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ABSTRACT

The required final year thesis studio in many schools of architecture is in need of complete reappraisal. The ex-
plosion of knowledge combined with the increasing complexity of global problems calls for new curricular vehicles to
inculcate in the fledging architect a more profound respect for the potential contributions of other disciplines beyond
architecture, including those frequently considered to be remote from architecture. Despite this, in most schools the
thesis experience continues to be an autonomous, independent excursion for students and faculty alike. An alternative
paradigm is proposed whereby the final year thesis studio experience allows for and encourages working in a team setting
with students from allied design disciplines as well as non environmental design fields in the making of a more critically,
culturally, and socially engaged architecture. In so doing, interdisciplinist pedagogies hold the promise of fostering a rise
in the professional status and competency level of the architect.
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Introduction

The thesis experience has traditionally consisted of a
solo performance—a purely individually based rite of pas-
sage. Functioning as a waystation, the final studio links the
world of the academy to the “real” world beyond. While
a required thesis project does continue to function as a
viable curricular component and as a means to measure
individual competency, an overarching emphasis on work
produced by one individual in this annual ritual, however,
tends to foster an insular, somewhat myopic worldview in
the student. What is, and what is not, appropriate “terri-
tory” in the penultimate studio experience usually centers
on how far one’s explorations can inform one’s own work
as a soloist. Students are encouraged to stretch themselves
intellectually, but only insofar as one can do so while work-
ing alone.

The tendency in this operative scenario is for the final
studio thesis experience to become overly inward-focused.
Autonomy is the dominant emphasis. The student is en-
couraged to think and act alone and may, by default, end
up with a thesis project expressive of, in the worst case,
superficial misapplications of current architectural dis-
course. The student functions as an unguided missile, filled
with energy and much potential, yet ultimately the fruits of
one’s labor can be easily way off target and of little inter-
est or value to anyone. Recently, the dangerous nature of
the present situation has been expressed in numerous cri-
tiques of the field. At the conclusion of the Boyer Report,
Lee D. Mitgang stated that the academic and professional
lives of architects must be grounded in a sense of public
purpose. Citing the three Vitruvian principles of firmness,
commodity and delight, Mitgang argues for architects to
rededicate themselves to producing:

... Technically sound, visibly pleasing, and use-
ful structures for clients and users, and equally,
to making life more comfortable, pleasurable,
secure, and productive for all citizens, including
the disenfranchised...the scholarly activities of
both faculty and students should relate not only
to private goals and agendas, but to matters of
consequence...to society as a whole. No less
important than acquiring design skills, technical
competence, and business judgement, education
must begin to help students develop the ethical
grounding, the intellectual roundedness, and the
maturity to weigh the impact of their work. ..

1

The thesis experience in architecture is in need of
thorough reappraisal for multiple reasons. First, society’s

perceptions of architects, and the resultant social status ac-
corded architects, are undeniably on the wane. One reason
this has occurred has been the recurrent waves of circu-
itous debates on whether or not the field of architecture is
primarily an academic discipline, or a purely applied pro-
fession, when in reality, it should be a seamless blend of
both. In the case of architects’ proposals for the rebuilding
of the World Trade Center site in the aftermath of 9/11,
this schism, this tear in the fabric, between the expecta-
tions of architects and those of the general public was fully
revealed. Has this dilemma occurred due to the method
of how architecture and urbanism is taught in American
colleges and universities? Oy, is this schism due more to
an absence of a demand for excellence, combined with
the limitations of those who have supposedly been trained
to provide excellence in the planning and building of the
public realm? Sarah Williams Goldhagen writes:

“On the demand side, it has been years since
corporations and the public sector have insisted
upon or even pretended to patronize very good,
much less excellent, architecture. On the supply
side, the paradigms by which many architects have
been trained to frame deign and urban planning
problems will make it more difficult for them to
generate a compelling vision for a site like that of
the World Trade Center. Their training has not
prepared them intellectually to think about how
to create a captivating...symbol...Given the lack
of preparation of the most of the students, archi-
tecture schools are put in the impossible position
of trying to teach the engineering, technology,
and sociology of architectural and urban design,
the business and politics of practice, and its art.
As a result, architecture schools must make com-
promises. For most top programs, that compro-
mise has entailed a curriculum overwhelmingly
concentrated on design at the expense of (other)
issues that greatly affect the field.” 2

Second, the architectural profession tends to underes-
timate the potential of the thesis experience as a pedagogi-
cal tool, dismissive of the thesis year as little more than a
normative rite of passage: the final studio, and little more.
As Martin Symes and Andrew Seidel point out, the disjunc-
tion between the expectations of the profession and those
of the academy are as old as architectural education itself.
The ongoing debate about what the architect should know
and how one should learn it has manifest in agendas—at
times hidden—fostering the development of, at one ex-
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treme, an elite, at the other, the social engagement of the
general public in design activities.> Symes and Seidel con-
ducted a survey in the United Kingdom to learn of archi-
tects’ attitudes towards their education, and found that the
substantial majority of the 610 respondents believe many
aspects of their education were unsuited to their current
professional needs.* While a fuller summary of this timely
study is not possible here, the authors concluded:

“It is partly a question of who within the univer-
sity will take on the task of developing the knowl-
edge base for the provision of a physical envi-
ronment for clients, people, etc. If the architects
do not, someone else will do it. Some group will
always be legally sanctioned to build the physical
environment...but of whom will that group be
composed?... Architecture’s problem is that what
happens in universities is so removed from what
happens in practice. In university the focus of-
ten seems to be on developing the imagination
and creativity but in practice it is on client ser-
vice and the rational application of knowledge...
will traditional teaching methods have to be aban-
doned?”®

Third, the thesis year/studio tends to be disconnected
from the rest of the curriculum “below” it, or, perhaps
more aptly restated, isolated from the student’s preceding
coursework. The issues addressed in a thesis can be of a
far more diverse nature in comparison to one’s prior stu-
dio courses. For the first time one is expected to define
the topic, the issues, and the means to arrive at an accept-
able conclusion. The intellectual and curricular autonomy
of thesis, however, may cause the bewildered student to
fall back on safe tendencies, sticking to well-traveled roads.
And in so doing, larger concerns for the well being of the
discipline, the profession, and the community-at-large may
be obliquely addressed, even entirely dismissed.

It is arguable that a large portion of architectural
knowledge is tacit: students learn from observation rath-
er than from being told. The studio instructor possesses
knowledge and imparts this knowledge primarily by exam-
ple and by coaching.® Today it is unacceptable to simply
assert one’s status and expertise. It must be backed up by
substantive knowledge. Typically, this consists of a clearly
defined, coherent, visible, even replicable, research-based
body of knowledge. Lacking this, the profession of archi-
tecture has found itself at a disadvantage in comparison
to other fields and with questionable status as a profes-
sion.” This fact continues to be a strong justification for
the importance of architectural and environmental design
research, and for research-based design paradigms in the
schools and in the profession.®

On the disjunctive relationship between normative
and positivist theory in architecture, Lang, among others,
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has argued for substantive teaching pedagogies with more
emphasis not on how to make architecture but on why ar-
chitecture should be made a certain way. Where procedural
theory was once centered nearly entirely on normative as-
sertions, substantive paradigms are now urgently needed
based on extending the knowledge base for design.’
example, normative theory in architecture cannot hope,
critically, to keep up with the array of research-based in-
novations that are emerging at a rapid rate in such diverse
regions of the research landscape as in recyclable building
materials, emergent fiber optic lighting technologies, poly-
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carbonite plastics with structural capacities, recent research
on the effects of community planning on public health
(obesity and heart disease), bionic building assemblies with
flex properties, advancements in historic preservation, dig-
ital design software, environmentally sustainable site plan-
ning principles, and the like.

Positivist-based domains of knowledge generation
and its application, i.e. research-based design pedagogies
in the design studio, generally, remain dismissed by the
cognoscenti. As Robinson points out, this severely limits
the ability of students and practitioners to understand the
discipline of architecture, in thesis or otherwise, as a co-
herent disciplinary body of knowledge. As a result, they do
not engage with research findings in the thesis studio and
rarely apply them in their thesis projects.'” With this said,
the following discussion is an attempt to examine some of
the divergences which persist between autonomous versus
interdisciplinist pedagogy in the thesis experience as it re-
lates to research-based pedagogy. Second, to examine both
in relation to inculcating a higher level of competency in
the architecture student upon graduation.

Blending Autonomous with Interdisciplinary Inquiry
in the Thesis Studio Setting

Creative designers approach their clients with a criti-
cal mindset. They look for nuance, disjuncture, complex-
ity, and social and cultural resonance. They are sensitive to
cultural difference and to the negative, global hegemonistic
tendencies of American mass consumer culture. The cre-
ative designer seeks to explore the inner profundities of
places and buildings that may be ignored and thoroughly
misunderstood by others, seeing in such settings the fruits
of regeneration of not only the well being of place, but
also the well being of the public realm.

New knowledge generated from within the profes-
sion, or from outside, regardless of intra or inter-disciplin-
ary, dies if it remains in a vacuum, held in abeyance, or if it
remains disconnected from its application. Equally impor-
tant, the thesis student should be exposed to competing,
compelling perspectives across a spectrum of disciplines
within the university.!’ As such, interdisciplinarity, more
and more, offers an alternative to the restrictions imposed
by autonomy in the thesis studio experience, as it rejects



Interdisciplinary Study in the Finishing Studio

insularity, inwardness, and intellectual aloofness.

