that formed the architectural and provocative ‘context’ of IL was described
as “an anomaly (deviation, disorder, oddity) next to science-focused neighboring insti-
tutions/institutes, a thorn that arouses curiosity among the buildings belonging to the
sciences.” Starting with only “six students, IL reached a population of seventy students
from various parts of the world, attracted by the open teaching approach and the rep-
utation for experimentalism at the institute, and interested in alternative pedagogical
practices and young architects” by 1971 [3].

IL was designed with a focus on total space usage that would not contain “a sharp-
ened division/separation of functions/interior spaces” but would offer spatial flexibilities
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accommodating different scales of work, activity modes. This arrangement allowed for
‘performative’ variability in the programmatic setup, such as “expansion and contraction
of experiment/discovery groups within their research/production processes” using divid-
ing equipment, level differences, mezzanines, and “the possibility of collective events
like seminars/meetings to spill outside (frequently) whenever desired.” “The laboratory
environment at IL, focusing on physical model/prototype production and their docu-
mentation through various methods, was predicated on a direct experience of playful
experimentation using unusual materials such as eggs, balloons, shaving foam, and tech-
nical equipment like cameras, small gauges, fostering a fun/playful atmosphere observed
during tight collaboration” [3].

[Warm-up1]-3. Architects Alberto Cruz, poet Godofredo Iommi, and sculptor Clau-
dio Girola from the School of Architecture at the Pontifical Catholic University of Val-
paraíso (PontificiaUniversidadCatólica deValparaíso-PUCV) [Valparaíso, Chile; 1952–
72], who wanted to explore the urban environment with creative methods and various
dérives through the city, designed a truly interdisciplinary studio/pedagogical practice
that would “use language performed in a poetic and collective manner through poetry
as a tool,” [4]. In the practices at PUCV, language was used in a way that aligns with
Kasia Nawratek’s definition that it “acts as a catalyst for the emergence of images and
consequently meanings, inherently containing the power to facilitate the phenomenon
of designing” [5]. They explored urban landscapes as a playground without defining
any specific strategy or purpose, other than through poetry and the language reconfig-
ured by poetry’s unique methods (re-structuring, distorting, playing with layout). This
method of make instrumental poetic language also entailed a complete liberation from
historical layers within the ‘context’ of the urban environment, associations related to
memory/remembrance, and physical/spatial stimuli and directions.

The dérive practices at PUCV differ in some aspects from those initiated by Guy
Debord and Asger Jorn within the Lettrist International during a similar period (between
1952–1956) and later transferred to Situationist International practices in 1957. Accord-
ing to a passage Greil Marcus cites from Lettrist’s publication Potlatch, in their dérives,
“they potentially used the existing urban infrastructure, frommetro corridors and tunnels
to dark parks, gardens, fire escapes, and roofs” [6]. While Debord and Jorn’s psycho-
geographic explorations in parts of Paris, Copenhagen were conducted with the active,
intertwined guidance of memory and senses; PUCV set aside memory and the past,
framing city dérives under the guidance of emotions evoked by poetic language. Debord
and Jorn transformed their dérives and vague encounters in familiar parts of the city
they were deeply connected to into psychogeographic representations (collages, map-
pings, fanzines, pamphlets) [7]. PUCV that foregrounding the auditory impact of poetic
language, experienced proactive and atypical ‘performances’ of close interactions and
playful encounters with urban landscapes through 1:1 apparatuses like body extensions,
hybrid skeletons, and prostheses which enable to engage without leaving footprints in
the sand, walk on the beach without sinking and getting wet, dérive around the city with-
out staying in the sun, being affected by the wind, and play games by gliding without
touching the ground.

The pedagogical practices that focus on exploring the city under the control of emo-
tions provoked and triggered by poetic language, including close encounters with the
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city and the body, and playful encounters (tournaments), allowed the participant/student-
facilitator/instructor living constituents at PUCV to be “open to producing new subjec-
tivities.” In their dérives not only within the city and its immediate surroundings but
also to various points in South America with an interdisciplinary team, we can observe
“a behavior plane where all participants are equalized and hierarchical, atypical power
dynamics” are non-existent. Collectively performed, pleasure and enjoyment-focused
‘performative’ actions (papillons-phalènes) deeply shook pedagogical conventions and
desired to “blur, dissolve, and even break the boundaries between learning-working-
living,” bestowing a “new erotic character” to the pedagogical universe of the studios at
PUCV [8].

[Warm-up2]-1. Will Martin explored the trail of emancipatory agents that could be
integrated into the studio as non-living constituents, in his workshop “Ours to Hack
and to Own: Open-source Strategies and the Pedagogy of Potential” [9], aiming to
trigger pluralistic, inclusive, co-evolving, and autonomous architectural pedagogies. The
preconditions for the agent’s ‘context’ within the studio were first defined as “not serving
capitalist accumulation and naturally not training worker for it, and then not forming its
strategies and production tools over orthodox, patriarchal, and reductionist frameworks”
[9]. The proposed non-living constituent to permeate/settle in the studio and ‘perform’
was theGitHub service, a cloud-based andopen-source version control system frequently
used by software developers.

GitHub’s repository can host content in various formats, including visuals, text,
coding, etc. Software developers, defined as ‘contributors’ to the repository, have access
rights to view, edit, and develop content. The version control system allows developers
to simultaneously follow the entire process of the main project or its branches (semi-
autonomous parts that don’t affect the main project but can transfer changes, edits,
and improvements back to the main project if necessary) and revert any errors that
occur during the process. In summary, GitHub is scrutinized as an open-source, user-
friendly, and participatory system/interface that facilitates the project process to progress
in a negotiator manner and in collaboration by reducing the fear of making mistakes.
The participatory, alternative studio pedagogy development tool or the performance of
GitHub as a pluralistic and emancipatory agent within the pedagogical operation is
examined, thanks to its open-source nature, which allows it to be owned or hacked by
everyone.

[Warm-up2]-2. In the “Collectivized Pedagogies” workshop [10], constituents of the
DarkMatter University (DMU) jointly presented their pedagogical universes with inclu-
sive and progressive studio themes and course contents. Studio facilitators from various
universities across the United States, who came together during the COVID-19 process,
designed a curriculum for political design studios focused on “Design Justice,” devel-
oping a participant and disputative approach through online programs (zoom, mural,
miro, etc. for video conferencing over the internet, information sharing, enabling joint
discussion and development like) and interfaces. As a positive outcome of the distance
education model, which became part of contemporary pedagogical practices due to
the compulsory long-term, intense lockdown, and quarantine measures during the pan-
demic, DMU constituent studio facilitators had the opportunity to apply and observe
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their curriculum and ‘context’ synchronously in various universities and through differ-
ing internal operations and dynamics. This situation provided a foundation for ‘perfor-
mative’ activities such as an unprecedented permeability between studios (studio col-
laborations established with facilitators from different states and virtual visits between
them), mutual interaction and sharing (discussing ‘contextual’ differences that emerge
when the same theme is applied in studios at other universities). The main themes of
the studios focused on principles like “working together and exploring the city/state’s
infrastructure and current neighborhoods”; “sequential modules aimed at comprehen-
sively researching, exploring, and understanding socio-economic/political topics such
as housing, economic developments, and labor” [10] were applied in a collaborative
manner across different universities.

Implementing their pedagogical experiments in this ‘context’ and striving to con-
ceptualize a political design studio, Dark Matter University (DMU) aims to define an
approach that can critically and inquisitively focus on commonly overlooked, normal-
ized issues avoided in confrontation in the current context, such as xenophobia and
“anti-racist pedagogies; commons, collectives, and marginalized communities; fragile
identities, decolonization, and care practices; isolation, surveillance spaces, and the
dynamics of power and labor” [10]. This approach aims to combat existing inequalities
and adopt a progressive stance towards transformation because, as Bhabha puts it, the
“condition of being aminority and the culture of themigrant being in-between/in-limbo”
[11] creates transitory sensations capable of gathering and integrating all constituents of
the studio into acts of resistance and resilience. In later stages, DMU plans to enrich its
inclusive and emancipatory pedagogical universe by adding courses/studios related to
the personal research and experience areas of its constituents that align with the universe.

3 The Pedagogical Universe of the Studio and More-Than-Living
Constituents: Conclusions

From [Warm-up1]-1. Cedric Price harbored the dream of reaching a pragmatic
utopia through a revolutionary set of proposals he designed by himself, without the
request of any person/institution. He believed that everyone involved in the educa-
tion/learning/thinking network, which is “embedded/integrated into human actions,
including everyday life,” would also be freed from the shackles of dogmas and “be-
havioral patterns based on patriarchy” [12]. Price stated that the Potteries Thinkbelt was
a proposal that would “facilitate a state of social justification where students and the
public, instead of being separated, come together, which architecture education (and
universities in general) needed” [13]. Although not a direct counterpart of emancipation
and unification in his proposals, he utilized tools in the studios/workshops he conducted
within the AA to empower students by authorizing them. “According to Price, being a
student also encompassed the responsibility of acting as an independent individual. In
this direction, the ‘Taskforce’ program he initiated at the AA aimed for a contract to be
signed between the student/participant and the facilitator/instructor, leaving the task of
defining what the student wanted to achieve throughout the year to the student” [12]. The
contract, as a non-living constituent added to the studio, becomes a catalyst for bothmak-
ing the students a more responsible and at the same time more independent constituent
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of the studio and transforming the archaic and hierarchy-prone power dynamics in the
studio. Our critique that signing a contract does not break the dual structure between
student-facilitator sides and that aiming for the student’s independence paradoxically
results in a document that might pressure the student is a note on the method applied.

From [Warm-up1]-2. Like Buckminster Fuller’s domes [14], we can see in IL under
Frei Otto’s coordination the use of the total space defined by a shell including alternative
structural systems and materials as a non-living constituent to transform the pedagogical
atmosphere in a non-orthodox manner. The difference in IL lies in the expectation not
for the transformation to be as spatially focused as on the domes but for the space to
be positioned as a facilitator and intermediary constituent of this transformation. The
space is successful as a facilitator insofar as it can open up room for experimental and
participatory pedagogical practices, allow flexibility in operations, and beyond that,
transform the hierarchy-prone power dynamics among living constituents towards a
progressive and egalitarian direction. Finally, the almost sacral position of space in the
domes has given way to a more sarcastic approach in IL, where space is described as
strange and even alien-like.

From [Warm-up1]-3. In previous practices, we observed structural (and non-living)
constituents with their own tectonics, such as domes, transfer centers, transportation
modes, and tent structures, directly or indirectly transforming the studio atmosphere
and operation in a progressive direction. In the practice at PUCV, where the illusion
of a binary ecosystem defined by living and non-living constituents is dismantled, we
start encountering constituents with intermediate forms and hybrid structures. Language
conveyed as poetry gains a hybrid constituent nature because it can be ‘performed’
through living constituents while also preserving its ontological ‘context’. The empha-
sis and intonations, the words, and lines awaken different meanings, images in the mind
of each listener, producing a collective reaction while being listened to and perceived
collectively in a form that has turned individual, almost ritualistic. This reaction then
aligns with Donna Haraway’s description of an atmosphere “where a critical and joyful
uproar is occurred; a trouble is produced through productive joy, terror, and collective
thinking” [15], also describing a practice that can become autonomous from the dom-
inant and surrounding system. Besides directing speculative, emancipatory actions of
the studio/pedagogical practices, it also encourages the design of complex skeletons,
prosthetic-like body extensions as representational productions, and their development
using progressive and experimental structures and materials.

From [Warm-up2]-1. The practices discussed from the Radical Pedagogies selec-
tions compiled from the second half of the twentieth century (1940–1990) [Warm-up1],
defined non-living and pedagogically transformative constituents of the studio through
structural formations and spatial qualities, encounters/explorations/close encounters in
urban landscapes, andmediated actions.When the studio gained amore holistic, flexible,
and variable ‘context’ through spatial arrangements, and when ‘performative’ actions
dissolved its boundaries into daily life and the city, the perceived physical atmosphere
within the studio was mentioned. In the workshop by Will Martin at the 2022 ABC-
Architecture Beyond Capitalism School, we see that technological equipment, systems,
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and interfaces, which were previously applied mainly for recording studio produc-
tions, documenting parts of the city forming the studio context, or archiving, have now
evolved from being supportive constituents to being game-changers, fundamental build-
ing blocks. The impact of technological leaps over the long interval, digital interfaces
and applications that have become pervasive in our lives, is evident in the change of role
distribution within the studio. In here, instead of choosing a digital system for pragmatic
reasons to facilitate studio operations, we see it uniquely involved in the preparation
phase of the studio’s pedagogical universe through the program, positioned against the
capitalist system, breaking down hierarchies prone to formation within the studio, and
mediating an active interaction and feedback mechanism as a non-living, moreover
virtual constituent.

From [Warm-up2]-2. in [Warm-up1], we had defined the transformative powers of
non-living or hybrid constituents on the physical atmosphere of the studio’s pedagogical
universe. In the previous practice of the 2022-ABC Architecture Beyond Capitalism
School, we evaluated the non-living (and virtual) constituent for directly focusing on
emancipating the studio’s power-relationship dynamics from hierarchization and even
preventing the reflections of the neoliberal political and economic system from leak the
studio. The difference in the DMU practice similarly aimed at studio operations, beyond
focusing on the preparation process through the curriculum for conceptualizing the
studio ‘context’, also generates counterparts for ‘performative’ actions actively taking
place during the studio’s operation. Topics and issues that studio focuses on, and the key
cornerstone of this holistic approach emerge in a hybrid structure with the non-living
qualities of the spaces it concentrates on, and the living (and both physically perceptible
ormentally apprehensible) qualities (From [Warm-up1], similar to the practice at PUCV)
of the communities and commons in DMU. Communities and concepts marginalized
in our current context are deeply scrutinized, confronted through interrogating, and
addressed for designing proactive and progressive proposals in DMU’s political design
studio. As a natural consequence of this approach, the internal power dynamics of the
studio and modes of research/discussion/production are redefined specifically for DMU.
Consequently, the pedagogical universe of the DMU is planned through a system of in-
depth disputative and critical-creative thinking to leave prejudices and dogmatic beliefs
outside the studio, embrace and welcome all modes of action, including progressive and
speculative, and to not provide an opportunity for “knowledge to be taught implicitly as
part of the hidden curriculum,” as Illich puts it [16].

Another significant (and non-living) constituent observed in the DMU practice,
online programs, unlike the previous practice, do not undertake any triggering or trans-
formative role in the studio’s pedagogical universe. Rather than, it only function as
a technical interface that in facilitating transitions and mobility or mediating gather-
ings virtually. We would like to conclude the examination of DMU with a somewhat
speculative evaluation. In the practices selected from the second half of the twentieth
century in [Warm-up1], we generally saw the reflection of universal political fluctu-
ations, such as the events of ‘68, in pedagogy, usually in the form of pressures and
rebellions from student groups towards the (undoubtedly positioned more privileged)
facilitators. In [Warm-up2], especially in the DMU practice, both studio facilitators and
the participant/student composition in the universities where the practices are applied are
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mostly positioned as constituents that are directly the subjects of the issues and problems
addressed by the studio or fit various in-between/marginalized definitions. We see this
transformation as important also in terms of evolving relationships that are eager to hier-
archize among living constituents (with a bit provocative interpretation, from privileged
to needy) towards a more inclusive, egalitarian, and emancipatory ground.

In light of the above conclusions from the section of contextual and performative
actions, in this research text, we have focused on themiscellaneous roles and power of the
studio’s non-living and hybrid constituents in transforming the pedagogical atmosphere
and operations in a participatory, inclusive, and emancipatory manner. We chose to
underscore the unique/quirky/eccentric, troublemaking/pesky, fickle/inconsistent, trig-
gering/provocative, playful/pleasure-seeking/erotic qualities of these constituents,which
studies on studio pedagogy focusing on the student-facilitator duo (sometimes turning
into a triowith the addition of invited individuals) have not examinedmuch, and preferred
to explore and interrogate the studio’s pedagogical universe with an unconventional app-
roach guided by these adjectives.We also discovered that the experimental and proactive
structures of non-living and hybrid constituents contribute to the transformation from
hierarchical power dynamics towards more engaged pedagogical practices among living
constituents.
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Abstract. This paper aims to present action research experiences in Romanian
context and reflection on possible contributions from architectural education to
helping neighborhood communities. For the Bucharest team of ATU- Associa-
tion for Urban Transition, the project entitled Urban Education Live - Innovative
Urban Education in Live Settings (2018–2020) was about applying social map-
ping tools for helping a civic initiative group to define a common agenda that was
presented to the local authorities as the first neighborhood development plan in
Romania. A new project entitled CoNECT - Collective Networks for Everyday
Community Resilience and Ecological Transition was initiated in 2022 and it is
aiming to identify collaborationmechanisms among various stakeholders for help-
ing grass-roots initiatives addressing transition challenges to have more visibility
and impact. Both projects are implemented in the framework of the Urban Europe
Joint Partnership Initiative as a research programdemonstrating a solid concern for
the social impact of research on communities. Research on connections between
space and communities means testing ideas and tools coming from the training
of built environment professionals and helping neighborhood communities and
master students to work together on concrete objectives and formats. By doing
so, architects and other professionals learn how to offer their support in building
bridges between grass roots initiatives and decision-making processes since these
formats are the ones used to plan and design interventions for transforming spaces.

Keywords: Collaboration Mechanisms · Built Environment Professionals ·
Education · Action Research · Live Pedagogy · Ecological Transition

1 Introduction

Over the past two decades, an increasing number of architecture schools across Europe
have allowed the space for experimenting with new roles of the engaged architect,
roles that have strayed away from the consecrated ways of practicing architecture and
have opened the panoply of clients of the professions of the built environment. Such
education practices are in line with new professional strands built on the integration
of the premises that the end users of architecture and the city are not only passive and
compliant beneficiaries, but rather active participants in processes in which they bring
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unique and valid perspectives. This acknowledgement alone is not enough to foster real
change in how architects can serve society. However, it has prompted new ways of
thinking and doing architecture, expanding the collaborative approach and recognising
and integrating the agencies of others over the built environment. It has also prompted
new research objects and methods, carefully connecting academia with the grassroots
initiatives looking to improve the spaces of the everyday life of urban communities.

“Spatial Agency: Other Ways of Doing Architecture” [1] was a first extensive col-
lection put together by Nishat Awan, Tatjana Schneider, Jeremy Till, to showcase “new
ways of doing architecture”, which has served as an inspiration for educators and stu-
dents concerned with the uncertainties of our future. The online database [2] has thus
become a destination for those interested in the process rather than the results, and in
the opportunities that arise from venturing outside the established path of shaping the
environment towards reflecting on questions of appropriation, dissemination, empower-
ment, networking, subversion, knowledge, organizational structures, physical relations,
or social structures.

Among themore recent collections of alternative practices, the editorial project coor-
dinated by Mathias Rollot verifies the “collaborative hypothesis” [3] while suggesting
even the emergence of a new profession, which is coming to life in-between the con-
stellation of actors that shape the built environment, and which is developing under the
conceptual auspices of “making the city differently”. This “profession” would actually
be the recognition of a new competence - that of working collaboratively within a knowl-
edge producing system including and intertwining all sectors of our society. In fact, the
various taxonomies and analyses of “other practices” overlay in several points: (1) that
interdisciplinarity is a hub for different fields learning from each other; (2) that action
research is a continuous learning and acquirement of skills, values and attitudes; and (3)
that collaborative action research is a territory of mutually beneficial encounters of the
various actors and stakeholders.

As urban stakeholders are redefining their roles within collaborative networks, archi-
tectural education is prompted to emphasize community involvement and partnership.
Consequently, there is a burgeoning interest in cultivating learning experiences that
intertwine with research on community-based initiatives and urban innovation ecosys-
tems involving all stakeholders to co-create and co-design sustainable developments in
support of more liveable, just, inclusive and attractive neighbourhoods. Simultaneously,
these learning experiences have demonstrated their enhanced valuewhen extricated from
the confines of the "ivory tower" of academia and taken into the “real world” - by chang-
ing the place of learning, but also by changing the agents and the relationships of the
pedagogical act.

The text will discuss a heuristic process of non-formal education developed by a
Romanian NGO that gathers students and teachers from various universities to collab-
orate on live projects aimed at enhancing the neighbourhood practices for a better and
more sustainable life within the city. First, we will place the program within the theoret-
ical framework of the Multiple Helix Collaboration (MHC), [4] which fosters a holistic
approach to addressing complex urban challenges and advancing architectural education.
Second, we will present our way of blending interdisciplinary engagement and collabo-
rative action research. Although we are also teachers within the “Ion Mincu” University
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of Architecture and Urban Planning (UAUIM) Bucharest, we are developing this model
through the Association for Urban Transition (ATU) as a platform where more univer-
sity agents can meet in a transparent governance structure, inclusive decision-making
processes, and effective communication that allows an equitable exchange among all the
participants. Third, we will discuss the implications of such programs for curriculum
development, research, and community engagement, highlighting the transformative
potential of collaborative approaches in reshaping architectural practice and education.

2 The Multiple Helix Collaboration (MHC) for Urban Innovation
at the Neighbourhood Level

Over the past few decades, innovation has proven extremely effective when understood
as a multifaceted and collaborative process that involves interactions among a variety of
actors across different sectors [5]. The first conceptualisation of this idea, as well as the
first comprehensive framework for analyzing the dynamics of innovation in this context,
was the Triple Helix Model (THM), proposed by Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff in the
1990s. They argue that the three primary institutional spheres - academia, industry, and
the government - represent distinct yet interdependent actors, each contributing unique
resources, expertise, and incentives to the innovation process. As the benefits of this
three-way collaboration have grown, innovation ecosystems have developed to include
civil society and the natural environment. These two additional heliceswere incorporated
by Carayannis and Campbell in 2009, who coined the Quintuple Helix Model (QHM)
[6] as an extension of the THM, broadening it on different collaboration plans, to create
a more inclusive and holistic approach to innovation.

MHC can take various forms, including collaborative research projects, innovation
clusters, public-private partnerships, and multi-stakeholder platforms. They facilitate
knowledge exchange, technology transfer, and capacity building across sectors, foster-
ing innovation-driven growth and socio-economic development. By engaging with civil
society organizations, grassroots initiatives, and environmental stakeholders,MHCseeks
to promote inclusive innovation that addresses societal needs and environmental chal-
lenges, and to enhance the resilience and adaptive capacity of innovation ecosystems,
enabling them to respond effectively to changing socio-economic and environmental
conditions.

Such initiatives can also offer numerous benefits for architecture education, including
enhanced interdisciplinary learning, real-world experience, and networking opportuni-
ties for students. While the THM prompted the involvement of students in projects
developed together with the industry, the QHM extended the realm of live projects to
diversify the forms of collaboration between all categories of stakeholders, and also to
explore more widely the role of instruments of design as a public service. The implica-
tions for curriculum development and research in architecture schools can be profound,
given that by integrating interdisciplinary approaches, community engagement, and sus-
tainability principles into the curriculum students can become more socially responsi-
ble and environmentally conscious architects. Moreover, by being part of collaborative
research projects with external partners, architecture schools can generate new knowl-
edge, promote innovation, and contribute to the advancement of architectural practice
and theory.
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Despite its potential benefits,MHC faces several challenges, such as institutional bar-
riers, divergent interests, or power dynamics among stakeholders. Herein lies the need for
innovation of the governance structures, as well, by crafting collaborative mechanisms
that promote transparency, accountability, engagement and cohesion. An opportunity in
this respect comes from the shift in the modes of organization of professional practice
corresponding to the definition of new roles of architects and approaches to architecture.
Within the Romanian context, the nonprofit sector has emerged as a prevalent form for
alternative ways of practicing architecture, but also for innovative models of collabora-
tion and community engagement that can complement and enhance MHC efforts. One
example is ATU, [7]which stands as the oldest non-governmental organization dedicated
to the built environment in Romania.

3 A Think Tank NGO as a Platform for Multiple Helix
Collaboration

Established in 2001 as a spinoff of UAUIM (the Integrated Urban Development Master
Program), ATU has sought to promote a more democratic approach to urban studies
and practices, initially focusing its efforts in Bucharest, then expanding to Sibiu. Its
foundational principles rest on two pillars: facilitating dialogue among various actors
and stakeholders through negotiation-based decision-making, and advocating for an
interdisciplinary approach to urban planning. These guiding principles were born out
of the disparities observed during Romania’s transition following Communism, but are
still valid in the present state of transition towards ecological sustainability. Although
the projects have shifted their focus and discourse in accordance with the global turning
points at all levels, ATU has continued to develop their methods of collaborative action
research, still exploring ways for bridging academia and local communities, engaging
with diverse stakeholders to navigate this ongoing transition.

Over the span of two decades, ATU has cultivated a membership base comprising
approximately seventy individuals, forty of whom are professionals of the built envi-
ronment, a significant portion being UAUIM graduates, including seventeen who now
serve as faculty members within the same institution. This representation has fostered a
robust collaboration betweenATU andUAUIM, but ATU has extended its reach to estab-
lish solid partnerships with various other universities, facilitating collaboration across
disciplines such as construction engineering, art, anthropology, sociology, human and
urban geography, law, political sciences, and public administration studies. This delib-
erate focus on interdisciplinary engagement has been ingrained in ATU’s ethos from its
inception, defining an independent platform for collaboration that transcends the con-
straints often associated with traditional disciplinary boundaries within the academic
curricula.

In addition to serving as a versatile research unit registered as an NGO, facilitating
collaboration among researchers from diverse academic backgrounds, ATU plays an
interesting role in providing non-formal educational opportunities for students. These
opportunities encompass a spectrum of engagement, from active involvement in events
through volunteering to participation in structured internships or fellowship programs.
Notably, within the framework of fellowship initiatives, the organizational structure
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fosters a horizontal dynamic between mentors and fellows, contrasting with the hierar-
chical mentorship models typically prevalent in university-based professional training
programs. This emphasis on a more egalitarian relationship dynamic fosters collabora-
tive and inclusive learning environments, which stand as a departure from conventional
educational paradigms. Through fellowship programs embedded within ATU’s projects,
a methodological framework is being developed, which holds the potential to serve as a
replicable model for fostering collaborative endeavors in other contexts of partnership.

This initiative aligns seamlessly with academia’s third mission, [8] which empha-
sizes the generation of knowledge to address societal issues and contribute to soci-
etal development. Consequently, action research becomes intricately intertwined with
societal engagement. ATU has been adjusting its discourse and methods by exploring
collaborative mechanisms capable of addressing critical urban challenges, such as the
preservation of public space, heritage protection, informal settlements, and the develop-
ment of green and blue infrastructures. These efforts are underscored by the imperative
of negotiating the public good and establishing a common ground among stakeholders
within neighbourhoods or cities.

Both within ATU and UAUIM, an important and persistent inquiry revolves around
the responsibilities of architects and urban designers in shaping the goals of spatial
transformations, particularly concerning public spaces and amenities. Fundamental con-
siderations include how project requirements are delineated and negotiated, how the
professional responsibilities are shifting under the influence of the changing societal
and environmental conditions, and how professionals can be more relevant within the
decision-making processes and in relation to public institutions. This is especially perti-
nent in contexts where existing spaces are in use, and where the determination of public
interest requires active engagement with the community. Public spaces and facilities
mirror most accurately the challenge of defining the roles of architects, urban designers,
or landscape architects in accurately identifying public interest. Thus, how can we struc-
ture commissions for interventions funded by public resources in a manner that enables
meaningful public input?

In response to these inquiries, our projects have been experimenting with novel
forms of collaboration between academia and urban communities, in a form of live ped-
agogy (the fellowship) that prompts complex and interdisciplinary learning experiences
based on direct contact with socio-spatial situations and collaboration among students,
mentors, and civic partners from various fields. The fellowship stands on the princi-
ple of mutual benefit: the collaborative milieus contribute to empowering residents to
voice their needs and take action to improve their living environments; concurrently,
they inspire students to evolve into empathetic professionals who harness their skills
creatively for the betterment of urban life.
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4 The Fellowship as a Pedagogical Framework for Collaborative
Action Research

4.1 An Interactive Mobile Workshop for Public Participation

The most consistent program developed by ATU is URBOTECA, a set of instruments
and methods for the research, mediation and design of frames of exchange and col-
laboration between the top-down and the bottom-up. Started in 2014, it stemmed from
the ambition to disseminate academic knowledge and perspectives concerning effective
urban governance and participatory democracy in urban planning and design processes
in Romania. The need rose from the Romanian context, where there is no history of prac-
tices based on community engagement and urban development projects have a top-down
approach, based on quantitative studies and generic surveys which lead to a birds-eye
level context understanding. At the same time, both formally established or informally
self-organized civic groups usually come together to react to stringent problems that
affect them directly. Residents and communities are not informed about, or included in,
processes and projects from the beginning, so their primary action is often to contest
un-negotiated market driven urban developments that would negatively impact their liv-
ing environments, or to demand fixing a problem or undoing what they consider to be
wrongdoings.

Our initial scope of inspiring residents to also gather pro-actively and ask for more
transparency of decision-making processes was followed by the intent to open a career
pathway for graduates in architecture, urban planning, landscape architecture, alongwith
professionals in sociology, anthropology, and communication, who would collaborate to
facilitate negotiations among the various urban stakeholders, to better balance the forces
shaping our cities. Thus, the students were our partners in testing and drafting guidelines
for establishing impartial environments for constructive and efficient dialogue, wherein
public officials, local representatives, and members of the community could express and
understand conflicting views and common interests.

After this first experience blending action research and non-formal education, we
felt that our efforts had been too dissipated in one-time actions across the city. Although
we had much to learn from the occasional exchanges with residents, we had no way
of verifying if our encounters had left any impact on our conversation partners. Conse-
quently, we considered that a partnership with a civic initiative group would allow us
to ask more complex questions and explore more ways in which academia might serve
urban communities.

4.2 A Mobile Lab for Urban Education in Live Settings

In 2018 ATU designed the URBOTECA Fellowship programme [9], within a research
project conducted together with the Sheffield School of Architecture, The Tampere
School of Architecture, The Institute for Spatial Policies (IPOP), and The Centre for
Spatial Sociology, University of Ljubljana. Between 2017 and 2021, Urban Educa-
tion Live (UEL) [10] created and tested models of collaboration between universities
and urban communities, where universities acted as catalysts of urban change through
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trans-educational urban capacity building. The objectives of the Fellowship were multi-
faceted. Firstly, it aimed to enhance community engagement by broadening the participa-
tion of neighborhood residents, thereby fostering amore diverse and active neighborhood
life and increasing residents’ attention level towards the possibilities for further devel-
opment of their environment. Secondly, it sought to establish a meaningful connection
between academia and the local community, facilitating mutual trust and creating the
context for the residents to benefit from the professional expertise of the fellows. Thirdly,
the initiative aimed to gather pertinent data and information through field research, and
to present it in a user-friendly format accessible to both professionals and community
members. This approach aimed to promote understanding and long-term engagement
among residents, fostering a sense of ownership and contribution to the neighborhood’s
development.

From the pedagogical standpoint, the program’s focal point revolved around the
comprehensive consideration of the three domains of learning as delineated by Bloom’s
Taxonomy [11]: cognitive, affective, and psychomotor. The targeted knowledge acquisi-
tion encompassed a profound understanding of various concepts, such as neighborhood
communities, interdisciplinarity, live project cooperation (living lab), design thinking,
participatory planning, as well as broader topics such as common agendas, public inter-
est, decision-making processes, and indicators of change. The acquisition of skills, or
the methodological approach to defining common interests at the neighborhood level,
constituted a fusion of anthropological tools and those utilized by spatial planners, urban
designers, or architects.

This interdisciplinary fusion was implemented over a duration of six months, during
which fellows and the project team, as well as the community partners, engaged exten-
sively in informal exchanges which proved more enriching than structured research
methodologies like guided interviews or questionnaires. This “social mapping” was an
ongoing process integrating an onlinemapping tool with a series ofmultimedia-recorded
street interviews and interventions. These activities were documented in visual and writ-
ten formats, and uploaded onto an online map of the study areas. Beyond the mere data
collection, this process aimed to engage the residents in discussions about shared values,
such as the public’s right to be informed about impending changes to public spaces or
common amenities, thus fostering a sense of collective ownership and engagement in
the spaces of the everyday.

The 2018 Fellowshipwas intended formaster’s students and recent graduates (within
five years of completing their master’s degree) in various fields including architecture,
urban planning, landscape architecture, geography, engineering, information technology,
arts, anthropology, sociology, economics, psychology, law, and journalism in Bucharest.
We received fifty-two applications, selected an initial cohort of seven fellows, and finally
worked with five (an architect, a landscape architect, an urban designer, an artist, and a
communicator).

The program drew inspiration from the “Collective Impact” [12] concept, aiming to
cultivate a unified urban agenda with shared objectives. This approach fostered novel
collaborations across the third sector, engaging a spectrum of stakeholders from both
public and private domains. By integrating both hyper-local and extensively networked
strategies, the initiative sought to address urban fragmentation. Embracing a bottom-up
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approach to comprehending urban challenges, the program charted a course toward a
novel modus operandi, that involved harnessing local resources, including human capital
and expertise, to bolster capacity, cultivate new networks, and spur innovation within
the urban landscape.

The program was crafted to meet the time constraints and format criteria necessary
to be recognised by (and possibly integrated) into the official curriculum of several
universities that might become keen to leverage their resources for the betterment of
local communities while providing students with opportunities for applied learning. At
the same time, the program was designed in alignment with the primary objectives of
the Urban Education Live research project, which entailed immersive engagement with
neighborhood communities, employing novel social mapping methodologies to discern
what people consider to be an asset or a liability in their living environments.

The “Super Site Specific” defined within the international research project echoed
locally in the determination of the local agenda, in choosing and adapting the methods
and choosing the essential interventions that were considered to be transformative as
addressing the socio-spatial complexities and contemporary challenges prevalent at that
moment. The trans-educational approach was supported by mapping techniques and
technologies which focused on emerging patterns of use, desires and needs, employing
a keen sensitivity to the social dynamics at play.

The outcome was not a project, but a community-led development plan for the
neighbourhood; more specifically, a handbook that gathered and illustrated the common
visions of the inhabitants - clarifying, verifying the legitimacy, and translating their
wishes and desires into objectives and briefs for specialized work to be hired by the
municipality. [13].

4.3 Five Living Labs for Community Engagement

The second edition of the URBOTECA Fellowship (2024) is being delineated within
another research project conducted alongside eighteen academic, industry, civic, pro-
fessional organisations and public institutional partners from Romania, France, Swe-
den, Spain, Norway, and The Netherlands. [14] This edition brings a second turn in
our approach, aiming to broaden stakeholder participation compared to its predeces-
sor. Reflecting on the evaluation of the previous iteration, several improvements have
been identified: (1) The expansion of involvement opportunities for young profession-
als: Despite the large number of applicants in the previous round, we had to select only
a limited number of fellows in order to match the availability of hosts from the civic
initiative group. To avoid this constraint, the second edition has chosen several urban
situations while maintaining small teams of three to six fellows per situation, where
hosts are willing to facilitate field-work contributions. (2) The choice of more diverse
and established hosts, as institutions and organizations that might want to become more
open and relevant to the local community in which they operate. (3) Scaling up the
use of the disciplinary backgrounds among potential fellows: The initial focus on inte-
grating spatial design skills with anthropology and visual arts yielded valuable insights.
However, the documentation and demonstration of both process and outcomes were
not prioritized, hindering communication with other professionals, researchers, deci-
sion makers, and potential collaborators. To improve this, the second round establishes
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clearer interdisciplinary teams comprising students in architecture, urban design, or
landscape architecture; anthropology or sociology; and visual arts, especially documen-
tary photography and videography. This aims to create powerful storytelling materials
to enhance visibility for hosts, fellows, and their individual and collaborative experi-
ences. (4) Flexibility in the level of professional training: While the first round required
enrollment in master’s programs, the second edition emphasizes stronger connections
across formal training programs. The curricula analysis and interviews with teaching
staff from various universities revealed the need for flexibility in professional training
levels, provided that fellowship activities receive recognition within formal curricula
at various levels (bachelor’s or master’s). This tightens the alignment between the fel-
lowship and the academic requirements, facilitating broader participation from diverse
backgrounds.

Hence, the second edition is designed to create more connections: (1) among at
least three professional fields within a team, and also by having at least fifteen fellows
in the program, a larger variety of perspectives and possibilities of collaborations is
to be expected; (2) among five teams of fellows and their hosts that are from various
categories: a community of artists, an independent theater, an NGO promoting the idea
of a creative neighborhood in Bucharest, a public cultural institution under the general
council of Bucharest, and an URBACT project team from the planning department of the
inter-community association of municipality of Bucharest and Ilfov county council; (3)
among teaching staff from various universities who will have to consider the recognition
of the activities not just for their students, but also of their students’ contribution in
interdisciplinary teams. Besides, by having several pilot areas, the hosts will also see
each other and learn to appreciate that the common interest definition needs and can be
a participatory process. The comparative perspective among at least five different parts
of the city will also allow various shapes and indicators around the same idea of public
spaces or public facilities as public interest.

5 Capacity Building in Neighborhood Communities
with the Support and in Support of Architectural Education

The experiences presented in this paper are related to action research projects that are
aimed at placing the connections between the communities and their spaces in the public
agenda. These experiments speak of testing ideas and tools coming from the training
programs of the built environment professionals together with the ones from other fields
of study. In the long run, the expected result is a more democratic definition of the
public interest in relation to public spaces or public facilities. The cooperation between
researchers, students and neighborhood communities is helpful in creating the necessary
frames for dialogue leading to these definitions.

Simultaneously, these projects correlate the three missions of the academia: (1)
the research mission is about formulating the questions and defining the indicators for
experimenting; (2) the professional trainingmission is learningbydoingwithin processes
that allow students (and not just them) to understand and deal with the complexity of
real life situations; and (3) the third mission, that has became more and more important
in various public policies at national and local level, is here about engaging the teaching
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staff, students, and researchers, with societal issues of the democratic processes of the
transformations of spaces at the neighbourhood scale. Collaborating with grassroots
initiatives offers a mutually beneficial opportunity for both students and community
representatives and stakeholders.

For students in architecture, the conventional academic environment often focuses
on discussing outcomes and analyzing design proposals as if they were destined for
actual construction. However,While studentsmay growwell-versed in the typical format
of architectural proposals and urban regulations, they lack exposure to the practical
processes behind these outcomes. The live project formats open spaces for engagingwith
diverse stakeholders, and offer valuable experience in problem-solving, teamwork, and
communication, contributing to projects with societal impact. By actively participating
in how civic initiatives define expectations for public spaces, students gain insight into
formulating briefs and understanding underlying agendas, enhancing their ability to
create informed proposals.

Conversely, students can aid civic initiatives by assisting them in articulating their
expectations, by posing pertinent questions, and by leveraging professional tools to
create formats improving communication between grassroots initiatives and decision-
making processes. Storytelling and visualization skills can offer innovative perspectives
without immediately delving into technical solutions, and theoretical knowledge can
enhance local self-organization or hands-on activities. Students are in a unique position to
catalyze pertinent territories for stakeholder interaction and exchange, which is essential
for collaborative approaches to urban challenges.

Our neighborhoods serve as the narrative backdrop of our lives, embodying the sto-
ries and experiences of those who inhabit them. Ensuring that public funding aligns with
public interest is paramount, and one approach we employ to achieve this alignment
is through collaborative action research. Through this method, we engage directly with
community members to understand their needs, preferences, and priorities. By involving
residents in advocating for more open decision-making processes regarding the alloca-
tion of public funds,we strive to ensure that these resources are directed toward initiatives
that address genuine community needs and aspirations.
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Abstract. The paper aims to explore the potential of research by design in archi-
tecture and visual arts. The main objective of the paper is to analyze the different
models and epistemological positions advanced in the academic milieus as far as
doctoral research by design is concerned, to explore the differences and similar-
ities between research by design in the field of architecture and in the field of
visual arts. Even though the research by design in the fields of architecture and
visual arts is focused on the production of knowledge through visual, associative,
and experimental research, the models of research by design in visual arts differ
from those prevailing in architectural programs. The paper focuses on a corpus of
models of doctoral research by design carried out within different university pro-
grams in schools of architecture and visual arts, and various multi-university and
supra-disciplinary programs (architecture and visual arts) which share the inten-
tion to develop their research projects through creative practice. Two questions to
which this paper aims to respond are the following: Under which circumstances
and conditions a work in the field of architecture (drawn, graphic, or con-structed)
or its formulation (verbal or written) can be recognized as active in the constitution
of knowledge? What are the modes of inquiry specific to architectural and artistic
practices that make it possible to build knowledge that can be transmitted and
shared?

Keywords: research by design · epistemologies of architecture · architectural
pedagogies · design thinking · architecturology · visual arts · advancement of
knowledge · doctoral research in architecture · art-based research · art-informed
research · practice-based research · heuristics

1 Introduction

While the project is placed at the center of teaching in schools of architecture, the
recognition of research by design in architecture as an academic and scientific outcome
remains a controversial topic. The possibility of considering a design project a research
activity at the doctoral level implies conceiving research by design as a process of
exploratory, speculative, or even experimental investigation, whose object is the creation
of knowledge. Two specificities of the knowledge acquired through the research by
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design in architecture are the exploration of the status of architectural drawings, on the
one hand, and the reinvention of ways of establishing new relationships between the
subject who produces the architectural artifacts and the subject who interprets them,
on the other hand [1]. A point of departure for this paper is the recognition that these
questions, which lie at the heart of any architectural practice, should be addressed by
the doctoral programs of architecture schools.

Even though project-based research in the fields of architecture and visual arts share
an orientation towards the production of knowledge through visual, associative, and
experimental research, the practice in the visual and plastic arts is on different levels
from those prevailing in architecture programs. The main objective of the paper is to
questionwhat canbe the criteria and conditions for the architectural project to be accepted
as a tool of thought and production of knowledge capable of contributing to the history
and theory of architecture [2].

