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Glossary

AE - Architectural Education, the process of formal education and intermediate supervised 

practice experience necessary to practice as an architect. 

ARB - the Architects’ Registration Board, the statutory body for the registration of architects in 

the United Kingdom. Established as the Architects' Registration Council of the United Kingdom 

(ARCUK) in 1931, it now operates under the Architects Act 1997 (amended). The ARB prescribes 

architectural qualifications and keeps a Register of Architects.

Design Studio - used interchangeably to describe both the physical space in a school of 

architecture in which design tutorials are delivered, and the pedagogical elements of the 

curriculum that take place therein.

Live Project - (see chapter two for an exploration of definitions in the literature and 

contemporary teaching practice).

HE - Higher Education (or Third Level, Tertiary Education), the stage of education that occurs in 

universities, further education colleges, and/or Institutes of Technology (Republic of Ireland).

PBL - Problem Based Learning.

Pedagogy - the method and practice of teaching, especially as an academic subject or theoretical 

concept.

RAE - the Research Assessment Exercise, a national assessment of research activity in UK higher 

education institutions undertaken approximately every four to five years. Conducted on behalf 

of the four national research funding councils (HEFCE, SHEFC, HEFCW and DELNI) to evaluate 

research quality and assign a metric to that performance. Assessments have been undertaken in 

1986, 1989, 1992, 1996, 2001 and 2008. Will be succeeded by the REF.

Copyright 2012 James Benedict Brown - jamesbenedictbrown@yahoo.co.uk

 Downloaded from learningarchitecture.wordpress.com                                 7



REF - the Research Excellence Framework, successor to the RAE, scheduled to be conducted in 

2014 to assess research published between 2008 and 2013.

RIAI - the Royal Institute of the Architects of Ireland, the professional body of architects in 

Republic of Ireland, established 1839.

RIBA - the Royal Institute of British Architects, the professional body of architects in the 

United Kingdom, established 1834 as the IBA, awarded Royal charter 1837. Working with the 

ARB, it accredits schools of architecture through a five (previously four) year cycle of peer-led 

validation visits.

RoI - Republic of Ireland.

RPL - Real Patient Learning.

School of Architecture - (for purposes of clarity) used in this thesis to describe any course, 

department, school or college that delivers education in architecture within a Higher Education 

institution.

UK - United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland.
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Part one: Contextualising the critique
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the thesis

1.1 Aim of the thesis

This thesis develops a critique (understood as “a detailed analysis and assessment of something,” 

Oxford English Dictionary, 2010a) of the live project by theoretically contextualising live 

project pedagogies. Unlike preceding doctoral research into the live project (Sara, 2004; and to a 

lesser extent Carpenter, 2004 and Findlay, 1996), this thesis does not adopt a position of 

advocacy regarding live projects; but considers them as opportunities for architectural 

educators to experiment with the discipline and its pedagogies. The empirical research 

approached a sample of pedagogical decision-makers - architectural educators - in order to 

solicit their opinions and lived experiences. Through this inquiry broader practices and cultures 

of architectural education may then be critiqued. The subject of the thesis, therefore, is not only 

the live project, but also architectural education as it is understood through the live project.

1.2 The social construction of knowledge: an epistemological lens

The empirical research of this thesis has been undertaken during a period (2009 - 2012) of great 

change and uncertainty for both those who practice architecture and those who are involved in 

its education. A global economic downturn, christened the Great Recession (Evans-Pritchard, 

2010; Wessel, 2010), has been in train since late 2007, with severe implications for the 

economies of much of the developed world, leaving architectural professionals “battered, 

bruised and broke” (Lowery, Wright and Ijeh, 2010). In May 2010, the two-party political system 

of the Westminster government was upset by the election of the first sustained hung parliament 

since 1929 and the first coalition government since the Second World War. Continuing change 

in government policy on higher education has lead to the introduction in England (from 2012) 

of undergraduate tuition fees of up to £9,000 per annum. The mandatory seven year path to 

accredited architectural practice in the UK has therefore come under increased scrutiny, 

especially given recent estimates that it will cost in excess of £88,000 for a student commencing 

their studies in 2012 in England to complete the path to legal recognition as an architect. 

(Pavilion of Protest, 2011) Architectural educators, meanwhile, are under renewed pressure to 

consider the contribution of their discipline to both the academy and society, as the delayed 

Research Excellence Framework (REF) approaches, the results of which will determine the 
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allocation of billions of pounds of government funding. Various epistemological propositions 

have emerged to make sense of what has followed the postmodern era. (Potter and Lopez, 2001; 

Hutcheon, 2002) With totalising theories now vanquished or discarded, these theorists have 

sought to make sense of the ever fluctuating world around them. In their own championing of a 

state of ‘metamodernity,’ for example, Timotheus Vermeulen and Robin van den Akker (2010, 

p.2) explain that:

“The ecosystem is severely disrupted, the financial system is increasingly uncontrollable, and 

the geopolitical structure has recently begun to appear as unstable as it has always been 

uneven. CEOs and politicians express their ‘desire for change’ at every interview and voice a 

heartfelt ‘yes we can’ at each photo-op. Planners and architects increasingly replace their 

blueprints for environments with environmental ‘greenprints’. And new generations of artists 

increasingly abandon the aesthetic precepts of deconstruction, parataxis, and pastiche in favor 

of aesthethical notions of reconstruction, myth, and metaxis. These trends and tendencies can 

no longer be explained in terms of the postmodern.”

Whether Vermeulen and van Den Akker’s ‘metamodernity’ will gain greater theoretical 

acceptance than competing arguments for epistemological ‘hypermodernity’ (Charles & 

Lipovetsky, 2006), ‘digimodernity’ (Kirby, 2009), or ‘automodernity’ (Samuels, 2009) is 

uncertain. Whereas postmodernity offered a certain degree of theoretical slipperiness and 

independence1 these post-postmodernities grapple to not only with an articulation of a 

postmodern subjectivity, but also an essential fluctuation between tendencies that are both 

modern and postmodern.2 In order to make sense of this subject, and in order to ground this 

inquiry’s research during a time of widespread economic, political and theoretical uncertainty, 

this thesis locates itself both upon and around the postmodern turn described by (amongst 

others) Ihab Hassan (1987), Steven Best and Douglas Kellner (1991 & 1997), and Adele Clarke 

(2005). Rejecting the notion that there can be such things as totalising theories of architectural 

education, this thesis places value on a subjective interpretation of live projects as 
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world is one in which the very frameworks by which we orient ourselves to the world are themselves 
contested.” (Ibid)



comprehended and articulated by the pedagogues and practitioners who have initiated and 

participated in them, recognising the situated natures of their pedagogical experiences and 

interpretations. 

How, then, can this thesis proceed in the development of a critique of architectural education 

and live projects? In order to adequately consider the multiplicity of perspectives of 

architectural educators and the complexity and situatedness of their operating environments, 

this thesis makes the case for considering live projects in architectural education through a 

subjective epistemological lens of social constructivism. J. W. Cresswell identifies this approach 

to research alongside alternative paths to knowledge claims in figure 1.1:

   post-positivism

determination

reductionism

empirical observation / measurement

theory verification

   social constructivism

understanding

multiple participant meanings

social and historical construction

   advocacy / participatory

political

empowerment issue oriented

collaborative

change-oriented

   pragmatism

consequences of actions

problem-centred

pluralistic

real-world practice oriented

Figure 1.1: Epistemological approaches to knowledge claims (after Cresswell, 2003, p. 6)   Figure 1.1: Epistemological approaches to knowledge claims (after Cresswell, 2003, p. 6)   Figure 1.1: Epistemological approaches to knowledge claims (after Cresswell, 2003, p. 6)   Figure 1.1: Epistemological approaches to knowledge claims (after Cresswell, 2003, p. 6)   

A socially constructivist approach to this inquiry places value on the subjective interpretations 

of live projects as comprehended and articulated by the pedagogues and practitioners who have 

initiated and participated in them, drawing not only upon their experiences and opinions, but 

also their situations in architectural education. It is not the intent of this thesis to handle such 

interpretations reductively, but to respect the meanings that are and have been understood by 

the respondents to the empirical research and to construct a critical theory from them. Of such 

socially constructivist research, Cresswell (2003, p. 8) writes that:

“Assumptions identified in these works hold that individuals seek understanding of the world 

in which they live and work. They develop subjective meanings of the experiences - meanings 

directed toward certain objects or things. These meanings are varied and multiple, leading the 
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researcher to look for the complexity of views rather than narrowing meanings into a few 

categories of ideas.”

In other words, this inquiry does not seek to reduce a multitude of perspectives to a single 

reductive or deductive theory. It attempts to represent a diversity of opinions and to bring the 

complexity of the subject into the text.

But what of Cresswell’s three alternative paradigms? A post-positivist perspective may be 

discounted for its scientific framing, relating more appropriately to either empirical data and 

positivist conceptions of knowledge. This approach would more likely employ quantitative 

methods that determine outcomes from experiments and observations relating to data that is 

primarily numerical rather than textual. Such research would be deterministic in its knowledge 

claims: seeking to define the causes that lead to known outcomes and which can confirm or 

contradict a theory established at the outset. Derived from the scientific study of phenomena 

under controlled (or laboratory) circumstances, it would be both difficult and unhelpful to 

approach architectural educators in this manner. It would also be difficult to approach live 

projects as teaching devices because assessment (and therefore potentially comparable grades) 

are unlikely to be consistent across schools. Numerical data relating to the performance (most 

likely academic assessments) of live projects would not only be hard to use across schools, it 

would not be particularly relevant to the aims of the study: to develop a theoretical critique of 

how and why live projects are initiated, and what theoretical, social and cultural frameworks 

they operate within.

Live projects themselves might fit within Cresswell’s matrix as epistemologies of advocacy/

participation: their actions being inherently collaborative (working with an external client) and 

change-oriented (working towards an outcome that might not otherwise be possible and which 

might improve the conditions of an under-represented client). While live projects are often 

oriented towards matters of advocacy or participation, this inquiry is not. This research does not 

intend to change the individual situations in which it operates, but seeks to develop a critique by 

understanding how and why live projects have been initiated. Its contribution may, in time, be 

change oriented, but that change is not to be determined by either the author or the research. 

Although it would not be appropriate to enter into this research with a participatory or change-

oriented attitude to the subject, a close understanding of the epistemologies of advocacy and 

Copyright 2012 James Benedict Brown - jamesbenedictbrown@yahoo.co.uk

 Downloaded from learningarchitecture.wordpress.com                                 13



participatory research will help to inform this research, but it will not be deployed in the 

empirical methodology of the thesis.

Finally, of Cresswell’s alternative epistemological paradigms, pragmatic knowledge claims 

would assume a certain maturity in the epistemological approach of the author, being a form of 

research that regards knowledge as arising from specific actions, situations and their 

consequences “rather than antecedent conditions.” (Cresswell, ibid, p. 11) Given that live 

projects are highly situated in the contexts in which they operate (engaging with clients and 

communities outside the academic environment), it would be naïve to approach them without 

an interest in the broader social and historical conditions in which they operate, but it is 

suggested that a pragmatic approach to this inquiry would be both beyond the capabilities of the 

author and too narrow for a sufficient understanding of the complexities of the field. By 

working through an epistemological framework of social constructivism, this research draws 

upon research methodologies attentive to the problems found in an uncertain and changing 

field of interest. Morse (1991, p. 120, cited by Cresswell, 2003, p. 75) describes the characteristics 

of a qualitative research problem as follows:

“(a) the concept is “immature” due to a conspicuous lack of theory and previous research; (b) a 

notion that the available theory may be inaccurate, inappropriate, incorrect, or biased; (c) a 

need exists to explore and describe the phenomena and to develop theory; or (d) the nature of 

the phenomenon may not be suited to quantitative measures.”

Adopting Morse’s codification, it will be demonstrated in the literature review of chapter two 

that the field of live projects is indeed immature (a) and that the majority of academic discourse 

on the subject is closely aligned to or derived from specific live projects in specific academic 

institutions (b) - institutions which may (intentionally or otherwise) serve to skew our 

understanding of live projects so as to support their own institutional agenda. It will also be 

argued through the qualitative data generated through a survey of the field that there is a 

demand for such research into live projects (c) and that quantitative research methods would not 

adequately serve the complexity of conditions involved in live projects (d). There are, however, 

risks to the adoption of a position of social constructivism. Mindful of Morse’s caution of bias, 

this research, being initiated by a researcher with experience in live projects and architectural 

education, does not presume to be able to completely remove the voice of the researcher from 
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the research itself. Rather, it bears in mind the caution of Betty Friedan (2010 [1963], p. 81), who 

explains that:

“The physicist’s relativity, which in recent years has changed our whole approach to 

scientific knowledge, is harder, and therefore easier to understand than the social scientist’s 

relativity. It is not a slogan, but a fundamental statement about truth to say that no social 

scientist can completely free himself from the prison of his own culture; he can only interpret 

what he observes in the scientific framework of his own time.”

Friedan’s recognition of the complexities surrounding “the social scientist’s relativity” will be 

further explored in chapter six, through an exploration of the epistemological split in grounded 

theory methodologies. Given that Friedan’s caution applies to both the author of this research 

and the respondents who have contributed to its empirical research, the thesis embraces the 

understanding of research participants not only as interview respondents, but also as 

contributors to processes of respondent validation. As a precedent for such an approach, the 

only doctoral study that has considered live projects in architectural education was structured as 

“theory-building and grounded in a critical feminist epistemology” (Sara, 2004, p. 166) and used 

the critical reflection of the researcher herself - through an autobiographical account - as one 

aspect of a triangulated multi-method research approach. While the author has maintained a 

personal research journal during the various phases of this research, this thesis chooses instead 

to seek verification of its propositions not from internal or personal triangulation, but by 

returning the findings of the inquiry to representative samples of the respondents of the 

empirical research - procedures that will be discussed in chapter six.

1.3 Pedagogy informing research and practice: a theoretical framework

This thesis, itself a piece of research about architectural education, contends that education - 

“the process of receiving or giving systematic instruction” (Oxford English Dictionary, 2010b) - 

and research - “the systematic investigation into and study of materials and sources in order to 

establish facts and reach new conclusions” (Oxford English Dictionary, 2010c) are interrelated 

activities. Bryan Lawson (2002, pp. 109-110) argues (with my emphasis) that the discipline of 

architecture enjoys a unique opportunity amongst other disciplines for interaction between 

these two activities:
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“I am interested in the kind of undergraduate experience that promotes an understanding of 

scholarship and of the value and importance of knowledge. An experience that teaches students 

to want to extend our knowledge base and enhance their subject. In fact in our subject we have 

a particularly good opportunity. If you examine the gap between teaching and research I 

suspect it is at its narrowest in our area. In some departments of a modern university it would 

be normal for many academics to hardly be able to talk to undergraduates about their research 

at all. In architecture my experience is that virtually all our research work can be appreciated 

by undergraduates and that as they progress into what I would wish to see as the post-

graduate years of their lengthy course they can in turn contribute to that knowledge.”

Lawson argues for teaching that can contribute to research and research that can contribute to 

teaching.3 In addition to the inter-relationship of architectural education and architectural 

research, this thesis seeks also to explore how the discipline benefits from its close links to 

architectural practice, namely “the carrying out or exercise of a profession.” (Oxford English 

Dictionary, 2010d) This thesis recognises the position that architectural education, research and 

practice form an inter-connected and inter-dependent triumvirate that is central to the daily 

activities of many architectural academics. In the United Kingdom, formal architectural 

education is situated primarily within the academy, with periods of practical experience 

totalling not less than two years that sandwich two periods of academic study totalling five 

years. Architectural education is structured and validated according to a set of standards 

established and validated by the architectural profession,4 although architectural education 

produces large numbers of graduates who, for a variety of reasons (not least economic) do not go 

on to work within the normative frame of mainstream architectural practice. Given its location 

in the university and its increasing appeal as a broad based foundation in the humanities, 

architectural education is obliged to consider its teaching and research in terms of both its 

contributions to architectural knowledge and its contributions to academic knowledge. 

Architectural educators are, to varying degrees, generally occupied with two or sometimes all 

three aspects of the triumvirate of teaching, practice and research. Grounding an understanding 

Copyright 2012 James Benedict Brown - jamesbenedictbrown@yahoo.co.uk

 Downloaded from learningarchitecture.wordpress.com                                 16

3 This thesis has been written in the months and years leading up to the 2014 Research Excellence Framework 
(REF), which will be discussed in chapter four.

4 Namely the Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA), the professional body for architects in the UK; and the 
Architects Registration Board (ARB), the statutory body for the registration of architects in the UK (formerly the 
the Architects' Registration Council of the United Kingdom, ARCUK). While the RIBA validates architectural 
education, the ARB is responsible for prescribing qualifications and maintaining the Register of Architects under 
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of pedagogy in the definition “the method and practice of teaching, especially as an academic 

subject or theoretical concept,” (Oxford Dictionaries. April 2010e) this thesis suggests that 

pedagogy is not only inter-dependent with the parallel activities of research and practice, but 

that it may be considered as an intermediary between them, and that pedagogy can both inform 

and release the potential of the related activities of practice and research. This thesis seeks to 

exploit the unique situation of architectural education - as an educational activity that exists 

between practice and research - and the potential value of a critique of live projects to not only 

architectural education, but also architectural practice and research.5 

1.4 The original contribution of the research

Central to this thesis’ understanding of its contribution to architectural knowledge are the 

functions of dissemination and critique. Architectural knowledge can be forwarded in many 

ways: architects not only design the built environment, but they also write articles, books, 

manifestoes, diaries and blogs and curate exhibitions about the built environment. (Kelly, 2010; 

Manaugh, 2010). Academic knowledge is forwarded in a variety of ways: academics may gain the 

greatest recognition by presenting papers at conferences or colloquia or publishing peer-

reviewed articles in scholarly journals, but they also may co-author books with collaborators, 

edit collections, or file patents. The contribution of knowledge in both architectural practice and 

academia is synthesised, therefore, not through the original contribution of the architect or 

academic, but through the subsequent processes of dissemination and critique. Both architects 

and academics forward this critique through debate and publication. Despite recent 

interrogations of its credibility or reliability (Commons Select Committee, 2011) the principle 

of peer review remains the cornerstone of academic critique. Peer review - through the 

dissemination and critique of knowledge - is how both practice and research developed. It is 

central to this thesis, therefore, to understand that critique is an essential companion to 

creativity in both architectural practice and architectural research. (Morrow, 2011) As this 
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chapter has demonstrated, this has lead to not only the development of a grounded theory of live 

projects, but also the adoption of an epistemology of social constructivism, which has engaged 

with processes of respondent validation in order to further clarify the contribution of the 

respondents - processes that will be discussed further in chapter six.

While certain respondents who contributed to the development of this critique expressed 

(either during the interviews or the subsequent respondent validation sessions) an interest in 

understanding where live projects are currently being undertaken in architectural education 

and by whom, it was not the intent of the study to compile a catalogue of live projects. While 

such a survey would undoubtedly be of interest to live project educators, it was not felt that this 

would be a sufficiently critical contribution to architectural knowledge nor appropriate 

outcome for a PhD, especially given the extreme “situatedness” of individual live projects and 

the difficulties that might arise in attempting to compare them (see chapter ten). Furthermore, 

local political, economic, pedagogic and human resourcing factors have a great influence on the 

emergence and definition of both live projects and the curricula in which they operate; in other 

words, the delivery of architectural education is inevitably shaped by the resources available to 

it. The funding conditions of, for instance, a school of architecture in Scotland are very different 

from those in either England or Ireland, and live projects tend (though not always) to depend on 

the pedagogic initiative or leadership of individuals who may subsequently move on from that 

institution.

It will be shown that the live project in architectural education is an under theorised field of 

study, and that this thesis represents a significant original contribution to that field. It benefits 

from both a significant breadth of coverage - with a large and diverse sample of architectural 

educators contributing to the empirical research - and a significant depth of inquiry - primarily 

due to the use of semi-structured interviews and respondent validation sessions rather than (for 

example) a single round of structured questionnaires. The opportunities and difficulties of 

using primarily qualitative research methodologies (and their influences on the direction  of the 

empirical research informing this thesis) will also be discussed. Finally, and perhaps most 

significantly for an under theorised field of study, this thesis makes a concerted attempt to 

contextualise contemporary understandings of live projects against a history of live projects in 
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architectural education, an exploration of similar teaching practices in other disciplines, and a 

sustained examination of the pedagogical frameworks that may inform the study.

1.5 Structure of the thesis

As has been outlined in this chapter, the subject of this inquiry is the live project and the 

immediate field of the inquiry is Architectural Education (AE). The cultural and geographical 

context is Higher Education (HE) in the United Kingdom (UK) and Republic of Ireland (RoI). The 

principal theoretical context is pedagogy. Although the subject of the inquiry is the live project 

in architectural education in the UK and RoI, similar projects (whether they are called “live 

projects” or not) in parallel disciplines and contexts will be considered at certain points. Figure 

1.2 represents the structure of the thesis graphically, demonstrating how an epistemology of 

social constructivism provides the lens through which the live project in architectural education 

and other disciplines is considered. 

Figure 1.2: Structure of the thesis

In part one, this chapter has set out the research question, the thesis’ terms of reference, and the 

epistemological and theoretical frameworks that underpin the empirical research. Chapter two 
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reviews the evolution of the live project, notably how it has been and is presently defined in 

architectural education, firstly in a survey of the relevant literature (section 2.1) and secondly in 

the survey of architectural educators interviewed for this thesis (section 2.2). Chapter three sets 

the profession of architecture against three other applied professions, exploring how these 

different professions engage their students with clients or end-users in the course of their 

education, and what pedagogical frameworks they might be able to contribute to this inquiry. 

Chapter four reviews the literature regarding the issues affecting higher education and 

architectural education, identifying constraints likely to affect the quality of teaching and 

research and exploring how architectural educators respond to these constraints.  Chapter five 

then focuses on the precise pedagogical context of architectural education in order to move 

from “complicated” (or mechanical) pedagogies through “holistic” (or organic) pedagogies 

towards possible “complex” pedagogies of live projects. It does so by making sense of pedagogical 

frameworks that have either a) been applied to architectural education in order to to theorise it, 

or b) that have emerged from studies of or actions in architectural education.

In part two, chapter six sets out the methodological approach to the empirical element of the 

inquiry. It refers back to the development of the research question (section 6.1), the 

development of the research process (section 6.2) and the five phases of the development of a 

grounded theory of live projects and architectural education (sections 6.3 onwards).

In part three, the critique of the live project is teased out through the contribution of the 

architectural educators who participated in the empirical research: chapter seven presents an 

exploration of the relationship between the live project and the student of architecture; chapter 

eight presents an exploration of the relationship between the live project and the architectural 

educator; and chapter nine presents an exploration of the relationship between the live project 

and its client or client group. Chapter ten draws on these conclusions to set out the key points of 

the critique.

The arrangement of the thesis in this order has been judged by the author to provide the most 

logical and satisfactory framing of theory (part one), method (part two) and empirical 

contribution (part three).  It should be noted, however, that some findings of the empirical 
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research will be presented in advance of the exploration of the methodology in part two. These 

instances will be clearly indicated at the start of the appropriate section.
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Chapter 2: Defining the live project in architectural education

2.1 Introduction

This chapter explores the evolution of the live project in British architectural education through 

a review of the literature (section 2.2), before exploring contemporary definitions of the project 

through a survey of architectural educators (section 2.3). Through its literature review, the 

chapter proposes that there are three distinct periods of live project practice in the UK: a modern 

period, a transitional period, and a contemporary postmodern period. While acknowledging 

that modern and postmodern are particularly loaded terms (especially in the field of 

architecture) the thesis foregrounds the helpful distinction of Steven Best and Douglas Kellner 

(1997, p. 17), who explain (with my emphasis) that they distinguish: “...between modernity and 

postmodernity as two different historical eras; between modernism and postmodernism as two 

conflicting aesthetic and cultural styles; and between modern and postmodern theories as two 

competing theoretical discourses.” This critique is concerned not with historical eras, or 

aesthetic or cultural styles, but with theoretical and pedagogical discourse. Best & Kellner 

emphasise that there is a diversity of postmodern theories, and that the term may often be 

found to be no more than a “placeholder” for that which is novel or new. This chapter will 

contend that the evolution from modern to postmodern live project represents an attitudinal 

shift in architectural education.

2.2 The live project: a review of the literature

The modern live project: Birmingham School of Architecture, 1951-1962

John Musgrove (1983) observes that most writings on architectural education regard the 1958 

Oxford Conference as a turning point in British architectural education. In their comprehensive 

history of architectural education in Britain, Crinson and Lubbock (1994, p. 137) write of the 

agenda of a particular school of thought in architectural educators, namely “modernist 

educators [who] emphasise the Oxford Conference's significance as a watershed; before there 

had been chaos, after there was order.” The idea of the conference was first floated (or, in the 

conspiratorial tone of Crinson and Lubbock, “hatched”) by the RIBA Board of Education in 

1955. It was held over three days at Magdalen College, with an invited an audience of fifty men 
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(no women) to discuss the future of the discipline. The conference was chaired by the architect 

and educator Leslie Martin, with an organising committee convened by the RIBA Board of 

Education. Suzanne Ewing (2008, p. 122) writes that the conference, “in seeking to consolidate 

and make consistent UK architectural education, emphasised a predominant retreat into the 

Academy, the Universities/Colleges, with excursions into ‘live’ projects, the field, the building 

site in preparation for practice.”

The first recorded live projects were in action some seven years before the conference, at the 

Birmingham School of Architecture from 1951 to 1962. Documents now held in the archives of 

Birmingham City University suggest that Douglas Jones, head of the Birmingham School from 

1947 to 1962,6 was eager for students to combine the act of designing buildings for construction 

with their university studies.7 The live projects at Birmingham might, therefore, be understood 

as experiments with hybrid pedagogies that combined what were considered to be the best 

elements of both a practical apprenticeship and a university education (rather than alternating 

them, in the sandwich model). The appointment of Jones at Birmingham brought a change in 

focus for the school, following the École-des-Beaux-Arts trained George Drysdale who Jones 

replaced. Minutes from the Birmingham School of Architecture sub-committee in 1949 

indicate that less than two years after his appointment Jones was pressing for the the school to be 

affiliated with Birmingham University. (Birmingham School of Art, 1949, pp. 133 - 135) There 

are indications (namely confusion caused by Jones in bypassing his superiors to communicate 

directly with the Ministry of Education on certain matters) that Jones pursued this alignment 

quite aggressively. (Birmingham School of Art, 1950, pp. 21 - 27) Although, at that time, the 

majority of RIBA validated schools of architecture were in technical colleges or schools of art, 

minutes of subsequent meetings suggest that Jones’ case was strengthened by the committee’s 
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awareness that universities such as Liverpool were likely to be attracting better students with the 

opportunity of acquiring an honours degree. Jones’ ambition in seeking to align the 

Birmingham school with a university - almost ten years before the Oxford Conference set an 

academic agenda for schools of architecture - suggests a radical aspiration for a teaching of 

architecture that was both practical, academic and intellectually aspirational.

The first RIBA Board of Education inspection of Birmingham School of Architecture under 

Jones’ headship occurred in October 1952.8 The report of this board includes the earliest known 

reference to a live project in British architectural education. The board’s report suggest that the 

representatives of the RIBA who visited Birmingham were far from favourable towards Douglas 

Jones’ experiments. The board produced a report totalling ten pages in length while, in his reply 

to the Board, Douglas Jones wrote eleven pages of comments (RIBA, 1952), including the 

observation that “five members of the Visiting Board are those [same] officers of the Board of 

Architectural Education who wrote to me twelve months ago telling me that practical building 

projects (i.e. ‘Live Projects’) should not be carried out in the School.” From personal 

communication with Douglas Jones before his death in 2003, Crinson and Lubbock confirm 

that Jones had widespread support amongst the wider RIBA Board of Architectural Education 

for his experiments in education, although it seems that this support was not represented in the 

panel that visited Birmingham. (Crinson & Lubbock, op cit.) The board recommended continued 

recognition for the school, although the live projects were addressed in two distinct appendices: 

one describing the four projects completed or in progress at the time of the visit, and one 

offering the board’s critique. The board wrote (RIBA, op cit) that it “felt that the general 

standard of work in the studios fell below what might reasonably be expected of a school with 

RIBA Final recognition and they think that this might be due in part to over-emphasis on the 

‘Live Projects.’”

The RIBA Report referred in part to one of the school’s first live projects: a row of terraced 

houses in Rednal (a suburb of Birmingham) completed in 1951. (Anon, 1951) The City Engineer 

authorised the project to be given to the school, and the city’s Housing Architect provided verbal 

instructions. Every third year student prepared their own designs, before a jury selected two 
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finalists for further work.9 The winning design, by David Radford, was worked up by a group of 

four students before being handed over to Birmingham Corporation for construction. The 1952 

Visiting Board notes that the contractor treated the scheme as a ‘hospital job’, taking almost two 

years to finish it; the houses were only completed by the time the students entered fifth year.10 

In the following academic year, 1951/2, four groups of third and fourth year students produced 

sketch designs for a development of flats and bungalows in Fletchamsted. In the absence of a 

year master, the groups were led by fourth year students with experience of earlier live projects, 

including Radford. The visiting board considered this “undesirable” for the senior students 

because of the interruption to their own studies and the “unjustifiably high opinion of their 

attainments” (ibid) that it might foster. The Birmingham and Five Counties Architectural 

Association was also to object to larger projects, ostensibly because they placed a prejudicial 

burden on the school’s staff but also because they represented substantial commercial 

competition to their members. An agreement was later reached with the BFCAA to only accept 

work up to the value of £12,000. Construction firms tendered for the work as they would any 

other job, and once on site the live projects were overseen by students in much the same role as 

an architect. This was to lead to noticeable discrepancies of detail design, which the visiting 

board attributed to the “overstaffing” of an entire year group designing a small project. In their 

critique, they noted that:

“Only a very small number of students can prepare the drawings for the actual contract 

purposes and professional responsibilities make it inevitable that the best students only are 

selected ... The students who have to make drawings for their own alternative scheme, which 

are not to be built, benefit no more than from a normal school programme. They may, 

however, feel a sense of frustration, as compared with the selected group, and this may result 

in a lower standard of work on their part...” (Ibid)

These observations suggest that the Birmingham live projects struggled to address pedagogical 

concerns of managing and assessing group work. They also highlight a key motivational 

concern, that students whose work was not selected for the final construction are less engaged 

than those whose work was selected. Despite these critiques, the board was sympathetic with the 

pedagogical intentions of the live projects, writing:
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“The Visiting Board think that where ‘Live Projects’ are included in the course they must be 

genuine representations of everyday practice and be ancillary and not alternative to normal 

studio design work. Smaller schemes might be chosen to give experience in planning and 

construction, but they cannot provide a substitute for more broadly based tuition.” (ibid)

Subsequent live projects, including a village hall, an ex-servicemen’s club and a number of small 

housing developments, appear to acknowledge the criticisms of the 1953 report through a 

conscious moderation of scale. Douglas Jones’ observations to the report of the RIBA confirm a 

greater aspiration than merely the simulation of practice as well as an awareness of the 

difficulties involved in teaching architecture within the context of the university:

“There is only one thing that is certain about Architectural Education and that is its complete 

uncertainty ... In this age of architectural chaos, we at Birmingham, have taken (or have tried 

to take) several educational steps which I hope are forward steps; but all the thought and the 

effort that we have given to Architectural Education (and at Birmingham during the past few 

years there has been greater impetus than in any of the other Schools) has been been passed 

over. This perhaps due to the fact that two views are held on the subject of Architectural 

Education.

The first of these views is that of the architect who maintains that students on qualifying 

should make useful assistants and justify their existence by paying their way as soon as they 

qualify.

If the School concentrated entirely on turning out good assistants for Private Offices they 

could probably succeed but - and this is the other view - it is the duty of the Schools not only 

to try to train useful assistants but also to train people who will one day make good architects 

with vision and initiative.

Nobody has yet discovered whether these two things are entirely compatible.” (ibid)

It would be apposite to conclude that Douglas Jones was seeking to develop what we may now, 

with benefit of hindsight, understand as a modern interpretation of the live project: an attempt 

to synthesise the apparently divergent interests of a formal education and practical experience 

by situating live architectural problem-solving in the academic environment. On the one hand, 

Jones’ aspiration to align the school with the university confirmed that he saw architectural 

education as a highly intellectual and creative activity, while on the other his championing of 
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construction projects emphasised the discipline’s alternate focus on practical knowledge and 

problem-solving. But within a decade, by 1962, the live project era at Birmingham appears to 

have ended, when Douglas Jones left Birmingham to take up the headship of the Bristol school of 

architecture, just as the RIBA Board of Education was beginning to act on the recommendations 

of the Oxford Conference that architecture should be taught exclusively in university-level 

institutions. That year the second year live project at Birmingham was a refurbishment rather 

than new-build, and the two fifth year live projects appear not to have been realised. Denys 

Hinton (in personal communication with Carpenter, 2004), who succeeded Douglas Jones as 

head of the school of architecture, explained:

“We sought for a fuzzing of the boundaries between training and practice. I want to 

emphasize that we did not want to to be seen as practice; we wanted to integrate this with the 

learning ... this was not just an academic project and this was not just working on a site...” 

Writing in the Architects Journal in 1962, Anthony Goss (then a senior lecturer at the 

Birmingham School of Architecture) proposed an evolution of the live project’s introduction of 

the realities of practice to the academic environment, namely a ‘Realistic Project’ for fourth and 

fifth year students. While affirming that they “in no way take the place of our live projects”, 

Goss (1962, p. 727) acknowledged the difficulty with which a continuing search for “realism” in 

architectural education could be balanced with a sufficient “depth” of study for upper level 

students. The realistic projects grouped students with real clients and host architects to provide 

expertise and criticism, but there was no built outcome: students prepared agreed briefs in their 

groups before submitting their own individual projects, each designed up to working and detail 

drawings, with a fully detailed cost plan. Presentation drawings were discouraged. Goss 

concluded that “the principles underlying the schemes - of realism, deeper study of smaller 

buildings and a closer link with good offices - deserve wider application in senior years of 

architectural education” (ibid) - but that realism was to focus upon the development of the 

professional skills of an architect rather than the act of construction. Initiated during the period 

of transition of architectural education from practice-based apprenticeship to university-based 

education, the Birmingham live projects were developed to fuse what their pedagogues 

considered to be the best elements of a practical training with intellectual and creative 

education, providing a singular solution to a complex tension between the joint professional 

requirements of design creativity and technical know-how. During what Douglas Jones 

Copyright 2012 James Benedict Brown - jamesbenedictbrown@yahoo.co.uk

 Downloaded from learningarchitecture.wordpress.com                                 30



perceived to be an “age of architectural chaos,” Douglas Jones and his colleagues at Birmingham 

sought to develop an academic model that would make sense of an apparently uncertain 

pedagogical and professional future. The reasons behind the discontinuation of the live project 

programme might be associated with Jones’ departure as head of school. Anthony Goss would 

also seem to suggest that in the evolution of the live project model, it was the complexity of 

actual 1:1 construction that could not be feasibly integrated into actual university-level 

architectural education.

Leslie Martin concluded the 1958 Oxford Conference on Architectural Education by suggesting 

that if realism was to be sought in a university-level course, it could best be provided in two ways: 

either through live projects embedded in a university-level curriculum, or a sandwich course 

that alternated full-time study with periods of supervised practice. (Martin, op cit) As examples 

of such live projects, Martin made reference to those at Birmingham, as well as others at the 

Bristol and Cambridge schools of architecture.11 Despite these innovative projects, the 

‘sandwich’ model was to become the preferred choice for architectural education in the UK, 

giving rise to the three plus two model of architectural education now formalised by the RIBA 

and ARB. Although Martin had described live projects of the Birmingham School of 

Architecture as “pioneering,” they were not to be repeated on the same scale at any other school 

of architecture. 

From modern to postmodern: Welsh School of Architecture, 1968-2002

Whereas the modern live project of Birmingham School of Architecture emphasised the 

importance of providing students with practical, hands-on experience of the design and 

construction of small projects, a subsequent shift in focus of live project activities in British 

architectural education suggests an attitudinal shift in architectural education. From the end of 

the Birmingham live project programme in the early nineteen-sixties until the early nineteen-

eighties, there are only isolated instances of design-build live projects in the UK. The longest 

lasting example of a live projects programme and associated Project Office to support them was 
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at the Welsh School of Architecture (WSA). The WSA Projects Office was established in 1968 “to 

undertake the practice [sic] from a position within the academy.” (Forster, Coombs & Thomas, 

2008, p. 363) Built projects with designs known to be have been credited (partially, under the 

supervision of tutors) to the students of the WSA include an RIBA award winning library and 

health centre in Cowbridge (completed c. 1972). Critical literature on both the WSA Project 

Office and its contemporaries is extremely limited, with only a handful of sources providing 

limited detail on the projects. (Fowles, 1984; Newman, 1995; Forster, Coombs & Thomas, 2008) 

In the preparation of a 1984 article that presents reflections on the first year design/build 

projects at the WSA, Bob Fowles conducted a literature search12 for similar activities in 

architectural education elsewhere. Fowles (1984, p. 8) found that there was “very limited design/

build activity” at that time, referring to literature with projects at the schools of architecture in 

Bristol, (Anon, 1977) Leicester, (Anon, 1979a & 1980) Portsmouth, (Anon, 1979b) and a 

collaborative project between the schools at Liverpool and Nottingham. (Anon 1979c) 

International precedents cited at the universities of California (Corbett, 1977) and Stuttgart 

(Sulzer, Goss & Bareiss, 1979) and the Victoria, New Zealand (Clark & Daish, 1979) and Yale 

schools of architecture. (Newman, 1980) Fowles summarised these precedents as being broadly 

similar in that their construction was either traditional or low-tech or low-budget, financed 

from sources or donations external to the school and that the “emphasis is frequently placed on 

the acquisition and development of social skills within the student group and between the 

students and community groups, with frequent reference to the students’ appreciation of the 

integrative nature of the design-build process; but with little mention of the aim to acquire 

building skills.” (op cit, p. 8) In the same vein as the Birmingham live projects two decades 

previously, the principal concern of the WSA live projects was the development of building skills 

as opposed to social skills, although interest in these was to grow over time. Fowles suggests that 

there are three pedagogical functions to the WSA live project: firstly, that it deals with aspects of 

architecture that cannot be covered or simulated in the normative design studio; secondly, that 

it provides a physical application of that which can could be taught theoretically; and finally 

(and most significantly in Fowles perspective) it can integrate the processes of designing and 

making. He writes:
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“Since the Eighteenth Century, designing has been developed as an activity separate from 

making. Now the reintegrating of designing and making is receiving increasing attention 

throughout the profession. Architectural education, by giving a lead, will also be producing 

architects who have a sound understanding of the relationship between designing and making 

through their experiential grasp of the processes.” (Ibid, p. 13)

Fowles’s description of the early WSA live projects places them in the same lineage as the 

Birmingham live projects of the late fifties and early sixties in the sense that they provided a 

unification of the acts of designing and making. There were two distinct kinds of design/build 

projects in the undergraduate first year at the WSA: a two to four week on-campus ‘Shelter 

Project’ at the beginning of the academic year and a longer off-campus ‘Build Project’ that ran 

from 1974 to 1979 with eighteen projects constructed by students. The reasons behind the 

decision to focus live project efforts solely on the shorter and smaller Shelter Project provide 

particular insights to both the complexities of engaging students in design/build projects and 

the shifting foci of architectural education. The Shelter Project was conceived as a temporary 

structure for one or two people that could be used overnight and constructed for a modest 

budget.13 Fowles writes that beyond the experience of construction, the project brought 

particular benefits to the first year students.

“At this early stage in the course we emphasize the totality of the process and its integrative 

nature, describe for the students a context base to which future studio design exercises and 

other coursework may be related. Perhaps the project’s more immediate role is in its 

socializing function. Coming at the start of the course, it introduces students to a way of 

working with each other within the studio, and with tutors. This helps to create the ambience 

for the ensuing course.” (Ibid, p. 9)

In this way the Shelter project performed both a pedagogical and a social function, combining 

multiple aspects of design and construction into a single project, while also acting as a cohesive 

devise that builds community amongst the students and staff. The larger and more 

sophisticated ‘Build Project’ was originally conceived as an extension to the first year 

undergraduate construction module, in which students would visit construction sites in order to 

witness the sequences of construction and relationships of materials. Fowles looks to the 

possibilities of allied educational and architectural learning outcomes by asking “could we 
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achieve a good architectural product while achieving a good educational process?” (Ibid, pp. 

12-13) The ‘Build Project’ was developed to include construction, with the refurbishment and 

new build of various farm buildings in earlier years subsequently leading to more complex 

community projects.

“The types of buildings constructed were of two types. One type is a variety of farm 

buildings, ranging from a timber-framed cowshed to a stone walled calf unit. The other type is 

socially beneficial projects which were carried out in direct participation with user/client 

groups within the community, eg playgrounds, a conversion of a building to a community 

room, a store house for Cardiff City Farms.” (Ibid, p. 7)

The distinction of the “two types” of buildings described by Fowles indicates not only a shift in 

the kind of projects that were available to the school, but also a change in the pedagogical focus 

of the live project. As at Birmingham in the nineteen-fifties and early sixties, the live projects as 

WSA were established with a pragmatic interest in the processes of construction, before 

evolving towards an expanded and more socially-aware appreciation of the role of the architects. 

The farm buildings of 1974 - 1977 included a cowshed at Bardons Hill, Vale of Glamorgan 

(1974); a barn at Michaelston (1975); the new foundations for and construction of a pre-

fabricated steel frame barn (1976) and a new-build barn (1977) at Vishwell. The appropriateness 

of these simple structures, designed for inhabitation by animals or for the storage of 

agricultural machinery, is highly significant for Fowles, who writes that:

“With farm buildings there is an inbuilt tolerance as to both the aesthetic quality and quality 

of workmanship, in respect of the environments within which we were building. Farmers have 

a tradition of self-build with a consequent aesthetic result. So the quality of the end product is 

relative to the aesthetic quality of the existing buildings, either old old barns requiring 

considerable repair or recent self-built structures. Also the quality is relative to the materials 

and components used which in most of the cases were second-hand.” (Ibid, p. 13)

The complexity of actual construction was moderated with this focus on simple, functional 

rural structures. Approximately forty-five students worked on six parallel projects in both 1978 

and 1979, conducting feasibility studies in the autumn semester and moving to construction in 

the spring (and occasionally continuing into the summer vacation). Fowles reflected that:
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“If, after 1977, we were to continue building we would have to adopt a different method of 

locating potential projects as we had exhausted those immediately known to us. We also felt 

that students should experience some aspects of the social and political context of design by 

being involved in projects in the community.” (Ibid, p. 11)

Fowles describes this extension of the design/build programme to include community based 

projects while making reference to Jay C. Garrott’s (1983) particular exploration of experiential 

learning in design education.14 Fowles notes that the community-based projects had a 

remarkable impact on student engagement.

“We found that once the students had become involved in a project area it was then difficult 

for us to say that it should be abandoned, even though doubts may have existed about its 

feasibility. Students became ‘adopted’ by the people who wanted the building, whose 

expectations had often been raised. The students themselves had adopted with enthusiasm the 

particular project for which they had carried out the feasibility study. This identification 

with a particular project, selected and investigated by them, in my view induced a level of 

motivation not usually witnessed in so many students in a single year.” (op cit, p. 11)

While increased student motivation brought important pedagogical advantages, Fowles also 

considers the additional decisions facing the architectural educator as a result:

“This makes the project outcome more open-ended and less predictable. Tutors have to decide 

how valuable they think this is as part of the students’ general educational development and 

how much they themselves can gamble with the uncertainty.” (Ibid)

The transition from farm buildings to community buildings was not without difficulty. 

Whether the project involved building an adventure playground or refurbishing an historic 

Welsh longhouse, the briefs and the designs were necessarily more complex, there were more 

stakeholders involved and greater logistical requirements, all of which conspired to make it very 

difficult to fit a single Built Project within the academic year. Fowles writes:

“From our experiences at the WSA we can see that although there may be considerable 

educational gains to be derived from this type of project, and although the projects themselves 
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may be enjoyable and fulfilling, the demands in time and tutoring and to a certain extent the 

risks involved could impose constraints on the activity.” (Ibid, p. 8)

The increasing diversity of Built projects caused the school and its staff various difficulties. 

With live projects on site as far as one hundred miles away from the school, heavy demands were 

placed upon teaching staff to be on site to supervise construction. Insurance became 

increasingly expensive, and the complexity of projects meant that contractual agreements were 

replacing the informal verbal agreements that had supported simpler agricultural buildings. 

Fowles suggests that one of the reasons for the continuing success of the Yale Building Project 

(established 1967) was the ability of the project to support a full-time site foreman whose role 

was distinct from that of the educators.15 And yet, “placing before the student the complex 

interactive and interdependent characteristics of the design-build process may be confusing at 

times but is also highly instructive.” (Op cit, p. 12) Fowles concludes:

“This direct physical involvement forcibly brought within the students’ collective and 

individual experience and collective and individual responsibility a whole range of aspects of 

the project ranging from the abstract to the concrete. They were operating, for example, 

within the constraints of a real client, the functional requirements of users, and the 

availability of certain materials. They were experiencing the relationship between and the 

interdependence of design drawings, models, working drawings and the real thing. They were 

experiencing conditions on site, for example how heavy and cumbersome building materials 

are, how great an amount of energy and equipment is needed to build, the discomfort of 

nailing battens and slates on a roof in the cold and rain, and how the hot sun can accelerate 

the drying of a concrete floor slab to produce shrinkage cracks. In contrast there was the thrill 

and excitement as trusses were raised in position, creating and defining 3D space around 

oneself which had previously been lines on paper.” (Ibid, p. 12)

In the spirit of both the live projects at Birmingham and Leslie Martin’s summation of the 1958 

Oxford Conference, Bob Fowles emphasises the great educational value in experiencing the 

physical processes of the construction process. Even though a architect might not reasonably be 

expected to be engaged in these processes in a typical project, by having experienced them, his or 

her understanding of how buildings are constructed would inform their subsequent practice. 

But the shift from modest built projects to community projects was to change the nature of the 

WSA live projects. As more and more stakeholders became involved, the less “desirable” direct 
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design and construction experience the students had. Fowles articulates a shift in focus from the 

construction-oriented (modern) live project and the client-oriented (postmodern) live project:

“By becoming involved in the politics of the process, the issue was raised of the students 

moving further and further away from the central activity of architecture, that of designing 

buildings. However, this did allow students a direct experience of the workings of Local 

Authorities, legislative bodies, sponsors, clients and users, and of their consequent range of 

conflict values and requirements.” (Ibid)

As at the Birmingham live projects of the nineteen-fifties and sixties, the “central activity” of 

architectural practice was considered to be “designing buildings.” Yet designing buildings had 

proven to be too complex to manage and resource within a school of architecture. Fowles 

reports, however, the emergence of a recognition that students of architecture could still benefit 

from an exposure to the broader processes of architectural design and professional practice. It 

has been suggested by subsequent members of the WSA staff that it was difficult to secure 

projects of a suitable size or use, and that the gradual decline of the office was attributable in no 

small part (as at Birmingham) to the departure of the head of school who championed its 

existence. (Forster, Coombs & Thomas, op cit.) In any case, it seems that the complexity of 

designing and constructing buildings for multiple human occupants and activities added 

significant complexity to the live project process. The WSA Project Office remained focused on 

providing a holistic experience of designing-and-building, yet providing this for multiple 

human clients was considered to be too much for first year undergraduates to cope with, full-

time teaching staff to manage, or a single academic year to contain. The WSA Project Office was 

formerly dissolved in 2002, as the school turned the focus of its public activity towards an office 

that specialised in architectural research rather than architectural practice.16 Responding to the 

increased pressures upon schools of architecture to produce tangible research outputs, the 

Design Research Unit (DRU) was established in 2001 “to implement architectural, urban design 

and landscape projects from the position of research.” (Welsh School of Architecture, n.d.)

The postmodern live project: Sheffield, London Metropolitan, & Portsmouth Universities, 1999 
to date
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How did the “project office” - as a defined and resourced entity within a school of architecture 

that supports live projects and/or built works by members of the school - evolve in the changing 

landscape (see chapter four) of architectural education? At the time of writing there are three 

dedicated project offices in UK schools of architecture.17 The Bureau of Design Research18 (BDR) 

was established at the University of Sheffield School of Architecture in 2003, and is described as 

“a research-based consultancy unit.” (Bureau Design Research, n.d.) ASD Projects was established 

at the School of Architecture and Spatial Design at London Metropolitan University in 2004 to 

provide “services to clients within the context of a faculty of Architecture and Spatial Design at 

the forefront of contemporary developments in design education and practice.” (ASD Projects, 

n.d.) The youngest project office is that at the University of Portsmouth, established 2009 as “an 

architectural consultancy under the umbrella of the School of Architecture and provides 

knowledge transfer, consultancy and research opportunities for full and part-time staff and 

students.” (Portsmouth School of Architecture, n.d.) ASD Projects and the Portsmouth Project 

Office are RIBA chartered practices with full professional indemnity insurance for the 

provision of architectural design services. (RIBA, n.d.) While all three extant project offices 

make explicit reference to live projects in their online portfolios and profiles, it must be 

emphasised that neither live projects require project offices nor do project offices only operate 

live projects: in both the review of the literature and survey of architectural educators, many 

instances were found of live projects being initiated by individual educators without a defined 

office to support them. The inter-related activities in the three aforementioned schools suggests 

a certain similarity of aims and resourcing needs, although as this thesis will demonstrate, live 

projects are active in many schools of architecture without a permanent projects office. If the 

notion of a project office has changed to provide a greater degree of research, how has the 

definition of the live project in the contemporary literature changed? Writing in the 

introduction to a forthcoming international collection of literature exploring the live project, 

Charlesworth, Dodd and Harrison write that “live projects engage with real communities and are 

an increasing mode of practice within university design studio teaching. They reflect growing 

social and ethical commitment to expand the role of design education beyond the 

academy.” (Charlesworth, Dodd & Harrison, 2012) Writing with a background in Australian 

architectural education, Charlesworth et al place emphasis on “real communities” and an 
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expansion of education “beyond the academy.” Writing with regard to live projects in the UK, 

Watt & Cottrell (2006, p. 98) explain:

“A live project is one that exposes students to ‘real life’ situations, usually including team-

work and interaction with clients, community groups or building users. Some believe the best 

way to develop professional competencies is to embed learning processes in authentic learning 

tasks and social contexts. Live projects necessarily place increased emphasis on the process, 

which is determined by external rather than academic factors.”

How do these definitions of the live project differ from those of the modern live projects that 

preceded them? They do not emphasise the direct experience of architecture as constructed 

product or building-as-process, but the experience of real clients, communities and end users. 

The “growing social and ethical commitment” expands the nature of the architect beyond the 

design and construction of a building while developing “professional competencies” and soft 

skills that support the professional role of the architect. A number of academic institutions in 

the United Kingdom have employed and researched live projects in in their curricula in recent 

years. (Beacock, Matstutis & Mull, 2011; Charlesworth, Dodd & Harrison, 2012) The University 

of Sheffield live projects was the most cited UK example of a live project by respondents to this 

inquiry, and has been responsible for a some research on the subject. (Sara, 2004; Blundell Jones, 

Petrescu & Till, 2005; Chiles & Holder, 2008; Petrescu & Chiles, 2009; Chiles & Till, 2011)19 

Sheffield established a regular programme of six week live projects in its RIBA Part II exempt 

Postgraduate Diploma (now Masters) of architecture course in 1999, and has operated them 

annually since then. As at London Metropolitan and Portsmouth Universities, some projects 

“graduate” from the six week programme to the project office, where they may then be taken on 

to subsequent stages of completion outside the academic year. A verbose summation of the 

University of Sheffield live project’s tripartite interests is offered by Doina Petrescu and Prue 

Chiles (director of BDR), who write (2009, p. 110) that “live projects in Sheffield are student led 

projects in real contexts, happening in real time with real people.” In 2004 the university 
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awarded a doctorate to a former student, Rachel Sara, for her thesis Between Studio and Street: 

the role of the live project in architectural education. (Sara, 2004) From this research emerged a 

comprehensive definition of the live project according to the University of Sheffield model, 

referenced in Sara’s subsequent briefing document published by the Centre for Education in the 

Built Environment (Sara, 2006, p. 1): 

“The live project is defined here as a type of design project that is distinct from a typical 

studio project in its engagement of real clients or users, in real-time settings. Students are 

taken out of the studio setting, and repositioned in the ‘real-world’. This external involvement 

tends to result in students producing something that is of value to the client/user group, which 

might range from ideas, feasibility reports, or research, to a completed design scheme, a 

construction or other intervention. The project is typically worked out in collaboration with 

the external collaborators, rather than being imposed by the design studio tutor (in fact the 

tutor is often very much a part of the team). As a result, the process is more dialogic and 

inclusive than traditional studio projects, allowing and embracing alternative voices in the 

studio environment. Perhaps because of this, live projects have been used to specifically 

attract and encourage a higher proportion of women to take up skills training and higher 

education in Built Environment courses. Students learn to manage their time and the project in 

a real-world setting, which also introduces a contingent element to the work, whereby 

unexpected and unpredictable occurrences influence and affect the work as it progresses.”

Sara’s definition, above, defines the live project according to eight key characteristics:

 a live project is distinct from normative studio projects

 a live project engages with real clients or users

 a live project takes students out of the normative studio environment

 a live project tends to produce something of value to the clients or users

 a live project is developed in collaboration with people outside the university, rather than in 

isolation by the teacher

 in a live project the teacher becomes a collaborator

 a live project is more dialogic and therefore considered to be more inclusive of its students than 

a normative studio project

 a live project introduces elements of contingency and unpredictability to learning the process
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In what ways does the contemporary interpretation of the live project differ from the live 

projects of Birmingham in the nineteen-fifties and sixties or WSA in the nineteen-seventies? 

Both iterations are distinct from the studio (i), although in the Birmingham live projects 

students worked in much the same way as they did in non-live projects, individually working up 

their own designs for the first part of the project (iii). And while the Birmingham live projects 

lead to students designing or participating in the construction of buildings that were eventually 

realised, there was apparently little declared engagement of students with clients or end-users 

other than to receive briefs from the public bodies that participated in them (ii & vii), and little 

added value was brought to the process by the involvement of the students (iv). There was, 

therefore, no collaboration with those clients or users in the brief writing or design process (v), 

and the teacher operated not as collaborator equal to the students, but a traditional overseer of 

the process (vi). There is little evidence either to suggest that the Birmingham live projects lead 

to increased contingency or risk (vii & viii), with small, often client-less pre-agreed briefs being 

chosen. The postmodern live project shifts the focus of the students’ learning experience from 

architecture as built product to a wider conception of architecture as process. The subject is no 

longer the experience of designing for construction or the act constructing itself, but the act of 

providing an expanded and contingent architectural service.

