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In	this	paper,	I	briefl	y	outline	the	characteristi	cs	of	an	instruc-
ti	onal	model	for	“project	exchange”	in	the	architecture	studio.

INTRODUCTION
This paper describes background research and pedagogi-
cal experiments leading to a small-scale acti vity off ered to 
conference parti cipants at the ACSA 2019 Fall Conference. 
Generally, the research, experiments, and culminati ng acti v-
ity are focused in the area of architecture studio pedagogy, 
and in parti cular, on the complementary tasks of defi ning 
a normati ve model for American studio educati on while 
simultaneously proposing a specifi c challenge to the model. 
Among the many assumpti ons associated with what I am call-
ing the normati ve model, rarely arti culated is the assumpti on 
that student projects exist in a 1:1 relati onship with students, 
i. e., that each student in the studio is responsible for a sin-
gle project, and that given any single project, an individual 
student can be associated with it. Apart from isolated experi-
ments, I fi nd that this assumpti on remains systemati cally 
unchallenged in the literature. My purpose, then, in sharing 
my work is to expand discussion of this assumpti on’s perva-
siveness and possible eff ects of calling it into questi on. In 
this context I off er this discussion simply as a provocati on 
inviti ng new questi ons.

Briefl y, the challenge I propose takes the form of an instruc-
ti onal model involving the managed exchange of student 
projects at one or more points during a studio’s term. The 
noti on of project exchange is understood here as disti nct 
from group projects or team projects in which two or more 
students contribute jointly and concurrently to a project’s 
development. In the exchange model as I propose it, individual 
students retain individual responsibility for individual projects, 
but this responsibility shift s from one project to another at 
least once during the term.

I have informally tested the project exchange instructi onal 
model at two diff erent insti tuti ons, at both undergraduate and 
graduate levels, most recently at the University of Minnesota 
where the context was my secti on of the Integrati ve 
Design studio in the School of Architecture’s professional 
M. Arch. program.

GENERAL	BACKGROUND
The gradual evoluti on of pedagogical practi ces contributi ng 
to what I refer to here as the normati ve model of American 
architecture studio educati on is discussed extensively 
elsewhere. The model is conventi onally traced to the early 
infl uence of the École des Beaux-Arts and accounts for later 
infl uence by Bauhaus educators in the United States, acknowl-
edging signifi cant infl uence by educators and researchers 
including Dewey and Schon. Sarah Kuhn, writi ng as a social 
scienti st refl ecti ng on her research into architecture studio 
educati on, provides a concise summary of what I am calling 
the normati ve model, i. e., “an American adaptati on of the 
atelier-based training at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts.” Kuhn’s 
summary includes several characteristi c features, as para-
phrased in Table 1.

1 the organizati on of student work into semester-length projects
2 student work positi oned as response to complex and open-

ended assignments

3 rapid proliferati on of iterati ons, i. e., possible responses to a 
“design problem”

4 frequent criti que organized informally and formally, incorpo-
rati ng faculty, peer, and outside-expert voices

5 incorporati on of heterogeneous range of issues (e. g., 
structural integrity, social impact)

6 study of precedent
7 faculty guidance, parti cularly concerning the impositi on of 

constraints

8 situati onally appropriate use of design media

Table 1. Kuhn’s summary of characteristi c studio features.

Although each of these characteristi c features is suscepti ble 
to pedagogical inquiry and challenge, my work is primarily 
focused on inquiry into the form of criti que (item 4 in Table 1) 
as a point of infl ecti on. In their extensive review, authors Oh, 
Ishizaki, Gross, and Do summarize the forms of criti que typi-
cally present in the American architecture studio, generally 
discerning the forms summarized in Table 2.
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form of criti que characteristi cs primary aims
desk crit criti que involving a 

single instructor and a 
single student; oft en 
held at a student’s 
desk

monitoring and 
guiding a student’s 
progress

group crit criti que engaging a 
small group of 4-6 
students; aimed at 

providing an op-
portunity for students 
to see each other’s 
work in progress

interim review criti que involving the 
enti re class at key 
milestones

having all students 
benefi t from 
sharing progress and 
knowledge

formal review an event with 
the character of 
ceremony or ritual, 
involving the enti re 
class as well as a 
“jury” of criti cs

assessment of 
each student’s 
performance over the 
durati on of the course

informal interacti on casual overhearing 
of comments or 
criti ques; peer 
instructi on

benefi ti ng from peer 
interacti on

Table 2. Forms of criti que (aft er Oh, Ishizaki, Gross, and Do).