2 On the Epistemological Status of Research by Design
in Architecture

The particular relationship of architecture to knowledge thanks to its positioning in the
intertwining of action and knowledge is a variable that should be taken into consideration
in architectural education. A series of questions that this paper aims to clarify are the
following: At what point can an architectural work (drawn, graphic, constructed) or its
formulation (verbal, written) be recognized as active in the constitution of knowledge?
What are the modes of inquiry specific to architectural and artistic practices that make it
possible to build knowledge that can be transmitted and shared?What forms can research
by design should take tomeet the essential criterion of the evaluation of doctoral research,
namely a contribution to the advancement of knowledge? [3, 4].

The topicality of these questions is indicated by the proliferation of scientific publica-
tions and symposia around doctoral research by design. Three key moments of research
through the project can help to better define the purposes related to the reflection on
the epistemological status of the project in architecture. The first is the “Conference on
Design Methods”, which was held at Imperial College in London in London in 1962
[5]. The full title of the aforementioned conference was “The Conference on Systematic
and Intuitive Methods in Engineering, Industrial Design, Architecture and Communi-
cations”. It is generally is considered as the event through which the idea of design as
a method of investigation was made possible. The second episode is Exodus, or the
Voluntary Prisoners of Architecture, which was a collaborative project between Elia
Zenghelis, Madelon Vriesendorp, Zoe Zenghelis and Rem Koolhaas, was presented by
the latter as his thesis at the Architectural Association in London in 1972 [6, 7] (Fig. 1).
The third case considered as a key moment is the “Science: Method Conference” of the
Design Research Society, which took place in 1980 and revolved around the desire to
overcome simplistic comparisons between science and design by problematizing their
epistemological relationships [8].

A key distinction concerning the debates around research by design in architecture, is
the distinction of how design is understood in academia and practice. This distinction is
analyzed by Ayşe Zeynep Aydemir and Sam Jacoby, who underscore that “in academia
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the focus is on conceptualising a problem [, while] in practice the purpose of design
tends to be more immediate in finding tangible solutions to concrete design problems”
[9, p. 661]. Zeynep Aydemir and Jacoby draw a distinction between process-driven
research in architecture and output-driven research in architecture, and they argue that
“[p]rocess-driven research tends to have planned and cyclical and output-driven research
iterative and emerging research processes” [9, p. 669].

Fig. 1. Rem Koolhaas, Zoe Zenghelis, Elia Zenghelis, Madelon Vriesendorp, Photo-collage for
Exodus, or The Voluntary Prisoners of Architecture, 1972. Final project, AA School of Archi-
tecture, London, 1972. Medium: Pen, ink photo-collage in color and black and white, on silver
backing. Dimensions: 295× 418 mm. Exodus started as an answer to a competition by Casabella
in 1972, on the theme of “the city as meaningful environment”, for which the Berlin Wall is taken
as model. Image courtesy of Drawing Matter. Collection No: 3151.5. Provenance: Zoe Zenghelis.

3 The State of Arts Around Doctoral Research by Design in the US,
Australia, UK, Switzerland and Italy

Within the current context ofArchitecture Schools inEurope, there is an intensification of
interest in research by design in architecture, which revolves, mainly, around the follow-
ing institutional structures (networks, associations, etc.): the European Association for
Architectural Education (EAAE), the Architectural Research European Network Asso-
ciation (ARENA), and the European League of Institutes of the Arts (ELIA). A scientific
journal, that focuses on the publication of research cases by the project in architecture is
ARENA journal of architectural research. Of pivotal importance for better grasping the
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epistemological debates around the status of research by design in architecture is EAAE
Charter for Architectural Research, while for understanding the disciplinary questions
related to research by design in the arts is the Vienna Declaration on Artistic Research.
The EAAE Charter on Architectural Research is intended as a reference document for
the use of universities, architecture schools, research institutions, funding agencies, pro-
fessional bodies and architectural practices that are undertaking architectural research.
It specifies the character and objectives of architectural research, confirms the vari-
ety of valid methodologies and supports the development of a vibrant, internationally
recognized and well-funded research community. The Vienna Declaration, which was
co-authored by the European Association of Conservatoires (AEC), CILECT/GEECT
(the International Association of Film and Television Schools), Culture Action Europe
(CAE), Cumulus, the European Association for Architectural Education (EAAE), the
European League for Institutes of the Arts (ELIA), the European Platform for Artis-
tic Research in Music (EPARM), EQ-ARTS, MusiQuE and the Society for Artistic
Research (SAR), is the first outcome of a continuing collaboration between organiza-
tions and transnational networks dealing with Artistic Research at a European level and
beyond [10]. Another important document for exploring the questions raised in this paper
is the RIBA report How Architects Use Research, which was published in 2014 [11].
The Design Research Society Conference and the Instant Journal that brings together
the papers presented at the aforementioned conference are also important catalysts for
disseminating practice-based research and for researching how this mode of research
can shape the relationship between different social, economic, and political actors [13].

Within the American and Australian contexts, the PhD by design in architecture is
becoming more and more widespread [14]. At the same time, on an international scale,
practice-oriented doctoral programs are developing in the disciplines of music, visual
arts, and plastic arts, thus far exceeding those devoted to architecture [15–17]. Concern-
ing the American context, I could mention the Doctor by Design Program (DDes) of
the Graduate School of Design of Harvard University, which has already existed since
1987 and revolves around the reflection of architects on the specificity of their architec-
tural practice [18]. Peter Rowe delivered a lecture during the DDes 30th Anniversary
Program in 2017, which shed light on the endeavor of DDes to advance multi-scalar
and trans-disciplinary design knowledge while addressing crucial societal issues in our
increasingly complex and challenging world.

In theUK, there is the PhDArchitecturalDesign ProgramofBartlett School ofArchi-
tecture in London, which was founded in 1995. Within the British context, two models
can be distinguished. A first model that is characterized by the intention to propose new
ways of conceiving the spatial experience and aim at the redefinition of the encounter
between the architect-designer and the inhabitant-user. This model is at the core of the
PhD Architectural Design Program of Bartlett School of Architecture, while the second
model mentioned above was adopted by the University of Sheffield. At the center of this
program is the emphasis on the creative interdependence of drawing, writing, and build-
ing in the development of innovative practices and theories of architecture. Penelope
Haralambidou’s PhD thesis entitled The Blossoming of Perspective: An Investigation of
Spatial Representation, which was defended in 2003, lies between architectural design,
art practice, art history, and critical theory and used drawing as a critical method [19]
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(Fig. 2). Haralambidou’s PhD thesis was reworked and published as Marcel Duchamp
and the Architecture of Desire in 2013 [20]. Yeoryia Manolopoulou’s PhD thesis enti-
tled Drawing on Chance: Indeterminacy, Perception and Design [21], which was also
defended in 2003 at UCL, “investigates how our perceptual and aesthetic habits are
altered by chance events of accidents and asks whether architecture might employ them
as creative devices, in particular Duchamp’s The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors,
Even, and the actual production of design work” [22]. Manolopoulou’s PhD thesis was
reworked and published as Architectures of Chance in 2013 [23].

The second model of PhD by Design in Architecture that is encountered in the
UK places particular emphasis on the conception of architectural and urban practices
as modes of social engagement. This model has been developed at the University of
Sheffield by researchers such as Doina Petrescu and Kim Trogal [12]. The PhD by
Design Conference devoted to the theme “Idea of ‘Self’ in Practice-based Research”,
which was held at the University of Sheffield between 3 and 4 April 2017, intended to
engage with narratives of ‘self’, and to explore how the notion of self as a researcher
can be assumed and embodied in research by design [13]. Moreover, the School of
Architecture andLandscapeArchitecture (ESALA) of theUniversity of Edinburgh offers
A PhD in Architecture by Design program.

In Switzerland, the École Polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne (EPFL) currently
offers a doctoral degree explicitly based on project-based research. At EPFL, “the
‘Research in/by Design’ axis addresses the project both as a research topic - in its con-
ceptual, cultural and technical foundations - and as a form of research in its whole” [24].
Between 2017 and 2021, Philip Ursprung from the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology
Zurich (ETH Zürich) led a research project entitled “Design Research in Architecture”

Fig. 2. ‘Illuminated Scribism’, plate 19 from Haralambidou P (2003) The Blossoming of Per-
spective: An Investigation of Spatial Representation, PhD Thesis, UCL, London. This PhD thesis
was reworked into the book Marcel Duchamp and the Architecture of Desire published in 2013.



224 M. Charitonidou

[25]. This project aimed to analyze the practice of architectural research as conducted
by the faculty at six selected Departments of Architecture in Scandinavia, Germany and
Australia. It placed particular emphasis on how architectural design is taught in the dif-
ferent Departments of Architecture under study. Its main objective was to compare the
methods of design research in architecture within these different contexts [26, 27]. The
aforementioned project was based on a collaboration between the Department of Archi-
tecture of ETH Zurich and the Chair for History of the Modern World of ETH Zurich.
In Italy, several doctoral programs are formed with explicit reference to the project. In
other words, the doctorate in architectural and urban composition is quite widespread
within the Italian context.

Fig. 3. Drawing from Manolopoulou Y (2003) Drawing on Chance: Indeterminacy, Perception
and Design. PhD Thesis, UCL, London. This PhD thesis was reworked into the book Architectures
of Chance, published in 2013. In this drawing Manolopoulou used ‘measurable chance’ to mark,
multiply and connect 9 × 9 points in a drawing experiment that tries out Duchamp’s concept of
‘demultiplied vision’.

4 Around Different Themes,Methods andOrientations of Research
by Design in Architecture

In the studies already carried out around research by design in architecture, we can
distinguish various themes and orientations [28]. A first model is that of doctoral the-
ses who are interested in the invention of new tools of architectural representation. A
second model focuses on exploring the mechanisms by which architecture can function
as a form of social engagement [29–31], and participate in the reinvention of the status
of inhabitants [32–34]. A third model focuses on the design and development of com-
putational and algorithmic tools [35]. A fourth model concerns doctoral theses whose
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Fig. 4. Drawing from Manolopoulou Y (2003) Drawing on Chance: Indeterminacy, Perception
and Design. PhD Thesis, UCL, London. This PhD thesis was reworked into the book Architectures
of Chance, published in 2013.

reflection develops through the staging of interactive environments and experimentation
with various ways of creating such environments [36]. A fifth model aims to establish
innovation strategies in the field of ecological and bioclimatic design, and more broadly
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sustainable development at the scale of architecture and the city [37]. A final model
of doctoral research by design in architecture seeks to approach urbanism and archi-
tecture in their interconnections and deals with problems related to the phenomenon of
urbanization through the project [38].

An important distinction is that between research on the architectural project and that
by the architectural project. To the first type belongs the book Design Thinking by Peter
Rowe, published in 1987 [39, 40], and the research on “architecturology” by Philippe
Boudon, which is exemplified in his book entitled Introduction à l’architecturologie,
published in 1992 [41, 42], as well as Donald Schön’s critique of the notion of “Design
Science” in The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action published in
1983 [43]. To the second type, we could categorize Jonathan Hill’s PhD thesis entitled
Creative Users, Illegal Architects [32] whichwas among the first PhD theses by design at
the Bartlett School of Architecture. It was defended in 2000 andwas published asActions
of Architecture: Architects and Creative Users in 2003 [33]. Hill argues that the definition
of “disegno” that presides over the practice of the project involves “both drawing… on
paper and the development of an idea” [44]. If the principle of the traditional thesis
is established on the dissertation and the argument, the doctorate by design raises the
question of the modalities according to which the project can function as an argument,
since a project is not an argument a priori [45].

The studies already carried out around research by design within the field of visual
arts are much broader andmore diverse than those around research by design in architec-
ture. An important scientific journal that brings together different approaches to research
by design within the field of visual arts and intends to promote a transdisciplinary app-
roach to visual arts is Visual Arts Research, founded in 1982. This journal aims to pro-
vide “a forum for historical, critical, cultural, psychological, educational and conceptual
research in visual arts and aesthetic education” [46]. A key moment for the research
by design within the field of visual arts is “The Penn State Seminar in Art Education”,
held in 1965 [47]. This seminar brought together artists, art historians, critics, arts edu-
cators, curriculum specialists, psychologists, and sociologists, and aimed at exploring
ways of transforming arts education. It contributed considerably to the intensification of
research by design in arts of the interest in interdisciplinarity [48]. A distinction that is
at the core of the research by design in visual arts is that between “art-based research”,
“art-informed research”, and “practice-based research” [49]. These terms are related to
different methods of conducting research. A core aspect of the research by design is the
interaction between thought, performativity, and composition. The exchange between
these three parameters is described as the triangle “thinking-performing-composing”
[50].

5 Conclusion

Architecture schools should consider different types of possible interactions between
doctoral research in art and architecture, and propose new modes of development for
transdisciplinary doctoral programs that link fields characterized by different visual and
spatial epistemological statuses. Taking as their starting point the different epistemo-
logical positions and institutional postures adopted by the different institutional and



Research by Design at the Crossroads of Architecture 227

geographical contexts, architecture schools should try to shape newmethods of address-
ing questions related to the differences and/or affinities between the doctorate by design
in architecture and the doctorate by design in visual arts. Useful for this exploration
of new methods of research by design in architecture is the notion of heuristics, which
as Amy Kulper and Sheila Crane highly, can lay “the ground for the future possibility
of spatial discoveries” [51]. Architecture schools should also try to shed light on the
importance of the role of interdisciplinarity for research through the architecture project
and stimulate exchanges between the epistemological tools of the visual arts and those
of architecture. Both holism and interdisciplinarity lied at the heart of Constantinos A.
Doxiadis’s approach to the understanding of what he called Ekistcis. Doxiadis drew
a distinction between interdisciplinary and a condisciplinary science. In “Ekistics, the
Science of Human Settlements”, published in Science in 1970, Doxiadis highlights: “To
achieve the needed knowledge and develop the science of human settlements we must
move from an interdisciplinary to a condisciplinary science” [52].

Although doctoral projects by design in architecture are increasing thanks to the
intensification of debates around the epistemological issues of research by the architec-
tural project, their legitimization in the context of the current university system is still
not sufficiently institutionalized in several cases. In contrast, in the field of visual arts,
project-based research is, in its current state, much better legitimized and institutional-
ized. It is pivotal for architecture schools to shed light on inter- and transdisciplinary
combinations between the models of the PhD by design in the field of architecture, and
the PhD by design in the field of visual arts. In order to do so it is important to explore in
a transversal way in different institutional contexts how the intention to produce research
by design at the doctoral level is treated. This would help to better grasp the ongoing
epistemological debates, and to shed light on the diversity characterizing the epistemo-
logical status of visual and spatial production [53], on the one hand, and to experiment
on the disciplinary boundaries of doctoral research in architecture, on the other hand.

An aspect that is of great significance for reflecting upon how doctoral research
in architecture can challenge the boundaries of architectural epistemology is the idea
that there are project-based research methods that are irreducible to textual language
[54]. Another direction that would be fertile for enhancing interdisciplinarity in doctoral
research by design is the exploration of multiple types of interaction between doctoral
research by design in visual arts and doctoral research by design architecture, and to
propose new modes of development for transdisciplinary doctoral programs that link
fields characterized by different visual and spatial epistemological statuses. The episte-
mological status of the architectural project is at once speculative, critical, and pragmatic.
To preserve the specificity of architecture without falling into disciplinary solipsism, it
is necessary to explore how doctoral research by practice is addressed in other disci-
plines. A characteristic of the disciplines that support the PhD through the project is the
understanding of knowledge production as intrinsically linked to a concrete efficiency,
specific to the discipline concerned. Such an approach is more dominant in disciplines
like biotechnology or materials science in which knowledge production is not character-
ized by such a critical dimension. Within the framework of this endeavor to explore new
directions of doctoral research by design in architecture, we should bear in mind that the
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production of knowledge in architecture is intrinsically linked to an experimentation on
critical disciplinary concerns.
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Abstract. The main question of this paper is related to whether and in what way
we understand the notion of topological deformability, which appears in numer-
ous texts of architectural theory from the beginning of the 1990s until today. In
general, the paper deals with the problem of the denotation of concepts from other
scientific fields, and shows how the architectural discourse changes the meaning
of a mathematical concept, determining it within its own discipline. The transition
of the term topological deformability is set as an example of how architecture
uses and improves its inherent interdisciplinary dimension, as well as an example
of how the way we research in architecture could make a tangible social impact.

The first part of this paper will focus on introducing and analyzing the concept
of topological deformability and its transition from mathematics to architectural
theory.

In the second part, it will examine how, through different theoretical
approaches, the term topological deformability influences the transformationof the
thinking modality in architecture, and how it traces the narrow path through archi-
tectures’ knowledge toward the wider audience. Therefore, architecture’s domi-
nant as an instrument of plural social reality will be emphasized. The research
will show how the term topological deformability through architecture opened
the way to changing the idea of otherness, leading to the essential acceptance of
differences.

Keywords: architectural topology · deformability · plural society · otherness ·
difference

1 Topology

The analysis of topology as a contemporary mathematical discipline requires a transition
from the term place to the term space because mathematics does not recognize places
with their contextual particularities but examines and describes abstract mathematical
spaces and everything they comprise. The relevant literature in the field of mathematical
topology explains that, in general, topology studies the properties of geometric shapes
that are preserved under continuous deformation, such as connectedness or compactness,
i.e., mathematical topology makes no distinction between two shapes or two spaces if it
is possible to shift from one to other under continuous deformation. When it comes to
these spaces, it is irrelevant whether something is large or small, round or square, if it can
be changed by stretching or bending, for example. The difference between the two spaces
is primarily related to the components that remain unchanged under the deformation [1].
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Sergei Petrovich Novikov emphasizes that it is even intuitively clear that knowledge
about the geometric properties of shapes does not end with data about their metric
characteristics, such as length, height, angles, etc., i.e., that “there remains something
beyond the limits of the old geometry” [2]. Regardless of the length, the line can be
open, closed, tied in a knot, several lines can be chained in different ways, volumes can
have holes, etc. These and similar properties of geometric shapes, but also of various
mathematical objects that donot have geometric realizations, are characterized by the fact
that they do not change during deformationswithout interruption. Some typical examples
of topological spaces are theMoebius strip, Klein’s bottle, tori, various knots, and similar
objects.

During the 19th century topology was developed by several mathematicians, among
others, Karl Friedrich Gauss, Bernhard Riemann, etc. but it is considered that topology
as an autonomous branch of mathematics was founded by Henri Poincaré at the end
of the 19th century. In the following decades, its internal problems were solved, so
that in the second half of the 20th century there would be a more serious breakthrough
of topological methods into modern physics and chemistry, but also a more general
interpretation of topology through the discourses of the social and humanistic sciences.

It is certain that the mathematical definition of topology, when separated from the
main field of research, is difficult to understand and cannot represent a basis for further
analysis of the appearance of topology in the architectural discourse. Partly it can be
explained by the fact that it is a scientific field that requires more complete and greater
mathematical knowledge, the subject of research is far from the perceptible world, and
therefore it is difficult to explore its visuality. In odred to comprehend the evolution of
topology in architectural discourse, one must look deeper into the history of science,
especially mathematics.

2 Toward Architectural Discourse

Morris Kline indicates that the first thoughts on topology can be found in the works
of Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, in the book “Characteristica geometrica” from 1679, in
which Leibniz introduces the term Analysis situs /position/, in order to opposite size
and form, emphasizing the lack of an adequate term when talking about form [3]. Also,
in the letter to Christiaan Huygens, Leibniz points out that: “We need another strictly
geometrical analysis which can directly express situm in the way algebra expresses the
Latin magnitudem” [4]. In order to understand his idea to differentiate the properties of
geometric shapes by position and by measurement, it is important to take into considera-
tion the fact that at the same time, Leibniz worked on the invention of calculus. It is also
known that, as a branch of modern mathematics, topology initially arose from the study
of geometric problems, but its methods are based on Georg Cantor’s theory of sets as
well as on modern algebra. The roots of topological phenomena can be found in Euler’s
work on seven Königsberg bridges from 1736, but the first truly modern fundamental
concepts of topology were given by Henri Poincaré in 1895 in one of the most significant
classical works of mathematics - “Analysis situs” [5].

As more important for this research, it is the draft overview of relevant literature of
the history of mathematics that shows that the development of topology runs parallel to
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the achievements that will distance mathematics from the sensory world. Between 1830
and 1850, Nikolai Ivanovich Lobachevsky and János Bolyai published the first model
of non-Euclidean geometry based on the understanding that Euclid’s fifth postulate is
independent and that there can be logically non contradictory geometries containing
an opposite one [6]. In the 19th century, Bernhard Riemann developed another kind
of geometry based on the generalization of Gauss’s concept of “curvature”. He also
stated that information about points in space need not necessarily be obtained using
the coordinate system, the ultimate transcendental space of the Cartesian system, but
that it is possible to determine for each point its local properties contained in the space
itself. Riemann thus clarified that mathematical objects can be released of the external
reference system, i.e., they can be defined as fields of local information. For the broader
interpretation of observed reality, a proof such as Beltrami-Klein’s from 1868, which
equalised two geometries, one that belong to the real world of human perception and
one that does not, meant the absolute relativization of reality as people understood it so
far.

Mathematics philosopher Stephen Francis Barker points out that when we talk
about the curvature of space, we must not assume or imagine a visual representation
of curved space. Although separated from observable reality, the consequences of dis-
covering these geometries were fundamental to the epistemological status of mathemat-
ics and for its wider intellectual influence [7]. In general, the development of topology,
along with other mathematical achievements from the same period, indicated that the
prevailing philosophical platform of Immanuel Kant was being undermined, in which
mathematics had a special status as the essence of all natural sciences but had to be
applied. Zvonimir Šikić, in his book on the new philosophy of mathematics, discusses
the problemof the relationship between the abstractness ofmathematics and the reality of
nature, i.e., the applicability of contemporarymathematics in reality, and emphasizes that
the culmination of this concept can be found in the philosophical platform of Immanuel
Kant at the end of the 18th century. It is based on the idea that abstract mathematics is
always directed to the description of nature because mathematical knowledge is specific
as knowledge of the a priori forms of space and time, which are also components of
reality [8]. Despite being intuitive, mathematics was still necessary for Kant to refer to
the sensible world. In this context, the new way of thinking that accompanied the dis-
coveries did not rule out the applicability of mathematics. However, the discipline was
no longer prioritizing it. As a result, over time it stopped being a priority for all sciences
that rely on mathematics, and ultimately for the overall understanding and perception of
the world that surrounds us.

The methodology of applying mathematical concepts to a broader range of knowl-
edge often draws on specific knowledge in various fields, and Arkady Plotnitsky defines
it with the term “quasi-mathematics”[9]. Although he does not question the philosoph-
ical influence of mathematics on the development of civilization, he states that quasi-
mathematics enables the dissemination of certain mathematical concepts and principles
which, although originating from it, are not exclusively defined by its tools and, as
such, become possible and applicable outside its disciplinary framework. With the term
quasi-mathematics, Plotnicky explains the difference in the interpretation of algebra,
geometry, and topology in a general sense. He interprets algebra as the ultimate concept
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of formalization, be it the formalization of systems in the natural sciences, conceptual
systems as in logic or philosophy, or the language system that exists in linguistics. In
this sense, “algebra” means a set of specific formal elements and their relations. On the
other hand, “geometry” and “topology,” although both deal with questions of space, are
distinguished by their mathematical origins, “geometry” arises from the measurement
of space as geo-metry. In contrast, “topology” ignores quantities and deals exclusively
with the structure of space (topos) and the essence of the form of a shape.

Such reflections have shown that different transitions of concepts from mathematics
to other discourses, and therefore to architectural, where possible, whether it is about
exact application or flexible appropriation of notions. With the previously presented
broader image of mathematics in the field of science, it becomes clear that the path from
topology to architecture has become open. During the nineties of the twentieth century,
this will become particularly significant in architectural theory.

3 Topological Deformability in Architectural Theory

Even though the dominant architectural style in the most of the twentieth century –Mod-
ernism was based on the standard elements of Euclidian geometry, there were examples
that architects were familiar with the more organic, freely deformed architectural form,
but that was never referenced in the topological terms. However, the small number of
buildings and significant research work during this period indicate that architects did not
have a aspiration to include topology in the dominant movements of architecture.

At the beginning of the nineties of the twentieth century, with the appearance of ade-
quate digital tools in the architectural design process, the conditions for more extensive
research of modern mathematical theories of space arrested. Thus topology has started
to become an integral part of the architectural design methodology, and therefore the
architectural theory. The first attempts to record and analyze the term topological defor-
mation in the architectural theory appear in the historical and theoretical overviews of
contemporary architecture using more general term, topological architecture.

Mario Carpo explains the new architectural avant-garde at the beginning of the
new millennium, known as topological, as an architectural response to the new digital
technologies that were flourishing at the time. “Topological” architecture, as it was called
then, was seen for a while “as the quintessential embodiment of the new computer age -
and we all remember the excitement and exuberance that surrounded all that was digital
between 1996 and 2001” [10]. Branko Kolarević uses the same term while classifying
digital architecture: “This new fluidity of connectivity is manifested through folding, a
design strategy that departs from Euclidean geometry of discrete volumes represented
in Cartesian space, and employs topological, “rubber-sheet” geometry of continuous
curves and surfaces” [11].

The similar term topological tendencies in architecture were introduced byGuiseppa
Di Christina in her doctoral dissertation “Architecture and topology: for a theory of space
in Architecture” in 1999 at the Faculty of Architecture in Rome [12], where topolog-
ical tendencies were explained as “the topologizing of architectural form according to
dynamic and complex configurations that lead architectural design to a renewed and
often spectacular plasticity, in the wake of the baroque and of organic expressionism.”
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Furthermore, she started defining the appearance of topology in architectural design in
the domain of creating dynamic variations of form. The focus of her research is directed
towards the formal vocabulary of buildings, where topological methods are primarily
used to achieve the desired dynamics of the architectural form. Di Cristina also indicates
a theoretical problem related to the question of to what extent the forms obtained by the
dynamic process of topologizing are dynamic in the domain of architectural work. As the
main protagonists of this, for her progressive tendency, she cites Peter Eisenman, Greg
Lynn, Daniel Libeskind, and Bahram Shirdel, as well as the influence of the theoretical
works of Bernard Cache, Jeffrey Kipnis, Brian Massumi, and other authors, crucial for
the development of topological architectural forms.

As seen from the beginning, the use of the term topological deformability in archi-
tectural discourse pointed to the problem of formulating a comprehensive definition,
because the interpretations were constantly shifted between the field of architectural
theory of form and the field of architectural design theories. The first half of the 1990s
was evidently dedicated to the “fascinationwith topological objects”, where for example,
the project for the GuggenheimMuseum in Bilbao from 1997, by architect Frank Gehry,
was cited as a typical example of using the “deformation made possible by flexibility of
topological geometry” with “forms that bending, twisting and folding” [13]. Moreover,
the term topological architecture [14] is mentioned in some historical reviews, even as
a strategy to create the new contemporary architectural paradigm, or a new architectural
style.

As architectural criticism advanced with these tendencies, concerns about the ideal-
ization of formwere raised. Themajority of theoreticians and authors who influenced the
development of the term topological deformability in architectural theory at the end of
the nineties were directly confronted with the criticism of the idealization of geometry,
that is, that placed deformability as a representative of the idea of diversity is placed
exclusively under the framework of phenomenology. Referring to Di Cristina’s research,
Michael Speaks underlines that the topological form technique, which is based on con-
tinuity and movement, is entirely negated by the finitude of the end product [15], addi-
tionally moving the problem into the domain of the experience of the architectural space.
Mario Carpo sees it as a cause-and-effect relationship between digital technologies and
complex geometry. He emphasizes that generalization has led to delusion and that many
projects with computer-generated formal characteristics have become inconspicuous,
almost banal architectural objects, and the use of digital tools, as well as the reference to
topology, did not give objects validity. Antoine Picon emphasizes an additional problem
arising from the topological treatment of form, which refers to the aesthetic valorization
of deformed amorphous architectural forms. He sees part of the problem in the lack of
an established aesthetic evaluation system for evaluating the aesthetic characteristics of
new forms and another part in the process of their creation, which he underlines with the
question of what in the process of form transformation determines when it will end [16].
Similar observations are made byMichael Meredith when he says that the result of using
the topological method during the nineties is reflected in isolated physical and aesthetic
models, which do not have broader significance but remain within their framework [17].
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However, in the end of the ninties with moving away from the theory of form more
towards the theory of design, some other interpretations of the term topological deforma-
bility have been developed, which will influence the architectural projects on a much
deeper and more significant level. One of the basic definitions was given by the archi-
tectural theorist Kostas Terzidis in the book Expressive Form, a conceptual approach
to computational design, introducing the term “topological operations” which includes
twisting, stretching and compression of the architectural form, excluding cutting and
tearing. Any type of operation that deforms the form by hollowing out, creates two topo-
logically different entities, which leads him to the conclusion that “topology should be
used in order to achieve the unity of the form, because it preserves the integrity of the
endlessly transformed geometry” [18]. He implies that certain formal properties remain
unchanged, even when the geometric shape undergoes intense distortions, resulting in
the loss of its metrical and projective properties. Apart frommathematical precision, the
great importance of Terzidis’ definition lies in the clear distancing from traditional archi-
tectural methodologies that were based on addition and substitution of forms. Similar
explanations of the topological method speak of a departure from the Cartesian geomet-
ric model in architecture towards a more complex, non-linear logic of space, with which
it is possible to express the flexibility and continuity of an endless number of variations.

The transition from “making form” to “finding form” occures at the moment when
the question of curvature is left aside, and along with the complex network of influences
mentioned above, the topological deformability has become an integral part of archi-
tectural design methodology. This phase of development implied that the topological
deformability should be considered as a comprehensive spatial system, where topology
is understood as a flexible structure formed by specific and clear relations, which remains
unchanged as a result of transformation and deformation. To design topologically, it was
implied to emphasize specific relations or certain “conditions” which are key to the logic
of organization, whereby geometry is flexible when it comes to dimensions, distances,
or form. By the end of the nineties of the twentieth century, the topological deformability
was no longer interpreted as the geometry of architectural objects, nor its prototype, but
as a demonstration of certain geometrical principles. Topological thinking implies that
spaces are not about a specific form but rather about relations. The authors explain this
by stating that topological principles can be manifested through various forms where
“the concept of continuity is obtained only by applying algorithmic logic” [19].

Over time, these types of definitions resulted in a more diverse understanding of
topological deformability, leading to a more liberated and broader interpretation of the
term in various contexts. It will turn out that evident heterogeneity in use, without a clear
system or unique definition, has spread the term far beyond the limits of architectural
discipline to many contiguous scientific fields, showing clearly the inherent architec-
tural interdisciplinary dimension. The more the term was used in the domain of design
methodology and less in the domain of form design, the easier and faster it started to
increase its social impact.
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4 Transformation of the Thinking Modality

As demonstrated, the outcome of the shift in the scientific paradigm from a determined
and stable to temporal and complex, which resulted in a distinct comprehension of the
contemporary cultural context, brought the increasing complexity in diverse domains of
architectural theory and practice. Although criticized from many aspects, its formalism,
lack of relevant space logic, a fixation on digitalization etc. the topological deforma-
bility as methodology appear in the architectural discourse as a response to the more
comprehensive scientific and cultural context.

On the one hand, the complexity of the spatial structures encountered by the users of
the built objects undoubtedly influenced their relationship to the space, as architectural
form remains inseparable from the way we experience the world, which involves our
senses and perceptions. The complex relationship of people to architecture is an intimate
and longstanding one, and it is strongly linked to the relationship of the human body
to the wider cultural context. This relationship has evolved over time to reflect the
philosophical and architectural discourses that shape both.

On the other hand, with the development of computer technologies, there has been
a change in our notion of materiality. Our age can be defined as a flow of information,
and architecture captures this flow, creating more complex conceptions and interactions
through the space. In this regard, it cannot be ignored that aspects that influenced the
occurrence of topological deformability in architectural theory were strongly supported
by the development of digital technologies at the end of the twentieth century. It is
clear that only with the development of technological tools has architecture become
interested in these types of complex spatial relations, primarily through the research
of the medium itself - software. Upon examining the chronological progression from
craft to engineering and to the digital design of virtual or natural spaces, it is evident
that the study of medium has consistently dominanted architectural practice. However,
when discussing topological deformability in architecture, is it simply dealing with the
medium, or is it something else?

The overall picture of the emergence and evolution of the concept of topological
deformation frommathematical abstraction to the creation of architectural space suggests
that the essence of the influence originated from a change in the thinking modality. The
phenomenon of topological spatial structures where the sole relevant factor is their
deformability refers to the idea that it is possible to tolerate, but initially endure, the
most diverse types of deformation. This research argues that topological deformability
through architecture opened the way to the essential acceptance of the different, to the
changing the idea of otherness. If architecture, together with natural sciences, contributes
to the creation of a specific system of world perception, then the predominant role of
topological deformability in architecture is to serve as an instrument of expressing plural
social realities.

5 Idea of Otherness

Otherness can be viewed as an articulation of diversity as well as a definition of differ-
ences. According to Jean-Francois Staszik, difference belongs to the realm of fact, and
otherness to the realm of discourse. The notion of otherness mainly examines the idea
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of a criterion that allows humanity to be divided into two groups: one that embodies the
norm and whose identity is valued, and another that is defined by its faults and devalued
[20]. Hence, the concept of otherness is attributed less to the distinction between the
other and the other person than to the perspective and discourse of the individual who
perceives the other as such. Since topological spaces deal with relations and connec-
tions with a given spatial context and not a specific form, it is clear that a particular
topological construction can manifest itself through numerous forms. It is more spatial
relation than a spatial determinism. Furthermore, through the relation with topological
spaces, one can become aware of the variability of form and, therefore, the possibility of
the existence of other forms. It is possible to create an idea of a space that is subject to
change, which can lead to a different enviroment for users. If such spatial structures also
belong to the multifunctionality, where numerous activities are interwoven or possible,
then the idea of finality and certainty of the space is changed.

Moreover, it is possible to assume that there is not only duality, the opposition
between self and other, but that many spaces in many forms with the most diverse
activities are possible. To put it differently, despite the inherent tendency of humans to
make categorical distinctions, the categories themselves and meanings associated with
them are social construction rather than natural processes. Therefore, it is possible that
topologically designed spaces may open the way to the diversity of multifunctional
deformable spaces rather than to construct a new architectural typology.

According to the theory, the notion of otherness originated in a spatial form, arosing
from the idea of difference that is associated with the geographical nature of segregation.
This approach implies that groups are divided into territories or spatial units with clearly
defined boundaries that are difficult or impossible to exceed. However, topological con-
structions fundamentally change the relationship between the outside and the inside
because, for those types of spaces, it is impossible to determine their boundaries. The
only relevant characteristic of the structure is its ability to deform. In general, the notion
of the boundary of space in mathematics, even when viewed chronologically, is closely
associated with the notion of distance between two elements. The idea of metrical space
corresponds more closely to the idea of Euclidean space, as it relies on understanding
of spatial relations, such as the notion that the distance between two points is always
positive. At a higher level of abstraction, the distance between two elements must be
understood as a transition from one element to another, which, in the context of topology,
is continuous.

As previously demonstrated, in architecture, the interpretation of purely mathemati-
cal definitions moves away from the original model. Hence, the treatment of the relation-
ship between exterior and interior, wherein one can simultaneously be both the exterior
and interior of the architectural space, requires that the users permanently change their
relationship to the space. In the architectural discourse, the hierarchical treatment of
the structure can be precisely discerned through the outside-inside relationship. With a
model like the Möbius strip, the boundaries and images of a hierarchical structure are
weakened. At the end, it becomes evident that one of the primary characteristics of topo-
logical spaces is the ability to blur the distinction between territorial boundaries, as well
as to examine the traditional spatial duality between interior and exterior, employing
methodologies that involve integreating the structure with the immediate environment.
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6 Conclusions

This paper examined a widespread problem in architectural discourse, the denotation of
concepts from other scientific fields, which, due to the interdisciplinarity of architecture,
have become an integral part of the design process.

The beginning of the paper provided a brief overview of the term topological
deformability within its native field - mathematics. Since topology is difficult to under-
stand and appropriate, it has remained highly abstract to the architectural discourse.
Nonetheless, taking into account its potential for expansion into other scientific fields,
a multitude of interpretations appeared, along with a multitude of topological proposi-
tions that expanded the boundaries of topology beyond its native field, thereby bringing
it closer to architectural theory and practice.

With an undeniable social impact, architecture traces theway of topology to a broader
audience, with a specific impact on understanding the potential of the term deformation.
Endless changes of form were understood as a potential to perceive transformability and
to accept the differences in architecture. The significance of deformability was height-
ened, and it was imperative to clarify the limitations imposed on society as those that
society ought to be able to tolerate. The paper examined how topological deformability
in architecture, in a very subtle way, teaches us about and how to accept the differences.
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Abstract. The disassociation between research and practice in architecture and
urban design is a recognised issue, leading to an ongoing academic debate on the
credibility of thefield.Most authors agree that the irreducible nature of the practice,
the complexity of the built environment itself, and its indirect andmultidisciplinary
shaping processes render the applicability of gained knowledge problematic, as
researchers are inherently confronted with the dilemma of rigour vs. relevance.
This paper explores the relevance of architectural research and constraints to the
application of theoretical knowledge in practice in a particular case of urban inter-
face. It discusses the benefits and limits of planning and design tools derived from
the theoretically described causal relationship between the physical configuration
of the public-private interface and its social effects on users of the adjacent public
space. Through a conceptualization of the process, the article illustrates that the
application of theoretical knowledge in urban design and planning can be signif-
icantly improved by considering the factors of scale and spatial context as well
as the forming forces, values, and motivations of the actors involved. This theo-
retical dissection aims to clarify the contradiction between theoretical values and
subsequent practice to help promote not universally good but, more essentially,
adequate, sustainable, and equitable spaces.

Keywords: Urban Interface · Public-Private Interface · Urban Planning · Urban
Design · Research Applicability · Research-Practice Gap

1 Introduction

1.1 The Divergence of Research and Practice

There is a widely recognised problem of persistent disassociation between research and
practice in the field of urban studies. The most influential text shaping urban design and
planning practice has limited scientific rigour and relies on a normative interpretation
of subjective observations. [1–6]. This gap has been addressed in almost every research
paper dealing with the urban environment in the past two decades, regardless of its main
topic, indicating the gravity of the issue.

Most authors agree that the greatest challenge to the application of theoretical knowl-
edge lies in the practice’s irreducible nature, which arises from its two distinguishing
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traits. First is the complex nature of the object of inquiry—the urban environment itself.
The practice of urban studies is typically multilayered and multiscalar in structure and
explores the intertwined relationship between urban form and its social implications.
The second challenge stems from the dynamic nature of the city, the indirect and mul-
tidisciplinary forces that form the urban environment, and the reciprocal relationship
between its social and spatial conditions.

1.2 Challenges in the Study of Complex Urban Environments

The different layers and scales of urban structure, the interplay between space and human
behaviour, and the complicated and indirect process of its formation and transformation
make research of the urban environment extremely challenging. When confronted with
the complex and dynamic urban reality, the pursuit of rigour, validity, and consistency
in research design poses a challenge to the practical application of knowledge due to the
inherent loss of information. Researchers often grapple with the trade-off between data
quantity and granularity and the dilemma of rigour vs. relevance [7].

This article highlights the need to actively address the complexity of the urban envi-
ronment and its formative processes. It relies on the author’s background in both theory
and practice to identify the limited applicability of theoretical claims due to the spatial
and procedural complexity of today’s cities. This applicability of theoretical knowl-
edge can be significantly improved by considering the factors that relate the uncovered
principles and patterns to their adequate spatial and procedural context.

2 Case of Urban Interface

2.1 The Interface as an Intersection of Different Realms

In order to illustrate the challenge that the complexity of the urban environment poses to
the application of normative research in the field of urban theory, this article focuses on
a particular element of the environment: its interface. “Urban interface” is a term used in
this paper to describe the spatial configuration delimiting a public space from a building
block. The broad theme of the urban interface appears in the theoretical literature under
different terms ranging from “street edge” to “transition zone.” This field of urban theory
and the topic on the interface itself have become more prominent in past decades due to
the increased interest in public spaces in general. The specific social and morphological
role of the interface was discussed in the most influential texts in urban planning theory,
as the details of its configuration, for example, its permeability, articulation or setback,
can have amajor impact on the liveability of the space on both sides of the border [8–10].
The interface is one of the elements that co-shapes the image of the city [9, 11–14] and
can be interpreted as a reflection of society.

Interface is a placewhere opposing interests tend to collide—aphysicalmanifestation
of a dividing line—but also a vibrant zone shared by the two realms in between which
it stands. The public/private interface can be viewed as a symptomatic space for many
current urban issues, as it is conceptually a space between public and private interests
characterized by shifts of values and powers. Transversing different spatial scales from
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architectural detail to urban macro-morphology and extending across different realms
of influence, the public/private interface illustrates both abovementioned challenges: 1/
the process of balancing interests of individual actors and the public interest, and 2/ the
consideration of the local and global context.

2.2 The Causal Relationship Between Interface Configuration and Human
Perception and Behavior

The majority of available literature on urban interface focuses on the causal relationship
between the physical parameters and spatial configuration of the interface and its social
effects on users of the space—both their perception of the space and their behaviour
within it.

Two examples of influential theoretical claims concerning interface attributes and
configurations were analysed for their practical applicability using urban planning and
design tools. These claims were selected based on previous literature reviews and
represent different spatial characteristics and perceived values.

– “Ground floor visual permeability and the frequency of openings reinforce safety.”
These features allow for natural surveillance and deter potential criminality through
a concept described by Jane Jacobs as the “eyes on the street” [15, 16]. Transparency
also increases the capacity for visual exchange between the public and private realms,
which promotes social interaction and activity and creates a sense of openness [10].

– “Rhythm and articulation of facades can increase diversity and significantly influence
a pedestrian’s perception of a space.” People naturally prefer streets with relatively
shorter facades, as they conform to the “human scale” in relation to their walking
speed [10, 17, 18].

2.3 Conflict and Contradiction

Despite the progress in planning theory, it seems that the practical application of such
knowledge is rather underdeveloped. The aforementioned theoretical understanding of
the impact of the public-private interface on urban social life has led to the development
of specific design and planning tools. These tools span from the overall spatial and
functional regulations promoting the legibility of a space, such as a “building line”
and setback from the street line, to the detailed parametrical design codes promoting
the human scale, which prescribe, for example, the maximal length of a façade or the
number of entrances. Yet there are still many cases, even in very recent city development,
where the interface configuration of new buildings does not positively contribute to the
creation of a high-quality environment.