The University of Sheffield maintains a dedicated live project website, (University of Sheffield 

School of Architecture, 2012) describing the projects as “a pioneering educational initiative.” It 

explains that “architecture students work in groups on Live Projects with a range of clients 

including local community groups, charities, health organisations and regional authorities. In 

some cases the projects involve actual building, in others design of urban masterplans, in others 

consultation exercises.” (University of Sheffield, 2009) The role and importance of the client in 

the University of Sheffield live project model is emphasised by Chiles and Holder (2008, p. 1), 

who further explain that “the projects have to be ‘live’ i.e. with a real client, with a real problem 

and are done in real time, with a defined end result.” Writing in a subsequent CEBE case study, 

Chiles and Till (2011, p.2) note that while live projects can be found in many schools of 

architecture, “they vary enormously from place to place.”20 The University of Sheffield claims 

that its live projects involve a far greater degree of student involvement in the management of 
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projects and client interactions, as well as enjoying a “groundbreaking ... level of formal skills 

teaching and support that goes with the live project programme.” (Ibid) Improved confidence 

and creativity are cited as positive outcomes of the live projects reported by students. Yet while 

the University of Sheffield has, through these publications, presented one of the more coherent 

live project teaching and research programmes in the UK, there are also critiques. In her Masters 

of Architecture dissertation at Sheffield, Olivia Beamont (2008) focused on the school’s live 

project programme, interviewing academics and students and reflecting on personal experience 

of the live projects as a Masters student of architecture between 2007 and 2009. When asked by 

Beamont to define a live project, a Sheffield tutor answers that “this question is almost 

endless.” (p. 12) Commenting on the absence of a precise definition, Beamont suggests that there 

is a divergence between the image of the live project and the actuality of the live project:

“There is a definite portrayal of what the School of Architecture would like it to be. This is 

shown on the Live Project website and in the MArch Course Handbook. However, what the 

school would like to be seen to be doing and what actually happens are two different 

things.” (Ibid)

The divergence identified by Beamont, between the image of the live project and the actuality of 

live project practice, can perhaps been seen as a contributing factor to the diversity of live project 

definitions and emphases discussed later in this chapter. While the core of live project activity at 

Sheffield has been the six week vertical live project in the postgraduate course (and it is upon this 

programme that Beamont has centred her critique) and while certain literature would suggest 

that this is only instance in which live projects have operated at the school (Petrescu and Chiles, 

2009) there have been other variations of the client-serving live project model. Describing 

“4daysontheoutside”, a shorter live project run in the first year of the University Sheffield 

architecture course and subsequently developed at the University of Ulster, Ruth Morrow 

(2007) advances four concerns regarding the predominant understanding of live project. Firstly, 

“the natural default of most architects and architectural educators is to give preference to the 

delivery of a product” (p. 278) and built objects remain, if not the realisation, the ambition of 

most live projects, with serious implications for live projects within the increasingly modular 

structure of UK higher education. Second, live projects “by their nature involve teamwork, 

which the summative assessment procedures of the academy struggle to adapt to.” (ibid) Given 

that live projects involving external clients can be significantly more complex than a normative 
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design project, pedagogues need to be experienced and skilled at monitoring the shift in project 

emphasis as it develops. This is made more difficult by a closely audited operating environment 

of higher education that generally requires learning outcomes to be identified and fixed in 

advance. Third, “there is a responsibility when engaging with clients and users beyond the 

studio ... relationships that aren’t built on hard-cash need trust and trust takes time to 

build.” (ibid) Morrow recommends a continuous discourse between teacher, student and client 

regarding expectations and desired outcomes in order to mitigate against client disappointment 

in a project that “is primarily pedagogical in nature.” (ibid) Finally, the incursion of academic 

practice into architectural practice raises questions about whether live projects take work away 

from professional colleagues - an experience that lead the construction-oriented Birmingham 

School of Architecture to cap the budget of its live projects in the nineteen fifties. Referring to 

American community design centres and design-build outreach studios, Morrow emphasises 

that these precedents (such as the Yale Building Project in Appalachia or the Auburn 

University’s Rural Studio in Alabama) “all work with communities who traditionally have 

limited access to architects and architecture” (ibid) - often positioning the live project as a 

charitable or philanthropic act. Morrow’s four concerns regarding the theoretical 

understanding of live projects are, on the one hand, pedagogical (that live project products are 

often privileged over process and that summative assessment procedures struggle to recognise 

individuals’ contributions to groupwork) and ethical (that engaging with non-academic clients 

requires time and trust and that such “incursions” into practice risks taking work from the 

professional community). Morrow concludes that “architectural education remains guilty of 

insufficiently intellectualising what it is teaching and, more importantly, how. No matter what, 

we still seem to want to mark ‘buildings!’” (ibid) These concerns are echoed by Watt and Cottrell 

(2006, p.98), who note that while live projects may be becoming widespread in schools of 

architecture, “there is a shortage of serious research on these projects and their pedagogic value.” 

Similar concerns have been raised regarding live projects in other design disciplines. Discussing 

architectural education in the USA, Jori Erdman and Robert Weddle observe that while ‘‘hands-

on approaches to pedagogy in the form of full-scale construction exercises have emerged in 

schools across the country ... these activities continue to resist theorizing.’’ (Erdman and 

Weddle, 2002, p. 174) Writing about the ethical and pedagogical issues of architectural practices 

that involve the participation of clients and end users, Johann Albrecht (2008, pp. 24-5) notes 

that “writings about participatory design have focused either on justifying its use or on 
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presenting individual projects a case-study manner. No attempts have been made to establish a 

theoretical foundation for participation in architecture.” Why might this be? Shulman (2005a, 

p. 57) notes that “faculty members in higher education rarely receive direct preparation to teach, 

they most often model their own teacher after that which they themselves receive,” and “that 

some things continue just because nothing deflects them in another direction - pedagogical 

inertia.” (2005b, p. 22) Webster (2004, p. 4) has gone so far as to suggest that approximately 60% 

of architectural educators are part or full time practitioners, contributing to a pedagogical 

culture that does not interrogate the assumption that to be a good practitioner implies the 

capacity to be a good teacher.

The observations by Morrow, Watt and Cottrell and Albrecht (above) that live projects and 

participatory design activities are under-theorised, prompted a survey of two key publications 

(one British and one American) in the academic literature on architectural education. In the UK, 

six years’ editions21 of the Journal of Education in the Built Environment (JEBE, a peer-reviewed 

online academic journal published by the Centre for Education in the Built Environment of the 

Higher Education Academy) were searched for content referring to live projects. Given 

anecdotal evidence that the term “live project” is not used consistently internationally, articles 

were searched for four keywords and phrases: “community,” “community design,” “design 

build” and “live project” in either the abstract or body of the article.22 A total of five articles were 

found. One paper was discounted because of its focus of live projects in primary and secondary 

education and the sole reference to “design-build” was discounted because of its reference to the 

term in the context of construction management rather than education. The remaining three 

papers were all descriptive in nature, reporting the experiences of single-site teaching projects. 

In the USA, ten years’ editions23 of the Journal of Architectural Education (a peer-reviewed 

academic journal published by the Association of Collegiate Schools of Architecture) were 

searched for content relating that related to ‘live’ and/or community-based projects that 

engaged students of architecture with real clients and/or a real project,24 searching for 

“community” (15 occurrences), “community design” (9 occurrences), “design build” (43 
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occurrences25), and “live project” (2 occurrences). A total of 42 unique articles referencing one or 

more of these keywords were found. Upon closer examination, 21 articles were found not to 

meet the search criteria - of describing engagement of students in either construction or with 

clients - and were excluded. The 21 remaining articles were examined and found to describe 

initiatives within and outwith schools of architecture that matched the initial parameters. Of 

the 21 articles, however, 19 were entirely descriptive without any critical context beyond the 

project being reported.26 Notwithstanding the infrastructural limitations of the fora for critical 

and theoretical discourse relating to architectural education (described in detail in section 5.1.b 

of this thesis), the critique of architectural discourse outlined above by Morrow, Watt & Cottrell 

and Albrecht appears accurate. Where live projects have been discussed in the academic 

literature, they almost without exception presented in single-site or case study reports, 

providing little or no theoretical or practical contextualisation.27 

2.3 The live project: the perceptions often architectural educators

As has been discussed in chapter one, this thesis is arranged in three distinct parts. Part one 

(chapters one to five) develops the theoretical foundations of the critique; part two (chapter six) 

describes the methodological approach to the empirical element of the research; and part three 

(chapters seven to ten) presents the critique of the live project. While this arrangement has been 

judged by the author to provide the most logical and satisfactory framing of theory, method and 

empirical findings, some findings of the empirical research must inevitably be presented in 

advance of a complete discussion of the methodology. The second half of this chapter explores 

the perspectives of architectural educators who were interviewed for this research. For a full 

discussion of the methodology supporting this research, please refer to chapter six.

Informed by Albrecht’s observation (above) regarding the absence of a sufficiently developed 

theoretical framework relating to participatory design, this study seeks learn from both the 
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26 These descriptive articles were, additionally, authored by participants in project described (academics, students 
or in some instances both) suggesting a problematic tendency in the JAE towards articles that simply described 
individual live projects from the singular and typically uncritical perspective of the architectural educators who had 
initiated them.

27 A search of trade, as opposed to academic, publications (including the Architects‘ Journal, Building Design and 
the RIBA Journal) using using the same terms and the Architectural Publications Index produced a similarly small 
number of single-site case studies.



findings and methodological limitations of the only major pre-existing survey of live project 

practice, the doctoral thesis of Rachel Sara. (2004) During the empirical research phase of this 

research twenty-one architectural educators28 at seventeen schools of architecture in Britain 

and Ireland29 were interviewed. During the early stages of this interview, respondents were 

asked “thinking about live projects in architectural education, can you name three schools or 

programmes, either in this country or abroad, which you would regard as being influential?”30 

The most frequently cited schools offered in response are presented in table 2.1.31

Live project cited by interview respondents Country Number of 
refs.

Rural Studio, Auburn University USA 8

Live Projects, University of Sheffield School of Architecture UK 6

ASD Projects, London Metropolitan University UK 4

Architectural Association UK 3

Ghost Lab, Dalhousie University / Mackay Lyons Sweetapple Architects Canada 3

Wood Programme, Aalto University Finland 2

Baupiloten, TU Berlin / Susanne Hofmann Architekten Germany 2

Table 2.1: live projects as cited by respondents to the empirical research Table 2.1: live projects as cited by respondents to the empirical research Table 2.1: live projects as cited by respondents to the empirical research 
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28 Profiled in Appendix 5

29 Profiled in Appendix 6

30 Question 2.2; see chapter six.

31 There were additional individual references to each of the following pedagogues or institutions:

• Ruth Morrow (understood to refer to the 4daysontheoutside live projects at the University of Sheffield and 
University of Ulster)

• “One of the schools in Arizona” (Joan, p. 5) that could not be identified

• Clients and Users in Design Education (CUDE), between Sheffield and de Montfort universities.

• ETH Zurich

• Gehl Architects

• A gallery “near Grenoble in France, that I’ve visited, where schools actually construct 1:1 live projects” (Joan, 
op cit) that could not be identified

• The University of Nottingham

• The National University of the Arts Seoul

• Peter Hübner’s teaching at the Universität Stuttgart

• The Pratt Institute in New York City

• Queen’s University Belfast (understood to refer to a discontinued playground project)

• Scandinavian schools of architecture in general

• Studio 801 at the University of Kansas

• Tony Schuman’s teaching at New Jersey Institute of Technology

• The Projects Office at the Welsh School of Architecture.



While a number of schools of architecture in the UK and continental Europe were cited, the 

most frequently cited precedent was a North American design/build programme, the Rural 

Studio of Auburn University, Alabama. The predominance of the Rural Studio’s influence on 

respondents might be partly explained by the extensive publication of Rural Studio projects, 

(Dean, 2002, 2005; Forney, 2005; Hinson, 2002, 2007; Hinson and Freear, 2001; Moos and 

Trechsel, 2003; Real, 2009) the preference of British and Irish architectural academics towards 

English language literature, and the relationship of respondents to the current director of the 

Rural Studio, the British born and educated Andrew Freear, who taught at the Architectural 

Association prior to academic appointments in the United States and has previously lectured on 

the Rural Studio in the UK.32

The same phase of the interview schedule asked respondents “in the context of architectural 

education, how would you describe a live project?”33 The answers of the respondents to this 

question were coded and analysed (see chapter six for method). Key propositions of this 

definition were, in turn, presented for discussion at the second of two respondent validation 

sessions. The grounded theory that defines the live project in this empirical research lead to the 

grouping of observations by respondents into two broad areas: the relationship of live projects to 

the act of construction (in the tradition of the modern live project) and the relationship of live 

projects to the client (in the emerging tradition of the postmodern live project). These 

contributions are now considered in turn, and are illustrated by direct quotes as appropriate. As 

throughout this thesis, the respondents’ names have been substituted with pseudonyms.

Live projects and construction

As discussed above, the single most frequently cited live project precedent amongst the British 

and Irish respondents to this inquiry was the design-build Rural Studio of Auburn University, a 

school famous for the engagement of students of architecture in not only the design but also the 

realisation of small architectural projects. There was, however, less agreement amongst 

individual respondents in the course of this survey about the function of students engaging 
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32 The author was a student of architecture at the University of Sheffield from 2001-4 (BA Architecture) and 
2006-8 (MArch.) during which time he was introduced to the Rural Studio through a visiting lecture by Andrew 
Freear and the books of Dean (2002, 2005). See author’s foreword.

33 Question 2.1; see chapter six.



construction in the live project process. Seven respondents (Jen, Fran, Jill, Roz, Noel, Neil and 

Reid) emphasised that live projects did not require construction, suggesting instead that there 

was might be understood to be a diversity of live projects including those that go on to be built by 

students and those that do not. Emblematic of this broad definition was Neil, who explained 

that:

“For me it’s anything that goes from an extreme of a live project that has a client, with 

something getting built at the end of it ... to something where it is ... drawing on something 

that is happening outside the university and you’re borrowing that brief to work on it. I’d like 

to think maybe we’re somewhere in between in terms of the engagement, the dialogue we have, 

contributing something back.” (Neil, p. 6)

In this statement, Neil is careful to position his institution’s live projects against a broad possible 

spectrum of practice. Even where respondents situated themselves and their live project practice 

at one end of such a spectrum, there was an acknowledgement of other live project typologies. 

Reid described the extreme positions as two mutually exclusive routes, with live construction 

projects at one end and live consultancy projects at the other. Couching his personal interests as 

a tutor and the expertise of the school, he explained:

“The one that I’m particularly looking at over the last couple of years is the live build or 

construction projects with students. I would also class working in the public realm in a sort of 

consultancy basis as well, but we don’t do a lot of that with students.” (Reid, p. 3)

Other respondents, while on occasion acknowledging that live projects were dependent on the 

involvement of an external client, also considered smaller and potentially client-less 

constructions as also being valid live projects. When asked to define the live project, Pete replied:

“Well I think it’s something that really is a real client with a real site and a real building 

programme, where I suppose the super-live project might be something that is then 

constructed as a result of that design process ... And as a part of that answer I think in our 

first year we set them design projects which they then build, and I think that one could 

describe those as live projects in so much as they become realised, albeit in a small scale. They 

tend to be sculptures rather than buildings.” (Pete, p. 2)
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In this instance, it is not only the engagement with a client but also the realisation of a 

constructed object that give a project an element of “liveness.” However, only two respondents 

(Fred and Pete) explicitly defined live projects as requiring engagement with construction, 

either observed or undertaken by the students. Fred defined a live project as one outside the 

school “that I’m in any possible way involved with ... I take my students, not just once a term, but 

regularly, to see designing, building, planning as a process,” (Fred, p.2) although this 

interpretation of the live project as on-site observation was unique amongst the respondents. 

Two others (Dean and Steve) explained that while not every live project would eventually 

proceed to construction, that there should at least be an intention for it to be physically realised 

or constructed. 

Live projects and the client

While there was disagreement about the function of construction in the live project, at the core 

of the definitions supplied by the interview respondents was the inclusion of a ‘real’ client in the 

process: of the 21 interview respondents, 17 explicitly explicitly referred to the involvement of 

some form of client who was external to the school or academic environment. Steve described a 

clear triumvirate: “a live project to us is something with a real client, a real brief and hopefully a 

real budget as well.” (Steve, p. 4) Others expanded upon this triumvirate with possible variations. 

Pete initially defined a live project as “something that really is a real client with a real site and a 

real building programme, where I suppose the super-live project might be something that is then 

constructed as a result of that design process.” (Pete, p. 2) He continued, however, to note that “as 

a part of that answer I think in our first year we set them design projects which they then build, 

and I think that one could describe those as live projects in so much as they become realised, 

albeit in a small scale.” (Ibid)

The precise role of the client in a live project was described in different terms by different 

respondents. Joan described the client as the initiator of the relationship between community 

and school, the client being “a group of people, generally from outside the [redacted - 

institution], who represent a community of sorts who are developing a real life project and who 

have asked for our support at some stage along the way.” (Joan, p. 4) Later in the same interview, 

Joan referred to how: “it’s a bit like creating the centre of a magnet. They [potential live project 

clients] know that we will have this power and army of people and brains and skills to maybe 
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generate something to help them bring it a step further.” (Ibid, p. 10) This response introduces 

the notion of the school of architecture as an identifiable source of assistance in the community, 

suggesting that, through the live project, the school of architecture can begin to define, publicise 

and expand its relationship of service to a wider community. It also introduces the notion that a 

student cohort may be regarded as a group of people capable of producing a substantial amount 

of work. Fran explained that the client is not only someone who supplies the live project process 

with a brief and a situation, but who is: “someone who wants you to work with them ... I think 

you need a relationship, a feedback. I would always try with my students to have presentations, 

say, every month where we get the feedback from that client.” (Fran, p. 2) In addition to this 

direct contribution of feedback to the students, Sue also emphasised that the client should be a 

fully engaged partner in the live project; one who wanted to be engaged in the process and who 

would use the outcome, saying:

“For me, a live project is one where there is a client, who wants - and it’s very tricky to use 

these words - a real output that they will value ... So for me what isn’t a live project is a 

project where you’re kind of shadowing a real scenario but actually the output or outcome will 

not have an impact or not be taken on board by the client.” (Sue, p. 4)

This definition introduces the recognition a live project’s value to its client. Jean centres her 

definition of the live project not in terms of the relationship of the school or students to the 

client or a built outcome, but on the value placed upon the live project by the client, saying:

“A live project is a project that has a value to somebody outside of the person who produced 

it. So a typical studio project, a student would do to get marks, to do well in the course. And it 

has a value therefore to them and the staff, the tutors, who teach them.” (Jean, p. 3)

Sue compliments this value-centred definition by introducing the concept of impact to the 

valuing of the project, saying “the client will value the outcome in some way and actually that 

will have some kind of impact.” (Sue, p. 4) Likewise Lloyd explained that “I think for me a live 

project has to have some impact on a real community beyond just the school.” (Lloyd, p. 6) The 

“impact” of a live project was also described in terms of its “usefulness” to the client body or 

community. Jen explained:
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“The output doesn’t necessarily have to be a structure, but the output has to be something that 

is potentially useful to that external environment. So whether it’s students working with a 

group of people to develop a brief, I would regard that as a live project. There has to be a 

tangible output that’s of use.” (Jen, p. 2)

Paul’s definition of the live project focused entirely on the obligation of the school and students 

to the client, saying:

“A live project is one where you [the student] have a direct responsibility to another agency 

or party. So, yes, you’ve got to hand your report in and get your marks but the actual project 

is about how you engage with somebody else and explain yourself, how you understand them, 

how you manage to give them something that they need whilst at the same time having an 

educational experience.” (Paul, p.2)

Deb is responsible for co-ordinating an established live project programme. Her definition 

immediately introduced the importance of a client, but did so in terms that described an 

expectation of the client’s willingness to contribute and participate in the whole project. She 

explained:

“It has to be working with a client ... who isn’t just receiving work, who is willing to embark 

on a process of education, and it’s open-ended. It’s real but open-ended, and I think a lot of 

clients find that quite hard.” (Deb, pp. 3-4)

Explaining the importance of clients and students developing and writing the live project brief 

together, she says “I think at the heart of a live project for me is the relationship between the 

students and the client and the people who the client brings in, the stakeholders ... it’s a sort of 

learning and knowledge sharing and skills sharing relationship that ends up with something 

being handed over to the client.” (Ibid, p. 4) Certain respondents likened the live project 

experience to a simulation of some of the realities of architectural practice, such as Roz who said 

that a live project is “one in which students are taken out of the academic environment in some 

way, so that they are exposed in some way the limitations and restrictions that they would meet 

outside academia.” (Roz, p. 3) Deb proposes instead that the client enters into a relationship that 

is quite different from normative architectural practice. Describing a client “who is willing to 

embark on a process of education” (Deb, p. 3) suggests a more dialogic, collaborative relationship 

than that in normative architectural education, one in which staff, students and clients are co-
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learners. Deb was subsequently asked whether all live project participants are necessarily equal. 

She replied:

“No, I don’t think so. I think it’s important for the students to understand where power lies. I 

think it’s important for the client to understand that they aren’t commissioning. In terms of 

equalities of power and responsibility, they need to understand that they’re not commissioning 

students in the way that they would commission an architect ... It’s a different relationship. 

So the client has to be aware that they could be questioned more than they’re used to being 

questioned, in more direct contractual relationships.” (Ibid, p 4)

With the observation that “I think it’s important for the client to understand that they aren’t 

commissioning,” Deb makes explicit the difference between a live project and normative 

architectural practice. Without the normative commercial exchange of architectural services 

for a fee, live project teachers, students and clients are entering into a dynamic relationship in 

which Deb aspires to work with clients who are willing to surrender some control and enter into 

the process as co-learners.

This, in turn, lead to a consideration of the nature (and location) of power in a live project. Deb 

continued:

“I think it starts with the client, and if the client is a good client they actually release some 

of the power and the students start to ... The power maybe shifts through the course of the live 

project. And there’s that sort of surge back to the client when they take receipt of the outcome 

and the power suddenly goes back to them, it’s up to them what they do with it, I 

suppose.” (Ibid)

In this exposition, Deb considers power as a dynamic, fluid and moveable force within a live 

project, articulating her understanding of a complex relationship between educator, student and 

client. A number of respondents described certain conditions which live project clients needed 

to accept in order for the project to be a success. Joan explained that while the ideal live project 

clients are “committed individuals representing the external community,” (Joan, p. 6) clients 

could not be passive recipients of architectural services:

“They must understand that this is an academic thing, it’s not necessarily professional, it’s 

academic. It’s students. They operate in a slightly different world. They’re not competitive, 
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they’re not bound by the red line around a site. The client has to accept that those liberties 

that [sic] form part of the training here.” (Ibid, pp. 6-7)

The responsibility for ensuring that the client is aware of these conditions rests, according to 

Joan, with the educators who facilitate the live project. She placed emphasis on having 

preparatory meetings between staff and clients and maintaining good communication 

throughout the project, explaining:

“That it is emphasised from the beginning that this is an academic situation, these are not 

professionals, they may go in a direction that you do not expect them to go in. The defined 

outcomes may not be what the client comes with. They need to be defined with the academic 

staff. The expectations may be in the wrong direction at that starting point.” (Ibid, p. 10)

This suggests that live projects present an opportunity to negotiate between the project 

outcomes sought by the client and the learning outcomes sought by the educator (recalling Bob 

Fowles’ query: can one “achieve a good architectural product while achieving a good educational 

process?” op cit). Unexpected results might, however, still prove to be useful the client. Jean 

explained that a major pitfall of live projects was the possibility that nothing of use would 

emerge, especially given “that students might not be very good with budgets, so they might be 

elevating their hopes only for them to be shattered later.” (Jean, p. 9) She continued “There’s a 

risk associated with it. There’s a risk the client will put in time and the students won’t produce 

anything useful for them.” (Ibid) Joan concluded by emphasising the absolute priority of the 

school’s responsibility to educate their students while managing serving the client. She said “I 

think a lot has to be done at the preparation stage, so that the client is very clear from the start 

that our aim is to educate, and to help this community with their project. But the primary aim is 

to educate our students.” (Joan, p. 10) There must, therefore, be in the client “a willingness to 

understand that a live project might not work. Something might not come out of it. It’s a risky 

endeavour and it’s much riskier than working with an architectural practice.” (Roz, p. 12) Roz 

highlights this awareness and acceptance of risk in the live project process, emphasising that 

within the client “I think there’s got to be an element of allowing risk to happen and 

understanding that you [the client] might not get anything useful out of it.” (Ibid) Additionally, 

Sue described the possibility that, rather than not being what was expected or what was useful, 

the outcomes of “any kind of process like this ... can just open a can of worms within client 
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groups.” (Sue, p. 10) The domino effects of a live project within a client ground can be difficult to 

foresee or control. Sue continued “the downside might be that they didn’t want that can of 

worms opening. And it’s clear now what everybody in that organisation thinks about a situation 

or a person or whatever that it sort of catalyses other things which could be good or bad.” (Ibid)

2.4 Discussion

The first part of this chapter proposed that there have been three distinct periods of live project 

practice in architectural education in the UK. The first period was considered through the first 

known instance of live projects in architectural education, just as formal architectural education 

was relocating from articled pupillage into the university.34 It is proposed that these early 

projects may be understood as modern interpretations of the live project model. A second 

transitional period has been explored through the discontinued project office of the Welsh 

School of Architecture, whose projects spanned the intent of the modern live project and 

developed towards a postmodern conception of the live project. The third period is 

contemporaneous with this research, covering a diversity of live projects described both in the 

literature and through a survey of architectural educators, and represents a postmodern 

interpretation of the live project model.

The modern live project emerged at the Birmingham School of Architecture in the early 

nineteen-fifties as a means of simulating architectural practice in the academy. Pedagogical 

issues that emerged from these early live projects included the difficulty with which group 

working might be integrated or assessed in the academic curriculum, and the logistical 

difficulties thrown up by the complexity of constructing buildings within the academic 

calendar. Careful selection of projects and conscious moderation of scale served to develop the 

live project model, with educators at Birmingham and members of the RIBA Board of Education 

recognising that they had great potential as complimentary activities to the normative 

architectural design studio. It seems probable, however, that it was the complexity of live 

projects, combined with the departure of the figurehead who had championed them, that lead to 

the cessation of the live project programme at Birmingham. Faced with competing demands to 

either train students for architectural practice or educate them for critical thought, the 
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Birmingham live projects had developed a hybrid pedagogy that could achieve both these 

divergent tasks within the academy. While the Birmingham live projects were recognised at the 

Oxford Conference as a pioneering response to this emerging conflict, the development of a 

formalised pattern of university-level architectural education managed the interface between 

education and training through a sandwich of education in the university and experience in 

practice. It is this pattern that survives to this day.

Approximately two decades after the emergence of the modern live project at Birmingham, the 

Welsh School of Architecture sought to achieve a similar reconnection between the acts of 

design and construction, using live projects to teach those physical aspects and processes of 

architectural practice that could not be taught in theoretical projects in the normative design 

studio. There is some evidence to suggest that emergent theories of experiential learning were 

influencing these developments, (Fowles, op cit) developing a dual aspiration to “achieve a good 

architectural product while achieving a good educational process.” (ibid) While the WSA focused 

its early live projects on construction, it was their socialising effects that came to be valued 

pedagogically. Having started out with modest rural buildings that placed particular emphasis 

on experiential learning, the focus of the WSA live projects evolved, turning to community-

oriented projects that were both more practicable and more in keeping with the changing 

pedagogical interests of the school. Although these projects were found to be less predictable in 

their outcomes, they were also found to raise students’ levels of motivation and enthusiasm, as 

well as performing a vital social function in the school. As at Birmingham, the live projects at 

WSA appear to have come to an end with the departure of an influential academic figurehead. 

The increasing importance of the school’s research activity, however, may have lead to a change 

in focus for the school’s public activities. Although they were effectively independent of one 

another, the closure of the projects office and the emergence of the Design Research Unit is 

perhaps emblematic of the shifting priorities of architectural education in the late twentieth 

century.

Contemporary definitions of the live project emphasise a change in focus from providing 

experience of architecture-as-constructed-product to experience of architecture-as-process. 

Prioritising the experience of working with construction has given way to prioritising 

experience of working with a client. Described against the normative design studio in which 
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many of them sit, live projects are noted in the literature for their dialogic, collaborative and 

inclusive nature. With the engagement of a client, the live project begins to interrogate the role 

of the school in the community. The client becomes an active partner, one who wants, values, 

and accepts an unpredictable outcome. With these added degrees of risk, there is a greater 

responsibility between students and educators to their client. Understanding this dynamic 

relationship, potentially through the notion of power moving fluidly and dynamically between 

project participants, serves to emphasise that the live project is anything but a simulation of the 

traditional professional relationship, in which a client commissions and receives a service. The 

live project is seen as oscillating between a condition in which students “are exposed in some way 

the limitations and restrictions that they would meet outside academia” (Roz, op cit) and in 

which the client understands “that they aren’t commissioning.” (Deb, op cit)

Is there a lineage between the live projects at Birmingham School of Architecture in the 

nineteen-fifties and sixties and those in use today? It is tempting to simplify the Birmingham 

live projects as an pioneering example of a integrated design/build education in architecture.35 

While it is true that Birmingham students were introduced to basic building skills through the 

second year “conglomerate” projects, and that third year students produced all the necessary 

materials for small projects to be built, to suggest that they did all of the above is to compress a 

decade of teaching practice into the life-span of one student. As was noted by the RIBA visiting 

board, the Birmingham live project was a quite un-collaborative process, and while it introduced 

students to real clients, almost all were local authorities with whom there was no critical 

examination of the brief. Moreover, students worked just as in the normative design studio - 

individually and in competition with one another to have their design chosen by a jury of critics 

for detailed development. It was not until 1959 that students actually worked on-site, and when 

they did, in a row of terraced houses in Water Orton in a distinctly titled “live building project,” 

they were actually building a design provided by a commercial house-builder. (Carter, 1959; 

Davis, 1960) The modern conception of the live project was shaped by pedagogies that sought to 

unify a new form of architectural education, one that was simultaneously intellectual (in the 

university) and pragmatic (on the building site) and focused on the processes involved in the 

construction of buildings. Through the transitional experience of the Welsh School of 
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Architecture in the late seventies and early eighties, a postmodern live project begins to emerge, 

one that is concerned not with architecture-as-product, but architecture-as-process, a process 

that might include construction on a small scale, but that suggests a greater focus on the 

development of humanistic, interpersonal and social skills. This has, in turn, lead to an 

understanding that while a live project may simulate some of the conditions and constraints of 

architectural practice, it is not an accurate simulation of that practice. Students, educators and 

clients enter into a process that involves a certain degree of risk and uncertainly without the 

relative stability of the architect-client relationship of normative architectural practice. By 

engaging with and designing for a specific client, students and educators in the postmodern live 

project enter into a highly contingent negotiation. Yet, in Morrow’s words, architectural 

educators “still seem to want to mark ‘buildings,’” an observation borne out by the fact that the 

most commonly cited precedent of a live project in this an inquiry was an American design-

build studio, one whose built works are arguably more famous than the processes behind them. 

As the survey of academic literature in this chapter has shown, the critical discourse regarding 

live projects and their pedagogies is largely silent. It is to this silence that this thesis speaks.
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Chapter 3: Defining the live project in other disciplines

3.1 Introduction

Chapter two has explored the various definitions of the live project in architectural education. 

This chapter looks to the educational pathways of three other professions to explore whether 

live projects (as they have been defined in the previous chapter) exist in other applied disciplines. 

If similar projects exist, upon what pedagogical frameworks are they built, and what insight can 

they contribute to a critique of live projects in architectural education?

In a 1977 report discussing the fee scales and charging practices of the architectural community, 

the RIBA and the Competition Commission (1977) defined a profession as “a vocation founded 

upon specialised educational training, the purpose of which is to supply disinterested counsel 

and service to others, for a direct and definite compensation, wholly apart from expectation of 

other business gain.” Magali Sarfatti Larson, (1977, p. x) describes professions as occupations 

with power and prestige granted to them, because they “have special competence in esoteric 

bodies of knowledge linked to central needs and values of the social system, and because 

professions are devoted to the service of the public, above and beyond material incentives.” Both 

these definitions link the prestige of a profession’s status to a command of the professional 

knowledge base that is necessary for membership. It is also during his or her education that the 

sociological bond is formed between a professional, his or her peers, and their profession. Lee 

Shulman (2005a, p. 53) argues that the schools of the professions are more worthy of study more 

than other (less applied) disciplines because they:

“...face a singular challenge: their pedagogies must measure up to the standards not just of the 

academy, but also of the particular professions. Professional education is not education for 

understanding alone; it is preparation for accomplished and responsible practice in the service 

of others. It is preparation for ‘good work.’ Professionals must learn abundant amounts of 

theory and vast bodies of knowledge. They must come to understand in order to act, and they 

must act in order to serve.”

Professional education is expected to satisfy both the expectations of academia and practice. The 

negotiation between education for understanding and training for practice described by 

Shulman recalls Douglas Jones’ attempt to synthesise architectural education and training in the 
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modern live project of the Birmingham School of Architecture, as discussed in chapter two. 

Graduates of the professions must demonstrate that they have both acquired the knowledge of 

their discipline and developed the capacity to practice. Patrick Lynch (2004, p. 54) describes how 

this dual obligation means that “architectural education has always had a double agenda. It 

prepares for students for the day-to-day practice of architecture and it advances and upholds the 

culture of architecture - our shared understanding of architecture as a historically defined 

cultural project, social good and creative endeavour.” But this double agenda is not unique to 

architecture; in fact it presents a helpful opportunity through which to explore how other 

professions educate their future practitioners, especially how they do so through the 

involvement of actual “clients” or end-users.

It should be noted that this chapter makes a number of references to the educational pathways 

and professional practices of applied disciplines in the United States of America. Quite apart 

from the surfeit of academic literature relating to such matter that has been written by 

American theorists and pedagogues in English, this chapter pays special attention to the 

American context for two important reasons. Firstly, the social obligation of the university is 

more clearly defined in the American public university system than it is in British academia.36 

Secondly, and as will be discussed, the social upheaval of the civil rights movement of the 

nineteen-sixties had a profound effect upon the civic orientation of a number of disciplines in 

America. In the words of Thomas Dutton (1991, p. xviii):

“The sting of the 1960s was real: the fight for civil rights and the Great Society, the rise of 

the New Left, the protest against the Vietnam War, the rise of the women’s and 

environmental movements, the proliferation of dissenting publications, the call for alternative 
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ways of life and the questioning of things in general, all took their toll on the status quo of 

power.”37

These conditions only indirectly touched the British and Irish landscape of professional 

education, yet in the USA they created the perfect conditions for the development of a rich body 

of pedagogical theory that has influenced this thesis. Notwithstanding this bias towards the 

Anglo-American world,38 this chapter will examine the educational background and 

frameworks of three professions, all of which engage students with “clients” at various stages of 

their education. 

3.2 Planning

Of all disciplines, the curricular framework of planning is arguably the most similar to that of 

architectural education, with the studio or workshop providing a core curricular element to both 

disciplines. Ann Forsyth, Henry Lu and Patricia McGirr (1999, p. 247) argue, however, that 

while they share a common and core interest in university-community collaboration, “this has 

played a much more minor role in landscape architecture and architecture than it has in 

planning.” They point to the codes of ethics of the American Planning Association (APA) and the 

American Institute of Certified Planners (AICP), both of which require chartered members to 

serve disadvantaged persons and communities. Forsyth et al even suggest that as a result of the 

“more central tradition of social advocacy” (ibid, p. 248) in planning, faculty members in the 

discipline are more likely to be published and to receive recognition and reward for outreach 

work than their peers in architecture or landscape architecture.
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To practice as a chartered town planner in the United Kingdom requires a degree accredited by 

the Royal Town Planning Institute, typically a three year undergraduate degree and a one year 

masters degree. Courses are classified as being “spatial,” “specialist,” or “combined.” Chartered 

membership of the RTPI requires either two component qualifications or a “combined” 

qualification. (RTPI, 2011) In the USA the Planning Accreditation Board (PAB) accredits 

undergraduate and postgraduate degrees in urban planning or city and regional planning. A 

masters degree is generally necessary for practice. In both the UK and the USA, the planning 

curriculum (like architecture) typically combines a project-based studio or workshop element 

with lectures and seminars. (APA, n.d.) Such outreach projects and theoretical discourse 

surrounding them is widespread in the USA, where they are not generally referred to as live 

projects, but as instances of “service learning.” While service learning is not unique to planning, 

the pedagogical discourse surrounding it in planning is of particular value to architectural 

educators because of the pedagogical and professional common ground between the two 

disciplines. Roakes & Norris-Tirrell, (2000, p. 109) write that service learning “represents a 

particularly appropriate strategy for applied disciplines such as planning because effective 

professional practice involves more than a conceptual understanding of the knowledge and 

skills; it also requires an operational understanding.” In other words, applied disciplines such as 

architecture and planning have a particular need for their graduates to both think and act upon 

what they have learnt during their education. Joongsub Kim & James Abernethy (2006, p. 139) 

describe service learning as “at heart a form of experiential learning that employs service as its 

primary focus.” Anthony W. Schuman (2006, p. 1) writes that “for the learning to be truly 

service-based, however, implies a more formal connection between the pedagogy and the 

product, where the service component is also a learning experience and not simply a byproduct.” 

In service learning the process of learning and the product of planning are intertwined. Susan 

Roakes & Dorothy Norris-Tirrell (op cit, p. 101) highlight the reasons for the combined 

pedagogic and civic benefits of service learning, writing that:

“First, the complexity and uncertainty encountered in practice situations cannot be duplicated 

in the traditional classroom-oriented education. Second, by involving students in community 

service activities, academic learning will be enhanced while individuals and community 

organizations receive direct and indirect positive benefit.”
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In other words, not only does service learning introduce experience of practice scenarios that 

cannot be simulated in normative planning education, it also enhances the learning experience 

and contributes to the community. The aspirations of service learning can, therefore, be 

ambitious. James Price and John Martello (1996, p. 17, cited by Forsyth et al) explain that the 

goal of service learning “is visionary and ambitious: an educated citizenry actively and 

effectively engaged in solving the problems of local communities and the larger society.” 

Forsyth et al (op cit, p. 250) counter this ambition with the caution that “service learning is 

certainly not a panacea for students, faculty, or communities, and requires significant work to 

deliver on its promises.” Bjørn Sletto (2010, p. 403) writes that “service learning pedagogy should 

provide the necessary space and conceptual tools for students to analyze the narratives of place, 

self, and Other that shape their identities.” It should not be assumed that bringing students out 

of the academy and into the community without those “conceptual tools” will be successful. In 

order to integrate the development of such critical and participatory skills, Sletto directs 

pedagogues towards the insights of critical, feminist and border pedagogies. He emphasises the 

importance of supporting students’ critical reflection, writing that “it is not enough to simply 

inject students into such situations: effective, critical/feminist pedagogy also requires ongoing, 

open and supportive reflection activities to draw lessons from such encounters.” (Ibid, pp. 403-4) 

Schulman (2006, p. 2) agrees, emphasising that “the hallmark of pedagogy is reflection: what 

intellectual underpinnings inform the process and how is the field experience used to challenge 

and refine this thinking?” Bringle & Hatcher (1996, p. 222) contextualise the importance this 

critical reflection, describing how “students participate in an organized service activity that 

meets identified community needs and reflect on the service activity in such a way as to gain 

further understanding of course content, a broader appreciation of the discipline, and an 

enhanced sense of civic responsibility.”

What pedagogical frameworks have been used to both enable and critique service learning in 

planning? Much of the planning literature referred to above draws upon the experiential 

learning theories of David Kolb (1984) and the reflective learning theories of Donald Schön. 

(1983) The contribution of critical and feminist pedagogues such as Paulo Freire and bell hooks, 

to bediscussed in chapter five, is acknowledged by those pedagogues concerned with the 

provision of conceptual tools for critical thinking and reflexivity. (Sletto, op cit) Other 

prominent theorists include Benjamin Barber and Robert Coles. (Forsyth et al, op cit; Giles and 
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Eyler, 1994; Sanoff, 2003) Most importantly however, the civic commitment (common to both 

initiatives in service learning and community design) is credited to the pedagogical contribution 

of John Dewey. Henry Sanoff (ibid, p. 1), the architectural educator and former director of the 

Community Development Group design/build outreach programme at North Carolina State 

University, explains that: 

“Concern about the deterioration of local community is central to John Dewey’s philosophy 

of education, democracy and social reform ... Dewey's vision for education also underlies the 

contemporary service-learning movement, that education must center on society’s most 

pressing problems, that it engage students in community service and prepare them for lifelong 

commitment to civic involvement.”39

The pedagogical contributions of Kolb, Schön, Dewey, Freire and hooks to live project 

pedagogies will be considered in chapter five. While the pedagogical and civic benefits of service 

learning are celebrated by their advocates, educators are cautioned by some (Sletto, op cit; 

Forsyth et al, op cit) that service learning can be both time consuming for the educators who 

initiate them and highly demanding of the students who engage in them. Forsyth et al (ibid, p. 

249) warn that while service learning begins as an educational activity, it is “also a form of civic 

service, and as such needs to give real benefits to the host populations.” The danger is, for 

instance, “having a university that moves out into the neighborhood in a way that is well-

intentioned, but in the end cannot come through with the goods, can do much to destroy 

trust.” (Ibid, p. 249) Schulman (op cit, p. 2) warns pedagogues that many if not most service 

learning partnerships between academia and community “involve an unequal starting point in 

terms of technical expertise, access to information, and the ability to negotiate with public and 

private bureaucracies.” Because of these unequal balance of expertise, information and power, 

“there is an inherent risk of exploitation where the community setting is used as a laboratory to 

serve the university.” (Ibid) It is proposed by some advocates of service learning to approach 

project participants with a particular attention to the potential for reciprocity. Schulman (op cit, 

p. 2) asks: “what did the students learn and how did the community benefit; or conversely, what 
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the did the community learn and how did the students benefit?” While Roakes & Norris-Tirrell 

(op cit, p. 104) write that the syllabus can be an important means of communicating the 

intended pedagogical outcomes of a service learning project to students, it is apparent that 

attention should be paid to the engagement and communication with non-academic project 

participants. Writing with regard to service-learning projects in a racially segregated inner-city 

neighbourhood of Detroit, Margaret Dewar & Claudia Isaac (1998, p. 340) write that:

“...effective pedagogy in these settings requires process and techniques for addressing complex 

relationships in an integrated way ... the community-university partnership requires careful, 

and ongoing, examination of the ways that the complex subject positions of students, faculty, 

and community members are manifested in the conduct of the project.” 

From the literature exploring pedagogies of planning, we have seen that effective service 

learning demands that educators are attentive to complex issues of power. Service learning 

demands that the equal attention is given to the priorities of education and service, process and 

product, and experience and reflection. Service learning projects can tend to be ambitious, often 

towards targets that are beyond the capacity of an academic institution to provide. Pedagogues 

are cautioned not to regard service learning as a panacea for improving university-community 

relationships, nor engendering habits of critical reflection. These must be engendered (both in 

clients and students) through carefully structured projects that are attentive to the differing 

needs and expectations of the different project participants.

3.3 Medicine

The path to becoming a doctor or other medical professional in the UK begins with a five-year 

degree course.40 Hmelo-Silver (2004, p. 235) explains how these courses feature two distinct 

phases - pre-clinical and clinical - that reflect an epistemological progression from primarily 

Lecture-Based Learning (LBL) to primarily Problem-Based Learning (PBL) - “an instructional 

method in which students learn through facilitated problem solving ... [that] centers on a 

complex problem that does not have a single correct answer.” Pre-clinical subjects are primarily 

delivered through LBL, whereas clinical subjects are delivered through PBL, such as supervised 
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experience with real patients in teaching hospitals or other practice environments. Most 

institutions design their courses to deliver an overlap between the two paradigms, often 

integrating them during a transitional phase. The duration of the pre-clinical and clinical phases 

varies between schools, with most offering two or three years of pre-clinical subjects, two years 

of clinical subjects and a final year of consolidation in preparation for practice. The additional 

“soft” skills necessary for managing doctor-patient relationships are emphasised by Barr et al, 

(2009, p. 599) who state that “the provision of formative assessment and reflective opportunities 

within this context adds meaning to a student’s learning and facilitates the evolution of the 

student’s ability to develop his or her own professional doctor–patient relationship capabilities.” 

The clinical phase of medical education involves rituals such as the daily clinical round, in which 

students and interns of different levels and “residency” status in a teaching hospital move from 

patient to patient on a daily basis to monitor their progress, each being asked direct questions by 

the faculty member regarding the patient at hand. Shulman describes this as a pedagogy of 

“active study participation... one of inherent contingency and uncertainty,” (ibid, p. 20) one that 

expects students to continually negotiate between established method and uncertain content. 

While there are possible similarities between the model of service learning we have explored 

through the planning discipline, it should be noted that service learning is not generally a 

compulsory element of planning education, whereas the clinical phase of medical education is 

compulsory. Medical practitioners are introduced to their client base relatively early in the 

academic stages of their education. Unlike in architecture, this introduction is facilitated by the 

close inter-relationship (and frequent integration) of schools medicine and teaching hospitals, 

which provide integrated sites of teaching and practice that are without comparison in other 

professions, although Shulman notes that changes in medical procedures may limit the 

opportunity for medical students to observe and discuss routine ailments, with a growing 

number of patients experiencing same-day treatment as out-patients so as to maximise available 

bed space. (Ibid, p. 23)

The participation of medical students in actual patient care is considered integral to the clinical 

phase, and has been acknowledged as potent trigger stimuli in PBL. In a broad review of the 

literature on the involvement of patients as teachers in medical education between 1970 and 

2001, Geoff Wykurz and Diana Kelly (2002) found wide agreement that involving patients in 

medical education benefits students. In some instances, students expressed a clear preference 
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for learning from direct contact with patients as opposed to from qualified doctors, suggesting 

that the combination of pre-clinical lecture-based and clinical problem-based learning from 

patients allows students with different learning styles to experience success through different 

learning paradigms. They observe that “involving patients as teachers has important 

educational benefits for learners. Patients offer unique qualities that can enhance the 

acquisition of skills and change attitudes towards patients.” (Ibid, p. 818) In the contextual 

research supporting a single group study of medical students inexperienced with patient contact 

in their pre-clerkship phase, Kathryn Bell et al (2009) identify a paucity of in-depth studies of 

what is referred to as Real Patient Learning (RPL). In their study, however, the benefits of RPL 

were found to far outweigh the difficulties, most notable of which was that some students did 

not respond positively to the experience. Bell et al. speculate that an adverse reaction to RPL 

early in medical training may be a helpful indicator of a student’s unsuitability for a medical 

career, and that “year 3 was rather late to be introducing RPL.” (p. 1041) The variety of 

programme structures between UK medical schools suggests that there is still some difference of 

opinion as to the optimum point of progression from LBL to PBL and RPL, and the optimum 

duration of RPL. Student reflections upon PBL tasks involving actual patients are 

predominantly favourable. In a study of sixty-nine students participating in a seven-week PBL 

module at the University of Newcastle upon Tyne, Jane Dammers et al (2001) established that all 

students surveyed preferred the use of real patients as opposed to “paper cases” (theoretical or 

invented problems) in the provision of learning scenarios. 

Perhaps the most significant contribution of medical education to this critique, however, is in 

the area of ethics relating to the involvement of real patients in medical education.The 

American Medical Association (AMA, 2001) lists nine principles of medical ethics. These 

include the potentially conflicting principles that “a physician shall, while caring for a patient, 

regard responsibility to the patient as paramount” and “a physician shall continue to study, 

apply, and advance scientific knowledge, maintain a commitment to medical education, make 

relevant information available to patients, colleagues, and the public, obtain consultation, and 

use the talents of other health professionals when indicated.” (Ibid) Steve Yentis (2005) describes 

this as an awkward negotiation between a doctor’s ethical obligation consider the patient, a legal 

obligation to maintain acceptable standards and a professional obligation to contribute to the 

continuous development of medical education and collective professional development. While 
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obligations to the patient at hand are identified as paramount, they do not necessarily sit 

comfortably with the obligation to maintain skills for future patients. And if a medical 

practitioner has a professional obligation to consider his or her duties to both the patient under 

his or her care and also the future patient, does the current patient also have an obligation to 

participate in teaching or research interactions that may bring benefit to other patients? 

Amanda Howe and Janie Anderson (2003, p. 326) discuss patients’ consent to support medical 

students’ education, concluding that medical practitioners can no longer assume that patients 

will always agree to participate in the education of future practitioners. Reshma Jagsi and Lisa 

Soleymani Lehmann (2004) explain that while the education of future practitioners is essential 

for society as a whole, individual patients may not benefit from trainee doctors or medical 

students participating in their care. While the discourse on medical education has yet to fully 

explore the ethical implications of engaging patients with students, Jagsi & Lehmann propose 

that medical research offers a highly developed understanding of the ethical responsibilities 

towards patient participation. Winston Chiong (2007, p. 1046) explains:

“Conflicts in clinical research and cost containment reflect ethical dilemmas raised by the 

special circumstances of high-technology 21st-century medicine. By contrast, the conflicts that 

arise in medical education are not specific to any time or place but instead are intrinsic to 

medicine as a learned profession and must be faced by every physician in the course of his or 

her training.”

That is to say, Chiong distinguishes the ethical implications of medical research and education. 

Whereas many ethical conflicts in research are derived from the particular circumstances of the 

research question, the ethical concerns experienced by students of medicine are relevant to the 

lifelong practice of the graduate. Of the medical profession, Magali Sarfatti Larson (op cit, p. 19) 

notes that “the first and most obvious fact to consider is that the market for medicine is based on 

a vital and universal need: its potential for expansion is therefore unlimited, at least in 

principle.” In other words, a patient’s need for medical care is (compared to a client’s 

discretionary need for architectural services) non-negotiable. In a specific response to Jagsi and 

Lehmann, Peter Lapsley (2004) draws from the personal (and extremely painful) experience of 

repeated angioplasties in the NHS to suggest that patients’ willingness to “give something back” 

may well be closely tied to their status as recipients of public or consumers of private healthcare. 

Under what conditions, therefore, are patients invited to participate in the education of future 
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practitioners, and what influence does the patient’s status as (public) recipient or (private) 

customer of healthcare have on this participation?

While medicine is recognised for its highly developed theoretical discourse on the subject of 

professional education, it is worthwhile to consider the emergence of an associated healthcare 

discipline that has lead to a somewhat different educational model.41 In the UK, the dental 

profession is closely aligned yet distinct from that of medicine, with its own professional bodies, 

education and path to accreditation, normally via a five year degree programme that includes 

extensive periods of supervised practice-based experience.42 It was through negotiations with 

the government during the establishment of the NHS and the General Dental Council (GDC) 

that an independent dental profession emerged. In its negotiations with the government, the 

dental profession established its practice in a distinct and highly entrepreneurial space between 

the free market and the NHS. By retaining their independence, dentists were able to practice 

outside the core infrastructure of the NHS in independent practices (with even greater 

independence than, say, a General Practitioner, the majority of whose work comes directly from 

the NHS), establishing a stronger professional position that is most visible in a comparison of 

the typical salary scales of a doctor and a dentist.43 Like their counterparts studying medicine, 

students of dentistry are typically introduced to patients from their third year of study onwards, 

either during a period of residence in a hospital or in the university’s own dental practice.44 All 

such contact with patients is supervised by a qualified practitioner, although given the relatively 

routine nature of what are known as “drilling and filling” procedures, the use of mannequins 

and virtual reality-based simulations is widespread, especially given that many procedures are 

irreversible if conducted on a real patient. (Buchanan, 2001) Mannequins and models can be 

used to both illustrate didactic information and be used for repeated practising of dental 

procedures. Virtual reality simulations can also provide evaluations of students’ performance at 
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42 For applicants who do not meet the entry requirements of the particular institution an additional pre-dental 
year, or for graduates already holding a degree in biology or chemistry an accelerated four years. (NHS, 2012b)

43 Within three to five years of professional accreditation, an architect might expect to earn between £34,000 and 
£42,000, compared to £120,000 for an independent General Practitioner or £176,000 for a consultant dentist. 
(Anon, 2011)

44 The education of a dentist is regulated by the Dental Schools Council, which represents the interests of eighteen 
recognised schools of dentistry in the UK (typically conferring a BDS or BChD). (Dental Schools Council, 2010)



a significantly greater speed than if a faculty member was supervising students’ procedures on 

traditional mannequins. The use of mannequins and virtual reality simulations prepares dental 

students for many of the routine procedures of practice before they begin either their third-year 

residencies or placements of up to six months in primary care settings. When compared with 

medical education, however, the absence of a teaching and research space equivalent to teaching 

hospitals can limit the opportunities of dental education. The close relationship of dentistry to 

medicine means that while dental practitioners occupy a relatively entrepreneurial position 

outside the mainstream structures of the NHS, their practice draws the majority of its 

pedagogical and ethical knowledge base from medicine.

The highly developed knowledge base of medical research and education has provided one of the 

most advanced bodies of theoretical discourse on the ethical, practical and pedagogical issues 

involving “clients” (i.e. patients) in the education of future practitioners. While the scale and 

breadth of learning opportunities available in a teaching hospital (a unified site of teaching, 

research and practice) might not easily be replicated in architectural education, the rich 

theoretical discourse surrounding medical education can nonetheless provide sophisticated 

insight to the pedagogical and ethical concerns of Real Patient Learning.

3.4 Law

The professionalisation of the architect and planner has occurred since the Industrial 

Revolution. Larson (op cit, p. 57) identifies just three “learned professions” in existence before 

the industrial revolution: law, medicine and the ministry. In England, Wales and Northern 

Ireland, there are two principal paths to legal practice, either as a solicitor (with greater contact 

with clients) or as a barrister (with a greater orientation towards the court system). A candidate 

for both professions must have complete either a Bachelor of Laws (LLB) or a recognised 

graduate conversion course. At the heart of the Anglo-American model of legal education are 

lectures that are Socratic in nature, which Shulman (2005a, p. 55) identifies as the “signature 

pedagogy” of the discipline, based around:

“...a set of dialogues that are entirely under the control of an authoritative teacher; nearly all 

exchanges go through the teacher, who controls the pace and usually drives the questions back 

to the same student a number of times. The discussion centers on the law, as embodied in a set 
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of texts ranging from judicial opinions that serve as precedents, to contracts, testimonies, 

settlements, and regulations; in the legal principles that organize and are exemplifed by the 

texts; and in the expectation that students know the law and are capable of engaging in 

intensive verbal duels with the teacher as they wrestle to discern the facts of the case and the 

principles of its interpretation.”

The nature of the legal profession’s dependence on textual material permits law’s “signature 

pedagogy” to bring students into close and sustained interaction with the resources and 

processes of legal practice long before direct interaction with clients is necessary.45 It is, 

therefore, normally only at the postgraduate stage, when a solicitor or barrister begins their 

apprenticeships, that a graduate will begin to work with real clients. There are, however, certain 

exceptions to this patten, represented most often by Legal Clinics. Clinical legal education, while 

not uncommon in the UK, is far more widely developed in American legal education. In the 

nineteenth century, there were several paths to legal practice in America, including 

apprenticeship or a generalised non-law university education; it was not until the middle of the 

twentieth century that a university degree was necessary for admission to the Bar. In those 

university (and non-university) schools that offered legal education in the USA, the casebook 

method emerged as popular method from the late nineteenth century onwards, through which 

students would study past judicial decisions and be engaged in Socratic dialogue with their 

instructor in order to practice and demonstrate their understanding of legal processes. In the 

first decades of the twentieth century, a number of law schools established legal dispensaries in 

which students could volunteer to provide pro-bono services to those unable to afford a lawyer, 

while simultaneously developing their skills under the supervision of a professor or specialist 

faculty member. A number of regional Bar Associations supported and approved the 

establishment of such clinics, suggesting that there was no perceived conflict of interest between 

the law schools and legal profession in such activities. (Sheppard, 2007, pp. 876 - 878) The 
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Regulation Authority, 2012) A barrister follows the LLB by joining one of the four London Inns of Court and 
completing one year of study to complete the Bar Professional Training Course (BPTC). Following the BPTC, the 
graduate works for one year as a pupil in the chambers of a barrister. (Bar Council, 2012) Scots law is, unusually in 
the United Kingdom, a hybid of civil and common law, leading to a similar distinction to that elsewhere in the UK 
between solicitors and advocates. A common university degree, the Diploma in Legal Practice, provides the 
common starting point to both professions. A solicitor then spends two years as a trainee within a law firm before 
applying for membership of the Law Society. (Law Society of Scotland, n.d.) Advocates train for a minimum of 
twenty-one months under the supervision of a solicitor, before spending nine months as a trainee with an 
established advocate. In order to become an advocate, students undertake a period of training of twenty-one 
months with a solicitor, before a further nine-month unpaid traineeship with an advocate. (Faculty of Advocates, 
n.d.) Upon completion of this traineeship, the graduate may apply to join the Faculty of Advocates.



emergence of the terms “legal dispensaries” and subsequently “clinical experience” reflects the 

close parallels between the legal discipline and medicine, for it was the more developed model of 

teaching hospitals providing pro bono healthcare that gave clinical legal profession its model for 

experiential education with a commitment to public service. At this time, such participation in 

this early legal clinics was extra-curricular, although for many students of law it provided their 

first experience of legal practice before they entered a post-graduate period of articled pupillage. 

