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ABstrAct

this thesis Aims to PRoVide An exAminAtion of design/

build PRoJects As A mode of educAting ARchitects fRom 

the PeRsPectiVe of A RecuRRing student PARticiPAnt. 

contemPoRARy scholARly ARticles ARe synthesized With the 

obseRVAtions of A student With A RAnge of exPeRience to 

foRm A Position on the PlAce And PuRPose of design/build in 

ARchitectuRAl educAtion. AdditionAlly, these conclusions 

ARe used to foRmulAte An outline of the ideAl design/build 

couRse foR ARchitectuRe students.
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the discussion of design/build PRoJects in this PAPeR is 

sPecific to those conducted by students of ARchitectuRe At 

A collegiAte leVel. AdditionAlly, it most diRectly APPlies to 

the AmeRicAnized system of educAting ARchitects. heRe, the 

teRm “design/build” is used to RefeR to Any PRoJect WheRe 

students tRAnslAte ARchitectuRAl ideAs fRom the dRAWn 

PAge to the constRucted ReAlity. this PAPeR Aims to outline 

An “ideAl” design/build PRogRAm. While it is undeRstood thAt 

eVeRy PRoJect is diffeRent And AdheRing to such guidelines 

is not AlWAys Possible, this mode of thinKing is helPful to 

foRmulAte A stRong ideA of WhAt mAKes An effectiVe design/

build PRogRAm. the conclusions ARe intended to seRVe As A 

RefeRence foR educAtoRs With An inteRest in using design/

build PRoJects to educAte ARchitects.

 

fiRst, to estAblish PeRsonAl gRounding, theRe is A summARy 

of my oWn exPeRiences WoRKing on design/build PRoJects 

As A student. second theRe is A bRief oVeRVieW of cuRRent 

WRitings to illustRAte WheRe the toPic of design/build 

PRoJects PResently stAnds in the eyes of educAtoRs. thiRd, 

to PRoVide A cleAR diRection, theRe is An exPlAnAtion of the 

Role design/build PRoJects should PlAy in the educAtion of 

An ARchitect. finAlly, theRe is A detAiled descRiPtion of the 

WAy design/build PRoJects should be conducted bAsed on the 

conclusions fRom the otheR thRee sections.

forEWorD

fig. 1 | students from the design/buildlAB meet to discuss 
precedent work. 
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undeRstAnding the PeRsPectiVe of students is Key When 

exAmining ARchitectuRAl educAtion. With this in mind 

i Would fiRst liKe to outline my oWn exPeRience As A 

student in design/build PRogRAms. As both A gRAduAte And 

An undeRgRAduAte At ViRginiA tech, i hAVe PARticiPAted in 

PRoJects VARying in degRees of inVolVement, comPlexity, 

And scAle. folloWing is A descRiPtion of the PRocess foR 

thRee sePARAte PRoJects: the fields PRoJect, the biKe 

shelteR PRototyPe, And the tRAin-VieWing PlAtfoRm. eAch 

dEscription includEs A briEf discussion of thE projEct’s 

stRengths And WeAKnesses.

Author’s ExPEriEncE
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during my third year, i participated in the design/
buildlAb at Virginia tech. the program was a 
two semester studio course in which twelve other 
students and i designed and constructed a little 
league park for the town of clifton forge Virginia. 

the first semester was devoted to the design 
process. After visiting the site and meeting with 
members of the little league, each student was 
tasked with presenting a design for the park at a 
relatively small scale. then, students were paired 
based on affinity between designs, and each 
pair created a new proposal at a larger scale 
which incorporated the strongest ideas of each 
individual. After presenting this set of schemes, 
pairs were then grouped into teams of four which 
were again tasked with making a new proposal 
incorporating the strong points of each previous 
design and again increasing in scale. the resulting 
three schemes were then presented to members 
of the little league and, finally, merged into a 
single coherent scheme based on feedback from 
the community. 

during the final merging of schemes there were 
a few disagreements regarding the form of the 
park’s press box tower and backstop fences. 
these were resolved by the entire studio spending 
a day to collectively iterate using study models 
until an agreeable form was achieved. otherwise, 
this method of design provided a smooth means of 
merging the ideas of thirteen people into a whole 

[caption, Permissions]

which was agreeable to everyone. the process 
was paced such that the final design was known 
by the end of october.

the second half of the fall semester was spent 
getting specific. the details of budget, building 
code, structure, earthworks, materiality, and 
prefabrication were examined more carefully, 
and students were assigned responsibility for 
different parts of the project. conversation with 
engineers, officials, vendors, and visiting lecturers 
informed and developed the design more fully. 
by december, the design was understood 
comprehensively, and a loose set of construction 
documents was begun. the first semester was 
finished off by an exhibit of all the design and 
process work displayed collectively.

the second semester began with production of 
construction documents. the studio worked in 
AutocAd to produce a cohesive set, and one 
person was tasked with curating the master 
file. the construction documents were printed 
and redlined daily by professors, and a permit 
set was completed by the end of february. 
concurrently, students began compiling material 
lists and contacting suppliers. Requests for 
material donations were made, and the budget 
was consulted and edited throughout. Where 
necessary, shop drawings were produced to detail 
specific parts of the project. 