The problem is often attributed to a lack of knowledge or care on behalf of the plan-
ning authority, investor, or architect. Despite a general advancement in knowledge, the
prevalence of such issues indicates that there might be inherent conflicts and misconcep-
tions that can be avoided or at least mitigated when taken into consideration. Through
analysing such cases, we aim to outline the most important factors that might have been
omitted in the process.
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Our investigation of unfavourable urban interfaces is divided into two main lines of
inquiry that correspond to the two previously outlined problems, namely, the complex-
ity of the urban environment and its indirect formative processes. The first question is
connected to the issue of information loss in the description of a complex urban envi-
ronment: If the theoretically defined principle was applied in urban development, why
did the spatial configuration not have the intended effect? The second question concerns
the complex spatial development process: Why do valuable characteristics not occur
naturally within the new development?

3 Disregarded Factors, Limits, Moderators and Mediators

3.1 The Indirect Process of Translating Theoretical Knowledge into Practice

The research and theory that are so closely allied to the applied fields of urban design
and architecture have a strong tendency toward a normative approach that is directly
implemented in practice. Due to the inevitable information loss in scientific analyses of
complex urban environments, it is crucial to avoid oversimplification. A typical pitfall
of strictly morphological analysis is the omission of the role of non-spatial factors in the
actual formation of an urban environment.

A declared objective of many research projects is “informing policy-making” or
“developing a knowledge base for urban designers and planners,” with the overall goal
of ensuring vitality, safety, comfort, etc., establishing best practices, or developing tool-
boxes to help design a “successful” or “good” space. The idea is that gaining a better
understanding of the particular effects of specific spatial configurations on positively
interpreted human behaviour (for example, intensities of movement or visual engage-
ment) by replicating or avoiding that configuration will have a positive effect on the
urban environment. This process of implementation is based on a prevalent but incorrect
view of the design profession as applied planning theory. It assumes a similar approach
to knowledge dissemination through the “translation model” that is typical in the natural
sciences, where theory can be directly applied to new technology, as opposed to the
more indirect “enlightenment model,” wherein knowledge is disseminated to multiple
relevant audiences [1].

The specifics, overlaps and ambiguities of a rather new theoretical field [3] that is,
at least partially, in the process of development of its general theoretical framework and
vocabulary [2]. The specific knowledge from focused inquiries lacks a rigid theoretical
anchor and is vulnerable to seemingly opposing interpretations, misconceptions and
improper uses. The aim of theory should be to develop a more robust and inclusive
method for building up a shared theoretical framework by synthesising particular pieces
of knowledge. It is also imperative for the design of normative research to understand
the formation and adaptation processes shaping the urban environment and the limited
role of a practising architect or planner within these processes. The following simplified
diagram outlines the complexities of the mechanism linking the research outcomes with
their impact in reality (Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1. A conceptual diagram of the theoretical knowledge application process in urban planning
and design. By author.

3.2 Scale and Context

The answer to the first of the previously formulated questions, “ If the theoretically
defined principle was applied in urban development, why did the spatial configuration
not have the intended effect?” is shown on the left side of the conceptual diagram. There
is a possible omission of scale and context moderator in the relationship between space
and effect, as the configuration might have been applied in the wrong scale or context.

The instinctive tendency to use design codes and effectively apply specific knowl-
edge as a universal problem-solver leads to the overuse of specific regulations or designs
in larger areas without considering specific spatial or functional settings, morphologies
or land-use regulations. For example, there are cases of planning documentation pre-
scribing a specific setback across entire municipalities. It is also not unusual to encounter
such suggestions within the research papers or theoretical literature. For example, the
usage of active frontage is recommended “whenever possible”, while other studies sug-
gest that “the more windows and doors into the public realm the better”[19]. Such
recommendations disregard the actual urban context or land use of a ground floor. The
application of too-specific or too-universal rules might prevent planners and designers
from finding the right solution at the right scale.

3.3 Actors and Processes

The second question connected to the process of spatial development, “Why do the
valuable characteristics not appear naturally?” is slightly more complex and touches
on the role of the urban planning and urban design professions among the conflicting
interests of specific actors. The answer lies in a confusion of effect and value—notions
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often used interchangeably despite the relativity of value according to different actors,
judgments and motivations. The motivations and intentions of different actors naturally
do not perfectly align at the borderline. Given the multiplicity of roles and meanings
of an interface, it is only natural that numerous contradictions and paradoxes arise. The
diagram illustrates the necessity of professional insight into the formative processes and
the multiplicity of actors, their power and motivation. These elements are crucial to
balancing the interests in a particular context, safeguarding the public good, steering the
architectural process, and mediating the discussion to achieve a balanced, adequate and
sustainable spatial and functional configuration.

4 Illustrative Case Studies

To further explain the contradiction originating in a misconception of the role of factors
such as “scale and context” and “actors and processes”, the claims about urban interface
configuration derived from the theoretical literature, as outlined in chapter 2.2, will
be examined. It is, however, important to mention that the cases were not selected to
disprove these statements but are extreme exceptions to the rule, outlining the limits
of simplified fragments of theoretical knowledge taken out of context. By studying
limits and outliers, we can better understand the intricacies of the research–practice
interaction and help formulate a corrective mechanism. The following cases also show
the importance of “relational” research.

4.1 Case Study 01: Limits of Visual Permeability

Fig. 2. Case 01: Ground floor visual permeability and the frequency of openings reinforce safety.
Left: Amsterdam, 2018; right: Prague, 2020 (Photographs by Šárka Jahodová)

Scale and Context: The macro-morphological setting is critical to many safety-
improving strategies. Permeable façades do not achieve the intended impact in quiet,
low-density residential areas or service side streets (Fig. 2 right) that lack sufficient
through-movement [15, 20] and tend to reinforce the preceding concept of “defensi-
ble space” [21]. More extensive studies also indicated that critical micro-morphological

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-71959-2_2
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aspects such as inter-visibility, entrance density and orientation, topological distance
and ground floor use have a substantial impact above and beyond the transparent façade
[16].

Actors and Processes: This case also shows that there is no singular “client” in urban
planning and design. The interface can be interpreted in two directions: on the one hand,
it protects the public space from private interference, and on the other hand, it protects
the private, intimate space from outside views [13], so the people occupying the different
sides may have opposing perceptions of privacy, usually resulting in the adaptation of
the physical form by blinding and covering the openings (as seen in the right part of
Fig. 2). The balance at the borderline also varies based on a particular cultural context.

4.2 Case Study 02: Rhythm and Scale

Fig. 3. Case 02:Rhythm and articulation of facades can increase diversity. Left: Malmö, 2016;
right: Prague, 2020 (Photographs by Šárka Jahodová)

The excessive pursuit of architectural articulation and formal detail without under-
standing themechanismsof humanperceptionor the underlying economics of large-scale
development can result in paradoxically mismatched urban scenes (Fig. 3).

Scale and Context: Visually, there is a tipping point where the rhythmic articulation of
a façade passes from a structural property to an indefinite decorative pattern uniformly
coating a building. That threshold is relative to the observer’s distance and speed of
movement. Recent research points out the need for a shift in focus from formal façade
design and detailing towards the structural aspects behind the subdivision of a street edge
[18]. In this approach, the segmentation of a ground floor façade is linked to distinct
territorial units [22].

Actors and Processes: The aesthetic motivation for a short façade usually does not
alignwith the current economic and operational reality ofmost prevalent typologies. The
concern with human scale is a rather recent movement within urban theory, originating
as a reaction to the increase in large-scale development and the economic aggregation
and densification that go hand-in-hand with a major shift in ownership structure. A wide
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range of design codes and policies regulate the maximal length of a façade and support
its detailed articulation, often disregarding the building structure and volume and its
typological and economic reality. It is important to choose the right tool that conforms
to the economic and typological context, as any fragmentation could increase the cost of
a project, complicate the usability of a building or lead to a decorative pastiche resulting
in a “Potemkin village” effect.

5 Conclusion and Summary

The implicit pursuit of rigour, validity and consistency in research design poses a chal-
lenge to its subsequent applicability when the confronted with a complex urban reality.
The examples presented above indicate that the information loss inevitable in scientific
analyses of complex urban environments can be mitigated by considering scale and con-
text through relational, multiscalar, or multidisciplinary research. Complementing the
investigation of urban detail with the impact of its wider context and enriching macro-
morphological research with information about configuration at a micro-morphological
level can help to indicate their interrelationships. Such an approach can be beneficial
in consolidating the theoretical framework by linking specifically focused inquiries and
thereby increasing the scientific integrity of the broad field of architectural and urban
design theory. Moreover, a prerequisite for the successful application of acquired knowl-
edge is consideration of the actors and processes affecting the urban form. A conceptual
understanding of the tools and methods used in practice and an acknowledgement of the
different actors, motivations and priorities within the development process increase the
relevance of the applied knowledge.

The aforementioned systematic, incremental enhancement of both theoretical and
practical perspectives can further clarify the apparent contradictions between theoreti-
cally defined values and subsequent practices. The presented case studies indicate that
the implementation of theoretical knowledge in urban design and planning can be signif-
icantly improved by considering factors relating the discovered principles to their spatial
and procedural contexts. Such act of refinement can help in practice to create not just
vaguely good but more thoughtfully adequate and sustainable spaces.
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Abstract. In Italy, the Next Generation EU instrument has made it possible to
launch what could be optimistically defined as a new season for public housing
after at least three decades of decreasing financial support. The PINQuA (National
Innovative Program for Housing Quality) was supported with 2.8 billion euros,
prompting a race among eligible public bodies to submit a proposal. Thanks to
the funding, 159 projects of 271 presented were selected and are currently in the
implementation phase. Quality and innovation, two concepts prominently fea-
tured in the programme’s title, encourage a sense of optimism. However, they also
require critical examination to understand how the issues related to these concepts
have been interpreted in terms of proposal development, evaluation, subsequent
selection, and implementation. If we focus on aspects related to the culture of
design, can we consider this programme an opportunity for architecture as a dis-
cipline? The research approach undertaken involved a direct participation in one
of the projects: the urban regeneration of the Piazzale Visconti housing com-
plex in Bergamo. The article reports the outcomes of a “reflection in action” [1]
gained from a privileged observation point. Although referring to a single case,
the research-by-design activity was an opportunity to get to the core of general
issues, triggering a reflection on two complementary dimensions (1) the verifica-
tion of project potential, expressed by the programme, (2) the understanding of
the opportunities and certain problems intrinsic to the process.

Keywords: Public Housing · Regeneration · Quality of architecture · Process
dimension

1 Research Perspective

1.1 Introduction

Through a design experience this contribution integrates a set of research activities
conducted at the Politecnico di Milano regarding the quality of contemporary design in
public housing. The proposed reflection adds a voice to the emerging debate on the results
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of the National Innovation Programme for HousingQuality (PINQuA). The text presents
considerations that emerged during a design action, addressing both architectural and
procedural issues.

1.2 A New Season for Public Housing

In Italy, the Next Generation EU instrument has made it possible to launch what could
be optimistically defined as a new (short) season for public housing, focusing on the
regeneration of existing stock, and with an intense experimental orientation, after at least
three decades of decreasing financial support [2]. The PINQuA (programme acronym)
was launched in 2020 and supported with 2.8 billion euros, prompting a race among
eligible public bodies to submit a proposal. Thanks to the funding, 159 projects of
the 271 presented were selected and are currently in the implementation phase across
national territory (the ranking list of projects accepted for funding was published in
October 2021). The projects are scheduled for completion by March 2026, which is the
extremely limited timeframe imposed by the conditions for accessing the funding – a
key aspect with a profound impact on the entire experience. This occurred when the
program – initially set up with fewer funds – was expanded and absorbed into National
Recovery andResiliencePlan resources. This compression of design time,which exceeds
any rational logic, puts significant pressure on the involved stakeholders and announces
considerable fallout on the quality of the proposals, which are often critically deprived
of the time for reasoned development and for exploring concepts that differ from routine
expectations. As a further consequence, this condensed timeline hinders the possibility
of engaging the local community in meaningful participatory processes.

According to the numbers released by the ministry, the program will involve renova-
tion, replacement, and new construction of 16,500 housing units [3] – approximately 2%
of all Italian public housing stock estimated at 806,146 units [4]. Quality and innovation,
two concepts prominently featured in the program title, encourage a sense of optimism.
However, they also require critical examination to understand how the issues related
to these concepts have been interpreted in terms of proposal development, evaluation,
subsequent selection, and implementation.

In other words, if we focus on aspects related to the culture of design, can we see this
programme as an opportunity that has also been designed for architecture as a discipline
and not solely for architecture as a technical service? It would thus provide space for
experimentation beyond business as usual. In the absence of actual results, it is too early
to formulate a definitive answer at this stage. Although most of the design decisions are
already taken, the outcomes will only be visible after the projects have run their entire
course. Only then we will have a comprehensive vision and be able to start a meticulous
evaluation phase. We will then understand whether this major investment has enabled
Italy to contribute to the international debate on social housing design, bridging the
current gap compared to major European countries – a gap confirmed by the almost
complete absence of projects carried out in Italy in major specialist European literature.

Today, however, by taking part in one of the interventions, we can anticipate some
of the themes and questions that may fuel the debate in the future. In parallel, even in the
absence of a systematic collection of official detailed material from other interventions,
a brief report published by Mims (Ministry of Infrastructure and Sustainable Mobility)
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allows us to draw up a shortlist of the 159 projects, similar in scale and program, that will
be worth comparing in the future when in search of successful solutions and possible
failures – some of these projects are: Ri-Abito qui in Potenza; ex SAIRO area in Udine;
ViviBbusto 2030 in Busto Arsizio; Ponte San Giovanni in Perugia; San Giovanni: un
quartiere verde, inclusivo e smart in Trieste; Pinqua Vallette in Torino; Nuove Ca.Se.
in Calenzano e Sesto Fiorentino; Librino Città Moderna in Catania; Terra in Andria;
Contrada Torregiana-Fontescodella in Macerata.

1.3 A Reflection in Action

Having refined the goal of the investigation, there are several possible research
approaches that can bemore suitable for acquiring an understanding of the change poten-
tial and challenges of this tool, as well as for testing its ability to guide outcomes toward
the best possible results. The approach undertaken within the framework of research-
by-design [5] involved direct participation in one of the 159 PINQuA projects. Thus, it
was possible to conduct – and produce – a “reflection in action” [1] from a privileged
observation point. Although the experience relates to a single case, it was an opportunity
to get to the core of general issues, triggering a reflection on both the design and pro-
cess dimensions: two complementary aspects. The study of the first dimension makes it
possible to test the program’s design potential, also in response to the current challenges
in the implementation of low-budget housing solutions. The study of the second dimen-
sion examines the main opportunities and problems intrinsic to the PINQuA process that
impact the physical results, as they prepare the ground. This contribution seeks to bring
together these two interdependent levels that influence architectural results.

1.4 A Point of Observation: The Case Study of Piazzale Visconti in Bergamo

The project that prompted this reflection focuses on the urban regeneration of an area
facing various challenges: the Piazzale Visconti housing complex, located on the south-
west outskirts of Bergamo and separated by the consolidated part of the city. The area,
commonly known as Villaggio degli Sposi, traces its roots back to 1955 when the local
parish initiated a self-managed housing project financed by subsidised mortgages aim-
ing to provide housing for young couples – hence the name of the quarter, which means
Newly-weds Village. The outcomewas a low-density neighbourhood comprising single-
family homes, rowhouses, and small apartment buildings, each comprising two to four
storeys. The site being regenerated lies 500 m north of the neighbourhood centre, where
a few local services and micro-commercial businesses can be found around the church.
The five public buildings occupying this area are in a state of decay. In particular, two
have reached the end of their life cycle and are currently empty. The central public
space, characterized by a monotonous functionalist design, serves mainly as a parking
lot, with the only positive quality provided by the presence of a few trees. Size-wise,
the plot is relatively compact, approximately 5,000 sqm, bordered by public roads. Of
the five buildings, two are linear blocks perpendicular to each other (owned by ALER,
the regional public housing authority) and three are standalone buildings (owned by the
municipality). The aim of the intervention, in line with the program, is to reverse the
decay in progress and define a new focal point for the entire neighbourhood through the
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creation of a pedestrian square, with addition of public functions on the ground floors;
replacement and increase of social housing stock (a 60% increase in volume is planned);
and the energy and seismic upgrading of the remaining buildings.

Our contribution – a scientific consultancy for the Technical-Economic Feasibility
Project provided on direct commission of the company awarded the design services
contract, Progettisti Associati Tecnarc s.r.l., in partnership with Mythos S.C.AR.L. –
falls midway in the overall process, bridging the gap between the administrative phase,
(started with the publication of the call for proposals and concluded with the allocation
of funding), and the competition for the assignment of design services (which, in turn,
precedes contracting of execution of works), providing an overview of the entire pro-
cess. In this specific case, it should be noted that the transfer of responsibilities from
the public authority to the design holder was facilitated through a document of intent.
The public authority, during the drafting of the proposal and for the subsequent devel-
opment phases, engaged in a scientific consultancy provided by Politecnico di Milano
(responsible for the consultancy: O. E. Bellini, Department of Architecture, Built Envi-
ronment and Construction Engineering) with the aim of creating a Design Guideline
Document (Documento di Indirizzo Progettuale – DIP) containing directives for objec-
tives, themes, innovative aspects, and quantitative requirements to be adhered strictly in
the design phases. This procedure, a virtuous attempt of the commissioner to protect the
design scope, does not represent a mandatory step but arises from the initiative and civil
responsibility of the single decision-maker.

2 Two Complementary Research Dimensions

2.1 The Project Dimension

The first reflections on the actions carried out have made it possible to verify the real
transformative capacity of the PINQuA programme, which is partly determined by an
adequate match between the initial ambitions (as declared in the call and included in the
goals set by the DIP) and the financial resources allocated. While this might seem obvi-
ous, past national experiences with the so-calledContratti di Quartiere (Neighbourhood
Contracts) programme, for example, revealed a misalignment in this sense, resulting in
a downsizing of the originally envisioned scope during the implementation phase [6].
Secondly, we had the chance to highlight themain issues arising from the specific context
and to relate them to problems common to other fragile areas targeted by the program,
together with a range of possible responses. In this regard, the case study allowed us to
observe how the program offered designers flexibility to develop adequate solutions, in
line with the most recent experiments in housing design.

These findings, grouped below into six themes, are then an example of what the
implementation of the PINQuA can enable, allowing for some elements of design experi-
mentationwhile respecting strict constraints. The following thematic paragraphs identify
problems common to any similar intervention and provide a starting point for addressing
equivalent challenges [7].

Advantages andConsequences of Densification (1).Given the acute shortage of social
housing, when involving such estates, regeneration tends to include the issue of volume
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increase: a more intensive use of already available and urbanized land is absolutely
advantageous for increasing housing stock and/or expanding the user base attracting
higher-income households [8]. This phenomenon is common in other European contexts,
like the practices of housing associations in the Netherlands. Here, regeneration serves
not only to increase the supply of social housing but also integrate a proportion of
open-market housing, thus fostering social diversity [9].

Fig. 1. Preliminary hypothesis of the ground floor plan for the feasibility study (left), comparing
the building to be demolished with the new construction (pink), accompanied by images of the
neighbourhood (right), 2023. (Drawings reworked by the authors of the paper. Images ©Google.

Beyond its primary objective, a net increase in density can, however, become chal-
lenging for settlement and typology, especially in small, highly constrained areas like
that under consideration. These difficulties are often accentuated by the conservative
attitude that permeates many urban planning regulations, requiring compliance with
existing settlement criteria or restricting maximum building heights. An initial hypoth-
esis was to consolidate additional volumes within a tall building located at the end of
a low L-shaped structure. However, this option was dismissed since a derogation from
local regulations was required, despite its typological advantages. So, to preserve the
original building heights and adhere to land constraints, the only viable course of action
for increasing density was to construct thicker buildings. This led to the development of
residential structures with deep typologies, achieved through the design of three parallel
bands. The central band contains bathroom and kitchen, while the two lateral bands
house the main rooms – as will be explained later. (see Fig. 1 and Fig. 5).

Opportunities for Reactivating Urban Quality (2). While addressing the issue of
monofunctionality and underutilization of open spaces, a common problem in most
mass-housing contexts, urban spaces can be transformed into welcoming and inclusive
places by rethinking the ground floor. This can be done by increasing types of use (not
solely residential) and strengthening the permeability of the outward-facing frontage –
this principle is well expressed in the words of Aldo van Eyck: “Forty doors make a good
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street” [10], referring to the inseparable relationship between home and street rooted in
the Flemish tradition (Fig. 2).

Fig. 2. Preliminary hypothesis of the ground floor plan for the feasibility study, with communal
areas highlighted in pink (left), and ground floor plan of the building before intervention (right),
2023 (Drawings reworked by the authors of the paper).

In line with these principles, the design strategies to make Piazzale Visconti a vibrant
place included concentrating commercial or community spaces in the most accessible
corners of the ground floor; placing only specific shared residential types at the urban
level (such as temporary co-living or student accommodation); and providing direct
access to all ground floor spaces from the square. In particular, in the case of Bergamo,
the project included ground floor housing intended for collective living, organized as
Cluster-Wohnung [11], a typology better suited to extending the outdoor part of shared
domestic life (see Fig. 1).

Impacts ofRegulations onParkingSpaces (3).The current national regulation requires
the provision of parking spaces for new residential constructions in proportion to the
volume of the building, without considering potential future decrease in private mobility.
This regulation contrasts with recent European initiatives where incentives for shared
transport have led to the minimization of parking space provision. For example, in
the Mehr als Wohnen cooperative neighbourhood in Zurich, residents agree to give up
private car ownership to become members of the cooperative. Other projects, such as the
Sonnwendviertel in Wien and the Résidence Rosalind Franklin in Paris-Saclay, tackle
the issue with above-ground, removable, or reconfigurable structures that envision a car-
free future. In the case at hand, there is no viable alternative to designing a conventional
underground garage to meet code requirements. However, fulfilling parking needs on
such a small site demands significant compromises, which unfortunately have a deep
impact on environmental aspects.

These compromises include reduced soil permeability, removal of existing trees,
and challenges in finding suitable locations for new plantings. Such conditions have
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Fig. 3. Preliminary hypothesis of the underground floor plan (left) and section (right) for the
feasibility study, comparing the building to be demolished and the new construction (pink), 2023
(Drawings reworked by the authors of the paper).

led to some compensatory solutions that allow some trees, planted at the underground
level, to emerge on the square after crossing the garage in section. Two prominent trees
emerge from a central patio, as in the CasaNova district in Bolzano, designed by Fritz
van Dongen. Additionally, others are individually scattered between the parking spaces,
corresponding to an equal number of holes drilled in the ceiling that allow the trunk to
overhang the public space above – an innovative approach previously tested in the Het
Kastel residential complex in Amsterdam. The combination of these options allows the
square to be shaded and to contain heat islands, although it is a compromise solution.
(see Fig. 3).

Solutions for Efficient and Welcoming Distribution (4). The choice of how to imple-
ment the internal distribution of a social housing building can contribute strategically
to controlling the amount of construction and operating costs (a burdened for tenants),
allowing an efficient use of the limited resources available without compromising the
spatial results. An example of efficient distribution is the gallery solution as it provides
access to a large floor area per level without multiplying staircases and lifts, and without
limiting the double exposure of the dwellings. Although this option is considered taboo
by many because of the well-known window privacy issues, its use can be strategic in
terms of efficiency and spatial opportunities – even in a renovated version, as proposed
in the case of Bergamo. In addition to increasing costs, a solution with two staircases
per building would have meant missing the opportunity to characterize the access to
home as a place for fostering social relations and to consider circulation spaces as urban
spaces, reinterpreting the Smithsons’ idea of a ‘street in the sky’.

Numerous contemporary examples of social housing, moreover, have effectively
experimented with the inclusion of welcoming and generously proportioned circulation
spaces to improve the overall living environment, while also cutting down window
privacy issues through specific design solutions. Of the cases analysed during the design
process, the Briesestraße housing project in Berlin (EM2N studio) and the Fratelli di Dio
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Fig. 4. Initial design render image of the external corridor distribution for the feasibility study,
2023 (Drawing reworked by the authors of the paper).

complex in Sesto San Giovanni (Giancalo De Carlo) shared several similarities with the
project. Like these two examples, in Bergamo the gallery depth is bigger than usual and
makes it possible to distance walkways from windows to respect privacy; it also makes
the spaces in front of the individual entrances habitable, transforming the system into a
large loggia. (see Fig. 4).

Advantages of a Modular and Flexible Floor Plan (5). Ongoing social changes that
affect domestic life encourage the concept of buildings capable of adapting to possible
changes over time. Adaptability becomes a way to sustainability. The lines of research
active in this field respond with multipurpose or flexible layouts, the former understood
as spaces that can adapt to different uses because of their geometrical conformation
[12]; the latter understood as structures composed of a permanent part completed by
versatile elements – a theory initially developed in the 1960s with the term “support”
by Habraken [13] and the SAR group. Among the various recent experiences, particular
interest has been directed on interventions in Catalunya. For example, the Peris+ Toral
social housing projects in Cornellà were built with a strict structural grid that gave origin
to same-size rooms that could be combined in differentways and rearranged in the future;
or the project by Lacol for La Balma cooperative housing, which features a longitudinal
tripartite block, where a central band, accommodating bathrooms and kitchens, separates
two bands that host the main rooms of the house.

Similarly to the second case, the Bergamo project develops a modular plan that
accommodates a wide variety of housing types and, at the same time, is easily reor-
ganizable in the medium to long term. The regular cadence of the wooden structure,
in addition to guaranteeing simplicity of construction, divides the building into regular
spans, determining a basic module useful for current and future aggregations. The depth
of the building, which is dictated by settlement factors, is resolved by a central strip of
bathrooms and kitchens – analogous to the reference – that subdivides each span into two
equivalent spaces, drawing a pattern of juxtaposed rooms that can be easily reassembled
(see Fig. 5).
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Fig. 5. Preliminary hypothesis of the standard floor plan for the feasibility study, accompanied
by typologies layout and diagram of possible future configurations, 2023 (Drawing reworked by
the authors of the paper).

Language Responding to Criteria of Necessity and Durability (6).When it comes to
figurative andmaterial choices, designing with limited economic resources favours solu-
tions that respond to principles of necessity and durability, foregoing any non-essential
elements, sophisticated materials, or fragile fixtures. Also, designing with limited eco-
nomic resources implies a strategy which relies heavily on geometric choices, eliminat-
ing the superfluous. This is probably the foundation for an aesthetic appropriate to the
theme of public residential construction. According to these principles, the figurative
character of the Piazzale Visconti complex relies on the meticulous composition of a
limited number of standard components, and not by adopting customised, sophisticated
elements or by using noble expensive materials. The façades are of two types: hermetic
toward the exterior of the plot; porous toward the public space. The former defines an
apparently random pattern, with four types of windows arranged on a plastered back-
ground (see Fig. 6). The latter – the gallery front – is a direct expression of the structural
steel elements: cantilevered beams and pillars set back from the outer edge, joined by
metal railings (see Fig. 4). Most interventions, however, share that they were carried
out after the 2008 crisis, a time that prompted many designers to look towards more
elementary solutions, which coincided with an increasing focus on envelope design to
meet specific energy performance requirements.

2.2 The Process Dimension

As for the reflections on the potential, criticality and risks of the process, the feeling is
similar to what has already been noted by other experts: that we have focused on “how
much”, without finding indirect measures that could control the “how” [14]. Despite
the transformative potential and the centrality given to physical makeover, at least three
weaknesses emerge, all related to the preservation of the quality of architectural and
urban design. Firstly: the time available to prepare proposals, which required a rather
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Fig. 6. Preliminary hypothesis of elevation and window typologies for the feasibility study, 2023
(Drawing reworked by the authors of the paper).

advanced level of complexity, was extremely limited, especially when considering the
ambitious objectives to be achieved, particularly for a sector that has been under-funded
for years and is no longer accustomed to addressing the theme of new design [15].
This key factor could have a negative impact on the quality of proposals, which may
result sometimes from the revival of projects developed in the past and then abandoned
for various reasons, sometimes from new projects stripped of the necessary breathing
space to innovate. A side effect that cannot be reversed, even if the timeframe for the
completion of the proposals is reconsidered. Secondly, the evaluation of the preliminary
proposals, entrusted to a ministry-appointed High Commission, is centred on measur-
able criteria and quantitative parameters. This reflects an attempt to make the proposals
comparable, based on an unquestionable system, but at the risk of losing effectiveness
when faced with predominantly qualitative issues. None of the seven criteria, moreover,
places architectural and urban design value at the centre of the evaluation (here is the list
of criteria: Quality of the proposal and consistency with the purposes of the program;
Scale of the interventions with respect to ERP properties; Recovery and promotion of
cultural, environmental and landscape resources; “Zero balance” of soil consumption;
Activation of public and private resources; Involvement of private operators; Application
of BIM methodology, and of innovative management models). The third issue concerns
the selection of professionals. This is done through a public tender based on the proven
ability to complete the assignment, expressed through a technical offer influenced by an
economic offer. There is no explicit evaluation of the architectural and urban quality of
the project to be developed, implicitly emphasizing architecture as a technical service.
This does not necessarily lead to a negative outcome but rather places the quality of the
result in the hands of the awareness, culture, and capability of the tasked professional
(or team). This selection is based on entirely different criteria, however, as if it were a
secondary aspect, overshadowed by the correctness of execution.
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3 Final Considerations

3.1 The Project Dimension

The experience conducted allowed us to test the potential and understand some structural
weaknesses of the entire PINQuA program, which can be pinpointed in the seemingly
secondary position afforded to the quality of architectural and urban design. The suc-
cessful results – as one would expect given the number of proposals – will owe their
achievement to fortunate coincidences, rather than to the will and/or ability of the pro-
cess to direct the outcomes towards the best possible results. Thus, beyond the words
that accompany the call, there is a significant risk that exceptional opportunities, such
as those made possible by PINQuA, may result in ordinary responses that fall short of
their full potential.

In this, as in other circumstances, the absence of a law for architecture in Italy
is keenly felt – a law capable of defining, for example, the ways in which projects
must be evaluated and professionals must be selected. Such a law, widely discussed but
without tangible outcomes, would aim to create regulatory conditions for architectural
culture to assume a decisive role in the processes guiding the transformation of the built
environment (The MAXXI National Museum of 21st Century Arts has recently added
fuel to the debate about this law). This would allow Italy to regain an active role in the
contemporary architectural debate, proposing solutions that seek interactionwith current
international best practices. A law should help to ensure that this does not happen as
a result of positive coincidences (as the PINQuA experience will hopefully be able to
demonstrate), but as a systematic result of a politicalwill, properly regulated and included
in the tools and mechanisms behind every public work. This would require, upstream, a
greater recognition of the role of the discipline of architecture in proposing innovative
solutions that can respond more effectively to initial objectives, understanding current
and anticipating future needs.

Acknowledgment. The contribution is the result of a joint reflection by the authors. Sections 1
and 3, as well as Subsect. 2.2, are attributed to both authors. Subsection 2.1 is attributed to Fabio
Lepratto.
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Abstract. Our research aimed to explore an inter-scalar field in which architec-
tural design tools are intertwined with urban and territorial scales. The case is an
enclave between different limits: a valley near the border with Austria, located on
the edge of north of Veneto region with an ethnic-linguistic heritage of Germanic
matrix, administratively migrated in 2017 to Friuli Venezia Giulia region. Due to
this specific geographical identity, local communities and municipal administra-
tion needed to define new sustainable development models of their territory. This
gave us the chance to fine-tune a design exploration process holding territorial
plan, with its analytical and programmatic categories. Additionally, it allowed us
to address prefigurations, of a dispositive and dimensional nature, that enable the
definition of thematic aspects through urban and landscape tools in various loca-
tions. Through discussion tables with local communities, various stakeholders,
and interdisciplinary experts, as well as cross-referencing data provided by the
administration itself, we elaborated open web-based GIS tools. These tools allow
for the interrogation of data at different levels. From this analytical phase, five
main themes emerged: naturalistic system, tourism resources, local economies,
territorial infrastructures, and historical identity heritage. These themes represent
the inter-scalar field within which different design explorations at urban and land-
scape scales intend to interweave possible relationships with territorial and urban
plans.

Keywords: Inter-scalar field · Enclave · Spatial Prefigurations · Geographical
identity · Local communities · Territorial plan

1 Architecture Beyond the Plan

The research work within which this project was developed aimed to explore an inter-
scalar field in which tools of architectural composition intertwine with those of the
project on an urban and territorial scale.

The Alpine landscape constitutively includes a spatial complexity that can only be
explored through the interaction of different cartographic and representation tools, which
often only partially allow to reflect this complexity.
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The territory of Sappada is already in itself an enclave between different borders:
terminal valley whose northern mountain crests mark the border with Austria, located
on the edge of the Comelico belonging to the high Veneto Cadore in which an ethnic
and linguistic heritage of Germanic matrix since 2017 administratively migrated to the
territory of the Friuli Venezia Giulia region.

These specific identity traits have determined on the one hand the need to redefine
the models of sustainable development of the territory, on the other hand the opportunity
to develop a design exploration process. This process is capable of intertwining different
tools: cartographic instruments of the Plan, with its analytical and programmatic cate-
gories; prefigurations, by arrangement and size, that the urban and landscape project has
allowed to define in the various places and themes identified; definitions of individual
architectural elements serving mobility networks and public spaces.

This analytical phase unfolded in parallel and in constant interaction with a par-
ticipatory discussion process, comprising various open discussion tables for the local
population, stakeholders, and municipal administration, delineating a series of funda-
mental shared themes and strategies. From the elaboration of these themes emerged five
thematic axes enabling the intertwining of potential relationships with the Plan.

The Plan, therefore, besides conventionally synthesizing analyses and summarizing
urban regulations and operational tools, in this instance, selects and indicates short-
and medium-term strategies through spatial prefigurations, which the Municipality of
Sappada intends to translate into planning phases at different levels. In the wake of
a tradition intertwining the Plan and studies on the city with urban design [1], this
research experience potentially broadens the scope from Alpine landscapes to other
territories, experimenting with a theoretical dimension transcending the Plan, through
the exploration of the form as a precise sign that is placed in the reality and meanwhile
is the measure of a transformation process. [2].

2 Themes and Methodologies

These distinct identity traitsmentioned before have led to two significant outcomes. First,
they have explored a redefinition of sustainable development models for the region.
Second, they have provided an opportunity to start a design exploration process that
integrates the cartographic tools of the Plan (Figs. 1, 2, 3).

These tools include analytical and programmatic categories [7], incorporating the
prefiguration of arrangements and scales enabled by urban and landscape projects.
[3, 5] They are defined across various locations and themes. Moreover, the endeavor
involves crafting individual architectural elements impacting mobility networks and
public spaces. Following this analytical phase, conducted with participatory discus-
sion panels addressing issues such as natural resource management, culture and edu-
cation, tourism, employment development, and social inclusion and safety, five the-
matic axes emerged. These axes, encompassing the naturalistic system, tourist resources,
local economies, territorial infrastructures, and historical identity heritage, facilitated the
structuring of a specific proposal for a strategic plan.

The naturalistic system is formed by three main areas, the first one is Piave river
park. The second one is Sesis Valley, that represents the higher course of Piave river
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Fig. 1. Orthophoto of the Sappada territory, Sappada, 2023 (courtesy of the Municipality of
Sappada)

until its springs. Thus, the Plan not only organizes conventional analyses, compiles
urban regulations, and outlines practical tools, but also goes a step further [6]. In this
instance, it specifically identifies and recommends short- and medium-term strategies
by means of spatial prefiguration.

The Municipality of Sappada aims to convert these strategies into various planning
stages across different levels. In case of the lodges located in this mountainous area, that
provide shelter and basic amenities to hikers, climbers, skiers. And this wider network
of infrastructure will serve plateau of Sappada 2000, that show many potentials for
these users. In summary, the key themes that shape this area of study are the Piave river
branch, the Val Sesis Naturalistic Oasis, and the naturalistic system of Sappada 2000.
These three areas significantly contribute to establishing the prominent “environmental
axes” of Sappada. The potential for the community’s future lies within these three natural
systems: the envisioned path involves strategically linking them with the town center
and its associated services, along with the municipal and territorial infrastructure hubs.

Within a broader perspective, the Plan operates on two fronts: firstly, intervening
within the three natural systems by structuring a mobility framework, with a specific
focus on sustainable transportation and public transit services, and enhancing their utility
through the addition of new service infrastructures. Secondly, efforts are directed towards
fostering connections between the three overarching systems and the town center.

The first phase of the research allowed an analytical reading of the territory from
multiple disciplinary viewpoints: from the geographical to the naturalistic-environmental
dimension, from the historical-cultural to the socio-economic aspects. This initial phase
was conducted parallel to the development process of the participatory Strategic Plan
“Sappada/Plodn 2050,” undertaken by the administration in collaboration with ComPA
FVG (a public body focused on strengthening the institutional, planning, organizational
and management capacity of local authorities, bodies and of public companies in Friuli
Venezia Giulia region), aimed at gathering input through open work tables involving
citizens, local stakeholders, and external references. [4].
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Fig. 2. Map of the Sappada territory with its three naturalistic macro-systems, Sappada, 2023
(image created by the research team and owned by the authors)

Fig. 3. The urban organization of Sappada along the east-west axis, parallel to the river Piave,
Sappada, 2023 (image created by the research team and owned by the authors)
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The elaboration of the general map of the river landscape, illustrating the overall state
of existing elements, reaches a basic definition that includes, superimposed in layers, all
the systems relevant to the park project: morphological, hydrogeological, and fluvial,
both natural and anthropic. Alongside the research process, five thematic tables were
organized in response to the aforementioned issues, conducted by the Municipality of
Sappada with the University of Padua, enabling a better understanding of Sappada’s
critical issues and potentials through dialogue between citizens and experts, aiming for
a more calibrated solution to the emerging problems. The role of the administration
has been to participate without guiding the choices of local participants, but rather by
introducing the issues discussed from time to time, contextualizing them within the
social and political landscape of the community.

The thematic tables are integral to the understanding process of Sappada’s territory
and have been divided according to the different areas of interest indicated above. They
also conclude the elaboration of the programmatic framework, aiming to obtain a con-
crete response to the critical issues raised for each theme, addressable and achievable
over the next 10 to 20 years through properly planned interventions. Once the addresses
and research topics have been collected and specifically identified, and subjected to
content synthesis, the main macro-themes have been further explored, covering various
territorial problems and potentials of Sappada on several fronts, to achieve their full
recognition and development, leveraging their resources and opportunities.

For eachmacro-theme, cartographic elaborations have been identified to allow direct
comparisons, seeking the broadest spatial understanding of the local reality, and to real-
ize proposals that adequately meet the needs of the community and citizens of Sappada.
Georeferenced files, photos, and images from municipal archives, including existing
data in initiated and ongoing plans and projects over the past 20 years, have been col-
lected for the construction of this diagnosis. To enable a direct comparison with research
conducted in parallel, each macro-theme has been juxtaposed with analytical data on
project initiatives emerging from discussion tables (Figs. 4, 5, 6).

Fig. 4. General map of the river Park of Piave with the three project focuses, Sappada, 2023
(image created by the research team and owned by the authors)
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Fig. 5. General map of the Val Sesis Oasis with the four project focuses, Sappada, 2023 (image
created by the research team and owned by the authors)

Fig. 6. General map of Sappada 2000 with the three project focuses, Sappada, 2023 (as above)

2.1 First Focus: Piave Park

This first focus, which frames an extension of about one kilometer, includes the access
point to the Piave Park, the expansion of the craft area and the first thematic place
represented by the vision of an Art Park.

The vision of anArt Parkwithin a river basin, which provides for the semi-immersion
of the stalls, guarantees an unprecedented type of tourist and cultural use. Within an
aquatic dimension, the installations will take on a significant landscape value, which
will create an authentic pole of cultural production capable of attracting new categories
of users throughout the year.

The development of a linear park with specific functional areas, distributed through-
out its extension, requires specific modular service blocks within the route, as indica-
tors of a change in the landscape, capable of reverberating the material-environmental
characteristics of the river landscape.

A second focus is dedicated to an eastern area along the Piave river, where will be
possible to reach directly the river for bathing and walking.
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A third focus is centered on food products coming from local agricultural activities,
in connection with a previous dismissed military area.

This areawas involved in a teaching activity inUniversity of Ferrara since September
2022 to February 2023: students of 3rd year attending Master degree course on Archi-
tecture have developed architectural design exercises for the reuse of this area and its
surroundings to get different scenarios, as outlined in a further chapter (Fig. 7).

Fig. 7. Art Park along Piave river. Axonometric view, Sappada, 2023 (image created by the
research team and owned by the authors)

2.2 Second Focus: Val Sesis

The main element that characterizes the Nature Oasis of Val Sesis are the springs of the
Piave River, as well as the river itself in its first stretch that descends with a torrential
character until the height of Cima Sappada. It is precisely from this first village that a
paved path starts, parallel to the riverbed that connects the town center to the springs,
located at the foot of Mount Peralba.

The entire naturalistic compartment has an extraordinary landscape value that nev-
ertheless presents few elements of tourist, recreational, receptive and cultural. The Piave
springs themselves appear to be choked by parking lots, are barely visible, small in size
and marked by a precarious arrangement of elements commemorative, protective, urban
and landscaping totally inadequate to a monument with a very strong historical, cultural,
symbolic and identity value for the entire nation.

The general project strategy begins with the intervention in the village of Cima
Sappada, which is to be decongested from car traffic through a new parking area and
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the activation of a public transport service by bus-shuttle that solves the connection with
the springs, maintaining the stops in the intermediate shelters. A specific stop module is
designed at these points, also equipped with support equipment for cyclists. Then there
is the provision of some parking lots for all the periods in which the service of public
transport is not provided. The intervention on the springs of the Piave River involves the
complete redesign of the area to give a wider scope to the springs themselves, attempting
to simultaneously restore dignity and sacredness to the site (Fig. 8).