(Lewis, 2012) An influential report published in 1921 by the Carnegie Foundation for the 

Advancement of Teaching recommend that law education be re-shaped around three core 

components: a general foundational education, a theoretical knowledge of the law, and practical 

skills training. (Reed, 1921) The pedagogical frameworks of clinical education in law were 

further developed by John Bradway (1929 & 1934) and Jerome Frank (1933 & 1947) in the 

nineteen-twenties and thirties.  Although there were early precedents, it was not until the 

nineteen-sixties that law clinics began to be widely established, largely because of increased 

funding made available by charitable foundations such as the Ford Foundation. By 1973, one 

hundred and twenty-five out of one hundred forty-seven recognised American law schools had 

some form of clinical education. (Lewis, op cit, pp. 16-17) The development of legal clinics in the 

UK has been somewhat slower, a fact attributed to the absence of funding programmes similar 

to those available to American law schools. (Ibid, p. 17) A survey of UK law schools in 1994 found 

that 13% made use of live-client clinics. (Grimes, 1995 cited by Lewis, ibid) In 2000 the UK 

Centre for Legal Education (UKCLE)46 and the International Journal of Clinical Legal Education 

were established. (IJCLE, 2000) Some clinical programmes are supported in part by LawWorks, a 

charity supported by the Law Society that provides free legal assistance to individuals and 

groups who cannot access Legal Aid or who cannot otherwise afford it. (LawWorks, 2012)

Clinical legal education, as it is practiced in British and American law schools today, introduces 

students to simulated or real problem situations that are simultaneously concrete, complex and 

unrefined. (Amsterdam, 1984) Students take responsibility for identifying and analysing a 

problem, formulating and evaluating possible responses to it, planning a course of action, 

executing that course of action and then, most crucially, entering a “post mortem” critical 

review of their actions with their educators and student peers. Video recordings of their 
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interactions and written evidence can be called upon to support these reviews: “the students’ 

own thinking and behavior in role were thus made the central subject of study, just as, in a 

traditional classroom course, a judicial opinion or a statute would have been the subject of 

study.” (Ibid, p. 616-7) Clinical legal education is seen to nurture self-evaluative methodologies 

that compliment experiential learning, “the kind of learning that makes law school the 

beginning, not the end, of a lawyer’s legal education.” (Ibid) The method is regarded as existing 

in opposition to the Socratic method at the heart of legal education, which some argue has been 

relied upon too heavily to adequately socialise students of law into the practice of their 

discipline. (Sullivan et al, 2007) While the Socratic method has been recognised for teaching 

analytical reasoning, i.e. how to “think like a lawyer,” Sandefur & Selbin (2009, p. 61) argue that 

it is less successful in teaching students how to “act like a lawyer,” especially in the variety of 

complex professional situations likely to be encountered in modern legal practice. Rebecca 

Sandefur and Jeffrey Selbin (ibid) explain that “acting like a lawyer” consists of two distinct but 

inter-related elements: a skills dimension and a civic dimension. They explain:

“Law schools provide too little direct training in practice – what we typically think of as 

‘skills training’ – and also fail to develop students’ sense of professional identity and 

responsibility. This ‘lack of attention to practice and inadequate concern with professional 

responsibility,’ so the critique goes, ill-prepares students for the profession which most will 

enter after law school.”

Through a national survey of early-career attorneys in America, Sandefur & Selbin found that 

clinical legal education was considered by graduates of law to have been more useful than 

traditional lecture or casebook learning for their transition to legal practice. Clinical legal 

education was also found to have strengthened the civic interest of those graduates who entered 

legal education with a particular interest in improving society or helping individuals. (Ibid, p. 

102)

Owing to its complex and rich knowledge base, the “signature pedagogy” of legal education is 

still Socratic dialogue, through which students of law are able to practice “thinking like a 

lawyer.” Clinical legal education has emerged as a means of training students to “act like a 

lawyer.” While the heightened social awareness of the nineteen-sixties and seventies in the USA 

contributed to a resurgence in clinical legal education, the profession of law has a strong lineage 
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of community outreach through early dispensaries inspired by teaching hospitals. Key to the 

pedagogical model of clinical legal education are the rigorous and structured “post-mortems,” in 

which students and educators collaboratively and constructively critique not only the outcome, 

but also the thinking processes of the student.

3.5 Discussion

Lee S. Shulman (2005a, p. 52) emphasises the importance of understanding professional 

education through the words of the psychoanalyst Erik Erikson, who:

“...once observed that if you wish to understand a culture, study its nurseries. There is a 

similar principle for the understanding of professions: if you wish to understand why 

professions develop as they do, study their nurseries, in this case, their forms of professional 

preparation.”47

This chapter has examined three professions for instances of pedagogies that engage students 

with “clients” or end-users of that profession’s service, focusing less upon the delivery of that 

service and more upon the processes entailed in that delivery. Chapter two found that while the 

modern architectural live project focused upon architecture-as-built-product, the postmodern 

live project places great emphasis on architecture-as-process, one that is dialogic, collaborative 

and inclusive, and therefore questioning of the role of both the school and the professional in 

the wider community. The live project “client” ceases to be a passive recipient of the professional 

service, becoming instead an active partner. Are such projects to be found in other disciplines, 

and if so, upon what pedagogical frameworks are they built?

Planning offers architectural educators a programme of education that is not so dissimilar from 

their own, with the design studio providing the platform at the centre of the curriculum for 

excursions into the community through service learning projects. Service learning pedagogies 

can draw upon a broader and more established body of literature, especially in the USA, and it is 
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from here that we can identify certain key themes. Service to a community is not the byproduct, 

but a central experience of a service learning project. Frameworks of experiential learning are 

drawn from the model proposed by David Kolb; reflective learning from the model proposed by 

Donald Schön and an expanded, socially and civic minded critical pedagogy from John Dewey, 

Paulo Freire and bell hooks. The pedagogical contributions of these theorists will be considered 

in chapter five. The experience of service learning projects in planning also provides a number of 

“red flags” for live projects, namely the imbalance of skills, language and power that results 

when an academic institution partners with a non-academic community. There is a danger of 

communities being exploited, and unrealistic expectations leading to disappointment. The 

expanded role of the educator emerges, one who sits between all participants and attends to 

these concerns.

Medical education features a transition between two pedagogical paradigms: from lecture-based 

learning (LBL) to problem-based learning (PBL). In the words of Shulman, (2005b, p. 22) whereas 

“law schools do a brilliant job of teaching students to think like a lawyer ... the pedagogies of 

medicine, however, put enormous emphasis on learning to practice the profession,” i.e. thinking 

like a doctor and acting like a doctor. Real patient learning (RPL) is introduced within a few years 

of a student commencing studies, and the highly routinised pattern of medical rounds allows 

students of different stages to reflexively witness and engage with the diverse and complex 

nature of quotidian practice. From medical education and research we are able to draw upon a 

rich seam of pedagogical insight regarding the involvement of real patients in the education of 

future practitioners. While graduates of medicine and law express clear preferences for learning 

with real clients and patients, it is the more developed knowledge base of medical research and 

education that has provided the more advanced body of theoretical discourse on the ethical, 

practical and pedagogical issues involving “clients” (i.e. patients) in education. While the scale 

and breadth of learning opportunities available in a teaching hospital (a unified site of teaching, 

research and practice) might not easily be replicated in architectural education, the rich 

theoretical discourse surrounding medical education can nonetheless provide sophisticated 

insight to the ethical concerns of Real Patient Learning.

Whereas the signature pedagogy of planning education simulates professional practice through 

projects in the studio or workshop (and service learning enhances this experience by re-focusing 
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the efforts of the studio towards real design problems), law’s signature pedagogy is based on the 

profession’s significant textual knowledge base. In normative legal education, there is no 

experience of clients until after graduation; while clinical legal education is well established in 

the USA, it remains a marginal interest in the UK. From clinical legal education we can see the 

value of comprehensive and highly structured “post-mortems,” at which the thought processes 

and actions of the student are collaboratively critiqued. Methodologies of critical reflexivity and 

self-evaluation are intended to be nurtured through this demanding process.

In supporting students to make sense of their experiences “in the field,” Bjørn Sletto argues that 

the act of critical reflection is vital in order “to encourage students to consider their own 

identities and the narratives that inform their constructions of people and places.” (Op cit, p. 

403) In medical and legal education, this critical reflexivity is nurtured through clearly defined 

and highly structured exercises. During their rounds together, the doctor asks each of his 

students in turn for a daily briefing and prognosis on “their” patients. After a law student has 

presented a case for a client in a legal clinic, the educator and class will together critically 

examine the student’s performance through recordings and accounts of the case. Other 

disciplines may not benefit from these highly sophisticated and situated sites of learning. 

However other tools are available. In service learning projects in planning, Sletto suggests that 

“critical educators draw on various pedagogical strategies such as blogging, debriefing sessions, 

and classroom discussions to inform and make sense of experience.” (ibid)
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Chapter 4: The restrictions and limitations affecting 
architectural education

4.1 A review of the literature

Lonergan & Anderson (1998, p. 72) write that “every pedagogical choice has to take account of its 

restrictions, limitations and constraints.” Within architectural education (AE), growing student 

cohorts have been linked to a per capita decline in teaching resources. Fiona Duggan (2004, p. 71) 

writes of architectural education that “over the past decade [to 2004] the space available in 

institutions has not increased in line with student numbers, while teaching hours have actually 

decreased.” Given the epistemological and methodological decisions of this study (discussed in 

chapter one) to build a critique of the live project through a survey of pedagogical decision 

makers, it would be apposite to consider the restrictions, limitations and constraints affecting 

both higher education (HE) and AE. What have been the implications of these constraints upon 

the pedagogical decisions made in live projects? And how has the role of the university changed 

as a result of these changing conditions? In his history of the American “land-grant” 

university,48 for instance, James T. Bonnen (1998, p. 37) observes that in North America:

“The period since World War II has been one of unprecedented growth in the scale and scope 

of higher education. Despite an expected future expansion of the student-age cohort, university 

capacities are now constrained by limited and even declining real or inflation-adjusted 

resources. From these changes in society and the university, many of our current problems 

flow. It is in this changing context that the outreach role of the university is now evolving.”

One implication of this changing context that is being felt internationally is the 

commodification of HE. Philip G. Altbach (2002, p. 1) writes that:

“Education is becoming an internationally traded commodity. No longer is it seen primarily 

as a set of skills, attitudes, and values required for citizenship and effective participation in 

modern society—a key contribution to the common good of any society. Rather, it is 

increasingly seen as a commodity to be purchased by a consumer in order to build a “skill set” 

to be used in the marketplace or a product to be bought and sold by multinational 
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corporations, academic institutions that have transmogrified themselves into businesses, and 

other providers.”

Can such observations be made of AE? How is the role of architectural educators changing 

against this backdrop? This first section of this chapter considers the literature and statistics 

through two particular concerns of both HE and AE: increasing participation and lessening per 

capita resource. Section 4.2 then examines how these trends are perceived and experienced by 

architectural educators themselves, using data collected during the empirical research of this 

thesis.

Increasing participation

Blanden and Machin (2004, p. 2) observe that “the factors that lie behind the growth of higher 

education participation in the UK are complex;” there is no single cause. The twentieth century 

witnessed substantial growth in the population of the UK, from approximately 38 million 

people in 1901, to approximately 50 million in 1951 and almost 60 million at the end of the 

century. Over the same period there was a one hundred fold increase in the number of students 

at university or other higher education institutions, from approximately 25,000 students at the 

start of the century to more than 2,500,000 students at the 2009/10 academic year. Figure 4.1 

graphically represents student population data from two sources: the Office for National 

Statistics (ONS, 2011), which provides archived ‘Social Trends’ data for at ten year intervals 

between the 1970/1 and 2000/1 academic years, and the Higher Education Statistics Agency 

(HESA, 2011), which provides data at twelve month intervals between the 1995/6 and 2009/10 

academic years. An exponential trend line projected from the ONS data indicates the clear 

continuation of the trend in growth of student numbers between the academic years 1995/6 to 

2000/1. The growth in student numbers during the last two decades is significant, but it is in line 

with the growth experienced since 1970.49
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Student numbers in UK HE collected by the HESA between 1995 and 2009 can be further 

explored by constituent country. The data illustrates (in Figure 4.2) that it was in England that 

the majority of the expansion of student numbers took place, while student numbers remained 

relatively stable in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland.
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Over the four academic years between 1996/7 and 1999/2000, student numbers increased by an 

average of 2.8% per year. This relatively stable period of growth was disrupted in the 2000/1 

academic year, with an increase in student numbers of 9.1%. Over the four academic years 

between 2000/1 and 2003/4, student numbers increased at an average of 5.4% per year. This 

rate of growth relented slightly 2003/4 and 2007/8, but the data would suggest a return to 

growth up until 2009/10. The UK HE sector has grown substantially for as long as data is 

available, with the majority of growth in England. Whereas one in sixteen people had been 

participating in some form of HE at the start of the 1960s, by the end of the century the number 

had risen to one in three. Kogan and Hanney (2000) ascribe part of the growth to the UK’s late 

twentieth century shift from a manufacturing and industry-based economy towards one that 

centred on the provision of services. Blanden and Machin (op cit) suggest that as HE 

participation increased, the widening pay gap between graduates and non-graduates was likely 

to incentivise even greater participation in HE. HE growth was not only demand-driven, but also 

fuelled by growth in supply. The abolition of the ‘Binary Divide’ between Polytechnic 

Institutions (Central Institutions in Scotland) and universities prepared the ground for further 

growth in student numbers. The passing of the Further and Higher Education Act in 1992 

allowed Polytechnics and Central Institutions to become universities, awarding their own 

degrees. By the mid-nineties, prospective students had a wider choice of institutions at which to 

study towards a university degree than ever before. 

The HE sector in the Republic of Ireland, while substantially smaller than that of the UK, 

experienced similar growth in student numbers in the last quarter of the twentieth century. 

Data reporting HE participation in the Republic of Ireland is available from the Department of 

Education and Skills at annual intervals between the 1989 and 2009. (CSO, 2011) A remarkable 

period of growth - from just over 64,000 students in 1989 to almost 158,000 in 2009 is 

illustrated in Figure 4.3.
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Lessening resource

Given Fiona Duggan’s (op cit) observation that AE resourcing has not increased in line with 

increasing participation, this chapter now turns to a second principal concern found in the 

literature to be affecting HE and AE: finances and resourcing. State support for students in HE 

in the UK was at its highest per capita level in the late 1970s and early 1980s. As the number of 

students in HE grew, wide ranging financial support for students (tuition fees paid by Local 

Education Authorities, means-tested maintenance grants, and even unemployment benefit 

during vacations) became increasingly unaffordable for the UK government. As a result, student 

eligibility for housing and unemployment benefit was withdrawn in 1987, and maintenance 

grants were capped at a maximum of £1,755 (£2,160 in London) in 1990 which, as Goodman 

and Kaplan (2003, cited by Blanden and Machin, ibid) illustrate, saw the value of maintenance 

grants begin to fall in real terms. In order to address the funding gap for new students, the 

Conservative government introduced subsidised government loans of up to £1,685 (up to 

£2,085 in London) that were (as opposed to means-tested grants) available to all students. 

Blanden and Machin (op cit, p. 233) agree with Callender (2003) in explaining that “this shifted 

the public subsidy of student living costs purely from a large subsidy benefiting lower income 

students to a less generous subsidy benefiting all students (the majority of which are from 

affluent families).” Blanden and Machin (ibid, p. 247) find that during the last quarter of the 
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twentieth century, the aforementioned expansion in UK HE was not equally distributed across 

people from richer and poorer backgrounds:

“Rather, it has disproportionately benefited children from relatively rich families. Despite 

the fact that many more children from higher income backgrounds participated in HE before 

the recent expansion of the system, the expansion acted to widen participation gaps between 

rich and poor children.”

In May 1996 the Conservative Prime Minister John Major commissioned the National 

Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education (NCIHE) “to make recommendations on how the 

purposes, shape, structure, size and funding of higher education, including support for students, 

should develop to meet the needs of the United Kingdom over the next 20 years.” (Dearing, 

1997) The committee was in the final stages of presenting its findings when, in May 1997, 

Labour government of Tony Blair was elected. The 1997 Labour Party manifesto had stated that 

“the improvement and expansion needed cannot be funded out of general taxation ... the costs of 

student maintenance should be repaid by graduates on an income-related basis, from the career 

success to which higher education has contributed.” (Labour Party, 1997) For the first time in 

British politics, a link was drawn between the cost of HE and the predicted earning potential of 

graduates.50 The Report of the NCIHE (a.k.a. the Dearing Report) recommended that students 

should pay approximately one quarter of tuition costs, with the government covering the 

difference and through a system of grants. However, the Education Secretary David Blunkett 

announced instead the introduction of means-tested tuition fees the following year, and the 

replacement of student grants with student loans calculated on the income of the student’s 

family. (Alley & Smith, 2004)

Whereas a Labour majority at Westminster was able to implement these changes to HE funding 

in England, a different political landscape lead to a compromise on tuition fees in Scotland. A 

Labour / Liberal Democrat coalition was elected to the newly formed Scottish Parliament in May 

1999. Whereas the Scottish Labour party favoured a system of tuition fees as had been 

implemented in England, the Scottish Liberal Democrats refused to negotiate on the opposition 

of their manifesto to university tuition fees. The Cubie Report, which studied alternative HE 
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funding models in Scotland, was published in December 1999, proposing a package that would 

cost the Scottish Parliament approximately £71m per annum. University tuition fees were to be 

replaced with a graduate endowment scheme. Fees would be paid up front by the government 

and students would repay £3,000 in taxation once they were earning more than £25,000 per 

annum, and children of families earning less than £23,000 per annum would not have to pay 

fees. (Dobson, 2000) The eventual scheme adopted by the Scottish Parliament accepted some 

aspects of the Cubie Report but rejected others, abolishing up-front tuition fees but seeking 

repayment of £2,000 once students’ earnings were more than £10,000 per annum. The decision 

of the Scottish Parliament created an Anglo-Scottish divide with regard to university tuition: 

Scottish students could study for free in Scotland, whereas English, Welsh and Northern Irish 

students studying in Scotland (and Scottish students studying elsewhere in the UK) would pay 

tuition fees.

On 7 June 2001, Labour was elected to the Westminster government for a second term, its 

manifesto stating that “we will not introduce 'top-up' fees and have legislated to prevent 

them.” (Labour Party, 2001) The ‘New Labour’ era from 1997 to 2010 saw repeated assertions of 

the intent to achieve 50% participation in HE by 2010. In early 2003 the Secretary of State for 

Education and Skills, Charles Clarke, published a white paper entitled ‘The Future of Higher 

Education’ that proposed allowing universities to set their own tuition fees up to a cap of £3,000 

per annum. Conscious of the difficulties in achieving the necessary support of Labour Members 

of Parliament,51 in early January 2004 Charles Clarke presented a series of concessions towards 

winning support for the Education Bill. These concessions included extending the maintenance 

grant for the poorest 30% of students and introducing additional bursaries. A twenty five year 

expiration of unpaid student debt was also proposed. The Labour Government managed to pass 

the Bill by just five votes. Towards the end of their second term in office, the Labour 

government under Prime Minister Gordon Brown commissioned Lord Browne of Madingley to 

conduct the Independent Review of Higher Education Funding and Student Finance. (Gill, 

2009; BBC News, 2009) In keeping with the manner established by the previous government 

with the Dearing Report, the report was to be delivered after the 2010 General Election, after 

which a Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition was formed. It recommended the removal of 
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the existing £3,000 cap on university tuition fees while also increasing the income threshold 

beyond which graduates would begin to repay their student loans to £21,000. While the findings 

of the report were broadly in line with the Conservative party’s policies on HE, the Liberal 

Democrats (despite internal disagreement - Watt, 2010) had campaigned heavily against any 

increase in tuition fees. A vote on the proposals of the Browne Review in December 2010, 

conducted while violent student protests unfolded outside the Westminster Parliament, was 

won by the coalition. With the threefold increase in the tuition fees cap from £3,000 to £9,000 

coming into effect from the beginning of the 2012 academic year, it has since become apparent 

that no UK university intends to charge tuition fees of less than £6,000 per annum. (Shepherd, 

2011)

The implications of these changes in HE funding for AE are substantial, firstly because of the 

architectural profession’s requirement for a two stage university education that requires at least 

five years of study, and secondly because of the relatively low salary scales of architectural 

practitioners when compared to other professions. (Wright, 2012) It has been estimated by one 

architectural practice that the typical student of architecture commencing their studies in 2012 

could expect to pay in excess of £88,000 for their AE, including all fees, living expenses and 

material costs associated with the degree. (Pavilion of Protest, 2011) Calculations of projected 

interest on student debt and median lifetime incomes for practising architects would suggest 

that the interest on a post-2012 student debt will always exceeds the debt repaid in each year of 

work. (Wright, op cit) There is, therefore, a very real possibility that students of architecture 

could graduate into the profession carrying a student debt that they will never be able to repay to 

the government. While it is too early to make any clear conclusions about the implications of the 

increased tuition fees on student participation in HE, the early indicators of university 

applications suggest at the time of writing that there has been a slight downturn in the number 

of people applying to enter HE. (Vasagar, 2012)

In the Republic of Ireland, the relationship between widening HE participation and funding 

raises a similar set of issues to that in the United Kingdom: namely increasing participation 

while maintaining affordability to the government. While university tuition fees were 
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abolished in 1996, their re-introduction was being proposed within less than a decade.52 A report 

on higher education in the Republic by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD) in September 2004 stated that the abolition of tertiary level tuition fees 

had not helped to widen the social mix HE participation, and in fact had effectively provided 

substantial subsidies to students from families who could already afford to pay for university 

education. The report concluded that the reintroduction of tuition fees was inevitable. (Edwards, 

2008; Flynn 2004a & 2004b) Of continuing concern to some commentators in the RoI was the 

apparently intransigent divide in access to higher education, one which the abolition of tuition 

fees had been unable to breach. A report conducted in 2003 year revealed that only 20% of 

people from lowest income groups continued from secondary to tertiary level education, 

compared to 97% of highest earners. (Flynn, 2003) A feeder school list published seven years 

later revealed broadly similar divisions: between 11% and 14% of secondary students in the 

poorer Dublin districts of Cabra, Ballymun, Finglas and Blanchardstown, for instance, were 

progressing to third level. In contrast, most schools in wealthier parts of the capital enjoyed 

progression rates to university of of 100%. (Flynn & McGuire, 2010) In February 2009 the 

Minister for Education and Science Batt O’Keeffe established a strategic review of the functions, 

governance and funding higher education; the Hunt Review was published in January 2011. On 

the subject of funding, the report concluded that “the funding base for higher education must be 

broadened through the reform of student financing, including a new form of direct student 

contribution based on an upfront fee with a deferred payment facility.” (Department of 

Education and Skills, 2011, p.22) It also recommended a reduction in the number of higher 

education institutions and the possible re-designation of some Institutes of Technology as 

universities. (Flynn, 2011) Whether these changes will effectively address either the imbalance 

in HE participation or funding shortfall in RoI HE remains to be seen, however the Dearing, 

Cubie and Hunt Reports all present similar recommendations to dealing with similar problems 

in the respective HE communities of England, Scotland and the Republic of Ireland. At the end 

of the twentieth century there was widespread agreement about the importance of increasing 

access and widening participation in HE, but funding this growth and ensuring that all social 

and economic groups were represented was problematic. Finding this balance has lead to 
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successive administrations on both the left and right of the political spectrum with the 

unpopular task of shifting the weight of HE funding from the state to the student.

The assessment of research activity

Against the aforementioned changes in HE, AE has also been particularly affected by an 

increasing expectation to produce research. This inquiry has been conducted during the run-up 

to the assessment period of the next national audit of HE research activity, which in turn will 

directly influence government funding for research. The Research Excellence Framework (REF), 

administered by the Higher Education Funding Council in England (HEFCE), succeeded the 

Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) as means of attaching a metric score to the research 

performance of UK higher education institutions.. The REF will consider up to four research 

outputs per academic published over a five year period between 2008 and 2013, and will present 

its results in 2014. (HEFCE, n.d.) The results of the REF will be used to distribute approximately 

£1.6 billion in research income amongst HE institutions. (Shaw, 2012) 

The assessment of research output will be conducted by four panels of academics and 

representatives of industry, each of which is subdivided into subject specific sub-panels. There, 

for instance, twenty four members of the Architecture, Built Environment and Planning sub-

panel, although additional assessors are expected to be appointed in order to handle the large 

volume of material to be assessed. (HEFCE, 2012) Research will be assessed according to three 

weighted elements: output (65%), environment (15%) and impact. (20%) 53 Perhaps the most 

controversial element of this weighting structure was the inclusion of “impact,” which was 

reduced from 25% to 20% after complaints from the academic community. (Oswold, 2009; 

Shepherd, 2009; Lipsett, 2011; Meer, 2012) Particular discontent was expressed by academics 

that their research would be judged (and their subsequent chances of receiving funding) by its 

estimated economic impact. (Shepherd, op cit) This was felt by many in arts and humanities 

disciplines to be unfairly biased against them. Roger Brown, Professor of Higher Education 

Policy at Liverpool Hope University, asks for instance “how do you measure the impact of a 

study on the life of Henry VIII?” (Ibid) Michael Driscoll, Vice-Chancellor of Middlesex 

University highlighted the REF’s disregard for links between research and teaching. He 
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explained that “doing research in universities ... supports the curriculum, but we need to have 

researchers engaged in teaching. Researchers are less and less involved in teaching and the 

experience of their students suffers.” (Ibid) Understandings of research “impact” with regard to 

legislation and public policy has proven to be problematic. While HEFCE identifies a potential 

indicator of research impact as having influenced changes to government legislation or public 

policy, research impact will only be recognised in instances where it is shown to have influenced 

changes to law or public policy. There are some particular ethical concerns regarding this 

understanding “impact,” for instance that “this creates a dangerous incentive to produce 

research that will find favour with the ruling party.” (Wedgwood, 2009) Similarly, Nasar Meer 

(op cit) notes that rewarding the evidence of impact rather than impact itself may encourage 

academics to concentrate on producing research relevant to short-term policy agendas rather 

than longer-term issues, and that ethically conducted research may (despite being considered 

highly impactful) may subsequently be used for unethical purposes, such as the promotion of 

harmful products. As an example of the difficulties surrounding an understanding of research 

“impact,” Jonathan Wolff (2010) reflects on his experience of conducting research for the rail 

industry into passengers’ perceptions of railway safety. His inquiry found no evidence that the 

rail passengers were interested in expensive safety systems, rather that they were more 

concerned with poorly supervised maintenance work; in other words, the primary public 

concern regarding rail safety was poor management rather than inadequate technology. Given 

these findings, the body that had commissioned the research (made up of railway executives) 

decided not to publish it, using it instead as an internal briefing document. Wolff explains:

“Did this work have impact? Quite possibly, although not on its own. In public policy, it is 

rare to have influence unless you are one of a crowd making the same point. Can I 

demonstrate impact? Of course not. Stupidly, I forgot to tape-record the conversations I had 

with industry executives, and nothing was ever put in writing. Influence in sensitive public-

policy areas rarely leaves an audit trail.” (Ibid)

Procedures for the REF were piloted in a small number of disciplines in 2010. These studies 

revealed, however, that there were some innovative interpretations of how academic research 

could be shown to have had an “impact” in the wider community and society, including 

community outreach programmes. (Lipsett, op cit) Considering this heightened interest in 

research impact, university-community partnerships that can demonstrate a clear connection 
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between research and outreach activity may offer academics new mechanisms for having their 

research recognised.

The primary forum for academic research is the peer-reviewed academic journal. While the 

process of peer review is considered central to the publication of high quality research output, 

there has been considerable academic debate regarding the nature of journal classifications and 

rankings, especially if the academic standing of such journals influences the assessment of 

research outputs submitted to the REF.  The European Reference Index for the Humanities, 

having previously classified journals in the arts and humanities with a letter category depending 

on whether they were “high-ranking international publications” (A), “standard international 

publications” (B) or publications with important “local/regional significance,” (C) revised its 

listings in 2011 to designate journals by their intended audiences: a “national” academic 

audience (Nat) or worldwide “international” audience (Int). While the ERIH journal index 

includes a warning that it should not be used to assess the research performance of individual 

candidates, the classification of international journals is divided into Int1 and Int2 journals, 

according to their “influence and scope.” (Corbyn, 2011; ERIH, 2011) The Australian Research 

Council (ARC) experienced similar difficulties in its compilation and ranking of research 

journals for the 2010 Excellence in Research for Australia (ERA) exercise, which is comparable 

in intent and scope to the REF. For the 2010 ERA, the ARC ranked academic journals by four 

tiers of “quality”: A* (for the top 5%), A (for the next 15%), B (for the next 30%) and C (for the 

bottom 50% of publications.) (ARC, 2009) When published, the journal rankings were heavily 

criticised for not accurately reflecting the academic performance of HE institutions. (Corbyn, 

op cit; Jump, 2011a, 2011b; Rowbowtham, 2011) As a result of the furore they provoked, the 

rankings have since been abandoned completely. While HEFCE advises REF panels not to use 

journal rankings in the assessment of research outputs, concern remains that such journal 

rankings will still be used to shape university or departmental strategies with regard to research 

output submissions for the 2014 REF. (Corbyn, op cit) Paul Jump (2011a) writes that “stories also 

abound of UK universities unofficially making hiring and promotion dependent on publishing 

‘REF-able’ numbers of papers in journals with high impact factors.” David Shaw (op cit) also 

highlights a potential ethical problem with regard to collaboration, namely that “the REF 

incentivises the dishonest attribution of authorship. If your boss asked you to add someone's 

name to a paper because otherwise they wouldn't be entered into the REF, it could be hard to 
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refuse.” There have been complaints that the REF assessment process lacks transparency, 

provides insufficient feedback and lacks a clear standard of objectivity. (Burnley, 2011; Oswold, 

2011) It has also been suggested that in some subjects as few as two members of the REF panel 

will assess research outputs. (Oswold, 2011) By only assessing a maximum of four outputs per 

submitted academic, the REF is unable to distinguish between highly productive academics who 

may have many more than four examples of high quality research outputs. (Shaw, op cit) The 

additional administrative burden of preparing and submitting “REF-able” research has also 

been suggested as contributing to a marginalisation of teaching-only staff, especially if they 

have to take on additional teaching to support their research-active colleagues. (Ibid)

Architectural educators have long been conscious of their discipline’s comparatively poor 

standing in research exercises. (Carolin, 1997) The debate about how the 2014 REF will be 

conducted, how research will be assessed, whether the academic standing of a publication will 

influence the assessment of works therein, and exactly how impact can be measured continues. 

Of particular concern to research-active architectural educators are the small numbers and 

relatively poor rankings of discipline-specific journals. Of interest to this inquiry, however, are 

the opportunities for connecting architectural teaching and research, especially given the 

opportunities to examine the impact of community-based live projects.

4.2 Perceptions of architectural educators

As has been discussed in chapters one, this thesis is arranged in three distinct parts, with part 

one developing the theoretical foundations of the critique; part two describing the 

methodological approach to the empirical research; and part three presenting the critique of the 

live project. As has been demonstrated in chapter two, it has been necessary on occasion to 

present some findings of the empirical research in advance of a complete discussion of the 

methodology. As in section 2.3 of chapter two, this section now explores the perceptions of 

architectural educators who were interviewed for this research. For a full discussion of the 

methodology supporting this research, please refer to chapter six.
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This first section of this chapter considered two concerns affecting HE and AE found widely in 

the literature. Mindful firstly of Lonergan & Anderson’s (op cit) observation regarding the 

factors liable to affect pedagogical decisions, and secondly of an understanding of the shifting 

circumstances of HE participation and resourcing discussed above, during the survey of 

architectural educators conducted for this inquiry respondents were asked to articulate what 

pressures or threats they felt were liable to negatively affect either their teaching or research 

activity. The two concerns discussed above prompted this particular question; however 

additional areas of concern also emerged, which will be discussed in turn.

Increasing participation

It has been established in the preceding section that there has been steady and substantial 

growth in the number of students participating in HE over the last three decades. Indicative of 

the pace of this growth in student numbers is Paul’s observation that “in six years the actual 

number in first year through to fifth year has actually doubled. When I started there were forty 

students in first year, now there are a hundred and thirty.” (Paul, pp. 1 - 2) Such growth is of 

particular concern to architectural educators, given the comparatively large and specific spatial 

demands of the discipline. What effects has this growth had on the delivery of AE? A number of 

respondents linked growing student participation with pressures from departmental and 

institutional management to find teaching efficiencies, either within courses or across them. 

Reid, at an English school of architecture, explained how institutional change was driving 

change within AE: 

“There’s been a great deal of change in the university with respect to the economic changes: 

efficiencies, connecting programmes, looking at modules that cross through the faculty of art 

and design as well. So I think at the moment the biggest hit is the administrative changes at 

university level. Obviously there are changes to ARB / RIBA that are coming through over a 

longer period, but it’s probably more institutional change at the moment. That’s probably due 

to external pressures, sort of the funding to higher education. I’d imagine everyone going’s 

through it.” (Reid, p. 2)

These observations demonstrated an awareness of the “high level” changes in HE and the likely 

effects that they would have on the delivery of AE, namely significantly increased cohort sizes 

and possible connectivity with programmes and modules in other disciplines. In Scotland, where 
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HE is subject to a funding structure different from the rest of the UK (as discussed in section 

4.1), one respondent described the difficulties in maintaining teaching quality while resources 

were cut:

“The most immediate one [challenge] at the moment is the funding structure for higher 

education. I think that over a number of years we’ve noticed that we’ve been dealing with a 

reduction in resource allocation to the course. And maintaining quality while dealing with 

these particular lessening resource has actually been a very big challenge. And that continues 

really to be one of the main areas of concern at the moment for us. Across the country, of 

course, there are different methods of funding. Being in Scotland, our funding structure is 

different from other areas such as England and Wales where there are top-up fees at the 

moment. It’s obviously a political question that’s going to have to be addressed very soon in 

Scotland about how you’re going to fund properly higher education.” (Mark, p. 2)

How do the subject-specific statistics for AE describe this growth in student participation? Since 

the 2001/2 academic year, the Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA) has produced an 

annual report compiling statistics provided by RIBA validated schools of architecture and RIBA 

programmes for office-based candidates for Parts I, II and III. (RIBA, 2011) The data contained 

within these annual reports is the most detailed available regarding AE (because it distinguishes 

those students on RIBA Part I and Part II level courses, rather than just those within the broad 

subject grouping of architecture). This data is not comprehensive, however. Without published 

statistics pre-dating the 1997/8 academic year, conclusions regarding student numbers should 

be limited to the fourteen years available. Participation in the survey that informs the RIBA 

Education Statistics is voluntary, and as a result some reports do not represent all the schools of 

architecture validated by the RIBA at that time. The implications of this voluntary participation 

are evidenced in figures 4.4 and 4.5, which present the total number of students on RIBA 

validated architecture courses and the number of new entrants (i.e. first time, non-returning) to 

RIBA Part I and Part II validated courses between 1997 and 2010. The data would seem to 

correlate with the government statistics discussed above, suggesting that that the rise in HE 

participation has indeed been mirrored by a sustained year-on-year increase in the number of 

students studying architecture. A sharp rise in the total number of students studying 

architecture in the 2004/5 academic year is notable, representing a year on year increase of 

approximately 20%. A closer examination of student numbers entering RIBA Part I and Part II 

validated courses, presented in Figure 4.5, is necessary to understand both the demographic 
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changes in the student population and the limitations of the RIBA data. Figure 4.5 focuses on 

entrants to the two stages of RIBA validated courses in architecture, revealing two pauses in 

growth to RIBA Part I entry in 2003 and 2009.
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There are some caveats accompanying these data. It should be noted that fewer schools chose to 

participate in the survey informing the 2004 statistics than in any previous or subsequent year. 

Problematically for such an inquiry, the Reports do not expressly state the number of schools 

participating in the survey, only the number of validated schools that chose not to participate in 

either the entire survey or that did respond to certain questions. Therefore the data presented 

here should only be treated as indicative rather than comprehensive. While the dips in growth 

for 2003 and 2009 appear to be similar, only the former can be explained by a drop in 

participation in the survey. 2003’s entry figures may, therefore be anomalous, although an 

explanation for the slackened growth in 2009 cannot be found. Notwithstanding these 

anomalous figures, the number of students entering RIBA validated courses maintained a 

steady year-on-year growth from 2001 to 2010 of approximately 5.45%. The growth new 

entrants to RIBA Part I validated courses has been significant, and has so far only made a modest 

impact to the number of entrants to Part II courses; the period of growth in Part I entrants from 

2001 onwards begins to trickle through to Part II from 2005 onwards. It is, as Paul reported 

above, at the undergraduate level (Part I) that architectural educators have been witnessing 

substantial growth for most of the last decade. The full effect of this growth on the (smaller) 

population of postgraduate (Part II) courses has yet to be seen. 

Precise statistics regarding the number of students studying architecture in the Republic of 

Ireland are not collected by the RIBA’s equivalent body in Ireland, the Royal Incorporation of 

Irish Architects (RIAI). However government statistics detailing the number of applicants to 

courses within certain subject areas are available. Table 4.6 presents both the number applicants 

to all HE courses and the number of applicants to courses grouped within the subject area of 

architecture (including, for instance, architectural technology). Of interest is that while the 

number of applicants to HE in the RoI increased around the beginning of the 2008 - 2012 

financial crisis in Ireland, applications to study architecture over the same period fell. Figure 4.7 

examines just first preference applicants to architecture, and illustrates more clearly the sharp 

fall in the number of subjects after 2008. (Central Applications Office, 2012)
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This fall in applicants is despite significant growth in both HE participation in the RoI and in the 

number of places on architecture courses in the RoI. Of the five HE institutions offering degrees 

in architecture in the Republic of Ireland, three (Waterford Institute of Technology, Limerick 

Institute of Technology and Cork Centre for Architectural Education) have been established 

since 2005.54 So while the statistics detailing HE in the UK and RoI illustrate significant year-on-

year growth in HE participation in both countries, the post-Celtic Tiger recession may have 

served to lessen the attraction of architecture courses relative to other disciplines, whose appeal 

appears to have remained strong as the economy contracts.

Lessening resource

How has the per capita resourcing of AE either reflected or been affected by these changes in 

student participation? Detailed statistics regarding the per capita resourcing of individual 

architecture courses are not consistently available, and vary from institution to institution. 

Observations about the staffing levels of schools of architecture can, however, be made from two 

different sources. The annual Education Report of the RIBA provides some (if not 

comprehensive) statistics regarding the staffing levels of AE, and the annual Guardian 

University Guide present a variety of data relating to teaching quality, including a snapshot of 

Full Time Equivalence (FTE) staff levels. (The Guardian, 2011)55 The RIBA Education Statistics 

may be considered with three caveats in mind. Firstly, the RIBA statistics distinguish only “full-

time”, “part-time (contract)” and “part-time (hourly paid)” members of staff, rather than the 

standardised FTE weighting. Data presented from the RIBA statistics below should only be 

taken to distinguish staff on either 1.0FTE or <1.0FTE contracts. Secondly, the numbers of staff 

are not broken down by school, but are a total for all RIBA validated schools in the UK. Therefore 

the data cannot take into account the variations of individual schools, and provides only a 

generalised picture of the entire country. Thirdly, and as discussed earlier in this chapter, 

participation in the annual RIBA education survey is voluntary, and data are not comparable 

from year to year, especially as new courses that have been validated during the course of the 

Copyright 2012 James Benedict Brown - jamesbenedictbrown@yahoo.co.uk

 Downloaded from learningarchitecture.wordpress.com                                 103

54 The Republic of Irelands’s five schools of architecture were established in 1912 (University College Dublin), 
1939 (Dublin Institute of Technology), 2005 (the School of Architecture at the University Limerick and Waterford 
Institute of Technology) and 2006 (Cork Centre for Architectural Education).

55 The Guardian datasets come from two sources, namely the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) and the 
National Student Survey. It is not disclosed, but is presumed, that FTE staffing levels are acquired for these statistics 
from HESA.



year are invited to participate in subsequent surveys. RIBA data is therefore most useful for 

suggesting nationwide trends rather than providing directly comparable year-on-year data. 

Between the 2001/2 and 2009/10 academic years, the RIBA Education Statistics report that the 

ratio of students to “full-time” (1.0FTE) staff in UK AE fluctuated from as low as 17:1 to as high 

as 27:1, while the ratio of students to hourly and contract “part-time” (<1.0FTE) staff fluctuated 

from 35:1 to 57:1. Figure 4.8 plots this data, illustrating that regardless of these fluctuations and 

regardless of the distinction of FTE weighting, there appears to have been a gradual tend towards 

larger student-teacher ratios.

The university rankings published annually by the Guardian (2009, 2010, 2011) rate 

universities both institutionally and by individual subjects. Institutions and courses are ranking 

through the use of a value-added score that factors in the percentage of students satisfied with 

their course, teaching and feedback, the published student-staff ratio, the FTE spend per student 

(FTE), the average entry tariff, a value-added score out of ten and the percentage of students 

employed after six months. While the student-staff ratio is therefore one of several factors that 

contributes to the subject rankings (and any absolute conclusion from the data risks being self-

referential) it is nonetheless interesting to note (in figures 4.9.a, b & c) that in the three most 

recent subject rankings of architecture courses (published in 2011, 2010, 2009 for the 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

Figure 4.8: number of students per member of teaching staff

Students per F/T teaching staff Students per P/T teaching staff

Copyright 2012 James Benedict Brown - jamesbenedictbrown@yahoo.co.uk

 Downloaded from learningarchitecture.wordpress.com                                 104



subsequent years’ guides), a clear correlation between the eventual ranking and student-staff 

ratios emerges. In other words, the lower the student-staff ratio, the higher the overall ranking 

of the course in general, suggesting a possible correlation between staffing levels, student 

satisfaction and graduate employment.
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Of particular importance to the preceding discussion of rising student numbers and lessening 

teaching resource is a problematic disconnect between AE and its resource allocation. Both Reid 

in England and Mark in Scotland related how they responded to the changes in teaching 
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resources that were allocated to them (and over which they had no control). Similarly, and 

perhaps most explicitly, was this observation from the head of a school of architecture in 

Ireland, who said “I don’t have control over finance ... You know, tomorrow, there could be a 

decision to close [redacted - this school]. I don’t have control over the numbers that come into 

my course.” (Joan, p. 3) The implications of increasing student participation in AE and a per 

capita lessening resource have been felt widely amongst the respondents to this inquiry. The 

aforementioned quote by the head of an architecture course correlates with anecdotal evidence 

amongst other respondents to this inquiry’s interview survey that while student numbers 

increase, the per capita resourcing of AE is being reduced, and architectural educators are 

expected to respond accordingly.

The particular requirements of architectural education

Without making explicit reference to the source of the pressure to which he refers, Neil 

explained the difficulty he perceived in adapting AE to the pressure for greater teaching 

efficiency.

“The difficulty is that there is, I think, a pressure to achieve what’s called efficiency gains in 

your teaching. Find a way to do it more efficiently, which I think is a silly discussion in the 

context of the studio based learning. There’s only so much one can do to make it more 

efficient.” (Neil, p. 6)

Neil illustrated this position by highlighting what he regarded as the most valuable elements of a 

predominantly studio-based architectural education, saying “If one’s giving value to an 

education based on dialogue, then you’ve got to have a space for that dialogue which means. And 

it’s not possible to just kind of compress it artificially.” (Ibid) The value of the “space” of the 

design studio (both spatially and, it is presumed, pedagogically in a curriculum that supports 

individual or group tutorials) was not felt by Neil to have been adequately articulated. He 

explained “people don’t always seem to make the connection between, oh, the students are doing 

better, maybe that’s because of the time you’re putting in to it. The kind of commentaries seem 

to be very segmented.” (Ibid) Neil defended the design studio as a teaching environment based 

upon dialogic learning, and which requires sufficient space to support that dialogue. However, 
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Paul made an alternative case for defending the unique spatial requirements of the design 

studio, emphasising the requirement for “making space”:

“Even if you’ve got the income to match the raised numbers, and you can’t put them 

anywhere, you can throw a bit of money at it but you still wouldn’t provide for the kind of 

space that architectural education needs. It needs ateliers. It needs studio space. It needs 

making space. And those are the spaces that cost universities money. They’re far more 

expensive than chalk and talk.” (Paul, pp. 1 - 2)

Paul sets the cost of AE against other disciplines, pointing out that the unusual spatial 

requirements of the design studio serve to make AE more expensive that disciplines that teach 

using “chalk and talk” - namely lectures or seminars. This complaint was identified by Sue, who 

proposed instead that there was a reticence amongst architectural educators to explore 

alternative pedagogical models. She said:

“I think that there’s a tendency within architectural education to continue teaching the ways 

that we’ve always taught ... And that means that as numbers increase it potentially becomes 

less effective, because it does rely on fairly small groupings. This is just classic, people talk 

about this all the time in architectural education, and I think architectural education 

culturally hasn’t really grappled properly, really, with the fact that numbers have been 

increasing and therefore tried to re-think what might be an effective approach to supporting 

learning.” (Sue, p. 2)

Sue’s interpretation would suggest that AE has not responded to the changes going on around it 

in HE. She continued by proposing that this intransigence might be visible in a preference 

amongst architectural educators for the established methods of teaching, saying “there’s an 

expectation that we’ll continue with studio and individual tutorials ... rather than seeing as 

group tutorials in a more positive light they’ll be seen as a kind of second best to an individual 

tutorial.” (Sue, p. 2) Sue describes a model of AE dependent on small student cohorts, namely the 

traditional design studio in which an instructor can provide personal tutorials with individual 

students. She accuses AE of not engaging with the apparently unavoidable growth in student 

numbers to discover more “effective” methods of supporting learning. Unlike Neil and Paul, 

who appear to suggest that the spatial requirements of AE cannot be compromised upon, Sue 

suggests that there might be room for adaptation, but that this would require a more active 

engagement with the potential of group teaching.
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The increasing demand for research

In building a sample of architectural educators who were identified as being engaged in or 

knowledgeable in the delivery of live projects in architectural education, it was found that the 

majority of respondents did not have a contractual research obligation (see appendix 5.d). From 

those who were research active were a number of illuminating observations regarding the 

obligations placed upon AE to produce “bankable” or “REF-able” research for the forthcoming 

2014 Research Excellence Framework (REF). The implications of academic income streams 

being determined by research performance were discussed by some respondents. One lecturer 

explained:

“The rewards of the school are given for research instead of teaching and there’s almost a sort 

of push to separate research and teaching. My interest is in trying to bring those together. I 

mean ideally you would have those both combined ... At the moment, promotion through a 

teaching route or recognition through R.E.F. through teaching is only if you research about 

teaching, and very little recognition is given of teaching itself.” (Roz, pp. 2 - 3)

Roz expresses two concerns: firstly that there with the increasing recognition of research 

performance in AE, there is both decreasing recognition of teaching performance and an 

increasing isolation of two activities. Secondly, with a metric or method of recognising best 

practice in the teaching of architecture, there would appear to be an implicit disconnection 

between teaching performance and academic rewards, with promotion being favoured to those 

who are successful researchers rather than successful teachers. Given the concerns regarding 

increasing workloads amongst architectural educators, how are teaching and research 

commitments balanced? Jean, a research active senior lecturer in an English university, 

explained how she had managed to dedicate more time to her research in the current academic 

year by negotiating time away from teaching informally.

“The threat to the research [I can produce] is the amount of contact time that I have [with my 

students]. And actually this year, completely negotiated between my colleagues, I’ve got a bit 

less teaching time. So I’ve just got a little bit of space to do all sorts of interesting 

things.” (Jean, pp. 2 - 3)
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Although architectural educators may have little say over the number of students entering their 

course or the resource allocated to deliver that syllabus, there remain opportunities for such 

informal arrangements to support teaching and research. Where architectural educators are 

expected to both teach and research as part of their role, these informal arrangements were 

recognised as the low-level and informal responses to the increasing recognition of research 

activity in AE. They supplement certain observations regarding the high-level impact of the REF 

and its predecessor, the RAE. Dan recalled how:

“...one heard of stories whereby it set up a market within the area, whereby there was sort of 

trading with key staff within a school ... one hears stories that it did apply to architecture as 

well, where institutions would essentially attract [academics] away from one place to theirs ... 

I think there was an unfortunate dynamic that came out of that, which was a threat to some 

places, I’ve no doubt. But again, the whole motivation for that was to ratchet things up, 

because the bottom line, it was the pound sign underneath that. Because actually funding 

followed those sort of qualitative measures that came out of the RAE.” (Dan, p. 3)

Associated with both the increased participation in architectural education and the increased 

demand for research activity are, perhaps inevitably, observations regarding increasing volumes 

of administration. Seven explicitly linked this increasing administrative duty to decreasing 

staff-student ratios. Jean explained how:

“I spend my time photocopying stuff. I don’t have anybody who does that for me. I spend 

my time doing emails and trawling through university central stuff that I’m supposed to 

know about. There’s an awful lot of very dull admin stuff that is a real threat to my time and 

which doesn’t contribute in any positive way to my life. That’s the biggest thing.” (Jean, p. 

2)

When asked to describe the pressures likely to affect his teaching and research, Neil (pp. 5 - 6) 

replied that “the demands placed on me in terms of admin, teaching and the expectations about 

research are not something that can be met through a forty hour week. Just forget it. I’m 

generally working about twice that just ... to meet all of the expectations placed on me.” Where 

their responses to the interview described ways to balance the dual obligation to teach and to 

research, a number of respondents cited the excessive administrative workload as an obstacle to 

their aspirational performance.
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4.3 Discussion

By reviewing both the literature and the opinions of architectural educators, this chapter has 

sought to understand the restrictions, limitations and constraints placed upon HE and AE. It 

intends to contextualise the critique of the live project by understanding how pedagogical 

decisions regarding live projects may be affected by these constraints.

The HE sector in both the UK and RoI has undergone a period of sustained growth in student 

participation and a per capita decline in resource. As the UK has shifted from a largely industrial 

to a principally service based economy, and during the flourishing “Celtic Tiger” years in the 

RoI, increased participation in HE has been regarded by political parties on both the left and 

right as a desirable stepping stone towards a more prosperous society. In order to achieve that 

growth, however, the financial burden of education has been passed from state to student, with 

the increased up-front cost of HE linked to the potential of greater incomes over the course of a 

graduate’s lifetime. And while participation in HE has risen, studies in both the UK and RoI have 

established that social inequality in HE has not been significantly corrected.

Increased participation in AE has been accommodated in part by the establishment of new 

courses, both in the UK and RoI. However architectural educators are reporting substantial and 

sustained growth in cohort sizes, with severe implications to teaching and spatial resources. 

Some remain defensive of changes to individual or small group tuition, while others propose 

exploring the potential of group working and assessment. Pedagogical innovations that nurture 

collaboration, self-guided learning and peer-review have been suggested, although there is 

compelling evidence to suggest that teaching quality falls with larger staff-student ratios. 

Regardless, architectural educators report increased pressure to achieve teaching efficiencies, 

teaching more students with either the same or less per capita resource.

The implications of increasing university tuition fees across HE for architectural education are 

substantial, as the discipline is both firmly wedded to a three plus two sandwich of university-

level education, with many students experiencing substantial additional material costs as part of 

their design studio education. With potential student debt for a post-2012 English student 

reaching almost £90,000, and with the lifetime remuneration of architecture graduates falling 
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substantially below that of other professionals expected to complete a five year university 

education, some students of architecture commencing their studies in 2012 may never repay 

their student debt. The discipline is not only expensive for students and academic institutions 

(requiring large studio spaces and low teacher-student ratios), it may also prove to be expensive 

for state-owned student loan companies. 

A core source of income for academic disciplines is research funding. According to both sector-

wide metrics and anecdotal evidence from respondents to this inquiry, architecture has not 

performed well in research. The forthcoming 2014 REF has prompted academics across HE to 

question the nature of research quality, journal repute and research impact. There are 

suggestions, however, that outreach activities present opportunities for academics to make 

connections between teaching and research. The majority of respondents to this inquiry 

(identified for their involvement in or expertise regarding live projects) were not research active; 

perhaps revealing that their interest in live projects remains focused towards practice and 

teaching rather than research. Those respondents who were research active at the time of their 

interviews tended to agree that teaching and producing research at the same time presented a 

very heavy workload, one that was exacerbated by the teaching routine of the design studio and 

generally poor administrative support.
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Chapter 5: Towards complex pedagogies of live projects

5.1 Introduction

Having considered in the preceding chapters the conditions affecting HE and AE, this thesis 

now turns to the matter of pedagogy. In Voices in Architectural Education: Cultural Politics and 

Pedagogy the critical pedagogue Henry Giroux (1991a, p. x-xi) observes that “while pedagogy has 

become a ‘hot’ topic in French, gender, and English literature studies, the books produced in 

these disciplines largely suggest ... that pedagogy ... is a new theoretical invention discovered and 

developed within the narrow confines of each of these respective disciplines.” In other words, the 

sense that architectural educators are either unable to to draw upon pedagogical discourse from 

other disciplines or that the pedagogical discourse in architecture is under-developed should not 

be considered a problem unique to the discipline. In the same volume, however, the architectural 

educator Thomas Dutton (1991a, p. xvi) reassures us that (even if they are not explicitly aware of 

it) “all teachers act on the basis of some theory.” This chapter attempts to set out the pedagogical 

context of architectural education in order to move towards complex pedagogies of live projects. 

It does so by making sense of pedagogical frameworks that have either a) been applied to 

architectural education in order to to theorise it, or b) that have emerged from observations of or 

actions in architectural education. This chapter adopts and builds upon the position of Brent 

Davis, Dennis J. Sumara and Rebecca Luce-Kapler (2000) and Quay (2003) that all pedagogical 

frameworks may be aligned with three epistemological mindsets - complicated, holistic and 

complex. A complicated (or mechanical) pedagogy is “one that aims to reduce phenomena to 

elemental components, root causes, and fundamental laws.” (Davis et al, p. 62) Davis et al suggest 

that a complicated theoretical understanding of an object such as a carriage clock would be 

established from detailed understanding of each component part. A holistic (or organic) 

pedagogy is one that sees the learning environment “as a functional whole, something that is 

more than the sum of its parts” (ibid, p. 62) and appreciating the interdependency of the various 

parts. Completing the horological analogy, a complex pedagogy:

“Embraces both complicated and holist views, but also argues that an understanding of a clock 

demands an attention to the fact that the clock is embedded in social and natural environments 

- which compels considerations of the roles that a clock plays in shaping social lives, the 
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historical conditions that supported its invention, the materials involved in its construction, 

the effects of its use on the natural environment, and so on.” (Ibid, pp. 62-3)

In other words, a complex pedagogy is one that appreciates both the individual component 

learning processes and outcomes of an educational encounter (explained in isolation by 

complicated pedagogies) and the broader social, cultural and historical situatedness of that 

encounter (explained in isolation by holistic pedagogies). These will now be considered in turn: it 

will be argued that in order to develop meaningful complex pedagogies of live projects in 

architectural education (section 5.4 of this chapter), it will be necessary to build upon the 

contributions of both complicated (section 5.2) and holistic pedagogies (section 5.3). 

