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Validity of the Case Study Approach

to Design Teaching

Or How to Make Architectural Education More at
Home in the Academic Setting

INTRODUCTION

The pedagogical style of the architectural designstudio has
been the norm for teaching design since early this century,
when newly formed architectural programs in this country
adapted the atelier setting of the French Ecole des Beaux-
Arts and the apprenticeship to a practicing architect. How-
ever, the deeper architectural education tries to take root in
auniversity setting, the clearer does thediscrepancy seemto
become between studio teaching and the academicenviron-
ment." On the one hand, some educators in other fieldswho
strive to devise active learning opportunities would value
tutoring in the design studio.? On the other hand, however,
it would be a serious oversight if we ignored a never-ending
chain of difficult questions. The first set of questionsare on
the notion of architecture as a discipline: Is it possible to
objectify our subject matter, architectural design? And if so,
isitthe best method to work on the particularsof afew design
projects? How can we transmit a body of knowledgein the
hit-or-misssituation of thestudio? The second set hasto do
with the role of faculty members: By keeping the atelier
format, are we saying that a studio instructor is a studio
master? |s she expected to be an absolute figure whose
values are al that matter? Especialy under the pressure of
budget cutting, weal so faceathird set of questions: How can
we justify having the lowest student-faculty ratio on the
entire campus?

This paper deal s with questions and concernsregarding a
new set of design courses ingtituted recently at a college of
architecture in astate university after numerousreviewsand
discussions by the faculty. This sequence of courses, cen-
tered on the case study approach, consists of demonstrations
by faculty and exercises by students concerning how various
design issues, cast in their theoretical, technological, and
societal dimensions, were synthesized in anumber of prece-
dents. The courses, having taken over asmall portion (two
out of twelve hours per week) of studio hours, are intended
toreinforce design teaching, and, at the same time, produce
more credit hours with less faculty time commitment. The
courses are designed to have a student-instructor ratio simi-
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lar to that of lecture courses rather than studios which they
are to complement. In the studio, students will continue to
learn design by doing, while in the complementary courses,
they will learn by studying how othershavedoneit. Thecase
study courseswereconceived asastep toward ensuringmore
rigor in design teaching. This paper intends to discuss the
validity of the case study approach in design teaching in
relation to a number of shortcomings identified in the
previous curriculum structure: the frustrating gap between
design studiosand so-called support courses; the hit-or-miss
approach of many studio projects, if not in redity, in the
students' perception; the lack of architectural observation
experience among the College's student body. This paper
will also examinethe pedagogical content of the courses: the
view of architectural design thiscourse will portray; and the
type of analytical exercises used in case studieswhich, once
applied, are meant to become useful design tools in the
studio.

BACKGROUND OF NEW COURSES

In aclimate of budget reduction, the college of architecture
came under heavy criticism by the university administration
for having the highest ratio of cost to semester credit hour
on campus. This perceived inefficiency of architectural
education isthe result chiefly of the fact that design studios,
set in a low student-to-faculty ratio, occupy the largest
portion of faculty teaching hours and yet are assigned only
one-half the credit hours that a comparable lecture course
would receive.

This indication of inefficiency is in a way misleading:
When the price of college education is based on the number
of credit hours students take, as is the case here, then the
higher the ratio of students per faculty, the more economical
education is for the university. Typica instruction in the
fields of fine artsand performing arts takes place in private
or semiprivate settings and is therefore not regarded as
economical or efficient. However, in animaginary situation
in which the course priceisset by thelevel of faculty contact
hours (each student paying his/her share), an architectural
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programwould generate comparatively high revenuesimply
because the teaching hours of the architecture faculty are
generaly greater than those in mogt other disciplines.

To make the matter of calculation worse, as noted, only
one-half the number of actual hoursof thestudio are granted
ascredit hours, whilelecture coursesreceivefull credit. The
problem seems to be that, although architectural educators
accept the studio as a better, if not the best, way of teaching
and learning architectural design, the university community
at large often fail sto acknowledge the natureof the pedagogy
represented by the architectural design studio. Instead,
university administrators often consider thestudiosimilar to
the laboratory in natural and applied sciences, that is, as a
setting which offers atime-consuming but strictly hands-on
learning experience involving little actua teaching.