Review of the literature suggests that a parti cular foundati onal 
assumpti on, essenti al to the operati on of the normati ve model, 
is rarely stated explicitly and is even more rarely challenged. 
Quite simply, that assumpti on is that projects produced in the 
studio are recognized and understood by all consti tuents as 
the intellectual and creati ve property of individual students, 
rather than as something resembling a collecti ve work product 
representi ng the combined or overlapping eff ort of disti nct 
sources of inspirati on and directi on. This assumpti on – enti rely 
consistent with historical practi ces and assumpti ons in the 
Beaux-Arts model as well as in the Bauhaus – exists at the 
basis of much of contemporary American studio pedagogy. 
Of course, studio projects that are explicitly formulated as 
group or team projects consti tute a signifi cant and meaning-
ful excepti on. For example, design-build studio pedagogies, 
primarily due to their complexiti es of scale and size, oft en 
demand collaborati ve eff ort simply as a means of making prog-
ress in an all-too-limited ti me. Similarly, research-centered 
pedagogies in which small teams of students work on short-
durati on “precedent studies” or on full-semester research 
projects (e. g., community planning; visioning eff orts) also 
consti tute excepti ons to the normati ve practi ce of 1:1 student-
to-project relati onships.

The 2002 report on studio culture prepared for the American 
Insti tute of Architecture Students cites several “myths” associ-
ated with the architecture studio, including the idea that “[t]
he creati on of architecture should be a solo, arti sti c struggle” 
and that “[c]ollaborati on with other students means giving up 

the best ideas.” These myths persist in what I consider the 
normati ve model for studio educati on, and it is in this context 
that I seek a specifi c alternati ve. Ulti mately, my moti vati on 
for engaging in pedagogical experiments and the associated 
background research stems from my desire to shift  normati ve 
studio pedagogy away from entrenched practi ces of own-
ership, defense, and formal presentati on. in place of these 
practi ces, I seek to emphasize noti ons of collecti ve owner-
ship, collaborati on, and informal conversati on. At a somewhat 
broader level, I hope to suggest the value of shift ing the design 
studio away from its historically-grounded focus on educati ng 
expert designers, and towards an environment aimed primar-
ily at making the best use of existi ng resources, specifi cally 
including existi ng buildings. My approach therefore assumes 
that the task of learning to see the environment is in some 
way necessary or even foundati onal to the task of learning to 
intervene upon or within the environment. My goal, then, is 
not to advocate a wholesale change in studio pedagogy, but 
rather to incrementally shift  the conversati on.

DESCRIPTION	OF	THE	INSTRUCTIONAL	MODEL
Although the project exchange instructi onal model is scalable, 
in that it can be implemented over disti nct ti me frames (as 
short as three weeks and as long as a semester, or possibly 
two), several characteristi c items remain constant irrespecti ve 
of the total ti me allott ed to the studio, as discussed below.

As I have taught the studio in previous iterati ons, I schedule and 
announce in advance several review dates regularly through-
out the term (e. g., every three weeks for a semester-long 
iterati on, every two weeks for a half-semester, or every week 
for a shorter iterati on). I inform the students at the beginning 
of the term that I intend the reviews as parti cipatory events 
during which they are expected to collecti vely determine a 
shift  of project ownership responsibiliti es. In other words, at 
each review, I expect each student in the studio to eff ecti vely 
transfer individual ownership of their project to another stu-
dent in the studio. To emphasize its pedagogical importance, 
I present the instructi onal model to the students in full trans-
parency on day one of the term.

The precise mechanism of exchange can vary, and depend-
ing on students’ willingness to experiment, it is not unusual 
for two or three diff erent methods to be tested during a 
single term. Because the students are aware of the upcoming 
exchange, they may decide to strategize with each other in 
advance to determine opti mal trades, or they may elect to 
abandon themselves to the possibiliti es of engaging a new 
project selected at random.