5.2 Complicated pedagogies

This section introduces two pedagogical frameworks that originated in the second half of the 

twentieth century and which theorised the relationships of experience and reflection to learning 

and teaching. One framework was developed for a broad and cross-disciplinary audience, while 

the second was written with a particular interest in architectural education. 

Reflection-in-action

Helena Webster (2008, p. 63) writes that “it is quite extraordinary that architectural education 

remained un-theorised until the 1970s when Donald Schön, following his studies of the design 

studio, put forward the notion that design studio learning simulated real professional action.” 

Donald A. Schön’s (1930-1997) theory of reflective learning remains one of the most profound 

(if problematic) attempts to theorise the architectural design studio’s model of one-to-one 

design instruction. Schön studied philosophy at Yale and completed a PhD on John Dewey’s 

theory of inquiry at Harvard in 1955, and developed a career-long interest in learning and 

practice, notably in the field of architecture.56 After being appointed Director of the Institute 

for Applied Technology at the National Bureau of Standards, a division of the US Department of 

Commerce, Schön co-founded a not-for-profit social research and development firm. Schön 

became a visiting professor at Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) in 1968 and Ford 

Professor (latterly Professor Emeritus) of Urban Studies and Education in 1972. He was 
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subsequently appointed chair of the Department of Urban Studies and Planning and senior 

lecturer in the MIT School of Architecture and Planning. It was at MIT that the bulk of Schön’s 

most notable work was published. (Schön, 1983; 1985; 1987; 1991) It was Schön’s discussion of 

reflection-in-action (as opposed to a retrospective reflection-on-action) in The Reflective 

Practitioner (1983) that became his most widely read contribution to architectural pedagogy. It 

distilled a theory of learning that Jeremy Till (2005, p. 167) regards as having been particularly 

well received by the architectural profession “because it supports the status quo, and since that 

support comes from an distinguished outsider it gives it a special credence.” Schön sought to 

distance professional practice and learning from the technical rationality of positivist theories 

of learning, preferring instead a position that investigated and validated the “professional 

artistry” that certain professionals (such as architects) would display while solving problems in 

their daily practice. Schön (1983, p. 9) identifies a period of profound change in American 

society: “a series of announced national crises - the deteriorating cities, poverty, the pollution of 

the environment, the shortage of energy - [which] seemed to have roots in the very practices of 

science, technology, and public policy that were being called upon to alleviate them.” In the 

context of much critical interrogation of professional knowledge in American society,57 Schön 

sought to understand the sophisticated forms of knowledge employed by competent 

practitioners. Schön’s proposition was that the reflective practices of professionals such as 

architects were epistemologically and pedagogically distant from other disciplines that 

employed technical-rational modes of knowledge. Six chapters in Schön’s The Reflective 

Practitioner (1983) support this position with six sequential examples of professions in action. 

For the first such example, Schön described a one-to-one design studio tutorial between a male 

architecture professor (Quist) and a female student (Petra). Quist’s internalised reframing and 

re-designing of the both the design problem and the design itself “takes the form of a reflective 

conversation with the situation.” (Schön, 1983, p. 93) By taking control of the design problem, 

he reframes it based on his experience and knowledge and works through the consequences of 

potential alternatives in “a situation of complexity and uncertainty which demands the 

imposition of an order.” (Ibid, p. 103) Schön celebrates the “unfailing virtuosity” (ibid, p. 104) of 

the professor, suggesting (although never actually stating) that is through the one-to-one 

tutorial situation that a student of architecture may assimilate such mastery of design problem. 

This explanation of professional knowledge and artistry was, understandably, very warmly 
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received by those professions.58 Yet such receptiveness to the idea of the inherent professional 

artistry of architectural practice might, in fact, be seen to have contributed to a poor degree of 

interrogation of Schön’s pedagogy. As a typical example, Allen Cunningham (2005, p. 433) 

writes that:

“The mind frame which favours rational procedures, a definable knowledge base as educational 

prerequisite and progress as the outcome of research, has encountered difficulty adapting to 

architecture as an academically legitimate activity with individualised learning-by-doing 

through design as its core, having no definable knowledge boundaries and with ‘otherness’ 

substituting for ‘progress.’”

In other words, architecture can only be understood through “learning-by-doing” - and learning 

from those who have done it more times than you. Building upon Schön’s elevation of the 

architecture design studio as a model for all professional learning, Cunningham concludes 

uncritically that:

“Project-based education around architecture employing the studio system is the most 

advanced method of teaching complex problem solving that exists. Far from radical, it is a 

vibrant system adapted incrementally over centuries to serve an architecture reflecting the 

spirit of the epoch.”

Likewise, the opinion of Robert M. Beckley (1984, p. 105), published in a similar forum, who 

insists that the architecture design studio is eminently superior to the lecture theatre because it 

must, by definition, engage students in a conversation with the tutor and the design problem, 

rather than place them as passive recipients of a lecturer’s oration. Beckley writes “how does a 

professional architect learn to make judgments? In the studio.” Uncritical positions such as 

Cunningham’s and Beckley’s (answering “how?” with “where”) contribute to a cultural of 

unquestioning faith in the design studio as a place in which all students could learn the 

professional artistry of the practising architect simply through observation, tutoring and 

practice. It has only been through the more assertively critical post-Schönian readings of the 

reflective practices of professionals that such unquestioning statements of belief in the design 
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studio are unpicked. Webster (2008, p. 72) explains, for example, the inherent contradiction 

between Schön’s epistemological framework and methodological content:

“Schön was working at the time of a paradigm shift in educational theory and it could be 

argued that, as a result, his ideas sit in an unresolved position between the pre-1980s 

behaviourist/cognitive (enlightenment) and post-1980s social/situational (post-enlightenment) 

orientations to student learning.”

Similarly, Anu Yanar (1999, p. 184) notes the contradiction of Schön’s epistemology, writing 

that:

“Schön opened an important discussion about the possibility of less positivistic knowledge, 

and the studio pedagogical model which would impart that type of knowledge to the students. 

Nevertheless, this project was still much rooted in the very epistemology that he criticised.”

Given the degree of influence that Schön’s theory of learning has had on architectural 

education, the importance of understanding this uneven epistemological footing cannot be 

overstated. Schön (1983, p. viii) claimed to “offer an approach to epistemology of practice based 

on a close examination of what some practitioners - architects, psychotherapists, engineers, 

planners and managers - actually do.” Schön’s doctoral study of the educational theories of John 

Dewey may have provided the seed from which his theory of reflection-in-action developed. 

However, subsequent “post-Schönian” readings of both Dewey and Schön reveal the 

incompatibility of the normative and uncritical tutor-student relationship with true reflection-

in-action. Furthermore, Schön’s most famous example of his theory is illustrated with a single 

instance of a design studio tutorial between an older male architecture tutor and a female 

student. It was not a tutorial that Schön had directly observed, drawing instead from the 

recordings of the event made by one of his graduate students at MIT as part of a multi-site 

review of architectural education in the USA in the late 1970s. (Ibid, p. 360) Quite apart from 

this chapter’s preceding concerns regarding the largely uncritical adoption of Schön’s 

pedagogical framework by architectural educators, at the heart of Schön’s theory is a 

questionable dependance on a single second hand source, one which should be considered 

without an appreciation of the complex social, cultural and political situation that it 

represented.
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The Experiential Learning Model

Through a review of the literature relating to the evolving nature of the live project in 

architectural education (in chapter two), we have found a number of references to experiential 

education. In his critical reflections on the Welsh School of Architecture’s live projects in the 

late seventies, Bob Fowles (1984) makes specific reference to experiential learning leading to 

increased student motivation and engagement. During the empirical research of this thesis, 

more interview respondents in British and Irish universities cited the Rural Studio of Auburn 

University, Alabama as a precedent for live project practice than any one school in Britain or 

Ireland. The Rural Studio was “conceived as a strategy to improve the living conditions in rural 

Alabama while imparting practical experience to architecture students.” (Rural Studio, 2011) A 

wide awareness of the Rural Studio’s activities can be ascribed to the influential books published 

on the subject including Dean (2002, 2005) and Moos & Trechsel. (2003) The references to the 

Rural Studio as a precedent were made, however, despite the impossibility of a British or Irish 

school being able to replicate the social, cultural, economic and architectural conditions of Hale 

County, Alabama59 let alone the longstanding North American academic tradition of service-

learning.60 How can teachers and students make sense of such models of experiential learning in 

their own context, especially as Ruth Morrow (2007) highlights that our discipline has a 

tendency to valorise architecture as product rather than process? Neil Harris (2004, p. 3) notes 

that a diversity of discourse around the issues of “work-based learning, experiential learning, 

placement experience, live projects or ‘real-world’ simulation ... highlights the highly variable 

form and character of the different activities that fall under the umbrella term ‘experiential 

learning.’” Harris goes on to link experiential learning to wider societal concerns about the 

qualities and skills of university graduates as expressed in the Dearing Report (Dearing, 1997) 

and Egan Review. (Egan, 2004) Drawing out definitions of experiential learning from beyond 

our own discipline or immediate higher education environment, the (American) Association of 
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Experiential Education (AEE, 1994) defines experiential education as “a process through which a 

learner constructs knowledge, skill and value from direct experience.” Christian Itin (1999, p. 

98) develops that definition to suggest that “the philosophy of experiential education is what is 

needed to help develop a community which actively involves all in cooperatively solving 

problems and contributing to the greater good of society.”

At the philosophical root of a number of the pedagogical theories discussed in this chapter is the 

American philosopher, pedagogue and social reformer John Dewey (1859 - 1952). Dewey’s major 

contributions to the North American tradition of progressive and reformist education include 

The School and Society, (1907) Democracy and Education (1966 [1916]) and Experience and 

Education. (1963) Within these key works, of particular interest is Dewey’s formal conception of 

the role of experience in education, (Itin, op cit, p, 92) linking what he referred to as purposive 

experiences with reflection, and actions with understanding of those actions. While Dewey was 

the first to propose an epistemology of experience, the first pedagogical framework with which 

to capitalise upon experience in learning was developed in the distinctly mechanical framework 

of David A. Kolb’s Experiential Learning Model (ELM). (Kolb, 1984) It is here that we discover 

how experiential learning is “made complicated” by post-positivist pedagogies. In addition to his 

work in the field of experiential learning he has written extensively about his Learning Styles 

Inventory, a system describing the inherent preferences that individuals will have towards 

modes of learning. Kolb describes experiential learning as a personal and developmental cycle of 

four stages linking concrete experience (CE), reflective observation (RO), abstract 

conceptualisation (AC), and active experimentation (AE). The learner experiences, interprets, 

generalises, and then applies their new knowledge. As Beard & Wilson (2002, p. 33) explain, “the 

process is an iterative one and allows people to join the cycle at any point, the main proviso being 

that they complete the cycle; otherwise the learning process is incomplete.” This cycle is 

represented in figure 5.1.
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Figure 5.1: Kolb’s experiential learning cycle

Kolb derived his cycle of experiential learning from a number of theorists, drawing on a three 

interrelated by arguably distinct theoretical sources in order construct his syncretic model of 

experiential learning. Kolb begins his explanation of the theoretical precedents of experiential 

learning with Kurt Lewin’s (1890 - 1947) models of Action Research and Laboratory Training. 

For Kolb, these models emphasise the importance of integrating concrete experience and 

feedback mechanisms in order to test and validate abstract concepts. Kolb (1984, p. 22) proposes 

that individual or organisational ineffectiveness “results from an imbalance between 

observation and action - either from a tendency for individuals and organisations to emphasize 

decision and action at the expense of information gathering, or from a tendency to become 

bogged down by data collection and analysis.” This touches on a fundamental facet of the nature 

of experiential learning as it was defined by Kolb, namely the tension between opposing “modes 

of adaptation.” (Ibid, p. 31) Kolb expressed Lewin’s learning model in a closed cycle, illustrated in 

Figure 5.2, that demonstrated directly the lineage between the ‘Lewinian’ model and Kolb’s 

Experiential Learning Model.
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Figure 5.2: Kolb’s representation of the ‘Lewinian’ Learning Model (after Kolb, 1984, p. 21)

Having established a cycle of experiential learning from Kurt Lewin, Kolb goes on to describe as 

“remarkably similar” (Ibid, p.22) the dialectical learning process suggested by John Dewey in 

Experience and Education (1963). From Dewey’s model Kolb pays particular attention to the 

dialectical relationship between experience and ideas, noting that “the impulse of experience 

gives ideas their moving force, and ideas give direction to impulse.” (Ibid) By illustrating this 

potential for experiences and ideas to inform one another, Kolb re-draws the diagrammatic 

loop, suggesting how one cycle may lead into another (figure 5.3) and how cycles of experience, 

action and reflection may come together in a systematic model of learning.

Figure 5.3: Dewey’s model of experiential learning (after Kolb, 1984, p. 23)
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By suggesting the cumulative acquisition of experience and knowledge, Kolb also introduces the 

role of time to permit reflection upon the observations of experiences.

“Postponement of immediate action is essential for observation and judgment to intervene, and 

action is essential for the achievement of purpose. It is through the integration of these 

opposing but symbiotically related processes that sophisticated, mature purpose develops from 

blind impulse.” (Ibid)

The third major influence to Kolb’s theory of experiential learning was Jean Piaget (1896 - 1980). 

Piaget was a Swiss psychologist with a particular interest in the cognitive and epistemological 

development of children. By studying how his own and other children played, he identified 

three distinct phases of childhood playing: sensorimotor play (exploratory, practising 

behaviours in young infants), pretend or symbolic play (between 2 and 6yrs), and more 

sophisticated games with rules (from 6 or 7 years and older). (Beard & Wilson, 2002, p. 138) This 

helped Piaget to develop a model of four stages of cognitive growth in the path from infancy to 

adulthood that Kolb describes in the development of his ELM: the sensory-motor stage (0-2 

years), the representational stage (2-6 years), the stage of concrete operations (7-11 years) and 

the stage of formal operations (12-15 years). (Kolb, 1984, p. 24) Kolb draws parallels between 

Piaget’s interpretation of the paths of human (and scientific development): from infancy to 

adulthood, from a concrete phenomenal to an abstract constructivist world view, and from an 

active egocentric view to a reflective internalised mode of knowing. Kolb, however, adds a 

transactional understanding of development to Piaget’s theories, stating that “the learning 

process whereby this development takes place is a cycle of interaction between the individual 

and the environment that is similar to the learning modes of Dewey and Lewin.” (Ibid) Although 

not implicitly cyclical, Kolb represented Piaget’s four phases in a circle (figure 5.4), where 

learning modes on opposite sides of the circle represent dialectically opposing ways of knowing.
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Figure 5.4: Kolb’s representation of Piaget’s model of learning and cognitive development
(after Kolb, 1984, p. 25)

Through his exploration of the intellectual theories of Lewin, Dewey and Piaget, Kolb argues for 

a cyclical understanding of learning and development. Throughout the discussion of these 

frameworks into a model of experiential learning, Kolb had summarised and articulated the 

theories of Lewin, Dewey and Piaget in cyclical or circular diagrams. The synthesis was 

completed in Kolb’s diagram ‘Similarities Among Conceptions of Basic Adaptive 

processes’ (figure 5.5).
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Figure 5.5: Kolb’s diagram of similarities among conceptions of basic adaptive processes:
inquiry/research, creativity, decision making, problem solving, learning (after Kolb, 1984, p. 33)

Kolb’s diagram of similarities of basic adaptive processes (and the Experiential Learning Model 

itself) represents the culmination of a structuralist project to synthesise the theoretical 

contributions of Lewin, Dewey, and Piaget. The manner in particular in which Kolb adapted 

Piaget’s sequential stages of cognitive development into a circular diagram that highlighted 

oppositional states rather than sequential phases is indicative of a tendency in Kolb’s 

Experiential Learning Model to synthesise these different contributions into a new pedagogical 

model. Holman, Pavlica & Thorpe (1997, p. 135) observe that experiential learning, and Kolb’s 

ELM in particular “is rarely seen as problematic.” While defending the concept of learning 

cycles for their “significant value,” Beard & Wilson (2002, p. 43) warn that “Kolb’s learning cycle 

can be regarded as a minimalist interpretation of the complex operations of the brain.” 
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Questioning the popularity of Kolb’s ELM in adult education, Miettinen (2000, p. 70-1) suggests 

that it is in no small part due to the ideological and humanistic appeal of a simplified circular 

model to lifelong learning: “it combines spontaneity, feeling, and deep individual insights with 

the possibility of rational thought and reflection .... it comprises a positive ideology that is 

evidently important for adult education.” Miettinen evaluates Kolb’s concept of experience 

from epistemological point of view, and goes on to to make a twofold critique: that the 

conception of the ELM is based on a very particular historical incident and that Kolb 

fundamentally misinterprets and misappropriates the philosophies of the three contributors of 

its “intellectual origins” in the work of Dewey, Kurt Lewin, and Jean Piaget. Miettinen regards 

Kolb’s method of constructing a model from these diverse sources as distinctly “eclectic.” (Ibid, 

p. 56) Harry Taylor (1991, p. 258) remarks that while:

“...we have had only a short time in which to try and explain the natural phenomenon of corn 

circles - and at least one has been revealed as an elaborate hoax. In contrast, we have had over 

two decades of studying and utilising the systematic training model.”

The immediate appeal of an easily diagrammed learning cycle that encompasses not only the 

various stages of learning (after Lewin and Dewey) but also the modes of thinking (after Piaget) 

should not be underestimated. Reijo Miettinen (op cit, p. 57) concludes that the motive behind 

Kolb’s “eclectic” method is neither critical nor successfully interdisciplinary, “but an attempt to 

construct an ‘attractive’ collection of ideas that can be advocated as a solution to the social 

problems of our time and to substantiate the usefulness of his learning style inventory.”

In his reappraisal of experiential education, Itin (op cit, p. 91) cautions about the 

interchangeability of terminology, and argues for a clearer distinction between experiential 

learning and experiential education. He regards the former as a learning strategy, because 

“learning is best considered as the process of change that occurs for the individual” whereas 

education is “best considered as a transactive process between an educator and student.” 

Theories of learning (which generally focus on the individual) and theories of education (which 

focus on a transactive or collaborative process) are not necessarily interchangeable. Itin’s 

critique of Kolb’s Experiential Learning Model reminds teachers to differentiate carefully 

between education and learning; while we may be taught together, we all learn individually. 

Given the critiques of Kolb’s ELM, Jayson Seaman (2008, p. 15) offers a poignant observation: 
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that the cycle of experience, reflection and learning might be better considered as “an ideology 

of experiential learning rather than a philosophy or a theory of experiential learning.” That is to 

say, the eclectic and syncretic method of thought employed by Kolb to describe the Experiential 

Learning Model should not be applied uncritically to new educational situations and problems.

Learning from complicated pedagogies

Both Donald Schön’s theory of reflective learning and David Kolb’s Experiential Learning 

Model propose step-by-step frameworks that seek to understand the process by which an 

individual learns, examining the role of personal experience and personal reflection in a 

sequential stepwise process of learning from experience and reflecting upon that experience. By 

reducing learning to a series of elemental processes, however, these pedagogical frameworks 

failed to attend a wider context of learning beyond the individual. Donald Schön’s model of 

reflective learning was particularly well received by architectural educators, because in 

theorising educational practices that were already established in the design studio it effectively 

legitimised the predominant methods and attitudes of architectural education. However it did 

so during an era of profound crisis in the professions, (Illich, 1975 & 1977) and should be 

considered in the context of its time, when persuasive arguments to promote the dominant 

practices in architectural education were in short supply. Crucially for critics, Schön’s 

conception of reflective learning makes no consideration of the effects of the hidden 

curriculum, “those unstated values, attitudes, and norms which stem tacitly from social 

relations of the school and classroom as well as the content of the course.” (Dutton, 1991b, p. 

167) The process that Schön describes is little more than a kind of osmosis, in which the student 

watches, repeats and is expected to understand from a tutor who possesses a greater degree of 

experience and social capital than them - and it remains dependent on an educational 

environment that can continue to support one to one tuition. Most problematically, at the 

foundation of the entire argument put forward by Schön in The Reflective Practitioner is a 

theory of learning extrapolated from a single illustrative example, one which has subsequently 

been cast into strong critical light for its unquestioning and uncritical acceptance of a highly 

charged educational situation. Schön’s theory of reflection-in-action - while highly seductive as 

a means of celebrating the practices of the architectural design studio - is undermined by shaky 

methodological foundations.
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David Kolb, by synthesising the theories of Kurt Lewin, John Dewey and Jean Piaget, proposed a 

pedagogical framework that situated “learning by doing” in a four stage cycle of experience, 

reflection, conceptualisation and experimentation that encourages the student to reflect 

critically on the learning that has been achieved. Educators should recognise in Kolb’s ELM the 

value of a pedagogical framework that embeds action and reflection in the cycle of learning, a 

framework that also acknowledges that the cycle of experience and reflection is naturally 

cumulative.61 However, the cycle is conceived purely in terms of individual learning and 

development, which does not provide sustainable tools for either the collaborative learning 

environment of the design studio or the frequently inter-disciplinary practice of the architect.

Situated at the intersection between architectural practice and architectural research, live 

projects in architectural education may provide an opportunity for educators to not only 

challenge possible dichotomies between reflection and experience, but to encourage students to 

consider the dissemination of knowledge that emerges from their learning activity. Critics of 

Kolb’s ELM (Holman, Pavlica & Thorpe, 1997; Miettinen, 2000; Beard & Wilson, 2002) share 

similar concerns: that the syncretic development of a transferrable pedagogy from three 

theoretical contributors is eclectic and insufficiently critical. While teachers and students may 

be able to exploit the Experiential Learning Model to understand the significant contribution of 

its constituent pedagogical theories to a model of experiential learning, their synthesis is not a 

simply sequential compilation of component processes. Furthermore, there is no discussion in 

the Experiential Learning Model of how learning experienced and knowledge collected by the 

learner may then be disseminated. In the collaborative learning environment of a live project, in 

which multiple participants from different backgrounds work together on a shared project, this 

aspect of communication and dissemination of knowledge is of critical importance.

5.3 Holistic pedagogies

The complicated pedagogies of David A. Kolb and Donald Schön described in the preceding 

section demonstrate particular attempts to theorise the means by which learning takes place. In 

their horological analogy, Davis et al write (op cit, p. 66) that “a holist view of a clock would see it 

as a functional whole, something that is more than the sum of its parts.” This approach suggests 
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that holistic pedagogies pay more attention than complicated pedagogies to the multiple 

overlapping contexts (social, cultural, political, economic, etc) in which learning occurs. It will be 

argued that the holistic pedagogies described below suggest theoretical frameworks in which 

architectural educators and students may begin to engage with the broader contexts that 

influence learning, but which complicated pedagogies are incapable of addressing. This chapter 

considers critical pedagogy as an important example of a family of holistic pedagogies, before 

considering two specific examples of holistic pedagogies in architectural education.

Critical Pedagogy

In the revised second edition of Critical Pedagogy: Notes from the Real World Joan Wink (2000, 

p. 30), professor emerita of California State University, describes critical pedagogy as “a way of 

thinking about, negotiating, and transforming the relationship among classroom teaching, the 

production of knowledge, the institutional structures of the school, and the social and material 

relations of the wider community.” (Ibid) Peter McLaren, Professor of Education at the 

University of California, Los Angeles, and key theorist of critical pedagogy, cautions any 

attempt to fix a definition with the observation “that there is no one critical 

pedagogy” (McLaren, 1998, p. 227) and that “in practice, critical pedagogy is as diverse as its 

many adherents.” (McLaren, 2009, p. 61) In conversation with Joe Kincheloe (2008), the cultural 

critic and critical pedagogue Henry Giroux, Chair in English and Cultural Studies at McMaster 

University in Hamilton, Ontario, claims partial credit for coining the term ‘critical pedagogy’ at 

some point in the nineteen-seventies, during a period in which North American academics were 

working to theorise and develop the work of the Brazilian radical pedagogue Paulo Freire (1921 - 

1997) for the North American context. In Giroux’s case, this theoretical project was undertaken 

through an interpretation of the European tradition of critical theory, which provided an 

established framework through which to interrogate Freire’s ideas. Wink describes three 

distinct geographical voices that contribute to a genealogy of critical pedagogy: the European 

voices of Antonio Gramsci (1891 - 1883), Karl Marx (1818 - 1883), Lev Vygotsky (1896 - 1934), 

the North American voices of John Dewey, Henry Giroux (born 1943) and Peter McLaren (born 

1948), and finally the Latin voice of one theorist: Paulo Freire. (Wink, op cit) In explaining why 

critical pedagogy was able to fuse these three cultural and theoretical traditions Wink (ibid, p. 

101) explains that:
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“When the Latin and European critical perspective arrived in the United States, it was 

nourished by two schools of thought that had a long history in North American educational 

theory: reconstructionism and progressivism. A critical educational approach had a waiting 

audience of those who believed that the purpose of education was to continually reconstruct 

society.”

Wink attributes this theoretical receptiveness of North American pedagogues to the inheritance 

of John Dewey, whose “progressive ideals were fertile ground for the seed of critical theory from 

Europe and Latin America.”62  (Ibid) It would also seem appropriate to consider the possibility 

that critical pedagogy may also be highly relevant to the aspirations of many in architectural 

education, namely those who seek the continual reconstruction of society. Of the multiple 

European and American voices that Joan Wink cites as contributing to our understanding of 

critical pedagogy, she singles out the contribution of Freire, writing that “much of multicultural 

critical pedagogy in North America today stands on the shoulders of this giant.” (Ibid, p. 77) 

Peter McLaren and Peter Leonard (1993, p. 1) write that Freire “is a revolutionary activist... few 

individuals have made such an innovative and far-reaching impact on educational practice 

throughout the world.” Freire’s book Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1996 [1970]) remains one of 

the most influential texts in the field of critical pedagogy, having by the time of the publication 

of its revised edition in 1995 sold in excess of three quarters of a million copies worldwide in 

multiple languages. This chapter will make a brief examination of Freire’s life and work, before 

considering in closer detail the key components of his theories relative to broader themes in 

critical pedagogy. The role of Freire’s politics, pedagogy and (of great importance given the 

continued popularity of The Pedagogy of the Oppressed) his very particular writing style will 

also be examined. 

In her comparative critique of the critical theorists Antonio Gramsci and Paulo Freire, Diana 

Coben (1998, p. 53) describes the Freire as having developed almost “mythical” or “cult” status in 

radical education. Even Freire himself has criticised advocates of his early writings for 

celebrating his work without consideration for subsequent re-writing and critique. (Gadotti, 

1994, p. 88, cited by Wink, 2000, p. 24) While some theorists, such as Peter Mayo (1999), have 

sought to tease out the connections and develop pedagogical syntheses between Gramsci and 
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Freire, Coben (op cit, p. 144) emphasises that “in the absence of explicit developmental links, the 

assumption that Gramsci’s and Freire’s ideas are compatible remains unproven.”

Despite being widely published in English, Freire was not a native speaker of the language. 

Gerhardt (1993: p. 442, cited by Coben, 1998, p. 57) writes that in his native Portuguese, Freire 

has a “tendency to obfuscate his practical work through ‘leaden philosophical prose.’” Similarly, 

Torres (1993, p. 120 cited by Coben, op cit, p. 57) observes that “Freire’s dialectical thinking 

evolves into a pattern of reasoning and logical analysis different from positivist explanations, 

thus outside mainstream writing in English-speaking countries.” While Freire’s style of writing 

is integral to the content of his principle works, it is necessary to approach it mindful of the 

specific contexts of Freire’s theoretical development. Born in 1921 in Recife, Brazil, growing up 

through the depression of 1928-32. Freire studied law, philosophy and linguistics, and in 1947 

joined the Recife branch of Social Service for Industry (SESI). It was at SESI that ‘Psycho-Social 

Method’ (or ‘Paulo Freire Method’) of literacy education - one based around ‘culture circles’ the 

communities of illiterate students - was developed. The method consists of two principle phases, 

a literacy campaign and a post-literacy phase, both undertaken by a team of sociologists or 

psychologists. (Freire, 1996 [1970]) Freire emphasised throughout his career that the starting 

point for any such literacy campaign must be the day-to-day lived experiences of the students 

themselves, and not a curriculum imposed by the teacher. It is the investigators of the ‘Psycho-

Social Method’ who identify and make a selection of generative words, based on both the 

complexity of the words and their perceived semantic power. Coben (op cit, p. 79) explains:

“These generative words are then re-presented by the investigators showing typical existential 

situations of the learners. The codifications are intended to challenge the learners to “decode” 

elements of their own reality. Cards are prepared showing the breakdown of the phonemic 

families corresponding to the generative words. These are then made into slides.”

The second stage of the psycho-social method begins with the selection (by the investigators) of 

‘generative themes.’ These themes are identified by a thorough observation of all aspects of the 

lives of the students, which according to Coben are “designed to bring them closer to a 

perception of the contradictions with which the lives of the inhabitants are enmeshed.” (Ibid, p. 

80) Investigators identify perceived contradictions to develop thematic codifications, and 

represent these to the students in small thematic literacy circles. At the final part of the second 
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phase, specialists categorise and break down the themes into “fundamental nuclei, which 

comprise learning units and establishing a sequence, give a general view of the theme.” (Freire, 

1996 [1970], p. 91) Investigators have the opportunity to contribute additional “hinged themes” 

which, according to Coben (op cit, p.81) “though not suggested by the participants in the circles 

of investigation, are nevertheless felt by the investigators to be necessary, perhaps to fill a gap or 

to show a general connection.” Freire emphasises that these codifications must pose questions to 

the students rather than suggesting answers. Coben is concerned with the subjectivity and role 

of the investigators in the ‘Psycho-Social Method’. She explains that:

“The problem is that the process of collection, selection and presentation of thematics and 

codifications is far from being a straightforward matter. It raises fundamental questions, such 

as who selects images, on what grounds, how are the images presented and how are they 

read?” (Ibid)

While arguing that it must be the quotidian existence of the students that generates the 

curriculum, the selection of generative themes, categories and other “hinged themes” remains 

the work of the specialists. Through Freire’s appointment as coordinator of adult literacy in the 

state of Rio Grande do Norte and director of the Brazilian National Literacy Programme, it was 

intended to develop some twenty thousand examples of Freire’s literacy circles to reach an 

estimated two million people by 1964. Weiler (1996, p. 359) concludes that the success of the 

national programme cannot be known for certain, although at least a few thousand illiterate 

people were engaged in several hundred circles during that time.

Freire’s Brazilian literacy programme was concurrent with the rise of liberation theology in 

Latin America. Coben writes that Freire, “although a layman, was part of this movement 

through his involvement with the [Comunidades Eclesiales de Base - basic church communities] 

and his association with Bishop Helder Câmara, who was a leading Liberation theologian.” (op 

cit, p. 60) Despite a period of profound economic growth in Brazil, economic development was 

largely centred in the south of the country, leading to a north-south divide between “two 

Brazils.” (Wynia, 1990) As much as 50% of population were living in poverty, either in remote 

rural regions or, as in the Freire’s home town of Recife, in densely populated slums. Freire’s 

approach to improving literacy can be understood, therefore, as part of a much wider agenda of 

social reconstruction and improvement. In April 1964, the Brazilian military seized power in a 
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coup d'état. Denounced as anti-American and pro-Communist, Freire was imprisoned for 

several months. On his release he was granted asylum in Bolivia before being reunited with his 

wife and children in Chile, where he worked on a number of projects developing education, 

agricultural reform and literacy. It was during his exile that Freire began to write his most 

significant published works. Education as the Practice of Freedom (1970) reworked the themes 

of Freire’s doctoral dissertation, and was eventually published in one volume in English with 

Extension or Communication? (1969) as Education for Critical Consciousness. (2008 [1974]) It 

was in July 1967, over a period of two weeks, that Freire wrote the first three chapters of 

Pedagogy of the Oppressed.63 The first chapter introduces the concepts of the oppressed, the 

oppressor and liberation as mutual and dialogic process between the two. The second chapter 

counterposes the “banking” or transmission model of education with “problem-posing” 

education which, as Freire proposes, supersedes the contradiction between teacher and student 

in transmission-based models of education. Education is, like the liberation of the oppressed and 

oppressor described above, described as a mutual process between teacher and student. The 

third, and initially final chapter introduces Freire’s concept of dialogue between student and 

tutor as the collaborative and mutual search for curricular content. Freire posits that the 

development towards a state of critical consciousness - or “conscientization” (translated from 

the Portuguese conscientização) - can be awakened through this search. Freire revisited the 

manuscript later that year, deciding to add a final fourth chapter, in which he expands upon the 

concept of dialogics with its apparent opposite, antidialogics, re-emphasising their relationship 

with liberty and oppression respectively. The themes of the four chapters of Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed have been used as a point of departure for many advocates of critical pedagogy, 

especially the counterposing of “banking” education with “problem-posing” education, which is 

proposed as a fundamental step in the progression towards a participative and liberatory 

pedagogy.

In 1969 Freire left Chile to become a Visiting Professor at the Harvard Center for Studies in 

Education and Development, as well as a fellow of the Center for the Study of Development and 

Social Change in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Taylor and Coben agree that despite “the absence of 

any published, quantifiable results from his literacy programs” (Taylor, 1993, p. 30) this was the 
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period that “quickly established Freire’s international reputation as a radical, even 

revolutionary, pedagogue” (Coben, op cit, p. 64) - directly influencing a number of key theorists 

of critical pedagogy, including Ivan Illich, Jonathan Kozol, Donald Macedo and Henry Giroux. 

Many of Freire’s later books were co-written with other Latin & North American pedagogues 

and theorists. These collaborations include (Freire & Macedo, 1987; Freire & Faundez, 1989; 

Freire & Horton, 1990; Freire, Escobar, Fernandez & Guevara-Niebla, 1994). Taylor (op cit, p. 32) 

and Coben (op cit, p. 66) both note Freire did not substantially develop or revise his basic 

thoughts or theory of practice over the life of his career. Freire moved to Switzerland in 1970, 

and became a special consultant to the Office of Education at World Council of Churches, while 

also co-founding several academic and political bodies, such as the Institute of Cultural Action 

(established 1971) and the Workers’ Party of Brazil (established 1980). Weiler (1996, p. 359) 

attributes Freire’s “charismatic personal appearances” in addition to his increasingly well-

known books as leading to the creation of “the myth of ‘Freire the revolutionary’” in this period 

of exile. Indicative of his work during this period was Pedagogy in Process: The Letters to 

Guinea-Bissau, (Freire, 1978) a collection of letters on the subject of education by Freire to the 

newly independent government of the former colony. Freire was to provide similar consultancy 

to the former colonies and new governments of São Tomé, Príncipe, Grenada and Nicaragua. 

Following an amnesty in 1979, Paulo Freire returned to his native Brazil in 1980 and was 

appointed Professor of Philosophy of Education at Campinas University and Secretary for 

Education of São Paulo. He died in São Paulo in 1997.

In order to adequately locate the contribution of Paulo Freire and Pedagogy of the Oppressed to 

our understanding of critical pedagogy, it is necessary to consider four principal critiques that 

have been made of them. Diana Coben (op cit, p. 113) writes that “Freire’s rhetoric is seductive, 

yet his pedagogy of liberation remains a romantic ideal, and like other romantic ideals it has its 

dark side.”

The first critique is the absence of any substantial or visible success of Freire’s psycho-social 

method. Although Freire described the adaptation of his literacy programme for the urban 

environment of São Paulo in Pedagogy of the City (Freire, 2003) Coben (op cit, p. 68) notes that 

following party changes of the 1992 elections in São Paulo, that “it is not clear how far-reaching 

the changes initiated during Freire’s period of office were.” Given that the military coup of April 
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1964 disrupted Freire’s literacy Brazilian literacy programmes and the culture circles on which 

they depended, there is little empirical evidence to confirm the effectiveness of the ‘Paulo Freire 

Method’ or refute the various claims made of it in Pedagogy of the Oppressed or Pedagogy of the 

City.

Second, is Freire’s apparent confusion between his politics and his theology. This confusion is 

particularly exposed by “Freire’s inclusive, universalistic concept of oppression, expressed in his 

binary model of the oppressor-oppressed relationship.” (Ibid, p. 96) Freire’s oppositional, binary 

pairing of oppressor and oppressed is a rhetorical device “that recurs throughout his writing: 

presenting two sets of statements as bipolarities, with the preferred position identified in terms 

of its antithesis.” (Ibid, p. 77) Similarly, in chapter two of Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire 

“counterposes ‘banking education’ and problem-posing education’ in terms that leave no room 

for doubt as to which is the favored approach.” (ibid) These binaries are, for Coben, indicative of 

Freire’s simplistic treatment of the function of power. “The problem is that power is not located 

simply on one side of a Freirean oppositional pair, it permeates and mediates relationships 

between individuals and between groups,” (ibid, p. 93) explains Coben, noting that “lacking an 

understanding of power, his [Freire’s] model of oppression is just too simple and indiscriminate 

to accommodate the multifaceted and contradictory nature of differential power relationships 

in terms of gender, class or any other social category.” (Ibid, p. 97) Coben also points out that 

Freire’s rejection of a “banking” mode of education was not a uniquely Freirean attitude. Coben 

tracks the pedagogic lineage of the roughly contemporaneous Catholic radio schools to North 

American pedagogies of group dynamics and the three stage Jesuit tradition of meditation, 

asking what is the problem, why is it so, and what can be done? Taylor (op cit, p. 74, cited by 

Coben, op cit, p. 61) describes Freire’s three stage method of literacy education as a tried and 

tested method, “as Cartesian as it was Catholic.”

Thirdly, important implications emerge for issues of class, gender and race from a critical 

reading of how Freire’s pedagogy addresses these social categories. Coben finds that in Freirean 

pedagogy, the oppressed can only be conceived as a generic body:

“Freire’s model cannot account for oppression within a social category. Neither does his 

concept of oppression give a purchase on the question of the criteria by which judgments 
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might be made to distinguish between the oppressive and the humane in any given situation, 

except in general terms.” (Ibid, p. 97)

Coben finds Freire’s concept of class “problematic,” (ibid, p. 92) appearing to be both “abstract 

and mechanistic.” (Ibid, p. 93) as Freire only sees class on moral or religious, and not material 

terms. (Walker, 1980) On racism, Freire’s “pronouncements on the subject are 

superficial.” (Coben, op cit, p. 93) This is apparent in his belief that “so-called minorities” must 

join together to find “unity in diversity.” How this union of different minorities is to be effected 

is never discussed, and Coben points out, “as the long, painful birth of the ‘rainbow nation’ of 

post-Apartheid South Africa, [unity in diversity is] not an easy thing to accomplish in 

practice.” (Ibid) Of particular interest to Coben and other critics of Freire’s liberation pedagogy 

is the subject of sexism. In the thirtieth anniversary edition of the English language Pedagogy of 

the Oppressed, Freire (2009, p.54) responded to earlier criticisms with regard to his widespread 

use of sexist language. Freire reflected on the “sexist mark I left on Pedagogy of the Oppressed” 

in Pedagogy of Hope and the gratitude he owed to “countless North American women, from 

various parts of the United States, who wrote to me, from late 1970 into early 1971.” (Ibid) Freire 

continues “from that date forward, I have always referred to ‘woman and man,’ or ‘human 

beings.’ I had rather write an unattractive line sometimes than omit to express my rejection of 

sexist language.” (Ibid, p. 55) Coben dismisses this correction as being only skin deep, saying (op 

cit, p. 94) that “avoiding sexist language, while necessary, is not sufficient.” Mayo (1994) also 

observes that none of Freire’s later published collaborations ever involved a sustained 

conversation with a woman or a person of colour. Coben also cites Jeanne Brady (1994, p. 143, 

cited in Coben, p. 96), who states that “underpinning Freire’s emphasis on a totalizing narrative 

of domination, his support of a unified subject, and a unified historical agent, we find a creeping 

essentialism in which gendered differences seem frozen in a pseudo-universal language that 

subsumes experience and cultural practice within a patriarchal discourse.” Likewise Weiler 

(1996, p. 369), who notes that Freire seems to assume that “the most important focus for 

women ... should be to understand men, and their second goal should be to ‘help’ men confront 

their own sexism.” Freire’s pedagogy of liberation struggles, therefore, to recognise or engage 

with the complex subjectivities of class and/or gender relationships. Using the “talking book” 

format of some of Freire’s later publications, bell hooks (1993) enters in to dialogue with herself 

(as Gloria Watkins) to discuss the “blind spot” of Freire’s phallo-centric language, writing:
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“There has never been a moment when reading Freire that I have not remained aware of not 

only the sexism of the language but the way he (like other progressive Third World political 

leaders, intellectuals, critical thinkers such as Fanon, Memmi, etc.) constructs a phallocentric 

paradigm of liberation - wherein freedom and the experience of patriarchal manhood are 

always linked as though they are one and the same. For me this is always a source of anguish 

for it represents a blind spot in the vision of men who have profound insight. And yet, I never 

wish to see a critique of this blind spot overshadow anyone’s (and feminists in particular) 

capacity to learn from the insights.” (Ibid, p. 148)

Fourth, and finally, of great importance to the liberation of both the oppressed and oppressor 

classes in Paulo Freire’s pedagogy is the need for a small group of revolutionary leaders to leave 

the oppressor class and join with the oppressed. Coben (op cit, p. 105) refers to this as an act of 

“class suicide”, but one which depends on a patriarchal vision of liberation.

“Freire’s action in Guinea-Bissau [Freire, 1978] is consistent with his model of revolutionary 

leadership, in which a potentially dangerous mixture of power, admiration and trust are 

vested in the leader/patriarch. In the final analysis, Freire’s concept of leadership calls for an 

act of faith on the part of the led analogous to that required from religious devotees. The 

relationship between leader and led in Freire’s work reveals his politics as compromised by 

his theology.” (Ibid)

Coben (ibid, p. 113) struggles with this “bizarre notion of a revolutionary leadership composed 

of patriarchal, charismatic, indeed messianic, members of the petit bourgeoisie.”  Perhaps most 

damningly, despite advocating a pedagogy that was centred around dialogue between teacher 

and student, Coben states that Freire “seemed unable to resolve the contradiction between 

reporting and dialogue. Even in his later work, where his style is noticeably less opaque, he falls 

into the error, for one committed to dialogue, of publishing only one side (his own) of the 

correspondence with Guinea-Bissau.” (Ibid)

That these four concerns were first identified by North American theorists leads this 

examination of critical pedagogy to its great “post-Freirean” development in that continent. The 

two key theorists of critical pedagogy in North America, Peter McLaren and Henry Giroux, 

worked alongside one another at the same faculty (the School of Education of Miami University,  

Ohio, from 1983-93 and 1983-92 respectively) and shared formative early career experiences in 

the classroom. McLaren’s interest in pedagogy derives from his personal experience of working 
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as an elementary and middle school teacher in the deprived inner-city Toronto neighbourhood 

of Jane-Finch in the late nineteen-seventies. (McLaren, 1980; 1998 [1988]) Reflecting on his own 

experiences teaching, Giroux describes the friction he experienced with his principal following 

his decision to re-arrange “a very rigid, militaristic, utterly barren sterile” (Giroux, 2006a) 

classroom into a circle. Demanded by his principal to explain his changes, Giroux reflected: “I 

didn’t have the language to justify it. I felt it was right, but I couldn’t really talk about it in a way 

that was convincing.” (Ibid)

By way of both illustrating the oppositional epistemologies of complicated and holistic 

pedagogies and understanding how a “post-Freirean” critical pedagogy emerged in North 

America, we may consider how both complicated and and holistic pedagogies can draw 

inspiration from a common theoretical root, the pedagogue and social reformer John Dewey. 

Whereas the complicated pedagogies of Kolb and Schön discussed earlier in this chapter draw 

upon Dewey for his understanding of experience, dialogue and reflection, critical pedagogues 

have instead emphasised the importance of Dewey’s political project: particularly the role and 

responsibility of education as a function of a democratic society. Ira Shor (1999, p. 289) explains 

that “Deweyan education seeks the construction of a reflective democratic citizen.” Shor places 

particular value on Dewey’s treatment of language not as a neutral vehicle for communication, 

but as a social activity in which “theory and experience meet for the discovery of meaning and 

purpose.” (Ibid) It is this emphasis upon the political and social understanding of Dewey’s work 

and the social construction of knowledge that highlights the epistemological difference of 

critical pedagogy against complicated pedagogies discussed earlier in this chapter. Critical 

pedagogy has provided the framework for theorists and educators, such as Joan Wink (2000), to 

develop Dewey’s legacy in the field of language, especially with regard to the social and ethical 

implications of an increasingly multiethnic classroom. Three important themes emerge 

through the North American development of a “post-Freirean” critical pedagogy.

The first theme considers the functions of power and reproduction. Peter McLaren (2009, p. 61) 

emphasises that critical pedagogy regards men and women as occupants of a world filled with 

asymmetrical relations of power and privilege. Critical pedagogy regards schools not - in the 

Marxist tradition - just as sites of domination (exercised through processes of reproduction or 

socialisation) but as cultural terrains of both domination and liberation. (Ibid, p. 62) Teachers 
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and students are social actors, simultaneously creating their social universe and being created by 

it, thereby drawing on the Deweyan traditions of pragmatism and progressivism. Paulo Freire 

and Henry Giroux therefore write in terms of optimism, referring to “hope” (Freire, 1996 

[1970], p. 72) and “possibility” (Giroux, 1992, p. 246) so as to suggest that teachers and students 

are capable of shaping their own destiny as much as they are likely to be shaped by it. In terms of 

pedagogical aspirations, McLaren (2009, p. 80) suggests that “teachers can do no better than to 

create agendas of possibility in their classrooms.”

The second theme concerns dialogue and the social production of knowledge. By regarding 

teachers and students as actors in cultural terrains of both domination and liberation, critical 

pedagogy emphasises that students and teachers are not binary opposites in an educational 

pairing, and that both can therefore contribute to a social and historical construction of 

knowledge. (Ibid, p. 63) Knowledge is, therefore, never politically neutral, and always affected by 

the precise conditions under which it is created and shared. Critical pedagogy seeks to 

interrogate the relationship between the processes of education and social reproduction, asking 

how and why certain certain knowledges are legitimated over others. By placing an emphasis on 

the possibility of change, and by asking teachers and students to interrogate how their 

subjectivities are formed, critical pedagogy seeks to establish that if teachers and students have 

been formed by the cultures and class relations they live out, they can also be re-formed in a 

different image. McLaren cautions that while critical pedagogy does not guarantee resistance 

against mechanisms of social reproduction, “it does provide teachers with the foundations for 

understanding resistance, so that whatever pedagogy is developed can be sensitive to 

sociocultural conditions that construct resistance.” (Ibid, p. 90) Critical dialogue is, therefore, 

central to critical pedagogy. McLaren notes that “a critical discourse focuses on the interest and 

assumptions that inform the generation of knowledge itself.” (Ibid, p. 73) To illustrate the 

dependence of critical pedagogy upon dialogue, McLaren draws upon Jurgen Habermas’ three 

categories of knowledge, namely technical knowledge (that which may be measured and 

quantified empirically), practical knowledge (that which may be described and analysed socially, 

historically or developmentally), and emancipatory knowledge. Critical pedagogy is clearly 

focussed by McLaren on emancipatory knowledge, “which attempts to reconcile and transcend 

the opposition between technical and practical knowledge.” (Ibid, p. 64) Critical pedagogy is 

conceived through a dialogue between teacher and student who co-exist in a cultural terrain of 
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learning. In the words of McLaren, (ibid, pp. 73-4) “a critical discourse focuses on the interests 

and assumptions that inform the generation of knowledge itself ... knowledge acquired in 

classrooms should help students participate in vital issues that affect their experience on a daily 

level rather than simply enshrine the values of a business pragmatism.”

The third and final theme that emerges from the North American development of critical 

pedagogy surrounds matters of class, cultural capital and the hidden curriculum. McLaren (ibid, 

p. 66) writes that “people do not inhabit cultures or social classes but live out class or cultural 

relations, some of which may be dominant, and some of which may be subordinate.” There are, 

of course, dominant cultures, subordinate cultures and subcultures, and schooling itself is a 

cultural form. Relations between classes are related to the interlinked process of hegemony and 

function of ideology. Hegemony, or the maintenance of domination by dominant class through 

consensual social practices, forms, structures, is not possible without the supporting role of 

ideology.” (Ibid, pp. 67-8) Hegemony is, however, “not a process of active domination as much as 

an active structuring of the culture and experiences of the subordinate class by the dominant 

class ... Oppressive features are rarely challenged since the dominant ideology is so all inclusive 

that individuals are right to view it as natural, commonsensical, and inviolable.” (Ibid) McLaren 

later notes that “the main question for teachers attempting to become aware of the ideologies 

that inform their own teaching is: How have certain pedagogical practices become so habitual or 

natural in school settings that teachers accept them as normal, unproblematic, and 

expected?” (Ibid, p. 71) In critical pedagogy, the curriculum of education is as important as the 

programme of study itself. Within that understanding of the curriculum is not only the overtly 

defined curriculum, but also the covertly shaped hidden curriculum or “the unintended 

outcomes of the schooling process.” (Ibid, p. 75) Pierre Bourdieu (1984, p. 67) writes that it is 

these unintended outcomes that are the most important part of education, stating that:

“The essential part of what schools communicate is again acquired incidentally, such as the 

system of classification which the school system inculcates through the order in which it 

inculcates knowledge or through the presuppositions of its own organization (the hierarchy of 

disciplines, sections, exercises etc.) or its operation (mode of assessment, rewards and 

punishments etc.).”
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Critical pedagogy positions itself, therefore, “to identify the structural and political 

assumptions upon which the hidden curriculum rests and to attempt to change the institutional 

arrangements of the classroom so as to offset the most undemocratic and oppressive 

outcomes.” (McLaren, 2009, p. 76) Critical pedagogy seeks to give teachers and students the tools 

with which to ask how schooling processes may benefit certain dominant groups while 

simultaneously excluding subordinate groups. What processes in architectural education might 

privilege certain social groups? While the hidden curriculum has been discussed by a number of 

architectural educators, (including Dutton, 1987; Ward, 1990; Groat and Ahrentzen, 1997; 

Webster, 2008) the Australian architect and sociologist Garry Stevens recalls one particularly 

acute example in which a faculty member at a school of architecture in Sydney made tangible 

the prevailing class distinctions between different social groups of students. He invited students 

to consider an eighteen-foot skiff, used by his practice for sailing in the city’s harbour as an 

example of fine aesthetics, craftsmanship and functionality. In doing so, he alienated and 

discomforted those students who were not socially privileged enough to be familiar with such an 

object or such activities. (Stevens, 1998, p. 193) The preference of certain cultural groups over 

others introduces to critical pedagogy the concept of cultural capital. First referred to by Pierre 

Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron in Reproduction in education, society, and culture, (1990 

[1973]) cultural capital is defined by Bourdieu as those educational or intellectual assets which 

might promote social mobility. In his exploration of the major concepts of critical pedagogy, 

McLaren (2009, p. 81) explains that:

“Students from the dominant culture inherit substantially different cultural capital than do 

economically disadvantaged students, and schools generally value and reward those who 

exhibit that dominant cultural capital (which is also usually exhibited by the teacher). 

Schools systematically devalue the cultural capital of students who occupy subordinate class 

positions.”

In Stevens’ preceding example, it was those students who were not privileged enough to be 

familiar with a sailing boat whose cultural capital was surreptitiously devalued. McLaren points 

to the “resistance theorists” (ibid, p. 80) of critical pedagogy (including Henry Giroux) who 

examine the particular function of cultural reproduction in schools as a function of the class-

based differences of cultural capital between different students. 
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What can be learnt from the evolution of critical pedagogy? By considering more than just the 

content and means of the curriculum, critical pedagogy is about thinking, negotiating, 

transforming not only knowledge, but also the structures that shape what is taught in the 

classroom and how it is taught. While Paulo Freire is undoubtedly close to the origins of critical 

pedagogy, his initial reception beyond his native Brazil mostly overlooked the absence of any 

substantial achievements in his most famous literacy method. It has only been through 

subsequent critiques that Freire’s concepts of teacher as oppressor/student as oppressed have 

been made problematic. It is not sufficient to examine the acts of domination, oppression or 

education as a series of binary “either/or” relationships. It was in North America, drawing upon 

the political legacy of educational reformers such as John Dewey, that a “post-Freirean” critical 

pedagogy was first articulated. The focus of critical pedagogy on processes of hegemony and 

reproduction was reinvigorated by a new language of possibility and critical dialogue between 

student and teacher: knowledge was no longer conceived as technical or practical, but 

emancipatory. By providing the tools to understand systems of hegemony and social 

reproduction (most commonly identified in as a discipline’s hidden curriculum), this 

reinvigorated critical pedagogy sought also to provide tools to understand resistance, 

emphasising how teachers and students don’t occupy opposite positions, but are actors in a 

shared learning environment that they both shape and are shaped by. But how can critical 

pedagogy be interpreted for architectural education, especially that concerned with live 

projects? This chapter now turns to two notable examples.

Design Students and Physically Disabled People

‘Architectural Design with the Physically Disabled User in Mind’ was a design studio and 

research project that ran over six academic quarters at the UC Berkeley School of Architecture in 

California between 1979 and 1981 (Lifchez, 1978, 1981 & 1987) It is described by its curator, 

Raymond Lifchez, (1987, p. 53) as a “pedagogical experiment” with a number of interrelated 

objectives: to place client accommodation at the heart of the studio curriculum, to relate more 

empathetically to the “universe of prospective clients.” (Ibid, p. 54) to provide repeated 

opportunities for students to examine both their own values and how those values filtered the 

way that they interacted with others, to instil personal and professional humility and, most 

importantly to help students perceive the special needs of the physically disabled as particularly 

acute examples of a universal truth: that every client has special needs. Lifchez builds a critique 
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of both architectural education and practice derived from the experiences of a minority, writing 

that “when any group that has been physically segregated or excluded protests its second-class 

status, its members are in effect challenging how architects practice their profession.” (Ibid, p.1) 

Such criticisms were felt to be of particular importance in the USA, where “our society tends to 

place a high value on freedom, independence and vigorous self-sufficiency. Any sort of 

helplessness is viewed with pity or scorn.” (Ibid, p.15) In the preface to Rethinking Architecture: 

Design Students and Physically Disabled People, architectural educator and UC Berkeley faculty 

member Donlyn Lyndon explains, with pointed reference to Le Corbusier’s “perfect” male 

figure, that:

“Architecture can be enabling only if architects develop empathy - not just empathy for the 

way forces settle to the ground or for how the idealized body stands upright and intact like a 

column, but for the ways that architecture enters into the lives of people, people we know and 

love and others for whom we have not yet learned to care.” (Ibid, p. xii)

Upon Lifchez’s arrival in the early seventies, UC Berkeley had already found itself close to the 

heart of the social and political movements of the sixties, particularly movements for civil rights 

and the so-called “crip-lib” movement for equality for the disabled. UC Berkeley had been one of 

the first universities in the USA to accommodate physically disabled students with the Cornell 

Residence Programme. This became the academic milieu in which Lifchez lead a two year 

teaching and research project. The project brought together more than three hundred students 

and studio instructors with twenty-seven physically disabled “design consultants”. A small team 

of contracted social scientists were also present at points throughout the programme to observe 

and record the interpersonal and instructional processes.64 Students were expressly instructed 

not to treat their design consultants as clients for whom they should design a building. 