A Proposal for an Interdisciplinist Thesis Studio

As mentioned at the outset, the “finishing” year at
most schools of architecture in North America (includ-
ing the Tulane University School of Architecture, where
this author has taught design for eighteen years) is seen
for the most part as a rite of passage rather than a true
measure of professional competency. In many institutions,
the faculty, by having promoted the student at each annual
interval, generally consent to the belief that a student is
able to graduate as long as he/she can successfully manage
(or muddle) one’s way through the final year. Graduation is
virtually assured as long as he or she “follows the rules.”

The autonomous nature of “thesis” has been known
to have troubling consequences for many a final year stu-
dent. Not every student is equipped to work alone for ex-
tended lengths of time. The social contract of the studio
breaks down when the thesis studio becomes in effect a
series of 14 of 15 independent mini-studios, with the stu-
dent missing an unparalleled opportunity to interact with
one’s peers, or with practicing professionals, whether in
one’s home discipline or beyond. The opportunity to think
and “perform” in a more public arena in terms of learning
to work with others, unfortunately, is lost. This is precisely
what the National Conncil of Architectnral Accrediting Boards
(NCARB) had in mind when it inaugurated its annual
NCARB Awards program in 2002, with the winning school
receiving a $25,000 prize.'?

In Figure 1, an attempt is made to articulate some
principal dimensions of interdisciplinarity in the final year
studio and thesis experience.”” What the student brings
to the experience will have a profound impact on the out-
come. Predictors of success in this setting include having
the proper preparatory work and experience--preparation,
possessing a strong sense of commitment to the task at hand
and to how this quality can inform larger perspectives in
one’s work and beyond, having the dedication--perseverance
--to press forward in the face of obstacles both large and
small, and possessing the capacity to visualize and express
a positive interventional outcome through architecture. In
this author’s experience in teaching pre-thesis and thesis
design studio (six years), these antecedents have repeatedly
been key predictors of a student’s success or failure.
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Fig. 1: Dimensions of Interdisciplinarity

In Figure 1 these attributes are shown as correlated
with traditional solo-effort studio work (bottom portion
of diagram). And, in the case of the typical final year thesis
curriculum, directly inform what might be conceptualized
as four determinants of any successful thesis project in ar-
chitecture. This set of prerequisites consist of an ability
to cogently articulate the purpose of the exploration, an
ability to demonstrate an understanding of theoretical and
formal constructs of impact to the exploration, an abil-
ity to clearly articulate issues concerning place and con-
text, and an ability to cogently analyze relevant precedent.
These concerns, ideally, are fused with collaborative peda-
gogies whose purpose, ostensibly, are to question, refine,
reinterpret, and extend the architect’s knowledge base. Co/-
laboration is an often-misapplied term and its differs a great
deal from interdisciplinism. The former typically denotes a
team comprised of all architecture students, whereas the
latter denotes a team comprised of one architect working
together with perhaps two or three team members from
outside architecture. The former does not extend beyond
intra-disciplinary interaction whereas the latter involves in-

147



Finishing School : 2003 ACSA-SE Regional Meeting

ter-disciplinary interaction. And it is this latter state which
affords the potentially highest dividends in the thesis stu-
dio experience.

First, considerable energy must be devoted to instilling
an atmosphere of mutual trust and intellectual reciprocity
in this type of studio setting. Divergent perspectives, myths,
biases, and jargon, out of necessity, will require semantic
decoding and re-codification, with the aim of arriving at a
shared vocabulary through a process of linguistic transcrip-
tion. It goes without saying that receptivity and responsive-
ness to others’ ideas is a prerequisite condition on the part
of the architectural student. In Figure 1 these pedagogic
aims are articulated as four interdependent constructs.
These constructs and those which constitute traditional
architectural autonomy, interact in a zone of covariance
(Figure 1). It is here where the additional vectors of theory
and methods merge—dimensions of interdisciplinarity, i.e.
time constraints, competing political agendas, public policy
formation, social costs and benefits, tectonic innovation,
environmental trade offs, sustainable design strategies, and
the fostering of new disciplinary languages, even entirely
new disciplines, can gestate. This is where design inquiry
can be operationalized across far broader landscapes. It is
made rationally transparent, fueling further speculative in-
quiry in an atmosphere of open inquiry. With respect to
the awarding of course credit, administrative and logical
obstacles can be overcome, when the sheer will to do so
exists. Many attractive, parallel curricular templates already
exist in other disciplines, especially in the health sciences
and the social sciences, merely awaiting adaptation to ar-
chitectural discourse in the thesis experience.