Fig. 8. The new access and reorganization of the Piave springs. Axonometric view, Sappada,
2023 (image created by the research team and owned by the authors)

2.3 Third Focus: Sappada 2000

The naturalistic territory of Sappada 2000 limited to the peaks arranged on the northern
side of Sappada, develops only at high altitudes, bordering to the north, along the crests
of Monte Lastroni, with Austria, to the east with the first virgin stretch of the Piave
river, to the west by the Monte Ferro line and to the south by the town of Sappada.
The intervention envisaged in this naturalistic context must develop in a scenario of
amplification of the offers inherent to the high altitude, admitted only by the elaboration
and implementation of the strategy for connecting the historic center to Sappada 2000.

The general objective is to structure a program no longer based only on sport users,
but extended and aimed at family groups, at children, therefore, at all those activities
generated in the recreational-sports-excursion field (Fig. 9).

The first focus of the intervention envisages the restructuring of the Sappada 2000
refuge, through some interventions: a system of naturalistic residences, built on the same
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Fig. 9. The new sports and recreational infrastructures of Sappada 2000. Axonometric view,
Sappada, 2023 (image created by the research team and owned by the authors)

ridge, together with a covered observatory; new playground built on the natural slopes
of the land, near the refuge itself; a zip-line with departure at high altitude and arrival at
the valley station; a paragliding starting point, with dedicated platforms, built just east
of the Chapel dedicated to the fallen soldiers in Russia.

The design of the new panoramic service module for the entire territory of Sappada
2000 is the result of a sophisticated thematic development, supported by a severe need
for adaptability to the context, from a geological, structural, meteorological and, above
all, identity point of view. It is a module that can be positioned in different points of
the high-altitude region, a decision resulting from the desire to restore the extraordinary
visual observation potential in some of these places, thus enhancing those naturally
generated panoramic points.

3 Didactic Experience

The didactic experience conducted in the Design Studio 3 of the University of Ferrara,
within the framework of the Master Degree Course in Architecture, focused on the
adaptive reuse of the site of the former Alpine Barracks Fasil in Sappada (Fig. 10).

The Studio, structured into three ateliers, engaged 133 third-year Architecture stu-
dents, organized into 39 design teams. These teams grappled with formulating a design
approach that meticulously considered the urban and landscape configuration of the Sap-
pada region. Under the guidance of 7 instructors, the projects were geared towards three
primary functional scenarios: innovative tourist accommodations; educational facilities
rooted in the region’s excellence; pioneering residential and coworking spaces. The
projects developed challenged the conventional approach to existing heritage, particu-
larly the abandoned barracks building. These proposals presented design solutionswhere
the interplay between the existing structure and the new intervention was encapsulated
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Fig. 10. Exercise on adaptive reuse of former Alpine Barracks Fasil in Sappada. Model, Ferrara,
2023 (photo by Alessandro Tessari, owned by the author)

within two overarching morphological strategies: “inside” which focused on the bar-
racks building itself and involved processes of addition and subtraction, and “outside”
which focused on extensions and clusters of new buildings.

This didactic experience underscored the complexity in intervening within a mul-
tifaceted landscape, rich in identity, urban and architectural significance and memory.
The multifarious nature of the solutions presented underscored the complex features of
the site, offering a glimpse into a multitude of potential adaptive reuse scenarios.
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Abstract. The co-creation design studio at the Department of Architecture, Uni-
versity of Cyprus, has been acting as a meeting place for students, educators,
researchers, citizens, and external stakeholders since 2021, aiming to bridge
gaps between architectural research, pedagogy, civil society, and local gover-
nance bodies through a transdisciplinary pedagogical framework. Acknowledging
that many societal challenges are complex and multifaceted and cannot be ade-
quately addressed by any single discipline or sector alone, the studio focuses
on the co-production of knowledge with stakeholders outside of academia. This
entails involving them from the outset of the project as well as co-designing design
activities and proposals that are relevant to their needs and interests, ensuring a
grounded process in real-world challenges. The studio’s pedagogical framework
and methodology have been designed, implemented, and evaluated three times
until now through participatory action research methodology, investigating the
impact on the design result, the development of skills for the students, and their
attitude towards their role as future professionals. The paper highlights the find-
ings of these three years of research in a reflective way, suggesting future steps
for improvement. Its long-term repetition will gradually build a knowledge base,
aiming to revisit existing educational methods to respond to current and future
challenges in an efficient and inclusive way.

Keywords: Architectural Design Studio · Transdisciplinarity · Community
Engagement · Architectural Pedagogy · Architectural Research · Participatory
Action Research

1 Introduction

1.1 Current Approaches to the Planning of Cities and Neighbourhoods

As cities around the world have been radically and continuously changing in response
to diverse challenges, urban planning and city development need to evolve into complex
and multidimensional processes that place urban resilience, social sustainability, and a
sense of ‘belonging’ at the forefront. Understanding urban environments as places with
different actors and stakeholders requires the collaborative involvement of many and
diverse stakeholders in their design. Transdisciplinary cooperation in decision-making,
co-creation approaches in the design process, as well as innovative initiatives regarding
urban commons, city and neighborhood planning, appear to bemore important than ever.
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Urban resilience has become an important goal for cities, particularly in the face of
contemporary challenges [1]; it has to do with recovering from crises and is directly
related to the concept of sustainability, as the two concepts are recognized as interre-
lated, highlighting the potential to achieve sustainable urban development [2]. Social
sustainability is acknowledged as an important part of sustainable development as a
process that improves a community’s quality of life [3], resulting in their happiness,
security, health, and quality of life [4]. Social relationships and a sense of “belonging”
are important factors in a community’s social sustainability and resilience [5, 6], con-
tributing to shared emotional connection through interaction with others, strong shared
values, shared norms and codes [7, 8]. Educators, scholars, practitioners and activists
among many others, have been highlighting inclusion and participation in the decision
making and design processes regarding urban space, as a vital element towards achiev-
ing and sustaining urban resilience [9, 10]. This argument illustrates the importance of
transdisciplinary approaches in knowledge production and of co-creation practices in
the design of urban spaces.

Transdisciplinary and transdisciplinarity are relatively recent terms, meant to high-
light the need to transcend disciplinary boundaries and create holistic problem-solving
approaches for city planning through the combination knowledge, tools and methods
stemming from both the academic and non-academic world [11]. A transdisciplinary
approach supports bottom-up collaborations, and creates a nurturing environment for
mutual learning and cross-pollination between different participants [12]. Such a setting
is a prerequisite for a co-creation process to flourish. In urban planning, co-creation can
be described as the last steps on Arnstein’s ladder of participation, “delegated power”
and “citizen control” [13]: co-creation is defined as a process where participants can
have active and prominent decision-making roles, exhibiting traces of self-organisation,
increased commitment and a sense of ownership of the process [14].

Recent research is exploring new methods of urban planning in which citizens and
municipalities co-create new planning rules or collectively shape and prioritise actions
related to urban space [15], as is the case of the Co-Cities initiative in Bologna, a
co-governance scheme between citizens and municipal authorities that provides a trans-
disciplinary, co-creation framework for joint decision making in matters regarding the
city’s services, policies and spaces [16]. Such practices highlight a continuity in engage-
ment and a level of delegation of power that are crucial in fostering a sense of ownership
and belonging among citizens and community members, towards both the urban spaces,
and the processes that shape them. Therefore, the urban commons paradigm becomes
an increasingly relevant model for urban governance. The term urban commons refer to
urban resources (commons) that are managed by their users collaboratively (common-
ers), through collectively agreed-upon rules in a non-profit-oriented way (commoning)
[17]. As a co-governance model, the urban commons paradigm highlights the impor-
tance of redefining urban values in contemporary cities while, in parallel, helping to
build creative and open processes that foster experimentation, collaborative knowledge
production, and trust among those involved.
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1.2 Architectural Research and Pedagogy Having a Social Impact

The need for continuous, inclusive, and pro-social practices in urban design, develop-
ment, and governance should also be reflected in the way future design professionals,
specifically architects, are trained. Consequently, the need for a more responsive archi-
tectural pedagogy raises questions about the relevance of knowledge and research in
architecture as an educational discipline and as a profession [18]. The traditional role of
the architect, as well as the knowledge and skills required of a future architect, are being
called into question. According to academic Ashraf M. Salama [18], there should be a
continuous focus on the skills required for successful practice by incorporating scenarios
that involve real interaction with the everyday environment into architectural pedagogy
programs to promote critical thinking.Various architectural educationalmethods focused
on community engagement, situated learning, and transdisciplinarity are now at the cen-
ter of discussion in this framework, supporting the student’s active role in the process of
learning [19]. Since the beginning of the 21st century, a wide range of different pedagog-
ical architectural approaches and methodologies that propose the architectural design
studio to be embedded in the real environment through a co-creation framework have
been widely discussed, applied, and criticized, such as community design [20], “live
projects” [21, 22], and “design-build projects” [23].

Moreover, universities have a civic responsibility to the cities ofwhich they are a part,
both in terms of sharing the expertise and knowledge they produce [24] and in terms
of their role as “significant institutional actors” in urban development processes with
great power and visibility [19]. Communities and universities, according to Sara and
Jones [24], can develop a twoway collaboration between citizens, architects, students,
and academics by co-creating new knowledge. This knowledge co-production makes the
university “anurban agentwith transformative potential for co-creatingmore sustainable,
resilient communities” and has the potential to be transformative as the city and its
residents become change agents for the institution.

In this framework, the co-creation studio at theDepartment ofArchitecture at theUni-
versity of Cyprus (https://www.instagram.com/cocreationstudio.ucy/) was established
and implemented in 2021 in an attempt to put a higher priority on social sustainability
issues during the architectural design studio and systematize research and its relationship
with pedagogy. It embraces a transdisciplinary framework and incorporates community-
engaged approaches and situated learning. Simultaneously, it examines the impact of
the approach through participatory action research and knowledge co-production with
stakeholders outside of academia, linking research with teaching and learning. Since
2021, the studio has been implementing co-creation activities in three different Nicosia
neighborhoods (Fig. 1).

https://www.instagram.com/cocreationstudio.ucy/
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Fig. 1. The design of a small public space in Mylou neighborhood in Latsia Municipality, (Work
by Co-creation Studio UCY, 2022).

2 Methodology

In the execution of this research and the attainment of its objectives, Participatory Action
Research (PAR) is employed. Its participatory nature allows all involved stakeholders,
to actively contribute to knowledge production, and its cyclical development, character-
ized by iterative phases of planning, action, observation, and reflection that bridge theory
with practice, fosters continuous improvement and change [25]. Educators-researchers
engage in a form of “self-reflective teaching” with the overarching goal of fostering
improvement and change [26]. The reflective framework and cyclical nature of con-
tinuous improvement and review establish meaningful connections between research
findings and practical educational applications. The implementation of this research
unfolds in three consecutive phases-cycles of exploration (2021–2023). Each phase-
cycle is grounded in the theoretical framework and methodology of Urban Living Labs
[27, 28], as well as in the iterative cycle of action research proposed by Kemmis and
McTaggart [29], consisting of four main stages: framework design, implementation, co-
evaluation, and reflection and re-design (Fig. 2). Anything occurring during the frame-
work implementation is fluid, non-linear, and susceptible to changes, primarily follow-
ing a non-linear three-stage process without clear boundaries: a) Co-identification stage:
Co-assessing and understanding the existing situation, identifying issues or needs; b) Co-
creation stage:Co-development and co-selection of solutions and scenarios; c)Co-design
and implementation stage: Implementation of the optimal solutions are implemented in
the agreed form, scale, and degree of implementation.

The first phase of research is embedded in the 2nd-year architectural design studio
at the University of Cyprus during the Spring Semester of 2021, involving 28 s-year
architecture students. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the studio is exclusively con-
ducted online. The thematic focus centers on contemporary living concepts, including
“collective housing,” “cohabitation,” and “sharing,” explored in Pallouriotissa, Nicosia.
The second phase unfolds in the Spring Semester of 2022, with 30 s-year students and
a summer workshop in June 2022 involving 32 participants. The emphasis remains on
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“collective housing” and “sharing” in residential and public spaces. Students are tasked
with designing collective housing forms in specific plots within a Latsia Municipality
neighborhood, Nicosia, near a small public space. Detailed planning of the public space
occurs during the summer workshop, alongside the implementation and evaluation of
specific constructions with the support of the University of Cyprus Fab Lab. In the third
phase, during the Spring Semester of 2023, 29 s-year students participate. Concurrently,
a Spring course engages 20 students (third-year and fourth-year). This phase critically
explores “collective housing” and “sharing” within the neighborhood, examining the
school’s role and its relationship with housing in Latsia Municipality, Nicosia, adjacent
to the Latsia Lyceum. Parallel groups in the studio develop ideas for collective housing,
while the students of the parallel course are tasked to design a structure in the school-
yard as a connecting link with the neighborhood. Both courses are followed by a summer
workshop in June 2023, involving 21 participants, implementing one of the proposals
for construction in the schoolyard with the assistance of the University of Cyprus Fab
Lab.

Fig. 2. The circular methodology of the Co-creation Studio, consisting of four phases: design,
implementation, co-evaluation, reflection, and re-design (©PanayiChristina,UCYLibrary, 2023).

Co-evaluation and reflection process takes place simultaneously with the imple-
mentation and is structured around three key axes: a) evaluation of the structure and
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methodology of the studio as a teaching and learning process and a co-creation pro-
cess; b) evaluation of the impact of the pedagogical approach on the students (skill
development, learning outcomes, motivations, experiences, attitude towards their future
professional role) and the design outcome; c) evaluation of participatory action research
as a methodology for co-creation of knowledge. Data collection and analysis aims at
yielding insights into the entire co-creation process, its effects on the various stake-
holders involved, and the overall effectiveness of the pedagogical framework. The co-
evaluation process involves data collection from the educators-researchers, students,
and other stakeholders (e.g., citizens). Students participate in focused group discussions
held at specific moments during the process to capture emotions, thoughts, and informal
opinions. They are also required to respond to specific questionnaires, typically before
and after each course, focusing on their motivations, experiences, roles in the process,
self-reflection of the design outcome, skill development, and achievement of learning
outcomes. Students also take part in semi-structured interviews, primarily consisting
of open-ended questions, aiming to record emotions and spontaneous reactions. Dur-
ing the interviews, they are asked to comment on their overall experience, the design
outcome, their gains, recommendations for future improvements regarding the learning
process, and their general thoughts and ideas. The educators-researchers continually
monitor the process to document students’ spontaneous behaviors and reactions, col-
lecting data through observation and recording them in a reflective diary. Additionally,
continuous evaluation of the design outcomes delivered by students occurs through indi-
vidual tasks and presentations at regular intervals. Lastly, the participating stakeholders
are interviewed, expressing their opinions on their experience and gains and evaluating
their involvement in the process. They also play an active role in assessing the design
outcome through interviews and their participation in intermediate or final presentations.

Both the data collection tools and the overall process of co-evaluation are adapted to
each semester’s program, learning objectives, and the students’ potential. The validity
of the data is ensured to a considerable extent through triangulation, both in terms of
using different tools and collecting data from different sources. The data are qualita-
tively analyzing, aiming to identify common elements within each of the three axes.
After the second year of implementation, to confirm hypotheses and identify any recur-
ring patterns over the years, the analysis also aims to find horizontal connections and
correlations between the years in each axis. Finally, the analysis method also aims to
identify correlations between the three axes.

3 Co-creating Knowledge Over These Three years of Research

Several outcomes about the co-creation framework as a participation, teaching, and learn-
ing process, its impact on students, and the design result(s) have emerged incrementally
over the three years of research, with the process being updated through improvement
actions from year to year. The outcomes of 2023 are still ongoing and have not been com-
pleted. Some of the most important ones are summarized below, concerning students’
attitudes toward their role as future architects, their perspectives on urban commons and
architecture’s social responsibility, their gains andmotivation, aswell as the researcher’s/
tutor’s role.
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Students’ exposure to real-life settings and engagement with other people enabled
them to explore their role in a diverse team and view negotiation and conflict as oppor-
tunities for productive and fruitful discussion. Throughout the process, students often
changed their roles, from passive listeners to discussants, leaders, and negotiators, learn-
ing to use arguments to defend their point of view. They also started to explore the
multiplicity of the roles of the professional (architect, urban planner), understanding
the complexity of urban environments and urban actors. Interestingly, when students
were asked about how they perceive the role of the architect in contemporary urban
processes and consequently their own role as future professionals, the answers varied
considerably. Several students viewed the architect as needing to have a central role in
the design process(es), leading the discussions and developing the design vision based
on the input from prospective users. Others perceive the architect’s role as that of a
mediator, someone who facilitates the design and co-creation processes and is in contin-
uous negotiation with the involved stakeholders. Few saw the role of the architect as that
of an ally to local communities, emphasizing the importance of enabling community-
engaged or community-initiated processes and mildly highlighting the political aspect
of a co-created urban development (Fig. 3).

Fig. 3. Designing and implementing a meeting place in Latsia High School yard (Photos by
Effrosyni Roussou, 2023).

Regarding urban commons, the majority of the participating students stated that they
recognise their value as a way to counter the high individualisation of contemporary
societies. They regard positively the potential of the urban commons to foster social and
environmental values as well as create mutual learning hubs for communities. Their own
role, as many of the students highlighted, is to be active both as citizens and architects
and act as “a unifying force” between the various stakeholders.

From 2022 onward, additional (optional) design and build activities were introduced
as intensive summer workshops, the built outcomes of which would then be handed
over to the communities that participated in their conceptualisation during the semester.
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Through these activities, students were exposed to the complicated world of architec-
ture’s interdependencies; frommaterial costs and delivery times to navigating design for
1:1 scale, they were able to realize the complex and volatile chain of actions necessary
to transition from paper to reality. Through hands-on, building activities, they were able
to empathize with and acknowledge the contribution of those involved in a construc-
tion process (construction workers, engineers, material suppliers, etc.), have increased
commitment in the process, and exhibit aspects of increased collaboration, communi-
cation, and self-organization, anchored in the belief that they are working on something
meaningful but also in the joy stemming from playful creation.

Regarding the researcher’s/ tutor’s role, the inherent reflexivity of the action research
process and, in this case, the double role of educators as researchers led to personal
changes, re-evaluations of the individual pedagogical practices, and positioning towards
the students, as well as -ultimately- to personal growth. The tutor’s role is thus under
question in terms of how intrusive it can be, the amount of advice or support it can
provide, and the ways that reviewing and assessment can take place in such a co-creative
approach.

4 Discussion

Live pedagogies offer the opportunity to transcend the boundaries of the classrooms and
consequently reconfigure the predefined hierarchies of teacher-student. In processes of
co-creation and design and build, the clear boundaries between learner and teacher, as
well as the clearly defined “roles” and behavioral “etiquette”, are more easily blurred.
This allows for instances of informality and sharing to permeate the process, which
create bonds of trust and cooperation and ultimately engage both students and tutors
as whole-people in a nurturing and caring learning environment. The disparity in the
students’ responses in regards to their perception of the role of the architect in contem-
porary urban development processes is indicative of the limits of “isolated” pedagogical
efforts. In order for meaningful and profound change to occur in students’ attitudes and
perceptions, one course or studio will likely not be enough. What is needed is broader
collaboration between the teaching staff, aligning agendas and complementing topics and
methodologies, as well as collectively trying to expand beyond disciplinary boundaries
both academic and non-academic partners.

Finally, architecture schools need to become active stakeholders and actors in urban
processes as hubs of knowledge and experimentation that open up new possibilities
and visions. Both research and pedagogy can and should have a tangible social impact
that is substantial for communities and people. The social and political dimensions of
architecture should be at the forefront, highlighting the need for a socially sustain-
able, community-engaged and politically aware design practice that could counteract
the deregulatory dominance of the global market. In this manner, the participation of
communities and actors beyond academia in architectural research and pedagogy is sig-
nificant, involving civil society in conceptualizing and structuring the research process
and knowledge co-production. Establishing and maintaining long-term relationships
between academic institutions, governing organizations, and civil society for urban
decision-making can be transformative for all participants and the city, cultivating a
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sense of responsibility for urban living environments. Thus, the city may be viewed as
a change agent for the university (research and education), while the university can be
viewed as a change agent for the city [24].
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Abstract. Architectural research is defined as community practice and for com-
munities. Architecture has always been constituted as an action of territorial
settlement and domestication for the community liveability of places.

This article, referring to the concepts of resilience and transformability of
mountain systems, proposes to reflect on how rural mountain areas have always
been able to adapt to changes thanks to the ability of communities to conceive
common and shared design directions.

The paper reflects on the conceptualization of commons and how they can be
a model for resilient development in socially inclusive contexts. For this reason,
an extensive review of historical palimpsests was conducted to understand how to
start from the roots of the operating models.

The article includes a field approach in Trentino’s valleys. The results are
exploratory, as the process cannot be concluded and requires a long time for
validation. From it, some working hypotheses are derived to be explored in fur-
ther studies, such as reintroducing the commons into projects and societies in
transformation.

Architectural research in these contexts contributes to orienting knowledge
through fundamental collaboration with other disciplines, which is helpful in
defining regenerative processes consistent with specific environmental contexts.

Keywords: Regeneration · Commons · Community engagement · Alpine
region · Trentino cultural landscape

1 Domesticated Mountains

Themountains result from a lengthy process of human domestication aimed at rendering
them inhabitable.

This adaptation is closely tied to the various forms of exploitation that have emerged
from the study of the knowledge of these spaces, with their inherent natural and envi-
ronmental characteristics. In this regard, collective practices have fostered a transforma-
tive relationship between architecture, landscape, and community actions within these
mountainous territories. In this line, the value of the mountains lies in their capacity for
self-regeneration, and today, the existing connection with the local community remains a
foundational practice that imbues these places with meaning, transforming them through
new relationships (Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1. Abandoned Masi in Celado, Tesino Valley (TN) (©Tognon 2023)

The paper focuses on the ongoing research1 which dealswith understanding hownew
regenerative possibilities on the mountain’s territories emerge from the interaction of
ecological, cultural, and social criteria that underlie mountain civilization and appear to
be fundamental to living and producing in the mountains and, therefore, non-negotiable.
Envisioning a future for mountains means basing it on the reestablishment of a strong
relationship between communities and the land by integrating what Pazzagli refers to as
the three “P’s”: “landscape,” “villages,” and “products,” which are endogenous elements
for the long-termcare of the area. It is necessary to direct the narrative towards a conscious
appreciation of the territory, investigating and emphasizing latent knowledge capable of
including the individual, uniting the community, generating sustainable economies, and
reconstructing a history while containing the future one. In this perspective, the concept
of “fragility” [1] as a lens for examining the territory seeks to explore the specificities
that can be related not only from a natural perspective but also from a social, economic,
and architectural standpoint.

The research focuses on the alpine region, a “unique region at the center of Europe”
[2], to which special attention must be paid. Operating in a design logic on these ter-
ritories, it is not necessary to limit to a national perspective, but it is essential to think
of the territory in a transnational key [3] since the Alpine territories belong to the same
mountain range, although with their regional peculiarities. Moreover, the Alps geo-
graphically range from high snowy peaks to the sea, resulting in a rich complexity of
interconnected variables: different topographies or orographic masses, variations in the
shapes and environmental conditions, and unique conditions imposed by life [4]. Over-
lapping with these geographical components is the immaterial aspect defined by their
close relationship with humanity.

2 Alps, Common Ground

As Ferrari [5] states, defining the Alps could even lead to tautology: the mountain is
what is perceived as such. In other words, the mountain is perception and representation
and what we perceive in our minds through our eyes. How to view the Alps is a complex
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theme that has evolved over the years because it encapsulates the ability to create a men-
tal geography that transcends the physical aspect. The changes in perceptual direction
have portrayed them in muted ways over the years: from inhospitable places inhabited
by wilderness communities to valleys as romantic expressions of a new Arcadia for
regenerating city dwellers, from John Ruskin’s “cathedrals of the earth” for explorers, to
playful places with ski total resorts [6]. Even today, the challenge lies in the multiplicity
of perspectives from which we view the Alps. Nevertheless, it is essential to understand
the implications these interpretations have on the physical landscapes and the future.
In this context, the Alps should be recognized as having an intrinsic value that goes
beyond economic considerations [5] while avoiding falling into an ideologically driven
environmentalism that disregards the necessary balances for human life in a region that
has been historically influenced by human activity.

Humans in the Alps should be seen as active participants in the natural balance,
historically shaping and preserving this equilibrium. The Alps could be described as
an anthropogeographical landscape, the result of millennia of gradual transformations.
Initially, the Alps were covered with dense and almost impenetrable forests up to high
altitudes, while the extensive and flat valley bottoms were often marshy, threatened by
floods, and only passable and usable during dry seasons [7]. Only the alpine meadows
above the tree line were suitable for immediate exploitation, albeit to a limited extent.

To establish permanent settlements in this region, humans had to intervene in the
ecosystems and transform them according to their needs, shaping the alpine region as
an architecture.

2.1 The Vertical Dimension

The alpine territory, analyzed systemically for design purposes, should be scanned and
considered not only in the horizontal connection of valley systems but mainly in the
vertical relationship between bottom valleys and peaks. The vertical component leads
to reading the valley system as a tomographic series of cross-sections. This analyti-
cal, interpretive key stems from the vertical structure of the valleys, which required
the inhabitants to cope with natural catastrophic events that threatened settlements both
downstream and upstream. This made settling the land and its use for people’s liveli-
hoods challenging. Nonetheless, human interventions also took the form of modifying
plant species and individual ecosystems, as well as landscape structuring to mitigate the
discontinuous dynamics of natural risks into more manageable and controllable events.

In a general sense, according to Bätzing [2], the transformation of the Alpine ecosys-
tem can be categorized into three levels of interventions: (a) creation of the Alpine pas-
tureland - expanding pastures through clearing and transforming vegetation cover via
deforestation, and other related activities; (b) creation of valley farmland - clearing and
cultivating land in the valley areas; (c) reclamation and clearing of large valley bottoms.
This involved drainage and clearance of extensive low-lying valley areas. These actions
led to the development of an architectural landscape, the signs and features of which can
still be observed today [2: 111–126].

This type of landscape is an ideal vertical section, which reflects the construction of
an artificial space divided into three parts to make it habitable. This scenery is referred
to a cultural (or anthropized) environment and is situated alongside the natural land
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in dynamic and intermediate stages, and it is often described as a “semi-natural” or a
“semi-cultural” landscape. Aligning with Bätzing’s definition, the “cultural landscape”
is understood as an area in which human activities have shaped the natural ecosystem
in such a way that an ecosystem has replaced it with a cultural imprint. The stability of
this new ecosystem is now the responsibility of humans, as the new ecosystem is not
inherently stable [2: 117].

This landscape was also shaped by a collective management model, which has been
fundamental in caring for the territory in the Alps by land (agricultural, pastures, forests)
and maintaining the built environment associated with them. As already highlighted, the
regulation of the mountain territories is an ancient process that began around the XII
Century in the Alpine region, where ecological and social systems have historically
co-evolved and become deeply rooted [8, 9]. Traditionally, highland areas have been
regulated by “civic use”, and these models of collective management [10] were devel-
oped to address local populations’ need to manage resource scarcity autonomously and
collectively. They created specific norms of land use to ensure their livelihoods while
maintaining a balance between productive activities and environmental preservation.

From a spatial perspective, it is interesting to note how these management models
have been physically translated into spatial contexts and, consequently, into environ-
mental and social palimpsests deeply ingrained in local traditions [11]. We highlight
that preserving these practices has facilitated the care of the material and immaterial
cultural heritage over time.

The model continues to serve as an essential historical and cultural framework for
local development in mountain regions [12]. Indeed, within the context of mountain
societies and ecosystems’ changes and management challenges today, commons repre-
sent unique habitats. They warrant not only in preserving traditional knowledge but also
in upholding ecological resources and in their ability to anticipate future scenarios.

2.2 Rural Commons, the Palimpsest of the Alps

The cultural relevance of this approach to territorial management for the Alps also
reverberates in contemporary principles of local administration. In fact, within the
evolving concept of economic development, “commons” have established themselves
as foundational areas of interest, defined as “sustainable local economies” [13].

In the ongoing research we consider commons not as a mere subsistence economy
but rather as a rational mode of resource management and utilization [14], where the
use of local natural resources, combined with a system of mutual management, enables
the creation and survival of communities even in challenging and isolated territories
[15]. The “Regole” [16] created a connection between the collective of inhabitants,
known as “vicini”, and the territory onwhich they lived. This regulation established a link
between people and territory (understood as a natural reality), the assembly of household
heads, and individual local entities within the broader valley context. The purpose of
the administration under these regulations was to control the standardized exploitation
of common lands and safeguard small private holdings, referred to as “divisi”.

Over the years, the methods of utilizing natural resources, based on communal use of
common assets, have remained essentially unchanged. Cultivable plots of land belonged
to families, although even privately defined areas of cultivated fields could be subject to
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limitations in favor of the community. According to Nequirito[16], analyzing the com-
munity’s territory, four distinct levels are structured. (a) The village represents the private
side of each family unit and worked as core of the housing area. (b) Cultivated lands,
typically located near the inhabited centers, consisted of fields and meadows defined by
hedges, fences, or dry-stone walls. The route is allowed during unproductive seasons
for all the community. (c) Forests: broadleaf forests were situated in areas bordering
the village settlements and were used for firewood. Meanwhile, coniferous forests at
higher altitudes provided timber for trade. (d) Pasturelands were collectively exploited
at various altitudes and utilized according to the seasons. They were overseen by com-
mon huts (“malghe”), where those appointed by the community, including herdsmen
and shepherds, produced milk from flocks or herds brought to pasture. (Fig. 2).

In addition, the infrastructure of the territorywas structured, and thewater systemwas
planned by the community, which were involved maintaining canals and embankments,
monitoring the purity of water sources, regulating water flow, and managing its use
through mills and sawmills, among other facilities. The road system was also a matter
of mandatory contributions from the community or those with property along the roads.
The “regola” defined specific control regulations and imposed strict penalties for those
who damaged public roads and places. Additionally, essential activities such as butchery
or baking, as well as specific aspects related to religious life regulations, were governed
and managed by the “Carte di Regola” (trad. Regulation Charters).

The long life of these “regole” has left visible traces in various Alpine areas. The
forms of land use for silvo-pastoral assets are reflected today in the toponymic her-
itage of places, a reminder of ancient customs and methods of using Alpine resources.
This historical legacy is also visible in the landscape’s configuration and the enduring
institutions.

The Trentino case
The two autonomous Italian provinces of Trentino and South Tyrol are a peculiar case in
the ItalianAlps, since historically encompass the highest number of collectivelymanaged
lands, covering a significant percentage of their territory [14]. Together the provinces
create a region where the concept of “common good” has been expanded not only to
material assets, but also to a substrate of traditions and practices of intangible heritage.

Looking specifically to Trentino, the commons as management model are still
strongly present in several valleys (e.g., Magnifica Comunità of Val di Fiemme, Regola
of Spinale and Manez, etc.), defining a model of virtuous land management, but also
identifying a community closely linked by a strong sense of identity with the land in
which they live over generations [17].

As profit motives did not drive these communities, all proceeds were reinvested
for the benefit of the territory, with fair resource distribution. Due to their ability to
self-regulate, these local communities have achieved a degree of autonomy, which still
reflects in local autonomy of Trentino South Tyrol. Over the past 60 years, both the
Autonomous Provinces have invested in policies to preserve the social and cultural fab-
ric and safeguard natural resources [18]. They recognize the intangible value of collective
institutions, which play a fundamental role in shaping the landscape [19]. In accordance
with this, the legacy of the collective management model is still prominently evident in a
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participatory planning approach involving the local community, predominantly indige-
nous, who can identify with the region’s agricultural and production systems. An illus-
trative example is the presence of cooperatives for community production of goods (e.g.,
Melinda, Mezzacorona, Famiglia Cooperativa, etc.), which are a manifestation of this
cultural heritage.

Fig. 2. The sketch translates into imagery the analyses that Nequirito has read regarding the
subdivision of the community’s territory into four levels, elements, and infrastructure (©Tognon
2023)

3 The Community as the Driving Force of Territorial Development

As illustrated in the previous chapters, communities have long been the driving force
behind the domestication of complex regions such as mountainous areas. Therefore,
even today, when architects and researchers investigate how these territories can be
resilient and capable of meeting the challenges related to climate change and ecological
transition through innovative approaches, it is essential to understand how communities
traditionally found internal solutions to ensure their adaptability.

Over the past three years of research on mountainous areas, particularly in the
Trentino province, we highlighted how architecture, in its dual form of discipline and
utility, becomes a conspicuous part of the “solid memory”, which becomes a tool for
understanding how to operate in a regenerative manner. From this perspective, architec-
tural research, thanks to the multiplicity of its meanings, works in the present, establish-
ing a systemic relationship between the territory and the community, which is seen as
a driving element. This becomes an essential combination for transmitting values from
one generation to the next and is crucial in regeneration processes.

As discussed in the previous chapters, through the analysis of the historical signif-
icance of collective properties in Trentino, the Separate Administrations of Civic Use
(ASUC) are today considered the heirs of the ancient rights exercised over the terri-
tory by rural or village communities since their origins. However, it is difficult, except
in a few cases, to reconstruct their history philologically due to various political and
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administrative upheavals. Indeed, apart from well-known cases such as the Magnifica
comunità della Val di Fiemme, Regola Feudale di Predazzo, and Regola di Spinale e
Manez, which have survived over time, most collective properties have been lost along
with their archives too. Their gradual disappearance is linked to political changes from
the enlightened absolutism of the XIX Century through the despotisms of the fascist
period. Subsequently, the first ASUCs were established within the municipalities, and
over time, theymultiplied and are nowunevenly distributed across the provincial territory
(numerous in Val di Sole, almost absent in the Valsugana land).

As reflected in the temporal analyses carried out on certain valleys2, the survival or
demise of collective properties also reflects the care they exercised in maintaining the
territory. Signs such as spontaneous reforestation, the loss of pastures, the thickening of
forests, and the disappearance of profitable trees such as chestnut groves, are indicative of
the broader trend of abandoning productive mountain areas. Conversely, it is evident that
the presence of collective properties serves as an irreducible stronghold that cares for and
preserves the land.However, we can assert that, although themodel of collective resource
management has beendeeply rooted in theAlpine region, current socioeconomic changes
are challenging how resources are conceived, utilized, and managed by communities,
as well as the very concept of community as a reference for a collective resource. As
Della Torre et al. ii [20] point out, few studies have focused on the transformation
and adaptation to ongoing changes, such as the gradual penetration of global economic
and demographic megatrends at the local level, to decode the new tension between
community needs and societal demands.

However, among the initial outcomes of the studies conducted on the territory,
it is essential to acknowledge that there is a particularly fervent vitality within val-
ley communities to implement “bottom-up” actions toward regeneration processes, as
stands in chapter 2.2. These initiatives are promoted by the commitment of adminis-
trations, decision-makers, and stakeholders (valley communities, tourism boards, etc.),
who actively involve the community in defining future visions.

The methodologies adopted during the community engagement processes since
20223 range from “visioning” to “capacity building”. This alternative depends on the
objectives set by the project leaders and the collaboration approaches with varied com-
munities from different backgrounds. The translation of ideas into tangible, spatial, or
directive results is always entrusted to specialized external mediators (research centers,
universities, specialized companies). Using various tools such as brainstorming sessions,
workshops, debates, interviews, drawings, and keywords, whose outcomes have been
recorded and translated into mappings, the bottom-up process requires a varying degree
of community engagement. Additionally, the translation of stimuli from fragments into
a coherent system of actions and spaces requires several months of evolution, while a
series of follow-up meetings with the community integrates the visions for the territory.

Indeed, the aim of the engagements is to establish a conscious connectivity between
the community and the territory through a guided questioning of the current state,with the
goals of viewing the territory from innovative andholistic perspective.This involves iden-
tifying the needs of the community, as well as preserving biodiversity and safeguarding
the cultural heritage and the identity value of the places.

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-71959-2_2
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Within this experimental framework, ongoing research considers themodel of “com-
mons” as collective practices and strategies of care that can aid in the revitalization
and enhancement of the territory and its resources, deemed important by a community
of people. The fundamentals are the “community” that recognizes certain “common
goods”, both tangible and intangible, which are collectively understood through actions
and agreements of “ommuning,” where rules are established by the community for the
collective management of the good [21]. In this way, especially in contexts often con-
sidered marginal, the commons promote the enhancement of tangible and intangible
heritage, triggering transformative capacities through social innovation actions, space
regeneration projects, and measures to counter abandonment at various scales, as well
as fostering diversified economies.

3.1 Two Experiments in the Trentino Context

The application to the Trentino case has allowed work over the past two years on a terri-
tory characterized by a completely mountainous landscape4. The urban areas of Trento
are matched by peri-urban areas, regions with significant infrastructure (Valsugana),
areas with intensive tourism (Val di Sole), and areas impacted by intensive monoculture
(Piana Rotaliana Königsberg). Despite their diverse characteristics, these zones share
the feature of being in an Italian Alpine region, peripheral to main urban centers and
interconnective nodes, and characterized by small-scale planning.

A consideration of the participatory design activities underway highlights the
significant European interest in creating resilient communities through bottom-up
actions.

This paper selects the pan-European project SATURN [22] which aimed to explore
the value of the landscape in the context of three European regions (Italy, United King-
dom, Sweden) and to create tools and methods to support places pursuing climate
resilience. In the Italian context, the case studies are developed in three areas of Trentino
(Pergine, Valle dell’Adige, Arco). Fostering on the success of the SATURN approach,
several other experiments have been conducted in various areas of the province of Trento,
including the “Participatory Pathway for Creating a 2050 Vision for Borgo Valsugana”
(February 2022). The team consisted mainly of experts who had participated in the SAT-
URN project, using the “vision” method as a participatory and co-creation tool. Through
a multi-phase participatory process, the goal was to develop solutions to improve spe-
cific areas of the Borgo in Valsugana territory, reducing negative impacts and increasing
the overall well-being of residents and visitors (considering the impact of Arte Sella).
The “vision” tool proved effective in involving local stakeholders in the development of
policies and actions for territorial or strategic planning. However, at the time of writing,
it is still unclear what the concrete impacts on pragmatic administrative planning have
been.

A second case study is currently being tested in the Piana Rotaliana Königsberg
area, where the tourism consortium began a series of workshops in 2021 (with various
monthly follow-ups), coordinated by an external consulting agency. Specialists from
different sectors (agricultural, tourism, entrepreneurs,…) and associations were invited
to work together. The goal is to build coordination among the various individual needs,
envision a sustainable and “beautiful” future for the “wine garden of Europe” through
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the development of innovative ideas. For this reason, with the association of Politecnico
di Milano (DAStU), the project was presented in Brussels and partaken in the NEB
Festival [23] fully embracing the three pillars: “sustainability,” from climate goals to
circularity, zero pollution, and biodiversity; “aesthetics,” quality of experience and style
beyond functionality; “inclusion,” from valuing diversity to securing accessibility and
affordability. In this latter case, the process is ongoing, and it is not yet possible to
provide an initial assessment. However, the multidisciplinary nature of the three partners
(Politecnico di Milano – DAStU, Fondazione E. Mach CTT, PRK Tourism Consortium)
allows for constant consideration on the objectives set for the next three years.

4 Consideration

As previously noted, the limited time available for leading community engagement expe-
riences does not currently allow for testing their efficiency in terms of their decline rate.
However, when compared with the historical model of commons, it is already possible
to recognize how the activation of a shared and inclusive design process contributes
to the construction or reinforcement of identities, reinterpreting territorial values. By
starting from the (even latent) resources already present in the territory, possible alter-
native futures can be imagined, protecting the collective interest. Furthermore, in the
creation of “communities of communities”, it is also possible to reflect on the com-
plex interdependencies between rural and urban areas and to negotiate forms of hybrid
coexistence between humans and nature that respond more effectively and resiliently to
current challenges.

Moreover, the motivation to include these projects within European research and the
interest shown by Europe ensure the broad scope that alliances and network building
can create through fruitful collaborations with territories facing similar challenges and
finding common solutions. By recognizing these interdependencies, communities and
commons can become catalysts for a concrete and feasible alternative for territorial
management and governance.

Notes

1. This paper presents some experiences that were conducted by the authors in the
field as research fellow for the Territorial Fragilities Project [2018–2022] at DAStU
“Departments of Excellence” (L. 232/2016), Ministry of University and Research
(MIUR); as Assistant Professor (RTDa), DAStU, Department of Excellence 2023–
2027 (MUR); as Associate Researcher [2022–2026] at LabiSAlp USI Mendrisio
(CH), with a research project titled “Rural Commons, Spatial Relationships, and
Memory in the Contemporary Alpine Landscape: The Trentino Case”.

2. The analyses conducted are part of the research at LabiSAlp and the Politecnico di
Milano, specifically focusing on two areas (Adige Valley and Valsugana) between
2022–2023. These analyses involved comparing historical archive maps with the
evolution of orthophotos between 1972 and 2015, aiming to assess the permanence
and mutations in the territory over time.
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3. Projects with communities have been carried out in different valleys and municipal-
ities located at altitudes with peculiar environmental characteristics and economies.
These include Val di Sole, Valsugana, Valle dell’Adige, Piana Rotaliana Königsberg.

4. The classification by degree of mountainousness, which provides for the subdivision
of municipalities into “totally mountainous,” “partially mountainous,” and “non-
mountainous,” is the outcome of the application of Article 1 of Law 991/1952 -
Determination of mountain territories. This classification was transmitted to Istat by
UNCEM.
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Abstract. The advent of mass tourism has endowed traditional villages with mul-
tiple identities as heritage sites, communities, and tourist attractions. As hosts,
local villagers have begun to introspect and reevaluate the village environment that
was once a part of their everyday landscape, giving rise to new spatial perceptions.
As the primary stakeholders in village communities, indigenous inhabitants’ per-
ceptions, preferences, and identifications with village spaces hold significant sig-
nificance in preserving rural characteristics and sustaining village vitality. Using
Hongkeng Village in southwest Fujian Province, China, as a case study, this study
investigated local villagers’ perception of traditional village daily life space and
activity paths from three dimensions: cultural cognition, emotional preference,
and behavioral activities through observation, questionnaire surveys, and cogni-
tive maps. The results show that villagers generally have high cognitive and low
emotional perceptions of the exhibition space and the former staging space; they
have high emotional perceptions of the neighborhood interaction space and the
collective memory place; the activity path spreads from home to the surrounding
area, and there are gender differences in the scope of activities. The study sug-
gests that the development of the tourism industry has often overlooked historical
context and the spirit of places. It emphasizes the need to rekindle the identity
of “home” within the Tulou clusters of Hongkeng Village while maintaining a
balanced distribution of public facilities and enriching residents’ leisure lives.
This study is expected to provide insights for improving the living environment
of tourism-oriented villages in China.