Instructors asked students to create hypothetical clients, precisely so that they did not treat the 

client as instructor who would push them towards an answer that was “right”. This encouraged 

them to make well reasoned choices and to acknowledge the trade-offs involved. Students were 
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invited to consider the contribution of their team’s design consultant, evaluate it and accept or 

reject it.

The programme was located in the design studio of the architectural curriculum. Lifchez sets the 

practice of bringing in physically disabled design consultants into the studio against a “time 

honored practice” of bringing outsiders into the architectural studio as technical consultants or 

in order to “play” being clients in the students’ theoretical design projects. In addition to 

inviting physically disabled design consultants into the studio, Lifchez made two further 

relatively modest changes: students were to write hypothetical client biographies, and they were 

to work in design teams of six to eight as opposed to the normal individual project. Lifchez 

wanted staff and students to make the consultants feel valued and assimilated into the design 

process. Pedagogically, these moves sought to shift the typical learning emphasis from student-

instructor relations to peer level student-student discourse. By encouraging collaborative group 

work (so unusual in American architectural education as to be worth explaining at length in the 

book of the project edited by Lifchez) the project sought to “strengthen and healthily 

undermine” (Ibid, p. 58) the students’ rational problem solving skills through explanation and 

critical self analysis. Furthermore, “the inherent ‘messiness’ of teamwork also required students 

to cope with the nonrational and irrational, with one another’s emotional and intuitive energies, 

defences and attitudes.” (Ibid)

The social scientists who were employed to observe the interactions between students, 

instructors and design consultants provided some of the most important findings of the project. 

Their reports of tutorials and design critiques provided uncomfortable reading for many of the 

instructors involved. The following is an extract of an observation made of an early project 

review at UC Berkeley by Michael Rolfson, and published in Lifchez (1987, pp. 70-71).

“The design consultants’ input into the review seemed to be largely ignored by the students. 

The general pattern for involving the design consultants in the critique was to wait until a 

natural pause in the flow (after thirty to forty-five minutes) and then ask if they had any 

comments. The consultants’ participation seemed to be an afterthought, not an integral part of 

the review. The response to design consultants’ remarks took one of two forms: either the 

instructor commented briefly before going on to something else, or the remark was not 

responded to at all. There was virtually no direct communication between students and design 

consultants - any communication was mediated by an instructor. The physical arrangement of 
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students, instructors, and consultants around the model under review generally had the model 

between the reviewer and the design consultants. The focus of attention of the students was 

directed almost exclusively away from the design consultants. The posture of the students 

when standing close to a consultant resembled that of people forced to be close together, like 

riding in an elevator. Whenever possible students chose to arrange themselves by placing 

distance between themselves and the consultants.”

Such observations suggest that perhaps the greatest pedagogical outcome of the project was the 

realisation that even in a holistic and anti-discriminatory environment, inherent biases still 

served to manifest themselves through acts of passive prejudice. The project was, after initial 

semesters at UC Berkeley, intended to be expanded in parallel to four other participating schools 

in other parts of the United States. Lifchez and his colleagues met representatives of these 

participating schools in the winter of 1979, and “after several days of talk, we parted in great 

spirits.” (Ibid, p. 72) However, as roving observers brought back findings from the partner 

schools, it soon become apparent that the project “was not yet ready for wholesale export to 

other campuses.” (Ibid, p. 75) In all cases, the delivery of the course was being hampered by the 

unique (and highly complex) political situations of each academic institution. In one school, the 

instructor had been assigned a studio that was only accessible up a flight of stairs. He was 

reportedly reluctant to ask for another, firstly because he was conscious that his colleagues had 

reservations about the course, and secondly he was pursuing a tentative job offer at another 

institution that would require their support. “Trapped by cover politics, he remained in the 

inaccessible studio” (Ibid, p. 72) and the students conducted the entire project with just two 

design consultants who were both visually impaired. In another school, the politics were “more 

bizarre still.” (Ibid, p. 73) A foreign visiting professor has been chosen to run the project. Not 

only did he have significant experience and repute for the sensitive retrofitting of older 

buildings for disabled access, he was also seeking to secure tenure at his host institution, with 

which his colleagues hoped he would be able to secure lucrative research contracts. “During the 

course of the project, it seems, this professor seized every opportunity to exhibit his ability; his 

presence, his ideas, his reputation commanded the scene, leaving little room for others to affect 

the course of the project.” (Ibid) Lifchez concludes:

“In sum, although each school’s project director had agreed to our set of project goals, the 

courses were vastly different, with the greatest variation pertaining to the very core of the 

project: sensitizing students to the needs of disabled users and integrating active user 
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participation into the design process. At one school the introduction of the design consultants 

into the studio was viewed largely as a tactic to shock students into a recognition of disabled 

users’ needs; at another, the consultants were treated as resource persons, not active 

participants.” (Ibid, p. 74)

The significant differences experienced in the delivery of the project across different schools of 

architecture serves to emphasise the great influence that both political, cultural and social 

agenda can have on a pedagogical initiative, and the difficulty with which a pedagogical 

innovation can be reproduced across multiple schools. Additionally - at both the partner schools 

at UC Berkeley, many students found the presence of the social scientists unsettling, as the 

research intent of the project hadn’t been adequately explained to them in advance. (Lifchez, 

1981) As a result of the observations from the partner schools, it was decided to suspend the 

parallel activities there and focus the programme at UC Berkeley (where, semester on semester, 

such feedback was used to develop and refine the programme). While Lifchez repeatedly asserts 

that the physically disabled design consultants who participated in the studio project were not 

acting or to be treated as clients, the implications of their involvement were significant. He 

observes that:

“At the beginning of each term, many students were noticeably fearful; some seemed excited 

by the new challenge, some ashamed of a voyeuristic curiosity. We witnessed throughout the 

term a variety of defensive strategies: Some students largely ignored the design consultants and 

silently skirted the issue of access; some openly complained that they resented the intrusion of 

‘sociology’ into the studio; yet others scurried to satisfy the consultants’ every suggestion, 

without independently weighing the merit of their advice.” (Lifchez, 1987, p. 63)

Lifchez sought to identify and celebrate this diversity of student responses, explaining that 

“there is no substitute for face-to-face contact in acquiring the necessary knowledge of other 

people’s needs, desires, and abilities; physical disability and architectural access are heartless 

abstractions unless taught within the context of human experience.” (Ibid, p. 78)65 

‘Architectural Design with the Physically Disabled User in Mind’ was a pedagogical experiment 

that placed the client at the heart of the architectural education. By choosing to work with a 
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minority group, Raymond Lifchez and his colleagues sought to develop students’ empathy and 

awareness of the diversity of clients they were likely to encounter in their practice. The studio 

engaged with these potential clients as consultants, however, deliberately encouraging students 

not to design for a particular individual, but to make reasoned decisions based on their own 

judgement and the consultants’ contribution. The studio revealed a number of difficult truths, 

many relating to the nature of prejudice expressed by staff and students and alike. 

Pedagogically, a more important discovery was that exporting a client-sensitive teaching 

initiative from one school to others was almost impossible.  This served to emphasise the 

influence that political, cultural and social agenda have on the pedagogical process.

The Women's School of Planning and Architecture

The Women's School of Planning and Architecture (WSPA) was both a feminist collective and 

educational summer school. (Records of the Women's School of Planning and Architecture, 

1999) It was co-founded in 1974 by architect Katrin Adam, architectural journalist and critic 

Ellen Perry Berkeley, artist and architect Phyllis Birkby, and the architects, academics and 

writers Bobbie Sue Hood, Marie I. Kennedy, Joan Forrester Sprague and Leslie Kanes Weisman. 

The WSPA held five two-week summer schools at St. Joseph’s College, Maine (1975); Stephenson 

College at University of California in Santa Cruz (1976); Roger Williams College in Bristol, 

Rhode Island (1978); Regis College, Denver, Colorado (1979) and Washington, DC (1981).66 The 

1975 WSPA brochure explains the goals of the founding members:

“To create a personally supportive atmosphere and a stimulating exchange of ideas in a 

vacation setting. We hope to encourage both personal and professional growth through a fuller 

integration of our values and identities as women with our values and identities as designers. 

Our aim is to create a forum within which we may discover and define the particular 

qualities, concerns, and abilities that we as women bring to the environmental design 

professions.” (Ibid)

At the time of the foundation of the WSPA, fewer than 10% of practising architects were 

women, fewer than 1% of architectural academics were women and there were “very few women 

students” of architecture. (Weisman, Cerulli & Kossak, 2009) During a period of resurgence and 
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renewed confidence in the feminist movement, professional women’s groups and organisations 

were emerging within male dominated professions such as law and medicine. Speaking in 2009, 

Leslie Kanes Weisman explained “all of these groups were not only questioning what we could 

do to increase our numbers, but also how to go about discovering and defining the particular 

qualities, values and concerns that we as women could bring to our chosen work and 

professions.” (Ibid, p. 8) The relationship of the WSPA to the broader feminist movement in 

North America in the nineteen-seventies was polyvalent and constantly evolving, but also 

fundamentally connected to the pedagogical decisions affecting the design and establishment of 

the summer school. Weisman explains “one thing was clear to all of us; WSPA would not 

duplicate what was available in a traditional academic setting. I think we each understood - at 

least I certainly did – that form, content, and context have to have a kind of consistency.” (Ibid, p. 

10)

In order for the WSPA to offer a coherent and inclusive pedagogy to a body of otherwise 

minority students, the “form, content and context” were considered as one. The WSPA was 

conceived to offer non-hierarchical learning environment, with no distinction between 

educator and student. The school sought to foster self-direction and personal empowerment of 

all participants. Enrolment was generally limited to fifty participants so that, over the course of 

the two week event, most participants would get to know one another. Six core courses, each 

taught by two of the WSPA co-founders, were scheduled during the daytime and would 

deliberately overlap at least once to form a joint session. Less structured all-school sessions were 

held in the evenings. Explaining these decisions, Weisman explains “we scheduled classes and 

events so that we didn’t form cliques ... that way everyone participated in learning some aspect of 

the entire curriculum.” (Ibid) A twenty-four hour schedule for the entire fortnight was printed 

at large scale and posted in the central communal space of the summer school, and all 

participants were allowed to make changes or additions around the core courses. Even the choice 

of host campus was informed by an investigation of their accessibility, proximity to natural 

landscapes and ideally “very bland architecture” of the venue.67 The initial curricula of the 

WSPA was determined by the co-founders. For instance, during one summer school the critic 
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and writer Ellen Perry Berkeley lead a course on architectural criticism from the user’s 

perspective. Weisman and Phyllis Birkby instigated a guided meditation exercise in order to 

invite participating students to draw ideal personal environments before inviting collective 

critique and analysis as a means to discuss the environmental factors that influence womens’ 

experience and perception of the built environment. (Weisman, 1994, p. 169)

The co-ordination and organisation of such a collaborative event between participants from all 

corners of North America proved burdensome. (Berkeley, 1989) Wiesman explains that, while 

leadership the school was intended to be passed on to others over time, “after seven years of 

experiencing what WSPA had to offer, many of us got what we needed from WSPA - an 

enhanced confidence and sense of purpose that enabled us to create personally and 

professionally relevant and meaningful work for ourselves in the greater world at large.” (Ibid, p. 

12) Weisman and Adam would later establish another grassroots “school” of architecture for 

women, in the form of an organisation helping low-income women and their families to build 

and maintain their homes in urban Cincinnati, Ohio.68 Weisman would also go on to write the 

notable critique of discriminatory practices in architecture - Discrimination by Design: A 

Feminist Critique of the Man-Made Environment. (Weisman, 1994) At a time when women 

were not only under-represented in the architectural profession and barely represented at all in 

architectural education, the WSPA reacted against the discrimination of women by creating an 

new pedagogical space for the development of alternative teaching and learning, one which the 

participants themselves were able to define. Wiesman (op cit) explains “you can’t transform the 

behaviour and identity of those who are being educated without the personal transformation 

that can only come from placing academic knowledge within the powerful framework of 

personally meaningful experience.” By creating a new pedagogical space against and outside the 

framework of normative architectural education, the participants of the WSPA were able to 

renew and reconsider their position in the mainstreams of architectural education and practice, 

contextualising their lived experience in the processes of learning.

Learning from holistic pedagogies
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While complicated pedagogies such as David A. Kolb’s Experiential Learning Model and Donald 

Schön’s model of reflective learning are more about the means of learning, holistic pedagogies 

speak more about the context of learning. While theorists such as Peter McLaren, Henry Giroux, 

bell hooks and Joan Wink have all entered into a critical dialogue with Freire’s pedagogy 

(McLaren and Leonard, 1993) it is perhaps more appropriate at this stage to consider the risks 

associated with the adoption of a critical pedagogy in architectural education. C. Greig Crysler 

(1995) considers critical pedagogy in opposition to its predominant alternative, the 

transmission model (or “banking model”) of education. While Crysler is favourable towards a 

critical pedagogy of architecture, notably with regard to the aspiration of revealing the nature of 

power relationships in an educational environment, he identifies certain dangers. Firstly, he 

warns of the teacher who may “collapse into comfortable half measures,” (ibid, p. 213) in which 

“the critical pedagogue helps students to ‘speak’ but does so only on the terms he or she deems 

appropriate ... Constituting the student as voiceless and the teacher as speech-enabler returns the 

teacher to the position of dominance that critical pedagogy claims to challenge.” (Ibid) We are 

reminded of the critiques of Freire’s psycho-social method, and the contradictory patriarchal 

role of the teacher as liberator. A crucial question faces critical pedagogues: who is it that asks the 

question, or who is it who defines the problem? Does the teacher enter into the world of the 

student and seek to ask a question that he or she considers to be of importance to the student, or 

is the student him/herself involved in the recognition of what is important? Is such an approach 

even appropriate for a professional education, one in which the student is seeking to acquire the 

knowledge to think like a professional and developing the skills to act like a professional? Can 

critical pedagogies inform such an education? While Crysler agrees that critical pedagogy must 

be theorised in relation its institutional context, he also cautions that:

“...if students investigate society without questioning the position they occupy in doing so, the 

role of the distanced expert is reinforced rather than questioned. The ‘social’ and its human 

contents will continue to appear as objectified problems rather than as representations of 

problems in which the positions of both observer and observed are constructed.” (Ibid)

Perhaps the most important contribution of critical pedagogy to architectural education is the 

comprehensive manner in which it associates education with participation and engaged 

citizenship. Moving on from the Freirean binaries of oppressor/oppressed or transmission/

problem-solving, it is this expanded understanding of the roles of the teacher and student as 
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actors in complex political, cultural and social networks. Peter McLaren (2009, p. 72) emphasises 

that “critical pedagogy is fundamentally concerned with understanding the relationship 

between power and knowledge.”

‘Architectural Design with the Physically Disabled User in Mind’ at UC Berkeley and the 

Women’s School of Planning and Architecture were two pedagogical experiments that sought in 

different ways to reveal and interrogate how power and prejudice both shaped and was shaped by 

those who design the built environment. The problems experienced at partner schools, such as 

the passive discrimination against disabled users, are indicative of the difficulties holistic 

pedagogies must face when adopting new positions in an educational context. By bringing 

disabled people into the design studio, mechanisms of power, reproduction and prejudice were 

made visible. The Women’s School of Planning and Architecture, meanwhile, demonstrates how 

representatives of a minority group within the profession of architecture took steps to create a 

pedagogical space that sought to design out or limit the mechanisms of oppression and prejudice 

that were so common in architectural education and practice at the time. As an example of a 

critical pedagogy, it presents a provocative example of how architectural education can be re-

shaped to ensure that all participants (whether students or educators) have full control over what 

is taught and how it is taught. That the WSPA lasted for less than a decade is a promising 

indication that, in the words of Leslie Kanes Weisman, students and educators had probably 

“got what we needed from WSPA - an enhanced confidence and sense of purpose that enabled us 

to create personally and professionally relevant and meaningful work for ourselves in the 

greater world at large.” (Berkeley, op cit)

5.4 Towards complex pedagogies

As part of a twentieth century project of professionalisation, architectural education developed 

as a professional apprenticeship that was gradually relocated into the academy. In sections 4.2 

and 4.3 of this chapter, complicated and holistic pedagogies have been introduced in order to 

highlight their possible contributions to this inquiry. It is important to emphasise that the 

categories of complicated and holistic pedagogies are not mutually exclusive nor discrete. The 

same processes of learning and teaching that have been discussed in both have been considered 

by pedagogues whose work has been conceptualised as one or the other. For instance, while Kolb 
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drew upon the conceptualisation of learning-by-doing of John Dewey to develop his Experiential 

Learning Model, the same mechanism of experiences lies close to the pedagogical understanding 

of those critical pedagogues more influenced by Dewey’s conception of education developing 

the necessary skills for active citizenship. This holistic conception of the pedagogical and social 

value of experiential learning has great resonance for many architectural educators who employ 

live projects. David Perkes, (2009) for instance, refers to Dewey’s epistemology of experience in 

his description of the role of direct experience in the Gulf Coast Community Design Studio, a 

service-learning unit of Mississippi State University. Established in 2005 to help communities 

affected by Hurricane Katrina, the studio operates as part of MSU’s architectural curriculum.

“Work that grows out of experience ... is a critical part of understanding the community that 

leads to the possibility of sustaining a useful practice. Such a value may also be part of other 

community-based design centers or of a profit-making architectural practice. A practice 

shaped by experience is evidenced by open-ended working relationships with members of the 

community that extend beyond producing drawings for construction.” (Ibid, pp. 69-70)

Given the contribution of the complicated and holistic pedagogies described in the preceding 

sections, this chapter now concludes by asking whether it is possible to draw upon the insight of 

the key theorists, proponents, and critics of both complicated and holistic pedagogies to move 

towards complex live project pedagogies, which will be discussed in the subsequent chapters of 

the thesis. It does so through a re-reading of critical pedagogy informed by the work of the 

Italian architect, writer and teacher Giancarlo de Carlo and a recent critique of Auburn 

University’s Rural Studio.

Architecture’s Public

In 1958, the Italian architect Giancarlo de Carlo (1919 - 2005), a graduate of the Politecnico di 

Milano and apprentice of the neo-rationalist architect Franco Albini (1905 - 1977) started work 

on a masterplan for the hill town of Urbino. This project was to lead to a number of subsequent 

commissions for the community and a working relationship that would last for the rest of de 

Carlo’s life. Subsequent projects included a student dormitory (completed 1966) and School of 

Education (completed 1976) for the Università di Urbino. De Carlo’s work in the town was to 

be so well received that he was made an honorary citizen of the town in 1989 and was 

commissioned to produce a second masterplan thirty years after the first, in 1994. De Carlo 
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enjoyed, in addition to his significant reputation as a practising architect, recognition as an 

eloquent architectural critic and theoretician. He was invited by Ernesto Rogers (1909 - 1969) to 

contribute to the architectural magazine Casabella and to join to the Congrès International 

d'Architecture Moderne (CIAM). In 1959 De Carlo traveled to Otterlo and presented his earlier 

mixed residential project in Matera at CIAM XI.69 De Carlo framed the Matera project as a bold 

repudiation of the modernist principles espoused by CIAM and its founding members. While de 

Carlo’s work was not warmly received, it was to be the last conference of CIAM, a major split 

having emerged in the group during the preceding CIAM IX and CIAM X. (Mumford, 2000) As 

CIAM dissolved, a more ill-defined group developed that became known as Team 10. Risselada 

and van den Heuvel (2006) centre their history of this diverse group on an “inner circle” of Jaap 

Bakema (1914 - 1981), Georges Candilis (1913 - 1995), Aldo van Eyck (1918 - 1999), Alison 

Smithson (1928 - 1993), Peter Smithson (1923 - 2003), Shadrach Woods (1923 - 1973) and 

Giancarlo De Carlo. This new generation of architects had become frustrated with the direction 

and organisation of CIAM, which Frampton (2007) describes as having passed through three 

distinct stages: the initial and “most doctrinaire” period of 1928 - 1933 that was dominated by 

the German-speaking ‘Neue Sachlichkeit’ architects, and which focused heavily on minimum 

standards for housing and issues of massing; the second idealistic, rationalist but also most 

urbanistic stage, dominated by le Corbusier from 1933 - 1947; and the final emergence of a 

socially aware liberal idealism which emerged from about 1947 onwards. Frampton concludes 

that “with de Carlo’s [city plan and projects for] Urbino, Team 10 finally arrived at the complete 

antithesis to the Cartesian projections of the Ville Radieuse.” (Ibid, p. 278) Founding and 

teaching at the International Laboratory of Architecture and Urban Design (ILAUD), de Carlo 

lectured internationally, teaching and speaking at American universities including Cornell, 

MIT, and Yale. Having written on Le Corbusier (de Carlo, 1945) and William Morris, (de Carlo, 

1947) de Carlo’s publications of his own work and architectural theory were to become his best 

known publications. During the student protests of 1968, de Carlo sought to enter in to a 

constructive dialogue with his students. La piramide rovesciata (‘The Inverted Pyramid,’ 1968) 

was a selection of essays that theorised and proposed more democratic forms of architectural 

education than those provided by normative university based education. It specifically 

addressed the issues of the 1968 student protests in the context of Italian higher education. 

Kenneth Frampton (op cit, p. 279) notes that:

Copyright 2012 James Benedict Brown - jamesbenedictbrown@yahoo.co.uk

 Downloaded from learningarchitecture.wordpress.com                                 157

69 Also known as CIAM 1959.



“For de Carlo, the students’ revolt of 1968 was not only a necessary culmination of the crisis 

in architectural education, but also a reflection of the deeper and more significant dysfunctions 

of architectural practice and theory - the latter often serving to mystify the true network of 

power and exploitation permeating the entire society.”

De Carlo wrote two texts that have established critical standing in the field of architecture and 

participation: Architecture’s Public (2005 [1970]) and L'architettura della partecipazione, (1973) 

published in English as An Architecture of Participation. (1980) Both originated as lectures 

given by de Carlo, in Liège in 1969 and Melbourne in 1971 respectively, and have become 

manifestoes for architectural practices that give a greater roles to end-users. Writing from the 

site of considerable interest in contemporary live project teaching and research, Peter Blundell 

Jones, Doina Petrescu and Jeremy Till (2005, p. 3) preface Architecture’s Public as “a key text for 

anyone concerned with participation.” In An Architecture of Participation, De Carlo (op cit, p. 

74) asked why the Modern Movement, which:

“...occupied itself fundamentally with people, and gave enormous emphasis to the relation of 

form and function, between architecture and its use could so often give results much different 

from those envisioned? Because the problem of organizing physical space was approached 

with the same criteria as those used in organizing the production of commodities.”

De Carlo also ascribes the Modern Movement’s preference of resolving aesthetic considerations 

over social problems to its architects having lost interest in and contact with the precise contexts 

in which their projects were situated. He goes on to explore the inherent imbalance of power 

between those who design the built environment and those who occupy it, citing as an example 

the enormous growth in use of private automobiles instead of public transport. The strength of 

the car as “a symbol of near perfect ambiguity ... lies in its capacity to generate the illusion that 

power is diffused and within the reach of everyone, while actually, by means of this illusion, 

power concentrates itself and perfects its control, not only in the economic sector but also in 

that of human communication.” (Ibid, p. 76) True participation in the production of 

architecture can only occur “when everyone takes part equally in the management of the power 

structure, or when the power structure no longer exists because everyone is directly and equally 

involved in the process of decision-making.” (Ibid, p. 77) Giancarlo de Carlo’s appeal for a greater 

degree of participation in the architectural process is of importance to this thesis because it by 
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facilitating an alternative reading of Paulo Freire’s project of critical literacy, it invites us to 

consider whether the complete live project process is opened up to those outside the academy. It 

also offers four significant responses to the criticisms made of Freire’s epistemology and 

methodology.

Firstly, who designs the design problem? Section 4.3 of this chapter considers Diana Coben’s 

critique of Paulo Freire’s psycho-social method of literacy education. Particular concern was 

expressed about the manner in which supposedly neutral investigators could enter into a 

student’s environment in order to select the images that would be presented and the problems 

that would be posed to the student. If we use Giancarlo de Carlo’s perspective to draw parallels 

between design and pedagogy, he describes three phases of an architectural process, namely “the 

definition of the problem, the elaboration of the solution and the valuation of the results.” (Ibid, 

p. 78) It is important to note that while Coben (op cit, p. 81) criticises Freire for failing to 

consider the contradiction inherent in asking the investigators of his ‘psycho-social method’ to 

select the fundamental problems, questions and images to be used in a literacy project, de Carlo 

complains that in much architectural design “the procedures used in the first phase - that of 

defining the problem - are inaccurate and unsystematic ... both the intuitive and the compiling 

approach are often misguided by the influence of the values of the investigator, who is usually 

the designer.” (Ibid) Disputes during the second phase of the process “are almost always 

financial” (Ibid) and “the phase of evaluation is, as I have said, practically nonexistent.” (Ibid) De 

Carlo does not propose to remove the architect from the process of designing buildings 

completely. But he does emphasise An Architecture of Participation that users should be present 

and engaged throughout the three phases of architectural production, which in turn all become 

design phases, and the entire process ceases to become a linear, one-way operation. The role of 

the architect changes at the very outset of the design process, before pen has been put to paper, 

so to speak.

Secondly, how does one treat the power imbalance between architect and client? While not 

suggesting such an explicit or simplistic opposition as that between Freire’s oppressor and 

oppressed classes (i.e. teacher and student), de Carlo does recognise the inherent imbalance of 

power in the relationship between architect and client. Discussing his proposal for a greater 

degree of participation in architectural practice, de Carlo (2005, pp. 13-14) writes that:
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“The metamorphosis in other words, must coincide with the subversion of the present 

condition, where to be an architect is the result of power delegated in a repressive fashion, and 

to be architecture is the result of a reference to class codes which legitimate only the exception, 

with an emphasis proportional to the degree to which it is cut off from its context.”

He also recognises the difficulty with which such systems of power will be undermined, 

describing the likely oppositions, writing:

"Professionals are against participation because it destroys the arcane privileges of 

specialisation, unveils the professional secret, strips bare incompetence, multiplies 

responsibilities and converts them from the private into the social. Academic communities are 

against it because participation nullifies all the schemes on which teaching and research are 

based." (de Carlo, 1980, p. 79)

In order to engage fully with the users of a building, therefore, the architect must engage in an 

uphill struggle against the default positions of architectural practice, education and research. As 

an example of such a struggle, one can see how the live projects of Birmingham in the nineteen-

fifties and sixties failed to gain traction as an alternative to the sandwich model of architectural 

education, which ultimately better served architecture’s professionalisation project.

Thirdly, by citing the failures of the Modern Movement to consider the actual occupant and user 

of architecture, de Carlo implores architects to reject authoritarian modes of planning in favour 

of participatory planning, through which an open ended discourse between architect and user 

allows the democratic formation of architectural programme and product. As Paulo Freire calls 

for a pedagogy that is based on dialogue, Giancarlo de Carlo calls for an architectural process that 

is also dialogic. However, where the role of dialogue in Freire’s ‘psycho-social method’ has been 

called into question by Coben and others, de Carlo (2005, p. 15) reminds us that “the discipline 

and its ideology are connected by a reciprocal necessity … but identifying with the users’ needs 

does not meaning planning ‘for’ them, but planning ‘with’ them.” This observation is 

particularly important given subsequent critiques of Freire’s pedagogy.

Finally, De Carlo and Freire both agree (respectively) that genuine “renewal” or “revolution” 

must come from small groups of “elites” or “oppressors.” In Architecture’s Public de Carlo states 
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“the fact that only small groups can set off processes of real renewal seems 

unquestionable.” (Ibid, p.7) Despite its lofty origins as a social movement that aimed to improve 

the living and working conditions of the working classes, de Carlo attributes the failure of the 

Modern Movement to make any real progress in this field to the seduction of its leading 

practitioners by the more profitable and high cultural status field of corporate architecture.

“The field which the Modern Movement intended to conquer (and did in fact conquer) was 

that already occupied by academic or business architecture; a field restricted to relations 

between clients and entrepreneurs, land owners, critics, connoisseurs, and architects; a field 

built on a network of economic and social class interests and held together by the mysterious 

tensions of a cultural and aesthetic class code. This was a field that excluded everything in 

economic, social, cultural and aesthetic terms that was not shared by the class in power. It is 

true that a few ‘heroes’ had intentions and produced works beyond these limits, but always 

leaning out of their elite positions, never stepping out to stand on the other side: the side of the 

people – those who use and bear architecture.”

The few “elites” who did work against this tendency did not even attempt the “class suicide” that 

Freire expects of his oppressors-turned-oppressed, making instead limited gestures towards the 

end-users of their work. Garry Stevens (1998, pp. 103-4) describes this transition from the 

socially-oriented ambitions of the Modern Movement in architecture to the corporate 

International Style:

“When the heroes of the Modern Movement moved across the Atlantic and up the hierarchy 

of the architectural field in the late 1930s and after the war, their advocacy of socialist 

housing solutions was discretely let slide into oblivion and their social objectives disappeared. 

Finding themselves in the most elite areas of American academia, in the Ivy League and 

associated universities, their natural affinities with the economically powerful reasserted 

themselves. The remnants of the threat to architecture’s autonomy was finally done away with 

by turning the Modern movement into the International Style, and the ancient alliance of the 

two fractions of the dominant classes re-affirmed by placing this style in the service of 

corporate America.”

The points of contact between Paulo Freire’s pedagogy of liberation and Giancarlo de Carlo’s 

discussion of participation in architecture, discussed above, provide four possible signposts to 

help develop complex pedagogies of architecture. Yet there remain unanswered further 

questions relating to the very particular participatory nature of live projects. C. Greig Crysler (op 
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cit, p. 214) reminds us that “if students investigate society without questioning the position they 

occupy in doing so, the role of the distanced expert is reinforced rather than questioned.” To 

further re-focus our attention on the precise relevance of critical pedagogy to architectural 

education, we shall consider a rare critique of a live project - one made of Auburn University’s 

Rural Studio by Patricio del Real (2009, p. 123) who writes about the Alabama-based project in 

the terms of the relational economy of the gift, as theorised by Marcel Mauss. (1990 [1954]).

“Stepping outside the magic circle of the academy and into the community, the Rural Studio 

engages a collaborative practice that integrates knowledge and service. However, as its 

remarkable work demonstrates, the Rural Studio steps into the space of ‘the real’ by casting 

the spell of architecture over the community, grounding its enchantment through ritual 

negotiations that reproduce elite values aimed at transforming the lives of common people.”

Real asks that if the Rural Studio gives the gift of architecture to the people of Hale County, 

Alabama, what are they obliged to provide in return? Del Real explains that the very act of 

receiving the gift of architecture is the necessary reciprocation. An “asymmetrical relationship” 

has been established between students and benefactors, further victimising those who are 

already members of poor communities.

“The impressive work of the Rural Studio develops hand-in-hand with the creation of an over-

determined pre-Rural Studio landscape that insists on the narrative of failure, poverty, and 

historical imbalances, suffered by passive subjects ... The pulsating demand for reciprocity 

hidden within any gift guides the incorporation and re-valorization of the fringe practices of 

the poor, as well as the spatial politics that govern these projects: visitors are always 

welcome. This is clear when one visits Mason’s Bend, and discovers that the homes of the poor 

are always open for ‘inspection’ by the curious. But this tenuous property line becomes 

impenetrable in the Goat House (1998), defended from all incursions by its white, upper-class 

owners.” (Ibid, p. 125)

While Donald Schön’s model of reflective learning considered only the one to one relationship 

of teacher to student, and while Diana Coben and Henry Giroux respectively critique and regret 

Paulo Freire’s reversion to unhelpful binarisms in his Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Patricio del 

Real reminds us that participatory pedagogies, such as those of the Rural Studio or live projects 

in our own context, involve not only a teacher and a student, but also an outsider: a client, a user 

or other non-academic person. How can a critique of live projects be formulated if both 
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complicated and holistic pedagogies struggle to escape the basic binary relationship of teacher 

and student? While Joan Wink has asserted that critical pedagogues believe “that the purpose of 

education [is] to continually reconstruct society,” (op cit, p. 101) and while there are clear 

resonances between critical pedagogy and the stated aims of those architectural live projects 

such as the Rural Studio (“a strategy to improve the living conditions in rural Alabama while 

imparting practical experience to architecture students,” Rural Studio, op cit) it is apparent that 

Crysler’s warning of “comfortable half measures” is - through Real’s contribution - evidently 

valid. Critical pedagogy seeks to ask fundamental questions about social reproduction, 

knowledge, class and culture. How can a teacher, student and client enter into a live project 

scenario without falling into dangerous imbalances of knowledge and power? In order to both 

respond to these concerns and to acknowledge earlier concerns and critiques of complicated and 

holistic pedagogies, we may turn to a very particular development of critical pedagogy that was 

first offered directly to architectural educators in a 1991 paper in the Journal of Architectural 

Education. Of the five broad thematic projects in Giroux’s writing,70 it is Giroux’s work on 

education, democracy and culture that have been of particular value to this thesis, particularly 

the assertion that critical pedagogy need not make a choice between being grounded in the 

(complicated) epistemologies of modernism or the (holistic) epistemologies of postmodernism, 

but reflexively draw on the insights of both. Giroux (1991b, p. 69) writes that:

“The logic that informs my argument rejects the assumption that the basis for a critical 

pedagogy is to be developed around a choice between modernism and postmodernism. As 

Ernesto Laclau aptly states, ‘Postmodernism cannot be a simple rejection of modernity, 

rather, it involves a different modulation of its themes and categories’.”

Through Giroux’s notion of border pedagogy (2006b, 2005, 1992, 1991b, 1991c, 1991d), itself a 

re-reading of critical pedagogy, he proposes that students might “engage knowledge as border-

crossers, as persons moving in and out of borders constructed around co-ordinates of difference 

and power.” (1991a, p. 72) By “de-centering” education, Giroux proposed that “critical pedagogy 

can reconstitute itself in terms that are both transformative and emancipatory,” (ibid, p. 72) 

suggesting a reinterpretation of critical pedagogy that “equates learning with the creation of 

critical rather than merely good citizens.” (2006b, p. 50) An alternative interpretation of this 
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70 Described in two interviews - Giroux (2006) and Kincheloe (2008) - as the sociology of education, democracy and 
education, cultural studies, the “war against youth”, and the politics of higher education.



need for students to remain nimble comes from C. Greig Crysler, (op cit, p. 215) who explains the 

dependence of critical pedagogy upon the very systems it is established in opposition to.

“To avoid a descent into one sided narratives of fixity (the heroic narrative of the teacher 

leading students towards emancipation, for example), critical pedagogy must acknowledge its 

dependence on - and ambivalence towards - the hegemonic discourses and institutions it seeks 

to disrupt. Critical pedagogy is reduced to little more than an elaborate repression theory 

when it is presupposed that its goals will be achieved by replacing the authoritarian system of 

imaginary totalization with another that is somehow more multicultural.”

In other words, live projects present opportunities to formulate possible border pedagogies of 

architectural education, drawing upon and developing the insights of both complicated (e.g. 

Kolb’s ELM or Schön’s Reflective Learning) and holistic (nuanced interpretations of Paulo 

Freire’s critical pedagogy, Raymond Lifchez’s designing with disabled people, and the WSPA) 

pedagogies. Since it has been established in chapter two that live projects by their very definition 

invite students to work alongside and for people outside the academic community, might it even 

be appropriate to draw upon Giroux’s notion of a border pedagogy in order to ask what it means 

to go away from the centre, towards the edge, or towards the periphery of architectural 

education practice? It will be argued through the contribution of academic respondents to this 

research in part three of this thesis that live projects create the possibility of pedagogical spaces 

of resistance. If critical pedagogues  speak of “pedagogical cartographies” (Giroux, 1992, 2005) 

and “cultural terrains” (McLaren, 2009) into which architectural students, educators and live 

project clients can enter, live projects might present the opportunity to develop complex 

pedagogies that learn from the insights but reject the fundamental binarisms of both 

complicated and holistic pedagogies.
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Part two: Methodology of the empirical 
research
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Chapter 6: Methodology of the empirical research

6.1 Introduction

Mindful of Johann Albrecht’s observation that “no attempts have been made to establish a 

theoretical foundation for participation in architecture” (1988, pp. 24-5) and the findings 

discussed in chapter two, the methodology of this thesis’ empirical research is informed by the 

understanding that live project pedagogies are under-theorised and that a valuable theoretical 

contribution can be made through a critique of the live project. The review of the literature in 

chapter two has established that publications considering the live project model are generally 

examined in a case study basis by academics or students associated with the projects themselves, 

and that these studies rarely critical compare their own processes with other live projects. These 

observations have informed the methodological choices made in this thesis.

6.2 Designing the research

Chapter one has provided the background for exploring an under-theorised subject through an 

epistemological lens of social constructivism, suggesting that any methodologies employed in 

such research should be primarily qualitative in nature. This inquiry approached pedagogical 

decision-makers - architectural educators themselves - to solicit their theoretical 

understandings and practical experiences of live projects. Through their insight and reflections, 

both live projects and the broader practices and cultures of architectural education may be 

critiqued. While students and clients are important in shaping the live project experience, they 

are less concerned with the pedagogical decisions behind the live project experience. It is the 

pedagogical expertise and experience of architectural educators that stands to provide the most 

useful insight to this inquiry’s research aims. Consideration was given to the characteristics of 

this chosen sample. In the development of this inquiry, architectural educators were reasonably 

considered likely:

• to have conducted and/or published academic research on the subject of live projects or 

architectural education

• to feel particular ‘ownership’ of live projects under their stewardship, and therefore 

experience heightened sensitivity towards explicit criticism of specific practices
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• to have above average verbal / written skills

• to have limited time for participation in many of the data collection techniques employed 

by qualitative research

These considerations suggested that the opinions of the respondents were likely to be well 

represented by a verbal survey, namely an interview or questionnaire. Importantly, feeling 

heightened sensitivity towards explicit criticisms of their teaching practices and having limited 

time to participate in any survey suggested that caution should be taken in the development of 

an empirical research methodology that was respectful of the respondents’ needs.  It was also 

intended to develop a methodology that allowed for an open discussion of the issues under 

consideration. Drawing upon the discussions of qualitative research of Creswell (2003), Charmaz 

(2005), Clarke (2005) and Cohen et al (2007), a number of research methodologies were 

evaluated for this study. The relative advantages and disadvantages of these methodologies for 

this particular study and the sample group are considered in tables 6.1 to 6.4. 

Questionnaires

Although the research subject and field of enquiry immediately suggested an interview-based 

survey, attention was paid to the possible opportunities presented by a questionnaire-based 

survey. Questionnaires had been a significant component of Sara’s (2004) doctoral research into 

live projects. Possible questionnaire formats are explored in table 6.1 below.
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Questionnaire 
format

Description Advantages Disadvantages

Postal 
questionnaires

Printed document with 
written questions, either 
closed multiple-choice or 
more open-ended that 
invites responses to be 
written and returned by 
post.

• Consistency: same 
questions asked of all 
respondents.

• Cost effective for the 
researcher.

•Questionnaires generally 
return a low response rate 
(<15%); large sample 
required to ensure useable 
number of responses.

•Written questions time 
consuming to answer. 
Unappealing to 
respondents and likely to 
affect response rate 
negatively.

•Questionnaire format can 
trivialise / not allow for 
articulation of complex 
issues.

• If less structured / open-
ended: even more time 
consuming to answer in a 
written format. 
Unappealing to 
respondents and likely to 
affect response rate 
negatively.

Online 
questionnaires

Electronic document with 
written questions, either 
closed multiple-choice or 
more open-ended that 
invites responses to be 
written and submitted 
online.

• Faster to distribute and 
potentially more 
convenient for 
respondents than postal 
questionnaires.

• Cost effective for the 
researcher.

• Can only be completed 
online.

•Most online platforms 
require completion in one 
sitting.

• Impersonal.

•Questionnaire format can 
be overly rigid, thereby 
trivialising or not allow 
for articulation of 
complex issues.

• If less structured / open-
ended: even more time 
consuming to answer in a 
written format. 
Unappealing to 
respondents and likely to 
affect response rate 
negatively.

Table 6.1: Comparison of different questionnaire formatsTable 6.1: Comparison of different questionnaire formatsTable 6.1: Comparison of different questionnaire formatsTable 6.1: Comparison of different questionnaire formats

Despite significant developments in the technology supporting online questionnaires, there 

remained the significant concern that useable results would be hampered by a low participation 

rate, regardless of whether they were administered by post or online. A much larger (and 

potentially less appropriately composed) sample would be required to compensate for this. Give 

the dependence of postal or online questionnaires upon respondents completing questions, 
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perhaps with lengthy answers, a questionnaire survey was not felt to provide sufficient depth for 

this inquiry, especially given the intent of the thesis to develop a theoretical critique of the live 

project.

Interviews

Table 6.2 and table 6.3 (below) respectively consider two possible interview formats and four 

possible interview techniques that might be appropriate for approaching architectural educators 

who employ live projects.

Interview format Description Advantages Disadvantages

Face-to-face Researcher travels to the 
respondent and the 
interview takes place in 
person.

•More convenient for the 
respondent.

•Greater likelihood of trust 
being established between 
the researcher and 
respondent.

• Less likelihood of 
questions or answers 
being misheard or 
misinterpreted.

•Non-verbal 
communication can be 
observed.

•More naturalistic.

•More expensive for the 
researcher.

•More time consuming for 
the researcher.

Telephone The researcher telephones 
the respondent at a pre-
arranged time, and 
conducts the interview 
verbally.

• Less expensive to 
researcher: dispersed 
nature of respondents no 
longer an obstacle.

• Likely to be more formal, 
risk of narrower range of 
data.

• Complete loss of non-
verbal communication.

•Only one-to-one 
interviews practical.

Table 6.2: Comparison of different interview formatsTable 6.2: Comparison of different interview formatsTable 6.2: Comparison of different interview formatsTable 6.2: Comparison of different interview formats

An immediate preference for face to face interviews emerged, especially given the negative 

effects that telephone interviews might have on a small sample. It was considered realistic for 

the researcher to travel to them to conduct the enquiry personally. Having considered the 

format alternatives for conducting interviews, attention was paid to the precise interview 

techniques available to the researcher. These are considered in table 6.3 below.
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Interview technique Description Advantages Disadvantages

Informal 
conversational 
interview

An unstructured 
conversation with no 
predetermined questions, 
topics or wording. (Cohen 
et al, 2007)

•Questions salient and 
relevant to individual 
respondents.

•Questions are emergent 
from respondents’ 
situations.

• Interview can be 
matched to the 
respondent.

• Leads to different 
information collected 
from different questions.

•Not systematic.

•Not comprehensive.

•More difficult to analyse 
data.

Interview guide 
approach

Semi-structured 
conversation in which 
topics and issues to be 
covered specified in 
advance, but order of which 
is determined during the 
interview. (Cohen et al, ibid)

•More systematic than 
informal conversational 
interviews.

•More comprehensive 
than informal 
conversation interviews.

•Researcher can move to 
fill gaps in the data being 
collected.

• Interview remains 
conversational and 
situational.

• Salient and relevant 
questions can be 
accidentally omitted.

•Researcher’s flexibility 
in the ordering of 
questions can lead to 
substantially different 
responses, limiting 
comparability.

Standardised open-
ended interview

Structured conversation in 
which topics, issues, 
questions and order of 
questions is determined in 
advance; all respondents 
asked same questions in 
same order. (Cohen et al, 
ibid)

•More systematic than 
informal conversational 
interviews or the 
interview guide 
approach.

•More comprehensive 
than informal 
conversational 
interviews or the 
interview guide 
approach.

• Facilitates the analysis of 
data.

• Permits the 
instrumentation used in 
the research to be 
evaluated by others.

• Little flexibility in 
relating interview 
schedule to the 
individual respondents 
or their circumstances.

• Standardised wording of 
questions may constrain 
the relevance of 
questions and answers.

• Standardised wording of 
questions may limit the 
naturalness of 
conversation.

Closed quantitative 
interview

Structured multiple-choice 
questions and fixed 
responses determined in 
advance; all respondents 
choose from same fixed 
responses. (Cohen et al, 
ibid)

•Data analysis is simple.

•Responses directly 
comparable between 
respondents.

•Questions can be asked 
quickly.

•Respondents must fit 
experiences, feelings, etc. 
into categories defined 
by researcher.

•Respondents may 
perceive questions to be 
impersonal, irrelevant or 
mechanistic.

• Can distort responses.

Table 6.3: Comparison of different interview techniquesTable 6.3: Comparison of different interview techniquesTable 6.3: Comparison of different interview techniquesTable 6.3: Comparison of different interview techniques

These considerations suggested that a standardised open-ended interview would offer the most 

satisfactory compromise between comparability and flexibility. If a sufficiently comprehensive 
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interview schedule could be constructed, the consistency offered by asking it of all respondents 

would compensate for any inflexibility in the interview schedule (questions).

Other methods

The review of the literature describing empirical methodologies produced a number of 

significant alternatives which, while not taken forward for this research, are considered in table 

6.4 below.

Method Description Advantages Disadvantages

Focus group(s) A form of group interview 
in which respondents are 
invited to enter into a 
conversation not only 
with the interviewer, but 
also each other.

• Consistency: same 
question can be asked of all 
respondents.

• Burden of transcription 
passed to researcher: 
maximises use of 
respondents’ time.

• Provides an opportunity 
for debate and consensus.

• If questions are less 
structured / open-ended: 
greater opportunity for 
discussion to cover 
unforeseen topics.

•Dependent on the 
interaction of different 
members of the focus 
group.

• Introduces issues of 
reactivity: respondents 
may respond differently in 
a group situation with 
their peers / competitors.

•Not suited to comparative 
multi-site study: all 
respondents (across 
samples) required to be 
consulted together. Passes 
logistical burden to 
respondents.

•Difficulty of scheduling 
interviews with multiple 
participants.

• Transcription of multiple 
voices time consuming. 

Nominal Group 
Technique 
session(s)

A decision-making and 
preference-ordering 
method for groups that 
(unlike voting) can reflect 
the opinion of individual 
participants at successive 
stages while moving 
towards a consensus. 
(Morrison, 1993; Cohen et 
al, op cit)

•Respects all contributions, 
regardless of age, status or 
experience.

•May lead towards 
consensus; not necessarily 
an appropriate research 
outcome. 

•Not suited to comparative 
study between schools of 
architecture: all 
respondents (across 
samples) required to be 
consulted together.

•Difficulty of scheduling 
interviews with multiple 
participants.

•Written responses: time 
consuming to respondents

(table continues overleaf)(table continues overleaf)(table continues overleaf)(table continues overleaf)
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Method Description Advantages Disadvantages

Delphi Technique 
session(s)

Similar to the Nominal 
Group Technique, except 
that participants respond 
to questions or prompts in 
writing rather than 
verbally. (Linstone & 
Turoff, 1975; Gupta & 
Clarke, 1996; Landeta, 
2006; Cohen et al, op cit)

•Respects all contributions, 
regardless of age, status or 
experience.

• Can be executed 
individually: respondents 
not required to be 
consulted together.

• Can be executed verbally 
and transcribed by 
researcher; more 
appealing to respondents 
than completing a survey.

• Transcription and analysis 
time consuming for 
researcher.

Observational 
research

The researcher makes 
direct observations of the 
subject being studied. 
(Cohen et al, ibid)

•Researcher may gather 
data from naturally 
occurring situations.

• Extremely difficult to 
schedule; live projects take 
place in a variety of 
locations, over differing 
lengths of time, at 
different points in the 
academic calendar at 
different institutions.

• Selective attention of the 
researcher (knowing or 
unknowing) may influence 
data.

•Reactivity: observation by 
researcher may cause 
changes in participant 
behaviour.

Tests Researcher invites 
respondents to complete 
written test, which may 
include a variety of 
question formats. (Cohen 
et al, ibid)

• Consistency. • Better to suited to ‘what’ / 
‘how’ questions, not ‘why’, 
and the collection of 
numerical rather than 
verbal data.

• Testing generally records 
performance according to 
some scale: achievement, 
aptitude, personality, 
intelligence etc.

Accounts Researcher invites 
respondents to write a 
personal account of the 
subject under 
consideration. (Cohen et 
al, ibid)

•Requires significant 
amount of preparation 
and input by (time-poor) 
respondents; response 
rates like to be affected.

Table 6.4: Comparison of other methods.Table 6.4: Comparison of other methods.Table 6.4: Comparison of other methods.Table 6.4: Comparison of other methods.

The opportunities presented by both the Nominal Group and Delphi techniques described in 

table 6.4 were of particular interest, especially given the desire to incorporate the opinions and 

contribution of all sample members in a small and potentially interconnected sample group. 

While the execution of these techniques was found to be overly complex for the principal phase 

Copyright 2012 James Benedict Brown - jamesbenedictbrown@yahoo.co.uk

 Downloaded from learningarchitecture.wordpress.com                                 179



of data collection, the principle of respondent validation was developed further, and is discussed 

later in this chapter and in chapter ten. A consideration of these various interview, 

questionnaire and alternate data collection methods described above, lead to the decision to 

employ a series of individual face to face interviews (see table 6.1) structured in a standardised 

open-ended manner (see table 6.2). 

Given that the sample was likely to consist of respondents at different academic institutions in 

different locations of the United Kingdom and Republic of Ireland, it would be more convenient 

and respectful to the respondents if the researcher was to travel to them and to conduct the 

interview personally. Given the research support funding available to the researcher,71 it was 

considered feasible for the author to travel to respondents personally. The face to face nature of 

the interviews was intended to contribute to a stronger rapport between researcher and 

respondent than an online or postal questionnaire might allow, and to allow the researcher to be 

fully aware of any non-verbal communication that may occur. Unforeseen questions or requests 

for clarification from respondents could also be responded to immediately. While less-

structured interview formats might support a greater degree of naturalism in the dialogue 

between researcher and respondent, given the interests of the research question and the close 

links between the literature and the development of the interview schedule (see section 6.3 

below), a standardised open-ended technique would permit a degree of consistency and 

comparability between respondents’ contributions. It would also help to ensure that the 

researcher did not omit any important questions.

Ethical considerations

All research conducted in support of this thesis was conducted in compliance with ethical 

research standards established by faculty members of Queen’s University Belfast. In order to 

ensure of compliance with these standards, an application was made to the Research Ethics 

Committee of the School of Planning, Architecture and Civil Engineering in June 2010 for 

approval to conduct the research as described in this chapter. Prior to any interview being 

conducted, respondents were asked to read an information sheet describing the research and 
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uses of any data collected (reproduced in appendix 3), and sign an agreement (reproduced in 

appendix 4) concerning their participation and the subsequent use of any data.

In addition, certain considerations were paid to the status of the author, being a young white 

male early-career researcher. The status differential between interviewer and respondent can, in 

qualitative research methodologies, serve to influence either the conduct or content of the data 

collection. Attention was paid to maintaining courteous and respectful researcher-respondent 

relations. Table 6.5, below, lists the possible risks that might affect research quality or pose a 

threat to the researcher, alongside actions to lessen their impact.

Risk Likelihood Impact Action to lessen impact on research

Interviewees misunderstand 
the project aims, objectives 
and methods

Low Medium Information sheet (see appendix 3) to be 
supplied by e-mail / post before interview.
Written consent (see appendix 4) will be 
required for interview to be conducted. 

Interviewees choose not to 
participate

Low Medium Information sheet to be supplied by e-mail / 
post before interview.

Interviewees choose not to 
consent to publication

Low Low Information sheet (explaining intended uses 
of data collected) to be supplied by e-mail / 
post before interview.

Privacy of data compromised Low Medium All interviewee names to be replaced by code 
in transcripts and documentation.
Key document with code / name reference to 
be password protected.
Interviews to be recorded on iPod voice 
recorder, and transferred to investigator’s 
laptop.
Original interviewing recording to be deleted 
from voice recorder after back-up, and file on 
laptop to be password protected.
Transcripts of interviews to be made by 
investigator on password protected laptop.

Threats to the personal safety 
of the investigator while 
undertaking research

Low Medium One-to-one interviews to be conducted on 
public or university property only. Chief 
investigator to be notified of investigators 
movements and appointments, and any 
changes to schedule. Confirmation of 
successful interview to be made to chief 
investigator immediately after its conclusion.

Table 6.5: Potential risks and actions to address themTable 6.5: Potential risks and actions to address themTable 6.5: Potential risks and actions to address themTable 6.5: Potential risks and actions to address them
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6.3 The five phases of the empirical research

The empirical research of this inquiry was conducted in five sequential phases. These are 

illustrated in figure 6.1 (below).

2: build
schedule

1: build
sample

architectural
education 4: coding 5: ensure

reliability

literature

3: pilot & conduct
interviews

Figure 6.1 - the five phases of the empirical research

Phase one: building the sample

The respondent sample was constructed using three cumulative methods: a literature review, a 

postcard survey of the entire field and exploratory telephone calls with nominated respondents 

in order to establish their suitability and willingness to participate in the research. It would be 

necessary to identify which schools of architecture within the United Kingdom and Republic of 

Ireland currently offer or have previously offered live projects to their students of architecture, 

and which therefore might be suitable institutions in which to locate architectural educators 

knowledgeable with live projects and their pedagogies. The difficulties experienced by Sara 

(2004) in building a sufficient sample (see ‘Limitations of the empirical research’, below) were of 

concern, and a process that built a sufficiently large and diverse sample of knowledgeable 

respondents was considered to be of the utmost importance. While Guest et al (2006) have 

suggested that theoretical saturation72 can be established with as few as twelve respondents in a 

sample, Morse (1995, p. 147) warns that “there are no published guidelines or test of adequacy 

for estimating sample size required to reach saturation.” Theoretical saturation remains a 
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concept that can only be satisfactorily determined in retrospect, or rather once data analysis has 

been completed. It was established that sufficient time and resources would be available to the 

researcher to conduct between twenty and twenty-five interviews, and that this would provide 

an adequate sample to examine retrospectively for theoretical saturation (see below). At the 

beginning of May 2010, a pre-paid and pre-addressed survey postcard was sent to approximately 

111 faculty members at 44 schools of architecture73 in the United Kingdom and the 5 in the 

Republic of Ireland. These faculty were the head of the school or department and, where 

available, the course coordinators of the undergraduate and taught postgraduate courses in 

architecture. Figure 6.2 illustrates the reverse of this pre-paid, pre-addressed postcard.

Figure 6.2: Postcard survey

To build as complete a picture of live project practice as possible and to minimise the risk of this 

survey being ignored or not answered, the postcard featured two yes/no questions, asking if live 

projects were currently offered at that school or if they had ever previously been offered and 

space for the name of a nominated individual to be provided. The postcard was pre-addressed 

and stamped for ease of return to the researcher. By September 2010, when the last postcard to 

be returned was received, 49 postcards had been completed. This represented a raw response rate 
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of 44%, but by sending the survey to multiple recipients within each institution, lead to 

coverage of 75% of all schools contacted. Publicly available curriculum vitae (from school 

websites, LinkedIn, etc.) were examined to confirm the suitability of individuals named on the 

postcards that were returned before initial exploratory telephone or email contact was 

established, and the accuracy of data therein was clarified at the beginning of the interviews. A 

proprietary academic publications index (Google Scholar) was also used to identify the 

publication history of possible respondents. Of particular interest were the following 

conditions:

•Has the respondent published academic research on the subject of architectural education 

or live projects?

•Has more than one respondent to the postcard survey nominated the same person within 

the same institution?

• Is the respondent accessible within the resources of this research?

•Has the respondent’s school a known history (through the literature review) of live project 

activity?

• Is there more than one respondent in the same university or city, so as to maximise the 

cost-effectiveness of any travel to interview sites?