fiElDs ProjEct

fig. 2 | Dugout interior emphasizing the light passing 
between folded steel benches. 
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As soon as the permit was issued, grading began 
on site. meanwhile, in blacksburg, prefabrication 
of the structures was started. for the first month of 
construction, a small number of students traveled 
to the site daily to work on trenches, excavations, 
drainage, and ground cover. the rest of the studio 
completed much of the framing and welding. 
several of the more complex components such as 
the dugout benches and scoreboards were hired 
out to professional fabricators. in may, the entire 
studio moved pouring concrete on site so that the 
foundations and walls would be properly cured 
before the day where everything would be craned 
into place. Additionally, the plumbing and electrical 
work was completed during this time. by the end 
of the school year, the site work was finished and 
the prefabricated structures neared completion. 

the project ended up continuing through the 
summer. Most of june was devoted to finishing 
all of the prefabricated structures. the painting, 
plumbing, hardware, and finishes were all 
completed before shipping the pieces. the smaller 
parts were taken to the site as they were ready, 
while the larger structures were kept in blacksburg 
until crane day. to minimize the amount of time 
with an operator on site, the largest structures 
were both transported and craned into place on 
a single day in the middle of July. After securing 
them in place, the next month was spent 
completing the tasks which required being on site. 
by the end of the summer there were only a few 
minor details which remained.

the grass on the fields was left to grow for the fall, 
and then one weekend the following spring was 
spent preparing the fields for opening day. the 
park was photographed while the little leaguers 
and their families were enjoying it for the first time. 
While it is easy to criticize the project’s enormous 
scope, and protracted timeframe, the design/
buildlAb provided the most comprehensive 
design/build experience by far. the level of 
student involvement in the process, the scope of 
the project, and the dialogue with the receiving 
community presented architecture to the students 
in a manner which felt both genuine and complete.

FIG. 3 | The fields’ press box tower being hoisted into place  
on crane day. 

fig. 4 | the completed project including two baseball 
fields, two backstops, two storage units, four dugouts,  
and a press box tower . 
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i spent spring semester of my fourth year working 
on a prototype for a bike shelter with two other 
students. We designed a system which could be 
repeated to form a shelter and bike rack and then 
built one section at full scale as a demonstration. 

for this project the design process was far 
more concise. one design was chosen from the 
beginning, and slight improvements were made 
as structural, material, and budgeting concerns 
were made evident. Revisions were made at the 
scale of the detail rather than at the scale of the 
overall scheme, and few people were consulted 
outside of the team. because the project was 
constructed at a testing facility, comprehensive 
construction documents and a building permit 
were unnecessary. it was possible to acquire most 
of the materials from local hardware stores, and 
most of the funding initially came out of pocket.

the construction process for the shelter prototype 
was similarly more rapid. the components were 

all fabricated in the school’s metal shop and wood 
shop. individual pieces were then transported 
to the site and assembled in a controlled indoor 
environment. the site work was limited to a simple 
poured concrete foundation. up until the time 
when the assembly and foundation were joined, 
everything happened at the scale of the hand. A 
forklift was needed only briefly to lift the structure 
upright to its full height.

of the design/build projects, this one went the 
most smoothly in terms of scheduling. the scale 
and scope were manageable in one semester, and 
the limited number of people involved meant that 
communication and coordination were easy. While 
the experience was not as comprehensive as a full 
building project, the lessons of budget, materiality, 
and construction were certainly present.

BiKE shEltEr PrototyPE

fig. 5 | foundation detail showing how the shelter’s column 
and tensile rod meet the ground.

fig. 6 | students bend the shelter’s roof segments on a 
large sheet metal break.

fig. 7 | the completed cantilevering prototype. this section 
could be repeated several to form a modular bike shelter. 
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As a graduate student i worked as a teaching 
assistant for a design/build studio tasked with 
completing a train-viewing platform for the 
glencoe museum in the city of Radford, Virginia. 
the studio of eleven graduate students partnered 
with the college of natural Resources to design a 
structure which utilized cross laminated timber as 
a primary material. the intended timeframe was 
one semester, though complications throughout 
the process made this impossible. As a contributor 
it felt as though my input in directing the studio 
was strongly considered due to prior experience 
with similar projects. 

the design process was intentionally similar to 
the one used for the fields project. individual 
students made proposals first and then paired off 
until three proposals were achieved. the primary 
difference, however, was the prescription of fifteen 
5’x10’ clt panels which were required to be used 
as a primary material. Proposals were evaluated 
not only based on architectural merit, but also 
on utilization of the panels. three schemes were 
presented representatives from the glencoe 
museum, and their feedback was used to distill the 
three into a final design.

for this project, construction documents were 
produced using Revit in an effort to streamline the 
process. most students picked a role, and as with 
the previous projects, one person was in charge of 
organizing everyone’s input. the design developed 
as we collaborated with several other colleges 
for help with the civil engineering, structural work, 
and construction sequencing. With this project, 
the professor took charge of handling the budget, 
coordination, and scheduling; thus, the dialogue 
was stronger between students and faculty than
in either of the previous projects.