On the superficial level of calculation, there are two
simple ways to make architectural instruction more cost-
effective: To increase the student-faculty ratio in studios or
to double thecredit hours assigned to thestudio. The first—
raising theratio of students' credit hoursper faculty teaching
hour — is an obvious but unpopular solution. There
probably are some innovative methods to achieve this and
till maintain the quality of designinstruction. Forexample,
one can conceive of a success by an appropriate application
of technology. Furthermore, 'table crits," or ' group crits,"
in which a number of students with asimilar concern gather
around atable and discussit with afaculty member, could be
adopted in place of at least some portion of " desk crits," that
is, individual attention. However, these strategies did not
gain much support from the faculty. The maximum number
of students per studio has been reduced from more than
twenty tosixteen inthelast few years, and thefaculty thought
that this achievement should be maintained, if not bolstered.

Another simpleway to increase the appearance of teach-
ing efficiency is to double the credit hours assigned to the
studios, from half the number of the actual hoursto a full
credit. However, athough this better reflectsthe value that
the architectural faculty conceive for studio teaching, it
turned out to be a practical impossibility, for it would have
required approval from the university administrationand the
state's educational board.

Instead of raising the student-faculty ratio in studios or
changing the credit hours assigned to design studios, the
faculty chose to take the criticism of the university admin-
istration as an opportunity to review the college's architec-
tural design pedagogy.

OBJECTIVES OF THE CASE STUDY COURSES

The time-honored pedagogy of architectural design studio
was evaluated for any possible changes in the direction of
increasing the students credit hoursifaculty teaching hour
ratio, especially in the context of the particular type of
students our college tends to attract. The issues were
identified: thefrustrating gap between design studiosand so-
called support courses; the lack of experiences of architec-

ture among our students, the difficulty of field trips caused
by our geographical isolation; and the perceived hit-or-miss
quality of many studio projects.

In response to the issues identified, a proposal was made
and, after much discussion, an agreement was reached to
alocatetwo hours per week out of twelve total studio hours
to adesign coursewhich would center on case studies. This
course was designated as a lecture course. With the two
coursescombined, theratio of student credit hoursto faculty
teaching hour increased about thirty-five percent from the
previous studio alone for a class of eighty students: Previ-
oudly, for twelve actual hours (six credit hours) and five
sections of sixteen students each, the studio generated four
hundred and eighty semester credit hours for sixty hours of
faculty commitment. In comparison, the combination of the
two courseswould produceseven credit hours per student for
the same actual hours(five from the studio and two from the
casestudy course), and would require only fifty-two hours of
faculty involvement. For the entire curriculum, the effi-
ciency of thestudents' credit hours per faculty teaching hour
increased about nineteen percent.

Thenew sequenceisal so intendedto rectify shortcomings
in the traditiona curriculum structure. This sequence of
coursesis designed to bridge the gap between design studios
and support courses and is intended to offer a knowledge-
based approachtoarchitectural design. Additionally, thecase
studiesare intendedto compensatein somedegreefor thelack
of architectural observation experience of our students.

a. Bridge Between Design Studios and Support Cour ses

In order to clarify the relationship between the two basic
componentsofthe traditional architectural curriculum, namely
design studios and so-called support courses offered in the
lectureformat, such ashistory, theory, and technology, and to
understandtherolethe new case study coursewill play, it may
be beneficial to make a brief comparison between architec-
tural design studio learning and that of the laboratory. The
differenceisclear to architectural educators: While a labora-
tory is usualy the place to confirm the principles learned
through its counterpart lecture course, much moretakes place
in a studio: The principles of design are supposed to be
revealed through actual designing activities in the studio,
through "' reflectionin action™ as Donald Schon called it. The
support coursesin the architectural curriculum do little to set
up prescription for architectural design and instead literally
support the design teaching of the studio, giving relevant
information and knowledge for design.