Potential respondents were then contacted by telephone, and invited to participate in the 

research. They were introduced to the study with a copy of the prepared questions in advance, 

along with a general information and consent sheet (see appendices 3 and 4). In 8 of the 17 

schools, the postcard survey had provided the names of eventual interview respondents. The 

respondents occupied a range of positions, from part time Teaching Fellow to full time Head of 

Department or School. The amount of time spent as an architectural educator ranged from four 

and a half years to eighteen years. The twenty-one respondents had an average of 7.7 years 

experience teaching (6.9 years part time, 9 years full time). The respondents and their 

institutions are profiled in appendices 5 and 6 respectively. 
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Phase two: building the interview schedule

The interview schedule was constructed around eight themes:

1. Background information (regarding the respondent)

2. Architectural education

3. The live project

4. Live projects and their location / timing in the curriculum

5. Live projects and their stakeholders

6. Before the live project

7. After the live project

8. Concluding questions

Questions in the interview schedule were derived from a preceding literature review. By way of 

an example, table 6.6 (below) presents questions from section three (live projects and their 

location / timing in the curriculum) of the interview schedule, presented alongside the findings 

of the literature review that prompted them. Appendix 7 presents the interview schedule in its 

entirety, identifying the purposes and/or prompting sources in the literature for each question.

No. Question Purpose

3.1 At which stage or level of a five year 
course in architecture do you think are 
live projects most effective?

Questions 3.1 and 3.2 are asked in order to establish whether 
live projects and their engagement with the reality of practice 
can bring too much complexity to the learning process. 
Writing with regard to medical education, Dornan & Bundy 
(2004, p. 834) write that “without early experience, the 
curriculum was socially isolating and divorced from clinical 
practice. The abruptness of students’ transition to the clinical 
environment in year 3 generated positive and negative 
emotions. The rationale for early experience would be to ease 
the transition; orientate the curriculum towards the social 
context of practice; make students more confident to 
approach patients; motivate them; increase their awareness of 
themselves and others; strengthen, deepen, and contextualise 
their theoretical knowledge; teach intellectual skills; 
strengthen learning of behavioural and social sciences; and 
teach them about the role of health professionals.”

3.2 What is the optimum length of time 
for a live project to run? 

Questions 3.1 and 3.2 are asked in order to establish whether 
live projects and their engagement with the reality of practice 
can bring too much complexity to the learning process. 
Writing with regard to medical education, Dornan & Bundy 
(2004, p. 834) write that “without early experience, the 
curriculum was socially isolating and divorced from clinical 
practice. The abruptness of students’ transition to the clinical 
environment in year 3 generated positive and negative 
emotions. The rationale for early experience would be to ease 
the transition; orientate the curriculum towards the social 
context of practice; make students more confident to 
approach patients; motivate them; increase their awareness of 
themselves and others; strengthen, deepen, and contextualise 
their theoretical knowledge; teach intellectual skills; 
strengthen learning of behavioural and social sciences; and 
teach them about the role of health professionals.”

(table continues overleaf)(table continues overleaf)(table continues overleaf)
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No. Question Purpose

3.3 Does the preparation before a live 
project require more or less staff input 
than comparable studio-based 
projects?

Considering Lonergan & Anderson’s (1988) concern 
regarding the resourcing of live projects, questions 3.3, 3.4 
and 3.5 seek to prompt a discussion about how live projects are 
resourced and what their requirements are. Bonnen (1998, p. 
63) emphasises that “the design of [outreach] organizational 
strategies is too dependent on the specific capacities and 
environment of the university, and on the nature of the 
problem and sector of society with which the university is 
collaborating in some problem-solving effort.”

3.4 Does the running of a live project 
require more or less staff input than 
comparable studio-based projects?

Considering Lonergan & Anderson’s (1988) concern 
regarding the resourcing of live projects, questions 3.3, 3.4 
and 3.5 seek to prompt a discussion about how live projects are 
resourced and what their requirements are. Bonnen (1998, p. 
63) emphasises that “the design of [outreach] organizational 
strategies is too dependent on the specific capacities and 
environment of the university, and on the nature of the 
problem and sector of society with which the university is 
collaborating in some problem-solving effort.”

3.5 Does a live project cost more or less to 
run than comparable studio-based 
projects?

Considering Lonergan & Anderson’s (1988) concern 
regarding the resourcing of live projects, questions 3.3, 3.4 
and 3.5 seek to prompt a discussion about how live projects are 
resourced and what their requirements are. Bonnen (1998, p. 
63) emphasises that “the design of [outreach] organizational 
strategies is too dependent on the specific capacities and 
environment of the university, and on the nature of the 
problem and sector of society with which the university is 
collaborating in some problem-solving effort.”

Table 6.6: Sample literature derivation of interview schedule questions, nos. 3.1-3.5Table 6.6: Sample literature derivation of interview schedule questions, nos. 3.1-3.5Table 6.6: Sample literature derivation of interview schedule questions, nos. 3.1-3.5

Phase three: piloting and conducting the interviews

The interview schedule was piloted (see Cohen et al, 2007) in order to:

• eliminate ambiguities or poor wording

• identify redundant or irrelevant questions

• identify how motivating/non-engaging/intrusive questions might be

• check the clarity of the interview

•gain feedback on question type (e.g. open/closed/multiple choice)

•generate items for further exploration/discussion

• identify items which are too easy/difficult/complex/remote

• identify sensitive topics and problems

•gain feedback on length/timing/coverage/ease of completion

Pilot interviews were conducted with two respondents.74 Approximately two weeks elapsed 

between the pilot interviews and the commencement of the main sample. A number of 

questions (that were found to be open to misinterpretation) were re-worded for clarity. Certain 

questions that, for example, addressed two related issues in a single enquiry, were separated out 

into distinct questions, while others were merged in order to invite the respondent to consider 

the advantages and disadvantages of the subject of the question concurrently. Additionally the 

opening questions of section 0 and the closing questions of section 7 were added to better frame 

the interview and to catch any matters missed in the schedule. A line by line comparison of the 

Copyright 2012 James Benedict Brown - jamesbenedictbrown@yahoo.co.uk

 Downloaded from learningarchitecture.wordpress.com                                 186

74 Joyce and Claire



interview schedule as piloted and as subsequently revised is presented in appendix 8, with notes 

to illustrate the revisions. All but the pilot interviews followed the same interview schedule 

detailed above and the same order of questions, although where a question would clearly lead to 

the respondent repeating his or herself, the researcher was able to omit questions. Similarly, 

when interviews appeared to be running for longer than the agreed time, questions were omitted 

at the researcher’s discretion.

Interviews were conducted between mid-September and mid-November 2010 with 21 

academics at 17 schools of architecture in the UK and RoI, out of a possible total of 48 RIBA-

validated (in the UK) or RIAI recognised (in the RoI) schools, representing contact with 

educators at 35% of all validated or recognised schools. Interviews varied in length from 34 to 

80 minutes, and lasted an average of 59 minutes. The interviews were recorded using two digital 

voice recorders (an iPhone and an iPod with a recording adaptor). Following the interviews, 

audio files were downloaded to a laptop, encoded and archived using a proprietary piece of audio 

library software (iTunes). Between the construction of the sample and the conducting of the 

interviews, a total of five individuals withdrew. Four (two in England, one in Scotland and one in 

the Republic of Ireland) withdrew due to scheduling conflicts, although three came from 

institutions subsequently represented by at least one other respondent. It was not possible to 

find an alternative respondent from the aforementioned Irish institution. One respondent from 

an English school that was not otherwise represented withdrew due to the illness of a close 

family member. 

Phase four: coding the interviews

In a field of study that is theoretically immature, it may be considered appropriate to use the 

data itself to formulate a grounded theory, rather than seeking to assess the suitability of 

pedagogical theories from other disciplines or other sub-fields of architectural education. In the 

words of Charmaz, (2005, p. 507) a grounded theory is “both a method of enquiry and ... the 

product of inquiry.” Charmaz and others advocate a grounded theory developed “upon its 

constructivist elements rather than its objectivist language” of early practitioners. The 

objectivist roots of grounded theory lie in the work of sociologists Barney Glaser and Anselm 

Strauss (1967) drawing upon their earlier research into the experience of dying in hospitals. 

Charmaz (op cit, p. 6) interprets Glaser and Strauss’ early contribution to grounded theory as the 
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important intersection of two very different analytical traditions in the social sciences, namely 

Columbia University positivism and Chicago school pragmatism (the latter of which was 

commonly characterised by its extensive use of fieldwork). However, there was to be an 

important methodological split between the two fathers of grounded theory. Strauss published 

Qualitative Analysis for Social Scientists in 1987 and then, with his student Juliet Corbin, 

published Basics of Qualitative Research: Grounded Theory Procedures and Techniques in 1990. 

This work was to signal the division of grounded theory into what might be referred to as the 

Glaserian and Straussian paradigms, divided over a subtle but important epistemological 

dispute derived from an inherent contradiction between the constructivist aspirations and 

positivist origins of grounded theory. Udo Kelle (2005, p. 2) sums up the divergence by asking 

“can the claim to discover theoretical categories and propositions from empirical data be 

reconciled with the fact that researchers always have to draw on already existing theoretical 

concepts when analysing their data?” In other words, can the qualitative researcher really expect 

to not influence the emergence of theoretical concepts and categories from data that they are 

analysing? Glaser (1992) self-published a chapter-by-chapter rebuke to Strauss and Corbin’s 

work in Emergence versus Forcing : Basics of Grounded Theory Analysis. Kelle summarises his 

argument “that researchers following the ‘true path’ of Grounded Theory methodology have to 

approach their field without any precise research questions or research problems.” (op cit, p. 8) 

Remarkably, Glaser goes so far as to state (with my emphasis) that “there is a need not to review 

any of the literature in the substantive area under study.” (op cit, p. 31) Glaser argued that the 

newly expanded Straussian technique was liable to “force” theory onto data, rather than 

permitting it to “emerge” instead. Kelle (op cit, p. 1) argues that Glaser’s critique, while pointing 

out important weaknesses in the Straussian paradigm, “vastly exaggerates the risks of the 

Straussian approach.” Modern grounded theory in architectural education research has been 

conducted by Groat and Ahrentzen (1997) in their study of more than forty women academics 

in American schools of architecture, and has been demonstrated to provide a viable means to 

understand large volumes of rich data relating to individuals’ experience of architectural 

education. Given the proximity of this researcher to the subject matter of his research, it is 

inconceivable that it might be possible to enter into the field without a consideration of the 

literature, or without any precise research questions.75 The Straussian paradigm of grounded 

theory more eloquently articulates the difficulties facing researchers in the social sciences, and 
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Adele Clarke and Kathy Charmaz have emerged as two of the most important Straussian 

grounded theorists. Both have sought to progress the development of a reflective, postmodern 

Straussian paradigm. Clarke locates Straussian grounded theory within a tradition of symbolic 

interactionism, seeking to renovate it relative to the postmodern turn. Clarke (2005, p. xxiv) 

describes the inherent suitability of grounded theory to the complexity of postmodern studies 

thus:

“If modernism emphasized universality, generalization, simplification, permanence, stability, 

wholeness, rationality, regularity, homogeneity, and sufficiency, then postmodernism has 

shifted emphases to partialities, postionalities, complications, tenuousness, instabilities, 

irregularities, contradiction, heterogeneities, situateditioness, and fragmentation - 

complexities.”

As discussed in part one, it is this very complexity which this inquiry has sought to both respect 

and reflect, by recognising that no one overarching theory could do justice to the process of 

analysis. A four stage grounded theory coding method seeks to make manageable the 

complexity of qualitative research data, as well as the likely volume of sources of qualitative 

data, such as interview transcripts, and is illustrated in figure 6.3 (below). The author began with 

a line-by-line analysis of the data that produced individual Codes: active statements that 

describe the actions, processes or emotions of a single line of transcribed interview. In many 

instances, these emerged as so-called “in-vivo codes:” precise terms used by respondents with a 

particular meaning or significance that were adopted as codes with no adaptation. Related or 

similar codes were then grouped together to form Concepts. Broader groups of concepts were 

then clustered together around Categories which may finally be explained by Theories, which 

are presented in part three of this thesis. 
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theoriescodes concepts categories

}
Figure 6.3 - The four stages of grounded theory: from codes to theories

Charmaz (2005, p. 54) describes the coding process thus:

“From the start, careful word-by-word, line-by-line, incident-by-incident coding moves you 

toward fulfilling two criteria for completing a grounded theory analysis: fit and relevance. 

Your study fits the empirical world when you have constructed codes and developed them into 

categories that crystallize participants’ experience. It has relevance when you offer an incisive 

analytic framework that interprets what is happening and makes relationships between 

implicit processes and structures visible.”

Codes and categories were constructed using active statements that sought (following Charmaz’s 

guidance) to “crystallize” [sic] participants experiences and opinions of live projects and 

architectural education. Accurate referencing of original transcripts and in-vivo coding would 

provide strong continuity between the contributions of the participants and the emergent 

theories that would construct the critique. Having been transcribed, the interviews were 

formatted with a wide margin in order to facilitate manual coding, and printed. While software 

packages such as NVivo exist and were made available to the author, it was decided to code the 

interview transcripts by hand. Figure 6.4 shows a sample page after line by line coding, and 

figure 6.5 presents a transcribed sample of the handwritten line-by-line active coding of an 

interview transcript from this research. 
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Figure 6.4: sample page of line by line coding.

Figure 6.5 presents part of Roz’s dialogue (left column) with a transcription of the researcher’s 

handwritten line-by-line coding (right column). Two complete examples of such coded 

transcripts, Sue and Paul, are included in appendices 10 and 11. In figure 6.5 the connection 

between the respondent’s dialogue and the active coding is strengthened by the use of only 

active statements constructed around gerunds (e.g. “exposing students to complexities of 

practice” and “practising is very different.”) 
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It’s difficult to sort of separate the school from the 
students, partly because the head of this school is a 
physicist rather than an architect, so there’s not as much 
enforcement of one idea coming from the head of the 
school, so the individual year chairs and the deputy 
head tend to run the school more. I’m trying to think of a 
way to... I think it’s easier to talk about it from the point 
of view of the students and the tutors rather than the 
school as an entity, which is what I’m trying to say. Pros 
tend to be that you expose students to some of the 
complexities that they’re going to run into in architectural 
practice. If it works well, you’re exposing them to the 
complexities but still in a position where you can still 
insist on high expectation and innovation and pushing 
boundaries and so on. Which might not happen in 
practice on their year out. So you can still take that 
slightly more academic, theoretical, conceptual 
viewpoint. So if you can combine those, that works well. 
I think it does give you the chance to expose students to 
things that you couldn’t possibly give them exposure to 
in the studio. From my own personal interest, it’s the 
possibility of getting them excited about aspects of 
practice that studio might not get them excited about. 
Studio tends to teach you that design is everything when 
you’re an architect, and you spend all your time 
designing, and that everybody is going to go out and 
become the top designer in the firm, whereas the reality 
that most of us who have been in practice know is very 
different. You spend very little of your time designing 
and most of your time is spent arguing for and 
progressing and upholding that idea. And I think to get 
students excited about that aspect of architecture and 
the management of architecture is something that live 
projects possibly offer your the opportunity to get more 
involved with. 

Not having overarching school 
ethos
allowing year heads to determine 
year

Talking from p.o.v. of staff/students

Exposing students to complexities 
of practice.
Exposing students to complexities 
while still expecting innovation and 
boundaries to be pushed.
Doing what might not happen in 
pract.
Keeping academic, theoretical 
view.
Combining those works well.

Exposing studs. to stuff outside 
studio.
Getting studs. excited about other 
aspects of practice.

Looking beyond just design.
Downplaying importance of 
design.
Practising is very different.
Spending less time designing.
Spending more time discussing.
Getting excited about 
communicating, managing.
Offering chance to be more 
involved in realities of practice.

Figure 6.5: transcription of hand-coded interview transcript, Roz, pp.7-8Figure 6.5: transcription of hand-coded interview transcript, Roz, pp.7-8

The second stage of the coding process is the development of particular Codes into Concepts. 

Where a Code of particular interest or importance was found, or where there was more than 

once instance of a particular code (whether in agreement or disagreement), the codes and direct 

quotes were were clustered together to form Concepts. These concepts were collated by hand 

during the coding process in two notebooks, one Concept per page, which also allowed free-form 

memos to be written as they occurred to the author during the research process. Two sample 

pages are included in appendix twelve. A total of 82 Concepts were generated by this process, and 

to facilitate ease of access, they were indexed using four letter identifiers. A complete list of the 

Concepts generated is included in Appendix 9. In the example of transcribed dialogue below, a 

Copyright 2012 James Benedict Brown - jamesbenedictbrown@yahoo.co.uk

 Downloaded from learningarchitecture.wordpress.com                                 192



respondent described the breakdown in communication between the representative of a client 

group (a primary school) and the live project team that lead to the ultimate demolition of the 

playground structure that students had built.

      “...The school

really didn’t get the brief clear and the students put a lot of effort

in and built this large structure, this really nice thing, and they

had to take it down again. And they never really got an

explanation as to why they had to take it down again. It was just

that someone in the school bought into it but their boss didn’t.

And that was mis-communication on the part of the client. And

you don’t know that that’s not happening. You have to take on

trust that the client is asking for something that they actually

want and that their boss has actually bought into.”

(Paul - reproduced in appendix 11, p. 11)

In this passage, the interviewee apportions the responsibility - and therefore the blame - for not 

adequately preparing and briefing the entire client body on the client representative. This was 

coded and prompted the creation of a new concept (represented by its own unique four character 

identifier):

RESP - Whose responsibility is it - the client, academic staff or student(s) - to prepare and 

brief the whole client group?

The third step in the process, Categories, are formed from groups of Concepts that were found to 

be associated or similar in some way. Where one particular Concept appeared to bring a clear 

coherence to a number of other Concepts, its four character identifier was carried over to the 

new Category. Table 6.7 presents a some of the most frequently occurring Concepts and 

Categories that emerged during the coding process, along with their four character identifiers 

(the complete table is included in Appendix 9).
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Category 
identifier
(& number of 
occurrences)

Concept 
identifier
(& number of 
occurrences)

Concept

FLEX (14) STUD (6) The design studio gives architecture a unique opportunity to experiment 
with live projects

FLEX (14)

FLEX (5) The flexibility of architecture within academia

FLEX (14)

KITE (1) Schools of architecture using live projects “to fly kites” in terms of testing 
possibilities

FLEX (14)

TIMI (1) Live projects test and propose alternative ways of timing and locating 
teaching contact hours

FLEX (14)

INHE (1) Studio is inherently “inefficient” compared to other university disciplines

ACCE (9) ACCE (9) The client must accept certain conditions

ETHO (9) ETHO (8) Live projects being representative or indicative of a school’s ethos or 
agenda

ETHO (9)

IDEO (1) Can live projects ever represent or reinforce an entire school’s ideology?

PUTT (7) PUTT (7) Differing approaches to relating to architectural practices: “we’re not 
putting architects out of work”

SELF (7) FOCU (3) Short projects that counteract the architectural culture of working up to 
the last minute

SELF (7)

LAST (3) Live projects countering (or supporting?) the culture of architecture 
students working up until the last minute

SELF (7)

SELF (1) Countering the self-referential nature of the studio

VALU (7) DIFF (2) Live projects reveal and value different skills allowing different students 
to be successful / valued

VALU (7)

VALUE (2) Live projects disrupt, challenge and propose alternatives to normal 
academic value systems.

VALU (7)

MEAN (1) Connecting students’ perceptions / feelings of project being meaningful or 
useful to project success

VALU (7)

PREF (1) Clients and tutors (the academics) may have different preferences about 
which is the best project and why. What are the implications for 
assessment?

VALU (7)

SERI (1) Students appreciating / ________ that their work in live projects is taken 
seriously by the clients and stakeholders

Table 6.7: High frequency Concepts and CategoriesTable 6.7: High frequency Concepts and CategoriesTable 6.7: High frequency Concepts and Categories
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Earlier in this chapter it was established that theoretical saturation is a concept that could only 

be established retrospectively, that is to say once the coding process had been completed. Once 

all codes had been recorded, they were examined to establish at what point theoretical saturation 

might have been achieved. Of the eighty-two codes that emerged during the process, thirty-eight 

were established during the first seven interviews, twenty-six in the second seven interviews, 

and eighteen in the third seven interviews. The majority (sixty-four) of concepts were therefore 

discovered within the first fourteen interviews. This is illustrated in figure 6.6 below.

The fourth and final stage of the construction of a grounded theory seeks to explain the 

Concepts around which Categories have clustered. To proceed from this process of collation to 

the syncretic and interpretive writing of Theories, Categories were drawn from one by one from 

the collection described above to be considered by the author to share common themes (firstly in 

isolation, and secondly in light of new categories). Theories emerged as unrestricted pieces of 

continuous prose text, typed by the author while considering a) the category - as a printed 

collection of all the codes contained within it; b) the concepts - both as the transcribed and 

printed version of concept itself and the expanded extract of the interview transcript to which 
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Figure 6.6: the establishment of new codes

Interviews

Number of new concepts established
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each referred; and c) the original transcribed and hand-coded interview documents. It became 

apparent to the author that the concepts being transcribed into prose were presenting 

themselves as discussions of the relationships to live projects of a) the live project student; b) the 

live project educator; and c) the live project client. This suggested an opportunity to collate and 

arrange the prose themes, which - as completed - were printed onto A4 paper or represented by 

Post-It notes. This allowed for entire theories to be placed upon a table or Post-It notes to be 

stuck to a wall to allow a series of open-ended structuring and associating sessions. These 

sessions lead to the outline structures of chapters seven, eight and nine of this thesis.

Phase five: ensuring reliability

Having taken the decision to undertake a piece of qualitative research, it is necessary to consider 

the implications regarding issues of validity. It would not be appropriate to conduct a piece of 

naturalistic research according to positivist principles of validity or reliability. Even a piece of 

quantitative research, such as a chemical experiment in a scientific laboratory, cannot claim 

absolute validity. In order to manage this degree of validity, quantitative researchers can call 

upon measures of standard error. Cohen et al (2007) suggest qualitative researchers should seek 

therefore to explore issues of validity as matter of degrees rather than absolutes. In the context 

of qualitative and naturalistic research, the term “validity” itself is inherited from quantitative 

and positivist research. As an example, the quantitative researcher conducting a scientific 

experiment in a laboratory is able to use a measure of standard error to articulate a degree of 

reliability of data. Qualitative researchers are likewise able to explore issues of validity and 

reliability as matters of degrees rather than absolutes. (Cohen et al, 2007) The concept of validity 

has, however, been made problematic by naturalistic researchers who have proposed alternative 

concepts to validity. Lincoln and Guba (1985) propose a notion of trustworthiness as a substitute 

for validity. Other researchers in a variety of disciplines have subsequently put forward 

alternative concepts, including confidence in data, (Hammersley, 1990) understanding, 

(Mishler, 1990; Maxwell, 1992) and fidelity, (Blumenfeld-Jones, 1995) both to the data being 

reported and the manner in which it is reported. Morse et al, however, argue that proposing 

substitute criteria for validity only leads to an erosion of rigour in qualitative research. To that 

end, there have been counter movements to reaffirm reliability and validity as concepts 

appropriate to qualitative research. (Morse et al, 2002)
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Mindful of the complexities of assuring of reliability and validity not only in the product, but 

also the process of a piece of qualitative inquiry, this research sought at two points during the 

research process to explore the possibilities presented by respondent validation.76 While one 

yard stick for quantitative research might be demonstrable replicability (namely to what degree 

could the research be replicated to produce identical results), respondent validation aspires 

instead to ensure that the iterative process of data collection and analysis have not themselves 

distorted or misrepresented the data. Inviting the contribution of respondents to a process of 

validation is not without certain risk. Porter (2007, p. 84) writes that “while appearing to involve 

a commendable democratization of the research process, basing judgement of research on 

members’ perspectives rather than those imposed by the researcher, consideration of this 

approach exposes considerable problems.” Bloor (1978, cited by Porter, op cit) warns that we 

cannot presume that lay members will have the ability to comment productively on research 

findings, although in this instance it is presumed that a sample composed of architectural 

educators will include an above average competence in discussing the subject matter. Fielding 

and Fielding (1986, p. 43) warn that “there are many reasons and interests that can lead 

members to misreport to the researcher, and it must be borne in mind at all times that they have 

different purposes from the researcher’s” - in other words, it is possible that rather than 

validating the findings of a piece of research, respondents who participate in its validation may 

in fact (knowingly or unknowingly) distort the findings in support of their own perspective. 

Likewise, when surveying a sample composed of academics, one must also be aware that the 

intellectual milieu in which this research has been conducted nurtures knowingly contrary (and 

therefore dialogical) opinions or statements. The opinions of the respondents collected in this 

inquiry are, therefore, considered to be those of particular individuals.

The first respondent validation session took place at Queen’s University Belfast in March 2011 

during the Live Projects 2011 colloquium hosted by the university, organised by the author and 

lead supervisor and funded by the Centre for Education in the Built Environment (CEBE).77 

Approximately thirty delegates from schools of architecture across Britain and Ireland were in 

attendance; seven papers and an invited keynote was presented. During an afternoon workshop 

session, the delegates - including a number who had been interviewed during the research - were 
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invited to respond to a series of anonymised statements on live projects and architectural 

education that had been made by respondents during the interviews. These statements were 

presented to all delegates on screen with a seven point Likert scale of agreement. Handheld 

audience response devices were distributed, and the delegates were invited to register their 

agreement anonymously with the statements on screen. Figure 6.7 is an example of one such 

statement as it was presented.

Figure 6.7: Example Likert scale used in first respondent validation session

The purpose of the respondent validation session was to establish the strength of feeling 

regarding different positions on the role and function of live projects in architectural education. 

A selection of the statements (and the concept from which each statement was derived) that were 

offered for response are listed in table 6.8 below.
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Statement as presented Concept from which statement was derived
(with four character identifier)

Secondary education adequately prepares students for 
higher education.

The continuity of primary to secondary to tertiary 
education, and the relationship specifically between 
tertiary and secondary levels. (CONT)

Universities have a responsibility to investigate 
society’s problems.

By their very nature, live projects raise questions about 
the social responsibility of architects and of 
architecture. (SOCI)

The focus of architectural education should be 
preparation for architectural practice.

Questioning the emphasis in UG architectural 
education towards normative professional practice 
(when the majority of UG graduates don’t become 
architects) (PRAC)

Live projects work better in part II courses rather than 
part I.

Understanding students’ maturity (MATU)

It is unrealistic to undertake design/build live projects. Avoiding construction or build projects (as opposed to 
hypothetical or envisioning projects) because of the 
complexities of planning permission, building 
regulations, health and safety, insurance etc. (AVOI)

Live projects should always aspire to be built, either by 
students or at a later date by the client.

The importance some academics place on the 
intention to build in their definitions of live projects 
(BUIL)

It is more beneficial for undergraduate students to 
look at design problems in complete abstraction.

Circumstances and projects when students benefit 
from looking at something in complete abstraction 
(ABST)

It is more beneficial for postgraduate students to look 
at design problems in complete abtraction.

Circumstances and projects when students benefit 
from looking at something in complete abstraction 
(ABST)

University policies are contributing to the detachment 
of architectural education from practice.

University strategies for staffing (fewer p/t staff and 
more f/t academic posts) is leading to an increasing 
detachment of architectural education from practice 
(DETA)

My university supports initiatives that engage our 
work with the community.

By their very nature, live projects raise questions about 
the social responsibility of architects and of 
architecture. (SOCI)

Live projects re-introduce constraints that cannot be 
simulated in the design studio.

Normative architectural education designs without 
constraints. Live projects re-introduce these 
constraints. (CONS)

Live projects construct knowledge in ways that cannot 
be done in non-live projects.

Live projects build knowledge in a way that couldn’t be 
formalised in a classroom situation (LANG)

The same students that succeed in non-live projects do 
well in live projects.

Live projects reveal and value different skills allowing 
different students to be successful / valued (DIFF)

Students’ work in live projects is less innovative than 
in non-live projects.

Design quality suffers as a result of engaging in the 
pragmatics of live or built projects (not as good as in 
studio) (DESI)

Table 6.8: Statements as presented at the first respondent validation sessionTable 6.8: Statements as presented at the first respondent validation session
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The exercise proved to be problematic. Firstly, while the handheld audience response devices 

allowed all delegates to contribute anonymously to the discussion (and therefore not feel 

intimidated by delegates of different perceived status and reputation), the interface and format 

was unfamiliar. Despite the provision for a null statement at the start of the exercise, certain 

delegates found the orientation of the seven point scale confusing. Furthermore, it became 

apparent over the course of the session that different delegates interpreted particular terms, 

phrases and statements differently, suggesting basic disagreements about apparently common 

terminology. And while the session was intended to prompt discussion, the front-facing 

classroom arrangement of the session made conversation between delegates difficult. Many of 

these difficulties highlight an insufficient degree of piloting to the exercise; while it had been 

possible to pilot the session on individuals familiar with the research, it had not been adequately 

piloted on unfamiliar respondents, and not in the setting or manner which the colloquium 

audience was invited to participate. Upon analysing the data generated by this first respondent 

validation session, it quickly became apparent that its most useful contribution would be in 

terms of method rather than content. Of the seventeen statements presented for response, only 

four generated sufficiently clear margins to be indicative of trends in agreement (“universities 

have a responsibility to investigate society’s problems” and “live projects construct knowledge in 

ways that cannot be done in non-live projects”) or disagreement (“it is unrealistic to undertake 

design/build live projects” and “live projects re-introduce constraints that cannot be simulated 

in the design studio”).

Learning from the difficulties of the first session, a second respondent validation session was 

held in December 2011 with the intent of providing a more focused yet open-ended and 

discursive format for respondents to comment on the findings of the research, which were 

extracted from the November 2011 draft of the thesis. Members of the original respondent 

sample in Great Britain was contacted by email to invite participation in a smaller round table 

respondent validation session, for which their travel expenses would be reimbursed. Following 

agreement on the most commonly-available date,78 a 90 minute respondent validation session 

was held in London in December. Four respondents (Paul, Fran, 16AM3 and Deb) attended and 

were asked to comment upon and discuss a selection of the concepts from the grounded theory. 
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Following control questions, these were presented digitally on a widescreen, and the 

respondents were invited to comment on them. These statements were directly derived from the 

grounded theories presented in chapters seven, eight and nine of a draft of the thesis, and are 

presented in table 6.9 below.

Statement as presented Concept from which statement was derived

Live projects definitions (chapter two)Live projects definitions (chapter two)

A live project can be anything from one with a client 
and something that gets built at the end of it, to one 
that borrows a brief from something happening 
outside the university.

The live project is defined differently by different 
people, from “anything that goes from ... a live project 
that has a client, with something getting built at the 
end of it ... to something ... drawing on something that 
is happening outside the university and you’re 
borrowing that brief to work on it.”

In a live project, student(s) have a direct responsibility 
to a client outside the academic environment.

Live project student(s) have a direct responsibility to a 
client outside the academic environment, to whom 
they will hand over something that is of use or value to 
the client at the end of the project. By taking students 
“out of the academic environment in some way ... they 
are exposed in some way the limitations and 
restrictions that they would meet outside academia.”  

A live project client must be willing to enter into a 
process of education.

The client isn’t commissioning a piece of work, nor are 
they “just receiving work;” they must be willing to 
enter into a “process of education;” they must accept 
“that this is an academic situation, [the students] are 
not professionals, [and] they may go in a direction that 
you do not expect them to go in.”  

The live project exists in opposition to normative 
architectural education.

Through the exploration of definitions of live projects 
in the literature and through the empirical research 
leading to this thesis, it has also been established that 
the postmodern model of the live project is most often 
defined in opposition to the normative practices of 
architectural education.  

Live projects and the student (chapter seven)Live projects and the student (chapter seven)

Normative architectural education promotes design at 
the expense of other skills.

Normative architectural education is considered to 
promote design at the expense of other architectural 
skills.  

Live projects motivate students to a greater degree 
than the normative design studio.

Live projects are believed to motivate students to a 
greater degree than the normative design studio.  

Live projects require a negotiation between academic 
and non-academic value systems.

Live projects demand a sophisticated negotiation 
between academic and non-academic value systems.  

Physically constructing a built live project limits the 
opportunity for students to critique and reflect upon 
their work.

Students need time and space to develop their 
reflection and critique, and that can be as simple as 
assessing reflection a certain period of time after the 
end of the project.  

(table continues overleaf)(table continues overleaf)
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Statement as presented Concept from which statement was derived

Live projects and the educator (chapter eight)Live projects and the educator (chapter eight)

The ARB/RIBA criteria limit the possibilities of 
architectural education.

Respondents relate to the validation criteria and 
processes of architecture’s professional bodies 
differently.  

The role of the architectural educator is different in a 
live project than normative architectural education.

The role of the architectural educator comes under 
scrutiny in the live project.  

Architectural education tends to split academia and 
practice into two different endeavours. Live projects 
can heal this split.

One respondent specifically situated the live project in 
opposition to a normative architectural education that 
“tends to split academia and practice, they’re seen as 
two different endeavours.”  

Live projects require more administration and 
teaching input than normative architectural 
education.

The amount of administrative and teaching input 
required by the live project educator is a matter of 
concern to some respondents.  

Operating architectural practices (or project offices) 
within academic institutions (and providing 
architectural services as live projects) brings schools of 
architecture into conflict with the profession.

If project offices exist as fully registered architectural 
practices within academic institutions, the 
relationship between academe and practice is brought 
into sharp relief.  

Live projects and the client (chapter nine)Live projects and the client (chapter nine)

Public clients are better than private clients. Different respondents expressed different preferences 
for private individual or public clients.  

Live projects ask clients to accept certain conditions. Live projects ask certain important conditions of their 
clients.  

The “less live” a live project feels, the more likely 
students will treat the client like a teacher. ts to accept 
certain conditions.

The “less live” a live project feels, the more likely 
students will treat the client as teacher.  

The less mediation between student and client that an 
educator has to do, the better the live project.

A level or direct relationship between students and 
clients is great appreciated by live project clients.  

A live project allows the academic institution to 
become a politically neutral site for debate about wider 
issues.

Live projects can influence decision makers. Working 
in local or regional contexts, the academic institution 
might be able to re-cast itself as a politically neutral 
site for debate and discourse about wider issues.  

Table 6.9: Statements as presented at the second respondent validation session, and their origins in the 
thesis.
Table 6.9: Statements as presented at the second respondent validation session, and their origins in the 
thesis.

The subsequent discussion was recorded, transcribed, and coded in the same manner as 

preceding dialogues to establish theories of importance to those respondents. The findings of 

the respondent validation session were used to re-appraise and revise the drafts of the thesis. 

Again, there are a number of notable limitations to this format of respondent validation. Firstly, 

since - due to scheduling, logistics and geographic spread - the entire sample could not 

participate and the degree to which the respondent validation session represented the wider 

sample is questionable. Whereas the sample had interviewed academics from throughout the 
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UK and Ireland, all the respondents came from English universities within three hours traveling 

time of London. Neither the first nor the second respondent validation session, therefore, 

cannot claim to be fully representative of the original survey sample.79 However both represent 

practical attempts to attend to the subjectivity of the researcher in the process of developing a 

grounded theory. Given that the contributions of the respondent validation sessions to this 

inquiry have been used to better shape the critique in chapters seven, eight and nine, their 

particular contributions will be discussed in detail in chapter ten.

6.4 Discussion

This chapter has traced the methodological choices that have informed the empirical phase of 

this inquiry. Seeking to capture the insight of pedagogical decision makers across multiple sites, 

the critique of the live project aspired to contextualise and compare the multiple perspectives on 

live projects in architectural education.

Any piece of qualitative research conducted over multiple sites with individual respondents 

reveals factors that could limit the both the validity and reliability of the research. While much 

of the literature on conducting qualitative research attends the very serious ethical and practical 

concerns regarding interviewing members of a public unfamiliar to the researcher, this inquiry 

was able to take advantage of a sample consisting of articulate and critical respondents who were 

generally able to situate their teaching, research and practice against wider cultural, political and 

social systems (although the process did serve to reveal the diversity of interpretations of 

apparently common terminologies).

By approaching the respondents in their own working environments, rich, meaningful data was 

able to be collected; data that is unlikely to have been forthcoming had the research been 

conducted using questionnaires or focus groups. A significant contribution to the development 

of this process were the findings of the only major pre-existing survey of live project practice, 

the doctoral thesis of Rachel Sara, (2004) which sought to “establish the role of the live project in 
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architectural education and propose best practice strategies in order to critique current 

architectural education practice.” (Ibid, p. 5) Sara’s case study contacted all schools of 

architecture in the UK, totalling thirty-four at the time of the study, inviting students and 

tutors to respond to questionnaires on the subject. (Ibid, p. 177) Twenty-one schools responded, 

nineteen indicating that they had some form of live project in their curriculum, yet of the twelve 

invited to respond by postal questionnaire, only five responded and only three completed both 

student and tutor surveys. Learning from this problematic drop-off in participation, particular 

attention was paid at the design stage of this inquiry’s empirical research to ensure that (while 

remaining within the means available to the researcher) a representative sample of architectural 

educators could be consulted. Although data collection methods such as the Nominal Group 

Technique and the Delphi Technique provided attractive alternatives to the relatively 

conventional face-to-face interview, their contribution was to be made with two respondent 

validation sessions.

Having established in part one of this thesis a particular concern for pedagogies that are both 

complex and situated, the evolution of grounded theory (and its sequential stages of 

constructing codes, concepts, categories and theories) provides an excellent methodology for the 

inquiry. The negotiation between positivist and pragmatist approaches to qualitative research 

also foregrounds important questions for this inquiry. Would it be possible for the researcher to 

approach the field of study without being prejudiced by his prior experience of both live projects 

and architectural education? And if not, how does the researcher manage his own subjectivity in 

the research? Accepting that validity and reliability can be understood only in terms of degrees 

rather than absolutes, this research returned to representatives of its sample to present 

emergent theories. Mindful of Kathy Charmaz’s (2005) appeal for theories that are both “fit and 

relevant,” these respondent validation sessions (while not without their difficulties, as have been 

discussed in this chapter) sought to ensure that the inquiry’s critique of the live project had 

accurately and fairly crystallised the experiences and insight of its contributing respondents, 

while also connecting these insights with the broader context and structures of architectural 

education. These steps, it has been argued, have contributed to the construction of a critique of 

the live project that benefits from data and analysis that is comprehensively richer and more 

attentive to the concerns of its contributing respondents. Part three of this thesis now presents 

that critique.
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Part three: A critique of the live project
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Chapter 7: the live project and the student

7.1 Introduction

This chapter presents key themes and ideas relating to the first of three participating 

stakeholders in the live project: the student. Key themes include student motivation and 

engagement, the negotiation between different value systems, the different skills developed by 

live and “non-live” projects, how students manage inherently complex and situated projects, 

how different students with different learning styles relate to live projects, how critical thinking 

can be nurtured and supported, and how the act of physical construction can both build 

knowledge experientially but also create obstacles to effective learning.

7.2 How do students respond to live projects?

It has been established in the preceding chapters how a live project differs from normative 

projects in the architecture design studio, namely in the engagement of real clients or 

construction processes. But how do architectural educators perceive these differences to be 

experienced by students? And how does the live project affect their behaviour or learning?

The normative design studio, against which the live project is defined and distinguished, was 

described by some respondents as supporting a culture of working right up until the last minute 

of a project. Joan suggested that “sometimes I feel that even setting aside one day on one thing, 

you get an awful lot more done than it spread out over a month and touching on it here and 

there.” (p.6) Live projects, and especially shorter live projects, were suggested by some 

respondents as possible mechanisms with which to counter this tendency towards last minute 

working. Steve likened the last-minute culture of contemporary architectural education to an 

historical precedent, saying “it’s like the thing from the [École des] Beaux Arts. You’re driving 

through the streets of Paris with your last minute work on the back of a cart to get to your 

critique. In a way, traditionally, that’s what students do, they leave it to the last minute.” (pp. 

9-10) Joan and Steve both refer here to characteristics of architectural education (and, for that 

matter, practice) that are so widespread as to be considered by these respondents as part of a 

broader culture of architectural education. A number of respondents, including Steve, expressed 

the belief that students engaged with and committed to live projects to a much greater degree 
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than with other (“non-live”) studio projects. Steve emphasised how it was - in his opinion - the 

obligation to deliver a output to a client outside the school that countered this tendency. He 

explained:

“This [the live project] focuses them, and a lot of them genuinely feel that they don’t want to 

let down this client or this body of clients or these stakeholders. And they do stuff on time, 

ahead of time to a very good level of presentation and with a massive amount of 

creativity.” (Ibid)

The perception that live projects lead to greater student engagement was discussed at length by a 

respondent who had initiated live projects both as a student and as an educator. As a diploma 

student of architecture at School J in the nineteen-nineties, Jean chose to curate her final year 

design thesis as a live project. She now teaches and runs some projects as live projects. Asked 

about her recollection of the motivations behind her live thesis project, Jean explained that she 

“felt a bit sickened by the self referential nature of my education. And I felt a bit provoked by the 

idea that tutors were the only people who would decide the value of my work.” (p. 7) By this 

account, Jean chose to initiate her own live project in order to see her work valued by people 

outside the academic environment. This raises a number of questions regarding the functions of 

academic assessment in a live project. It is typically the role of the institution and its faculty 

member to establish and communicate the academic standards against which students work is 

marked.80 In a live project, students must negotiate between two different value systems that 

ascribe values to their work: that of academic assessment and that of the client. Without 

exposure to value systems other than those of assessment, it is possible that a student will spend 

five years studying architecture and only see his or her work valued according to the value 

systems the academic community. Jean, in her final year of studying architecture, was evidently 

frustrated that she had not been exposed to value systems other than that of the institution. 

Jean’s position suggests that live projects may be considered as vehicles through which students 

of architecture may experience alternative (and therefore non-academic) value systems. That is 

not to say that live projects are to be wholly validated outside normal academic frameworks, but 

that they present an opportunity for students to negotiate between differing value systems and 
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to develop their own. Can, for instance, a live project outcome be both academically successful 

(scoring well in academic assessment) and well received by the live project client and/or users?

A second motivation that Jean identified as being of importance to her decision to initiate her 

own live thesis project was that “it was really important to me to get somebody from the outside 

of that world and that scene to be engaged ... for me to be engaged with them and for them to be 

engaged in my work in some way.” (Ibid) Jean not only sought to have her work considered and 

valorised by non-academic persons, but she also sought to be personally engaged with the clients’ 

situation. Students may, therefore, both value and (if sufficiently confident or capable) seek out 

alternative non-academic value-systems by which their work can be judged. Dan confirmed the 

motivational appeal of non-academic value systems to students of architecture. When asked to 

discuss the advantages and disadvantages of live projects to students, he explained “it’s a hugely 

motivational thing to the students, in terms of them really sensing a value being attributed to 

their work other than us individuals managing their academic progress ... to have that sort of 

endorsement, if you like, of their work by others.” (Dan, p. 9) Jean and Dan, both established 

academics with developed theoretical perspectives on architectural education, share the opinion 

that the engagement with and endorsement of students’ work “by others” outside the academic 

system has a strong motivational effect on students. 

In addition to experiencing alternative value systems, there are also indications that live projects 

valorise skills not usually recognised in the normative design studio. Roz explained that:

“Studio tends to teach you that design is everything when you’re an architect, and you spend 

all your time designing, and that everybody is going to go out and become the top designer in 

the firm, whereas the reality that most of us who have been in practice know is very different. 

You spend very little of your time designing and most of your time is spent arguing for and 

progressing and upholding that idea. And I think to get students excited about that aspect of 

architecture and the management of architecture is something that live projects possibly offer 

your the opportunity to get more involved with.” (pp. 7-8)

Roz suggests here that a live project can better recreate the diversity of processes involved in 

quotidian architectural practice. The engagement of students in these processes was also 

acknowledged by Jean, who suggested that in valorising these different experiences that that live 

projects therefore allow different students to experience “success.” She explained:
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“I think also what I see being important is that maybe different students succeed than the 

ones that succeed typically in the studio. So you get students, usually emerging as excellent 

project managers. Where in the [normative] course does a project manager get valued? Maybe 

they’re not brilliant at design, maybe they’re not that good at writing but they’re brilliant at 

managing a process, and there isn’t a place... So it’s really nice that in a live project they 

might come out and get valued.” (Jean, op cit)

These two perspectives by Roz and Jean suggest that live projects introduce pedagogical 

processes and experiences not otherwise possible in the normative architectural curriculum. 

Secondly, by offering these different experiences, live projects also allow students with different 

skill sets and strengths to experience success. There is a suggestion, therefore, that the 

normative design studio alone does not accurately reflect the diversity of skills required in 

architectural practice, nor does it adequately valorise the work of those students who may be 

disposed towards those skills. On the subject of the multiple roles of the architect, Roz spoke 

candidly about her own research interests, saying:

“I think part of what we’re doing as architects, and this is my own viewpoint, is that we’re 

giving away a lot of what we used to do. We give away project management, we give away 

dealing with the economics and we give away some of the legal aspects and we give away 

some of the specialist aspects and the structural aspects and so on. And I think that’s partly 

born from an educational system that promotes design at the cost of everything else.” (Roz, p. 

16)

Roz criticises normative architectural education for promoting design over the other aspects of 

architectural practice. She refers specifically to the erosion of the architect’s responsibility as a 

project manager.81 The seriousness with which she seeks to address to promotion of design over 

other aspects of architectural practice is emphasised in her subsequent discussion:

“It’s a really difficult balance, because on the one hand I absolutely believe in expecting 

really high quality design and if you tend to take the focus off design you tend to lose that. So 

in the one hand the basic role of the architect is to produce beautiful architecture. But I think 
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there’s also something about how we’ve given away so much, and some of the elements of 

architectural practice aren’t taught at all in school, and when students run into them in 

practice it’s presented as something that’s so dull that you wouldn’t want to ever be involved 

in it and you give it away as much as possible. So I think if live studios could give students to 

see a creative approach to project management or the economic side or legal side of things, you 

know if they could see that as part of the creative endeavour then that might be one of the 

potentials.” (Roz, op cit)

Roz proposes here that live projects may provide an opportunity for architectural educators to 

engage students of architecture in “a creative approach” to the aspects of architectural practice 

beyond design. A suggestion emerged that the live project was, in fact, less suited to developing 

students’ individual design skills. Asked what skills the live projects did not develop in here 

students, Jen replied:

“I think probably the individual design skills cannot be as developed, unless it’s an 

individual’s live project. If it’s a group live project the opportunity for the individual to 

develop design skills isn’t there because everything starts being designed by committee, it’s 

just the nature of ... Even when you’ve got a very driven process and perhaps there is a student 

whose live project is chosen to be developed there still will be, I suppose, decisions made that 

perhaps that individual would not have made had they been working on their own.” (p. 11)

As a result of the collaborative nature of most live projects, it is proposed here that they are in 

fact detrimental to the development of a individual student’s design skills. Live projects are, 

therefore, seen to be complimentary (rather than alternative) to the normative design studio in 

providing opportunities to experience the diversity of processes of architectural practice and 

skills required.

Given these observations, how do architectural educators perceive students responses to live 

projects? How do live projects affect their learning? Students have been found to respond well to 

live projects by the architectural educators cited above for four distinct reasons. Firstly, 

engaging with non-academic clients motivates to a different degree than a theoretical (“non-

live”) design project. Secondly, clients introduce alternative value systems into the academic 

context. Thirdly, live projects nurture skills other than just design, perhaps more closely 

replicating the realities of architectural practice. Finally, but nurturing these other skills, 

different students can play to their respective strengths, potentially re-engaging with students 
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who are less successful at the design-centric nature of normative architectural education. Such 

strategies may also serve to better reflect the diverse career paths of graduating students. Neil, 

for instance, questioned the emphasis of architectural education on training graduates for 

traditional notions of architectural practice, saying “we have an intake of a hundred and twenty, 

hundred and forty into the degree. Our intake into our M.Arch is twenty-five ... Where do they 

go?” (p. 3) Although such a drop-off in student numbers between RIBA Part I and Part II courses 

might arguably have been exacerbated by the Great Recession, the RIBA Education statistics 

discussed in chapter four indicate that this is an established pattern: as many as three quarters of 

the students who commence an undergraduate degree in architecture never become an RIBA-

registered architect. Mindful that some students will, however, work towards a career as a 

practising architect, a cautionary note is sounded by Jen’s response above, that while live projects 

develop and forward skills not normally tested in the normative architectural education, they 

can in fact neglect the development of individual design skills, especially given their typically 

collaborative structure.

7.3 The motivation of students to choose live projects

Given that no respondent explicitly suggested or favoured an entirely “live” design studio 

curriculum, for what reasons might a student choose between a live project and a “non-live” 

project? Although largely hypothetical, since the interviews with the respondents rarely 

indicated that live projects are offered as alternatives to a non-live project, there was a tendency 

for respondents to suggest that it was not the ‘liveness’ of a project that attracted students, but 

the subject of the project itself. Jill explained that although students “kind of like the idea that 

they would get to speak to a real person” (p. 7) she thought that “the students chose that one 

because they were attracted by the brief and the site.” (Ibid) Exercising a choice over their project 

may, in turn, lead to greater student engagement with a live project. Asked to recall an example 

of a successful live project, Fran explained how “ideally, there is a direct communication 

between the client and the student. And I don’t have to mediate that much.” (p. 8) She expanded 

upon this insight by offering a specific example example of how being able to choose a client lead 

a student to a particularly successful outcome:

“...one year ... we went to [a predominantly Islamic country]. And one student was a mature 

student, and he was gay. And he said he met, or he found by chance this hidden place where 
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gay people hide. It doesn’t happen officially in [this country]. He got very engaged. I think 

that was a very successful project.” (Ibid)

Fran describes here a very particular scenario in which a student was able to negotiate the 

relationships necessary to develop a live project on his own. This suggests that a direct and 

unmediated relationship between student and client is considered by some educators as an 

indicator of a successful live project. Fran went on to clarify how, in order to increase their 

engagement with their projects, “I would encourage students if they find a side track” (ibid) - i.e. 

an aspect of the project that interests and engages them. There emerges here the notion that the 

success or failure of a live project can be greatly affected by the degree to which the student been 

able to identify a client, or a personal interest that provides a “way into” the community with 

whom they are working.82

7.4 How students respond to the complexity of live projects

A number of themes emerged during the interviews with regard to the inherent complexity of 

live projects relative to normative (or “non-live”) design studio projects. Two perspectives on this 

complexity emerged during the interviews: the pessimistic and optimistic. The pessimistic view 

is that as a live project may (especially at undergraduate level) be the first instance at which a 

student has worked with a client, and therefore there is the possibility that the complexity and 

reality of a live project scenario may be too intimidating for a student to engage fully with. This 

could, in turn, lead to him or her effectively closing down the possibility of critical thought. Roz 

suggested that a live project:

“...always runs the risk of not expecting ambitious work and not expecting students to think 

laterally and conceptually ... Not necessarily think outside the box, but be able to turn a brief 

around and start from scratch. So I think there can be, with live projects, an expectation that 

the brief is fixed because it’s live and it’s somehow not as open to testing [as a fictional brief 

established by a design teacher].” (p. 16)

The contrasting optimistic perspective suggests that it is only by experiencing and responding 

to these complexities that students can learn to adapt and manage such them. Through the 
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discussion of a live project that engaged with a childcare centre in an impoverished urban 

setting, Lloyd described how the project had in fact contributed to the development of a greater 

degree of criticality amongst the students. Lloyd reflected that:

“I think that what they got from that project is that they learned that you have to critically 

look at what people are telling you all the time. And by extension they critically look at 

what the tutors are telling them ... There is a tendency from [where] they come from 

[secondary education] that tutors are like teachers: they have this list of facts that they’re 

going to give you. It’s right, and that’s the way to do it, and if you regurgitate those 

successfully you’ll be a successful architect. Whereas what you need to do is reflect critically 

on what is being said by both tutors and outside clients and by extension by your own 

thinking as well.” (p. 20)

The contrasting pessimistic and optimistic positions of Roz and Lloyd remind architectural 

educators how live projects support students to develop their critical thinking and critical 

judgement. Lloyd expresses confidence that it is through the live project experience that 

students develop this criticality. Roz, however, expresses the concern that some students may, in 

fact, be so intimidated by the complexity of a real project and real client, that they shut down to 

such development before it can happen. Lloyd described how educators can seek to “protect” 

students from these realities, saying:

“We [architectural educators] kind of filter things out because we’re trying to get certain 

learning outcomes clear, whereas what was great about this client coming in and making all 

these statements about safety, security and also dealing with a real client was that they [the 

students] had to realise that what was being said to them needs a certain amount of 

filtration.” (Ibid)

The notion of “filtration” referred to here is indicative of the difficulties faced by architectural 

educators in managing the degree of complexity that students will experience in a live project 

(and which will be discussed further in chapter eight). Lloyd also suggests that such complexity 

can run counter to the educator’s desire to clarify a project’s learning outcomes. In a 

transmission-based learning environment it is the teacher who decides what is to be learnt and 

how it is to be learnt; the student is a passive recipient of this knowledge.83 The complexity of 

live project scenarios demand that students become active listeners and critical thinkers, capable 
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of understanding but being able to critique their client’s needs. Given the contrasting 

pessimistic and optimistic perspectives discussed here, it appears that some live project students 

are likely to need additional support in order to develop sufficient critical skills to manage this 

shift. As discussed by Sletto (2010) in chapter three, it cannot be assumed that simply by placing 

students in a live project that they will develop these skills. Is it possible, therefore, to 

understand which students might or might not be best suited to managing the complexity of 

live projects? When asked what sort of student might choose to undertake a live project instead 

of one without a client, Joan proposed that:

“It’s probably a student who’s probably a little more open spirited, no? Who’s willing to 

work on something where they have a little less control, and all that brings with it. If you’re 

of a mindset where you like order and control, you’d probably prefer working on your own 

little private project and get on with it.” (p. 9)

Joan’s observation is striking, especially as live projects often represent a collaborative learning 

experience that is oppositional to the individual design process that is typical of the normative 

design studio, especially at more senior levels. 

7.5 Supporting student reflection and criticality

How can students be supported in the development of the critical skills described above? When 

asked about the assessment of the live projects at his institution, Paul emphasised that it was 

only ever the students’ reports that were assessed, and not the actual projects, structures or 

buildings that were completed during the live project. He associated the academic assessment 

with the students’ act of individual critique and reflection, which was assessed through a written 

report submitted approximately three months after the short live project at the beginning of the 

first semester. The learning outcomes of the live project were, therefore, associated with the 

process and critical reflection on it, as opposed to the product itself. Paul explained that the built 

output of a live project “could be a disaster but the report could be terribly interesting and get a 

distinction because it explains why it went wrong, and analyses it and comes up with new ideas 

that could have saved the day.” (p. 12) In this instance, the learning is understood to crystallise 

not in the live project itself, but in the structured reflection and critique that happens later. Paul 

went on to suggest that students can take comfort from knowing that it is the reflection and not 
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the immediate live project output that is marked. In his own words, “I think that’s important for 

the students to know so that they have comfort that they can do their best, f--- up but they won’t 

fail because it’s the effort that gets the reward.” (Ibid)

Jill suggested that while the complexity of live project scenarios can result in overly pragmatic 

design solutions, locating them within an academic context and curriculum obliged students to 

develop a theoretical position, saying that “as part of an academic education you want the 

students to develop a position ... They [live projects] don’t just give you the opportunity [to 

develop a theoretical position], they absolutely force you to.” (p. 13) This position was not shared 

by Noel, however, who explained how an evolution in the live project model had increased the 

number of opportunities for students to develop a critique and position relating to their 

learning experiences. At Noel’s institution, the focus on live projects had recently evolved from a 

short undergraduate (RIBA Part I) pavilion construction project at the end of the academic year 

to a dedicated, year-long Masters (RIBA Part II) project. The built works of these live projects 

then become the subject of each individual student’s written thesis. Noel suggested that a year-

long construction project was a better application of the live project model than a shorter 

construction project, explaining that the discontinued summer pavilion project had not given 

students sufficient time to reflect critically upon their work. 