Keywords: Traditional Villages · Local Gaze · Environmental Perception ·
Villagers · Cognitive Mapping

1 Introduction

In recent years, an increasing number of traditional Chinese villages have adopted a
coexistence model of heritage conservation and tourism development, gradually evolv-
ing into popular tourist destinations. However, behind this tourism boom, it is essential
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to recognize that traditional villages, despite assuming the roles of tourist attractions and
heritage sites, fundamentally remain crucial communities for local residents’ residence,
production, and daily life, and the agency of indigenous inhabitants should be empha-
sized. Prior to the influx of tourists, the landscapes of traditional villages were often
overlooked by villagers due to their everyday familiarity. Nevertheless, with the arrival
of mass tourists, villagers have begun to retrospect and reevaluate the once-overlooked
village landscapes, giving rise to new spatial perceptions. How to start from the perspec-
tive of the villagers’ main body to evaluate the current use of the village environment and
improve the quality of the village habitat is an issue worth studying at this stage. Given
this context, this paper selects Hongkeng Village in southwestern Fujian, China, as the
research subject. Established approximately 500 years ago and home to numerous well-
preserved Tulou buildings, the village was inscribed as a World Cultural Heritage Site
in 2008 [1]. It has since adopted a development model that simultaneously emphasizes
heritage conservation and tourism development, serving as a quintessential example of
tourism-oriented villages in China. This study combines survey questionnaires and cog-
nitive mapping to explore local residents’ perceptions and preferences of the village
space.

2 Theoretical Foundation

2.1 The Theory of Local Gaze

In 2006, Israeli scholar Darya Maoz introduced the concept of the “local gaze”, building
upon the theory of the “tourist gaze” proposed by British sociologist John Urry [2],
which shifted the focus from tourists to local residents [3] 2. It can be understood as
follows: in the process of tourism development, local inhabitants typically consider the
natural and cultural landscapes of their region as ordinary facets of daily life. However,
with the continuous influx of tourists who identify with these local landscapes, local
residents often begin to reevaluate their own environment [4]. Under the tourist gaze,
local hosts present their culture, including their own identities, as commodities show-
cased to tourists, leading to a certain degree of “Staged Authenticity” in the social living
spaces of the local hosts. The “front stage” of a tourist destination refers to the space for
local exhibitions and performances to promote local economic development, while “the
back stage” refers to the cultural reserve, i.e. the space for indigenous culture [5, 6]. On
this basis, Yang proposed a transitional “curtain zone” as a cultural buffer between the
front stage and the back stage [7]. Today, the “gaze theory” has gradually evolved into a
prominent analytical tool that finds widespread application in various research domains
[8–10].

2.2 The Theory of Environmental Perception

Environmental perception refers to individuals’ recognition and understanding of their
surroundings, encompassing their inner representations or cognitions of structures, enti-
ties, and spatial relationships within an environment [11]. As people enter a traditional
village, they will establish subjective judgments and evaluations about the environment
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and spatial features of the village through cognitive information and decide their own
behavior in the space. The primary research methods for studying environmental per-
ception include the semantic differential method and cognitive mapping, with the latter
first applied by American urban planning expert Kevin Lynch [12, 13]. Research on
environmental perception covers a diverse range of subjects, from macro-level urban
conglomerates to micro-level individual village spaces [14]. Research subjects have pri-
marily focused on tourists [15], while studies on the spatial perception of local residents
have often revolved around spatial transformations and identity identification [16, 17]. In
conclusion, there remains a need to further explore research related to the environmental
perception of traditional village residents, taking the perspective of the local gaze, and
placing villagers as the primary subjects of investigation.

3 Selection of the Case Study Site

Situated in the southwestern part of Fujian Province, China, Hongkeng Village boasts a
substantial number of Tulou buildings, characterized by their historical significance and
well-preserved state. In 2008, this village was inscribed as a UNESCO World Heritage
Site. Subsequently, it adopted a development model that combines heritage conservation
with tourismdevelopment. As a result, the tourism industry in the village has experienced
rapid growth, leading to its recognition as a 5A-level national tourist attraction in China
in 2011 [1]. However, this development has also brought about challenges, including the
transformation of living space into consumption space and the difficulty in maintaining
the original authenticity of the village, and the villagers’ feelings towards the village
have also undergone subtle changes. Therefore, using this village as a research case on
the environmental perception problem of traditional villages is highly representative.

Fig. 1. Site Plan and Key Nodal Spaces of Hongkeng Village (Source: photos by the authors)
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Hongkeng Village stretches along a river, featuring a narrow and elongated layout.
The villagers used to take the Lin Family Temple as the center point, dividing the village
into two parts, the upper village and the lower village (Fig. 1). The most famous one
in the village is the cluster of Tulou buildings represented by Zhencheng Tulou, known
as the “Prince of the Tulou buildings”. To cater to tourism development, the ground
floor of Zhencheng Tulou has been converted from residential space into retail shops.
Additionally, daily performances are conducted outside, rendering it a “Cultural stage
space” in the eyes of the villagers. Furthermore, Fuyu Tulou has been transformed into
a hotel and restaurant, while Kuiju Building still maintains its residential function. The
entrance to the village ismarked by theMazu Temple, and the village center hosts the Lin
Family Temple, both serving as essential places of worship and repositories of collective
memory for the villagers. The most frequented location for social interactions among
village residents is the banyan tree square, situated near the central dividing point of
the village and adjacent to the waterfront. This square serves as a gathering place for
villagers to socialize and seek respite. Lastly, the century-old “Rixin School (Hongchuan
Primary School)” within the village bears witness to the enduring influence of cultural
and educational ideals in the village’s history.

4 Research Design

4.1 Questionnaire and Cognitive Mapping Design

Based on the local gaze theory, this study classifies the spaces in Hongkeng Village
into “front stage”, “back stage”, “curtain space” and daily life space. In order to bet-
ter describe the local villagers’ perception of different spaces, the survey design draws
on the research method of Place Attachment theory from three dimensions: cultural
cognition, emotional preference, and behavioral activities [18]. Since the cultural cogni-
tion dimension shows the degree of individual cognitive understanding of the place, the
emotional preference dimension shows the degree of individual emotional connection
or integration to the place, and the behavioral activity dimension shows the degree of
familiarity and dependence to the place.

The research employed a combination of survey questionnaires and cognitive map-
ping. The survey questionnaire covered respondents’ basic information and inquired
about their perceptions of the village environment in terms of cultural cognition (which
spaces within the village are most representative) and emotional preferences (which
spaces within the village they like the most). The dimension of behavioral activities was
assessed through cognitive mapping. Villagers were provided with proportionally scaled
printed village maps and were asked to mark the paths of their daily activities and the
locations where they frequently engage in these activities.



298 W. Xintong and Z. Haoming

Table 1. Statistics on basic information of villagers

Category Variable Sort Quantity Percentage

Respondents’ background Gender Male 38 46.3%

Female 44 53.7%

Age Under 17 4 4.9%

18–45 33 40.2%

46–60 25 30.5%

61 and above 20 24.4%

Living in Tulou Yes 55 67.1%

No 27 32.9%

Local
resident

Yes 63 76.8%

No 19 23.2%

Behavioral characteristics Engaged in tourism-related
work

Yes 26 31.7%

No 50 61.0%

Both 6 7.3%

In total 82 100.0%

4.2 Data Collection and Processing

Table 2. Objects of high-frequency perception in village space.

Village places PFCC PFEP Place type Place function

Zhencheng Tulou 40 14 Front stage External display and performance space

The banyan tree square 24 36 Daily life space Villagers’ daily life space

Kuiju Tulou 18 7 Front stage External display, villagers’ living space

Fuyu Tulou 18 10 Front stage External display and commercial space

Tulou buildings cluster 12 – Front stage External display and performance space

Mazu temple 10 4 Back stage Villagers’ prayer space

Hongchuan primary school 9 9 Back stage collective memory space

Lin family temple 7 5 Back stage Villagers’ ancestor worship space

Rusheng Tulou 6 – Front stage External display, villagers’ living space

Fuxing Tulou 6 – Front stage External display, villagers’ living space

Hongchuan river 4 16 Daily life space Villagers’ daily life space

Yue’e bridge 4 – Daily life space Villagers’ daily life and farming space

Home – 19 Daily life space personal domain

(continued)



Research on Environmental Perception and Preferences of Traditional Villages 299

Table 2. (continued)

Village places PFCC PFEP Place type Place function

Chaoyang Tulou – 6 Daily life space External display and commercial space

Champions promenade – 5 Curtain space External display, villagers’ leisure space

Observation Deck – 4 Curtain space External display, villagers’ leisure space

(PFCC= Perceived Frequency of Cultural Cognition, PFEP= Perceived Frequency of Emotional
Preferences)

The field research work was carried out from September 14th to 18th, 2022. Respon-
dents within Hongkeng Village were randomly selected, and questionnaires were dis-
tributed. A total of 82 valid questionnaires were recovered. The statistics of the basic
information of the respondents’ data are shown in Table 1. The survey questionnaire
results were processed by organizing the data and ranking them based on word fre-
quency. This process led to the identification of perceived frequencies for different loca-
tions. Locations perceived to have frequencies equal to or greater than 4 were defined as
high-frequency perception targets. In this context, 12 places were identified as such for
both cultural cognition and emotional preference, as shown in Table 2. Regarding the
behavioral activity aspect, information was processed by plotting activity trajectories
and marking stopping points based on the activity paths of different groups within the
village. A total of 28 valid cognitive maps were collected.

5 Analysis of Villagers’ Environmental Perception

5.1 Analysis of Perceptions in the Cultural Cognitive Dimension

Tulou cluster is regarded as the most representative and well-known space by local
villagers.Among them,ZhenchengTulou is perceivedmost frequently,with a cumulative
total of 40 times, and the building is also most favored by tourists due to better landscape
maintenance, good publicity, and regular folklore performance activities. Additionally,
historical buildings like Fuyu Tulou, designated as cultural heritage preservation units,
are considered representative spaces by the villagers. The Banyan Tree Square was
perceived 24 times in total due to its good locationwith the compound functions of sitting
and chatting, aswell as leisure, vending and praying for blessings. TheHongchuanRiver,
closely related to villagers’ daily lives, is also deemed representative. Temples such as
the Mazu Temple and the Lin Family Temple, which carry the collective memories of
the villagers, have received high levels of recognition.
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Fig. 2. Distribution of high-frequency perceived places in cultural cognitive dimension (Source:
produced by the authors)

Based on frequency statistics, the Hongkeng Village map was imported into ArcGIS
software, and the heat map analysis tool was used to create spatial distribution maps of
perception levels for different locations (Fig. 2). According to the distribution map, the
high-frequency perceived places in Hongkeng Village have obvious agglomeration and
form two major grouping areas: the grouping space in series with Zhencheng Tulou and
the Banyan Tree Square and the grouping space in series with Rusheng Tulou and Kuiju
Tulou. The former has a high degree of functional complexity, including both the “front
stage” for tourists’ cultural and entertainment performances, sales and displays, as well
as the daily life space for residents’ living and leisure; while the latter mainly provides
the “front stage” for cultural displays and consumption.

5.2 Analysis of Perceptions in the Emotional Preference Dimension

In terms of emotional preferences, villagers exhibit a greater fondness for daily living
spaces that facilitate neighborly interactions and leisure activities. The Banyan Tree
Square garnered the highest cumulative perception frequency, with 36 mentions. The
HongchuanRiver wasmentioned 16 times. In addition, tree-lined corridors andObserva-
tion Decks with a wide view are the places favored by villagers. The concept of “home”,
as an individual’s personal domain, was mentioned a total of 19 times, evoking senti-
ments of warmth, familiarity, and attachment among the villagers. As cultural exhibition
spaces, the cluster of Tulou buildings hosts regular entertainment performances and light
shows. Apart from serving as “Cultural stage space” showcased to tourists, they have
also enriched the lives of the villagers to some extent. Spaces like the Lin Family Tem-
ple and the Mazu Temple bear certain symbolic significance, supporting the local and
identity affiliations of the residents.
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Fig. 3. Distribution of high-frequency perceived places in emotional preference dimension
(Source: produced by the authors)

Using the heat map analysis tool of ArcGIS once again, it is evident that preferred
locations are predominantly distributed in the southern part of Hongkeng Village (the
lower village), forming a patchy pattern with a degree of clustering (Fig. 3). Outdoor
activity areas, such as those interlinked by shaded banyan trees andZhenchengTulou due
to their convenient locations, are associated with the diverse scattered daily activities of
the villagers, carrying the function for leisure and interaction of the villagers. Groupings
of spaces like Chaoyang Tulou and Lin Family Temple constitute a combination of linear
passages and point-like nodes, attracting the gathering of neighboring villagers. While
Fuyu Tulou and Kuiju Tulou have distinctive architectural features, and Hongchuan
Primary School has a long history, the three are representative of the village’s external
display space.

5.3 Analysis of Perceptions in the Behavior Activity Dimension

Based on villagers’ recollections of their daily behavioral paths and stopping points, a
total of 28 valid path information records were obtained, comprising 15 female respon-
dents and 13 male respondents. Among these, 12 individuals reside in the upper village
of Hongkeng, while 16 reside in the lower village. On a broader scale, the segment
of the route from the village entrance arch to Chaoyang Tulou, situated on the eastern
side of Hongchuan River, witnessed the highest pedestrian flow. The segment adjacent to
Hongchuan Primary School on the south side of the river bridge, known as Xibei Bridge,
experienced the second-highest pedestrian flow. Simultaneously, this route serves as the
main thoroughfare within the village. The area around the Banyan Tree Squarewitnessed
the highest number of people stopping, with a predominance of females. The fields near
Yue’e Bridge, which serve as agricultural spaces, and the banks of Hongchuan River uti-
lized for leisurely fishing activities, also frequently attracted villagers’ stopovers (Fig. 4
& Fig. 5).
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Fig. 4. Overall activity paths and stop locations of villagers (Source: produced by the authors)

Fig. 5. On-site photos (Source: photos by the authors)

Regarding activity ranges, residents from both the upper and lower villages tended to
center their activities around their homes. Despite residing in the same village, an intan-
gible boundary seemed to exist, demarcated by the route from the Lin Family Temple to
Yue’e Bridge and Xibei Bridge, which divided villagers’ activity paths (Fig. 6 & Fig. 7).
Upper village residents primarily focused their activities around the earthen buildings
in the upper village and the vicinity of Yue’e Bridge, with a noticeable difference in the
activity range between females andmales. Lower village residents similarly seldom ven-
tured to the upper village, with their primary activity path being the main thoroughfare
on the eastern side of the Hongchuan River. However, the activity range of lower village
female residents was comparable to that of male residents, with both genders inclined
to take walks toward the village entrance arch. Additionally, upper village residents had
fewer stopping points, often resting in the vicinity of their homes.

In contrast, lower village residents had a greater number of stopping points, which
to some extent reflects the inadequacy of public facilities in the upper village.
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Fig. 6. Tracks and stops of upper village residents (Source: produced by the authors)

Fig. 7. Tracks and stops of lower village residents (Source: produced by the authors)

6 Conclusion

For traditional villages, tourism development provides economic support for heritage
conservation but also triggers the neglect of heritage originality as well as villagers’
subjectivity. This paper, using Hongkeng Village as an example, explores the environ-
mental perceptions of villagers in a tourism-oriented village under the influence of the
“local gaze” and discusses these perceptions across three dimensions: cultural cogni-
tion, emotional preferences, and behavioral activities. The research reveals that villagers
generally exhibit high levels of cultural cognition in the theme display space, or named
“Cultural stage space”within the village, but their emotional preferences for these spaces
are low. Conversely, they show a strong preference for the everyday living spaces within
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the village. In terms of behavioral activities, villagers’ activity area generally extends
outward from the center of their home.And, the activity area of female villagers is smaller
than that of males, and the space of neighborhood interaction is of great significance.

The unique Tulou buildings in Hongkeng Village is an advantage, yet the current
tourism development has neglected the historical lineage and the spirit of place, and
is more of a symbolic interception and utilisation of the local culture [19]. Originally
serving as living spaces for local residents and a bond for connecting with relatives
and friends, the Tulou clusters have seen the concept of “home” gradually fade as they
transform into commercial spaces. “Front stage” and “back stage”, terms of cultural
context, have led to physical spatial segregation in tourist destinations: the imbalanced
tourism development between Hongkeng Village’s upper and lower parts has resulted in
disparities in the distribution of daily living facilities, leading to a split in the development
of village spaces.

Based on the findings, this study suggests that tourism-oriented villages should pay
close attention to the spatial perception of villagers. It recommends establishing a village
environment that harmoniously integrates tourism development, cultural preservation,
and the daily life of residents. This can be achieved by focusing on perpetuating the col-
lective cultural memory of the inhabitants, enriching public life facilities, and enhancing
interactions between villagers and tourists.
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Abstract. Weare currently living in an agewhere the advancement of digital tech-
nologies has been rapidly progressing. Simultaneously, the digital avant-garde has
been flourishing in the field of architecture for decades. The emergence of design
thinking has been significant in this era, especially with the rise of parametric
design thinking in contemporary discourse due to the advancements in digital tech-
nology. In this context, particular attention is given to parametric design thinking
in this paper, with a specific focus on the current trend and the concept of “social
performativity”. Moreover, the current tasks in architecture are more challenging
in dealing with its relationship with social diversity and even conflicts. Hence, this
contribution questions the positionality of architecture inmultiple interactions and
explores the state and impact of architecture in the digital age, considering both
material and immaterial aspects. To investigate this, the study unfolds philosoph-
ical perspectives on the relationship between humans and space by expounding
on several fundamental ideas from Taoism and the philosophy of Martin Heideg-
ger. The study’s results contribute to a deeper comprehension of the relationship
between humans and space, shedding light on both the potential and the complex-
ities inherent in architecture within the realm of parametric design in the digital
age.

Keywords: Architecture · Parametric Design Thinking · Philosophy · Space

1 Introduction

We are living in the digital age where the digital technology is playing a much more
important role. This is an age where the digital avant-garde has been blooming for
almost three decades in the practice of the architectural discipline. This is an age when
the inevitablemarch of digital technologies has increasingly gainedmomentum,whereas
it is also even more challenging for architects and researchers to tackle their roles in this
tendency. Nowadays, the tasks in architecture are more demanding on dealing the rela-
tionship with social diversity and even conflicts, which are becoming more and more
complex. In responding to the call of EAAE Annual Conference 2023 “not just Archi-
tecture but Architecture(s)” in terms of the interdisciplinary dimension of architecture,
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meaning that it is time to reflect the positionality of today’s architecture, the paper comes
up with the question “what is the state and impact of ‘architecture’ in our digital age?”.

In parallel with the development of digital technology, the model of design think-
ing has transitioned from cognitive models to computational models to the model of
parametric design thinking [1]. In this light, parametric design thinking has been given
particular attention in this paper. However, can parametric design approach respond to
the demands of contemporary social challenges? Consequently, the current work tends
to revive the self-consciousness and self-reflection of architecture, by drawing on Patrik
Schumacher’s idea of architecture’s “social performativity” as well as the well-known
“parametricism”.

Furthermore, from sociological aspect, architecture is not only about inhabiting peo-
ple physically but also inhabiting the full sense of people whoever involved in.Wherever
social activities take place, there is a sort of architectural and urban spaces, that is to
say, space is always connected with society and people. Hence, another purpose is to
reflect on the relationship between human experiences and the physical environment, by
turning back to the fundamental ideas in the field of philosophy. This involves seeking
philosophical engagement in architecture, focusing not only on the materiality but also
on the immateriality.

2 Parametric Design Thinking

2.1 State of the Art: Parametric Design Thinking

Parametric design thinking, the earliest could be traced to 1st century BC and the
medieval age. Mario Carpo emphasizes that there was a class of objects defined by
generative rules mathematically, because some of Vitruvius’ rules were like “procedural
algorithm” what we would call today [2]. Parametric design thinking can be found in the
work of Antoni Gaudí. Gaudí used to design by his exacting use of geometry and had
a revolution on the fusion of intersecting hyperbolic paraboloids with hyperboloids. In
this sense, his design was parametrically variable, flexible architectural design [3]. For
Patrik Schumacher, Frei Otto is the only true precursor of parametricism, who applied
physical processes as a design engine and simulations to find out forms rather than
to draw invented forms [4]. Until then, parametric thinking is a logical approach on
design regardless of the aid of digital techniques. The Italian architect Luigi Moretti
was probably the first who conducted the approach of parametric thinking in architec-
tural design and created three-dimensional architectural form using a complex set of
parametric relationships resolved by digital computation. Moretti also coined the term
“Architettura Parametrica (Parametric Architecture)” in the 1940s [5].

Nowadays, the explosion of parametric design trend in the field of architectural
design is highly related to the aid of the widespread use of parametric modelling tech-
niques and software. As a matter of fact, in the digital age the advanced computational
techniques not only empower designers’ abilities to realize but also arouse their ideas
by simulating endless potential solutions and overcoming the constrains in the simu-
lation of complex forms and patterns in the earlier age. In the recent fifteen to twenty
years, parametric design approach has become a more attractive topic in architectural
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design and research, especially when Patrik Schumacher, architect, and architectural the-
orist, unleashed “parametricism” to the world, at the Dark Side Club, 11th Architecture
Biennale, Venice (2008), which can be seen as an avant-garde architecture and design
movement [6]. Since then, parametric design became more and more fashionable.

2.2 The Social Performativity of Parametricism

The concept of social performativity in parametric design emphasizes the importance
of considering the social functionality and performance of architectural designs. Patrik
Schumacher, the proponent of parametricism, argues that the movement should shift its
focus from foregrounding formal principles and design processes to the foregrounding of
design research that is more strategic, applied, and performance-oriented, with a strong
emphasis on social performativity [7]. This involves simulating the social functionality
in design as a key aspect of architectural design. The performative design strategies
in architecture also highlight the importance of considering social, environmental, and
economic performances in the design process [2]. Parametric modeling is seen as a
tool that allows for the streamlined testing of different values for variables, which can
contribute to the consideration of social performance in design [8].

Patrik Schumacher calls Parametricism as a new style, which is “architecture’s
answer to contemporary, computationally empowered civilisation, and is the only archi-
tectural style that can take full advantage of the computational revolution that now drives
all domains of society” [9]. In 2016, “Parametricism 2.0” as a “self-critical redirection”
was relaunched, aiming to reverse the increasingmarginalisationofParametricism.Schu-
macher argues about “anti-icon polemic” and “neo-rationalism” in his article. For him,
the anti-icon polemic misunderstands that “parametricism” as an architectural new style
that is rigorously developed on the basis of radically new, innovative principles becomes
conspicuous by default rather than by intention. “Both the anti-icon camp and the neo-
rationalist camp fail to understand that urban and architectural complexity are called
for by the new societal complexity” [9]. Schumacher states that “Parametricism 2.0”
not only covers up various infrastructural, economic and environmental parameters, but
offers the promises of social functionality [7, 9, 10]. He points out parametriscism’s obvi-
ous superiority, in terms of the build environment, is “social functionality” rather than
technical functionality. “The built forms are not speaking their structural performance
(which is of no interest to users) but about their social purposes, and this communication
facilitates these very purposes” [7].

To face the increasing societal complexity, Schumacher emphasizes the importance
of the supporting from new methodology and tools. With the concern of this, the design
approach has shifted from foregrounding formal principle and design processes to “more
strategic, applied and performance oriented, with a strong emphasis on social performa-
tivity [7, 10]”. Moreover, Schumacher and his group worked on this enhanced capac-
ity—social performativity by semiologically empowered life-process simulations [7].
Therefore, the computational capacity of parametric modelling today would suggest a
more potent opportunity for parametric design thinking to integrate with the societal
complexity by ongoing research and practice.
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2.3 Possible Social Impact Through Parametric Design Approach

In terms of social impact, parametric design can influence architecture by enabling the
creation of innovative and sustainable buildings that reflect the values and culture of a city
and its inhabitants [11]. Schumacher introduces the concept of design processes using
evolutionary algorithms and agent-based life-process simulations with social interaction
frequencies as success measures to optimize social functionality [7, 12]. This research,
conducted at the University of Applied Arts and Zaha Hadid Architects, aims to expand
the formal repertoire available to architects, leading to better design solutions [12]. In this
study, Schumacher discusses the possibility of applying scientific methods to architec-
tural design through simulations of social functionality. By simulating a design’s social
functionality, parametric design can contribute to amore performance-oriented approach
in architecture, considering factors such as user interaction, urban setting integration,
and spatial-social relationships [12]. The simulation process allows for the assessment
of a design’s social performance relative to alternative options, emphasizing the impor-
tance of understanding how occupants interact with parametric-based spaces and their
impact on the built environment [12].

3 The Relationship Between Human and Space

In the digital age, the implications of digital technologies on human perception and the
blurring of boundaries between the physical and digital worlds, have led to a reevaluation
of architectural materiality and subjectivity [13]. This shift involves a renewed focus on
environmental factors, as well as a redefinition of the human experience in the built
environment [13]. In this context, Antoine Picon emphasizes the disconnect between
digital avant-gardes and environmental concerns, highlighting the need to integrate the
two domains for a more holistic approach to architecture [13]. Consider how parametric
approach can be used to respond to socio-cultural contexts and diverse human experi-
ences and how designers can employ parametric strategies to create spaces that reflect
the values, traditions, and identities of different communities, thereby, it is essential to
foster a sense of belonging and cultural continuity.

3.1 The Perspectives from Taoism and Heideggerian

Derived by Martin Heidegger’s essay Building, Dwelling, Thinking, published in 1951,
which centers on the question“what is the state of dwelling in our precarious age?”, this
paper questions “what is the state and impact of ‘architecture’ in our digital age?” Hei-
degger defines dwelling as more than just a physical structure, a place to live. Dwelling
is an essential aspect of human existence and involves a deep relationship between
humans and the world around them. In Heideggerian philosophy of dwelling, the “four-
fold” refers to the interdependent relationship between the four fundamental elements
of being-in-the-world: earth, sky, divinities, and mortals. Heidegger argues that these
elements are not separate entities but are inseparable and interconnected, forming a
holistic understanding of being and dwelling [14]. However, Heidegger did not origi-
nate with the idea of contemplating the relationship between humans and the world. One
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might encounter a comparable notion in the Tao Te Ching, a seminal work of Daoism,
established by the Chinese philosopher Lao-tzu but written down by later generations.
In Taoism, four elements are human, earth, heaven, and Tao, following a fundamental
principle: “Human follows the earth, the earth follows heaven, heaven follows Tao, and
Tao follows nature [15]”. This principle emphasizes the importance of living in harmony
with nature and following the natural order of things. By following the rules of nature,
one can achieve balance and peace in life. Moreover, it suggests that everything in the
universe is interconnected and should be respected and treated with care. In essence, this
phrase encourages people to live in harmony with nature and to respect the natural world
around them. The importance of the relationship between human and external space in
terms of nature, has been addressed both in Taoism and Heidegger’s fourfold.

3.2 The “Bridge”: a Symbolic Connection Between Human and Space

In the essay Building, Dwelling, Thinking, “bridge” is well explicated by Heidegger as
more than a location but a symbol that connects both material and immaterial things.
Thus “bridge” answers to the question “what is the relation between human and space?”
In Heidegger’s words, the bridge is “about the relationship between location and space,
but also about the relation of humans and space… The bridge is a thing of this kind. The
location lets the simple onefold of earth and sky, of the divinities and the mortals, into
a site by erecting the site in spaces” [14]. He argues that a bridge serves as a symbolic
connection between human and space. This notion resonates deeply within Chinese
culture, where the concept of the lounge bridge embodies such philosophical depth.

Originating from the Song Dynasty, the lounge bridge or arched wooden lounge
bridge , with its special form, served as more than a mere crossing point. In
Zhejiang and Fujian provinces, the lounge bridge is a specific type of arched wooden
bridge covered with a roof, and in some cases is also covered with wooden shadow
claddings from top to bottom. Initially, the lounge bridge was designed to host and
rest people who had to travel in mountains for long days in the past, while also serv-
ing as a temporary shelter from harsh weather conditions. Often, the timber structural
elements of the lounge bridge, like beams and pillars, are frequently adorned with paint-
ings and poems that convey the sentiments and dispositions of the travelers. Nowadays,
lounge bridges, suspended between lush greenery on two banks, are still fully func-
tional and present in everyday life. For instance, an ancient lounge bridge located in
Zhejiang, China, known as the Lan Xi Lounge Bridge (Fig. 1) exemplifies the
concept of Heidegger’s “bridge” by displaying numerous significant characteristics of
a lounge bridge. Specifically, various window opening on the shadow claddings (hand
fan-shaped or round) provide aesthetically pleasing frames for the views of the surround-
ing landscape. The lounge bridge presents both the materiality and immateriality of a
space, as well as the relation between humans and the environment, in terms of tectonics,
aesthetics, the use of local materials.



Rethinking Architecture in the Digital Age: From Parametric Design 311

Fig. 1. Lan Xi Lounge Bridge, Zhejiang, China, 2023 (Photograph by Hongye Wu)

4 Conclusion and Discussion: Immateriality and Materiality
of Architecture in Digital Age

The purpose of bringing Taoism and Heideggerian philosophy together is not to inter-
pret the similarity on their thoughts but to bring out the importance of the relationship
between nature and people, between space and people, from different cultures but with
the same concern in a sense. The exploration on the question of the interaction between
human and space aims to bring up that architecture has a profound impact on emotions,
memories, and overall well-being, and should be designed with a deep understanding of
human experience. “The architect must act as a composer that orchestrates space into a
synchronization for function and beauty through the senses–and how the human body
engages space is of prime importance. As the human body moves, sees, smells, touches,
hears and even tastes within a space–the architecture comes to life [16]”. Consequently,
the paper revisits several relevant fundamental ideas from Taoism and Heideggerian
philosophy, such as ‘dwelling’, “fourfold”, “bridge” from Martin Heidegger on the one
hand, four basic elements from Taoism on the other hand, aiming to reinforce the foun-
dation and reveal the fog for the “architecture” for the future. Heidegger emphasizes that
“the spaces, which we go through every day, are made for by locations; whose nature
is grounded in things of the type of buildings. If we pay attention to these relationship
between location and spaces, between space and space, we gain a clue to help us to
think about the relationship between human and space [14]”. This is a hint in a way on
design thinking and on how to concern about the environment, as well as the relation-
ship between human and its context. Digital architecture has played a significant role in
redefining human experience and understanding of the physical world by transforming
sensory perceptions, challenging traditional distinctions, and raising questions about the
human condition in the digital age [8].
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The advanced digital tools enable designers to visualize the design ideas in short time
so that designers can better modify, rethink, realize their ideas, by reviewing the result
of the variations. In terms of parametric design, generally, it implies that the parame-
ters as key elements and variations in the process of design, architectural design in this
case. As Schumacher argued that parametriscism’s superiority is “social functionality/
performativity” rather than technical functionality [7], Mark Burry suggests that the
parametric inputs of architectural design should include multiple parameters, such as
“environmental, political, social, cultural, practical, economic, theoretical, philosophical
and behavioural parameters”, and better to work parametrically across the full gamut of
inputs so that there are abundant opportunities to enrich individual practice [3]. This con-
tribution points out that, on the one hand, parametric design thinking has been practicing
before the digital age, and on the other hand, parametric design approach in architecture
can be both quantitative and qualitative. The advanced value of parametric design think-
ing, in this sense, is worthy of further exploring and sharing. Here, the purpose is to call
for an interdisciplinary design approach, as well as to think differently, from different
but interrelated fields. As Rivka Oxman emphasizes that, “parametric design thinking
should exist as a shared design paradigm among all specific domains, producing holistic
conceptual thinking processes from conception to fabrication. This is a new horizon of
theory and pedagogy for the future of design thinking” [1]. In this sense, therefore, the
model of parametric design thinking could be seen as a promising approach to future
architectural design.
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In the session dedicated to Ways of Practice, the contributions explored the domains of
professional activity in architecture today. Starting from the investigation of the relation-
ship between the different knowledge systems (not exclusively belonging to the disci-
plinary field of architecture) that characterise the work of architects in the contemporary
condition [1], at least two levels, two complementary themes or questions emerge. On
the one hand, the question of the redefinition of the very concept of architectural practice
and the updating of the objectives of a professional knowledge that, while changing its
physiognomy and expanding its boundaries [2], seems to maintain a certain relationship
with the traditional education and teaching system [3]. On the other hand, a reflection
on the role of academia, teaching, and design-based research in a panorama in the face
of which the question of refuge in disciplinary autonomy or the dissolution of the figure
of the architect within complex multidisciplinary processes could appear as the only
possible paths.

The role of communities in the processes of evaluation, construction, and validation
of design practice, aswell as the interactionwith stakeholders and thus their contributions
to the project, are all issues that influence the two levels just mentioned. In this sense,
the contributions have, through the presentation of case studies, investigated transver-
sally from a methodological point of view the methods deployed by professionals and
educators in order to succeed in integrating and holding together all these contributions,
working on research topics, innovative functional programmes, the use and implications
of new digital technologies and the two-way contamination between professional and
academic research activities.

If these changes in everyday professional practice seem to be consolidated or seem to
have been forcibly incorporated into the work of architects within architecture schools,
the debate is animated and far from over. Several interventions, in fact, focus on the
opportunity (or the possible effectiveness) of rethinking the curricula and the university
educational offer in order to consolidate and develop the adaptive behaviour of the
architect as a coordinator, solicitor and stimulator of design activities that go far beyond
the boundaries that traditionally defined the architect’s action within the processes of
habitat transformation and global sustainability challenges.
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Abstract. In a fast-changing society, training architects to be one step ahead of the
challenges that policies and regulations impose on architectural design has become
increasingly necessary. Schools of architecture began to address the training of
architects of the future to face new challenges. However, the scenario appears
more complex for all those architects already working in the professional field
and requires training in specific topics. This situation requires the development of
progressively more specialized courses, especially for postgraduates. In addition
to knowledge, adequate skills must be acquired to face the challenges posed by the
EU Green Deal and the new European Bauhaus. The key is to create a higher level
of training system that frames specific issues and themes, with a learning curve
that always keeps the role of architecture at its centre as the process and outcome of
the transformation of places and as a tool for serving residents and the community.
The essay intends to illustrate the specific experience of theMountain-Able: Plan-
ning and Design for the Sustainable Development of Mountain Executive Master
project, activated by the Polytechnic of Milan’s Department of Architecture and
Urban Studies. The themes and issues addressed by the suggested specialist train-
ing course will necessarily combine themes of scale, multidisciplinarity, fragility,
and community, which require the development of a very specific training plat-
form to ensure students engage in hands-on specialist learning open to embracing
contributions from other disciplines.

Keywords: Architectural training · Education ·Multidisciplinarity ·
Community · Fragility

1 Premise

Currently, the university curriculum for an architectural degree often follows the path
leaning towards methodological training in which the working method acquired is even
more important than the hard and soft skills developed. The training of an architect
combines technical and intellectual knowledge and often requires specialization in spe-
cific themes and aspects that will be needed after graduation to navigate an open and
constantly evolving market, connected not only to the world of construction [1].
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Despite the belief that modern architectural training focuses on increasingly special-
ized segments [2], the need often emerges to combine multiple segments of knowledge
and expertise in specific subjects. This need comes to the fore - confirmed by ARCHI-
TECTURE’S AFTERLIFE project research consortium survey - [3], above all when the
architect chooses not to operate directly in the architectural design or urban space fields
but is tasked with addressing actions, policies, or business decisions in communities in
which the architectural, urban space or territory and landscape planning is only part of the
design process. This often happens when the architect is sent to work in unconventional
social, territorial, and urban contexts, facing problems whose solution requires a combi-
nation of subjects and disciplines on very different scales. This aspect is, in turn, linked
to the need for architects to adapt their knowledge and skills to demands that society,
environment, and policies activated at various national and European levels pose with
respect to the impact on architectural design on different scales. Choices are thus put in
place after completing the university degree, and another level of education – postgrad-
uate – appears on the horizon. This should dictate a highly specialized path, not least
because of the need to activate and systematize the skills previously acquired during an
architecture degree course that are attuned to approaches that are often multidisciplinary
and go beyond the field of architecture.

Hence, the need arises for high-level postgraduate training in terms of quality of
response and operational capacity, with a constantly increasing number of cases impact-
ing the field of architecture. The objective is to find a way for trained architects who
wish to broaden their professional opportunities or specialize not only in order to access
adequate training opportunities provided by schools of architecture but also further train-
ing delivered by professional associations of architects. For example, the mission of the
Council of Architects of Europe includes working towards an enabling practice for archi-
tects to guarantee the existence of a network and a community able to orient themselves
and interact with the demands that EU policies and regulations impose on architecture
[4]. As far as the innovation and culture promoted by the New European Bauhaus are
concerned, with architectural design restored to its central role in the challenges of sus-
tainability, beauty, and inclusiveness [5], the question arises of which skills – in addition
to general abilities developed during first and second level university education – can
be transmitted to those who intend to specialize in very different topics and scales of
design embracing a broad transversal, cultural, technical, and economic dimension. The
need to specialize or acquire adequate skills, in addition to knowledge, for handling
the challenges posed by the EU Green Deal and the New European Bauhaus is thus a
fundamental requirement to guarantee effective and continuing training over time for
architects, to allow them to deal with the challenges of the future. When considering the
traditional Bachelor’s Degree and Master’s Degree path, it is therefore increasingly nec-
essary to think about activating subsequent higher-level training, like Executive Master
courses formulated for architects already operating as professionals. Ongoing training
after graduation poses another stumbling block in the architect’s learning. It would be
useful to activate a synergy for postgraduate training, too, between the European Asso-
ciation for Architectural Education and the Council of Architects of Europe, as had
been proposed in 2015 through the Erasmus + project Confronting Wicked Problems:
Adapting Architectural Education to the New Situation in Europe [6].
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1.1 The Context

Observing the current scenario of Executive Masters offered by schools and universities
in the field of architecture, we see a broad choice for postgraduate architect training
addressing mainly architectural project management or the use of state-of-the-art tech-
nologies. Less frequently, there are ExecutiveMasters that deal with architectural design
innovation, especially in territorial or urban contexts, which require extensivemultidisci-
pline and multiscale design approaches. Mountain or rural areas are emblematic of these
settings and suffered from a critical problem of underuse, abandonment, and depop-
ulation throughout Europe as there was a growing need to guarantee their resilience
and preservation to safeguard residents and the cultural, historical, and architectural
heritage they express. The Commission’s communication to the European Parliament,
the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee, and the Committee of the
Regions states that rural areas account for almost 30% of the population and more than
83% of EU territory [7], of which about 30% is made up of rural mountain areas [8].
The same document illustrates a series of actions aiming to transform the EU’s rural
areas into stronger, more resilient, and connected districts by 2024 [9], enabling them to
communicate with urban areas not in contrast but as an alternative model to metropoli-
tan life. These actions impact the transformation of rural mountain space through new
infrastructural works; regeneration of existing built heritage; achievement of energy and
environmental sustainability; modernization of agricultural techniques for the economic
and social evolution of the communities involved. With respect to these themes, there
is a need to specialize architects – who usually operate in urban settings that are more
robust in terms of resources and opportunities – to address the scales and themes that
characterize rural districts, which are very different from those found in urban areas.
Rural mountain districts have to combine architectural standards covering very different
scales and disciplines, ranging from agricultural issues to energy, renewable sources,
infrastructure, and community protection from natural risks such as floods, landslides,
or earthquakes, not to mention those looming in the not-too-distant future deriving from
lack of water resources. This long premise was required in order to illustrate the expe-
rience of the Mountain-Able: Planning and Design for Sustainable Development of
Mountain project.

2 The Mountain-Able: Planning and Design for Sustainable
Development of Mountain Executive Master

We will focus on one particular experience in this contribution, linked to the develop-
ment of the “Mountain-Able: Planning and Design for the Sustainable Development of
Mountain” Executive Master, put in place by the Polytechnic of Milan’s Department
of Architecture and Urban Studies. The project came to be in a specific scientific and
training setting, relating to the Excellence Project developed by the aforementioned
Department of Architecture and Urban Studies (DAStU). The Department is one of one
hundred and eighty in Italy to have received the Ministry of Research award as a depart-
ment of excellence in the approach to issues of territorial fragility for the five-year period
2018–22 and for the five-year period 2023–27. The DAStU conducts research, design



322 E. Corradi

experimentation, and didactic instruction in architectural and urban design, territorial
planning and land governance, urban policies, conservation and intervention on the built
and natural heritage, historical interpretation and criticism of architecture and the city
[10]. As part of the research venture, the need emerged for training architects to be spe-
cialists in issues related to emergencies, which is ever more typical of fragile areas like
rural and mountain districts, often given scant consideration in research and teaching.

The objective of the Executive Master, therefore, is to specialize architects in the
themes of design and planning for mountain and rural areas, focusing on the various
sectors of fragility, from marginalization to abandonment of built and agricultural her-
itage, from prevention of natural risks to the decline of cultural memory. The Master
was devised for architects and public administrators working for regional, provincial and
municipal government, consortiums, institutions, subsidiary companies, etc., as well as
all those professional profiles engaged in various ways in complex contexts and in charge
of architectural design in rural and mountain territories. In these settings, the architect
often serves as a social facilitator and as the organizer of procedures and actions shared
with the community, which then flow into the regeneration project. These are, therefore,
professional figures who activate processes seeking qualitative development of space,
environment, and territory in complex factor combinations [11].