It can be said that the issues dealt with in support courses
are not to be taken as direct and sole causes of architectural
design, nor isthe design the result of such causes. Instead,
these issues have to be treated as significant elements of the
complex design conditions whose synthesis depends on the
architect's unique creativity.

Clearly, in this understanding of architecture, design is
characterized asasynthesis of therequirementsderivedfrom
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theprinciplesof related disciplines and the conditionsdrawn
from the particular project. The architect therefore is
required not only to have sufficient knowledgeof'these fields
but also to have the ahility to synthesize into awhole these
pieces of knowledge, which sometimes conflict with each
other. Whilein the support courses students acquireknowl-
edge of related disciplines, in the design studios they leam
to produce out of synthesis a concrete and decisive form of
architecture.

However apparent this dual track conception of architec-
turd education may be to the educators, the relationship
between support coursesand designstudiosisnot awaysclear
tothe students. Rather, the studentsoften see these two to be
disconnected. When students learn that someone can earn an
"A" grade in the studio while making a"'C" in a structure
course, they perceive disconnection. In another instance,
when a student tries to come up with a design by directly
applying the principles of solar energy learned in a support
course, he/she may becriticized by thestudioinstructorfor not
taking other issuesinto consideration. Asthe result of such
experiences, some students come to believe architectura
design is capricious and arbitrary, and ultimately to view
architecture as less reliable than applied sciences and less
coherent than other disciplines. These students need to be
shown that there is no cause-and-effect rel ationship between
architectural design and related disciplines, but instead, archi-
tectural designis a synthetic activity.

The proposal toinstill asequence of design coursesbased
on the case study approach sternsfrom this understandingof
the synthetic relationship between architectural design and
other disciplines and from the need for demonstrating this
relationship to students. Whereas traditiona studios may
have provided opportunities for students to acquirean under-
standing of architectural design asa synthetic procedure, as
well as to examine ways to meet various design concerns
through doing, that is, actually working on specific design
projects, case study courses can, it was argued, expose
students more explicitly to this special characteristic of
architectural design. Additionaly, it can demonstrate how
others have synthesized various requirements, conditions,
and objectives. As the third component of the curriculum,
case study courses would become a bridge between the two
existing elements of the curriculum.

b. Rigor in Architectural Design

In relationto the perceived gap between architectural design
and other related disciplines, there is a notion, a misunder-
standing even, among studentsthat successin studioisahit-
or-miss affair. Asaresultthey perceive designas arbitrary
and capricious, not something that can be rationalized or
discussed. The fact that a student relies on the studio
instructor's authority (exemplified in the question"'What do
youwant metodo?") or resortsto personal taste (revealedin
the statement "I did that because | liked it.") reveds this
perception. Some students feel that while support courses
provideasolid foundationof knowledge and objectivelogic,

architectural design is purely a personal statement.

The case study approach is expected to demonstrate to
such students that architectural design is not a matter of
caprice, butisalogical construct, and isasuitable subject for
rigorousdiscussion. Theinstructor of the case study course
makes the point by inviting students to analyze a particular
design as the product of various concerns and regquirements.
The role of design intentions has to be examined as some-
thing that enables the architect to make sound design judg-
ments while helshe tries to synthesize a number of condi-
tions. Inthisview of architectural design, the subjectivity of
the architect then is not taken as the matter of caprice, butis
consideredasthesourceof the creativesynthesis. It ishoped
that students will begin to care about the"why" of architec-
tural design.

¢. Quasi-Experience of Architecture

In addition to working as a bridge between studios and
support coursesand offering aknowledge-based understand-
ing of architectural design, the sequence of case study
courseshasanother objectivethat stemsfroman understand-
ing that a source of imagination and creativity isto be found

Processon ad space identification. Source: Dondd
Hoffmann, Frank Lloyd Wright'sFallingwater: The Houseand Its
History (New York: Dover Publications, 1978).