unfortunately, due to a series of delays and 
redesigns, the build portion of the project was not 
realized before the end of the spring semester. 
the train-viewing platform is presently on hold 
for the summer and the construction portion 
of the project will be offered to students as an 
independent study in the fall.

trAin ViEWing PlAtform

fig. 8 | All of the study models produced during the train 
viewing platform’s design and development phases.
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currEnt iDEology

the PResent body of scholARly WRitings on design/build 

PRoJects is A souP of cAse-studies And one-offs in Which 

educAtoRs simPly descRibe the method they tRied And 

then exPlAin WhetheR oR not it WoRKed. mAny ARticles 

focus in on A VeRy sPecific niche oR ARchetyPe Without 

eVeR estAblishing A Position on design/build educAtion 

As A Whole. this section focuses on A smAll gRouP of 

WoRKs Which insteAd touch on eitheR the coRe PuRPose 

oR Key AsPects of design/build educAtion. folloWing is 

An intentionAlly bRief summARy of fiVe sePARAte ARticles 

Which Aims to extRAct the most imPoRtAnt ideAs fRom eAch.
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in 2014, professors Keith and marie zawistowski 
interviewed prominent architect and educator 
brian macKay-lyons for inform magazine. 
the discussion was focused on the state of 
architectural education and the way the practice 
treats young architects. macKay-lyons is known 
for his daring design/build program called ghost 
lab which brought students and professionals 
together for a one-week design followed by a 
one-week build. the program was executed on 
his farm in nova scotia from 1994-2011, and has 
received international recognition. 

in his interview macKay-lyons describes 
that initially ghost lab was a response to his 
dissatisfaction with both the academia and the 
practice. he expresses that “schools get flakier 
and flakier” and that “practice is becoming more 
and more dominated by a corporate globalized 
culture.” consequently, macKay-lyons believes 
that entry level architects are being treated as 
“mobile capital,” and he states that “practices are 
not doing as good a job as they used to at the 
apprenticeship part of education” (zawistowski 1).

this is a solid criticism of modern architectural 
education, and his response of creating a design/
build program is a sound one. A program such as 
ghost provides many of the lessons architecture 
students are losing to the “flakiness” of the 
academy and the globalization of the profession. 
macKay-lyons does, however, acknowledge that 

there were elements of his approach which were 
ultimately “insincere” (1) and “reckless” (3). he 
states that “an architect’s role is not to be the 
builder… contractors are not happier if you start 
to act like a builder and start telling them where to 
pile the lumber or how to do things” (2). 

While the primary goal of design/build programs 
should be to give architects a better understanding 
of the process of building, it is important to 
remember that builder and architect are different. 
Knowledge of building is necessary for an architect 
to do a responsible job, but the architect should 
not try to be the builder. design/build projects 
should serve as an architect’s exposure to 
building, not as a model for a sustainable mode 
of working. most importantly, macKay-lyons 
shows that design/build programs can address the 
current shortcomings in both architectural practice 
and academia. 

intErViEW With BriAn mAcKAy-lyons

fig. 9 | sheep barn construced by Brian macKay-lyons’ 
ghost lab on his property in nova scotia.
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the book architecture liVe projects is a 
collection of essays edited by harriet harriss 
and lynnette Widder which argues the merit of 
“live Projects” in architectural education. the 
two are both architectural educators at oxford 
brookes university and columbia university 
respectively. harriss is the director of a startup 
incubator for graduate architecture students 
called live lab, and Widder is a partner at the 
firm aardvarchitecture. the foreword of their 
book is written by Ruth morrow, a Professor of 
Architecture at Queen’s university belfast. she 
broadly defines live projects as those which “exist 
between the two tectonic plates of learning in 
academia and in practice” (harriss, Widder xviii).  
As the collection of essays suggests, this does not 
always refer specifically to design/build projects, 
but to a range of works which exist between the 
pedagogy and the practice. the foreword of their 
book makes it clear, however, that the genesis of 
such projects is similar to the genesis of macKay-
lyon’s Ghost lab: “tutors create live projects, 
sometimes instinctively, in response to perceived 
gaps in education or areas of practice which 
formative design studios fail to address” (xix).

though a response to the same stimulus, harriss 
an Widder attach a different purpose to live 
Projects. they argue that “live Projects create 
channels for new, reciprocal influence from 
pedagogy to practice” (1). for them, the purpose 
of live Projects is not necessarily about teaching 

ArchitEcturE liVE ProjEcts

lessons of building, but rather bridging the gap 
between the academy and the profession. the 
selection of essays the two include in their book 
reflects this, and the collection includes a plethora 
of students pretending to be professionals, and 
professionals pretending to be students. these 
case-studies are backed by a variety of essays 
explaining why blurring the line between pedagogy 
and practice is a good idea.