In Italy, it is not unusual to find professional figures being asked to assess the quality
of a project despite having no specific technical or multidisciplinary skills or awareness
of the interactions between the project’s various components. Their task is often to verify
the correctness of the procedural process; less frequently, they may express opinions on
the quality of architecture in terms defined by the New European Bauhaus. Conversely,
some architects are unfamiliar with the scales and needs of rural and mountain districts
and struggle to bring forth adequate projects in terms of quality and sustainability.
Architectural, urban space, and landscape design in rural and mountain communities
includemultiple cultural, technical, legislative, and economic aspects expressed onmany
scales. In these areas, the architect’s role is often to build visions and perspectives for the
regeneration and enhancement of the places and the communities that represent them.
This vision must take into account the relationship established with the assortment
of elements making up rural and mountain territories, which are road, hydroelectric,
and sports infrastructure. But also, what is found in the agricultural landscape – small
buildings for storing equipment or sheltering livestock, crop terraces, tiny, inhabited
centres, and historical and architectural monuments that bear witness to a past rich in
art and culture. A further factor is that of maintenance and management of the territory,
increasingly impacted by the effects of climate changewith the consequent repercussions
on resident communities who are then forced to live with the impact of the loss of public
services, abandonment of built heritage, depletion of environmental resources, and loss
of memory.

These factors revolve around the decreasing number of communities, which must
become part of a regeneration process as a shared system. So, what comes to the fore
is the need to train both architects who operate not strictly in the construction field but
who want to address projects for the transformation of space as a complex process in
which policy, space, community, financing, anthropological, social and cultural aspects
all play a role. But also, architects who intend to deal with the design of architecture and
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urban or landscape space in contexts characterized by fragilities like loss of services,
abandonment, natural risks, depopulation, and demise of identity located, nonetheless,
in precious natural and environmental settings. The former can operate through spe-
cific training to become the bedrock for these territories’ harmonious and sustainable
development. At the same time, the latter, with other figures, will undertake projects on
different scales, addressing different specialist themes.

2.1 Structure of the Executive Master

It took two years of teamwork by the Director, Professor Emilia Corradi and Deputy
Directors, respectively Professor AnnunziataMaria Oteri and Professors Paolo Bozzuto,
to develop the Executive Master contents. The structure of the Executive Master had to
act simultaneously on two mutually integrated aspects, which were then merged into
the didactic platform. The first aspect of managing the Master involved administrative
procedures and the accreditation process for the recognition of the qualification acquired;
the second aspect concerned learning and scientific content.With regard to administrative
procedures, the Master had to take into account both the regulations outlined by Italy’s
Ministry of University and Research, which govern and normalize higher-level training,
and the Polytechnic of Milan’s indications for the accreditation of Level I and Level II
master’s degrees. This was a requirement for obtaining legal recognition of the Executive
Master, based on compliance with Ministerial Decree 270/2004 conditions, specifying
a duration of at least one year for these courses, equal to 60 ECTS, or at least 1,500
student hours [12]. A further administrative aspect to be taken into account was the
budget calculation, verifying that it was financially workable to complete the planned
activities, with a projection of a hypothetical number of enrollees. It is crucial to decide
how many faculty members to involve, based on their skills and qualifications, because
it is an aspect that a candidate who intends to enrol in and attend an Executive Master
course will consider very carefully. These elements, in turn, made it possible to identify
a format for the Mountain-Able Master, contributing to the definition of its didactic and
formative contents.

Looking at the didactic and scientific structure, the first step to developing the Mas-
ter’s was to outline the central theme of sustainable development for mountain districts
with regard to the research and teaching standards established by Polytechnic of Milan’s
DAStU and AUIC (School of Urban Architecture and Construction Engineering). This
first step was followed by a benchmark analysis of the executive masters on offer in Ital-
ian and European architecture schools. The study contributed to estimating the potential
of the proposedMountain-Able ExecutiveMaster’s didactic and scientific configuration.
Results confirmed the need to establish a master’s degree that would deliver integrated
and multidisciplinary planning for mountain locations with reference to both national
and European policies and programming. This process significantly impacted pinpoint-
ing the international dimension of themes connected to the potential application for the
qualification obtained by students. Subsequent research was conducted to identify the
target audience who would be interested in the Executive Master. During this phase, a
significant role was played by a series of meetings and interviews undertaken with public
offices like theMinistry of Culture or Lombardy regional authority, taskedwithmountain
district planning and policies, and also with representatives of national, regional, and
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local associations or institutions, as well as with businesses and companies operating in
mountain districts.

The phase led to setting up the scientific committee and opening the Executive
Master to sponsors and partners who support it in various capacities. The final step was
to develop the didactic platform, whose primary objective was to provide a training and
specialization path that focused at all times on the role of architecture as a process and
outcome of the transformation of places as the way to serve residents and the community.
The planned didactic contents develop mainly around an operational framework for
achieving the general training objectives previously indicated and summarized in the
diagram below (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1. Executive Master Mountain-Able. Planning and design for sustainable mountain devel-
opment: topics and objectives, Milan 2023. © Emilia Corradi.

2.2 Didactic Structure and Contents with Respect to Learning Objectives

From a learning perspective, the didactic structure does not intend to train a professional
who embodies every single skill. The objective is to train a problem-solving figure to
develop a specific awareness of the fact that the creative process is a fundamental part
of learning about the themes and problems of mountain districts. The creative process
is reinforced by the technical and cultural learning acquired during university studies
and stimulated by the Master. From the standpoint of the didactic content of learning
objectives, the teaching structure comprises two macro-scales: projects and policies on
the territorial scale and projects and policies at the local level. The former address issues
like accessibility, organization of social and health services, as well as concepts inherent
to the environmental sustainability of state-of-the-art economic activities and socio-
economic interaction and partnerships with metropolitan districts. The latter address
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issues, projects and policies at the local level, which can be summed up as strategies
for transforming and enhancing communities’ physical and cultural heritage through
recovery and development actions. This learning structure integrates typical architectural
planning disciplines with telemedicine, economics, law, anthropology, geography, and
art history to provide adequate tools for contributing to the sustainable transformation
of complex mountain districts. The platform considers the project’s centrality to be a
creative and technical process serving as a pedagogical foundation and fusion of the
spatial, landscape, technical, cultural, environmental, economic, legal, and procedural
dimensions that affect the development and regeneration ofmountain and rural territories
and communities.

Through the pedagogical teachingmodel based on the driven design path, the training
approach integrates theory with practice applied to learning by doing. In this respect,
the Master opted for a credit structure that supports this didactic approach, dedicating
many of the 1,500 student hours of engagement – required by law – to seminar activities,
including an international workshop and internships in public administration, agencies,
companies, and institutions that are partners in theMaster. In a certain sense, this decision
influences the didactic and pedagogical structure, especially with regard to the need to
integrate theoretical and hands-on training aspects and the understanding of operational
procedures.

The Mountain-Able Master is set out as theoretical modules, thematic design labo-
ratories, workshops, seminars, internships, and degree theses. The theoretical modules
award 16 ECTS and include a package of 20 modules whose contents address the dif-
ferent themes in a multidisciplinary manner (Fig. 2). Professors provide the theoretical
lessons and exercises, but also expert professionals brought on board from the mountain
world and public administrations, or companies operating in various capacities in this
complex reality. There are economists, experts in co-design and participatory processes,
experts in energy communities, territorial planning, jurists, archaeologists, art and archi-
tecture historians, experts in climate change, risk, communication, and marketing, and
experts in territorial and community policies and management. The theoretical modules
help define the field of problems within which the professional must move, both as a
designer and as a facilitator.

The three thematic design laboratories provide a total of 15 ECTS. The thematic
design laboratories are structured to include experts who illustrate best practices and,
with the participants in the Master, identify their methods of application in several areas
based on the themes and scales chosen, especially landscape scale, urban scale, and
architectural scale. Thematic design laboratories will be able to apply the knowledge
acquired in the theoreticalmodules thanks to an integrated project that considers different
scales and spatial, social, participatory, and cultural components, considering extant
material and immaterial heritage.

Theworkshop awards 12 ECTS and is implemented in amountain area whereMaster
faculty and participants reside for a week. Stakeholders, administrators, experts, and res-
idents are also present, as are international counterparts who can illustrate experiences in
similar contexts. The latter aspect is considered extremely important as comparison with
other European experiences can be helpful in understanding how to activate partnerships
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Fig. 2. Executive Master Mountain-Able. Planning and design for sustainable mountain devel-
opment: didactic structure, Milan 2023. © Emilia Corradi.

and structure exchange networks in the context of European projects for participation in
calls for funding or international cooperation.

The internship awards 12 ECTS and consists of a period of practical experience
hosted by institutions, public administrations, or agencies connected to the theme of the
Master. It aims to offer an understanding of procedural and operational practices in a
workplace setting.

The final thesis for 5 ECTS is when the Master comes together, each student devel-
oping their own paper. The thesis involves drafting a critical essay illustrating each
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candidate’s specific topics of interest, describing a design or procedural path through
the knowledge and skills acquired.

3 Conclusion

The path of inductive research developed as the underpinning of the Mountain-Able:
Planning and Design for the Sustainable Development of Mountain Executive Master
allowed us to spotlight the themes and problems addressed, beginning with a wide range
of data. The specific training path suggested for multidisciplinary and multiscale themes
inherent to a series of fragilities required the development of a highly specialized learning
platform to ensure participants received adequate practical and technical training and
were also open to contributions from other disciplines.

The ongoing relationship with stakeholders fully highlighted the possible synergies
that can be activated between schools of architecture and players in the territorial trans-
formation process. The result is the chance to implement a dynamic form of training
capable of responding to social changes and fully integrating with community policies
and strategies. The topic of continuing higher education represents a significant opportu-
nity to improve the educational prospects offered by architecture schools and think about
specific shared paths that allow architects to implement a proactive approach appropriate
for future challenges. At the same time, continuous learning models must be defined for
professional practice also, allowing the figure of the architect to adapt to the changes
required by the professional market at increasingly fast speed. Professionalizing Mas-
ter’s degrees can be a positive way of offering extremely effective educational models
quickly. These can represent an interesting way to combine education, research, and
professional skills, above all because, through a learning-by-doing approach, they can
specialize as professionals so they can meet job market demands. At the same time,
they also represent a multidisciplinary education model that can overcome sometimes
inflexible protocols implemented by state education systems.

The other aspect of executive masters is that they can activate effective synergies not
only with the Architects’ Council of Europe but also with administrations, companies,
and operators in the various sectors, narrowing the gap between academic training,
research, andprofessional practice in thefield of architecture [13]. In this respect, itwould
be appropriate to launch a European-wide survey of executive masters within the EAAE,
assessing learning in and updating the architect’s professional practice. The survey could
facilitate the circulation ofmodels and good practices to be shared in architecture schools
and introduce ways to evaluate the effectiveness of a multidisciplinary but also a hybrid
path, navigating theory and professional practice and bringing professional résumés up
to speed.
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Abstract. The paper draws upon a pedagogical project that addressed the design
of spaces for cohabitation, of new alliances between buildings and the natural envi-
ronment, in the context of the contemporary city. First, it explores how the fantasy
of the large-span, glazed, vegetated environment has shaped visionary projects,
marking a shift of attention from the physical to the physiological and from the
tangible to the intangible qualities of space which resonates with contemporary
concerns on design for sustainability. Following the evolution of the glass house
from a place of nature preservation to a vehicle of experimentation into new ways
of inhabiting the city, it then examines the contemporary relevance of such a build-
ing type and how it has fostered new architectural narratives on the co-existence
of people, buildings and plants. Second, the paper presents the methodology prac-
ticed in a postgraduate design studio at the AUIC School/Politecnico di Milano
which aimed to raise awareness among students about the relational dimension of
architecture and the reciprocal exchange between design and research. It discusses
how, by revisiting the glass house figure, the studio output set out to generate new
conceptual, aesthetic and design definitions of the architecture of the in-between,
of spaces of transition between the natural and the manmade, inside and outside.

Keywords: Design Studio · Glasshouse · Collective Housing · Building
Envelope · Design Methodology · Cohabitation

1 Genealogy: The Evolving Concept of Human-Nature
Cohabitation

The glasshouse model grew pertinent to early twentieth-century experimentations which
cast a special attention on the non-physical aspects of space, connected to thermal com-
fort, hygiene and concepts of health. These experimentations drew upon prior architec-
tural visions that saw the inclusion of greenery in the all-glass structure whose design,
construction andmaintenance oscillated between horticulture, architecture and engineer-
ing, highlighting issues of environmental management [1–3]. The indoor patio or winter
garden, which formed an integral part of the modern interior, marked the evolution of the
glasshouse from a place of constructing aesthetic experiences to an incubator of novel
approaches to the design of the built environment [4].

The phenomenon that saw the hybridization of residential and green spaces contin-
ued to manifest itself from the late 1960s onwards, as concerns about the environmental
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impact of architecture proliferated. Office, university and commercial buildings, such as
Cedric Price’s project for a glasshouse in Parc de la Villette in Paris, blended the bound-
aries between the natural and the manmade (Fig. 1). The latter example incorporated
glass-roofed vegetated atria, partly integrated with human activities and equipped with
adjustable blinds for indoor heating and ventilation control. The sketch depicts a section
of the building permeated by heat, air and energy flows (Fig. 2). It is telling of the then
architectural experimentation into new confluences between internal green spaces and
program, aspects of air quality and control. Moreover, another stream of experimenta-
tion in those days speculated on the definition of ‘artificial ecologies’, drawing on the
glasshouse as the replica of another, ideal and constant climate, in search for a symbiotic
relationship between human and non-human organisms.

Fig. 1. Cedric Price, Serre (2), upper level plan and longitudinal section, 1988–1990, graphic
appliqué film over electrostatic print on paper, mounted on paper with red ink stamp, 29,8
× 42,1 cm. DR2004:0533:004. Canadian Centre for Architecture (drawings © Cedric Price
fonds/Canadian Centre for Architecture)

“I thought of referring to communication networks as something fluid, like water
streams, to produce an artificial nature rather than architecture,” Toyo Ito described
with reference to the design process of the Sendai Médiathèque (1998–2001) [5]. If
modernist architecture allowed for an articulated space between building and landscape,
today the boundaries between the artificial and natural, the urban and the sylvan, are
folding in, influencing the architectural project. Contemporary housing design projects,
which range from Lacaton and Vassal’s Exhibition Hall in Paris (2006) to Baukunst
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+ Bruther’s project for the ZHAW campus in Winterthur (2018) and from Bruther’s
Super-L – 150 Housing Units in Eysines (2013) to Atelier Kempe Thill’s winter garden
housing project in Amberes (2015), continue to build upon the glazed structure for the
cultivation, preservation and display of tender flowers, plants or biomes. They approach
the integration of the building envelope with greenery, in a way that the latter engages
with human activity.

Fig. 2. Cedric Price, Serre (2), sketch showing adjustable blinds, heating and ventilation, 1988–
1990, ink, graphite, white paint and coloured pencil over electrostatic print on heavy yellow paper,
21,1 × 29,7 cm. DR2004:0558:003. Canadian Centre for Architecture (diagram © Cedric Price
fonds/Canadian Centre for Architecture)

From new construction to transformation projects, and from hybrid-use to urban
farming buildings, they point to a phenomenon of multinaturalisation of the built envi-
ronment, in which “green does not stop at a building’s surface: It also penetrates the
interior space, to give the impression of living everywhere with nature” [6]. Testifying
to the fact that “green additions have taken on various forms that continue to extend
perceptions of the term” [7], Penelope Dean makes reference to projects which have
set out to bring, through punctual interventions, a positive impact on living space at the
scale of the city, such as Atelier Bow-Wow’s Void Metabolism, Emilio Ambasz’s Green
Town and Toyo Ito and Associates’ Parque de la Gavia.

In certain cases, as in the work of architects Anne Lacaton and Jean-Philippe Vassal,
the glasshouse figure is valued specifically for issues of material efficiency, aspects of
comfort and climatic behavior. For the architects, “the potential of technology lies […]
in its ability to be reprogrammed and combined with other things” [8], not on its mere
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reappropriation. In this context, the need to revise traditional means of representation
and to connect building with processes that are external to it – the movement of its users,
the flow of air, the angle of sunlight, energy flows – comes to the fore, reminding us
that environmental sustainability is equally a representational and a design issue. The
climatic drawings and section diagrams deployed by numerous projects of architects
Lacaton and Vassal allude to the increasingly changing definition of the architectural
agency which is not limited to physical and material aspects of space alone.

Under the growing sustainability demands, the union of art and nature in a “continu-
ous sensorium” [9] calls for further theoretical attention. The glasshouse figure intersects
with broader discourses on architectural ecologies as “it was the exercise of granting
plants hospitality that first created the conditions under which it became possible to for-
mulate a concept of environment” [10]. It resonates with contemporary theories which
promote the understanding of the “environment as a shared climate” among humans,
plants, and the environment, following German philosopher Peter Sloterdijk. For Slo-
terdijk, the greenhouse concept has nurtured a representation of nature as “non-external,
as a housemate in the republic of beings,” in opposition to the theories that regarded the
former “an outside force” [11]. The increasing union of art and nature in the “contin-
uous sensorium” of regulated climates may enable a different understanding of nature
in the context of design, one which surpasses the dichotomy between “naturalization”
and “symbolization” [12] and points to new relations between human and non-human
organisms.

Approaching “environmental design as atmospheric,” Sloterdijk “updates the con-
cept of the environment into that of a sensorium, a sphere that is shared” [13], suggesting
new forms of togetherness. Such a state reveals, in particular, Sloterdijk’s “concern with
examples of intimacy and interiority,” varying from “primitive interhuman and inter-
species notions of intimacy” such as biophilic connections to “increasingly large-scale
and complex modifications of interiority” such as the control of indoor climate [14]. Slo-
terdijk focuses a critical attention on the “climatization of the inhabited space” which
entails “envisaging the anthropogenic climate in all its thematic intrusiveness” follow-
ing different degrees of environmental appropriation [15] that ring all the more familiar
today as contemporary societies are confronted with the fragility of nature.

It renders explicit the quality, design, and agency of air, after the proliferation of
“zones of a carefully manipulated climate, flooded with natural sunlight, overgrown
with plants, and populated with humans” which, as cultural theorist Eva Horn remarks,
“[represent] artificial atmospheres that experiment on the artificiality of nature itself”
[16]. As the boundaries between nature and artifice are increasingly folding in, attention
shifts away from static forms and solid volumes and is guided towards the design of
envelopes, spaces of flows, and atmospheres with the aim to bridge quantitative and
qualitative design criteria.

2 Pedagogy: Addressing Collective Housing Design as an Interface
Between the Natural and the Manmade

Framed by these premises, the postgraduate design studio titled “The Architecture of the
In-Between,” at the School of Architecture, Urban Planning, Construction Engineering
(AUIC), Politecnico di Milano, addressed the intermediate space as a new interface
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between built and natural environments. The studio placed a particular attention on the
integration of architecture with nature – of open green spaces in collective housing
design – reflecting on its ability to enhance environmental performance, notions of
engagement and care. The studio explored how such integrationmay nurture new critical
narratives and foster a critical reflection on the design of spaces for cohabitation in the
contemporary city. It recognized in the figure of the greenhouse an opportunity for design
experimentation to address current environmental issues and the shift from the physical
to the physiological qualities of space, speculating on its future stance.

The first phase of the studio asked students to undertake a case study analysis con-
cerning projects that have problematized the dichotomy between inside and outside. The
notionof inhabiting spheres of different environmental qualities, in a state of co-presence,
coevolution, co-breathing between human and non-human organisms, suggests the con-
struction of “an environment of relationality and interrelational movements” [17]. The
tracing of a genealogy of collective housing projects which have addressed the open
space, landscape and natural environment in an explicit manner, revealed an evolving
andmultifaceted building typology, while challenging students to contemplate such inte-
gration in connection with contemporary social and ecological issues. It drew a novel
attention to the character of liminal spaces, such as loggias, terraces, winter gardens,
glazed atria and galleries, inherent to modernist and contemporary projects which have

Fig. 3. Case study atlas: floor plan design (selection). “Thresholds. Architecture of the In-
Between,” Architectural Design Thematic Module, Architecture of Interiors Design Studio
(section B), AUIC School, Politecnico di Milano, a.a. 2022–23.
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attempted to define more efficient, sophisticated, non-mechanical means for environ-
mental control. The resulting case study atlas (Fig. 3) underpinned a critical compara-
tive analysis of design precedents, exploring their potential to generate new conceptual
definitions of intermediate spaces.

It reflected the studio’s engagement with design discourses and practices that have
interrogated architectural form after performance, coining novel approaches to the rela-
tion between aesthetic perception and social concerns. The critical comparative analysis
of design precedents led to the tracing of controversial aspects regarding the case studies
at stake, embracing the hypothesis that “learning about architecture by mapping contro-
versies can cultivate a specific attention to the performativity of design and can ultimately
result in better design” [18].

The impressions from the studied project were then integrated into a conceptual
collage-manifesto: one of the adopted analytical tools, alongside processes of redraw-
ing, schematic representation, photographic documentation and writing. The collages
highlighted the manifold declinations of spaces of sequence, transition, and continu-
ity between public and private, natural and artificial domains (Figs. 4 and 5). They
addressed in-between spaces as zones in their own right, which organize transitions
between the respective domains, pointing to the conceptualization of architecture as
an articulated system of mediation with open boundaries. Crossing between historical
precedents analysis and design speculation, the design studio was practiced in its ability
to offer “a productive environment to conduct research, by engaging in wide-ranging
networks, adapting seemingly determined technologies, and testing didactic structures
and methodological approaches” [19].

The deployed tools included but were not limited to archival research, on-site sur-
veys, observation, graphic representations and conceptmapping, conceiving of the studio
environment as “a workshop, a platform for debate, a synthesizer of ideas and concepts,
as it takes advantage of the expertise of a wide range of individuals and fields of inter-
est” [20]. The design proposals then set out to explore potential future scenarios of
high-density dwelling which integrate the exterior open space as an integral part of the

Fig. 4. EfimovaA.,MijatovD.,Vennitti J.M.,VujinovicK., Case study:manifesto – Francis Soler,
‘Suite Sans Fin’, rue Durkheim, Paris (1994–97). “Thresholds. Architecture of the In-Between,”
Architectural Design ThematicModule, Architecture of Interiors Design Studio (section B), AUIC
School, Politecnico di Milano, a.a. 2022–23.
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domestic environment (Figs. 6 and 7). Focusing on the definition of skins, filters, mem-
branes and surfaces, the adopted studio method raised awareness among students about
the relational dimension of architecture and the need to re-think patterns of cohabitation
in the contemporary city.

To address the issue of design for sustainability, what emerges as important is our
relationship to natural objects rather than their understanding as performative appa-
ratuses in support of our increasingly regulated environments. It involves developing
design proposals which do not merely attempt “to mitigate a building’s impact on nat-
ural systems, but [which seek], at least rhetorically, to become a part of those systems”
[21], suggesting new hybrids between architecture and nature. The studio outcome ulti-
mately set out to explore the implications into form, space and materiality that such
notion entails. The various recent intersections between biology and building nurture
the belief that “the concepts of nature and architecture are not separable but linked.
The binary opposition between the natural and the artificial is increasingly called into
question, conceiving of plants, flowers, and biomes as central elements of new design
scenaria: “nature is just as designed as design is natural; life is planned in the same way
that the plan is something alive” [22]. In such a context, architecture is not solely to be
understood as the theory and practice of a singular building or the spatial design of our
environment, but extends to encompass design, planning and visualisation of politics,
economy, environment, future and human life in general” [23].

Fig. 5. Bayraktar B.N., Garre A.C., Saison L.I., Yesilyurt A.H., Case study: manifesto – Angelo
Mangiarotti, ‘La Balossa’, Monza, (1972). “Thresholds. Architecture of the In-Between,” Archi-
tectural Design Thematic Module, Architecture of Interiors Design Studio (section B), AUIC
School, Politecnico di Milano, a.a. 2022–23.
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Seen from this perspective, the figure of the glasshouse underlines the urgency of
safeguarding natural organisms and environments, enabling us to reimagine architecture
as part and as an expression of nature, as something that emerges from within the latter,
instead of opposing it. The condition of living together introduces a new understand-
ing of the nature-culture oppositional relationship, fostering novel definitions of form,
performance and aesthetic perception. Under the growing sustainability demands, the
notion of aesthetics addresses “the relationship between sensory perception (the subjec-
tive) and quantifiable measures (the objective), and furthermore, they address the role of
architectonics in informing the relationship between the expression of material culture
and the environment” [24]: it emerges as “a discipline of reflecting on art as mediation
between culture and nature” [25]. Initially a place for contemplation and retreat from the
industrialized city, the glasshouse figure emerges today as a multifaceted design notion,
as an operative and symbolic subject matter alike. In a context that sees design for sus-
tainability lacking paradigmatic icons, revisiting the glasshouse as a symbol of a new
aesthetic perception connected to collective housing may hold the key in establishing
new connections between green objects and buildings. It re-affirms the need to define
new means of aesthetic expression mediated through the project. It points, on the one
hand, to a design stance which associates nature with the animation of culture and its
symbols and which addresses, on the other, issues of environmental performance and
the fragile ecosystems on which our living spaces depend.

Fig. 6. Anversa A., Köhn M.K., Lo Vecchio J., Vignotti M., Project: section and elevations.
“Thresholds. Architecture of the In-Between,” Architectural Design Thematic Module, Archi-
tecture of Interiors Design Studio (section B), AUIC School, Politecnico di Milano, a.a.
2022–23.
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Fig. 7. Albin J., Morozova P., Pernot M.J.E., Rodríguez C.W.L., Veeramuthaiah N., Project:
axonometric and elevation. “Thresholds. Architecture of the In-Between,” Architectural Design
Thematic Module, Architecture of Interiors Design Studio (section B), AUIC School, Politecnico
di Milano, a.a. 2022–23.
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Abstract. The participation of society in public spaces issues, though advocated
for decades, experiences an increase in recent years. Citizen participation in Croa-
tian spatial planning appears to be mostly declarative and formally takes place
in the final stages of planning. On the contrary, the full benefits of integrative
planning would be if participation of all sectors (civil, academic, economy and
management structures) is continuous, especially important in the initial planning
phase - forming the basic intentions.

The selection of the best spatial solution by architectural and urban planning
competitions has a long and fruitful tradition in European societies. It represents a
good yet hermetic method in searching for the most appropriate, most innovative
and overall best solution whose authors remain anonymous till the very end of the
selection.

The question is how to combine these two widely accepted and proven pro-
cedures into one, to acquire the best creative solution and raise awareness and
involvement of the community?

The article will present recent case studies of participation in open compe-
titions in Poland, Germany, Norway, and Croatia. The contribution of this paper
is the effort to present systematically the ways of participation and how they
are linked to individual groups of stakeholders within the competition proce-
dure. Through the comparative analysis, highlighting benefits and challenges, the
combined procedure model is proposed and applied in the Croatian context.

Keywords: Participation · Architectural competition · Urban Planning
competition · Quadruple Helix

1 Introduction

The procedure of architectural and urban planning competitions represents a long and
fruitful tradition in European societies. The selection of the best spatial solution through
these competitions is a good but hermetic method to search for the most suitable, inno-
vative, and overall best solution, whose authors remain anonymous until the very end of
the selection.
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Regarding community participation in public space issues, it has been advocated
for decades and has been experiencing an increase in recent years. Citizen participation
in spatial planning seems to be mostly declarative and formally takes place in the final
stages of planning. On the contrary, the full benefit of inclusive planning would be given
if the participation of all sectors (civil society, academic, business, and administrative
structures) is continuous, which is especially important in the initial stages of planning
- when the basic intentions are formulated.

As for the mode of participation, we used an adapted version of Arnstein’s par-
ticipatory ladder [1] and considered those in the lower and middle part of the scale.
Specifically, they are: informing; survey; interview; interactive discussion; creative dis-
cussion; and participation in realisation. As the level of participation increases, so does
the involvement of the participants, both in terms of the amount of time that needs to
be devoted to work, and in terms of intellectual effort as well as motivation. It is there-
fore not surprising that the number of participants decreases as the level of participation
increases (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1. A scheme of inverse proportionality of the number of participants and their involvement,
Zagreb 2023 (Scheme by authors)

Quadruple helix is a widely accepted model for conducting inclusive innovative
processes with not only civil society [2]. Using a moderator as a neutral and objective
subject, it brings together representatives of four groups: decision makers frommanage-
ment structures, experts on specific issues from the academic community, investors from
the business sector, and citizens and associations as direct beneficiaries [3]. Observing
the process, such as this research, through the Quad Helix model, can ensure appropriate
and continuous involvement of all relevant stakeholders.

The question is how to intertwine the procedure of architectural and urban planning
competitions and community participation methods to achieve quality process, without
each of them losing its valuable qualities. In particular, the task is to include partici-
pation in the tender process without impairing the proven quality of the independent
selection of anonymous solution proposals. The benefits we see that could come from
this are community involvement that would result in public maturity and participatory
data collection. Of course, there are also threats, mainly how to ensure the anonymity
of the contestants and maintain professional integrity.

Thegoal of the researchpresented in this article is the formationof a proceduralmodel
that shows when and in which form it is possible to integrate some of the participatory
methods within the architectural and urban planning competition. The method derives
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from the analysis and comparison of examples of such practice, considering the positive
effects and negative implications.

2 The Examples of Citizens’ Participation in Open Architectural
and Urban Planning Competitions

Although examples involving community participation in the conduct of architectural
and urban planning design competitions are occasional, some research that tackle this
topic are available within the European context. Europe shares the same issues related
to participation in competitions, as current research shows.

The article by Bern and Røe from Norway [4] points out that, although competitions
can arouse significant community interest, the institution of architectural and urban plan-
ning competitions cannot easily incorporate participation in its implementation. Through
interviews with architects both anonymity and professional integrity issues were raised.
The authors argue that the best practice is to involve the interested public as soon as
possible, in the preparation of the competition task and in defining the problems and
requirements. That is when the opinion of the wider public has an impact on competi-
tors and their solutions without compromising anonymity, which is one of the valuable
features of the competition process.

Some of the examples implemented a parallel assignments model, where different
programmeswere given as a task to different architectural offices that were invited to par-
ticipate. Although this model can provide interesting insights from proposed solutions
and involve participation on the greater level, it is not applicable where public procure-
ment and competition obligations are mandatory. That is why we will not include those
examples in further analysis.

Kowalczyk in his article [5] points out that it is impossible to reconcile presenting
works to awider audience before thefinal decisionof the jury andmaintaining anonymity.
He demonstrates the anonymity issue through several illustrative examples that served
as solid case studies for this research. Cases are chosen from some EU countries with
diverse attempts to involve participation in different competition stages.

2.1 Design of the Main Square in Koprivnica, Croatia

In the Croatian context, the example of the competition for city square in Koprivnica
from 2019 stands out, in which the opinion of the public was analysed and included
in the competition program through the project terms of reference and the attached
documentation [6]. Citizens’ opinion was questioned on three levels: local stakeholder
groups, internet questionnaires and field surveys. Such comprehensive involvement in
the initial phase is proven to be not only possible but strongly recommended (Fig. 2).
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Fig. 2. Applied participation in the competition procedure for the design of the main square in
Koprivnica, Croatia, 2023 (Scheme by authors)

2.2 Reconstruction of the Aeja in Komorow, Poland

For the Aleja Marii Dabrowskiej reconstruction in Komorow, Poland, a different for-
mula was adopted. Delegates from interested groups were appointed and involved in the
competition process as external experts, whose opinion on the individual works the jury
must consider when making its decision. In this case wide participation was not ensured,
but anonymity in the judging process was preserved [5] (Fig. 3).

Fig. 3. Applied participation in the competition procedure for the reconstruction of the Aeja in
Komorow, Poland, 2023 (Scheme by authors)
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2.3 Construction of the Cultural Centre in Wolfsburg, Germany

Competition for the Cultural centre in Wolfsburg, Germany is an interesting example
of a two-stage competition with an exhibition of the entries between stages with the
introduction of the participation. After the 1st stage an open exhibition was organized
in which local residents could participate. Citizens’ comments were adopted by the jury
and transformed into recommendations for the more detailed 2nd phase of the com-
petition. Keeping anonymity while exhibiting the entries publicly presented significant
organizational difficulty and risk. Still, the process was successfully carried out, with
wide participation in the middle of the competition process [5] (Fig. 4).

Fig. 4. Applied participation in the competition procedure for the construction of the cultural
centre in Wolfsburg, Germany, 2023 (Scheme by authors)

2.4 Spatial Concept of the Central Square in Warsaw, Poland

Another interesting and somehow controversial example is competition for the spatial
concept of Warsaw Central Square. Operated on the principle of maintaining anonymity
and awarding five equal prizes from which the public was to choose the best solution
through open consultation. This solution has been criticized by many architects that
actually anonymity was not guaranteed in this way [5] (Fig. 5).
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Fig. 5. Applied participation in the competition procedure for the spatial concept of the central
square in Warsaw, Poland, 2023 (Scheme by authors)

3 Design of the Main Square in Petrinja, Croatia

Ongoing task, which is a part of this research, is the development of a project program
for an architectural and urban planning competition for the project of the main square
in the Croatian city of Petrinja. The City suffered significant damage in the earthquakes
of 2020, especially the central zone, and establishing a new main square as a hearth of
public life in the city was deemed fundamental for restoring faith in the normalization
of life in Petrinja. Therefore, participation was an essential element of the process, as
well as gaining the best solution through a competition (Fig. 6).

The creation of the competition program was preceded by a participatory study
that included: informing the community, citizens’ survey, interviewing experts who are
familiar with Petrinja and/or the area of the square, and interactive discussions with the
city’s management structures [7].

Informing the community represents the first rung of the participatory ladder, the
beginning of raising awareness of the possibility and need of involving interested cit-
izens in the planning of the built environment. In the case of Petrinja, the public was
already very interested in redesigning the main town square through several activities
of non-governmental organisations as well as multiple inquiries from citizens to the
town administration about the normalization of life in the town after the devastating
earthquake.

During the spring of 2022, at the invitation of the City of Petrinja, the team from
the Faculty of Architecture, University of Zagreb launched a complete process for pro-
gramming the redesign of the city’s central public space at the location of Croatian
Veterans Square in Petrinja. The basis for the creation of a competition program for the
Square and its surrounding area is a participatory study that included representatives of
three relevant sectors: administrative, civil, and professional; through three rungs of the
participatory ladder: survey, interviews, and interactive discussions.
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Fig. 6. Public spaces in Petrinja after earthquake and participation study results, 2023 (Scheme
by authors, photographs by Gabriel Nikolić, Franka Omazić, Petra Omazić)

An online questionnaire was distributed among the residents of Petrinja, which at the
same time informed them about the intention of redesigning the main square and asked
important questions for viewing the space from the perspective of citizens. By surveying
through a questionnaire, participation moved to the second rung of the participatory
ladder. In the period from March 25 to 30, 2022, in just six days, 300 people answered
the questionnaire, which represents a significant random sample. The questionnaire
collected general information about the respondents, their opinion about life in Petrinja
in general, as well as their opinion about the centre of the City of Petrinja and the main
town square.

The third rung of the participatory ladder was reached in spring 2023 through inter-
views with important experts who actively participated or are still involved in planning
and designing public urban spaces in the City of Petrinja. The expert insights of urban
planners, landscape architects and architects are thus included in the research.

Interactive discussions, as the fourth rung of the participatory ladder, were held with
members of the city administration of the City of Petrinja on several occasions in the
period from April 2022 to May 2023 in the premises of the Petrinje city administration.
Through in-depth discussions, an attempt was made to cover all topics of importance
for the area of the main city square.

All data were processed, structured and interpreted in a participatory study that was
submitted to the City of Petrinja in May 2023, and in which all significant elements of
the intention for the urban development of the square were presented, coordinated with
representatives of three relevant sectors.
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The essential insights gained from the study are incorporated into the project pro-
gram and represent a significant level of citizen participation in the creation of the task
set before the contestants. Comprehensive participation model will be applied and will
include public presentations and discussions both for the programme as well as compe-
tition results. Also, a representative for involvement will be included as a member of the
jury, to ensure continuous participation as much as possible (Fig. 7).

Fig. 7. Expected course of applied participation in the competition procedure for the main square
in Petrinja, Croatia, 2023 (Scheme by authors)

4 Conclusion

Introducing comprehensive participation into procedures of architectural and urban plan-
ning competitions is not a straightforward process. As seen from the examples, conflicts
in terms of continuously involving citizens and at the same time keeping anonymity
emerge in the central phases of the competition, until the jury reaches its decision
and announces results. Also, in the part when architects design their projects, keep-
ing integrity of the profession (allowing architects to do their work) was advocated. The
goal of this research was to find all possibilities of participation, without compromising
anonymity and professional integritymentioned above, considering that participation has
several options and levels on the participatory ladder and bearing in mind that different
design tasks have different needs for participation.

Roughly, we can indicate three types of participation within the procedure of archi-
tectural and urban planning competitions: before (in the preparation of the competition
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program); centrally positioned (in making decisions on the ranking of the submitted
works); and after (in communicating the decision).

Involving by all methods in the first phases before articulating an architectural pro-
gram is not only possible but strongly recommended. Input from these participatory
studies becomes the backbone of the competition brief / programme, and ensures that
strong involvement from the very beginning is achieved.

In the central phase of the competition, while judging entries, wide participation
compromises anonymity, but introducing a valid public representative as a member of
jury or advisor to the jury, remains a reasonable option. Still, examples show that wide
participation for certain cases in this phase can be practiced and successful, but with
great care for the process and critical anonymity issue.

After the results are announced, public presentations or exhibitions are necessary to
communicate the winning solution and bring it closer to the interested and previously
involved stakeholders.

In some planning cases where architectural and urban planning competition and
anonymity are not mandatory, stronger involvement in the direction of co-creating can
be implemented. Models like parallel assignments given to different teams, co-creative
workshops and similar are available, still this is not in the framework of this article, and
these alternative models present potential for future research.

In conclusion, every design task and competition is different and requires its individ-
ual participation approach. This depends on several factors, for example how interested
the stakeholders are or how high is their capacity for involvement. In terms of differ-
ent tasks, some are easy to be involved in since they are familiar to the wider public,
some are maybe too complex and are better to be solved in professional discourse.
Sometimes, participation is requested to strengthen the community, improve relations
between stakeholders or increase social cohesion.
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Abstract. The digital age presents both challenges and opportunities for the archi-
tectural profession. Architects must navigate the integration of new technologies,
such as artificial intelligence and digital design tools while adapting to the evolv-
ing scope of their practice. This paper investigates the balance between adoption
and adaptation in architectural practice, exploring strategies for architects to effec-
tively engage with the digital landscape while maintaining the integrity of their
profession. The outcomes of fully embracing new technologies andmethodologies
are contrasted with the approach of modifying existing practices to accommodate
digital advancements, considering the implications for the architectural profession.

In addressing these issues, architectural education and research play crucial
roles in preparing architects for the digital age by examining the relationship
between design-based research, academic inquiry, and professional practice. This
study investigates the advantages and challenges of digital technologies integration
in design, decision-making, and resource allocation, as well as its influence on
traditional professional boundaries and skillsets.

Drawing from an analysis of the current scope of architectural services, this
study aims to provide architects (practicing and teaching) with a comprehensive
understanding of the opportunities and challenges that the digital age presents,
enabling them to make well-informed decisions about the future of their practice.

Keywords: Digital Technology · Architectural Education · Architecture ·
Adoption · Adaptation · Digital Transformation

1 Introduction

1.1 Digital World of Architecture

Architectural practice is undergoing a digital transformation, a transition that has been
met with significant resistance as professionals grapple with integrating new technolo-
gies into established workflows. It appears that we are still in the early stages of imple-
mentation despite the impact of digital technologies on the nature of professional ser-
vices. Insights from the Architects’ Council of Europe (ACE) Sector Studies conducted
between 2018 and 2022 indicate increased use of Building InformationModeling (BIM)
between 2018 and 2020; however, its usage seems to have decreased since. We can iden-
tify the highest adoption rates in 3D modeling and rendering tools, hovering around
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50%, and BIM at approximately 25%. Other tools, such as common-data environments,
augmented reality (AR), virtual reality (VR), and 3D printing, are significantly trailing,
with adoption rates of 15% or less [1].

The scenario in architectural education appears even more critical. The introduction
of digital planning methods in architecture courses seems to be in its infancy. There is
an urgent call to articulate expectations and strategize the integration of digital planning
into architecture curricula [2]. That necessitates a profession-wide effort to define the
minimum level of digital literacy students should learn through courses and studios at
educational institutions.

The “Digital Planning in University Education” guide by the Federal Chamber of
Architects in Germany (BAK) raises several relevant questions on what digital knowl-
edge, skills, and competencies are essential for architects entering the third millennium,
why, and how to integrate digital methods into the design process. [2] At the same
time, digital methods integration requires the teachers to identify what advantages dig-
ital technologies offer compared to traditional methods, balancing the risk that faculty
courses and studios could transform into software training sessions. That transformation
could be incongruent with the principles of the Bologna system, which emphasizes the
importance of experimental and innovative teaching content.

Our sector is notably atomized [3]. This fragmentation presents a challenge in adopt-
ing new digital technologies, and small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), which
dominate our field, are at risk of being left behind. The American Institute of Archi-
tects Firm Survey Report highlights that 75.2% of architectural firms are considered
small companies (1–9 employees) and account for only 18% of the total staff and 12.8%
of billings in 2019. [4]. The situation in the European market is even more alarming,
with the ACE reporting that 96.1% of firms are small-sized (1–10 employees), includ-
ing a staggering 62.2% solo practices, 16.2% two-person offices, and 13.7% with 3–5
employees [5]. Digital solutions, often designed with larger enterprises in mind, are
challenging to scale down to SMEs due to cost, lack of human resources, or a lack of
digital competency necessary for adoption.