Some will argue fervently against this proposal be-
cause, to them, it dilutes and diminishes the centrality and
unique culture of the design studio. It tampers with and
destroys the rarified atmosphere of traditional studio cul-
ture. It will undermine the already limited time and energy
available for the making of architectural form. The trade
off, however, need not be between continued isolated con-
templation versus contamination by exposure. Uni-disci-
plinism in the design studio will have even more damaging
consequences in the long term. Reappraisal is called for at
this time for precisely opposite reasons. The bridging of
knowledge and perspectives from such fields as sociology,
public health, law, environmental engineering, industrial
design, communications, art, and environmental psychol-
ogy can have a reaffirming, informative, anything but con-
taminating affect. The most innovative design-based firms
in the 20th century routinely achieved interdisciplinism in
their work. Examples include designers such as Ray and
Charles Eames, '* and the work of the many highly inno-
vative Japanese architects in the post WWII period, such as
Arata Isozaki.’® More recently, Santiago Calatrava,’® and
Donald MacDonald Architects,” have successfully incor-
porated studio research -based marriages between the dis-
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ciplines of engineering and architecture.

Disciplinary myopia renders it difficult, as Goldhagen
points out, for the recent graduate architect to adopt a
positive, proactive stance toward governmental, civic, and
commercial organizations of power. In her opinion, the
tendency of many final year students to become preoc-
cupied in the 1980s and 90s with post structuralism and re-
lated strands within literary theory and philosophy, i.e. the
writings of Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, Jean Baudril-
lard, Roland Barthes, resulted in a disdain, even distrust, for
everyday professional practice. It was, in her words, a pe-
riod of “self-marginalization.” '* This trend, to the extent
it persists to this day, is in a way a form of learned help-
lessness. A pronounced mistrust for institutions garnered
while in school combined with dysfunctional, autonomous
thesis and final year studio curricula are, in fact, interwoven
phenomena. This syndrome is at the core of the present
dilemma. Therein lies a larger irony: it is extremely diffi-
cult to design architecturally inspiring buildings and spaces
when guided by skepticism and mistrust.

Competency in Perspective

The dysfunctionality of curricular autonomy corre-
lates with the considerable pressure on architects to main-
tain credibility with corporate and public sector clients. The
architect simply becomes too conservative. Firms sacrifice
social responsibility, aesthetic innovation, and sometimes
just plain sound judgement to expedience, the familiar, and
the bottom line. In this view architects intentionally or oth-
erwise end up creating a blander, impoverished landscape,
which in turn diminishes the quality of life of the entire
community. The setting of low aesthetic performance stan-
dards only further exacerbates the disinclination of clients
to seek to attain excellence in architecture. At previously
stated, it is imperative that educational reforms are initiated
beginning in elementary school to increase literacy levels
in architecture and urbanism, at the same time that new
methods of learning about design in American schools of
architecture are implemented.

Robinson advocates an integrative paradigm where
built form is the central focus, and all “subdisciplines” and
perspectives are seen as essential (although her use of the
term subdiscipline, unfortunately, perpetuates an elitist
stance to a certain extent).” This requires an acceptance
of the tacit with the explicit, the scientific with the mytho-
logical, the conceptual with the bodily, and the formal with
the political. Architecture is framed as a cultural medium
where mutual respect and collaboration exists between the
profession, academia, and other disciplines. In the context
of studio:

“The focus (becomes) a central question. .. What ought
architecture to be?...Rather than on defining boundary
conditions (e.g., ‘It’s only architecture if it deals with form
and space.’)...(thus framing) the discipline so that it is per-
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meable... (Now) the possibility exists for including others
that also respond to the central question...Furthermore,
the cultural approach clarifies the relation between aca-
demia and the practicing profession...(this) approach also
challenges the self conception of the architect, as author-
ity now resides in the knowledge itself rather than in the
person who holds it. If architecture is a cultural artifact,
answering the question of what architecture ought to be
is no longer the simple prerogative of the architect, but a
societal task...studio instruction will alter...from a prob-
lem-solving approach to that of problem exploration...a
more scholarly approach to design so that they (graduates)
are prepared to engage with the new knowledges.” 20

Thesis, that too-often insular, threatening, symbolic
waystation separating academia from the profession be-
yond, deserves to be the cornerstone of any curricular re-
forms in architectural education. Time is of the essence.
Curricular autonomy—isolationism--is unjustifiable in an
information saturated, hyper-accelerated global environ-
ment. No reason exists for the architect to not orchestrate
new learning models. Positivist, research-based practices,
open and participatory design processes and, ultimately,
proactive, leadership-focused roles in the public realm will
result. To this end, thesis and final year studio education
need to provide the student with the tools for a2 new mode
of engagement with the world. Society will then be inclined
to more eagerly invest in the field of architecture, thereby
further empowering architects to effect further construc-
tive change. By redefining architecture as a discipline incor-
porating interdisciplinist linkages with far reaching physi-
cal, spatial, and socio-cultural ramifications, the worlds of
the academy and of professional practice become comple-
mentary and no longer need be competitive, backbiting, or
mistrustful of one another
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