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INTRODUCTION 

This paper is a summary of the research which led to my dissertation 
in Education, which was a case study of a first-year design studio at 
a US Architecture School. With the desire of contributing to make 
design studios more supportive and positive learning environments, 
I focused my research on the professor's pedagogical principles and 
their influence on the studio dynamic and students' creative pro- 
cesses. 

I graduated in a five-year professional architecture degree pro- 
gram in Venezuela and I now belong to the faculty of this same 
School of Architecture. My experiences as a female student and as 
a non-studio course professor have given me powerful motivation 
for my research. In addition, participating in a graduate education 
program in the US reinforced my critical position toward architec- 
ture education and widened my horizons for change. 

In design studios, the heart of the architecture education process, 
students learn by developing projects under the guidance of an 
instructor. Through this "learning by doing" system' students are 
expected to develop their creative potential. In a typical studio, the 
input of instructors strongly affects students in different ways, 
depending on students' personal development and architectural 
e x p e r t i ~ e . ~  Usually, students become so attached to their projects 
that student-instructor relationships are transformed into the triad 
"student-project-instructor." Peers, even if apparently less signifi- 
cant in students' experience of studios, can be either antagonists or 
supporters. In most studios, students' strong reliance on their 
professor's critiques and the typically competitive ambiance aug- 
ment students' isolation.' Nevertheless, cases are found in which 
peers have been able to form a support network that helps them deal 
with pressures and stresses in design studios. 

Although studio courses constitute the center of professional 
education in various design fields, little scholarly research has been 
done on design studios. Among studies about design studio teaching 
and learning processes, only the thorough MIT Study was done 
based on observations of studio activities and interviews with 
students and teachers. Schon's publications about studios6 were 
based on the field work from the MIT Study. Other studies have 
focused on particular aspects of studio teaching, such as Dinham's7 

and Bray's8 on design professors. The first looked at two professors' 
problem design and teaching strategies in studios and the second, 
centers on one professor's thinking during teaching. Other important 
investigations have been Anthony's" on architectural design juries 
and Ahrentzen and Anthony's'' about gender issues in studio set- 
tings. The most recent study published, by Groat and Ahrentzen," 
deals with faculty women in architecture. 

In the last decade, education scholars, feminists and critical 
pedagogues have dedicated attention to architecture education.'? 

These varied efforts reveal a growing interest in looking more 
profoundly into not only architecture pedagogy, but also successful 
studio practices, some of which diverge from the usual norms and 
philosophy of architecture ~ c h o o l s . ' ~  Yet to my knowledge, prior to 
the present study, there have been no qualitative case studies on 
design studios in the US from the dual perspective of both teacher 
and students. 

SIGNIFICANCE 

This study is significant in three ways. First, by offering an in- 
depth look at the studio dynamic from the double vantage point of 
students and their professor, it portrays for architecture educators the 
complexity and the potential of studios as a learning environment. 

Second, it examines a specific pedagogy, inspired by feminist 
principles and student-centered pedagogy, that other instructors 
might find useful in their own efforts to make design studios more 
healthy, positive, and more conducive to creative and socially 
responsible architecture practice. 

Third, this study is one more step forward in building interdisci- 
plinary bridges" to study the design experience. My familiarity with 
architecture education and my status as a non-practitioner both 
drove me to explore connections of the psychological, cultural and 
political aspects involved in this design studio. 

METHOD 

Within this case study, my focus was on the meaning students 
made of their studio experience and how this connected with the 
professor's educational philosophy and teaching strategies. In addi- 
tion, I was interested in relating students' individual learning pro- 
cesses with their socialization in the architecture culture and how 
these influences affected their creative processes. My broader theo- 
retical framework is that of social constructivism, the idea that 
students actively construct their knowledge by integrating formal 
learning with their social experience, and that the values and political 
stances of the participants are embedded within this educational 
dynamic. The particular intentions of this research and my own 
belief in the subjective nature of knowledge led me to use a 
qualitative methodology. 

The study followed Stake'sL5 case study guidelines, in the sense of 
anticipating what might be encountered, while being as open as 
possible to new information. As an instrumental case study, the 
issues and research questions I identified apriori based on my pilot 
studies and literature review16 were the following: 

1. How does the professor apply her student-centered pedagogy 
and cultural feminist beliefs in this first-semester design studio 
experience while also teaching the required design knowledge and 
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supporting students' socialization into the architecture culture? 
2. How do students experience this professor's pedagogy and how 

do they benefit in terms of personal empowerment as creative 
individuals, development of design skills as contextual knowers and 
construction of a positive group learning dynamic? 