“Basically the completion happened at the end of the year, as did the assessment. It was all 

very close and intense and it kind of meant that they students didn’t have any opportunity to 

critically detach themselves and look it properly, from any distance. They were so obsessed 

with the construction and the literal nuts and bolts, that that’s what they would end up 

discussing rather than the real architectural discussion.” (p. 10)

The nature of some live projects as complex built objects means that they are liable to consume 

excessive amounts of time and resources, potentially at the expense of student reflection upon 

the learning experienced. Paul’s model of assessing a report three months later, discussed above, 

presents one solution to this problem. Noel’s observation would also suggest that engaging in 

such built live projects might actually hamper the development of a sophisticated architectural 

discourse. Noel described (with my emphasis) how the thesis was also “forward looking,” written 

as “an analysis and a record of what’s been done, of the research basis of the thing that’s been 

built and ... the propositional content.” (Ibid) Building upon the principle of the postponed 
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critical reflection described by Paul, Noel underlines here the importance of how the thesis can 

be used to develop “propositional” statements from a live project that may contribute to future 

architectural knowledge or practice. But in order for students to do so, it is suggested that there 

must be sufficient time for the critique to take place. A short, fast-paced pavilion construction at 

the end of the semester was insufficient in this regard. By contrast, in emphasising how the 

Masters-level thesis project allows for an analytical and propositional discussion of a student’s 

live construction project, Noel suggests that working over a year and at a higher level in the 

school, students benefit from having more time with which to critically reflect on all aspects of 

the project - not just the “nuts and bolts” of constructing it. Architectural educators who employ 

live projects in their curriculum should give consideration to how and when students will be 

given the opportunity to reflect upon and critique their learning experience. A construction 

project at the end of a semester or one without structured curricular space for reflection might 

undermine the students’ capacity for valuable individual or collaborative critique. In the words 

of Paul, educators are advised to remember that while the client is after “the thing” (the product) 

architectural educators are after “the experience” (the process.) (Ibid)

The importance of students’ critical reflection in the live project process was articulated by two 

other respondents. When prompted to suggest what was the optimum length of time for a live 

project to run (question 3.2 in the interview schedule) Deb replied “I think a bit longer than we 

give them at the moment [six weeks]. I’d say probably a couple of months.” (pp. 5-6) Rather than 

prioritising longer live projects, Deb emphasised instead the possibility of giving students a 

structured opportunity to return to the clients after a period of time has passed. She explained:

“My main, sort of, issue of principle about the live projects is that we don’t have time to go 

back, to re-visit. We can sort of do it year by year, we can continue a live project across two 

or three or maybe more years. But within the year, I think it would be so useful for the 

students to go back for another week or so, you know, in the second semester, say. And just 

pick things up and clarify them or develop them just that little bit further, or even just do a 

new piece of work, just for a moment, that comes out of the previous bit of live 

project.” (Ibid)

While a revisit would be primarily be for the students’s benefit, Deb explained that “the clients 

would [also] benefit from it,” (ibid) especially for projects with construction potential. Paul has 

provided one model of how “going back” to a live project might be managed pedagogically. 
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Describing a relatively new initiative to nurture students’ critical reflection on an established 

programme of Masters (RIBA Part II) level live projects in the curriculum at his institution, he 

explained how:

“[Students] can opt to take a thirty credit project as part of their theory for their diploma and 

it counts towards their Master. And students who did this [live project in their fourth year], 

in their fifth year they could opt to a reflective write up of what they did the previous year, 

which would involve going back to the client and finding out whether it stood up, [a] post-

occupancy analysis sort of thing ... it’s only three or four months afterwards, but it’s still 

three months. So there is an expectation that they do engage with the client again to write up 

this report.” (p. 15)

Through their discussions of how they had witnessed students working with live projects in their 

own institutions, a number of respondents made proposals regarding the steps educators could 

take to support critical thinking skills. Paul, Deb and Noel (all architectural educators in schools 

with established live projects) have suggested both why it might be desirable and how it might be 

possible to invite students to return to their projects and clients as a positive opportunity to 

critically re-assess the successes and failures of the project, or as Paul describes it, “finding out 

whether it stood up.” Such a “post-occupancy” (ibid) study would not only remove the pressure 

associated with assessment from the delivery of the project, it would also provide students with 

additional time for reflection-on-action (Schön, 1983, 1987) upon their work and consider it 

within a broader theoretical context. It might also serve to benefit clients, especially those who 

are unable to see projects through to construction in the short time frame of a live project.

7.6 Building knowledge differently

In chapter five the complicated (or mechanical) pedagogies of David Kolb (1984) and Donald 

Schön (1983, 1987) were examined for their possible contribution to this inquiry. Schön 

famously used an example of a (methodologically problematic) tutor-student encounter to 

describe his interlinked theories of reflection-on-action and reflection-in-action. In addition to 

this chapter’s preceding discussion of structured post-live-project reflection-on-action, there 

was considerable emphasis amongst both interview respondents and members of the two 

respondent validation panels that live projects provide opportunities for reflection-in-action. 

Noel described the evolution of his institution’s live project programme from an end-of-year 
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pavilion constructed by undergraduate students to a Masters-level live project running for a 

total of sixteen months. Describing the pavilion project, he accepted that “the brief there was 

very simple, it was just an event pavilion, there was no programmatic requirement for 

contextual thinking ... it was very different from doing real projects,” (p. 4) suggesting that 

without a client or a particularly complex situation in which to place the project, it was perhaps 

not as complete a live project experience as that now offered in the Masters course. Reflecting on 

the successes and failures of the pavilion, however, he explained:

“I suppose a bit later on, actually having the rigour of doing something for real, actually 

addressing every problem, every bit involved, every issue, seriously and seeing why that’s 

essential. The implications of not properly considering something. You just can’t do that 

unless you’re doing it live, in your terms, as a real project. Obviously the underlying 

argument is that’s a kind of experiential way of learning ... It’s about building intuitive 

understandings. Building knowledge in a way that couldn’t be formalised in a classroom 

situation.” (Ibid)

By suggesting that a construction live project is capable of “building knowledge in a way that 

couldn’t be formalised in a classroom situation”, Noel suggests that normative “non-live” 

architectural education isn’t capable of providing students with a similar level of architectural 

knowledge or experience to a live project. Noel was one of very few respondents to the interview 

survey who made explicit reference to particular pedagogical theorists, including the 

contributions to experiential learning theory by Kurt Lewin and Seymour Papert. In these 

instances, respondents explicitly advocated the value of learning-by-doing, and the great 

potential that live projects offer for simultaneous reflection-in-action that theoretical “non-

live” learning is not capable of providing.

7.7 Supporting students’ transition from secondary to tertiary education

In chapter four, the constraints upon higher education and architectural education were 

explored through a review of the literature and government statistics. Mindful of how these 

constraints had been described in the literature, respondents were asked to describe the greatest 

pressures to their teaching over which they had control. Two respondents described the 

difficulty they experienced with an approach to learning they attributed squarely to the nature 
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of secondary education. Sue explained how in the course of her career teaching architecture,84 

she had seen:

“...a shift in the attitude towards learning and attitudes towards university and there has 

definitely been a shift towards students wanting to be told how to, well, do anything, what the 

right answer is, etc. And seeing education as a kind of commodity ... It’s become more and 

more important to support the shift from a expectation of [a] kind of didactic approach and a 

transmission teaching towards a more enquiry based approach, and student-led approach. And 

it’s just become more and more important to do that ... a whole attitude shift.” (p. 2)

Sue’s experience correlates with the discussion earlier in this chapter regarding the necessity for 

educators to support students in the transition from transmission-based to enquiry-based 

learning. She suggests some of the possible implications of the changes to higher education and 

architectural education described in chapter four. Similarly, Neil reported that:

“I think the students’ expectations about everything they do [is] so tied to assessment, every 

time you talk about doing things ... I shouldn’t say any time, but it’s come up before... ‘Ok, 

we’re doing this.’ ‘Are we getting marked on it?’ ‘No.’ ‘Well why should I do it? Why should 

I get involved?’ I think the education system in this country [the UK] builds up that kind of 

relationship. I’m doing something, there’s a mark attached to it.” (pp. 13-14)

Such an attitude towards community outreach projects may present difficulties for 

architectural educators keen to exploit the natural fit between live projects and community 

outreach or engagement. Neil and Sue agree that students enter tertiary education with an 

assessment-driven approach to learning that is not immediately compatible with the 

pedagogical aspirations of architectural educators. Dan, however, spoke in terms that were less 

critical of secondary education, and more focused upon how tertiary education responded to it:

“If one actually considers what we do in universities as a continuum from primary, 

secondary, tertiary [education], then there is a lot of change and there is a lot of innovation, 

actually, happening within the secondary stage particularly, which does have an impact on 

the abilities and capability of the students of the students coming through. I’m not convinced 

that the university sector is sufficiently connected to that discussion ... I think it’s a challenge, 
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I think it’s an opportunity perhaps in terms of exploring how we deliver what we do and how 

we evolve what we do.” (Dan, p. 3)

Unlike Sue and Neil, Dan expresses here the position that it is tertiary education that is failing to 

keep abreast of the developments in secondary education (and not secondary education that is 

failing to adequately prepare students for higher education). While many respondents made 

reference to the relationship of architectural education to practice, Dan invites us to consider 

the relationship in the other direction - towards the secondary education that prepares most 

entrants to tertiary education. In describing their experiences of live projects in architectural 

education, certain respondents spoke of the relative degrees of maturity in their students, and 

how that affected the placement of live projects or other academic initiatives within the 

curriculum. Architectural educators in higher education have no influence over the methods 

and practices in secondary education, but in the same way that architectural educators will often 

refer to their discipline’s relationship to practice, it becomes apparent that a critical awareness 

of their relationship to secondary education is also necessary. Supporting students in the 

transition from the predominantly individual and transmission-based learning experience of 

secondary education to the criticality of enquiry-based learning in higher education becomes a 

fundamental role of the architectural educator. Introducing students of architecture to clients 

and processes outside the academy only emphasises this.

7.8 Summary

Through this chapter’s discussion of how architectural educators perceive the live project to be 

experienced by students, the following observations can be made.

Live projects are believed to motivate students to a greater degree than the normative design 

studio. This increased motivation was associated with the engagement of people from outside 

the academic environment, delivering learning experiences that cannot be replicated in design 

studio.

Live projects demand a negotiation between academic and non-academic value systems. The live 

project asks how the teacher, student and client may enter into a dialogue with one other in 

order to negotiate a balance between their respective value systems. It can present an 
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opportunity for students to situate themselves between value systems that may not be 

compatible, and therefore develop their own critical position between the priorities of both the 

academy and the community. (The implications of this negotiation on the role of the 

architectural educator will be discussed, further in chapter eight.)

Normative architectural education is considered to promote design at the expense of other 

architectural skills. Reference was made earlier in the chapter to how architectural education 

typically “promotes design at the cost of everything else.” (Roz, p. 16) The live project was 

described in terms of supporting an increased awareness of and engagement with the multiple 

roles of the architect and the “management of architecture.” (Roz, pp. 7-8) The counter-

argument, however, revealed that some respondents felt individual design skills were neglected 

by the live project’s focus on collaborative work and construction.

Allowing students to nominate or choose their clients may lead to increased participation, 

engagement and ownership of a live project. Through a discussion of what motivated particular 

students to choose live projects, it was suggested that students were particularly motivated when 

they had some sense of control over the degree of their engagement. It was suggested that if 

students are encouraged to find their interests in a live project scenario, that the degree of their 

engagement and the quality of their work will improve as a result.

Live projects are inherently complex, and that complexity exists in opposition to the order and 

control of a theoretical or invented project. Not all students will necessarily respond well to these 

scenarios, and will need to be guided or supported towards critical thinking and reflection.

The complexity and pace of construction can overwhelm students and hamper learning. 

Students need time and space to develop their reflection and critique, and that can be as simple 

as assessing the project’s process a certain period of time after the end of the project.

Despite this, construction “builds knowledge” in ways not possible elsewhere in the curriculum. 

It is argued that construction in a live project (and the experiential education it entails) gives 

students an experience that cannot be replicated in normative architectural education.
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The transition from secondary to tertiary education can represent a difficult transition from 

transmission-based learning to enquiry-based learning. Given the complex and highly situated 

nature of live projects that are situated outside the academy, students may need support in this 

transition, especially in earlier years of the course. The potential for students to regard the client 

unquestioningly as a figure similar or equivalent to their tutor will be discussed in chapter nine.
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Chapter 8: the live project and the educator

8.1 Introduction

This chapter presents key themes and ideas relating to the second of three participating 

stakeholders in the live project: the educator. Key themes include how architectural educators 

can define and critique pedagogies, professional validation, designing within constraints, the 

relationship to practice, the relationship to research, research assessment frameworks, ethics, 

power, participation, mediation of live project participants, management of live project 

processes, managing construction within the academic year and managing the complexity of 

client-centred projects.

8.2 The opportunity to “define pedagogies”

In chapter seven the reflections of Jean were discussed. When asked about her pedagogical 

understanding for initiating live projects as a student and later as an architectural educator 

replied that she “did it first, and then [the pedagogical research] came second.” (Ibid) Jean 

explained that she was motivated to initiate live projects in her own architectural education by a 

personal desire for her work to be assessed by value systems other than those ascribed by the 

normative academic environment. The negotiation between these value systems in the 

development of student criticality has been identified in the preceding chapter as a key 

pedagogical process in the live project. It should be emphasised, however, that it was only upon 

reflection and critical assessment of live projects in the wider context of architectural education 

that Jean was able to articulate fully their pedagogical benefits. Being able to use the physical and 

curricular space of the design studio to teach and then critique that teaching subsequently is an 

powerful opportunity for architectural educators. While the majority of interview respondents 

consulted during the empirical research supporting this thesis had studied architecture 

themselves, Noel was relatively unusual in having studied engineering as a student before 

moving into architectural education. He now oversees a live project programme at a school of 

architecture, and used this perspective to compare his perception of the two disciplines, saying 

“there’s a massive privilege in the freedom of architectural education that I think is good to 

acknowledge.” (p. 13) He described the experience of being taught engineering as “so formalised, 

so kind of rigid ... it’s almost as if everything is already known already. We’re just learning how to 
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solve problems.” (Ibid) He praised the apparent flexibility of architectural education, saying 

“just the opportunities to kind of define pedagogies is great.” (Ibid) The flexibility within 

architectural education was acknowledged by Joan who noted that “architects are sometimes 

quite inventive in their use of strict academic systems. There is actually a bit of flexibility and 

too-ing and fro-ing within it.” (p. 8) Shulman (2005) identifies the design studio as a “signature” 

pedagogy of both engineering and architectural education. Despite the increasing constraints on 

architectural education that are discussed elsewhere in this thesis, there was a consensus 

amongst architectural educators interviewed for this survey about the value and pedagogical 

flexibility of their discipline, and that live projects are excellent opportunities to take advantage 

of that flexibility.

8.3 Architectural education and professional validation

While many respondents acknowledged the flexibility of architectural education, some 

respondents discussed the ways in which the discipline serves its profession. As discussed in 

chapter three, architectural education is validated jointly by the RIBA and the ARB. The manner 

in which professional accreditation is conferred was discussed in some in instances with 

reference to the system of architectural education in other countries, especially if the 

respondents themselves had studied abroad. Recalling his experience of architectural education 

as a student in the USA, Neil explained how he appreciated that in the UK “as one moves through 

education that there are a series of steps that one has to pass ... in the States you can merrily 

proceed through your education, it doesn’t matter, it all comes down to that one single test at the 

end.” (p. 4) He appreciated the benefits of assessing students of architecture on their professional 

competencies at three successive stages, and using the two stages of architectural education to 

focus on different aspects of architectural practice.85 On the other hand, despite the limitations 

of the American architectural education system that places all aspects of these assessments at 

the end of the entire process, he also recognised the advantages of the American system, saying 

that “because the professional registration is tied to the test and not the schools, the schools have 

a lot more freedom to do things in a way that they [choose] ... In this country you’ve got the RIBA 
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and the ARB looking over your shoulder ... I think there are some opportunities that get lost 

because of that.” (pp. 4-5) Notwithstanding the significant social, cultural and financial 

differences between architectural education in the UK and the USA, the diversity of design/

build projects in contemporary North American schools of architecture may reflect these 

opportunities. Different respondents described the RIBA/ARB criteria in different terms, 

suggesting that different architectural educators respond to them in different ways. Critical and 

favourable opinions of the RIBA/ARB criteria for architectural education are well represented 

by Fran and Deb. Fran explained how the RIBA criteria:

“...are put upon us to a certain extent. The sizes of projects, and the complexity, are so big 

that a student wouldn’t be able to do that within a year. So that the projects have been built 

have been smaller and the involvement has been stopped or be taken out of that academic 

year.” (pp. 11-12)

Fran speaks here of the difficulty with which some live projects, especially those that are 

constructed, may be contained within the timeframe of a single academic year (which may be as 

short as thirty weeks), especially given the requirements of the criteria. Deb disagreed however, 

saying:

“I don’t actually feel that they do [constrain us]. I feel that we can be quite creative with 

them ... Perhaps students don’t see them as things as you can be creative with. They actually 

start to see them as things that are tick box points, and that becomes a struggle between me 

and the student.” (p. 3)

Chapter seven explored students’ transition from secondary education to higher education and 

the associated shift from transmission-based learning to enquiry-based learning. This shift in 

attitude is alluded to here by Deb, given that, in her opinion, students are liable to treat the RIBA 

criteria as fixed, non-negotiable “tick box points,” (ibid) perhaps indicative of changing the 

student attitudes to university education discussed in chapter four (and Altbach, 2002). And 

while Fran (op cit) explains that she feels the joint RIBA/ARB criteria are “put upon” her, Deb 

makes the case for a more creative interpretation of them. Different architectural educators 

respond in different ways to the RIBA/ARB criteria. Some educators regard them as constraints 

placed upon their teaching, whereas some see them as opportunities to be think creatively. 

Students, as discussed in chapter seven, may enter tertiary education with an expectation of just 
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such a “tick box” curriculum whereby pre-determined knowledge can be acquired and 

demonstrated for assessment. Live projects may be seen variously as being constrained by the 

professional criteria of architectural education or enabled as vehicles for their creative 

interpretation. Architectural educators may consider themselves responsible for this creative 

interpretation of the validation criteria, especially if students regard them as non-negotiable 

indicators of achievement.86

8.4 Architectural education and the constraints of architectural practice

At the heart of some conceptions of the live project was the accommodation and management of 

the constraints of architectural practice. Describing the differences between live and “non-live” 

projects, Pete explained that “most real projects have quite real constraints, both spatially and 

financially.” (p. 5) He explained how live projects can help students to develop a:

“...kind of accommodation of reality. I think architecture advances by identifying and 

satisfying as many constraints as possible. And of course an architecture school tends to 

remove two of the big constraints: reality and cost. So, I think, it’s a very good design tool to 

work creatively within constraints.” (p. 9)

In chapter seven, Jen explained how she felt that live projects tended to neglect the development 

of individual students’ design skills. (Jen. p. 11) While Pete acknowledged that the introduction 

of certain design constraints may sometimes “stunt the imaginative juices,” (op cit) he remained 

enthusiastic, saying “I don’t completely believe that. It probably does mute a little bit the 

explorative thinking which really is the duty of a university education, to widen as well as to 

focus.” (Ibid) This dual obligation of a higher education’s obligation to the student, “to widen as 

well as to focus,” proposes a potential solution to the criticism that live projects may not develop 

individual design skills as well as a “non-live” project in the normative design studio. It suggests 

that architectural educators may best offer the live project as a compliment to the normative 

architectural curriculum, allowing students a diversity of learning experiences that are both 

collaborative and person, widened and focused, unlimited and constrained. The live project 
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presents a complimentary opportunity to the normative design studio for students to explore 

how design constraints and the complex realities of architectural practice can also generate 

design. Finally, Pete’s interpretation of a “duty” of tertiary education “to widen as well as to 

focus” also suggests an awareness of the potential of live projects to support the development of 

critical thinking in the learning environment. Designing and working “creatively within 

constraints” is seen as an opportunity to recreate certain aspects of architectural practice not 

offered by normative architectural education.

8.5 The relationship of live projects to professional architectural practice

As has been discussed in chapter two, the engagement of a school of architecture in the provision 

of commercial architectural services can lead to conflict with architectural practitioners. Many 

schools of architecture employ relatively modest live project briefs with small budgets, such that 

in the words of Paul, “we’re not putting architects out of work.” (p. 12)87 The nature of a school of 

architecture providing architectural design or consultancy services through a live project 

programme or project office for free (or almost free) was also discussed. Jill explained that while 

the clients “want something for free ... [in return] they’re more open to a more speculative 

response.” (p. 8) The live project can been seen as bringing a school of architecture into 

competition with architectural practice, although it is argued that the client relationship is not 

comparable with practice. Certain respondents had particular experiences of project offices, 

either discontinued or still existing. Asked whether he felt that local architects supported the 

project office in his institution, Steve replied:

“I do occasionally get phone calls from local practices in [redacted - this city] who say ‘you’re 

taking our work away’ ... they are aggrieved that we’ve set up, because they think the 

university supports us, so therefore we don’t have to be competitive. But actually we do [have 

to be competitive, financially viable]. If I was in the red two years in a row, [redacted - we] 

would not be running.” (p. 16)

The public or professional image of a live project programme or a Project Office (even if it is 

incorrect) may be detrimental to university-profession relationships, especially in straightened 

economic circumstances. A now dissolved project office was discussed by Jill, who recalled that 
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“it didn’t compete with the local practices in that the projects that [redacted - project office 

principal] was aiming at were international. But boy did it get up the noses of the local 

profession, who really didn’t like that.” (p. 15) Asked to explain why that project office had 

closed, Jill explained reflected on a number of ethical regarding the interaction of the project 

office’s practice and teaching:

“[The principal] worked in it, we had some students working in it, and [the principal] had a 

member of staff who sort of ran the office ... That was very difficult because ... the students 

were being paid in the summer holidays to work on the live projects and they’re not being 

paid during term time, because it was a kind of Masters thesis. But it was very difficult to see 

where one stopped and the other started. It was also very difficult to assess because the 

students were having to produce for a client and were therefore getting far more input from the 

staff than the other students would. They were effectively being told what to do and drawing 

it up. That was very very difficult.” (pp. 14 - 15)

The ethical implications of a projects office in a school of architecture have already been 

explored with regard to potential conflicts with other practices, however Jill’s recollection 

suggests that there are also potential ethical conflicts internally - namely where students can 

work on a project both for academic assessment during term and financial reward outside term 

time.

Through the critical reflection of respondents on the project offices or live project programmes 

of their own institutions, certain aspects of the differences between live project practice and 

professional architectural practice emerged. Deb distinguished the student - client relationship 

of a live project from the architect - client relationship of normative architectural practice with 

the following discussion of power, saying:

“I think it’s important for the students to understand where power lies. I think it’s important 

for the client to understand that they aren’t commissioning. In terms of equalities of power 

and responsibility, they need to understand that they’re not commissioning students in the 

way that they would commission an architect ... It’s a different relationship. So the client has 

to be aware that they could be questioned more than they’re used to being questioned in more 

direct contractual relationships.” (p. 4)
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In this reflection, the relationship with the client has been reclaimed for pedagogical as opposed 

to professional purposes. In subverting the normal architect-client relationship, the authority or 

power of the commissioning client is no longer a fixed or static concept, but a fluid and mobile 

force. Deb explained how:

“...[the power] starts with the client, and if the client is a good client they actually release 

some of the power ... the power maybe shifts through the course of the live project. And there’s 

that sort of surge back to the client when they take receipt of the outcome and the power 

suddenly goes back to them, it’s up to them what they do with it, I suppose.” (Ibid)

In the absence of a fiscal exchange, students and clients enter into a different kind of working 

relationship to normative architectural practice, one in which power can be seen to move back 

and forth between the client and student. Deb’s exposition on the subject of power returns the 

live project to a direct comparison with traditional architectural practice. The client-student 

relationship is placed alongside the client-architect relationship, one which is normally 

underscored by an exchange of money for professional services and in which there may be a less 

of a fluid movement of power from client to student and vice versa. How can this observation 

serve architectural educators? Those who initiate live projects may consider introducing live 

project stakeholders to these two insights: firstly, the parallel with normative architectural 

practice, and secondly with the notion of power as a concept that can shift between different 

stakeholders. To do so might begin to inform a more reflexive understanding of the complex 

relationship upon which a live project is constructed. But in order to successfully manage this 

relationship, the architectural educator has a responsibility to the student, client and even 

practice beyond to ensure that the purposes and intent of the live project are understood. 

8.6 Connecting architectural practice and architectural research

Live projects and project offices were described by some respondents as a means of nurturing 

connections between architectural education, research and practice. For example, Pete noted 

with some regret that “the trouble with academia is perhaps that it tends to isolate itself from 

practice,” (p. 9) explaining how a live project “endeavours to heal the split between practice and 

teaching. You know the golden triangle is really research, teaching and practice. And I think my 

dream for the school would be to have a project office within the school...” (p. 5) Pete’s position 
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was echoed by Roz, who explained that: “architecture tends to split academia and practice, 

they’re seen as two different endeavours. You do the academic years and then you have a year in 

practice and then you come back and do some more academic work.” (p. 4) Jill noted that live 

projects are effective countermeasures to broader changes in higher education, saying that they 

bring:

“Richness, diversity, a sort of external view whenever we’re getting too ivory tower. An 

engagement with the real world. Which is becoming perhaps less obvious than it use to be. 

This is, perhaps, something which is down to the pressures on an academic education at the 

moment. That there is less opportunity for part-time teaching and more consolidation of full-

time posts. So we don’t have quite the same engagement with practice that we used to 

have.” (pp. 6-7)

Although the RIBA Education statistics explored in chapter four were noted for not providing 

sufficiently detailed information regarding the balance between full and part time positions in 

UK architectural education, anecdotal evidence from respondents confirmed a tendency within 

architectural education to consolidate staffing around full time faculty, many with academic 

research commitments. As discussed in chapter four, when he was asked about the pressures that 

might affect the quality of his teaching, Dan reflected upon the impact of the 2008 RAE upon 

higher education, explaining that the RAE and REF had established a connection between 

research performance and funding that in turn nurtured a market economy. (Dan, p. 3) The 

pressure upon architectural educators to produce academic research is linked in this 

understanding to an increased detachment from the practice of architecture. Jill (above) 

describes a tendency for tertiary level institutions to rationalise their staffing on full time 

academic posts while also reducing the number of part time practitioners who combine the 

practice of architecture with teaching. Dan detected an improvement in the recognition of the 

diversity of architectural research, explaining that:

“The Research Assessment Exercise two iterations ago [2001] struggled with ... the value of 

practice-based work within the context of what was regarded truly as research ... There’s a lot 

that we do that does have a research dimension to it, that we’ve struggled historically to get 

accepted as research. But I think that’s becoming clear and it has become clearer over the last 

couple of years.” (pp. 3 - 4)
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As has been established elsewhere in this thesis, many architectural educators find themselves 

responding to the tripartite demands of teaching, research and practice. Shulman (2005, p. 53) 

reminds us that professional “pedagogies must measure up to the standards not just of the 

academy, but also of the particular professions.” It is apposite to suggest that in addition to these 

dual expectationscontemporary pedagogies of architectural education must also measure up to 

the expectations of academic research. If architectural educators relate both to the practice and 

the research of architecture through their teaching, live projects may present opportunities to 

interrogate how individual faculty members may manage their education, research and/or 

practice priorities. Although this thesis primarily considers live projects as opportunities for 

experimentation in architectural pedagogies, they have also been referred to by some 

respondents as opportunities for research. Paul explained, for instance, that:

“The live projects that I run personally are my research. So the outputs that I get from the 

students workshops I then turn that into my [publications] ... I think that as long as an 

amount of research comes out of the exercise then I think that it’s important that students’ 

efforts go somewhere ... I think it’s important that those that come after it get a sense that this 

is a good thing.” (p. 6)

The research outputs described here serve not only to disseminate the activities, output and 

findings of a live project (providing external dissemination of knowledge), but also to help 

subsequent students “buy into” the live project as a pedagogical and professional activity 

(providing internal dissemination of knowledge). When asked whether a live project might be 

useful as a kind of research, Sue explained “I think it can, yes. I think very canny people will do 

that. It would be silly not to. It’s good to think like that, though, because it values that 

research.” (p. 8) This suggests that live projects may, by their very nature, be research oriented 

but not widely (or in terms of the REF) accepted as such. However, Deb cautioned that:

“...if research comes out of it, that’s fantastic but I don’t think we should be setting live 

projects up on the basis of research ... I think the live project relationship is primarily 

between the client and the students, and I think it should be client-led and student-led on an 

equal or sort of shifting relationship. I think to then place an expectation of useful research to 

come out of it is in danger of skewing that quite complicated relationship.” (p. 7)
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However, despite the preceding suggestions that a live project might serve to connect 

architectural education, research and practice, there were indications that this is not always 

easily achieved. Sue described how she felt that at her institution, matters relating to effective 

client and user participation was:

“...one of the set of skills that we don’t support enough [in the live project] ... and could really 

be at the heart of this idea of ‘research-with-a-big-R’ 88 as well. It [the live project] is an 

enormous resource on exploring participation approaches, and what that means ... In terms of 

formalising the associated skills and ethos and understanding surrounding [participation]. But 

every year our students re-invent the wheel on how to engage clients and users and it’s 

madness ... It’s also an enormous whole area of literature out there written about and practice 

which we also don’t found our work in. As per usual, architecture does it’s own thing and 

starts again.” (p. 17)

Sue’s concern is that the research expertise and knowledge base relating to participatory design 

processes are not adequately exploited. Rather than connecting architectural education, 

research and practice, she has found that students are not taking full advantage of the relevant 

research findings that could inform their projects. She expresses frustration that when 

addressing the participatory elements of their live projects that students will “re-invent the 

wheel” with every project, failing to take advantage of the school’s own experience in 

participatory design. Architectural educators who employ live projects are encouraged to look to 

participation methods beyond their own discipline. Similarly, Deb regretted the failure of the 

live projects in the same institution to develop students’ participatory skills, saying:

“I’m more concerned about the fact that they [the students] aren’t developing participatory 

skills as well as they should be, and that’s practically their only opportunity within live 

projects. To actually design a good participatory event or workshop or whatever or process. 

And to represent it and to analyse it in a rigorous way. They’re just not doing it well enough. 

And I think if there’s anything in the live projects that they don’t get to do again, it’s that 

sort of work.” (p.14)

Architectural education has been accused of not being sufficiently “connected” to architectural 

practice for almost as long as it has been in the university. The assessment mechanisms that are 

Copyright 2012 James Benedict Brown - jamesbenedictbrown@yahoo.co.uk

 Downloaded from learningarchitecture.wordpress.com                                 236

88 Understood in the context of the interview to refer to research outputs that were “REF-able”, in other words 
those that would be recognised by the forthcoming 2014 Research Excellence Framework.



used to distribute government research funding to UK universities have been cited as having 

contributed to a “market economy” of research-active faculty members, further marginalising 

the role of practising architects in architectural education. While live projects are regarded by 

some as an opportunity to “heal the split” between architectural education and practice, and 

while they may serve as excellent opportunities for faculty members to produce “REF-able” 

research output through their teaching activities, it should not be assumed that students in live 

projects will necessarily take advantage of the knowledge base built on preceding research 

activity (even within the same institution.)

8.7 How architectural educators mediate between client and student

Although critical pedagogy suggests that the student must be the generator of pedagogical 

content in a curriculum, in the architectural live project there was little disagreement amongst 

respondents (despite discussion of occasional student-driven projects) that the architectural 

educator was the person best suited to define a live project brief that served both the client’s 

aspirations and the student’s learning outcomes. The pedagogical authority of the teacher 

remains, but the role of the architectural educator changes, adopting and developing a 

mediating role between client and student. As an example, Mark explained:

“The brief will generally be designed by the staff ... We understand obviously what the course 

outcomes and requirements at that stage in the project are and whatever the project is, it has 

to fit generally within the frameworks of the university environment and the academic level ... 

The idea will obviously come from the client. They will have a want or a need. And the 

discussion of how it will work will perhaps be a two way discussion in the formation of the 

final document ... There’s a lot of discussions in the briefing sessions before you do the 

project.” (p. 12 - 13)

While such discussions may be framed in terms of developing the client’s brief, they are, 

according to Mark’s description, also used to develop a suitable pedagogical framework to 

support the students’ intended learning outcomes. Asked to describe whether a live project 

required more or less input from teaching staff than a comparable design studio project 

(interview schedule questions 3.3 and 3.4), Pete explained that, as a teacher “one needs to manage 

reality, if you like. One is inevitably closing it down in terms of imaginative excess, if you like. 

And just the simple act of building or realising something requires supervision.” (Ibid) It was 
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clear from such positions that the responsibility for this “supervision,” “management of reality” 

and control of students’ “imaginative excess” falls to the architectural educator. Paul 

emphasised that “it’s important that you do try and uncover any potential land mines before 

you give it to a bunch of students because it’s not fair to let them go in cold, because they are still 

a bunch of students.” (p. 13) The complexity and risk inherent in a live project is indicated here 

as an important justification for the continuing mediatory role of the architectural educator in a 

live project. Paul suggests that students’ capacity to cope with these risks (including “any 

potential land mines”) remains insufficiently developed, and that the mediating role of the 

architectural educator extends to identifying and avoiding any major risks. This responsibility 

of the architectural educator towards his or her students exists in parallel with his or her 

responsibility towards the clients. While discussing the resources required to support a live 

project, Mark explained that rather than a live project requiring additional input from the 

academic staff:

“A lot of the things that you would normally set up [in a “non-live” project], the scenarios, 

are part of the design problem and the client ... So it’s not something that we’re having to 

produce but it’s being done a different way. It’s actually about managing the expectations of 

the client and the students.” (p. 5)

Mark indicates here that although a live project may not require more academic time than a 

normative studio project, it requires a different kind of input from the architectural educator - 

one that serves the interests of both the client and students in recognising their resources, 

capabilities and expectations. This reinforces the notion of an architectural educator operating 

in the live project as a kind of mediator between the different stakeholders (the client and the 

students) in the project. Not all respondents agreed, however, that the role of the teacher was to 

mediate every aspect of that relationship. Sue described a more hands-off approach that still 

allowed her to intervene if necessary:

“I usually spell out the responsibilities that I would expect the students to take in that 

relationship. We’re just very clear that it’s not just my role, in face to face meetings, to be a 

mediator at that point. So in that sense I’m clarifying my expectations of how they might 

interact with the client. However, I do sit in on meetings and things, and if I’m not clear 

about something and if the students haven’t asked a question which clarifies it for me, I will 
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ask questions. So in a sense I’m mediating that relationship because I’m trying to bring 

further things to light or clarify.” (p. 12)

By “trying to bring further things to light,” Sue describes an active yet soft-touch mediation that 

supports direct communication between the students and client and nurtures independent 

thinking and project management skills. Similarly, Fran explained how:

“Ideally, there is a direct communication between the client and the student. And I don’t have 

to mediate that much. And last year there was lots of mediation. So my role was quite strong, 

in the middle. I think the project was very successful but maybe [strong mediation] is not so 

good for the students.” (p. 8)

While an architectural educator may have useful practice experience to guide this process, it will 

not always be his or her responsibility to mediate the student-client relationship. Some higher 

education institutions may be able to provide tailored for community based projects. Lloyd 

referred to a dedicated interdisciplinary office established in his institution to support 

community outreach projects across all departments.89 He explained “what was good about 

[redacted - the office] was that they explained to both sides what the limitations were, they had 

very clear ground rules about what could and couldn’t be done.” (p. 6) While certain respondents,  

such as Sue and Fran spoke of the varying degrees of mediation required from the architectural 

educator, Lloyd reminds us that some educators may be located in a university with established 

frameworks for supporting academic projects based outside the university. Anecdotal evidence 

would suggest that these linkages are often discovered after individuals start initiatives in their 

own discipline, as educators are unlikely to be familiar similar activities in other disciplines. 

While advocates of critical pedagogy agree that it is for students and not their teachers to define 

the content of a curriculum, such a position sits awkwardly with the consensus among 

architectural educators about who is best placed to define a live project brief. Nonetheless, the 

role of the architectural educator can be seen to change in a live project. He or she is responsible 

for mediating the client-student relationship, managing the reality of a live project scenario and 

managing the expectations of participant stakeholders. Architectural educators should 
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recognise both the responsibilities and dangers of this continuing pedagogical authority, 

because as it has been described by respondents to this survey, the live project does not represent 

an entirely critical or liberatory pedagogy.

8.8 How architectural educators manage the live project

The preceding section considered the role of the architectural educator as mediator in an 

individual live project process. However there was some discussion of an additional role that 

could provide medium to long term support to individual live project educators. This role relates 

both to the logistical and pedagogical aspects of live project programmes.

Deb indicated that, amongst her colleagues, there was a perception that live projects require less 

teaching input than a normative design studio project. Referring not to live project teaching but 

“mentoring”, she explained that “I think they [need] more staff input than we give them at the 

moment. I think mentoring [of live projects] is seen to be a very very light touch, and I think 

some groups need more than they’re getting.” (p. 5) She noted that while “some groups are just 

off, and they’re fantastic, they actually take longer than people think to set up.” (Ibid) This 

additional work was indicated as being required at “the front end” (ibid) of the process, in other 

words before the start of the live project. The conception amongst other architectural educators 

that live projects require less teaching input than the normative design studio was also reported 

by Steve. He recalled discussions with other educators, saying how he had argued that:

“The key thing for me was that you have an allocated staff member. They could be pro rata, 

they could be part time ...  they’re also practice based and that they live locally to wherever 

the project office ... If there’s an emergency, we can all get back very quickly.” (p. 17)

Steve places emphasis on the requirement for a dedicated member of the teaching staff, ideally 

one who is active in practice, to take permanent responsibility for live project activity. In those 

schools of architecture that choose to establish a projects office, the office may provide the 

vehicle through which this role can be resourced. Steve explained how a permanent and properly 

resourced Project Office provides a necessary hub for a live project programme, saying:
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“The reason why they [Project Offices established in the nineteen-seventies] aren’t still here 

today, with the exception of [redacted] is the fact they had no underpinning structure, no lead 

co-ordinator, to make sure it had longevity. And that’s what we try to do, as you’ll see from 

the business plan, is not just to think one academic year ahead but to think five years ahead, 

to think ten years ahead. To say this is something we can build upon and be grounded by the 

school of architecture.” (p. 17)

A project office, for Steve, can provide the foundation for a sustainable live project programme. 

A dedicated live project manager (for want of a better word) can provide administrative support, 

connect live projects to wider learning outcomes, manage professional client liaison and 

maintain quality assurance. The importance of such an individual to maintaining quality 

assurance was also suggested by Sue who, when asked how the successes or failures of live 

projects are evaluated after projects, replied:

“They’re not. [Laughs] Other than on an individual level ... And I guess again this is why 

[redacted - colleague] is now their co-ordinator ... there hasn’t been a collective reflection prior 

to that [the appointment of the person named above] other than people just having chats and 

seeing each other’s presentations and just being rude to each other, [laughs] you know. It’s not 

been very constructive until ... now.” (p. 16)

Sue refers to the evolution of the live project programme in her institution, and how this lead to 

the appointment of designated co-ordinator. While multiple projects had been included the 

curriculum over a number of years, each had been the responsibility of the individual tutor 

attached to them. It is suggested that the recent decision to appoint a dedicated live project co-

ordinator was prompted in part by a desire to establish an internal mechanism for evaluating 

the successes and failures of different live projects. At another institution, Paul explained how 

having a framework for live projects helped the beginning of the process:

“If you sort of have an established structure for receiving projects in from people that makes 

life easier but then you’ve got to set that up in the first place which is a faff. I think it does 

require more effort but as I’ve found, it’s probably a relatively short amount time in which 

you have to make that effort.” (p. 5)

We see in these observations an echo of the suggestion of Beamont (2008), discussed in chapter 

two, that there is a “missing role” in certain live projects; a single point of contact who can not 
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only co-ordinate the disparate elements of a live project programme, but also to ensure that it 

“feeds back” into the curriculum. That is not to say that every live project programme requires a 

project office, nor that this management demands a full-time position. The respondents cited 

here would seem to agree that a part-time role is sufficient, provided that position is held by 

someone close to the school with sufficient professional capacity to manage live project 

administration, attend to pedagogical outcomes, client relationships and quality assurance 

processes.

8.9 How architectural educators manage the complexity of live projects

Where respondents referred to live projects that involved some degree of construction, the 

practicalities of engaging students in the building process were of some concern. Describing the 

complications of getting such a project going, Roz explained:

“If you’re trying to do anything substantial, if you can’t get the funding in place then it’s 

difficult to move forward. It also depends on how you’re going to negotiate through the legal 

aspects of things, in terms of building regs and so on ... [in] a lot of the live projects I tend to 

be aware of are temporary structures or tend to remain hypothetical if they’re becoming 

larger. Because the whole process of planning and building regs and so on takes so long, and 

the only sort of exception to that is something like Rural Studio which manages to do that 

because it’s so remote from any authority ... there’s also just issues of health and safety. So 

things tend to be temporary so you don’t have to do planning permission. They’re becoming 

increasingly risk-free in terms of structure.” (pp. 12-3)

Roz identified several factors influencing the shaping of live projects at her school: the 

requirements to secure funding, work within building regulations and to take the necessary 

health and safety precautions. Roz explained how she has adapted her interest in constructed 

live projects to address these complexities by limiting the scale of built live projects to 

temporary structures. Later in the same interview, Roz emphasised that:

“You need support at university level, institutional support and council level support, to be 

able to do anything of that significance. To be able to do that now in terms of just getting 

through funding, insurance, health and safety, building regs, all the concerns of the university 

and council put together, I think those concerns have ... to be dealt with from such a high level. 
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And I think that’s why a lot of live projects tend to be temporary structures or feasibility 

studies rather than really significant long term engagement.” (p. 18)

Roz explained here how the pragmatic concerns of engaging students in built live projects tends 

to limit the scale of such projects, “rather than really significant long term engagement.”90 Pete, 

meanwhile, explained how built live projects at his school were held back by the “bureaucracy” 

that surrounded them, saying “it’s really heavy on bureaucracy, isn’t it? In terms of P.I.91 and 

health and safety and all that kind of stuff.” (pp. 9-10) It was not only in the act of construction 

that live projects encountered these complexities. Discussing the additional workload that live 

projects might bring with them, Deb explained that: “I find [the live project process] incredibly 

creative. But it can be a bit like herding cats, and I think sometimes we’re just overwhelmed by 

these possible connections, and it’s quite difficult to see a way through it.” (p. 8) When asked 

what she meant by “herding cats,” Deb explained that:

“Mostly I’m talking about the clients and the connections. We get the students to do a 

stakeholder map for every live project they work on, and the stakeholder maps end up 

covering the whole of [redacted - the region], or cross-country. They’re huge to grapple with, 

and I can see why certain members of staff would like to be more controlling of live projects 

for their own research purposes, because then you can set up a live project which immediately 

becomes more easy to control, towards an understood sort of outcome, for your own 

research.” (Ibid)

Just as in chapter seven, it was acknowledged that not all students will feel comfortable with the 

unpredictability and complexity there is a recognition here that the live project model will not 

appeal to every educator. Aside from personal preference, the added complexity of a built live 

project may also be too much for the curriculum. Noel, whose reflections on a discontinued 

pavilion live project were discussed in chapter seven, explained with some regret that the 

discontinued pavilion project was too short for the assessment of the collaborative work, and 

scheduled too late in the academic year for sufficient reflection and critique. Now supervising 

sixteen-month Masters level live projects, he was asked whether live projects ran more 

effectively over a period of more than one academic year. He replied:
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“I think yes. That [a short project] only works with something like a pavilion, where you 

can focus very directly on the material stuff itself, I suppose. I think, actually, last year we 

took the same level of students, second and third year, through an exercise to design a house 

for the caretaker here [on this campus]. We knew that we couldn’t design and build that in a 

year, so it wasn’t quite the same experience. We had sort of hoped to get some constructions 

out at the end, which we didn’t ... A pavilion kind of works on that year cycle, but the masters 

it’s a sixteen month programme, so there is time to have a full year, from brief to completion, 

for a real building project to happen.” (p. 5)

Noel felt that a sixteen month Masters project offered a comfortable period of time for students 

to develop a live thesis project from design through to construction. Likewise, when asked what 

she felt was the optimum length of time for a live project to run, Fran replied “I think two 

years.” (p. 4) Reflecting on a recent live project that she regarded as unsuccessful, she explained:

“I was thinking about what happened last year and why it didn’t work within that year. And 

to a certain extent, it was us saying we wanted to do it within a year because we are 

constrained within this academic year, and if we want to build something we want to build it 

within that academic year. Not really the year after.” (Ibid)

Describing how she felt that they are “constrained within this academic year”, Fran went on to 

describe how that same project might be managed more successfully over two consecutive 

academic years.

“I was thinking if I would start that project fresh again in [redacted - foreign country] I 

would, right from the beginning, propose a two year phase. But I would still think that the 

academic year is one year and all students are working on ... research, let’s say. It can be much 

more innovative because you don’t have to do it in the first three months, because it has to be 

built in the next phase. But I would think you would have one academic year which is a little 

more experimental ... and then you take it as a year out project into the projects office. So 

that would be my idea. I would make sure that a third year’s projects is chosen or maybe 

because second and third years [undergraduate] work together and then the project could 

actually be taken on as year out experience.” (pp. 4-5)

Operating a built live project over two years raises a number of important pedagogical issues. 

Fran proposes that third year undergraduate students could benefit from an entire academic 

year working with a real external client on a highly contextualised and situated project. Without 
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the time pressure to choose and then construct one design for construction amongst the 

students’ individual projects, and by allowing the project to continue towards construction the 

following year (perhaps as the basis for a paid internship in the Project Office) such an extended 

live project might allow for a combination of the best aspects of the live project model with fewer 

of the constraints implied by operating within the academic context.

Live projects demand that architectural educators engage with the complexities inherent in a 

project involving actual construction or consultation and participation with non-academic 

clients. The management of this complexity, whether it is the legal and administrative 

paperwork associated with building or the sprawling stakeholder maps that can quickly expand 

the interests of a community-based project across an entire region, places important demands 

on the live project educator. Techniques for addressing these concerns have included 

moderating the scale or timescale of built live projects, or running projects for longer than one 

academic session.

8.10 Summary

Through this chapter’s discussion of how architectural educators perceive the live project to be 

experienced by students, the following observations can be made.

Live projects present opportunities for architectural educators to define and experiment with 

alternative pedagogies. It is often necessary for architectural educators to make instinctive 

moves, and to reflect on and critique them retrospectively, just as they invite their own students 

to critically assess their learning.

There is a diversity of opinion amongst architectural educators about the limitations and 

opportunities of the profession’s validation procedures. While some respondents spoke 

negatively of the constraints they made on architectural education, others spoke of a more 

creative interpretation of the criteria. A creative and dialogic engagement with the validation 

criteria may be one mechanism by which architectural educators can support students in the 

transition from expecting transmission-based learning to sustainable enquiry-based learning.
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Constraints and limitations are widely regarded as design generators, and are cited as key 

characteristics of live projects when compared to normative architectural education. By 

proposing that it is the duty of architectural education “to widen as well as to focus,” (Pete, p. 9) 

live projects emerge as a compliment to the normative architectural education, introducing the 

constraints and limitations often encountered in architectural practice.

Live projects, and project offices in particular, bring the relationship of architectural education 

with architectural practice into sharp relief. Architectural educators carry a heavy responsibility 

for negotiating this interaction, managing ethical conflicts that are both external (e.g. 

competing with local practices) and internal (e.g. employing students during vacations for work 

that they may be assessed for during term). An opportunity to negotiate and explore these 

conflicts with students is through a critical understanding of the client-architect and client-

student relationships, which it is proposed enjoy fundamentally different power relationships. 

In a live project, power becomes a fluid and shifting concept, moving between stakeholders as 

the project progresses.   

Some respondents perceive a split between architectural education and practice, one that has 

been exacerbated by staffing strategies influenced by the rewards given to academic research. 

Live projects present a pedagogical opportunity to re-consider the nature and function of 

architectural research, helping to recognise previously marginalised practice-based forms of 

research as academically bankable (or “REF-able”) research. That said, it should not be presumed 

that students will necessary use live projects to take advantage of pre-existing research findings.

Live projects can, therefore, contribute to the quantifiable research outputs of architectural 

educators. Attitudes towards developing such research output varied from the publication of 

live project books to the notion that they might be able to explore issues of interest to particular 

educators.

The architectural educator becomes a mediator in the live project. While “ideally, there is a 

direct communication between the client and the student,” (Fran, p. 8) there was agreement 

amongst respondents that the architectural educator “needs to manage reality” (Pete, p. 4) and 

the expectations of client and students alike. While some regard the degree of mediation 
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required in a live project an indication of the project’s success, different architectural educators 

will need to establish the degree to which they are required to help construct the brief and 

represent the architectural needs of the client and the pedagogical needs of the students.

Beyond the individual architectural educator as mediator, there is evidence to suggest that live 

projects benefit from the presence of a dedicated live project or project office or co-ordinator. 

The longevity and sustainability of any live project programme, constructed or not, may depend 

on the amount of time, academic resource and institutional support that can be assigned to it. 

This is what Beamont (2008) refers to as the “missing role” in the live project.

Managing the complexities of a constructed live project can be extremely demanding. Given the 

difficulties associated with securing funding, negotiating building regulations and managing 

health and safety obligations, some architectural educators who favour constructed live projects 

are deliberately avoiding “significant long term engagement” (Roz, p. 18) in favour of smaller, 

simpler and temporary structures. Others propose running the same project over two years, with 

one research or design driven year in the studio, and a second year to develop the project to 

construction, perhaps outside the curriculum in a school’s own project office. While many 

pedagogical issues emerge in the realisation of constructed live projects, such as supporting 

critical reflection and assessment, even those architectural educators who curate live projects 

with no construction at all report that managing the diverse web of stakeholder interests can be 

“like herding cats.” (Deb, p. 8) It is pedagogically difficult to “fit” a live project into one academic 

session. 
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Chapter 9: the live project and the client

9.1 Introduction

This chapter presents key themes and ideas relating to the third of three participating 

stakeholders in the live project: the client. Key themes include how live projects are identified, 

developed and managed; the preferences of architectural educators for different kinds of 

clients, the conditions placed upon clients, the function of money in a live project, the nature of 

university-community relationships relative to teaching and research, and the role of the 

university in the local community and wider society.

9.2 How live project clients are identified

Where do live projects (or live project clients) come from? One question (3.8) in the interview 

schedule asked respondents whether they considered their live projects to have been developed 

as a response to a particular issue (for instance, architectural, pedagogical or social) or whether 

they emerged in response to an opportunity. Dan replied “I know many schools do them, but I 

suspect that happens more through opportunity in the way that we do them rather than 

something which a deliberate construct of the course.” (p. 16) Jill explained that:

“The ones that we’re running at the moment are designed quite specifically. As I said, we see 

second year as being about creative limitations. And about the students discovering 

possibilities in set criteria ... But we also occasionally do opportunistic things where 

somebody’s approached us with an interesting proposition and we can see where it might fit 

within the course, and we do it that way round.” (p. 6)

Meanwhile, Roz reflected that:

“Interestingly, they’ve come about from the clients more [than] from an academic viewpoint. 

The underlying theme with all of them was that there was a desire to do something that was 

different from studio based practice. Whether that was at a fifth year level with students who 

had gone through a fair amount of training already in studio and wanted to test something 

different, or whether it was first and second year of exposure to something. But in each case it 

came from the client. So it was a discussion with a client and an opportunity that came 

up.” (p. 7)
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Mark explained that live projects at his institution had always been “through opportunities ... 

they’ve never been to fix a problem.” (p. 7) Paul explained how the experience of conducting 

internalised (i.e. clientless) construction projects within the curriculum prepared his school to 

consider running live projects that engaged with client groups outside the school. This, in due 

course, also initiated an active search for them.

“We always used to do construction projects which weren’t related to real people ... So we 

spent several years building funny things, doing funny stuff, really just for the hell of it. A 

couple of opportunities arose a few years ago where we had real people ... And that was very 

successful and satisfying ... I shifted the emphasis deliberately to go for more live projects and 

to seek them out more actively. Because they did appear by accident a few years ago ... And it 

really was just down to circumstance that we were given the opportunity.” (pp. 7-8)

Of interest in these reflections is this widespread acknowledgement that live projects are 

initiated by architectural educators when they perceive (or are offered) an opportunity from 

outside the academic institution. That is not to downplay their pedagogical function or value, 

but to recognise that pedagogical understandings of live projects will most often come after the 

live project has presented itself. Live project pedagogies must therefore be understood as being 

highly contextual, highly situated, and therefore demanding of close pedagogical reflection and 

theorising.

9.3 The conditions placed upon clients

A number of respondents described certain conditions which live project clients needed to 

accept in order for the project to be academically successful. Joan explained that the ideal clients 

are “committed individuals representing the external community” (p. 6) who could not simple 

be passive recipients of architectural services:

“They must understand that this is an academic thing, it’s not necessarily professional, it’s 

academic. It’s students. They operate in a slightly different world. They’re not competitive, 

they’re not bound by the red line around a site. The client has to accept that those liberties 

that form part of the training here.” (pp. 6-7)
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For Joan, the onus on ensuring that the client is aware of these conditions falls on the 

architectural educators who facilitate the live project. She placed emphasis on having 

preparatory meetings between staff and clients and maintaining good communication between 

them throughout the project. It is important, Joan explained, “that it is emphasised from the 

beginning that this is an academic situation, these are not professionals, they may go in a 

direction that you do not expect them to go in. The defined outcomes may not be what the client 

comes with. They need to be defined with the academic staff. The expectations may be in the 

wrong direction at that starting point.” Unexpected results, however, might still prove to be 

useful the client. But, as Jean explained, a major pitfall of live projects was the possibility that 

nothing of use would emerge, especially given “that students might not be very good with 

budgets, so they might be elevating their hopes only for them to be shattered later.” (p. 9) She 

continued “there’s a risk the client will put in time and the students won’t produce anything 

useful for them.” (Ibid)

Joan concluded by emphasising that the priority of the school was the responsibility to educate 

their students. She said “I think a lot has to be done at the preparation stage, so that the client is 

very clear from the start that our aim is to educate.” (p. 10) Roz echoed this sentiment, saying the 

client must have:

“...a willingness to understand that a live project might not work. Something might not come 

out of it. It’s a risky endeavour and it’s much riskier than working with an architectural 

practice ... I think there’s got to be an element of allowing risk to happen and understanding 

that you [the client] might not get anything useful out of it.” (p. 12) 

Similarly, Sue explained that the outcomes of “any kind of process like this ... can just open a can 

of worms within client groups.” (p. 10) The domino effects of a live project within a client ground 

can be difficult to foresee or control. Sue continued “the downside might be that they didn’t 

want that can of worms opening. And it’s clear now what everybody in that organisation thinks 

about a situation or a person or whatever that it sort of catalyses other things which could be 

good or bad.” (Ibid) Clients agreeing to participate in live projects must be made aware of these 

risks.
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9.4 Managing the expectations of the client

Given that many live projects are opportunistic, that is to say they take advantage of situations 

presented to architectural educators by clients who may already have identified a particular 

problem or need, how can the expectations of a live project client be managed appropriately? 