harriss and Widder’s position contrasts sharply 
with MacKay-lyon’s negative assessment of 
the academy and the profession. if neither the 
pedagogy nor the practice are in a good place, 
what good can come from bridging the two? the 
current corporate and globalized nature of the 
profession does not influence students positively, 
and a dose of architecture schools’ “flakiness” is 
the last thing architectural practice needs. though 
their book contains several case-studies of design/
build projects, it is important to understand that 
the purpose of design/build projects is not the 
bridging of pedagogy and practice which harriss 
and Widder suggest. instead it is the purpose of 
design/build projects is to bridge the gap between 
drawn page and the completed building by 
addressing questions which both the practice and 
pedagogy neglect.

lEssons lEArnED from thE 
limitED DEsign-BuilD ExErcisE

in his essay titled “lessons learned from the 
limited design-build Exercise,” professor james 
middlebrook, an Assistant Professor of Art in 
smith college’s landscape program provides 
a more precise purpose for conducting design/
build projects. he states “the crucial lessons of 
design/build are difficult to replicate through other 
educational means. construction drawing classes 
may demonstrate materials and methods through 
readings and illustrations, but understanding the 
causal relationship between instigated design 
and resulting construction is best cemented by 
performing both acts; it is their relationship that 
allows the synergistic confluence of drawing and 
building” (Middlebrook 42). Middlebrook’s essay 
focuses specifically on the question of scale in 
design/build projects. he acknowledges that larger 
projects typically impart a more comprehensive 
experience, but he argues that smaller projects 
can provide many of the same lessons.   

the seating area middlebrook offers as a case-
study is in fact a strong example of a design/build 
project. his discussion of scale, cost, liability, 
and construction all indicate an architectural 
experience beyond that of the typical studio 
environment. the project, however, is similar to 
the bike shelter prototype in that it is devoid of the 
critical lessons of community and collaboration 
in architecture. the seating area’s role as part of 
the larger solar decathlon house gives it some 
merit beyond the purely educational, but such 
projects are more akin to the studies conducted 
in architectural technology courses than built 
works of architecture. While Middlebrook’s study 
does not cover all lessons which can be expected 
of larger projects, his description of its success 
makes a convincing argument for the value of 
design/build projects at a smaller scale.
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DEBAting thE mErits of DEsign/BuilD

typically, design/build projects are conducted 
in the studio environment. this is due to the 
amount of time, effort, and resources students are 
required to invest for a project to be successful. 
chad schwartz of southern illinois university 
carbondale asks what would happen if a design/
build exercise were to be conducted in an 
architectural technology course instead. in his 
2015 paper titled “debating the merits of design/
build: Assessing Pedagogical strategies in an 
Architectural technology course,” schwartz 
outlines two design/build exercises conducted in 
his three credit hour technology course. 

the first is a series of wall sections constructed 
by groups of students in a single day. this type of 
project is similar to Middlebrook’s seating area and 
the bike shelter prototype in terms of scope and 
scale. its lack of design, user, and value beyond 
the educational, however, makes it even more akin 
to the material and assembly studies which are 
already a staple of architectural education. What 
makes the project worth discussing is the setting 
in which the wall sections were constructed. 
schwartz states that construction happened in 
a lab immediately adjacent to the architecture 
building, and consequently “the wall section build 
activated the school of Architecture” (schwartz 
11).the entire school was charged by the activity 
and production happening in such close proximity.

the second project schwartz discusses is a 
more conventional design/build situation. the 
technology course as a whole designed and 
constructed an amphitheater for the regional 
education center. schwartz describes this 
endeavor as “detrimental to student learning 
outcomes” due to the amount of time necessary to 
complete the project. Additionally, the class size of 
sixty nine students makes it difficult to imagine that 
many of them provided anything valuable to the 
project beyond spare hands. 

both of schwartz’s projects have weak points 
and strong ones. the wall sections can barely 
be considered a design/build project, but they 
speak to the power of such projects to activate 
the surrounding area. the amphitheater is 
undoubtably the more heroic of the two, but 
schwartz’s criticisms of the project’s shortcomings 
make it difficult to call a success. this article is 
most valuable in its illustration that true design/
build courses are best suited for a small class 
and the studio environment. lack of resounding 
success with two different projects makes 
continuing an argument for design/build projects in 
technical courses unreasonable.

housE DiViDED: chAllEngEs 
to DEsign/BuilD from Within

in 2011 geoff gjertson of the university of 
louisiana at lafayette conducted a survey of 
more than thirty design/build programs across the 
country and published his findings in a paper titled 
“house divided: challenges to design/build from 
Within.” the survey gathers some basic statistics, 
but also asks in-depth questions of the design 
and construction process for each program. the 
adjoining article focuses on the role of the faculty 
in the design/build process. 

gjertson argues that faculty for design/build 
projects are predisposed to a challenging 
experience due to “excessive workloads, multiple 
roles, and expanding student numbers and project 
scope” (gjertson 25). his assessment is grim, 
but accurate. due to the comprehensive nature 
of the programs they run, it is likely that design/
build faculty take on far more responsibility than 
their academic counterparts. gjertson provides 
a few suggestions to help mitigate this. he 
recommends that “at least three faculty members 
should participate” (28) in design/build programs. 
he also recommends that programs be cyclical 
allowing for faculty to take “off” years from design/
build projects. While time off might not be the best 
solution, having multiple faculty members on a 
design/build project is essential. though it may 
seem like a waste to have a studio of ten to fifteen 
students with two or three advisors, the additional 
input is absolutely necessary.