The pilot studies, which I conducted in my own workplace in 
Venezuela and also in Massachusetts where I was doing graduate 
work, madememore awareof my personal beliefs about architecture 
education. In studying the contrasting information I collected in 
these sites, I was able to discover the common threads of architecture 
culture that related them to one another and to my own personal 
experience. This process prepared me for my researcher role as a 
participant observer and interviewer in this case study. 

The data collection of the case study was done during one 
academic semester, mainly through interviews and participant ob- 
servation. I also reviewed handouts and written materials from the 
department and the professor, and had informal conversations with 
former students of this professor and students currently in other 
professors' studios. 

From the thirteen students of the group, twelve participated. In the 
investigation process of this case study, I found the instructor to be 
cooperative and interested in my research, giving me free access to 
do my work. Her ability to articulate her ideas also facilitated my 
attempts to contextualize her pedagogy in a broader sense. In 
addition, she made a thorough review of my descriptions of the 
studio dynamic and my portraits of her and the students, bringing a 
greater level of accuracy and trustworthiness to this work. 

EMPOWERMENT AND LEARNING TO DESIGN 

The instructor's general pedagogical strategy was based on two 
interdependent goals: empowering students and helping them learn 
design skills for a responsible practice. 

(Professor) I don't think you can design anything without a 
certain sense of self esteem, because it's very tough and you 
are always anxious. Is it right, is it wrong, is it better, is it not 
as successful? ...[ T]o me it's really important that each of my 
students feels, by the end of the semester, that they have an 
awareness of both aesthetics and ethical responsibility for 
others, something of substance in that they identified [with], 
and that they see some level of personal development. 

Her strategy for helping students build self-confidence was to take 
the stance of co-explorer with them in studio activities. Her humor 
and investigative approach to design ideas communicated to stu- 
dents the importance of play in exploring design thinking and 
vocabulary. In her view, this psychological support helps students 
build self-confidence, thus enabling them to take the risks necessary 
to learn design skills: 

The students' self-assurance andenjoyment which resulted, along 
with the group networking she also encouraged, helped to create 
fluid and productive teacher-student interactions. This dynamic 
motivated students toacquire thedisciplineneeded tocope with their 
academic requirements and adaptation to college life. 

(Alexis) I know the process that's gonna happen. I know that 
I'm going to think of an original idea and she is gonna come 
around, and gonna give me some ideas. We're gonna analyze 
and I think and get more ideas. She's building until you're at 
your final thing. It's not hard anymore. It's just time consum- 
ing. 1 enjoy it. I just wish I had more time in the day. 

To be a co-explorer as a pedagogical strategy involved sharing 
authority and power in agradual process, both empowering students 
and providing the firm guidance they needed as first-semester 
students. 

Another teaching strategy she used, clearly revealing her belief in 
student-centered education, is that of respecting students as con- 

structors of knowledge" and taking into account individual learning 
stylesand needs, both in herwork with them andin herevaluations.The 
effect of her intentions is noticed by students, who, even in their first 
semester, distinguish her positively from other studio teachers. 

(Justin) [Our professor] is a teacher and he is an architect. You 
can be a great architect and not be a good teacher. You can 
know so much and not be able to work with kids. And she's 
both. I guess that is why he can't teach for anything. We see 
it. We all mention it. We've talked about that. 

One of the common criticisms of student-centered approaches 
such as this is that they fail to teach skills and knowledge. Since this 
was not a comparative or evaluative study, I did not compare these 
participant students' proficiency with that of students from other 
groups. Many design professors will certainly want objective proof 
of the advantages of her pedagogy. This I cannot give. However, 
based on my observations, my own experience as a professor in an 
architecture school, and my pilot studies, the results of which were 
corroborated by existing literature, I conclude that this pedagogy is 
extremely effective in preparing students for their academic and 
professional futures. The benefits of her pedagogy have wide and 
long-term implications that are impossible to evaluate in objective 
terms, and which also point to the difficulty of making objective 
evaluations of students' design proficiency. For example, not only 
did I observe a wide range of design solutions in this particular 
studio, but some students' comments reflected an awareness of their 
design process and value of diversity: 

(Dhamandeep) I don't know how my professor taught us 
[because] everybody has a different design. Everybody has 
[a] different thinking, and the design comes from your think- 
ing, right? The way I design is different from other students. 
Probably they don't understand my design and I don't under- 
stand theirs, but it's not right or wrong. It's just yours, it's 
what you created. 

Yet even more striking and relevant to my study's focus were 
students' descriptions of the evolution of their own creative pro- 
cesses and the development of their own design methods. 