Once ownership is transferred, the student who originated 
a project moves on to new responsibiliti es, although they 
may elect to remain involved in the project’s future develop-
ment (e. g., by parti cipati ng in small-group criti ques with the 
new owner of their old project). The new owner of a project 
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becomes responsible for its development: if challenged to 
explain or justi fy a design move taken by their predeces-
sor, they may elect to defend it, or to alter the project in 
response, but they cannot avoid the responsibility that comes 
with ownership.

The exchange has both spati al and temporal implicati ons 
that diff erenti ate it from the normati ve model. In parti cu-
lar, the normati ve model includes a juried review, wherein 
each student takes a turn presenti ng their work to a panel 
of experts, over a period lasti ng anywhere from fi ve to forty 
minutes, followed by comments and discussion. Students 
may be paired, presenti ng in quick succession, and the jury’s 
comments shared between the pair. By contrast, in the 
project exchange model, I ask all of the students to exhibit 
their projects simultaneously, typically in an open and public 
assembly space.

OWNERSHIP	OF	PROJECTS	AS	DISTINCT	FROM	THE	
NORMATIVE	MODEL
The project exchange model certainly prompts criti cal ques-
ti ons of ownership. As I and my collaborators have noted 
elsewhere, questi ons of ownership and authority are bound 
up with larger questi ons of legiti macy, both at the scale of indi-
vidual arti facts (e. g., physical models) and at the scale of the 
project as a whole. Yet, questi ons of authority and legiti macy 
are not absent from the normati ve studio, they are simply not 
foregrounded there to the degree that the project exchange 
model seeks to do.

TIMING	AS	DISTINCT	FROM	THE	NORMATIVE	MODEL
Long-standing models for architecture studio assume that stu-
dents are engaged in extended periods of individual project 
development, punctuated by face-to-face desk crits and fol-
lowed by whole-group reviews, e. g., at the midterm or fi nal. 
In the project exchange model, the ti ming is accelerated: typi-
cally, only two or three weeks elapse between whole-group 
reviews. By the midpoint of a typical semester in the project 
exchange model, each of the studio projects is the result of 
the work of at least three students, each of whom has held 
responsibility for a short ti me before exchanging the project 
with a colleague. 

FORM	OF	CRITIQUE	AS	DISTINCT	FROM	THE	
NORMATIVE	MODEL
The normati ve model for studio assumes the primacy of desk 
crits. In the project exchange model, desk crits are not con-
ducted; all criti ques are structured instead as small-group 
meeti ngs. If a lone student approaches me with a questi on, 
I simply insist that another student be present for the discus-
sion, and I make every eff ort to structure the discussion as 
a minimally guided conversati on between students, rather 
than to positi on myself in any way as an ulti mate or infallible 
source of knowledge.

PURPOSE	OF	CRITIQUE	AS	DISTINCT	FROM	THE	
NORMATIVE	MODEL
The normati ve model assumes that the criti que is aimed, 
ulti mately, at improving individual students’ abiliti es as archi-
tectural designers. This happens in two ways. In the desk crit, 
the instructor works with the student, guiding their decision 
process through sustained, focused att enti on. In the formal 
review (e. g., interim or fi nal), student projects are placed 
on defense in front of a jury consisti ng of experts and peers. 
By contrast, in the projects exchange model, the aim of the 
criti que is explicitly to improve students’ abiliti es to act col-
lecti vely in a manner that reinforces both their individual 
contributi on and the importance of the whole. Individual 
projects are not reviewed in a traditi onal sense. Instead, 
the whole-group review is an opportunity for students to 
exchange projects with each other. Criti que simply arises out 
of necessity at the moment of exchange: students collecti vely 
discuss the relati ve merits of projects, and they decide col-
lecti vely how the projects should be assigned.

PROJECT	OWNERSHIP	AS	DISTINCT	FROM	THE	
NORMATIVE	MODEL
Perhaps as a consequence of its focus on assigning new own-
ership to projects, discussion at the project exchange review 
tends to be future-focused, i. e., on the questi on of “what 
comes next,” rather than on questi ons of rati onalizati on, 
justi fi cati on, and signifi cati on, i. e. “why” a certain decision 
was taken or “why” a project assumes a parti cular form. 
instead of the “why” questi ons familiar within the context of 
the normati ve studio, typical questi ons asked at the project 
exchange review include “What makes you want to take on 
this project?” or “What is the fi rst thing you intend to change 
about this project?”