More interesting than Gjertson’s article are the 
results of the survey itself. for almost every 
open-ended question, the responses vary wildly. 
for the question “how much risk is taken in the 
decision-making by delegating to students?” 
responses range from “considerable” to “no risk” 
to “unknown” (30). some participants offer more 
detailed explanations such as “obviously a great 
deal of risk is involved, but the learning outcomes 
are much richer and the results more significant” 
(31). similar diversity exists in questions about 
the design process, the construction process, and 
dealing with failure.

this can mean one of two things. firstly, a variety 
of responses can mean that there is a variety 
of what constitutes a successful design/build 
program. some of the responses make it seem 
that almost anything can lead to positive “learning 
outcomes”… Alternatively, the variety of responses 
can simply mean that no one has really figured it 
out yet. in this case, lack of consensus on design/
build best practices is concerning, and it suggests 
that there is either a lack of knowledge or a lack 
of communication of what it means to conduct a 
design/build course. this possibility is certainly 
the more frightening of the two, and consequently 
the purpose and execution of design/build projects 
warrants closer examination.
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thE PurPosE of DEsign/BuilD 
in ArchitEcturAl EDucAtion

ARchitectuRe school hAs deVolVed into A teAching of dRAWing 

RAtheR thAn A teAching of building. in his essAy “ARchitectuRe” 

the PRominent AustRiAn ARchitect And educAtoR Adolf loos 

exPResses thAt the ARchitectuRAl PRofession hAs “Reduced 

the noble ARt of building to A gRAPhic ARt” (loos 76). mAcKAy-

lyons mimics this sentiment in his inteRVieW With Keith And 

mARie zAWistoWsKi: “…uniVeRsity cultuRe foRces PeoPle to 

get Phds. so they get A Phd And they ARe 45 yeARs old And they 

hAVe neVeR seen A 2x4” (1). cAteRing to this mentAlity, schools 

ARe teAching the PRocess of RePResenting, exPRessing, 

And PResenting ARchitectuRe RAtheR thAn the PRocess 

of mAKing it. the tyPicAl studio Regimen of ResPonding to 

hyPotheticAl PRoJects ceRtAinly deVeloPs design thinKing 

And communicAtion of ideAs, but it fAlls shoRt of exAmining 

some of the most cRiticAl lessons of mAKing A building. design/

build couRses seRVe As the PlAce foR students to exAmine the 

imPoRtAnt ARchitectuRAl questions of PRocess, feAsibility, 

collAboRAtion, And community in An AcAdemic enViRonment.
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the typical architectural studio teaches effective 
means of representing architectural ideas. making 
a work of architecture, however, involves the entire 
process of translating these representations into 
the built reality. the architect is the overseer of 
this process. like the conductor of an orchestra, 
it is his job to direct all of the participants into 
a resonant manifestation of said represented 
ideas. to do this, he must possess a fundamental 
knowledge of each of the individual roles, but as 
brian macKay-lyons points out in his interview, 
“[his role] is not to be the first violinist” (2). 
managing this process effectively can mean the 
difference between a sound architectural idea 
being executed effectively or being lost entirely. 
design/build projects serve as a means for 
students to navigate the entirety of building-making 
with knowledgable direction and supervision. As 
part of a design/build course students take on the 
responsibilities of coordinating, translating, and 
building their ideas, which are specifics usually 
neglected in the typical studio environment. 
Additionally, students’ firsthand exposure to the 
various architectural crafts provides a foundation 
of fundamental knowledge necessary for more 
effectively implementing their architectural ideas.

the discussion of feasibility in architectural 
education is rarely examined in the context of a 
studio project. questions of budget and buildability 
are treated as subordinate to the overall design. 
in his writing about architectural philosophy, 
prominent architect louis Kahn states, “a great 
building must begin with the unmeasurable, go 
through measurable means when it is being 
designed, and in the end must be unmeasurable. 
the design, the making of things, is a measurable 
act” (Kahn 69). in architecture school, the two 
“unmeasurable” conditions of initial idea and 
completed building are often the focus because 

they are considered more desirable and ideal. 
instead, architecture schools should more closely 
embrace the specifics of the “measurable” in-
between and bring the same idealism to questions 
of feasibility. While important steps can be 
made without the burden of a working budget, 
structural plan, and construction sequence, 
students should eventually be exposed to such 
constraints as preparation for both the difficulties 
and opportunities they can present. design/
build projects provide a modus for teaching the 
responsibilities and limitations which come with 
making a building. students are exposed to 
everything from the cost of a particular type of 
wood to the finality of pouring concrete.