(Eddie) I guess the most major experience or lesson I under- 
went this semester, due to [our teacher] has been the way I 
interpret an assignment. It is a certain way to figure out, to 
simplify the project at the beginning ... enough that I could 
break it up into parts and then see it evolve toward the end, and 
make sure that along the line it fits the requirements. [Before] 
I spent toolong to make my problems or projects too complex. 
And being able to break it down, to define a simple way of 
approaching it I think will help me in the long run.. .. 

This level of awareness and reflection is rare in design studios, 
even at higher studio  level^.'^ 

BUILDING BRIDGES WITH THE LITERATURE 
AND THE PILOT STUDIES 

The results of this case study indicate a strong convergence of 
theory and practice. Looking for interdisciplinary connections that 
could enrich design studio pedagogy, I related both this case study 
and my pilot studies to research from other disciplines, including 
critical pedagogy, feminism, education and creativity.'" 

Results from the pilot studies and this case study illuminate both 
ends of the design studio pedagogy spectrum, ranging from tradi- 
tional studio practices at one end to alternative (criticall feminist/ 
student-centered) practices at the other. The pilot studies corrobo- 
rated the description of dominant trends of studio pedagogy pro- 
vided by various architecture scholars,20 critical pedagogues?' and 
feminist  scholar^.^' 

My pilot studies revealed a strikingly negative picture of students' 
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studio experiences that gave credence to the positions taken in the 
critical and feminist literature. In contrast, this case study provided 
an encouraging picture, suggesting directions for feasible reforms in 
design studio pedagogy. 

Drawing from these diverse sources, I categorized the implica- 
tions of my research in terms of three main contrasts between this 
professor's pedagogy and traditional studio pedagogy: a) master- 
apprentice model vs. student-centered model b) collaboration vs. 
individualism c) social-centered design vs. object-centered design. 

(a) One of the clear implications of both the pilot studies and this 
case study, which was also corroborated by research from other 
disciplines, is  that design studio pedagogy would benefit from a shift 
from the master-apprentice model to a more student-centered ap- 
proach in which the learning styles2' and personal backgrounds of 
students would be incorporated in the design process. This shift 
implies a radical transformation of our beliefs about the education 
process,*j including challenging our own social and political view- 
p o i n t ~ . ' ~  The work of Argyris and S ~ h o n ~ ~  with architecture profes- 
sors is an excellent example; their attempts to change professors' 
pedagogically inadequate theories-in-use with a behaviorist ap- 
proach was unsu~cess fu l ,~~  and points out the extent to which 
educational models form - and are formed by - our political views 
about society and the distribution of societal power.28 

This professor's concern for empowering students relates as well 
to creativity  scholar^'^' emphasis on the importance of connection 
with emotional roots to develop individual creativity, as well as 
taking into account the "social and cultural context in which the 
'creative person'  operate^."'^ 

Besides the professor's effort in helping students to discover the 
resources they could draw from themselves, she helped students 
cope with personal conditions that could be obstacles for their studio 
work and she stimulated their curiosity and their sensitivity to their 
surroundings. This process motivating their spatial/environmental 
awareness functioned as a transition scafold to the architecture 
culture. She encouraged the joyful exploration of solutions while at 
the same time demanded habits of strength, discipline and high 
standards to ensure that students could take pride in their work. All 
of these approaches correspond toCsikszentmilhBlyi's worki' on the 
conditions which foster creativity in individuals. 

(b) Another category of implications of this research which is 
equally connected to the literature is the importance of collaborative 
learning and group networking, and, as the instructor herself empha- 
sized, their role in empowering students. 

(Professor) What I don't want them to feel is that they have 
nothing to teach each other. The origins of collaboration are 
in respect for each person's expertise and wisdom. And so, if 
I can now help them to see that, each of them can be a teacher 
in one way or another ... 

Through group networking and collaborative learning, students 
learn to see one another as effective producers of knowledge, and 
develop an increased sense of mutual respect. Studio teachers 
usually assume that studio proximity will naturally generate peer 
bonding. This has generally proven to be not true.32 In fact, the 
schooling conditioning most students bring to studios tends to make 
them dependent on the professor. The studio's competitive learning 
environment also aggravates secretiveness anddistrust among peers. 
What 1 observed in this design studio contrasted sharply with the 
descriptions in my pilot studies and in other studies such as 
Willembrock's.?' 