Aside from these challenges, the digital world is evolving at an unprecedented pace,
with a 100-million-fold increase in computing power across various AI systems domains
over the past decade [6]. Digital tools, particularly those integrated into the Building
Information Modeling (BIM) process and the emerging suite of AI-enabled tools, could
significantly enhance architectural processes and the overall quality of architecture. The
AEC AI Hub [7], initiated by Stjepan Mikulić, sheds light on these tools in the archi-
tecture, engineering, and construction (AEC) industry, presenting both their potential
and limitations. As we enter a new phase of the digital revolution marked by the Inter-
net of Things, deep learning, and artificial intelligence, it is vital to recognize this as
a continuation of the technological evolution in architecture, not a disruption. These
advancements, especially AI text transformers and AI image generators, are reshaping
the design processes, offering innovative approaches and efficient design exploration.
While both bring the risk of generatingmediocre content, they also provide opportunities
for high-quality, innovative work, making it essential for architects to stay informed and
proficient with these tools. The digital transformation in the building industry, exempli-
fied by BIM, underscores the need for architectural services and education systems to
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adapt more effectively to these technological advancements. Benefits of BIM, such as
advanced project data management and cost control, highlight the importance of data
structure and management skills not emphasized in standard architectural education.

This rapid development widens the gap between small and large companies, poten-
tially intensifying the SMEs’ challenges. Even in large firms, issues such as data inconsis-
tency across projects persist, a point highlighted byMartha Tsigkari and Sherif Tarabishi
of Foster + Partners [8]. Paradoxically, this inconsistency could be providing a lifeline
for smaller firms. However, this paper posits that now is the crucial time for the architec-
tural community to engage proactively, offering insights and strategies to navigate this
digital landscape.

1.2 Balancing Adoption and Adaptation

This research explores how the distinctions between adoption and adaptation can sig-
nificantly influence outcomes and implications within the architectural profession. This
inquiry is especially pertinent in environments dominated by SMEs. In the context of
this paper, I will define adoption as selecting, implementing, and embracing new digital
technologies, tools, and methodologies within architectural practice. Conversely, adap-
tation refers to adjusting existing practices, tools, and methods to accommodate the
shifts brought about by the digital era. While we cannot guarantee adaptation only by
adopting new technologies, it is often a crucial step in the broader change process.

But what influences these choices, and how are they manifested within the archi-
tectural practices? Moving beyond the classic adopter categorization curve based on
innovativeness as outlined by Everett M. Rogers, Moore introduces a nuanced perspec-
tive, identifying psychological gaps between different adopter groups. The Chasm, as he
terms it, is highlighted as a critical gap in this context. To the left of the Chasm, we find
Innovators and Early Adopters - individuals motivated by the prospect of revolutionary
change, architects typically characterized as risk-takers, prioritizing long-term impact
over immediate practicality. On the opposite side of the Chasm are the Early Majority
and Late Majority adopter groups [9].

Our focus, particularly for broader adoption, is on the Early Majority group. These
architects are open to new technology, simultaneously seeking incremental improve-
ments of existing practices, tools, and methods. They could play a pivotal role in guiding
the architectural community through the digital transition, striking a balance between
embracing innovation and preserving professional integrity. The challenge, and at the
same time the goal, is to make the digital transformation accessible and advantageous
for the majority.

1.3 Hypothesis

Within the architectural profession and education, there is a visible tension between the
slow-paced evolution of systems and practices and the rapid progress characterizing the
contemporary digital era. This dichotomy is particularly pronounced due to the atomized
nature of the market, leaving architects in an uncertain position regarding the sustainable
future of the profession. The building industry sector, by contrast, seems to be outpacing
architects, intensifying the pressure on the profession.



352 D. Mance

Notably, resistance to change is a persistent issue rooted in a complexweb of psycho-
logical factors, including fear, emotional responses, and individual biases. This research
posits that these psychological elements play a critical role in shaping decision-making
processes for architects and their ability to adapt to change. The study maps these psy-
chological factors against the industry-specific challenges that are most influential in the
decision-making processes of architects.

Multi-criteria analysis is conducted based on the data collected from three surveys to
understand these complex challenges, providing architects and educators with insights
that could help navigate these uncertain times and contribute to a more flexible and
resilient profession.

2 Challenges of Digital Transformation

Resistance to change among people appears to originate from various factors, which we
could categorize into two main groups: individual and situational factors [10], where
individual factors represent the behavior caused by personal features, and situational
factors represent behaviors causedby the environment.While these factors in the research
by Darmawan and Azizah initially describe employee resistance within an organization,
they can also apply to a market characterized by its atomized nature, where employers
often double as employees. Several factors from each group significantly affect adoption
in our environment and are relevant to this paper.

We can identify six main individual factors: lack of confidence due to insufficient
training and resources, fear of failure, increased stress, feelings of uncertainty, low
motivation, and poor self-efficacy. Out of situational factors, we can identify high
ambiguity and inadequate information, inadequate communication and organizational
silence, lack of participation in change processes, insufficient work integrity, an ever-
increasing sense of job insecurity, and a weak organizational culture with professional
associations and universities failing to be transparent leaders.

Additionally, often unrealistic timelines for adoption and existing organizational
culture and norms play a crucial role at the organizational resistance level.

Finally, the endowment effect, a well-documented cognitive bias, plays a crucial
role, revealing itself as a significant resistance factor. Experts, architects in our case,
tend to overvalue their established knowledge and show reluctance toward adopting
new methodologies. This reluctance becomes particularly pronounced in situations that
demand significant technological advancements and a transformation in organizational
standards, all necessitated by digitalization.

Within the specific context of our field, I have identified five main areas of industry-
specific challenges.

Market Dynamics: Issues of productivity andmarket fragmentation strain the archi-
tectural profession. Efforts are continuously underway to deregulate the profession at
a European level, as highlighted in the ACE The Economic Benefits of Regulation in
Architectural Services report [3].

Historical Processes: The long-standing traditions influence the architectural pro-
fession, which has ingrained the way of doing business. Altering these established
methods carries associated costs, contributing to resistance against change.
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Collaboration: The atomized nature of organizational structures in the architectural
field hinders effective teamwork. A notable issue is the collaboration paradox, which
refers to the inability to achieve real-time collaboration in such a fragmented market,
amplified by limited human resources. Here, we can also observe the form of the pro-
ductivity paradox (also the Solow paradox) in a situation where IT collaborative tools
designed to enhance efficiency consume more time than they save if they are not utilized
adequately or are misused.

Education and Research: There is a noticeable delay in adopting new technologies
within educational institutions and research bodies [2]. Moreover, there is inadequate
dissemination of knowledge in schools, universities, and through continuing professional
development programs within professional associations, which is especially accented on
an interdisciplinary level [11].

Complexity and Variability:A diverse array of stakeholders and constantly chang-
ing regulations characterize the architectural field, which leads to high levels of volatility,
uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity (VUCA) [12].

Each of these areas has unique issues, ranging frommarket volatility to the challenges
of real-time collaboration, all of which contribute to the overall resistance to change in
the industry.

3 Survey

To validate my initial hypothesis, I conducted a survey targeting architects in Croatia to
gain insight into the adoption of technology within our profession, customized for three
distinct groups: practicing licensed architects, architecture students, and architecture
faculty members, with minor adjustments in questions to suit specifics of each group.
The distribution of the survey was as follows:

Practicing Licensed Architects: Disseminated through the Croatian Chamber of
Architects, the survey saw participation from 120 out of 2,834 active members. Among
the respondents, 84 categorized themselves as employers.

Architecture Students: Conducted at the University of Zagreb, Faculty of Archi-
tecture, where undergraduate and graduate programs participated, with 130 out of 862
students responding. That included 43 Master’s students and 87 Bachelor’s students.

Architecture Faculty Members: At the same University, 32 out of 106 teachers
participated.

The survey aims to analyze the current level of integration of new technologies
among practicing architects, students, and educators. Apart from general demographic
data, a self-assessment of respondents’ knowledge of computers, data protection, and
cloud storage is collected. These questions, deemed irrelevant to this analysis, will form
the basis for broader research in the future.

The questions relevant to this paper delve into three topics: integration, education,
and frequency of use of different digital technologies in the work environment. The
survey covers themost frequently useddigital tools, categorized into eightmajor software
groups. In the following diagrams, the alpha-numeric symbol within specific groups
represents the software tool, as is presented in Table 1. Additionally, two hardware
categories, Virtual/Augmented reality (VR/AR) and 3D printing, are assessed.
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Table 1. List of software tools

3.1 Integration

Participants responded to five questions in this category.
InQuestion 1, participants self-assessed the digital tools integration, regarding their

familiarity and usage of various software tools in their work through the 7-level scale:
? = never heard of; 0 = did not use; 1 = installed and opened; 2 = introduced to
interface and tried elementary functions; 3 = used elementary functions in work; 4 =
used advanced functions in work; 5 = expert with certificate (Fig. 1).

In multiple-choice Question 2, participants indicated why they had not integrated
specific software tool groups into their work through multiple-choice answers, such as
I use the tools intensively, I do not use/need these tools, lack of support, lack of time for
learning new tools, I feel that technology limits my creativity, fear of negative impact
on my obligations, high price.

In Question 3, participants indicated the integration of virtual/augmented reality
technologies, and in Question 4, if they had incorporated 3D printing into their work,
teaching, or studio assignments.

In Question 5, only practicing architects were asked if they had developed a digital
transformation strategy for their company, and those participants who responded posi-
tively selected the activities planned by this strategy in multiple-choiceQuestion 6. The
participants chose fromvarious digital transformation activities: implementation ofBIM,
website creation, social networks management, development of proprietary add-ons in
thefield ofBIM, improvement of cybernetic security, integration ofVR/AR technologies,
development of applications for E-commerce, development of proprietary software/tools
in the field of artificial intelligence, and integration of 3D printing technologies.
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Fig. 1. Question 1 – self assessment of the digital tools integration (survey data diagrams), 2023,
(by Damir Mance, previously unpublished)

Fig. 2. Question 9 – Usage frequency of software tools (survey data diagrams), 2023, (by Damir
Mance, previously unpublished)
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3.2 Education

In this category, all participants evaluated their level of agreement with the statement
regarding the necessity of providing students with additional education on digital tools
and technologies in Question 7, rated on a scale from 1-Disagree Completely to 5-
Agree Completely. Only practicing architects evaluated the digital literacy of students
and interns within the work environment in Question 8, also rated on a 5-point scale.

3.3 Frequency of Use

Through Question 9 participants evaluated how frequently they use specific software
tools in design assignments within the office setting. Only practicing architects were
included in this part of the survey, with students who had participated in internship
programs (totaling 67 students).

Figure (Fig. 2) displays the usage patterns of various software tools, where
participants rated their frequency of use on a scale from 1-Never to 4-Daily.

4 Analysis

I used the Microsoft Power BI engine to analyze and visualize the data collected from
the surveys, allowing for specific options and filters tailored to each respondent group.
This chapter provides insights based on the key findings from the eight major digital
tool categories: BIM, CAD, Office, Programming, Visualizations, Photo and Graphic
Design, AI and Data Analysis, and Urban Planning.

4.1 Integration

The visual data from Fig. 1 highlights a predominant unfamiliarity with many tools
among the respondents, marked by the red bars indicating a lack of tool use in the work
environment. Despite this, essential tools like CAD, Office, and Adobe Suite maintain
their status as industry standards, with the growing use of Archicad indicating a slow
but positive shift toward BIM. Students showed similar trends, favoring Rhinoceros and
Sketchup, albeit at beginner levels, which also reflected in the skills of teachers.

The usage of BIM tools has slightly improved compared to past studies, but it is still
not at the desired level within architectural offices and education. We could attribute the
lack of certifications among respondents to factors such as employer indifference, cost,
time commitment, low perceived value, and overconfidence in personal skills.

A surprising 40–60% of practicing architects cited lack of time for learning as the
main reason for not using certain tool groups, a sentiment echoed by 30–75% of stu-
dents, especially when it comes to more complex tools like BIM, programming, and
AI. Teachers shared similar concerns, with the added fear of courses transforming into
software training sessions.

VR/AR and 3D printing usage remains below 15%, except for students engaging
with these technologies in their free time, at 24.6% and 36.2%, respectively. Respondents
mostly use these tools for design presentations to clients.
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Regarding digital transformation strategies, only 13.1% of participants confirmed
their development, predominantly at early stages and revolving around BIM implemen-
tation, website creation, and social network management.

4.2 Education

Over 71% of all participants firmly believe that students should receive additional educa-
tion on digital tools and technologies. Practicing architects rated students’ digital literacy
at an average level, suggesting that professional practices are more advanced in applying
certain digital technologies than current academic curriculums.

Additionally, participants responded to specific questions related to learningmaterial
sources and the potential benefits of digital tools in architectural practice. The majority
acknowledged the significant advantages digital transformation could bring to the field.

4.3 Frequency of Use

Data on tool usage frequency reaffirmed the dependence on CAD, Office tools, and
the Adobe suite, with limited utilization of other technologies. Predominantly selected
were Never and Rarely categories, indicating a substantial untapped potential in various
digital tools. Students’ responses mostly mirrored those of practicing architects, with
notable differences in the less frequent use of Office tools and Adobe Acrobat and more
frequent use of SketchUp and Photoshop, likely due to their educational and studio work
contexts (Fig. 2).

5 Conclusion

Survey data highlights significant skill gaps, particularly in emerging technologies like
BIM, AI, and data analysis, underscoring the need for focused training and education.
Traditional tools such as CAD, Office applications, and the Adobe Suite continue to be
the mainstay of architectural practice, signifying resistance to change while providing a
foundational basis for integrating new technologies. The findings from the survey bring
us to a pivotal question: What role can educators play in addressing the evident skill
gaps in digital literacy within the architectural profession?

Today, only a small percentage of SMEs have embraced advanced technologies or
developed a digital transformation strategy, representing a niche of industry innovators
poised to lead the change. Being architects, adapting to these changes is crucial to remain
relevant and competitive. In a market characterized by a predominance of micro-sized
architectural offices, the sustainability of the architectural profession is at stake. Large
architectural companies typically employ 2–4% of digitally advanced staff, focusing on
tech implementation and research. That is not a feasible model for smaller firms, where
dedicating architects solely to tech subjects is considered a waste of resources. While
outsourcing is an option, it often results in time delays and losses in an increasingly
productive environment. Due to the inherent limitations of SMEs, they cannot carry the
responsibility for digital transformation. Therefore, it is imperative to promptly adjust
architectural school curricula tomeet the growing demand for digitally literate architects.
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While the lack of education in schools and faculties is a significant issue, there is
no need to educate all users to an expert level. Larger offices typically reserve advanced
and expert tool use for a small percentage of their staff, indicating a possible pathway
for educational institutions. Implementing minimum standards for various digital tools
and technologies in the curriculum is crucial, with advanced and expert levels reserved
for enthusiasts through elective courses and higher education.

Fig. 3. Digital Transformation – Research, Development and Implementation Strategy, 2023, (by
Damir Mance, previously unpublished). The diagram is based on BIM – Research, Development
and Implementation strategy [11] and Building Information Modelling maturity matrix [13] and
adapted for digital transformation of construction industry in general.

With the digital standards in the architectural sector being relatively low and lack of
time frequently mentioned as a significant barrier to adopting new tools, identifying and
addressing areas for improvement is essential. Key areas to focus on include:

Active Engagement with Technological Advancements: Tailoring the adoption
of new technologies to match the current maturity level of users is crucial [13], which
is especially important in integrating new digital technologies such as BIM or AI into
the design studio at architectural schools [11]. That ensures a gradual and sustainable
transition, enabling users to implement new tools into theirworkflows effectively (Fig. 3).

UseCaseAnalysis: It is vital to evaluate the suitability of each tool for specific business
objectives, assessing how well a technology addresses the needs of a particular use case.
This process not only aids in selecting the right tools but also provides guides on how
they contribute to achieving the set objectives (illustrated in Fig. 4).
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Enhanced Communication Strategies: Developing platforms dedicated to e-learning
and the experiences exchange can foster a collaborative learning environment, ensuring
that knowledge is shared efficiently across the board.

Integration of Advanced Project Management Techniques: Planning for the inte-
gration of digital technologies in both educational and professional settings requires
advanced project management strategies. Emphasis should be placed on effective time
management to ensure a smooth transition.

Fig. 4. Adoption of Digital Technologies decision-making process diagram, 2023, (by Damir
Mance, previously unpublished). The diagram is based on Construction Technology Adoption
Framework (CTAP) [14] and adapted for the architecture sector. The CTAP is a framework that
delineates the phases of the process that customer organizations use when deciding to adopt a
new digital technology as well as the parallel vendor activities [15]. In this adaptation, instead of
vendors, government incentives, along with professional associations and schools of architecture,
are positioned as facilitators in the transformation.

Extracurricular and Summer Learning Opportunities: Introducing students to new
tools and digital processes early in their undergraduate studies is essential. By doing so,
we can prevent studio sessions from becoming mere software training classes, ensuring
a holistic educational experience in compliance with the Bologna process.
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Leveraging Government Incentives: Proactively working towards digital technology
adoption is critical, and government incentives can play a crucial role in facilitating
this transformation. Encouraging policies and funding opportunities can provide the
necessary support for educational institutions and small architectural practices.

In future research, I intend to refine the survey to engage more respondents and
critically examine digital transformation, including AI. While the limited sample size of
the survey necessitates caution in interpreting the results, the implications are significant
if non-participation reflects a disinterest in digital change.
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Abstract. The architectural profession can be seen as a developing and multi-
disciplinary career, which has evolved from the Vitruvian sole master to the need
for specialisation and collaboration in multidisciplinary teams. As a regulated
profession, postgraduate professional practice courses in Ireland and the United
Kingdom (UK) play a critical role in the registration process for Architects. How-
ever, there is little research published on the pedagogy of these courses nor their
suitability to the evolving demands on the multifaceted role required of Archi-
tects today. As a result, there is a need to reassess professional practice courses
considering the competencies required in Architect’s diverse ways of practice.
Over the past two decades, the number of Irish institutions offering Bachelor and
Master of Architecture courses has increased significantly. Therefore, the demand
for developing a new postgraduate course to meet the increased number of grad-
uates is acknowledged. This presents an opportunity to address the research gap
identified and to explore innovative approaches to curriculum design, delivery
and assessment that can enhance learning while adapting to the changing societal,
environmental, technological and professional challenges of architectural practice.
In a desktop study, courses in Ireland and the UK were systematically examined
to reveal fundamental similarities, with some significant variances. The study
highlights the importance of reflective practice and multidisciplinary learning in
preparation for the global challenges of the built environment. The complex nature
of the architecture profession requires a diverse range of skill sets, knowledge and
competencies as well as meta-competencies.

Keywords: Professional Practice · Postgraduate · Architecture · Education ·
Meta-competencies ·Multidisciplinary

1 Introduction

Successful completion of postgraduate professional practice courses is a component of
the common pathway for the registration of the title of Architect in Ireland and the
United Kingdom (UK). The popularity of the architecture profession is increasing with
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the number of Architects in Europe rising to 100,000, and Ireland’s number of registered
Architects rising by 25% in the last ten years to 3300 [1]. Despite this, "professional
practice" is an under-researched area, within the context of architectural education [2]. In
the past, Master Builders such as Michelangelo and Vitruvius had extensive knowledge
of all aspects of the design and construction of buildings and worked independently to a
high level of expertise and mastery. With significant societal, scientific and technologi-
cal developments, the building process gradually became more complex and resulted in
the requirements of specialised fields and expertise. As Rifaat [3] points out, it became
unattainable for Architects to “effectively emulate the performance of the old masters.”
Today there is a requirement for Architects to oversee the process and to act as coordi-
nators [4] and mediators [5] between different professionals. A considerable amount of
literature has argued that the ability to collaborate across and communicate with profes-
sionals andworkers fromdifferent disciplines is indispensable for the role of anArchitect
today [2, 5, 6]. The 21st-century Architect is understood to lead less and facilitate more
and they are vitally important as part of a collaborative team [7].

2 Challenges of Professional Practice

In the pursuit of effective pedagogical approaches for architectural education, Borucka
and Macikowski [4] assert that it is imperative to, first, understand the contemporary
role that the Architect holds today. Similarly, Legény et al. [8] remind us of the evolving
role of the Architect and argues that educational institutions need to react to the con-
stant change in the architectural profession. Architects have to respond to an increasing
level of complexity in the design and construction process. There is consensus in the
literature that Architects have to navigate uncertain and changing situations that lead to
diverse and evolving demands [9]. In particular, there is greater pressure on the role due
to societal challenges, such as the recent pandemic and future inevitable forces that are
unknown [7]. There are other challenges in the form of volatile economic forces [10],
increased regulatory requirements [11], technological advances, including the evolution
of digital tools, artificial intelligence and immersive technologies [12, 13]. However,
one of the most pressing issues is the requirement to respond to climate change [14],
and meet the requirements for climate neutrality by 2050 [15]. In addition, there is more
emphasis placed on the social responsibility to design inclusive, sustainable spaces that
are responsive to the needs of the community [16]. The perceived definition of ‘ethics’
within the architectural profession has expanded to create the requirement to design and
build for the benefit of the public good and not just the good of the client [6]. Further-
more, it is acknowledged that the vast number of different specialists and stakeholders
involved in the design and construction process today adds to the perplexity of the pro-
cess. Bourka and Macikowski [4] point out, that the complexity is also concerned with
the communications among different participants and the diverse fields of knowledge
required as a result. Yet it is noted that unwillingness towards engagement with other
construction professionals is a weakness in the profession [17].

These challenges will require changes in the working environment and in the pro-
fessional landscape [7]; moreover, interdisciplinary cooperation and teamwork are pro-
posed as key to dealing with these problems [18, 19]. Architects are required to possess



364 C. Mullally and C. Brown-Molloy

proficiency in implementing theoretical knowledge to complex situations and a holistic
knowledge of their own profession. However, MacLaren & Thompson [6] point out that
they also need to possess an understanding of their own role in relation to the broader
team, be able to communicate with these stakeholders and have an implicit understand-
ing of the other roles within the team.While the importance of ‘collaboration’ within the
construction industry has been extensively highlighted, criticism of the “singular dis-
cipline mentality” that exists within the industry has been recognised [20]. It has been
argued that the need for effective collaboration in all areas of work will assume greater
significance and be essential in order tomeet the requirement to achieveNet Zero Carbon
by 2050 [21]. It is argued that these challenges require more flexible and adaptable ways
of practice [9, 18] and a positive attitude towards engagement for successful sustain-
able interdisciplinary collaboration [22]. Furthermore, Samuel [10] proposes reforms
in architectural education to enable more socially aware professionals. Similarly, Scott
[24] highlights the need for emerging ways of practice to be more effectively addressed
in education and argues that there are shifts required in learning paradigms to tackle the
complex global challenges [25]. Analogously, the Education Policies and Standards pro-
duced by the Royal Institute of Architects of Ireland (RIAI) [23] propose that to address
the ever-expanding scope and complexity of the Architect’s role, more effective collab-
oration within the profession and with allied professions is required. Consequently, the
priority placed on collaboration by the RIAI is further evident in the theme and title of
the RIAI Annual Conference 2023 entitled ‘Collaboration’.

3 Education of the Profession

Traditional teaching approaches in architectural and engineering courses are primarily
founded on passive learning and as such have received a significant amount of criticism.
Stump et al. [26] argue that these traditional methods are unsuccessful in preparing
students for professional practices. Oliveira et al. [27] suggest that the siloed discipline-
based structure of architecture and engineering courses is the reason for failure to meet
the current or future needs of the industry [27]. Furthermore, it is argued that the tendency
within architectural education to give priority to traditional design knowledge rather than
collaborative and critical learning is unfavourable and leads to disconnected experiences
[27].Notwithstanding this criticism, there are somenotable examples of interdisciplinary
learning present in the history of architectural education, specifically the London County
Council (LCC) School of Building in Brixton (1904-1970s) and the Bauhaus Art School
Dessau (1925–1932). In the LCCSchool of Building inBrixton, the emphasiswas placed
on instructional setting and Building Trades and Architects were taught under the same
roof [28] (Fig. 1a and b).
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Fig. 1. a and b. School of Building: Carpentry and School of Building: Stone Masonry Class by
unknown, photograph © London Metropolitan Archives (City of London).

While at the Bauhaus,Walter Gropius’ aimed to create a comprehensive artwork that
would eventually bring all the arts together. TheBauhaus curriculum included elementary
form and basic studies of materials taught over the first three years (See Fig. 2 and 3).
Only after completing the fundamental courseswere the best students allowed to progress
to the core architecture course.

Fig. 2. Gropius, Walter, (1883–1969).
(1925–1926, Image: 05/15/2003). Bauhaus,
exterior, workshop wing, view from south. [Art
schools]. Retrieved from https://library.artstor.org

Fig. 3. Diagram of the Bauhaus
Curriculum, CC BY-SA3.0, https://creati
vecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0, via
Wikimedia Commons

Although it is acknowledged that courses such as the Bauhaus and LCC School
of Building had a historical influence on architectural education, there were few other
examples of multidisciplinary or interdisciplinary learning in architectural education
prior to 2000 [29]. The education sector has been much slower than industry to focus
on integrating multidisciplinary collaboration and teamwork. There is a relatively small
body of literature concerned with collaboration between design and construction dis-
ciplines within an educational context [30]. The majority of these studies have been
qualitative and have focused on interdisciplinary design collaboration and teamwork
using digital modalities [31]. A frequently observed theme in recent studies published
on interdisciplinary learning within architecture courses is the presence of an overar-
ching aim of sustainable building practices [30, 32, 33]. However, it should be noted

https://library.artstor.org
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0
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that the preponderance of recent studies pertains to experiences and projects that are
relatively short (commonly only lasting between four days and five weeks) [34].

There is consensus that the vast majority of architecture students’ time is spent work-
ing alone with limited opportunities to collaborate with students from other disciplines.
As a consequence, it is argued that architecture students lack the ability to effectively
communicate and collaborate [5]. In this respect, the Architects’ Council of Europe
advise that teamwork and collective intelligence should be prioritised over the rigid cat-
egorisation of disciplines in a new systemic condition of teaching [15]. In addition, they
advise developing relevant skills to support research in practice [35].

4 Pedagogy

The principal approach of architectural teaching focuses on the Design Studio. This
learning paradigm supports integrative learning to lead to creative exploration and critical
discourse. The Design Studio was proposed by Schön [36] as an exemplar for other
professional courses. Paradoxically, other architecture modules (including professional
practice) are generally taught in a more didactic, disintegrative way [37].

The scholarship of teaching and learning provides empirical support for the effi-
cacy of peer learning in architectural education. The conversation theory framework
offers a way to explain how interactions lead to knowing [38]. As well as bolstering
students’ confidence and competence, peer learning is also credited with alleviating
students’ anxiety [39]. Furthermore, in drawing from fields such as situated learning,
interdisciplinary learning is recognised as emphasising the collaborative construction
of knowledge in specific contexts and its benefits are not contested. Moreover, social
anthropology aligns with this concept of learning as a social process in which knowl-
edge is co-constructed and is situated in a specific social and physical environment [40].
In addition to Bigg’s [41] outcome-based theory of constructive alignment, pedagogi-
cal approaches such as problem-based and participatory learning are more effective in
bridging the gap between education and practice than the universal approach of impart-
ing facts [9, 42, 43], challenge-based (team) learning [44] and the reflective process
of assessing potential solutions [36] have been espoused as important for architecture
students.

By establishing pedagogical approaches that promote and utilise the combined skills
of Architects and Engineers, mutual respect and understanding of their own and the
other disciplines will be possible [7]. Architects often do not apprehend and defend
their unique skill sets, which are predominantly idea or solution-orientated. To enable
their viable skill sets to adapt and respond to challenges and have new ideas for the
future realised and acknowledged, reflective practice is important [25]. Reflective prac-
tice enables the ability to recognise one’s limitations and ensure subsequent life-long
learning. Facilitating this, for instance, by referencing frameworks such as the conscious
competence model as a way of studying experiential learning, is beneficial for profes-
sional practice [45]. In addition, an interdisciplinary learning approach aligns with the
evolving landscape of architectural ways of practice. This recognises the need for meta-
competencies that facilitate the development of collaboration and communication in a



Aligning the Pedagogy of Postgraduate Professional Practice Courses 367

multi-disciplinary environment. By aligning curriculum with real-world ways of prac-
tice, students are enabled to develop the necessary meta-competencies that underscore
competency development, to operate effectively in complex and uncertain environments.

5 Professional Practice Courses

Demonstration of professional knowledge, skills and competencies are required for eli-
gibility for Architectural Registration. These requirements are based on the elements
listed under Article 46 of the EU Qualifications Directive (2005/36/EC). In the UK,
registration for Architects is through the Architects Registration Board (ARB) whereas
in Ireland, the RIAI [46] are the registration body and competent authority. Their Stan-
dard of Knowledge, Skill and Competence for Practice as an Architect, at a professional
level, is currently under review and the revision awaits publication. The current eligibility
requirements include knowledge of regulation, context, professionalism, management,
technology and procurement and ability in design and communication. In Ireland and
the UK, a candidate for registration usually completes the professional practice lecture
course and examinations prior to registration. In Ireland the courses are set against the
EU Directive 2005 36 - Article 46 [47] At present, the RIAI route ‘C’ sets the criteria
for courses until the publication of a new competency framework.

The UK Courses are delivered and assessed in accordance with requirements of the
Royal Institute ofBritishArchitects (RIBA)/ArchitectsRegistrationBoard (ARB) shared
Professional Criteria for Part 3.[48]. These criteria include Professionalism (PC1), client
users and delivery of services (PC2), legal framework and processes (PC3), Practice and
management (PC4), and building procurement (PC5). In the UK the review of Architects
Competencies Report [54] stated findings relating to the increasing importance of the
Architects’ roles regarding climate change/sustainability and management of health and
safety. This aligns with the RIBAs’ three specific mandatory competencies for attaining
and maintaining chartered status; health and life safety, climate literacy, and ethical
practice, with a possibility of research literacy being added [49]. This refinement of
competencies is clear and direct and demonstrates amove away from a focus on cognitive
and design skills to practical and interpersonal competencies required for professional
practice.
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6 Comparison of Irish and UK Professional Practice Courses

Ireland and UK postgraduate professional practice courses prepare architectural grad-
uates for registered status as an Architect, knowledge and ability against a set of key
criteria. In order to sit the examinations, a minimum of 24 months of relevant practical
experience is required. As a result, candidates generally undertake their professional
practice course part-time while working full-time in practice. Consequently, it can be an
onerous undertaking for the candidate and the practice in which they are working.

The comparison of 20 Irish and UK Professional Practice courses revealed differ-
ences in European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTs) awarded. Ireland’s
courses award 30 ECTs and the UK courses most commonly award 60 ECTs for very
similar curricula and assessments. The typical course duration is predominantly one
year (part-time) however pathways do range from six months (London Metropolitan
University) to 5 years flexible study option (University of Greenwich; Technological
University Dublin). The majority of courses are delivered in person with exceptions
including predominantly online, (University College London) and fully online courses
(University of Bath). While in Ireland, University College Dublin (UCD) offers a choice
of online and in-person modes. Although a small number of institutions simultaneously
offer their professional practice modules to professionals in the built environment who
may register for individual modules as part of their continuous professional develop-
ment (CPD), there is a lack of institutions specifying or highlighting that their course is
multidisciplinary. Despite the call for interdisciplinary learning within the architectural
industry and in education, this does not seem to be provided for within the current course
offerings.

In both Ireland and the UK, assessment components generally include documentary
submissions relating to practical experience, as well as procedural, legal, professional
and managerial themes. The practical experience submissions generally take the form of
a Career Appraisal Report that focuses on professional practice as well as a case study
with an average requirement of 8000 words. The word count of the case study ranges
from 5000 (Architectural Association School) to 10,000–12000 (UCD). The other topics
are generally assessed via essays and written examinations as well as a final interview.
However, personal reflection on practice and learning is promoted as coursework by a few
institutions including London Metropolitan University, London South Bank University,
Newcastle University, and the University of Greenwich.

In theUK,TheArchitectsRegistrationBoard, report the need formodernisation to the
structure of parts 1, 2 and 3 education of Architects [62]. A rethinking of course content
and structure to include formative reflective practice andmeta-competency development
could be more conducive to lifelong learning and the development of reflective and
critical practitioners.

7 Demand for Postgraduate Professional Practice Courses

There are currentlyfivequalifications in architecture that are legally recognised for access
to the Register of Architects in the Republic of Ireland. Table 1 lists theHigher Education
institutes (HEI) delivering those courses along with the number of graduates on each, for
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four consecutive academic years. In addition to these courses, Atlantic Technological
University Sligo has also been awarded provisional approval as a prescribed course.
With 55 new entrants in the 2022–2023 academic year, it is expected that this will add
significantly to the total number of graduates in the country. In addition to the pressure
that this will put on the demand for postgraduate professional practice examination
courses, there is further pressure from graduates coming from abroad and requiring
registration in Ireland. As a result, the RIAI has stated that the provision of 140–150
places on professional practice examination courses may not meet the demand [50].

Table 2 lists the only two professional practice examination courses that are accred-
ited by the RIAI and specified under the Building Control Act 2007 for access to the
register of Architects in the Republic of Ireland. Although the RIAI have noted that each
can enrol 70–75 students, the number of graduates shown in Table 2 reveals a significant
disparity between enrolment and graduate numbers on both courses. Owing to attempts
to help students complete the course and delays during the COVID-19 pandemic, UCD
did not accept any new entrants in the 2023–2024 academic year. Despite being listed as
part-time one-year courses, on both prospectuses, it is thought that the disparity between
enrollment and graduate figures is because it is not uncommon for students to take two,
three or more years to successfully complete the course. This limits the ability of these
courses to meet the need and infers a demand for a new course.

Table 1. Graduates by HEI, course name, academic year (Higher Education Authority Statistics
Unit. (2024). Personal communication)

Higher Education
Institution

Course Name 2019–2020 2020–2021 2021–2022 2022–2023

Munster Technological
University

Master of Architecture 10 10 15 20

South East Technological
University

Bachelor of Architecture 15 15 20 15

Technological University
Dublin

Master of Architecture 45 30 50 35

University College Dublin Master of Architecture 45 30 50 35

University of Limerick Bachelor of Architecture 20 20 20 35

Total 135 105 155 140
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Table 2. Professional Practice Graduates by HEI, course name, academic year (Higher Education
Authority Statistics Unit. (2024). Personal communication)

Higher Education Institution Course Name 2019–2020 2020–2021 2021–2022 2022–2023

Technological University Dublin Professional Diploma in
Architectural Practice

15 15 20 15

University College Dublin Professional Diploma in
Architecture

40 35 30 30

University College Dublin Professional Diploma in
Architecture (online)

25 20 10 15

Total 80 70 60 60

8 Meta-competencies

Professional Practice is “the embodiment, indeed the expression, of the practitioner’s
everyday knowledge” [51]. The recruitment process in architectural practices has shifted
focus from cognitive to soft/professional skills to include teamwork, leadership, negotia-
tion and critical thinking [52]. In addition, interpersonal, communication, responsibility,
and a positive attitude are also becoming integral to meeting the demands of the pro-
fession [53]. Meta-competencies and soft/professional skills are inextricably linked and
interdependent with a range of skills that are often included with the term 21st-century
skills [52]. Meta-competencies have appeared in professional competency models that
incorporate reflection [36, 55, 56], yet are not included in most educational and profes-
sional frameworks. Meta-competencies enable people to become flexible and should be
fostered in higher education to allow future adaptation in the workforce [12]. In addi-
tion, they can increase students’ entrepreneurial mindset and readiness for innovation by
enabling complex thinking and reflection [26]. The literature is varied as to its categori-
sations and definitions of the terms; competencies, competences andmeta-competencies
[25]. The term competence is understood as a combination of an Architect’s knowledge,
skills and experience [5]. Meta-competencies are higher-order abilities, which facilitate
skillful, meaningful learning, thinking and adapting in diverse contexts, required for the
activation of all other skills and competencies that help prepare people for future change
[18, 25, 55, 57, 58].

Cheetham and Chivers [55] proposed a holistic model of professional competency
by combining Schons’ reflective practitioner [36] approach with meta-competencies,
explained as the ability to cope with uncertainty, as well as with learning and reflection.
Le Deist and Winterton explain cognitive competence (knowledge), functional compe-
tence (skills) and social competence (attributes) are required in order to be effective at
work. They prioritise meta-competencies relating to learning to learn and align them
with individual effectiveness, and that of social competence [25]. Meta-competencies
such as volition, self-regulation and action competence can control the development of
professional skills [59]. In addition, Bates et al. [60] prioritised meta-competencies of
inter-relation, intrapersonal (self-management and self-reflection), domain-specific and
normative (moral and ethical judgement) competence. Inter-relation skills enable the
crossing of disciplinary and cultural boundaries, which harnesses empathy, communi-
cation and collaboration, to connect with other people. This was revealed as unique to
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address complex real-world problems aligned with the United Nations (UN) Sustainable
DevelopmentGoals (SDGs) they focused upon. Furthermore, systemand temporal think-
ing, interpersonal and ethical literacy, as well as creativity are five meta-competencies
proposed for addressing the UN SDGs. This infers educational approaches to include
case studies, guided inquiry with peer-to-peer learning, reflection essays along with
self-assessment exercises and instruments [61].

Meta-competencies such as an open and creative mind, leadership, ability to pri-
oritise, self-awareness, self-directed growth and self-reflection are also highlighted as
important in the architecture profession [18].While it has long since been acknowledged
that these skills are required by Architects, the prevailing view in the literature is that
meta-competencies are needed by graduates for future adaptation, employability, and
success in the workplace [18, 60].

9 Conclusion

The role of Architects within the construction industry is demanding and evolving due
to increased challenges and complexities. The recruitment process of Architects has
shifted towards emphasising soft and professional skills rather than cognitive abilities,
underlining the significance of teamwork, leadership, negotiation, and critical thinking.
Skills such as interpersonal communication, accountability, and a positive attitude are
also considered crucial for professional effectiveness. Despite this, professional criteria
for Architects’ registration typically relate to professional, procedural, legal, and man-
agerial competencies. A comparison of Irish and UK postgraduate professional practice
courses for Architects revealed similarities in duration, curriculum and assessment, yet
significant variances exist concerning awarded credits in the qualifications. In consider-
ing how professional practice courses respond or adapt to complex global challenges and
opportunities present today and in the future, interdisciplinary collaboration and meta-
competency development are regarded as fundamental. In addition, fostering reflective
practice as a learning outcome-based approach is considered beneficial for Architects as
they journey through lifelong learning and navigate the diverse ways of practice.
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Abstract. The contribution describes an urban design teaching activity developed
in the last eight years (2016–2023) at the top School of Architecture in China.
Several Design Studios “Urbanmorphology, architectural typology, contemporary
settlement patterns” has been held at the School of Architecture, in Southeast
University Nanjing, China.

One of themain features of the teaching activity has been the strong connection
with the practice activities developed within the Design Institute of the same
University, such as the Urban Architectural Lab, founded in 2006 as part of the
historic Architects & Engineers Co. Ltd. of the same university.

The role of theDesign Institutes is specific of the Chinese context, where those
public structures are the legacy of the process of collectivization of the professions
promoted during the Fifties. The strategic role of the Design Institutes located in
the universities allows nowadays not only high quality in design productions, but
also the opportunity for students to face real topics of great complexity and to
improve their competencies: in design as well as in socio-economic management.

The aim of the contribution is also quoting some urban regeneration projects
developed in Nanjing historical urban tissues where the connection between
Design Institute and Design Studios was fruitful and strong, from the choice of
the topic and the surveys to the exams involving stakeholders within the final jury.

Keywords: Design Studios · Design Institutes · China · Urban regeneration ·
Urban morphology

1 The Role Played by Design Studios in Chinese Urban
and Architectural Design Education

Architectural education in China dates back to a specific date, 1927. In that year, in
the Capital city of Nanjing, the first university course aimed at teaching the practice of
architectural design was activated.

The institution that takes charge of this initiative was the National Central Univer-
sity (later Nanjing Institute of Technology), divided from 1952 in two different main
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high education institutes: the “generalist” Nanjing University (NJU) and the “technical”
Southeast University (SEU). This last one, with its School of Architecture SEU-Arch, is
considered as the heir of that tradition of the first School of Architecture based in 1927
within the National Central University.

Four are considered the founding fathers of modern Chinese architecture: Liang
Sicheng, Liu Dunzhen, Yang Tingbao and Tong Jun. If Liang Sicheng (1901–1972) was
the “inventor” (overall operative in Beijing) of historical Chinese architecture as field of
knowledge, Liu Dunzhen (1897–1968) founded, as Japanese trained scholar founding
the earliest architectural departments in China in 1920s at Suzhou Technical School,
Tong Jun (1900–1982) became the leading expert on Chinese garden art, Yang Tingbao
(1901–1982) was probably the greatest architect of all of them, crossing the twentieth
century with a precise attention to the relationship between tradition and innovation.
The last three are directly involved in the establishment of the Nanjing school, while the
first one, Liang Sicheng, had a decisive role in the foundation of the Beijing School (at
the Tsinghua University), as well as representing an intellectual figure who more than
others had the merit, starting from the 1920s, of revealing to the world the existence of
a historical Chinese architectural culture of a level and importance equal to the Western
classical one.

The Chinese pedagogical model in architecture is imported, in a sort of global circle
of references [1]. Many of the Chinese architects who trained in the first half of the
1920s did their studies either in Japan or in the United States. There, in particular, in
Philadelphia, at Pennsylvania University, a French architect and professor, Paul Philippe
Cret (1876–1945), trained at the Ecole des Beaux Arts in Lyon, was active. Most of the
younger professor of late 1920s studied at “Penn”, where that FrenchMaster had brought
the Fine Arts way to teach design. Thus, the Western method of teaching architectural
design in Design Studios arrived in China from the US, at the foundation of the Chinese
Schools of Architecture in late Twenties on the basis of a European eclectic model [2].

For all these reasons, the pedagogical system on which the Chinese architecture
school is built is precisely the “beaux arts” one: an atelier in which a few students (a
dozen at most) refer by imitation to a Master who guides them in dealing with precise
and given design themes, strong in conspicuous collections of repertoires and catalogs
from which to draw (“copying”, so exercising the main action of nineteenth-century art,
or in the most extraordinary cases reinterpreting, through minimal scraps of minimal
emancipation gain from a given model).