Architecture is by nature a collaborative endeavor. 
A strong building requires the input and expertise 
of engineers, consultants, and contractors. in 
the professional world, an architect’s relationship 
with these people is often one of friction or 
even resistance. While architecture school 
sometimes touches on collaboration with other 
fields, it is often experienced for the first time in 
a professional environment. this predisposes 
entry level architects to perpetuate the corporate 
mentality when dealing with professionals in 
other fields. during the train-viewing platform 
project, many of the graduate students who 
had spent time working in offices had a difficult 
time understanding the importance of having 
a conversation with the engineer rather than 
simply corresponding with him. A design/build 
project should serve as a place for students to 
learn how to leverage the knowledge of their 
peers in other fields without an overshadowing 
business mentality. design/build courses are most 
successful in this when students from a variety 
of disciplines are all working together toward a 
common end. this way, the exchange  

fig. 10 | sketches and notes used to develop the bike 
shelter prototype’s design. 

fig. 11 | students from the design/buildlAB present their  
initial schemes to members of the clifton forge little league.
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of knowledge is a dialogue, and everyone gains an 
understanding of the value that each person and 
each field brings to the table.

community is perhaps the most difficult facet 
of architecture to understand through the 
conventional studio practices. every work of 
architecture has an end user. in a typical studio 
course, the relationship between architect and end 
user is purely a hypothetical one. consequently,  
in the professional world the same relationship 
has been boiled down to a business agreement 
between “designer” and “client.” neither situation 
is the ideal for producing the best architecture. 
design/build projects allow students to experience 
architectural relationships which are neither 
hypothetical nor monetary in nature. they offer 
the unique experience for students to witness 
the actual interaction between their architectural 
idea and the people for whom they created it. 
ultimately, one of the most impactful things to 
show an architecture student is the power a good 
design has to improve the lives of its users. 

When a design/build project fails to engage 
architectural process, feasibility, collaboration, 
and community in a meaningful way, it becomes 
educationally irrelevant. the curriculum of 
architectural education is rapid and dense, and 
projects which do a mediocre job addressing these 
questions have no place in it. some of the more 
potent criticism of design/build programs is made 
evident when a project has a major failure in one 
of these four areas. critics state that design/build 
projects produce carpenters and welders, not 
architects. similarly opponents often point out that 
students lose up to a year of design studio while 
wading through a mire of numbers and specifics. 
furthermore, critics often express that large-scale 
design/build programs are not sustainable over 

a long period of time. When executed correctly, 
however, the opposite is actually true. the basic 
technical skills such as carpentry and welding 
which architecture students get to experience 
through a design/build project form a foundation 
of fundamentals which help them better translate 
architectural ideas into the built world. the 
direct engagement with all of a project’s details 
shows students the opportunity which lies in the 
specifics, and goes beyond the typical questions 
of studio design by teaching what is feasible and 
what is responsible. finally, large-scale design/
build programs are only unsustainable if they 
try to be autonomous. by forming connections 
through collaboration with other fields and the 
community, a strong network of support can be 
formed. A successful design/build program will 
address all four points thoroughly, but they should 
not be considered absolute. design/build projects 
are a way show students what it means to be 
an architect, and how their designs can directly 
impact the world around them.

fig. 12 | little league players and families experiencing  
the new fields and facilities for the first time.  
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thE iDEAl DEsign/BuilD ProjEct

in this section, eAch Piece of A tyPicAl design/build PRoJect 

is exAmined indiViduAlly. An oVeRVieW of the usuAl PRActices 

is folloWed by cRiticism, And then A PRoPosAl is mAde foR 

the best WAy to hAndle eAch PARt of the PRocess. As A 

Whole, it outlines A method foR conducting A design/build 

PRoJect Which sPeAKs to the PuRPoses descRibed in the 

PReVious section.
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Placement in the 
architectural curriculum

When examining the ideal scenario for a design/
build program, the first thing to consider is 
where in the education of an architect such a 
project belongs. Auburn university’s rural studio 
completes projects with second year students 
coming right out of foundation classes. At the 
opposite end of the spectrum Yale’s design/build 
program works almost exclusively with graduate 
students. the success of both programs shows 
that design/build projects can be completed at any 
point in an architect’s education, but there is an 
argument to be made for more precise placement 
of design/build courses. 

As a third year working on the fields project, 
all of the lessons felt valuable. there were, 
however, times when information presented in 
the concurrent technical courses would have 
been invaluable to possess at the beginning of 
the studio. Working with graduate students on the 
train-viewing platform the discussion of specifics 
such as budget and construction documents felt 
redundant for students who had already spent 
several years working in the office. While many of 
them desperately needed the lessons of building, 
collaboration, and community, it was difficult 
for them to accept a method of working which 
conflicted with their experiences in the office. 
because of their lack of interest in details they 
thought they already knew, they missed the more 
important lessons of how to more responsibly 
function as an architect in society. 
 
for these reasons, a design/build course should 
ideally be placed as early as possible in an 
architect’s education. this ensures that students 
understand comprehensively what it means to be 

an architect and what it means to make a building 
before entering a professional environment. 
importantly, however, this placement must also 
be balanced by the responsibility that comes with 
putting a building into the world. before working 
with real people and real materials, students 
should be exposed to as broad a range of design 
thinking and technical methods as possible. 
consequently, the fourth year of architectural 
education is the ideal point for a student to 
participate in a design/build project. this allows 
them to leverage the full effect of previous 
studio and technical courses while still providing 
the range of lessons on building, feasibility, 
collaboration, and community. 