Experiential educators design a special course dynamic in order to 
change such patterns of dependence on professors' authority and 
transfer power to students. Students and teacher plan together an 
overt strategy of power transference, in which students acquire 
classroom power while the professor slowly backs off from directive 
roles, so a power void is not created in the classroom.'%lthough this 
professor did not use Warren's model specifically, she did work to 

gradually give students opportunities to increase their power as 
individuals and as a group, changing patterns of dependency. 

(Professor) [One student] was forever saying to me "Give me 
an idea and I'll do it." It became a joke. [I would respond] 
"Once you give me an idea I'll give you something back ... a 
negotiation." I [would say] "How about you give me some- 
thing to start with? then I'll give you an idea. You go first, I'll 
go next." 

In addition to improving the learning environment in these ways, 
including group empowerment as a studio objective also prepares 
students more fully for their professional careers. Traditional studio 
pedagogy has practically ignored what has increasingly become the 
usual working mode of architects." In her ethnographic account of 
architecture practice, Cuff asserts that by focusing on the individual 
learning of design skills, architecture education has lost touch with 
the practice and its basis in team work and group collaboration. 

(c) Finally, this research also points to the importance of increas- 
ing students' awareness and sensitivity to questions of diversity and 
environmental responsibility. Traditionally, such approaches have 
been seen as political stances which don't belong in architecture 
schools. As many critics have pointed out, this political neutrality of 
the schools has proven detrimental for the profession itself, as 
graduating architects continue an elitist detachment from society's 
needs despite societal changes that require a new vision of architec- 
ture practice.16 In traditional design studios, this apolitical message 
is conveyed through decontextualized, object-centered exercises in 
which students are driven to approach design basically in aesthetic 
and techtonic terms, without ever foregrounding socioeconomic and 
environmental concerns. 

Some optional upper-level studios are taught by this professor as 
service-learning studios, and thus do diverge from the traditional 
model. However, my dissertation timing didn't allow me to observe 
these studios, which would have been ideal. In this studio, the 
professor was constrained to a large extent by the requirements for 
all the first-year studio groups, which centered on abstract exercises. 
Nonetheless, the way that she guided the studio activities, especially 
her one-on-one critiques with students, allowed her to expand and 
contextualize the knowledge created from the abstract exercises of 
the studio. Her comments and approaches besides stimulating stu- 
dents toward incorporation into the architecture culture (language, 
spacial perception, aesthetics) also motivated their self-reflection on 
their creative processes within their personal conditions and socio- 
cultural reality. 

For example, she created an internal jury review for the final 
exercise and invited upper-level minority students as jurors, along 
with two practicing architects. The former students thus had the 
chance to operate in a role-model and authority position, and her 
first-semester students had the experience of interacting with quali- 
fied peers in critiquing their projects. This initiative was highly 
appreciated by the group, as was the professor's choice to devote one 
of the weekly group discussions to Frank Gehry's work, since the 
Bilbao museum had been inaugurated during the semester. This 
activity, organized as a session of Gehry's videos, served as a 
platform for discussion about architecture practice and social re- 
sponsibility. Decisions such as these arerelated to Baxter-MagoIda's" 
suggestions for improving educational practice in higher education, 
even though Baxter-Magoldadoes not explicitly address the topic of 
social responsibility. 

DIRECTIONS FOR CHANGE 

These issues of broader social and environmental context are not 
merely new pedagogical theories but are related to economic and 
technological changes in society which are necessitating shifts in the 
professional job market.18 Academics from different disciplines and 
perspectives are pointing out theurgent need to prepare architects for 
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a teamwork-orientedprofession which will be moreconnected to the 
needs of people and communities. These pressures have been 
increased by the reduction in educational and research budgets and 
by demands for a social justification for what architects do and how 
future architects are trained." 

This issue of connectedness distinguishes both this instructor's 
pedagogy and the conclusions of recent studies on how to improve 
higher education,4O architecture education and design studio peda- 
g ~ g y . ~ l  This theme, central to the work of these researchers, has 
profound implications for the future of architecture education, both 
in terms of content and method. 

The theme of connectedness has been central to the present case 
study. The three categories of implications previously discussed are 
all concerned with different aspects of this idea, whether it be 
through (a) favoring a student-centered studio dynamic, (b) using 
collaborative work and group empowerment to facilitate the acqui- 
sition of design skills and self-confidence or (c) teaching design 
within broader social and environmental contexts. This case study 
thus points to changes in design studio pedagogy which run both 
inward and outward of architecture education, and which I expect 
will enable educators to construct bridges among disciplines and 
toward the community. In doing so, they will not only support the 
needs of today's professional practice, but will also bring about new 
dimensions in education. 
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