FHg. 1.
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in actual experience of architecture. The third objective,
therefore, isto compensate for students' lack of exposure to
actual buildings and architectural space and the paucity of
field tripsdue to the geographical isolationof theuniversity.
Coming from rural and suburban areas, the majority of
students have had very little such exposure.

In the case study course, students are exposed to selected
pieces of architecture through readings, drawings, and pho-
tographs. Thefaculty concluded that by acarefully planned
presentation of such materials the students could have an
experience fairly close to the real one. For example, by
arranging the photographs of the building in the order of
spatial experience, and presenting them in dide form, the
faculty can create the sense of being in the space among the
students (Figure 1). Furthermore, when the exercise of
identifying the camera’s location and angle on thefloor plan
is combined with this type of slide presentation, students
gains not only the experience of the particular piece of
architecture but also acquire skill in making an appropriate
depiction of the architectural space being designed, a skill
thefaculty hasidentified as needing devel oppmentamong the
students.

PEDAGOGICAL CONTENTSOF THE CASE
STUDY COURSE

In respect to the above objectives of this course, the peda
gogical contents have two main focal issues. First is an
examination of how design as synthesiswas performedin a
given case, and the second is the introduction of methods of
graphic analysis used to examine cases, whichin return are
expected to become design tools.

When an architectural design is seen as a synthesis of
related information and concerns that are identified through
the study of the program and other qualifying conditions,
which sometimes conflict with each other, then the impor-
tant question that needsto be explored ishow to prioritizeall
the issues that present themselves concerned. In addition,
when design dternatives have been formulated, each of
which may present different sets of advantages and disad-
vantages in relation to such design concerns, there arises a
need to makejudgments between thesea ternatives. Through
case studies, it is expected that students will discover the
importance and necessity of having what Alberto Pérez-
Gomez has called a storia, or, in students' terms, design
concept or design idea. It isby thisstoria alonethat adesign
becomes an ordered and organized whole, the synthesis of
numerous design concerns.

For example, through a study of the building that the
College of Architecture occupies, the students learned that
the grid pattern of the structure was not solely aresponse to
structural necessity, but was the result of evaluating aset of
complex issues such as the purpose of the space, the image
of the building, siteorientation, and distribution of electrical,
HVAC, and plumbing systems.

A number of methods for analyzing case studies were

introducedwith the hopethat they would be used by students
not only as analytical tools for aready existing pieces of
architecture but also as tools of visualization and imagina-
tion. Seen asasign production, the representation that takes
placeduring a design process moves from the abstract to the
concrete. Thisisoppositefrom most other cases, such asthe
processof making atoken, from real sheep to adisk with an
indentedline A method of graphicanalysis, in itself away
to abstract a particular aspect of concrete examples of
aready existing architectural designs, can then used, by
reversing the course, as an initial sketch of a future design
project. For example, a diagram of circulation helps the
students to grasp a given case (Figure 2). To compare with
the original floor plan, with its many types of information
gathered simultaneously and drawn to detail, a diagram
emphasizesaparticular aspect of design by selectinganissue
and eliminating other informationsin its simplified graphic
representation. By comparing the two kinds of graphic
depiction and making an effort to come up with a more
abstract graphic fromafull-fledged floor plans, the students
learn to find architectural order in a given design.

After a particular method of graphic analysis have been
introduced and the students have learned to use it to analyze
acase, they are asked to apply the same method as a means
of visualization. Theexercisethen istocome up with afloor
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Fig. 2. Abgtraction of a given case. Source: Ellen Shoshkes, The
Design Process. Case Sudiesin Project Development (New Y ork:
Whitney Library of Design, 1989).
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plan for agivencirculation pattern (Figure 3). Such graphic
toolsare applicable not only asameansto generateadesign
in the beginning of the design process, but also asthe tools
of evaluate and improve one's design in the middle of the
design activities. Here one can say that architectural design
is conceived as the transformation from the abstract to the
concrete, while the study of cases is performed in the
opposite direction, from the concrete to abstract. Thetools
that allow oneto abstract graphically thegivendesignof case
studies can then be used to generate an initial sketch. Once
theinitial sketch isdrawn, then one can evaluate, just asone
did inthe case study, the design of theinitial stage. Onecan
then makean improvement over theinitial sketch(Figure4).