ScoPe and timeframe

next it is important to identify the ideal scope 
and timeframe of a design/build project. scope 
ranges from the wall sections done by groups of 
five at southern illinois university carbondale to 
the community-wide projects completed by the 
Rural studio. similarly, timeframe ranges from the 
two-week structures completed by brian macKay-
lyons’ Ghost laboratory to the year-long projects 
done by the design/buildlAb. for the bike shelter 
prototype the scope was simply too small. the 
experience was more akin to material studies 
conducted in architectural technical courses 
than to actual building. it did provide ample 
opportunity to examine questions of structure and 
detail, but it did not facilitate anything more than 
a topical examination of making architecture. At 
the other end of the spectrum, the fields project 
encompassed too large a scope. A significant 
portion of time on the project was lost to having 
components which needed to be repeated multiple 
times, and individual students burned weeks 

learning the specifics of plumbing, wiring, and field 
maintenance. When too much time is spent on 
such details, it detracts from the overall lessons of  
making architecture.
 
scope and timeframe are perhaps the most 
important factors to get right to have successful 
project. in general, the larger the scope, the more 
complete the experience it has to offer. it starts to 
break down, however, when the project becomes 
too large for the number of students working on it, 
or when the timeframe becomes too prolonged to 
keep focused. this means that the proper scope 
of a design/build project should be determined 
by a combination of the number of students 
participating and the project’s timeframe. both 
the fields project and the train-viewing platform 
suggest that ten to fifteen students is the upper 
limit for a group where everyone can participate 
meaningfully. building on this, two semesters 
is likely the upper limit for keeping ten to fifteen 
students together academically. therefore, the 
scope of an ideal design/build project is the 
largest possible project which a studio of ten to 
fifteen students can comfortably complete in a 
single academic year. operating at such a scale 
would afford every student the time necessary 
to understand the complete process of making a 
work of architecture. 

Program, funding, and client

scope and timeframe are not the only factors to 
consider when choosing a design/build  project. 
the architectural program, the location, the 
funding and the end user should also be examined 
carefully. According to the survey conducted by 
geoff gjertson (28), programs for design/build 
projects range dramatically from wall sections to 

community centers to single family homes. each 
of these has its merits, and often need is the 
determining factor. 

similarly, project location is not always something 
which can be chosen freely. for the bike shelter 
prototype, working entirely on-campus was a 
wonderful luxury, while the ninety minute drive 
to clifton forge for the fields project is likely the 
limit of what is sustainable. the effect of distance 
from the site can be mitigated by implementing 
construction techniques such as prefabrication and 
modularity, but the importance of proximity is not 
to be neglected. 

unfortunately, it is impossible to discuss design/
build projects without addressing the questions 
of funding and client. Regarding architecture as a 
business or an industry is generally a hinderance 
to the student experience, but ultimately these 
are undeniable parts of making a building. 
Gjertson’s survey indicates that the funding for 
design/build projects can come from a variety 
of sources including the institution, the client, 
grants, fundraising, and charitable organizations 
(30). in the case of the bike shelter prototype the 
funding came primarily from a research grant. 
this meant that there were many instances where 
the design of the project was warped to suit the 
intended research more closely. Additionally, this 
led to scenarios where students were paying for 
significant portions of the material out-of-pocket 
with the promise of later reimbursement. in the 
case of the fields project and the train-viewing 
platform, the clifton forge little league and the 
glencoe museum funded the projects directly. 
More specifically, the fields project funding was a 
combination of money from the little league and 
a grant for building baseball parks, and the train 
viewing platform’s funding was a combination of 
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money from the glencoe museum, the school of 
Architecture + design, and a crowdfunding page. 
this resulted in a more typical client/architect 
relationship where the client is offered services 
they would be otherwise be unable to afford in 
exchange for working with students. 

While all of these things are necessary for a 
successful design/build project, it is important 
to remember that the end user should be an 
architect’s primary concern. in the case of the 
bike shelter prototype, the end user was only 
hypothetical. in terms of serving the lesson of end 
user, the project was no better than the typical 
studio project. At the opposite end of the spectrum, 
the design/buildlAb was extremely attuned to 
the community it was serving. Whenever help 
was needed, members of the community would 
volunteer services, equipment, and hands. both 
the designers and the users understood the 
importance of the project and were consequently 
able to achieve a result which would have 
otherwise been impossible. At the end of the 
project, watching the little leaguers and their 
families enjoy the fields for the first time perfectly 
illustrated the uplifting power of architecture, and 
revealed the ultimate joy of being an architect.

in the ideal design/build scenario, a program 
should be chosen which benefits the surrounding 
community at large. the project should be public 
in nature, and intended to be a permanent work 
of architecture. the primary shortcoming of the 
bike shelter prototype was that its purpose was 
purely academic. When investing significantly into 
real materials and resources, it is architecturally 
irresponsible if the physical product does not have 
a purpose larger than its educational face value. 