Lloyd recounted how it was necessary for teaching staff to manage ensure this management of 

expectations, saying:

“We did have to keep on emphasising that this is not something that you can really go out 

and start building tomorrow. It isn’t like you’re going to go to a professional person and 

they’ve got years of experience behind them, you know, they know the regulations. They 

[professionals] know all these things and they’re going to produce something you can build in 

a morning.” (p. 14)

In Lloyd’s case at School F, the role of the intermediary between the client and students was 

partly undertaken by the teachers themselves, but also by an interdisciplinary outreach office 

within the institution that provides support for academic departments seeking to engage with 

local communities in their curricula.92 Lloyd was unequivocal in his support for this group, 

saying:

“As mediators, I think every college needs a group of these people. They need these people if 

you’re serious about live projects, if you serious about working with communities, you have to 

have an intermediary. You have to have someone who can manage the client, and I suppose 

your own expectations. It’s also useful to have a buffer. There were times when they would 

say, look, this is what they’re going to expect. And somebody there to bounce ideas off. And 

they were able to show us other examples that worked. I think that was crucial. If you’re 

going to do this, it has to be resourced properly.” (Ibid, p. 21)

It should be noted that in some instances, the role of “managing” the live project client is seen as 

the responsibility of the students. The advantages and disdavantages of such an intermediary 
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may vary depending on the age and experience of the students involved. The role of the 

intermediaries and the benefits of their involvement was described at another point earlier in 

the same interview:

“Whenever we had problems or difficulties they [the outreach office] were able to iron it out. I 

think also they themselves were anxious to make the contact with [the client]. They felt that 

if we approached them directly it would be very very hard. By using them as an intermediary 

we could meet them in a more casual way. They were there at the reviews. They were there 

talking to the [members of the client body] in a more kind of casual and less threatening way. 

They could talk about the students work in terms of “could this happen?” They could sound 

things out that way.” (p. 15)

While architectural educators may have extensive experience of working for and alongside 

clients, it should be appreciated that an institutional outreach office such as that described 

above may be able to significantly enhance the management of a client’s expectations in a live 

project.

9.5 Managing the domino effects of live projects

On the subject of the knock-on implications of a live project in a community, the in-vivo codes 

“domino” and “can of worms” emerged, prompted by a handful of respondents discussing the 

advantages and disadvantages of using live projects. Joan explained that when undertaking a live 

project:

“You may never reach what they set out to start with, but quite often the domino effect is 

quite interesting, or the sideline effect is quite interesting. That’s the bit I’m always interested 

in, what actually ends up getting done is not always we started out doing. But it’s a little 

pathway that takes off, that’s very positive in it’s own way.” (p. 10)

Likewise, Jean commented that through the live project process of outreach into a community, 

“there are always good connections that come of it that you can’t yet predict.” (p. 8) Joan and Jean 

might, therefore be considered examples of optimist pedagogues, ones who takes interest in and 

stimulation from the unpredictable nature of live projects. There were other respondents, 

however, who related this unpredictability to more negative implications. While Deb explained 

that doing live projects “keeps us fresh, it keeps us introducing new ways of working from other 
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disciplines,” the unpredictability of working with clients, and communities means that “it can 

be a bit like herding cats, and I think sometimes we’re just overwhelmed by these possible 

connections, and it’s quite difficult to see a way through it.” (p. 8) Dan described one particular 

project in which the value systems of the client and the school were not only different, they 

actually began to diverge during the live project. He reflected:

“I’ve never entirely bottomed it out, but I think actually what happened was that as their [the 

clients’] activities developed, then their expectations of what the project could valuably 

deliver for them also changed. So it was actually a bit of a moving target.” (p. 11)

Dan was keen to emphasise subsequently in the interview that the projects aims and intentions 

had been clearly agreed with the client at the beginning of the project, and that despite the 

outcome of the project being well received by the client at the end of the project, he “heard 

retrospectively that the reflection on the outcomes was different from what we expected, 

because their expectations had actually moved on and changed.” (Ibid) What appears to have 

been at issue here is a divergent understanding of the live project parameters. Although Dan was 

only able to discuss this project with the benefit of hindsight, his recollections should not rule 

out the possibility that it was the live project itself that cause the expectations of the client to 

shift. Dan explained:

“I think what was very very clear from that was that as the project unfolded over a period of 

time, their expectations of what was valuable to them... There was obviously a process 

happening within the [redacted] council [the client] in parallel to what the students were 

doing. And there was a political process happening in parallel as well...” (Ibid)

The understanding of the domino-toppling potential of a live project should not be limited to 

those outside the client group. Where a committee or group is the client or represents the client, 

there is a possibility that the multiplicity of opinions and perspectives on the process will 

continue to evolve during the process. Sue also touched upon the risks of working in a live 

project situation with a client body made up of a multiple of individuals, whether they are 

colleagues or members of a community with shared interests. Acknowledging that a downside of 

the live project was the possibility “that they don’t often get what they went in and asked for” she 

commented that:
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“Any kind of process like this means that people have to think and reflect, and it can just 

open a can of worms within client groups. So the downside might be that they didn’t want 

that can of worms opening. And it’s clear now what everybody in that organisation thinks 

about a situation or a person or whatever that it sort of catalyses other things which could be 

good or bad.” (p. 10)

In the instances relating to the in-vivo codes “domino” and “can of worms”, interview 

respondents described situations in which the live project process had had unintended 

consequences. From a pedagogical perspective, some of these consequences may be of great 

interest to staff, students and clients, and may lead to fruitful connections between the school 

and community. However these responses by Joan, Jean, Deb, Dan and Sue would also suggest 

that live project practitioners should proceed with caution.

9.6 The function of money in a live project

Two interview respondents who were relatively experienced in the management of established 

live project programmes made insightful comments regarding the perceived commitment of a 

live project client to a project and its students. Firstly, Paul described how the commitment of 

even a small (three figure) sum of money to a live project helped demonstrate the commitment 

of a client to both the project and the students:

“They [clients] need to provide something towards the building of it. We have done projects in 

the past where there’s been no budget and we’ve effectively bought the materials and the 

students have done something. It just feels a bit uncommitted. If someone wants something 

done then they need to commit to the project. They need to [be] getting the brief right. They 

need to commit something, even if it’s only a couple of hundred quid. So that the students don’t 

feel that they’re being taken for a ride.” (p. 12)

The implications of students feeling “that they’re being taken for a ride” were not discussed 

further, although Paul’s observation would suggest that there is a relationship between the 

demonstrated commitment of a client and the motivation, productivity or emotional 

engagement of the students to the needs of the client. A discussion of the relationship of the live 

project budget to the nature of the client’s participation was touched upon by Deb, who 

explained the distinction between live projects for private and third/voluntary sector clients. 
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She said “we generally go for public and third sector. I think private is much more 

problematic.” (p. 10) Asked to expand upon this, she explained:

“...we want to make sure that every project that we do has a social agenda to its core, or has an 

opportunity for the students to widen it out into a social context. And maybe some privately 

funded projects could do that, but it’s the issue with doing participation in any architectural 

commission, it’s a lot easier to do if there’s any public money because of that duty to involve 

that’s a sort of mandatory expectation if you’re spending public money. If you’re spending 

private money, they [the clients] don’t have to. They might want to, and they might feel that 

they should but they don’t have to. The students can’t then say that we’re going to do it, 

because we know you have to.” (Ibid)

Whereas Paul described how a small budget could be used to secure and strengthen the 

relationship between the client, teachers and students, Deb drew parallels between the cultural 

and legal obligations regarding the use of public funds to the very particular “social agenda” of 

her institution. In both cases, the commitment of a budget by the client served a positive 

function in the relationship between client, teachers and students. For Paul, the client’s budget 

demonstrated commitment to both the live project process and their academic partners. For 

Deb the budget was a mechanism that helped to persuade or oblige the client to engage in the 

levels of social engagement aspired to by the school. In each case, when provided by the client, a 

relatively modest budget is seen to serve an important social function in the effective delivery of 

a live project.

While discussing the manner in which live project teachers brief potential clients, Mark touched 

upon how providing architectural services (of a sort) for free had a positive effect on the 

relationship with the client. By emphasising to the client that a live project was the client’s 

“opportunity to think outside of the box,” (p. 11) he reported that “they’ve been so grateful to 

participate in that type of work that actually it has lessened any problems which might affect us. 

As I say, we’re not charging a fee, so we’re not tied by anything there.” (Ibid)

9.7 What makes a “good client”? 

Different respondents had different perspectives on the relative advantages and disadvantages 

of live projects serving either individual or collective clients. Paul, for example, explained: 

Copyright 2012 James Benedict Brown - jamesbenedictbrown@yahoo.co.uk

 Downloaded from learningarchitecture.wordpress.com                                 256



“I think it’s much better to work for a group of people, or an institution or a council because 

then you’re not so fixated on personal whim. You’re having to deal with a committee or a set 

of a people and I think that’s quite useful as a public project. I think it’s quite good for the 

students to have to negotiate the possibility that the client will turn round and have an 

argument with itself. But when you’re just dealing with one individual, it feels like you’re 

just giving them something. It doesn’t feel as interesting for the students.” (p. 12)

In other words, working for a group of people was considered to enhance the learning experience 

of live project students. This position was not universal, however. Pete did not share Paul’s 

enthusiasm for a client that might “turn around and have an argument with itself,” (ibid) saying:

“I think the best suited [to live projects] are private clients ... it’s difficult dealing with 

committees anyway, which is what public clients tend to be. And there’s so much kind of red 

tape and restraint that it just becomes unworkable.” (p. 7)

The intended learning outcomes of a live project may bring much to bear on educators’ 

preference for either individual or group clients. The difference of opinion illustrated above 

seems to suggest different interpretations of what learning outcomes a live project might help 

students work towards. Considering the ideal kind of client lead in turn to a series of 

observations about whether such client might be found in the private, public or third sector. 

Referring to both her research and teaching into live projects, Jean began to indicate why she 

preferred public or third sector individuals or groups to private clients:

“What I think is beginning to emerge from that study and what I saw in my live project 

research is what’s really interesting is when you get community groups instead of private 

enterprises. There’s something extra, that maybe I can’t put my finger on, about that 

relationship that again seems to allow that critical distance. Students working for groups that 

perhaps they wouldn’t come into contact [with] otherwise.” (p. 4)

Jean goes on to indicate that she felt that one such interaction between students (in this case in a 

comparative case study of another discipline in the same institution) “was quite transformative 

for the students who worked on that project. And they also produced something of value which 

made them feel great.” (Ibid) Finally, in consideration of whether private, public or third-sector 

clients were best suited to be live project clients, Jean explained:
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“...not-for-profit organisations are best suited, because otherwise you’ve got a moral, ethical 

dilemma about taking work from practice. You’ve got a moral, ethical dilemma about students 

being exploited. And I think there’s a bit of different balance of power. I think the balance of 

power when you’re producing work for somebody else, for their benefit, is very different. But 

I suppose that makes it a little less real in that way.” (pp. 11-12)

The relationship between student motivation and the involvement of a ‘real’ outside client has 

been discussed elsewhere in this thesis, but Jean’s testimony would invite us to consider the 

possibility that public or third sector clients are potentially more “interesting” to students - 

especially when they might come from “groups that perhaps they wouldn’t come into contact 

[with] otherwise” (ibid) - even if, perhaps ironically, it makes the live project “a little less real” in 

the process.  The live project presents itself here as an opportunity with which to interrogate 

architectural education’s hidden curriculum. (see chapter five; also Dutton, 1987; Ward, 1990; 

Groat and Ahrentzen, 1997)

9.8 How students relate to the client

How are students seen to relate live project clients? Through a discussion of a past live project she 

considered to have been unsuccessful, Jean explained how, in her judgement, one student “who 

felt that he’d already had this experience” (p. 10) in his year out in practice chose not to 

participate fully in the process. This had the effect of nurturing a “a general dismissive attitude 

amongst one group of four or five people working together” (ibid) that undermined the project. 

Offering further (more general) reasons why a live project might be unsuccessful, Jean also 

suggested that if a project is “not very live” or “if it really isn’t that real, it’s much less 

successful.” (ibid) When asked to clarify this observation, Jean explained that:

“...the less live it is, the less of a difference. So students begin to see the client as another of 

these lecturer type people who comes in and tells us something. Rather than somebody who’s 

potentially going to take on those ideas.” (pp. 10-11)

Again, Jean emphasises a belief that there is a strong connection between the involvement of a 

real client and the students’ perception of the project as being meaningful. She compares live 

project clients against “lecturer type people” (ibid) - the recognisable figurehead of the 
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transmission model of education, and the one way flow of information represented by it from 

active teacher to passive student. Jean positions the successful live project in opposition to this 

normative model, suggesting instead that the client is “somebody who’s potentially going to 

take on those ideas” (ibid) and do something with them beyond simply assessing or validating 

them.

9.9 The aspiration for a ‘level’ student-client relationship

Describing a live project held the previous year which generated visioning documents for a 

public swimming pool, Steve reflected that: “on the whole, if we did feedback or satisfaction 

surveys [with our clients], I think we’d get really good or outstanding comments back, simply 

because that relationship between client and student is level.” (p. 12) Certain aspects of critical 

pedagogy, for instance, place great importance on the critique of the power balance (or 

imbalance) between teacher and student. That Steve chose to  specifically refer to the “level” 

nature of the relationship between student and client is revealing, because it begins to propose a 

possible pedagogical framework through which to consider how the client may be regarded as an 

addition to the traditional binary teacher - student relationship. While Steve did not indicate 

whether he expected either client or student feedback to be positive (or whether he believed both 

to be positive), he perceived a clear association between positive live project experiences and a 

direct, equitable contact and communication between client and student. 

9.10 How live projects support wider agendas of engagement

Asked whether the live projects in her school received institutional support, Deb described how:

“The university love live projects ... because it’s making those external links to business, 

policy makers, other educational institutions. They love that, it’s part of their clear remit of 

making the university relevant and knowledge transfer, and possibilities of drawing out 

different funding.” (p. 7)

Deb illustrates how a live project can provide a platform for engagement and knowledge transfer 

with diverse groups in enterprise, politics and education. Likewise, Joan described how:
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“...the school is generally very supportive. The publicity is very good. The marketing of the 

school is very good. The future of education has to be more linking in with communities, state 

bodies, and industry. So the more we do that at an early stage, which live projects are about, I 

think the better the overall education of the student is and the profile of education in context 

of lifelong learning and being immersed in our communities, and not just being this standalone 

five years in your life.” (pp. 8-9)

By suggesting that “the future of education has to be more linking in with communities, state 

bodies, and industry,” (ibid) Joan proposes that the live project can serve to play a critical role in 

facilitating the connections between tertiary education and the wider community. Speaking 

from another school in the Republic of Ireland, Lloyd echoed the sentiment that the university 

had the potential to play a greater role in the community. He explained:

“If you look at what sort of universities were originally about, it was about learning but it’s 

also about research, and it’s only recently that we’re becoming aware that we do have a bigger 

responsibility to communities at large. We have retreated, to a certain extent, to what we feel 

comfortable in.” (p. 7)

Lloyd further observes how the two “original” functions of the university - education and 

research - have been complimented by an awareness of service to the community. While this 

tripartite understanding of the university made be widely understood in other countries, such as 

the USA (see chapter three), it remains relatively under developed in the UK and Ireland. Lloyd 

continued:

“I think that [this institution] in particular has a responsibility because of it’s geographic 

location. We’re located right in the middle of inner-city [redacted - city] and if you close 

yourself off from serious issues going on around us, I wonder what is the point of having a 

third level college here. We might as well be in some leafy suburb somewhere.” (Ibid)

Joan and Lloyd speak of how the Irish third level institution is increasingly becoming aware of 

how outreach can compliment teaching and research. In England, Paul agreed with this 

sentiment, saying “I think there are broader political issues with how society depends ... on the 

academic institutions. I think there are broader issues about what universities ought to do in 

return for being publicly funded.” (p. 17) In a discussion of the relationship of tertiary level 

Copyright 2012 James Benedict Brown - jamesbenedictbrown@yahoo.co.uk

 Downloaded from learningarchitecture.wordpress.com                                 260



education to the wider community, especially in the context of the “Big Society” initiative of the 

Conservative Party launched earlier in the year of the interview, he noted that:

“I think there is a very interesting debate to be had about the role of not just architecture as 

an academic subject, but how academia itself engages with people and what it gives back ... If 

all disciplines had a commitment to engaging in their own discipline with people, I think it 

would be better thing.” (Ibid)

With a live project, an agenda of community engagement can begin at a relatively small scale. 

Jen described how the selection of potential live projects at her school was shaped by a simple 

desire to engage with people outside the institution, saying “I think the ethos of our department 

is that it has to have some kind of social engagement ... Or if it doesn’t have a social engagement 

it’s got to have some sort of feedback into the research or teaching of the department.” (p. 8) Sue 

echoed this position at School of Architecture J, and is worth quoting at length as an example of 

how the live project is described in relationship to an overarching agenda of engagement with 

the community:

“We’re very keen on connection to community, whatever that means, on connection to ‘the 

world’ and a very obvious way to do that is to work with people out there on real projects. So 

it keeps staff and students current, in terms of what’s important to people in the world and 

therefore what are the issues being brought up. And keeps up that real connection back to 

people’s experiences of the built environment or architecture more broadly. I think it’s also 

about raising the profile of the school through those means and the publicity of live projects, 

indirectly. But it’s kind of reflective of the ethos. And it’s seen as being reflective of the ethos 

of the school and therefore it’s very effective as a kind of sign as well and that is a benefit to 

the school. So, in other words, being interested in the social, environmental and political 

context of architecture is seen to be reflected in the fact that we do live projects.” (p. 9)

Sue explains that live projects are complimentary to her school’s agenda of community 

engagement in three ways. Firstly, live projects provide a direct connection to the wider 

community outside the school. Secondly, live projects help to keep staff and students in the 

school aware of issues affecting members of this wider community. Thirdly, they generate 
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publicity about the activities of the school.93 A colleague of Sue at School of Architecture J, Deb, 

described the early support given to their established live project programme by school 

management. She attributed the support as an endorsement of live projects as a means of 

developing principles that were important for that head’s vision for the school. (p. 7) Elsewhere, 

Paul explained that “we had consistent support from the people in charge of the course for it. It 

seemed to be important to the course.” (p. 7) The two perspectives of Sue and Deb would suggest 

that live projects received support from school management (or were advocated by them) 

because they were proven vehicles for architectural education that could both support an agenda 

of community engagement. Sue referred to the “raising the profile of the school through ... the 

publicity of live projects, indirectly.” (p. 9) She continued “in other words, being interested in the 

social, environmental and political context of architecture is seen to be reflected in the fact that 

we do live projects.” (Ibid) Another respondent, Jen, speaking from the established projects office 

at school of architecture C, explained how the reputation of the school was being developed and 

publicised by the live projects, to the extent that clients not actively sought their services 

without any calls for participation. She said:

“We don’t really go out actively and seek clients. They tend to come to us more than we go out 

looking for them. We’ve got such a network now, through... what helps our network is that 

most of our teaching staff are practitioners. So they’ve got access to clients. And we’ve now got 

sufficient profile for clients to approach us. Part of the reason we don’t actively market the 

service is because of that danger of someone misunderstanding what it is we offering. We’d 

almost rather they identified us as someone they’d like to work with, rather than the other 

way around.” (p. 8)

Jen suggests how the school to become an identifiable and desirable partner with whom local 

communities might want to work. Neil, meanwhile, proposed that the live project might serve to 

bring clients and members of the wider community in close contact not only with the teaching, 

but also the research activity of the school. He explained how “I’ve become aware that that’s 

become a very effective vehicle to use to reveal things that are pertinent to a body of research 

that’s being done within a school and my own research.” (p. 9) Neil opens up the possibility that 
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live projects may become a mechanism for connecting the research activity of a school with what 

is happening in the community outside the academy.

A number of respondents referred to the responsibility of the university to serve the wider 

community in which it sites. If the dual functions of teaching and research are opened up to 

relate to a third function of outreach and service to the community, it is possible that live 

projects, as excursions of architectural education into the community, present ideal 

opportunities for architectural educators and students to experiment with the university-

community relationship. Joan made a poignant observation about a future role for architecture 

schools in Ireland. Interviewed prior to the decision to close the Commission for Architecture 

and the Built Environment (CABE) in the UK, she suggested that, in the absence of such a body 

in the Republic of Ireland, schools of architecture might themselves be able to play such a role in 

society:

“I mean one of the biggest problems we have in Ireland is the onslaught of very very bad 

residential units in suburbs ... The sad thing is the same mistakes are still being made ... It 

would be lovely to work even more with city and county authorities to almost act as, you 

know the way CABE works in the UK? Wouldn’t it be fantastic if there was that sort of 

guardian angel advising?” (p. 15)

Joan’s aspiration is a provocative speculation regarding the possible future role of a socially 

connected school of architecture. One that is responsive to the specific conditions of the built 

environment as it exists, while also providing an accessible platform for the promotion of 

higher standards in the built environment. 

9.11 How live projects influence decision makers

Asked to describe what it might be that motivates clients to be involved with live projects, Joan 

replied that:

“They’re usually a group of very committed, eager motivated people who are concerned about 

their situation, be it housing in the inner city or the decay in their town centre, or whatever it 

is they’ve come to us about. They don’t really know what else to do. They don’t have money, 

but they’re trying to get interest. So it’s a bit like creating the centre of a magnet. They know 
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that we will have this power and army of people and brains and skills to maybe generate 

something to help them bring it a step further.” (pp. 9-10)

Joan described the resource base of the school as a possible foundation for community and 

academia to “create the centre of a magnet” together. While acknowledging that “they need to go 

to an architectural firm but they don’t have any funding to do all of this,” (ibid) Joan explained 

that “this kind of kick starts the thought process, creates a little bit of energy ... it just adds to the 

publicity of the whole thing. And it influences the way people are thinking in the community 

about it.” (Ibid) Through the live project, in other words, the school of architecture becomes a 

platform on which teachers, students and clients can collaborate to initiate discourse about a 

particular issue or concern. Apparently independent of any particular commitment to service 

learning or community outreach (to which Joan made no overt or implied reference), the live 

project is suggested here as a means to define or even re-shape the relationship between the 

academy and the community. Joan summed up:

“At the end of the day, it’s [the live project] all about influencing decision makers, isn’t it? So 

the more community based projects we get involved in, the more we have as architects, 

educationalists and undergraduates, the more we have the possibility of influencing those key 

decision makers, who made the decision about how our cities and towns, and countrysides and 

built and natural environments develop ... It’s showing people that we really do care about 

society and the societal importance of architecture cannot be overestimated.” (Ibid)

In a similar vein, Dan recalled a particular project, saying how: “it was final year students 

working right throughout the year as a thesis project. And it was live in the sense that their 

findings actually influenced local government decision making around some of the issues 

there.” (p. 5) In other words, while the outcomes of that live project might not have been tangible 

in the sense of a construction or clear outcome, the ‘liveness’ of the project came from the 

influence that the project had on those people in positions of authority locally who could draw 

on the project. Describing how he aspires for his school to be seen by possible live project clients 

as a potential partner, Dan (the head of his school) explained:

“I seek to promote the school at local and regional levels as a kind of laboratory for exploring 

ideas in a completely depoliticised way, or independent of the political stresses and strains of 

local government decision making. We can look at something independently.” (p. 7)
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For Dan, the opportunity for live projects at his institution is facilitated by a unique position 

that the school is seen to occupy in the community, independent of political processes or centres 

of power. This suggests a further possibility for the reconsideration of the relationship between 

school and community.

9.12 Summary

Through architectural educators’ explorations of relationship of live projects to their clients, the 

following observations can be made.

Live projects are generally opportunistic; that is to say a client or opportunity presents itself to 

the architectural educator, who then helps develop it into a live project. While respondents to 

this survey have discussed how critical reflection has helped to theorise their teaching, the 

difficulties associated with developing pedagogies for highly opportunistic and situated 

teaching should not be underestimated.

Live projects ask certain important conditions of their clients. The relationship between the live 

project client, student and educator differs greatly from that between the client and architect in 

a normative professional relationship, one in which money is exchanged for professional 

services. A live project entails a greater acceptance of risk on the part of the client, namely the 

risk that they may not receive anything useful out of the process. Clients should be made fully 

aware of these distinctions with normative professional practice in order to understand the risks 

associated with them. 

Live projects can lead to unpredictable domino effects. Live projects can lead to unexpected 

positive connections, discoveries and networks. They can also “open a can of worms within client 

groups”94 - especially if the live project client does not accurately represent the interests or issues 

of all members of the group.
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Although live projects operate outside the normative professional model of architectural 

service, money can still play an important function. The majority of respondents suggested that 

non-profit, third sector and public groups were best suited to live projects. By not being charged 

for the services they receive, a live project client may actually enjoy a stronger relationship to 

students and educators than in an equivalent “professional” relationship.

Different respondents expressed different notions about what constituted a “good client.” There 

was general agreement that groups were better suited than individuals, with one respondent 

explaining that “it’s quite good for the students to have to negotiate the possibility that the 

client will turn round and have an argument with itself.” (Paul, p. 12) Non-profit groups were 

particularly favoured because of the avoidance of the ethical issues (described in previous 

chapters) relating to competition with mainstream architectural practice. Given the difficulties 

with which successive governments have sought to increase the social diversity of participation 

in higher education, live projects can particularly benefit from client groups who might not be 

encountered by students in their daily lives.

The “less live” a live project feels, the more likely students will treat the client as teacher. The 

architectural educator’s mediation of the client-student relationship is vital for ensuring that 

students do not simply substitute the educator for the client, treating him or her as a source of 

unquestionable knowledge. The preferred live project client is one who is engaged in a two way 

relationship with students.

To that end, live project clients are understood to prefer a “level” and direct relationship with 

students. Understanding how such a relationship can be mediated by the architectural educator 

(or mediated by the clients and students themselves) can make a positive contribution to the 

success or failure of a live project.

Live projects can contribute to a better awareness of how universities can contribute to society. 

In addition to publicising a broader understanding of the university’s functions in society, live 

projects are seen as viable mechanisms for helping students and staff stay connected to issues of 

importance and relevance to occupants and users of the built environment outside the academic 

institution.
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Live projects can influence decision makers. Working in local or regional contexts, the academic 

institution might seek to re-position itself as a platform for debate about local, regional or 

national architectural issues. 
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Chapter 10: towards future critiques

10.1 Introduction

This chapter articulates the original contribution of the thesis, drawing together the findings of 

parts two and three with reference to the theoretical and historical context of part one. It begins 

with an appreciation of the contribution of respondent validation to the inquiry (section 10.2), 

an acknowledgement of the inquiry’s blind spots (section 10.3) and an identification of potential 

areas for future research. The second half of the chapter concludes the thesis with an exploration 

of the opportunities presented by the live project (section 10.5), strategies for theorising the live 

project (section 10.6) and the steps to be taken towards future live projects (section 10.7).

10.2 The contribution of respondent validation

As has been discussed in chapter six, two respondent validation sessions were held during the 

course of the empirical research of this inquiry. The contributions of participants at these 

sessions were used to feed back into the generation of theories in chapters seven, eight and nine. 

As a result, the precise contributions of the respondent validation sessions are not clearly 

delineated in those chapters, and are worth briefly highlighting here.

The first respondent validation session (held in Belfast in March 2011) informed the 

development of eight concepts.95 These, in turn, contributed to the theories developed in 

chapter nine, specifically sections sections 8.4 (architectural education and the constraints of 

architectural practice), 8.9 (how architectural educators manage the complexity of live projects), 

9.9 (the aspiration for a ‘level’ student-client relationship), 9.10 (how live projects support wider 

agendas of engagement) and 9.11 (how live projects influence decision makers). In the case of 
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• The continuity of primary to secondary to tertiary education, and the relationship specifically between 
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• Situating live projects in a broader political landscape of higher education (POLI)
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• Live projects build knowledge in a way that couldn’t be formalised in a classroom situation (LANG)

• Avoiding construction or built projects (as opposed to hypothetical or envisioning projects) because of the 
complexities of planning permission, building regulations, health and safety, insurance etc. (AVOI)

• Normative architectural education designs without constraints. Live projects re-introduce these constraints 
(CONS)



section 8.9, for instance, the respondent validation session lead to a re-appraisal of draft theories 

that were emerging, leading to a more nuanced exploration of how architectural educators 

adapted their live projects in order to accommodate the complexity of construction (rather than 

simply recognising that some architectural educators avoided construction altogether).

The second respondent validation session generated three notable themes that emerged 

independently of any one of the prompting concepts. Firstly, that live projects are both critical 

and complimentary of normative architectural education. No respondent at any stage of the 

inquiry suggested that an architecture curriculum should be entirely live. During the second 

respondent validation session, one participant described the relationship between live and “non-

live” projects as:

“...about being a critical friend to the other way of doing architectural education, which is 

design orientated which tends to be self fulfilling because that’s all you can do with a bunch of 

students in the studio, is sort of self-fulfil the tutor ... You do need both, because you can’t 

explore the scale of architecture just doing live projects that you can with a live project.” (p. 

6)

This observation emphasised how live projects are both critical of and complimentary to 

normative design-oriented architectural education. Another participant described how the 

reflective assessment of the live project might help students to re-consider their methods and 

preferences for other “non-live” projects. She explained:

“We give our students the opportunity to reflect as a group at the end of the six weeks on how 

it went and how they worked together. But we also give the fifth years [year one of the RIBA 

Part II course] an opportunity to write reflective essays on their individual experience. I 

think that’s really important that they start to understand what sort of designer they are so 

they can start to say ‘well I work well in the live project’ but then they can start to think 

about how they’re now going to work in their individual design project. And I think the live 

projects asks some really crucial questions of each and every student, even though they’re 

working groups, you know ‘How did you get on with this? What sort of person are you in 

terms of working with a group of individually?’” (p. 12)

The live project helps students to recognise their strengths and weaknesses, especially when it is 

used as a complimentary element to other parts of the curriculum.
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Second, questions remain about the most appropriate timeframe and timing of live projects in 

architectural education, especially with regard to students’ higher than usual levels of 

engagement and productivity. The duration, timescale and assessment structures of a live 

project were linked to the degree of critical reflection that it supported. One participant 

explained that how “if it’s a short project and within a six week period, and the aim is to design 

and construct something, then that’s it: shutters come down, on to the next project. Then yes, 

the live project has limited that opportunity [to reflect].” (p. 14) It should be emphasised, 

therefore, that live projects do not automatically nurture critical thinking: students must be 

provided with the time, space and pedagogical mechanisms to benefit from the experience.

Third, this research was conducted during a period of change for the joint validation criteria of 

the ARB/RIBA, with the first validation board conducted according to the new criteria 

conducted during the course of the inquiry. The greater flexibility of the new validation criteria 

in supporting pedagogical innovation (such as live projects) was acknowledged and supported by 

all four respondents.

Fourth and finally, when the sentiments of Pete - who reported that “the trouble with academia 

is perhaps that it tends to isolate itself from practice” (Pete, p. 9) and that a live project 

“endeavours to heal the split between practice and teaching” (p. 5) - were presented to the 

respondent validation panel, a dialogue was prompted that considered how “there’s always a 

very optimistic language around live projects.” (p. 18) This language of optimism was challenged 

as “naïve,” (p. 19) while another participant explained how “there’s an assumption in there that 

there is a split between academia and practice. And I would challenge that, or be prepared to have 

it challenged.” (Ibid) Another explained his disagreement with the notion of a “fundamental 

split” between architectural education and practice, saying: “live projects don’t heal that split, 

they illuminate some of the rub.” (p. 19) While the observation that academia “tends to isolate 

itself from practice” is indeed relevant to understanding how live projects might correct a such 

an isolation, for members of the second respondent validation panel it was more interesting to 

understand live projects as an opportunity to explore the differences and tensions between 

architectural education and practice. Whereas the modern live project of the nineteen-fifties 

sought to integrate the education and training of the architect and address a perceived split 
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between academia and practice, there is a sense that the greatest potential of the postmodern live 

project lies not so much in repairing a perceived split, but interrogating it. Whereas the modern 

live project sought to provide a unified model for both education and apprenticeship, the 

postmodern live project is more concerned with creating the opportunity for negotiation 

between these different interests.

10.3 Blind spots of the research

Understanding a blind spot as either “an area where a person’s view is obstructed” or “an area in 

which a person lacks understanding or impartiality” (Oxford English Dictionary, 2010), it is 

important to note how the epistemological and methodological choices of this inquiry have lead 

to a lack of understanding of two particular areas.

Firstly, this inquiry did not consult architectural educators who had no experience of live 

projects or who had previously used them and chosen to discontinue them. During the 

construction of the respondent sample, the inclusion of a proportion of architectural educators 

who had never employed live projects or had ceased to employ live projects was considered. 

While in the majority of cases members of the sample were able to reflect upon how live projects 

had changed, evolved or been discontinued, all respondents had direct live project experience. 

Whether the omission of such respondents has hampered the development of a critique of the 

live project remains open to discussion, but it it perhaps regrettable not to be able to compare the 

insights and experiences of live project educators with those who witness and perceive them 

based upon the visible processes and products of live projects.

Secondly, this inquiry relies largely on literature originating in the UK and USA. Chapter three 

acknowledges the particular Anglo-American bias of this inquiry’s literature review. Although 

part one has attempted to call upon all relevant literature relating to pedagogy and architectural 

education, the dependence of this inquiry upon the fields of higher education in the English-

speaking world remains a weakness. A good indication of the implications of this weakness 

might be informed by our understanding of how the pedagogical contribution of Paulo Freire 

was adapted from his native Brazil to educational practice and theory in Europe, North America 

and Africa (see chapter five). Not only was Freire’s psycho-social method of literacy education 
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largely dependent on the generative construction of the Portuguese language (which limited its 

transferability to English), his theoretical contribution has been widely considered (and 

occasionally misunderstood) through translations. (Gerhardt, 1993: Coben, 1998) A more 

culturally sensitive reading of these pedagogical frameworks can only enhance the appreciation 

of their potential contribution.

10.4 Areas for future research

Through this inquiry, notably the respondent validation sessions, certain themes emerged as 

gaps in the literature relating to architectural education and live projects. Firstly, there is much 

to be learnt from research that consults the other participating stakeholders in the live project. 

This inquiry sought to develop a rich pedagogical critique of the live project by consulting only 

architectural educators. However, that is not to downplay or ignore the potential for research 

that explores student or client experience of the live project. A number of respondents to the 

survey reported having solicited feedback from their live project clients or students in order to 

develop the programme. At Queen’s University Belfast, for instance, an online survey platform 

has been used over two years (2011 & 2012) to collect student feedback on the ‘Street Society’ live 

project. It is intended to repeat this process over successive years and to support the development 

of future live projects. If scalable, such methodologies could yield valuable data regarding the 

student and client experience of live projects in different contexts.

Second, there is much work still to be done in developing a comprehensive theoretical 

knowledge base relating to live projects. It became apparent through both the interviews and the 

subsequent respondent validation sessions that architectural educators call upon a generally 

limited body of professional knowledge about live projects. While there are multiple instances 

of live projects in the literature relating to architectural education, these are frequently 

descriptions of single live projects or live project programmes at one academic institution. The 

field can best be enhanced through sustained, comparative multi-site research that 

contextualises and critically evaluates live project teaching against established pedagogical and 

ethical frameworks. Academic events such as the Live Projects 2011 colloquium at Queen’s 

University Belfast (25 March, 2011) and the Architecture Live Projects Pedagogy International 

Symposium at Oxford Brookes University (24-26 May, 2012) are promising developments in 
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support of this. As this thesis has demonstrated, there are significant bodies of knowledge 

relating to university-community partnerships in other disciplines, much of which has 

relevance for architectural education, even if pedagogies are not immediately comparable. For 

instance, issues or health and wellbeing (either of the individual or of a community) present 

strong opportunities for interdisciplinary research into the function and techniques of 

university-community partnerships in many different disciplines (including, architecture, 

planning, social sciences, medicine, law, etc).

However, given that live projects are highly situated and extremely dependent on both their 

project briefs and the clients that they serve, comparative multi-site research into their 

respective pedagogical strengths and weaknesses could prove difficult. So in addition to the 

absence of significant multi-site analysis of live projects, there is also a notable lack of 

significant longitudinal studies of student or client experiences. In other words, how can a one 

week vertical live project between RIBA Part I and Part II students be compared with a six week 

live project at Part II level? In her doctoral study of live projects, Sara (2004, p. 244) suggested 

that further research might explore “new practitioners’ retrospective perceptions of the value of 

live projects they experienced as students, in particular to see if feelings of disjunction held by 

many students when they first move to practice is diminished.” Although students may not be 

best placed to critically reflect on their experience of live projects (because they are unlikely to 

have a comprehensive appreciation of architectural education as experienced by students in 

another school or colleagues of different backgrounds, ethnicities, gender, etc), there remains 

the possibility that longitudinal surveys of the retrospective graduate experiences of education 

and practice after live projects may provide fruitful insight into their long term sustainability 

and potential in architectural education. (See Sandefur & Selbin, 2009 for a precedent in legal 

pedagogical research.) Certain schools of architecture have now been offering live projects in 

their curricula for a number of years. These may be the most fruitful sites for longitudinal 

studies of post-live-project graduate experiences, especially if those institutions have well 

maintained graduate relations or alumni contacts. Building such an understanding could 

provide significant data in support of future teaching.

Finally, there is a notable lack of comparative studies between live projects in British and Irish 

architectural education with community-based or design-build projects in North American 
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architectural education.96 While the theoretical basis for such projects remains under-theorised 

in both contexts (Albrecht, 2008; Erdman and Weddle, 2002; Morrow, 2007; Watt and Cottrell, 

2006) there are significantly more schools of architecture engaging their students with external 

clients through design-build studios and Community Design Centers (CDC) in the USA than 

there are in the UK.97 A critical examination of the curricula, contexts, clients and pedagogical 

responses of live projects in the UK and Ireland to comparable overseas projects could make a 

significant contribution to the literature.

10.5 Pedagogical opportunities of the live project

It should be emphasised that the significant contribution of this thesis lies in the breadth and 

the depth of its empirical research. By recognising the limitations of existing research into live 

projects in architectural education, this thesis was constructed in such a way as to consult as wide 

a sample of architectural educators as possible and to consult them in such a way as to record 

rich, meaningful data regarding their experiences, perceptions and opinions relating to live 

projects and architectural education. The research was designed and the results have been 

presented in such a way as to recognise the significant constraints and opportunities presented 

by qualitative research methodologies.

Importantly, the critique of the live project has also been set against a comprehensive 

understanding of the history of the live project and an awareness of parallel initiatives in other 

disciplines; two elements which in themselves represent important contributions to the field of 

study. It is intended that the theoretical, historical and contextual contribution of part of the 

thesis support the development of a diversity of live project pedagogies, ones which allow the 

field of study to move beyond the terms of reference of any individual school of architecture or 

academic institution.

The preceding chapters of part three have sought to articulate the multiple and diverse 

understandings of the live project, proposing that there are broad but not universal positions on 

Copyright 2012 James Benedict Brown - jamesbenedictbrown@yahoo.co.uk

 Downloaded from learningarchitecture.wordpress.com                                 275

96 The doctoral thesis of Robert Findlay (1996) is a notable exception and helpful precedent, albeit on a relatively 
small scale.

97 At the time of writing, the Association for Community Design lists forty-three CDC, the majority of which are 
located in HE institutions. http://www.communitydesign.org/directory [Accessed 25 February, 2012]



their potential in architectural education. The following paragraphs re-state some of the most 

important pedagogical opportunities of the live project (relating, amongst other things, to how 

students’ learning can be supporting, how client relations may be managed, and how live 

projects may support tangible research outcomes) that have been established in the critique.

Live projects present architectural educators with significant opportunities to define and 

experiment with alternative pedagogies. Just as educators will invite students to critically reflect 

on their design and decision-making processes, it will often be necessary for architectural 

educators to teach first before critiquing and developing their pedagogical strategies 

retrospectively. Live projects also present educators with an opportunity to define and validate 

alternative forms of architectural research as “REF-able” - i.e. research which can be recognised 

within the frameworks and metrics of academia.

As a teaching initiative, the live project is widely believed to enhance students’ understanding of 

the multiple roles of the architect in professional practice. Live projects are also believed to 

motivate students with different interests and skill strengths to a greater degree than the 

normative design studio, especially in those circumstances when students are involved in the 

identification or selection of clients and projects. Live project processes are seen to develop 

students’ understanding of architecture in ways that are simply not possible in normative 

architectural education. (Fowles, 1984)

The majority of respondents to this inquiry suggested that non-profit, third sector and public 

groups are best suited to be live project clients. Working with such groups helps architectural 

educators to avoid the ethical issues involved in projects that may compete with mainstream 

architectural practice. Through the live project, architectural educators and students can 

critique the relationship between university and society. By uniting community and academic 

interests, live projects can influence policy makers. The school of architecture, through the live 

project, has even been proposed as a platform for debate about local, regional or national 

architectural issues. They are also excellent opportunities to establish relations that might not 

otherwise occur between students and marginalised social groups. Live projects are generally 

opportunistic, taking advantage of clients, communities and projects found through personal or 

professional connections. Their pedagogies are, therefore, both situated and complex. That 
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complexity exists in opposition to the order and control of a theoretical or invented project in 

the normative design studio.  It is important to note that architectural educators also carry a 

heavy responsibility for negotiating the interaction of architectural education and practice in a 

live project. It is necessary to both identify and manage ethical conflicts that are external (e.g. 

“taking work away” from local practice) and internal (e.g. assessing students’ work during the 

semester and remunerating them for work conducted on the same project during vacations).

While the opportunity for students to develop critical positions between academic and non-

academic value systems supports a broader pedagogical agenda of developing critical thought 

and skills for active citizenship, it should not be assumed that students will be able to navigate 

this process without suitable support. Architectural educators who employ live projects in the 

curriculum should be aware of the need to support the development of this criticality in their 

students. Furthermore, the complexity and pace of constructing a built live project can 

overwhelm students and hamper their learning. Architectural educators are advised to consider 

the timing and nature of structured reflection and assessment with care.

For some students, the transition from secondary to tertiary education can represent a difficult 

change from transmission-based learning to enquiry-based learning. Given the complex and 

highly situated nature of live projects that are located outside the academy, students may need 

support in this transition, especially in earlier years of the course. A creative and dialogic 

engagement with either the course syllabi or RIBA validation criteria may be one mechanism by 

which architectural educators can support students in the transition from expecting 

transmission-based learning to sustainable enquiry-based learning. The architectural educator’s 

mediation of the client-student relationship is vital for ensuring that students do not simply 

substitute the educator for the client, treating him or her as a source of unquestionable 

knowledge. It is preferable for live project client to be fully engaged in a two way relationship 

with students. 

While live projects can trace the roots back to the built live projects of the Birmingham School of 

Architecture, managing the complexities of a constructed live project remain extremely 

demanding (and there are significantly fewer public authorities active in construction for 

schools of architecture to partner with in 2012 than in 1952). There are a variety of mechanisms 
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for dealing with this (such as moderating the project’s scale or permanence), but it remains 

difficult to “fit” a constructed live project into one academic session. In the absence of a 

dedicated outreach unit, such as a Science Shop, the architectural educator may be required to 

assume a mediation role between students and clients. Whereas in the typical client-architect 

relationship, the client is able to exercise a certain authority as the recipient of a professional 

service, in a live project power becomes a fluid and shifting concept, one that moves in different 

directions at different stages in the process; where there is a budget, it performs a different 

function than in normative practice. A live project therefore entails a greater acceptance of risk 

on the part of the client, and the implications of that risk must be adequately communicated by 

the architectural educator. 

Finally, it should be emphasised that no respondent to this inquiry suggested that all design 

studio projects should be live. While the live project is widely regarded as recognising a greater 

diversity of skill sets, learning styles and collaborative methodologies that the normative design 

studio, some respondents felt that individual design skills are not developed as much. The live 

project is best considered as “a critical friend” to normative architectural education.

10.6 Theorising live projects

Live projects have been in existence in British architectural education for more than sixty years. 

Over this period there has been a pedagogical and attitudinal shift in the focus of the live project. 

The first live projects were pedagogically modern: models that sought to speak to both the 

professionalisation of the discipline (by supporting the relocation of architectural education 

from in-practice apprenticeship to the academy) while maintaining a direct connection to the 

craftsmanship of construction. First seen in the late nineteen-seventies, contemporary (or 

postmodern) live projects attend to different concerns. While the direct involvement of 

students of architecture in the construction of small built works remains an element of some 

live projects, they are more commonly described in terms of their involvement of a client or 

community external to the academic environment, and to whom the project will deliver 

something of use or value. By working for someone outside the academic environment, students 

are exposed to the highly unpredictable and contingent conditions that they might expect to 

find in collaborative architectural practice. The postmodern live project exists in contrast with 
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the theoretical or invented design projects of the normative architectural design studio, the 

constraints and limitations of which are determined in advance by the educators who invent or 

borrow them from practice examples, simplifying and reducing the architectural process in 

order to focus on the act of design.

Complicated (or mechanical) pedagogies such as Donald Schön’s theory of reflective learning 

(1983, 1987) and David Kolb’s Experiential Learning Model (1984) can provide educators and 

students with pedagogical frameworks for the integration of experience, reflection and learning 

in the live project. However the live project disrupts the normative binary teacher-student 

relationship with both the presence of a third party (the client) and a much greater degree of 

group working. Critically, with the disruption of the binary teacher-student pedagogical 

relationship, a dual responsibility of the live project educator towards both the student and 

client emerges, one that may require the educator to mediate between the two parties and to 

negotiate between the dual responsibilities of the live project to serve both the client and the 

academic programme. While a number of educators highlighted the benefits of a direct working 

relationship between students and clients, and while it is apparent that the constraints, 

restrictions and apparent conflicts of a live project brief can be important design generators, the 

educator will likely also need to be engaged in the management of client expectations. The 

importance of this role cannot be understated, as the sustainability of live project teaching and 

the public reputation of a school may be damaged by any breakdown in communication. In the 

absence of the traditional monetary relationship between client and architect, the dynamic 

understanding of the power relations between live project participants is necessary. Certain 

conditions are demanded of live project clients, and a failure to clarify or agree upon these in 

advance can lead a project to failure in the eyes of one or more of its participant groups. While 

the receipt of free (if non-professional) architectural services appeals to many live project 

clients, several respondents to this inquiry suggest that even a token budget or monetary 

contribution from the client can facilitate the working relationship in a live project. Live 

projects are process driven and, as such, can lead to unexpected or unpredictable outcomes or 

side effects. Students, educators and clients need to be fully aware of the possibility that a live 

project can “open a can of worms.” While respondents to this inquiry generally did not report 

that their teaching load during semester was any heavier in a live project, they did acknowledge 
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that live projects require greater degrees of preparation and communication between 

stakeholders before they begin than normative design studio projects.

As has been discussed in chapter eight, certain respondents explained that it was difficult to 

manage any satisfactory degree of construction project within a single academic year, and that if 

such a construction is undertaken, it risks leaving little or no time for students to develop their 

own critical reflection. The complexities of construction in built live projects can prove 

overwhelming, and there is no guarantee that reflection or conceptualisation will happen 

automatically (Sletto, 2010). This is especially true if the construction overruns its allotted space 

in the curriculum, in which case the pedagogical objectives and the physical delivery of the 

project may compete for students’ time and attention, threatening to undermine the many 

pedagogical benefits of the live project.

Live projects are often opportunistic: that is to say architectural educators are able to take 

advantage of the flexibility of the design studio and curriculum to respond to potential project 

opportunities as they present themselves.  With the engagement of clients outside the academic 

environment the broader societal role and image of the school of architecture changes. The 

institution may become identifiable as a source of assistance and expertise in the community. 

With time, a school with an annual or repeating live project programme may develop a 

reputation that leads to other projects, although the management of an increasingly public 

outreach activity such as a live project programme will generally require dedicated resourcing. 

We have seen how in the USA the model of the Community Design Center (CDC) and the 

network of practitioners represented by the Association for Community Design (ACD) has 

provided a framework for university-community partnerships in design disciplines. Such 

initiatives are rare in the UK, perhaps illustrating the less developed nature of university-

community partnerships. The project office is one (but not the only) means of providing this 

management and continuity.

Sara (op cit) concludes that the live project proposes a place for learning “between the studio and 

the street,” (p. 245) but it is worth further interrogating the way in which that place is seen from 

outside academia. Is the live project an excursion of the design studio into the street, or an 

opportunity for “the street” to enter the design studio? On whose terms and by whose values is 
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the interaction mediated? (Real, 2009) Given the highly contextual and situated nature of the 

live project, these questions are likely to produce different responses from different projects, 

even within the same school of programme. Working with, for and alongside their client, 

students must therefore be supported in the negotiation between their own (primarily 

academic) and the clients (non-academic) value systems. Drawing on the theoretical insight of 

critical pedagogy, the educator’s role changes from being a source of knowledge to a mediator, if 

not an equal participant in the project alongside his or her students. Unlike in the professional 

architect-client relationship, the client does not commission or receive work in exchange for a 

fee; clients are generally expected to enter into a dialogic and often educational process that may 

lead them in unexpected directions. All three stakeholder groups in the live project must, 

therefore, be fully cognisant and accepting of the increased uncertainty (and associated risk) 

that a live project entails.

10.7 Towards future live projects

Architectural education occupies a privileged but marginal position in the academy, existing 

variously in faculties of the arts, humanities, social sciences and sciences. The 

underperformance of architecture relative to other disciplines in comparative metrics of 

research activity reminds us that a strong tradition of apprenticeship followed architectural 

education during it’s twentieth century relocation from in-practice apprenticeship to the 

academy. (Webster, 2008) 

While complicated pedagogies have had great influence on the development of architectural 

education, when combined with the insight of holistic pedagogies such as critical pedagogy, live 

projects in architectural education emerge as unique opportunities to develop complex 

pedagogies that can inform architectural education, practice and research. As has been discussed 

in chapter one, by building a socially constructed critique as articulated by the pedagogues who 

employ them (as opposed to building a totalising theory of live projects), this thesis recognises 

the subjective interpretations, situated nature and complex pedagogies of the live project in 

architectural education. By surveying live project educators rather than live project outcomes 

(i.e. their built or published works), this inquiry has foregrounded the multiplicity of 

perspectives, opinions and experiences relating to live projects. Live projects emerge as the 
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products of inherently contextual and situated pedagogies, attentive to their cultural, political 

and social contexts. This research recognises that architectural educators both search for and 

construct their own understandings of the environments in which they work, including the 

spheres of education, practice and research (see Cresswell, 2003). The wider political, social and 

economic concerns of all three of these environments have a substantial influence upon their 

practice. These understandings are subjective, multiple and varied. Qualitative research into 

such a field must represent the diversity and complexity of these multiple understandings. It is 

hoped that in developing a critique of the live project from these multiple subjective 

understandings, other stakeholders in the live project may be able to better contextualise and 

frame their own experience.

This thesis recognises that theories of learning (which generally focus on the individual) and 

theories of education (which focus on collaborative process) are not interchangeable but are 

interdependent. By tracing the evolution from modern to postmodern live project, this critique 

has sought to learn from the understandings of both; and while an evolution from complicated 

to holistic pedagogies is outlined in chapter five, this critique has looked to both in order to 

develop an understanding of complex pedagogies of live projects. These are pedagogies that 

recognise both the (complicated) individual learning processes of an educational encounter and 

the (holistic) social, cultural and historical situatedness of that encounter. Re-readings of early 

critical pedagogy, such as Diana Coben’s (op cit) critique of Paulo Freire (1996), have 

reinvigorated a more nuanced understanding of the binarisms prevalent in some holistic 

pedagogies. For instance, Coben explicates the misconception of power in a binary oppressor/

oppressed relationship, writing that “the problem is that power is not located simply on one side 

of a Freirean oppositional pair, it permeates and mediates relationships between individuals and 

between groups.” (Ibid, p. 93) Peter McLaren (2009) makes a similar re-appraisal of knowledge, 

rejecting a positivist understanding of technical knowledge and pragmatic understanding of 

practical knowledge to focus on a more dialogic and socially engaged emancipatory knowledge 

that “attempts to reconcile and transcend the opposition between technical and practical 

knowledge.” (Ibid, p. 64) Such a re-appraisal of the critical pedagogical relationship between 

student and educator has informed this thesis.

Copyright 2012 James Benedict Brown - jamesbenedictbrown@yahoo.co.uk

 Downloaded from learningarchitecture.wordpress.com                                 282



The complicated pedagogies of David Kolb and Donald Schön have been found to have confused 

(individual) learning, with (multiple and frequently collaborative) education. In developing his 

conception of a professional’s reflection-in/reflection-on action, Schön failed to attend to a 

highly problematic imbalance of power between teacher and student. (Webster, op cit) In 

focusing on individual processes of learning, complicated (or mechanical) pedagogies are unable 

to take into account matters of context, power, ethnicity and gender; they maintain a teacher-

student binary and provide no space for this to be critiqued by either participant. UC Berkeley’s 

‘Architectural Design with the Physically Disabled User in Mind’ and the Women’s School of 

Architecture and Planning both explicitly subverted the teacher-student binary left 

unexamined by complicated pedagogies. UC Berkeley’s programme created a pedagogical 

experiment that introduced students of architecture (and, unexpectedly, their educators) to 

their own prejudices.  The Women’s School of Architecture and Planning was born out of an 

urgent need to establish a pedagogical space for a minority group that was not constrained by the 

prejudices of a majority. These experiments in architectural education reveal parallels with both 

the intentions and techniques of recent critical pedagogies, which can provide live project 

educators with a body of pedagogical theory that, as Giroux (1991a, 1991b) and Crysler (1995) 

have suggested, has been under explored by those within our discipline. The structures and 

processes of architecture’s hidden curriculum (Dutton, 1991; Groat & Ahrentzen, 1996; Stevens, 

1998) can, through an understanding of critical pedagogy, be made visible for discussion and 

critique. Through the changed priorities of a live project, the curriculum becomes more than just 

a framework, but an opportunity to discuss both the what and the how of architectural 

education. Moving beyond the long established “either-or” debate between training for practice 

or education for critical thought (Brown, 2012), architectural educators can ask themselves for 

what are we educating, and how are we going about it?

Between the theoretical contributions of complicated and holistic pedagogies lies a path towards 

complex pedagogies that draw reflexively on both. Live project educators must be attentive to 

the learning processes of individual students and the collaborative processes of live project 

stakeholders. Students must be supported to develop their own criticality, negotiating between 

the academic value systems by which they seek valorisation and the non-academic value systems 

by which an external client judges their contribution. The complexity of a live project may be 

unlike anything a student has experienced in secondary or tertiary education before; curricular 
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space and support is needed for this learning to occur, perhaps through the delayed submission 

or “post-occupancy” self-assessments. This is especially so when construction of a built project 

begins to spiral out of the parameters of a design studio or twelve week academic semester. 

While the value of “learning-by-doing” (including architectural tasks other than designing 

buildings) is unquestioned by respondents to this survey, care must be taken to construct 

pedagogies that engage students fully in the process of critical reflection. Insufficiently “live” 

projects can lead to the student treating the client as educator. As Raymond Lifchez (op cit) 

explains through his experiences of the physically disabled user studio at UC Berkeley, students 

will exploit this natural tendency towards identifying the “right” answer. So just as the role of 

the student and educator changes from normative architectural education, so must the role of 

the client change from the normative architect-client relationship.

Live projects present opportunities to formulate complex pedagogies that both can develop the 

insights of both complicated and holistic pedagogies. Since live projects invite students to work 

alongside and for people outside the academic community live projects create the opportunity 

for pedagogies of resistance and opposition to normative architectural education. They are both 

complimentary and critical of established practices.
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