Although the parallel between the project exchange instruc-
ti onal model and practi ces in professional architectural design 
offi  ces is not coincidental, it is not the model’s primary justi fi -
cati on. Just as in an offi  ce context, a project may pass from the 
responsibility of one individual to another over the course of 
its development lifespan; the moments of responsibility trans-
fer can, in the studio as well as in the offi  ce, become intense 
opportuniti es for conversati on and the questi oning of assump-
ti ons; despite this, I don’t purposefully positi on the studio as a 
small-scale version of professional practi ce.

EXPERIENCE	AT	THE	CONFERENCE
Consistent with the conference’s Call to Acti on, which asked 
paper authors to include a specifi c statement of intenti on for 
engaging conference att endees, I led an experience for confer-
ence att endees to test the instructi onal model in real ti me, at 
reduced scale. This experience consisted of my brief verbal 
introducti on of the model, its background, and its moti vati ons 
to a small group of att endees, followed by a two-part, rapid, 
paper-based design exercise.
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To begin the exercise, I provided each parti cipant with printed 
samples of midstream design/analysis exercises drawn from 
in-process work carried out by my incoming graduate students 
at the University of Minnesota (Figure 1). I provided tracing 
paper and pens, and asked each parti cipant to respond to the 
work samples given to them. I provided no other context and 
no explicit instructi on to parti cipants other than that they 
should graphically identi fy, through tracing, the samples’ rela-
ti ve strengths as designs.

Figure 1: In-process student work.

I then asked the parti cipants to exchange work with each 
other: specifi cally, each parti cipant passed their work to the 
parti cipant seated on their left , such that everyone present 
exchanged their in-process work with someone else. The 
charge for the next part of the experience was the same: 
simply that each parti cipant should, through tracing, develop 
the work in front of them. The results are shown in fi gures 2 
and 3. In this way, the acti vity simulated (on a much-reduced 
scale) a criti cal component of the process at play in the studio, 
that is, the need for students to be producti ve in response to 
in-process, midstream work. Due to ti me limitati ons, I did not 
att empt to simulate the negoti ati on and discussion central to 
the functi oning of the exchange review, although our group 
engaged in substanti ve follow-up discussion.

Following the posti ng of work on the whiteboard (fi gure 4), 
I asked the parti cipants to briefl y share their experiences, 
criti cisms, questi ons, and suggesti ons. The fi rst questi on 
concerned the limitati ons of media I placed on the students 
in the studio environment, i. e., given that the students are 
expected to exchange projects with each other, do I enforce 
specifi c requirements for base documentati on at the moment 
of exchange? Having informally tested this in two ways (both 
with and without a requirement for such documentati on), 
I briefl y described what I understand to be the advantages 
and disadvantages of either approach. For undergraduates in 
parti cular, a requirement to maintain a consistent set of base 

Figure 2: Conference acti vity.

Figure 3: Conference acti vity.

drawings (e. g., plans and secti ons at a proscribed scale) can 
provide both a helpful guide for students in esti mati ng their 
workload, as well as a consistent and easily legible starti ng 
point for their subsequent iterati ve development.

Next, building on the previous discussion, a parti cipant asked 
how and whether I guide the students with respect to soft -
ware – more specifi cally, do I give the students specifi c limits 
on the specifi c soft ware applicati ons they can use to support 
the act of exchange. I noted that in my experience I had seen 
both undergraduate and graduate students benefi t from a 
consistent expectati on for uniformly legible digital arti facts, 
e. g., digital models completed using a proscribed soft ware 
applicati on such as Rhino or Revit. However, I added that my 
omitti  ng to require the use of any one specifi c soft ware appli-
cati on to produce an across-the-studio consistency in digital 
documentati on has the eff ect of foregrounding translati on as 
both practi cally and conceptually criti cal, as for example when 
a student fl uent in the use of Revit is confronted with a Rhino 
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model. In such situati ons, the questi on of assuming ownership 
of the project center specifi cally on the changes that inevitably 
occur in its concepti on as its geometry (and possibly its inter-
nally signifi cant parameters) are translated from one soft ware 
applicati on to another.