Another method of design analysis that can be used as a
generativetool isthat of structural system. Herethestudents
were asked to depict the structure of given cases(Figureb).
After the analysis is completed, the students used the same
abstraction process to come up with structual systems for
their own designsin the studio. (Figure 6)

The notion that a particular projection of drawing alows
aspecific view of adesign can be introduced asa third kind
of graphicanalysis. Intheexamination of therepresentation
of axonometric drawing, which makes an architect see a
design asa composition of masses or volumes, the students
were asked to identify the three-dimensional elementsin a
chosen case. The students then were asked to come up with
an aternative of the design, keeping the basic shape of each
element. Of course, in this short exercise performed in
twenty minutes, there are a number of important design
concerns that are omitted from consideration. Still, the
students were at least encouraged by this method. They are

Fg. 3. Trandformation from the abstract to the concrete.

inpatient rooms
bathrooms

FIA)/ room

nurse station

Hg. 4. Sudiesd floor patternsfor achildren’s hospital inpatient
wing.

Fg. 6. Structuremodd for amuseum, by Alec Suresh Perera.
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able to generate many dternatives without worrying too
much about the outcome, and without losing sight in the
details of what is to be done in the whole.

CRITICAL EVACUATION

Although it ismerely the second semester since inception, a
number of questions have come up through our attemptsto
critically evaluate this sequence of courses.

First and most crucia: |Is the view of architecture as
synthesis exclusively correct? There is a danger that by
offering an explicit and definite statement about architec-
ture, the faculty members will convey a sense of handing
down exclusive truth to the students, and asaresult, confine
the students' exploration and suppress their creativity. The
intention of the courses, however, isnot to bedogmati cabout
this concept about design, and once recognized this danger
can be easily avoided. By involving the studentsdirectly in
the analysis of cases, the faculty have an opportunity to
encourage discussion and consideration of multifariousways
of understanding architectural design. Faculty have an
obligation to keep in mind that in this type of course, an
answer that issingular and absolute is not as productiveasa
guestion that allows a serious exploration.

Another potential problem: If the students are not ca-
pableof reaching an understanding of architectural design by
doing in the studio, which we seem to admit, then how can
wesay that thesame students are capabl e of abstracting from
the particulars of agiven case? If they cannot, then they will
fail to see therelevance of case studiesto the studio projects
simply because the case's program, place, and time are
different from those of the studio project. Or on the contrary
the students might take the studio projects to be a mere
reproduction of case studies and seek to apply directly the
particulars without a making an examination of differences
or a credtive interpretation of the case. In this sense, the
nature of architectural case studies, in contradistinction to
case studies in the natural or socia sciences, has to be
understood by thestudents. Whileacasein other fieldsmay

generally be taken as something from which a rule is
immediately induced (for example — | observe that the
insects| haveseen havesix legs, therefore | hypothesi ze that
any insect has six legs), an architectural case does not yield
suchanimmediateresult butinstead requirescreativity when
applied to a new set of conditions.

Having had its initiation in economic rather than peda-
gogical concerns, thenew sequence of casestudy courseshas
nevertheless shown some definite potential for improving
the teaching of architectural design. That potential appears
to be transferable to institutions where the economy of
teaching may not be such a pressing concern.

A recent article in a prominent professiona magazine
indicated that the architectural education has failed to
prepareits graduatesfor theprofession. Although this may
well be the casg, it should not be taken for granted that the
profession is the absolute normative for the education.
Especially under the contemporary conditions the education
may servebetter by keepingitsdistance fromthe profession.
The education should be, before that of a professional
architect, that of an architect and of an intellect who is
equipped with the ability to respond meaningfully to the
changing world. After al, the demands that the university
presses may be a springboard for reforming architectural
education for the better.
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