Nowadays, Design Studios still exist. In the work of students, the imitation of the
Master’s design work in Fine Arts ateliers has been replaced by forms of discussion
with teachers upon design works and the attempt of investigating more and more design
questions (for example the urban contexts) by collecting data is one of the main phases
of the work. The design process is defined as an incremental step-based process, which
involves different stages: diagnosis of the context, envisioning exercise and development
of a number of design options, selection of a design alternative and implementation.
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2 The Role Played by Design Institutes in Chinese Professional
Practice Ecosystem in Urban and Architectural Design

The Design Institutes are Chinese bodies governed by public law, responsible for the
design of works, neighborhoods and urban settlements. After 1949, with the establish-
ment of the People’s Republic of China, collectivism radically transformed the work
system, no longer oriented towards the market and capitalist profit, but towards effec-
tiveness and efficiency, with respect to the functions to be performed. The old liberal
professions are obviously overwhelmed by this revolution. The two main professions
(those to which the European Union still today recognizes a special status today due to
their necessity for people’s lives), those linked to the practice of medicine and archi-
tecture, are interpreted in the pivotal role of public utility and therefore it is decided
that they be carried out within specific structures. In this sense it can be said that, at
least initially, the design institutes (first located within local, municipal or provincial
government structures, then also within public universities) are for architects, engineers
and planners, at least in their conception and in their functioning, what the hospitals or
clinics are for doctors and surgeons [3].

Following the first Five Years Plan (towards a collectivistic transformation of China),
in 1952 the East China Industry Bureau Architectural Design Company, as the first
Shanghai’s state-ownedDesign Institute, was established. From thatmoment, theDesign
Institutes will become the main actors of the architectural and urban transformation until
nowadays in China Mainland.

Nowadays, even after the Chinese economic and commercial reforms of the 1990s,
design institutes continue to occupy a predominant role in the panorama of Chinese
professional practice. There are, as in the whole world, large and powerful private design
companies, some of which are multinational in nature, and there are also small studios
that offer a sort of brand of their products (with a large circle of real architects/artists
with personalities relevant, often at the level of the great international star-architects),
but the power of the public design institutes remains unshakeable: they are reliable, have
important tools, human resources and skills, a great ability to deal with the public sector
of which they are part, often (from within the universities where they are located) have
the opportunity to experiment [4].

In China, Design Institutes (within universities or within municipalities) are the
dominant subject in the professional environment, where they are the key between local
government and developers (as, for example, in the key area of Yuzui CBD of Hexi New
City with the interplay among urban infrastructures, ecological resources and high-rises
in vertical dimension) [5].

The general framework described here should also be considered as a possible oper-
ational horizon to which a Chinese architecture student today aspires: the average stu-
dent expects to work in a large company (design and development companies carry out
frequent enrollment sessions within schools, directed at final year bachelor students),
while he/she dreams of doing an apprenticeship that will one day allow him/her to open
a business (his own or in a small group) as an independent designer. However, also
considering the great difficulties of the Chinese national exam for the qualification to
practice the profession which very few are destined to pass and which confers an almost
purely notarial seal in the project validation/approval process, the best, most prepared
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and most disciplined students are immediately involved in the design institutes and saw
operational careers of some interest opening up.

3 “Urban Morphology, Architectural Typology, Contemporary
Settlement Patterns” (SEU Nanjing, from 2015)

The Design Studios “Urban morphology, architectural typology, contemporary settle-
ment patterns” held at the School of Architecture in Southeast University (Nanjing,
China) are working, since almost a decade (2015–2024), in strong connection with the
Design Institute of the same University «Urban Architectural Lab» founded in 2006 as
a part of the historic Architects & Engineers Co. Ltd. of the same university.

Design studios have not changed much in the century that has now passed since the
founding of the architecture school in China, at least in a high-ranking public university
like Southeast University and many others. Above all, the pedagogical structure has
remained unchanged. There is always a very small number of students (from 6 to 12)
who present themselves as a team. The teacher prefers to exercise his authority with a
guiding role (through his projects and/or through its methodological approach), rather
than becoming a trainer of students in a series/sequence of practices that can be used in a
professional context. The type of project training is still firmly anchored to the evaluation
of the formal, constructive and functional outcome of the project action, rather than to
the enhancement of the student’s educational path read in the form of a design process
(Fig. 1).

However, the themes are very current and similar to a lot of architecture schools
around the world: the use of innovative technologies and construction systems, the
dialogue with traditional forms and techniques also in terms of sustainability, the use of
performance satisfaction metrics, the comparison with an elderly and weak society, the
search for design solutions capable of developing the opportunities offered by digital
devices, the questionof heritage as element able to switchon fruitful connections between
tourism and marketing.

The themes of urban regeneration have had a certain importance, especially in the
last ten years. The innovative design studio named “Urban morphology, architectural
typology, contemporary settlement patterns” was experimented in Nanjing from 2015.
There, a favorable connection between the Chinese Southeast University and the Italian
Politecnico di Torino created the conditions for joint teaching actions, based on a simple
mission: using the standard morphological-based method that was characteristic of the
Italian school of urban analysis and urban design to teach students how to read the
settlement forms, the spaces and the urban objects of the Chinese city (including urban
fabrics) and also to design accordingly [6].

This has allowed the conceptual tool represented by the Italian typo-morphological
tradition to update itself by dealing with a new theme such as that of the Asian city,
and the question of the urban regeneration of the Chinese city to find new possible
approaches, not necessarily based on newurbanismpractices. or of pushed gentrification,
but ultimately oriented (as we will see) on protocols of innovative participatory forms
directly played on aspects of urban form.
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Fig. 1. Studies on the transitional morphologies of the XiaoXiHu block in Nanjing (Qinhuai
District), from the Design Studio “Urban morphology, architectural typology, contemporary
settlement patterns” at SEUArch 2018 (Professors Bao Li and Marco Trisciuoglio), traditional
typologies and their renovation (from Archive “Transitional Morphologies” Joint Research Unit)

Thus, the first aim of the Design Studios is practicing fundaments of urban morphol-
ogy and buildings typology in order to read the urban spaces and artefacts. The second
aim of the Design Studios is using that reading activity in order to look for innovative
design solutions for the contemporary city. The teaching activity is based on the reading
of the Chinese city of nowadays and the work in the Design Studios is organized by
weekly collective discussions about design development.

A series of more or less extensive areas (in any case at the scale of the urban project,
between 1:200 and 1:1000, with in-depth analyzes at 1:100 scale), located in Nanjing or
in other Chinese areas, have been the subject of the attention of teachers and students.

Without necessarily distorting the traditional pedagogical structure of the Design
Studio, this experiment makes use of at least two important innovations. The first inno-
vation consists in addressing real and not hypothetical issues, having them suggested
directly by the Design Institute of the same university (therefore with the involvement of
stakeholders both at the level of developers and at the level of politicians and managers
directly operational on urban regeneration practices). The second innovation consists in
hiring, alongside the usual dozen undergraduate students, about half of master students
with the organization of three-person working groups, made up of two undergraduates
and one master students, where mentoring by the older students becomes fundamental.
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Based on the concepts of TECTONICS, TYPOLOGY and TOPOGRAPHY, the Design
Studio lets bachelor and master students together investigate on the interplay between
tradition andmodernity (through design activities as surveys, sketches,models, diagram)
[7] (Fig. 2).

Fig. 2. Studies on the transitional morphologies of the XiaoXiHu block in Nanjing (Qinhuai
District), from the Design Studio “Urban morphology, architectural typology, contemporary set-
tlement patterns” at SEUArch 2018 (Professors Bao Li and Marco Trisciuoglio), detail of the
entrance (from Archive “Transitional Morphologies” Joint Research Unit)

The master students are not only more adults. It in a pedagogical system like the Chi-
nese one (which is American-style 1+4+2, i.e. one preparatory year, four undergraduate
years and two optional master’s years), they are often the ones already involved in work
as an internship within the school and departments, able to develop, with the relevant
professors, projects in preliminary stages intended for the design institutes, when not
directly projects already being developed within the design institutes.

4 The «Architectural Lab» Within the Context of the Historical
Architects & Engineers Co. Ltd (SEU Nanjing, from 2006)

It should not be thought at all that design institutes are anonymous professional bodies,
capable of providing a low-quality service that is in no way comparable to that pro-
vided by large design companies or celebrated star architects. In the Chinese system,
the reciprocal roles of architecture schools, renowned designer architects, the world of
communication that revolves around design, public developers and local governments
are very different from those in Europe (and, above all, the university has a pre-eminence
of position which is still relevant today).

In this context, it is not uncommon for important practitioners, who are also profes-
sors, to set up their own professional studio within the same design institute. One of the
most interesting realities on the Chinese professional scene in recent years has been the
Urban Architectural Lab of the Southeast University of Nanjing.

The Urban Architectural Lab (UAL), founded in 2006, is based at and part of the
Architects & Engineers Co. Ltd., the Design Institute of Southeast University (around
580 employees versus the 800 at the Design Institute at Tsinghua University).
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The core members of UAL began the team’s professional activities in 2000 and after
around 20 years of development, the team has now more than 50 members: 5 architects
and faculty, 15 full-time architects, 30 among PhD students and master students.

It is a separate structure, more streamlined than the great Design Institute, and
directed today by Han Dongqing, former Dean of the School of Architecture, well
known Master of urban and architectural design [8].

The Design Institutes signed at 2020 around 70 projects (mostly in Nanjing), some
of them are very important works, published on international journals as demonstrative.
One interesting case for the SEU Design Institute UAL is the reconstruction in Nanjing,
with a great symbolic intention, of the Jinling Da Bao En Temple (financed in 2015 by
the investorWang Jianlin of DaliaWanda Group), the former Porcelain Tower, described
in 17th century as one of the Seven Wonders in the World [9].

Being part of an academic environment (or the bridge between the academic world
and the practice world), the activity of the Design Institute is often not only focused on
design, but also on methodological investigations. In the last three years, for example,
UAL made great efforts in linking ownership’s data with typo-morphological map in
order to improve innovative participatory models, for the for the implementation of
large and innovative urban regeneration projects.

5 The Southern Part of the Walled Center of Nanjing Between
Real Estate and Urban Regeneration

Nanjing today still retains much of its Ming-era city wall (when it was Capital City of
Chinese Empire). The southern part of the city in particular, called Qinhuai District and
crossed from west to east by a navigable canal, still shows large parts of the ancient city,
with its urban fabricmadeupof courtyard houses.Of course,muchof the extensionof this
sector (which still constitutes a fifth of the surface area of historicNanjing enclosed by the
walls) is also irremediably compromised by the presence of functionalist building types
built between the 1960s and the 1980s, by the presence of a series of road infrastructures
that do not respect historical routes, by the looming heavy gentrification, especially of
a commercial nature, which has significantly altered the urban spaces of the traditional
city [10, 11].

For a first-level Chinese city, capital of the province of Jiangsu, the most technolog-
ically advanced of all the provinces of the People’s Republic, therefore with prospects
of a lively city of the future, the theme of urban regeneration is urgent. Furthermore, the
general conditions of the historical spaces and buildings aren’t at a level so sufficient to
let inhabitants live in a safe and healthy way. However, the sense of community is very
strong: every house, every small courtyard, every person tells stories about the places
and the vivid daily life into them [12].

Over the last twenty years the local government has sequentially experimented with
three different regeneration methods. A first phase, with an exquisitely commercial
imprint, has reconstructed the urban fabric around the Confucius Temple (Fuzimiao)
through an operation dictated by a pop culture of tourism and tradition. A second phase,
suggested by unbridled real estate practices, razed part of the historical fabric to the
ground (in Laomendong), moving the resident population to much more functional
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suburbs and creating very expensive and refined urban villas in the choice of materials,
all immediately sold but all left irremediably uninhabited. A third phase, based on the
direct involvement of citizens, has in fact invented almost from scratch a participation
system which has borne excellent and clearly extraordinary results (for example in the
case of the Xiaoxihu block) (Fig. 3).

Fig. 3. View of the regeneration project at Xiaoxihu, Nanjing 2023 (photo by Author).

The stubbornly sought connection between the activities of the Design Institute
and the activities of the Design Studio contributed significantly to the development of
this third phase, after the local government asked SEU a help to find different design
processes after the experiences of Fuzimiao and Laomendong.

In fact, for the first time, starting around six/seven years ago, the involvement of
stakeholders, developers and local decision makers has intensified in the discussion of
the outcomes (even partial) of the training activity conducted by the Design Studios. At
the same time, the Design Institute entrusted entire sections of blocks to be redeveloped
to some of the teachers directly operating in the same project areas [13].

In this way, on the one hand the approach of the Design Studio took strictly into
consideration professional opportunities gradually proposed to the Design Institute, on
the other hand the work carried out with the students immediately found a testing ground
in entire passages of the real city. In short, an incredible virtuous circularity has been
created between operators and students, under the guidance of designers/professors
capable of keeping the world of study and that of the profession closely together.
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6 The Regeneration of the Block XiaoXiHu as a Living Lab
for Students’ Design Investigation. Coincidences

Within the context of a series of Design Studios, students analysed the pilot block of
Xiaoxihu (very close either to Laomendong or to Fuzimiao) in order to demonstrate a
more careful approach to what still exists (and what was existed) of the old town.

The design activity within the Design Studios (attended bymixed groups of Bachelor
andMaster Students) gave some first important guidelines and suggestions for the future
uses of buildings and spaces and for the image of Xiaoxihu.

The final results of Design Studios were an important pre-figuration of the possible
processes to reactivate ways of living in the block, with its internal spaces and its paths,
so as to recreate the typical porosity of traditional fabric and daily life.

The system of images produced within the Design Studios and the results of the
physical and social surveys became shared element of critical discussion in the context
of the Design Institute, in a harmonious relationship of reciprocity where the two insti-
tutions, the didactic one and the professional one, have worked “shoulder to shoulder”
(Fig. 4).

Fig. 4. View of the regeneration project at Xiaoxihu, Nanjing 2023 (photo by Author).

A first result was a real urban regeneration project nowadays almost completed,
which won the 2022 UNESCO Asia Pacific Award for Cultural Heritage Conservation.

A second result was the improvement of the competences of students, thanks to the
opportunity to work on real project in the connection Design Studio+ Design Institute.
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The more important result was the regeneration and the improvement of the urban
social daily life of the Xiaoxihu block, through amix of technical skills and investigation
for innovation (Design Institute) and braveness, imagination and attention in design
(Design Studios).

Xiaoxihu is today an important demonstration project in China.
The shared activities between Design Studios and the Design Institute helped a lot

the scientific research: papers, books, seminars, international conferences, PhD disser-
tations were and are promoted, also deeply supporting the activities of the “Transitional
Morphologies” Joint Research Unit (established in 2018 between Southeast University
and Politecnico di Torino) [14].

Generally speaking, in China, the permeability between Design Studios and Design
Institutes was until now not only advantageous from the point of view of both project
training and the choice of specific design solutions to the detriment of others. Actu-
ally, it has allowed us to identify and develop important lines of research. One of these
concerned, for example in Nanjing, the possibility of creating “augmented” urban typo-
logical maps with property and land value data deduced from the intersection of old land
registers with a current survey of building structures and also of housing conditions.
Another line of research prefigured, tested and then verified an innovative participation
system based in Nanjing on the so called “diagram of the five actors” (local government,
developers, designers, insiders and outsiders) and on the possibility of alienating part
of the families’ assets in favor of activities of microeconomics to be achieved in the
most complete respect of building types and settlement morphologies. The most recent
line of research concerns, always in Nanjing, the monetary valorization of urban spaces
and objects involved in participatory negotiation, imagining connections between urban
morphology and urban economics.

All three of these shortly described three lines of research used, as a case study, the
Xiaoxihu block, located in the Qinhuai District, characterized by the presence of some
structures from the historical era and also by a very high number ofmodern compromises.
For some years now, the block has been the subject of redevelopment actions which aim
not only at the mere protection of the buildings placed under protection, but also and
above all at identifying new, “transitional” roads to prefigure the urban settlement of the
future.

Asmentioned above, Xiaoxihu’s project won the 2022 UNESCOAsia Pacific Award
for Cultural Heritage Conservation. At the same time, the same block became the subject
of some Design Studios also held in Italy, at the Politecnico di Torino. One of the
purposes of the connections established between the Politecnico di Torino and Southeast
University is in fact to mutually exchange experiences and solutions, again in pedagogy,
research, urban design practice.
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Abstract. The paper describes the work of La Rivoluzione delle Seppie in Bel-
monte Calabro, where they have regenerated places and promoted new forms
of community and social cohesion. The tested and implemented strategies aim to
make these so-calledmarginal areas competitive and attractivewithin local and ter-
ritorial systems and globally. The experimental nature of this practice is character-
ized by a methodology for designing and constructing placed-based interventions
tailored to the territories and carried out through the involvement and protagonism
of academics, students, institutions and local communities. A methodology that
enhances the local skills implemented by knowledge of global stakeholders and it
uses critical issues as opportunities to generate elements of innovation necessary
to qualify the relaunch and the development of the area concerned. The action
of La Rivoluzione delle Seppie started in Belmonte Calabro. The group acted as
an agent of change and, above all, as a facilitator between the old and the new
inhabitants. Not only Belmonte, but also BelMondo!

Keywords: marginal area · conviviality · learning by doing · agent of change ·
selfconstruction · commons · The BelMondo case study in Belmonte Calabro

1 The BelMondo Case Study in Belmonte Calabro

(See Fig. 1).
The development that characterized industrial growth and intense urban aggregation

processes in Italy during the last century generated contradictions and imbalances at a
territorial and social level. In the last decades, facedwith large public debt, themargins of
policies aimed at great investments or welfare-type interventions have been increasingly
shrinking. However, the criticality marked by the abandonment and depopulation today
for these territories can be seized as an opportunity. It is not a question of soliciting
new oppositions concerning those that have marked the historical events of the last
century, nor of cultivating anti-urban imagery or fueling settlement dispersion, but, on
the contrary, of shifting attention to the territorial organization as a whole. There is a
need to imagine a territory that, thanks to the rich articulation of its settlement models,
continues to hold together weak and robust areas with a dense network of increasingly
intangible flows; a territory that in its entirety knows specific processes of ecological
transition and redevelopment of fixed capital and the relationships of proximity. In this

© The Author(s) 2025
M. Barosio et al. (Eds.): EAAE AC 2023, SSDI 47, pp. 389–393, 2025.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-71959-2_41

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-031-71959-2_41&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-71959-2_41


390 R. E. Adamo

Fig. 1. Questa non è Campagna, workshop in collaboration with Cheap, Crossings 2022,
Belmonte, Photo by Nicola Barbuto, July 2022.

framework, the question arises of a new social pact that can guarantee new levels of
integration and social inclusion. For this to happen, a more innovative function of public
infrastructure is needed, but also a greater protagonism of the agents that on the territory
can be facilitators of the processes of satisfaction of new needs and social interests
(Fig. 2).

Fig. 2. Happy Lab, Ceramic Workshop with refugee children, Casa di BelMondo, Belmonte
Calabro, Photo by Giulia Rosco, October 2023.
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The La Rivoluzione delle Seppie’s practice conceived and tested intentions to go in
this direction, fuelled by a strong focus on planning and implementing the imagined
design. The intention is not to photograph local systems as they are now but to stimulate
and prefigure a decisive transformation based on global and collective influences.

It may be helpful to point out three traits that characterize its work and to help grasp
its meaning and specificity. The first is related to combining a specific radical vision
and an effort of concreteness in action. This radical vision seeks to make room for itself
with proposals that outline measured, tactically and concretely actionable efforts. A
second important aspect is that the actions carried out decline a form of multifunctional
planning, which aims with the same investment to obtain multiple benefits.

The objective is not only related to the traditional renovation of a building or a space
but also to develop civic research for each step, making proposals in a collective form,
combining visions of the future and concreteness of action on different levels. A third
aspect is that this set of actions, developed by many hands, not only by professionals
but also by scholars, students, locals and migrants from different locations, proposes to
focus on a precise way of understanding a diverse approach to academic research and
architectural practice (Fig. 3).

Fig. 3. Collaboration Rooms, Design by Orizzontale, Crossings 2019, Belmonte Calabro, Photo
by Antonio D’Agostino, July 2019.

The main question on which La Rivoluzione delle Seppie’s work is: “How can we
build our communities around places?”.

By strengthening the connection between people and places, Le Seppie’s work is
based on a collaborative process through which the public sphere can be shaped to
maximize shared value. With community-based participation, both local and temporary,
an effective place-making process that capitalizes on the resources, inspiration, and
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potential of the above-mentioned heterogeneous group results in the development of the
BelMondo process.

This process has generated a series of actions since 2016 that contribute to both cul-
tural welfare development and the people’s well-being. The action started in Belmonte
Calabro, South of Italy, and has progressively taken shape through the annual editions of
Crossings, a series of residencies, symposia and workshops: an inter-weaving of activi-
ties that have generated a network of collaborators and constant moments of exchange
between different actors for a common goal: the construction of BelMondo.

The physical place, the Casa di BelMondo, is the space where manual and artistic
activities take shape, the non-physical place, BelMondo Altlas, is the virtual space where
collective sessions at a distance take shape, where debates, seminars, and confrontations
alternate with radio projects, experiential atlases, and communication projects. In this
context, La Rivoluzione delle Seppie aims to redefine the village as a living architecture,
a set of places and non-places that can accommodate new living forms and offer collec-
tively usable hybrid spaces. This allows communities to appropriate them according to
collective and social needs based on the current cultural and resource-sharing approach.
A solution is not proposed but a dynamic process.

Fig. 4. Baywatch movable structure part of the Market Temporary Square in Belmonte Marina,
Design by Orizzontale, Crossing 2022, Belmonte Calabro, Photo by Giulia Rosco, July 2022.

The objectives are twofold: the first is the elaboration of a diverse model of living
and working collectively, as opposed to competitive living and hyper-specialized work
culture; the second is the exchange of knowledge to inhabit a place temporarily but
constantly so that experimental, conceptual but not ideological forms can be manifested,
with a different conception of a participatory approach to public living. To achieve
these objectives, Glocal Tools have been developed and deciphered: eight tools that
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characterize the operational approach of La Rivoluzione delle Seppie, derived precisely
from the know-how accumulated so far, which defines shared values that can be adapted
according to the opportunities and skills in a given socio-cultural and territorial context
(Fig. 4).
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Abstract. The scarcity of resources in a context of permanent crisis is not only an
opportunity but also the only direction in which it makes sense to practice. In our
view, there is a generation that has already accepted the challenge and is trying
every day to develop antibodies to disillusionment. The Italian Pavilion at the
18th International Architecture Exhibition – La Biennale di Venezia invited these
practitioners to recognize themselves as a “movement.” Titled Spaziale, it referred
to an expanded notion of the discipline where the built artifact was not seen as
an ultimate goal but as one of the possible tools for intervening in the fabric of
relationships between people and places.Nine practiceswere invited to collaborate
with nine advisors – from other fields of creativity – in nine Italian territories
representative of conditions of fragility or transformation, with the support of as
many local interlocutors. Each intervention represented a chapter in an incomplete
agenda of urgent research themes for the national context and for architecture: open
questions, traceable to the scenario of transition – not only ecological – that we
are facing in these years.

Keywords: La Biennale di Venezia · Italian Pavilion · permacrisis · critical
spatal practices

We represent a generation that grew up in a state of permacrisis. The neologism, elected
Word of the Year in 2022 by Collins Dictionary, expresses a recurring dimension of
catastrophic occurrences that perfectly describes the unfolding of events of the last
twenty years. After the near miss of the Y2K bug, the century began with the 9/11 attack
on the Twin Towers: the crisis of theWest being screened on live television. We enrolled
at university during the 2007–2008 financial crisis and, once we graduated, we started
to look for work in the smoking ruins of the market. Today an energy and geopolitical
crisis, tomorrow the environmental crisis; and this is only a partial representation of
reality.

The global consequences have produced obvious repercussions on our profession
and, while the age of architectural exuberance came to an end with the 2008 crisis, the
pandemic has broadened that widespread awareness of the total depletion of resources
[1]. As RoryHyde suggests: “All crises have spatial consequences that architects are well
prepared to dealwith, yet instead of diving into them,we seem to be experiencing our own
crisis: one of relevance” [2]. The clear risk is that the umpteenth internal discourse within
the discipline makes us lose sight of how architecture, rather than providing solutions,
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is often part of the problem: on the one hand, the construction sector is one of the main
causes of the environmental crisis; on the other hand (especially in Italy), the increase in
land consumption does not correspond to the involvement of architects in transformation,
neither their involvement in such process.An inversely proportional relationship between
growth and development that lays the foundations for an unprecedented alliance between

Fig. 1. Italian Pavilion, La Biennale di Venezia, 2023. Photo © Delfino Sisto Legnani.

Fig. 2. Italian Pavilion, La Biennale di Venezia, 2023. Photo © Delfino Sisto Legnani.
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the environment andprofessionals in the sector.Anopportunity for architecture to evolve,
albeit only opportunistically, in order to survive (Figs. 1, 2, 3 and 4).

Fig. 3. Siren Land. Authors: BB (Fabrizio Ballabio+Alessandro Bava)+ Terraforma. Location:
Baia di Ieranto (Napoli), Campania. Photo © Piercarlo Quecchia/DSL Studio.

There is a generation of sustainable natives who, in our view, have already accepted
the challenge and seek to develop antibodies to disillusionment in their daily practice.
In our opinion these critical spatial practices, term coined by Jane Randell in 2003 to
indicate those practices “working across public and private, art and architecture” [3],
are those who use the codified tools of design to question the social conditions of the
places where they intervene. Accustomed by training to operating within a regime of
scarcity, these practices foster transdisciplinarity as a means of pushing back the limits
of architecture to hitherto little-explored fields.

We have intended our appointment as curators of the Italian Pavilion at the La Bien-
nale 2023, titled ‘Spaziale. Everyone Belongs to Everyone Else’, as an unprecedented
occasion to present to a broader public a series of Italian critical spatial practices and
an invite to probe their diverse attitude confronting them with real design occasions,
using curatorial practice as a powerful tool to shift from archiving to action. Necessarily
recognising an ethical dimension to this role, we decided to use the Italian Pavilion as
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Fig. 4. Uccellaccio. Authors: HPO+ClaudiaDurastanti. Location: Ripa Teatina, Abruzzo. Photo
© HPO.

a pretext to activate pioneering projects, concrete actions that go beyond the six-month
duration of the Biennale. Moreover, ethics also lies at the heart of the discourse when
questioning the meaning and impact of temporary events of this scale: be they exhibi-
tions, fashion shows, concerts, sporting events or fairs, they are all extractive processes
that dissipate a great deal of energy and resources. In order to continue to celebrate
moments of confrontation and contamination in a sustainable manner, it is now urgent to
drastically rethink formats, flows and temporalities. To convert consumption into invest-
ment and the end into a beginning, Spaziale employed a substantial part of the public
funds earmarked by the ItalianMinistry of Culture to initiate and realize those pioneering
projects in the months prior to the inauguration of the Venice Biennale 2023.

Each project tackled an agenda of urgent research topics for the national context and
for the discipline as a whole: open questions that may be traced back to the transition
scenario – and not only the ecological one – that we have been dealing with over recent
years. An incomplete list of ‘impossible’ challenges that have been up for debate for
decades, yet which – on the scale of the micro-histories of local contexts – are capa-
ble of producing tangible results. The definition of the themes guided the selection of
designers under forty, who in their daily practice develop independent research in line
with our curatorial proposals. Identified on the basis of the approach with which they
operate, the territories in which they intervene, the means they use, the questions they
raise and the answers they put forward, they were called upon to develop site-specific
actions for the Italian Pavilion. Each practice was associated with an Advisor: nine
professionals supporting the designers, from various fields across the creative industry,
capable of informing and enhancing the ongoing projects, making them an undoubtedly
transdisciplinary product. The installations were implemented in sites representative
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of conditions of fragility or transformation of our country: nine Stations narrating an
unprecedented Italian landscape, a series of symbolic destinations on a renewed Italian
Journey. Each collaboration was supported by one or more local interlocutors: public
or private institutions which, as Incubators, helped to root the projects in the selected
Stations.

What was shown in the Italian Pavilion has not to be intended as an exhibition but
rather as a visual and formal synthesis of the multiple design processes and approaches
embodied by the participants. The ultimate objective of the exhibition being the mani-
festation of a new disciplinary attitude that sees architectural interventions not as a goal,
but rather as an one of the possible instruments to act in the space, or a network of
relationships between communities and places; the basis of any architectural project.

Fig. 5. Concrete Jungle. Authors: Parasite 2.0+ Elia Fornari (Brain Dead). Location: Marghera,
Veneto. Photo © Melania Dalle Grave/DSL Studio
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Fig. 6. La Casa Tappeto. Authors: Studio Ossidiana + Adelita Husni Bey. Location: Librino
(Catania), Sicily. Photo © Piercarlo Quecchia/DSL Studio.
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Abstract. False Mirror Office analyses its own architectural practice, expos-
ing the connections between some of its recent projects, research activities and
publications. The following text is based on the presentation led by Giovanni
Glorialanza and Filippo Fanciotti (False Mirror Office).

Keywords: Collage · Assemblage · Rituals · Domestic Environment · UFO

False Mirror Office’s (FMO) work, being as multidisciplinary as somewhat devious,
involves refining techniques for combining heterogeneous elements into assemblages
in architecture, using pop-art’s method of transfiguration of form and meaning. FMO’s
members conduct a rigorous initial phase of individual research before each design
opportunity, uncovering any underlying themes that such project could imply in order to
further explore them way after the assignment is completed. The exploration spectrum
of those researches often extends beyond the disciplinary field of architecture, landing
into cross-cutting issues; this is why in its research journals the complex representations
of James R. Thompson Center’s, designed by the architect Helmut Jahn, Chicago 1980,
easily appear next to Frances Glessner Lee’s dollhouses or the voyeuristic scenes in
Hitchcock’s Rear Window (1954). By juxtaposing and combining diverse elements,
the natural mutability of the ever-changing referent in Architecture is further amplified:
whereas theDoric capital caricatured at the AllenMemorial ArtMuseum, byVenturi and
Scott-Brown (Ohio, 1977), still refer to elements disciplinarily belonging to architecture,
it was precisely the encroachment of everyday-objects that demonstrated that ‘Alles Ist
Architektur’ [1]. This oscillation between highbrow and inevitably lowbrow references
makes the outcome of these assemblages distinctly autobiographical.

A first example of the application of these techniques can be observed in the project
for a villa in the Roman countryside: a purely speculative exercise consisted of a three-
part development. The first act consisted in grafting the floor plans of Roman villas
with those typical of modern construction in the Roman countryside of today (Fig. 1),
followedby a collage of places and characters associatedwith everyday-life in theRoman
countryside; the third document presents amodel of the villa, revealing the original forms
of both architectures and some prominent representatives of the referential park from
the collage, presented in a literal primordial broth, displayed in an elegant tureen.
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Fig. 1. Zuppa Romana (grafting), False Mirror Office, [2017].

A second attempt in architectural assemblages happened throughout the project to
transforma neglectedwarehouse in the port of Trondheim into a public food-hall; the new
exterior facade of the building was purely designed as a scenic backdrop, featuring the
tail of awhale, a small boat, amysterious chimney, and the profile of a riverfront bryggen.
The proposal for a decommissioned building in Cuneo included irreverently positioned
elements such as the golden palms from the Austrian Travel Agency, designed by Hans
Hollein in Vienna (1978), and colossal versions of LEGO pine trees. Additionally, a
grand-scale theft from the National Collegiate Football Hall of Fame, by Venturi and
Scott Brown, in NewBrunswick (1967) was incorporated, reduced to a mere form, ready
for new functions (Fig. 2).
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Fig. 2. Frigo, False Mirror Office, [2020].

Studying those cases in which the technique of assemblage has been applied in archi-
tecture, it is impossible do overlook the handful of projects realized by the radical group
UFO (Lapo Binazzi, Riccardo Foresi, Titti Maschietto, Carlo Bachi, Patrizia Cammeo),
active in Florence between ‘68 and ‘78. FMO’s interest in the UFO’s work, born out of
genuine curiosity, first took shape in the publicationL’assemblaggio come testo figurativo
per l’architettura [2] and was then further explored in the monograph UNIDENTIFIED
FLYING OBJECT for contemporary architecture, published by ACTAR and financed
by the Italian Art Council of 2021.

While UFO performances aimed to subvert interactions between people and pub-
lic space, at the domestic scale such rituals only intensify, further defining rigid rules
in the division of spaces associated with living; the increasingly common practice of
smart working ultimately introduces rituals related to negotium into the domestic space.
These assumption inspired the project for a New post-pandemic habitat [3]; designed
to accommodate multiple inhabitants, the habitat features semi-public devices provided
for shared activities between small groups of inhabitants, while individual living units
are designed to keep fundamental activities separate into poche obtained digging the
perimetrical wall (Fig. 3).



Assemblage and Rituals 403

Fig. 3. Nuovo habitat post-pandemico, False Mirror Office, [2020].

Starting from these assumptions takes form also a device for the cult of otium within
the domestic space, exposed first for the exhibition Italy: The New Domestic Landscape.
New York 1972 / Venice 2020, held in Venice (2020) and then in Milan (Otiarum, Super-
attico, 2022) together with five additional votive temples, each dedicated to a distinct
aspect of idleness in the domestic space.

The same shrine-like form finally became the object of production of a workshop
called Station to Station (Monesiglio, 2021); in that occasion participants selected stories
from the small village in Alta Langa, artfully misrepresented them, and elevated them
to the status of myth by representing them within a diorama. At the climax of the work-
shop, the participants staged a procession through the streets of Monesiglio; by stopping
at various significant spots in the village to display their dioramas, they intentionally
enacted a profoundly lay version of the stations of the Cross (Fig. 4).



404 G. Glorialanza

Fig. 4. Station to station, Monesiglio, False Mirror Office, [2021].
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Abstract. Spatial and territorial complexity require new and multiple forms of
representation. Photography becomes the privileged tool to reflect on contem-
porary shifting landscapes adopting a critical look at our society. Paesaggisen-
sibili is an independent observatory on contemporary landscape, a space for
research and experimentation for the elaboration of territorial narratives based
on interdisciplinary and multi-actor engagement.

Keywords: landscape photography · cultural landscape · narrative · community
engagement · transdisciplinary approach

1 Introduction

Alessandro Guida and Viviana Rubbo graduated at the Polytechnic of Turin, Italy, and,
from there, their paths have been very different for quite a long time. Alessandro worked
as an architect, 3D visual designer and photographer. Viviana worked for several years
in social planning and community-based development projects until when she found
herself dealing with urban and territorial dynamics in Europe and around the world.
Those two paths began to intertwine along the years because of a common interest
in the observation of the territorial shifting and its spatial and societal implications.
In 2016 they embarked on a new common adventure with the creation, together with
other photographers, of the collective Urban Reports which has led –few years later– to
the duo format of Paesaggisensibili. This practice was born to develop new forms of
territorial narrative through the use of different languages (mainly photography, video
and texts) as a method of engagement of a large spectrum of disciplines and knowledge
sectors aimed at the involvement of a wider public in the discussion around landscape’s
transformations.

2 Photography as a Cultural Tool to Delve into the Landscapes
(the Act of Looking as an Instrument for a Critical Observation
of Our Society)

In a moment when we are confronted with an unprecedented complexity of territorial
systems, an increasing acceleration of the processes of transformation and global phe-
nomena (climate crisis, massive migration flows and pandemic events to name a few),
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the landscapes, and our perception of them, are subject to change, questioning the sys-
tems of values that, as individuals and as a society, we assign to them. These changes
are happening faster than before and society doesn’t have the time to assimilate them.

Already thirty years ago geographer Eugenio Turri proposed the metaphor of ‘the
landscape as a theatre’ to express the urge to reflect on the way we transform our spaces
of life; “man’s relationship with the territory does not only concern his accomplishment
as a doer, who operates and transforms nature, but also, if not above all, his being an
observer […] who understands the measure of his footprint: that is, the reflection on
himself, the awareness of his own action” [1]. In this sense, landscapes are not just a
mere spatial concept, but a cultural construction, made up of images that we inherit from
the past, and which is enriched, day by day, by observing them.

Landscapes are like a text made of stories, memories and signs and, as such, they
must be deciphered, read and interpreted.

Photography is a medium that can well respond to this challenge. In fact, it expands
the possibilities of critical analysis of the space because it requires the immersion in the
territory, the physical and mental experience of the places, introducing the subjective
dimension in the interpretation of the landscape. At the same time it is also a powerful
means of communication, because of its empathy and subjectivity, capable of dealing
with the existing imagination, updating or replacing it, and thus giving life to territorial
narratives capable of reaching out a large variety of actors, such as technicians, specialists
and policy-makers, but also the general public with the aim to encourage more inclusive
decision-making processes. This is why the privileged target of Pesaggisensibili are
landscapes in transition, places in abeyance or going through a process of change. The
goal is to draw attention to hurdles and issues, as well as hidden potentials and values to
be rediscovered, and meanings to be reassigned. The sense of a place shouldn’t be lost as
Juan Noguè, the Catalan geographer recalls, “when the landscape loses its imagination
and one is unable to replace it, in that very moment, the landscape dies” [2].

For this paper, three projectswere selected to display a number of possibilities offered
by this tool.

In the first one, the perceptive dimension of the space was introduced to nourish a
research-led design process. The occasion was the project called Arcipelago, proposed
byMario Cucinella, the curator of the Italian Pavilion at the XVI International Architec-
ture Biennale in Venice in 2018. The goal was to experiment new paradigms based on
interdisciplinary and multi-actor working methods stimulating the role of architecture
as change-maker in the reactivation of the inland areas of the country.

In this context photography:

1. Proved to be a concrete knowledge tool supporting the design process, providing a
new layer of understanding of the areas of interest (the photographic research was
not limited to the single intervention site but had explored a wider region);

2. Offered insights and unexpected connections between the sites when seen all together
(territorial analysis and observation). Seeking to provide a larger vision of the sites,
each photographer has adopted his/her own point of view, capturing the diversity and
the richness of each area;
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3. Gave an organic vision, a new representation of these areas (from recomposing
the photographers’ individual investigation into a collective narrative), showing the
photographers’ view on the reality explored.

The photographic campaign saw the photographers travel along the Apennine ridge
and develop a vision of the places that was intended to encourage the dialogue with the
architects, being able to broaden their cognitive horizons, “an interpretative space that
(has been) a resource and inspiration, to grasp the invisible reality, the silent words of the
landscape” [3]. The areas of investigation chosen by the curator were: the Casentinesi
Forests in the Emilia-Romagna region, the town of Camerino in the Marche region, the
Basento Valley in Basilicata, Gibellina in Sicily and Ottana in the heart of Barbagia,
in Sardinia. This work has produced a new level of interpretation for each area and
therefore, as a whole, a visual synthesis of the identity of these territories.

The second project shows the use of the photographic narrative as a research instru-
ment for territorial analysis and amethod for communities engagement to raise awareness
around the topic of the Ecosystem Services (ESs).

L.U.I.G.I stands for Linking Urban and Inner Alpine Green Infrastructures and
was the title of a European project funded by the Alpine Space Program aimed at
recognize, analyze, map and enhance ESs. The Habitats Directive (Council Directive
92/43/EEC) was adopted in 1992. It requires all EU Member States to establish a strict
protection regime for species endangered with the aim of halting and reversing the loss
of biodiversity and ecosystem services.

The study case chosen by the TurinMetropolitan Citywas the five lakes area of Ivrea,
characterized by the presence of a majestic geological structure of glacial origins: the
Morainic Amphitheater of Ivrea (AMI). The area is today a site of community impor-
tance and a Special Conservation Zone under the European Union Habitat Directive
embracing six municipalities. Through a series of individual interviews, small group
meetings (with the representatives of the productive and economic sectors, and with
the administrators) and public gatherings, the process of listening has made possible to
renew, and in some cases, to establish new connections between the territory and the
representatives of the Metropolitan City and, at the inter-municipal level, between the
public administrations, the associative world and the productive sectors which operate
locally. The outcomes included a visual representation of this particular milieu which
was brought at the citizens’ attention during a series of exhibitions in the public realm.
In addition, an open-call was organized inviting the population to bring their own point
of view with respect to the elements of the landscape that today require more care and
attention.

Photographywas therefore used, on the one hand, as a ‘cultural tool’ for the technical
and sector-specific discussion between the Metropolitan City, the local administrators
and the experts responsible for the identification and mapping of the ESs; on the other
hand, as a ‘narrative language’ to address the theme of the ESs in dialogue with the ter-
ritory with the aim to start a process of recognition of the naturalistic and environmental
values of the site.

Finally, a project where photography has become themeans for a group of inhabitants
to explore and rediscover their own territory, assigning new, unexpected and, perhaps,
forgotten meanings.
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Découvrir pour promouvoir Saint-Vincent was a pilot project developed by theAsso-
ciazione Poetica del Territorio together with Paesaggisensibili in collaboration with the
Municipality of Saint-Vincent in the Italian Alps. The programme was funded by the
European Union Interreg Alcotra Program. The Alpine town has been for more than
two-thousand years at a crossroad of international influences, playing a strategic role in
the socio-economic, cultural and urban development of the region.

Today the town is represented by a binary narrative: its casino and the thermal baths.
The goal of the two year plan of activities was to steer a process of engagement of
the local community in the recognition and re-appropriation of the cultural heritage
and values of the municipal territory. A first step included the identification of a wide
spectrum of disciplines to develop the contents necessary to deepen the knowledge of the
site from a geological, archeological, artistic, historical and anthropological perspective.
The outcomes were presented to the community during two public events. A second step
centered on a workshop activity where participants were asked to elaborate their own
vision of the local material and immaterial values supported by site visits and based on
the awareness given by the direct experience of the place. The individual works were
discussed collectively leading to a new multi-voice representation which seemed much
more realistic and close to the complexity of the present reality. The results became a
public show where an actress in duet with a musician interpreted and gave voice and
atmosphere to the visual narrative with the aim to share the emerged vision with the
larger community.

We are facing times which require to address an extraordinary number of territorial
challenges starting from retrieving our ability to observe and interpret the space that
surrounds us, what French geographer Jean-MarcBesse defines ‘la nécessité du paysage’
[4], possibly allowing different forms of representations to express such dense territorial
conditions.
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