A third parti cipant asked about the relevance and implementa-
ti on of NAAB (accreditati on) criteria. specifi cally, if the project 
exchange model assumes that each student has a unique con-
tributi on to make to the “whole” of a developing project, how 
can the resulti ng studio work fairly be understood as evidence 
of all students’ understandings and abiliti es, with respect 
to stated criteria? In response, I stated that as an instructor 
subject to specifi c external criteria – whether driven by accredi-
tati on or curricular content agreements reached by the faculty 
– I am responsible for managing the process to the extent that 
I can ensure that each student is exposed to necessary areas of 
focus. For example, I can assign the students to work concur-
rently on a common, shared area of focus (e. g., compliance 
with egress requirements). Then, following an exchange, I can 
reassign them to work on a diff erent area of focus. In this way, 
all of the students in the studio will work on the same focus area 
at the same ti me, and collecti vely, they will pointedly address 
evidenti ary criteria in a specifi c order. I further stated that I 
do not see it as problemati c that each student addresses each 
criterion, or set of criteria, through the lens of several projects 
rather than in a single project: in the project exchange instruc-
ti onal model, each student necessarily develops experience 
integrati ng several criteria within a project, just as they would 
if their responsibility was limited to a single project. Being 
required to address the questi on of cross-criterion integrati on 
over two or three projects in turn is, arguably, both more chal-
lenging to the students (compared to a normati ve approach) as 
well as more accurately representati ve of a situati on likely to be 
encountered in a professional offi  ce environment.

Next, a parti cipant asked about the possibility of extending 
the exchange over two semesters. Unfortunately, I have not 
yet had the opportunity to test the instructi onal model over 
a ti me period longer than a single semester, but I believe it to 
be scalable in this sense.

Finally, a parti cipant asked a questi on concerning assessment, 
suggesti ng the diffi  culty of assessing or evaluati ng the projects 
given that each project represents the collecti ve contributi ons 
of two or more students. Of course, accurate and fair assess-
ment is a persistent concern in studio pedagogy, and students’ 
interest in the grading outcome is no less acute in the project 
exchange model than within the normati ve studio model. In 
brief, my approach to assessment – irrespecti ve of the parti cu-
lar pedagogy – is to assess the collecti on of individual arti facts 
that students make in support of their design process (e. g., 
drawings and models). Consequently, in assessment, I place no 
special emphasis on the “fi nal” iterati on of a project: I examine 
the collecti on of arti facts as a whole in determinati on of indi-
vidual grades. The criti cal point is that students make arti facts 
to develop ideas irrespecti ve of whether the idea originated 
with themselves or with another student. So while a given 
student’s collecti on of arti facts is key to assessment, I do not 
evaluate or assess the project as a whole. Individual arti facts – 
specifi c plans, secti ons, digital models, etc. – are assessed both 
as individual arti facts and collecti vely as a group, as evidence 
of a given student’s ability to think producti vely and to develop 
ideas – once again, irrespecti ve of whether the given student 
originated the ideas under development.

CONCLUSIONS
A central questi on persists, namely, what the relati onships are 
between the project exchange model and the practi ces typical 
of the professional architect’s offi  ce. In his essay on the “Project 
Swap,” Crosbie describes a studio exercise in which students 
are asked to exchange projects at a late point within the term. 
Unlike the instructi onal model I propose, Crosbie’s approach 
does not provide the students with foreknowledge about the 
swap, i. e., they are not aware of the impending switch unti l the 
moment it is announced in studio. Crosbie’s approach surely 
parallels dimensions of professional practi ce when offi  ce staff  
are reassigned, without noti ce, to new projects.

Although my work does not seek to acti vely positi on the studio 
in relati on to professional practi ce, I do believe that important 
parallels exist. One such parallel occurs in the project exchange 
review, as it replaces the student’s ability to claim “this is my 

Figure 4: Results of conference acti vity.
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project” with the questi on of “what can I contribute to this 
project.” This questi on is surely central to any collaborati ve 
professional practi ce.

The project exchange instructi onal model relies on the review 
as a working session, in which invited experts are obligated 
to provide practi cal advice to students concerning the strate-
gic and tacti cal advantages and liabiliti es inherent in the act 
of exchanging projects. In this way, the model promotes the 
review as something like a matchmaking session in which a 
student may choose a project based on its apparent comfort 
and familiarity, or perhaps based on a tacti cal assessment of 
risk and perceived reward.
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