the ideal site for such a project is the one which 

best facilitates proximity to the construction. this 
allows for students to directly engage with their 
immediate community and have ready access  
to both the place and the end users throughout 
the process. 

to facilitate this relationship, funding would ideally 
come from a partnership between the client and 
the academic institution. this would mean that 
the institution is taking some responsibility for the 
work of its students, but the bulk of the money 
is still coming from the client. it is important for 
architecture students to understand and accept the 
risks which come with being trusted to work with 
other people’s money. 

finally, the ideal client for a design/build project 
is one who is accepting of the fact that they 
are working with students. openness to design 
possibilities should be a requisite, with the 
understanding that in exchange they will receive a 
thoughtful work of architecture. most importantly, 
students should be exposed to the way the end 
users of their project interact with the architecture. 
All doubt of a project’s merit can be dispelled by 
feedback from the people who will use it daily. it 
is absolutely paramount that students get to see 
and understand the positive impact their work as 
architects can have on a community and the world, 
as ultimately, this is the purpose of architecture.

Student exPectationS

the level of student involvement varies from 
program to program. in some design/build 
programs, architecture students are engaged 
in every part of the process from the primary 
design work all the way down to the details of 
plumbing and electrical. in some projects, students 

fig. 13 | students reviewing schemes for the train viewing 
platform with their advisor.

fig. 14 | “students will be expected to put in far more effort  
and time than what is required of a typical studio class...”
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do all of the design work, and then building is 
delegated to fabricators and professionals. in 
other projects, students are omitted from the 
design process, but serve as the primary builders 
(gjertson, 31). each mode speaks to what the 
program is trying to teach its students about the 
process of making a building. Additionally, at some 
schools, participating in a design/build project is a 
requirement, where at other schools it is a choice. 
though all of these factors create vastly different 
student dynamics, detailed examination of the 
student experience is scarce.

firstly, students should have a choice as to 
whether or not they want to participate in a design/
build project. Additionally, it is important for the 
students in a design/build program to understand 
that it is a privilege to put architecture into the 
world. this means that students will be expected 
to put in far more time and effort than what is 
required of a typical studio class. it should be 
understood that students will be volunteering their 
time over and over again to both the project and 
the community. there should be no guarantee of 
of a completed work of architecture. completion 
of the project should be entirely the responsibility 
of the students, and consequently, there should 
be no quarrel with cutting students who are 
slacking or creating a negative atmosphere. While 
such students may still be receiving the intended 
lessons, the morale of the studio as a whole is 
vastly more important. 

it is imperative that a design/build team starts 
working together as quickly as possible and then 
continues function as a team through all of the 
highs and lows their project presents. for both the 
fields project and the train-viewing platform, such 
a sense of unity was not established until after 
the design process. the social dynamic of both 

studios resulted in valuable ideas being discarded 
or going completely unsaid. to avoid this, a 
design/build studio should participate in rigorous 
team building exercises starting on the first day 
of class. the important part is to get the group 
working effectively and comfortably together as 
quickly as possible. Perhaps the most productive 
task toward this end would be the maintenance 
of previous projects. this would not only get 
everyone working together, but also introduce 
students both to building and community. 

finally, in an ideal design/build project, the 
student’s role should be a complete one. in 
his interview, macKay-lyons states that “[the 
architect’s role] is not to be the first violinist” (2). 
this goes hand in hand with the idea that not 
every student needs to “swing the hammer.” if 
given the choice, however, every student should 
have the opportunity to do so. if the choice of 
participating in a design/build project is offered to 
students, then the experience of learning to make 
a building should be as complete as possible. 
students should be responsible for everything 
from initial design to the final construction, and 
should be the ones conducting and managing all 
of the steps in between.

faculty exPectationS

in his article gjertson thoroughly discusses the 
role of a teacher in design/build programs. his 
assessment that the position is a demanding one 
is accurate, and there are several contributing 
factors. firstly, according to both gjertson and 
his survey, design/build faculty have a host 
of responsibilities beyond those of the typical 
teacher. often they also serve as advising 
architect,  technical resource, organizer, client 

contact, drawing stamper, morale counselor, and 
friend. Additionally, their responsibilities extend 
both before the students arrive and after the 
students leave. sometimes the faculty member 
is responsible for finding both the client and the 
funding before the project begins. After the project 
ends, the faculty typically remains the point of 
contact for the client and the party responsible for 
documentation and publication (23-28). 

for the little league fields project, two professors 
shared these responsibilities. they were both 
experienced and knowledgable, and understood 
exactly what needed to be done to make the 
project happen. the days they were present, 
the project surged forward, but often, especially 
during construction, it felt as though they were 
elsewhere at critical times. even as a team the 
two felt stretched too thin between their other 
responsibilities and the project. the bike shelter 
prototype was also managed by two professors. 
one was utterly unhelpful, uninterested, and 
absorbed entirely in his own publishing and 
research. he made publication the driving force 
of the design and made no effort to assist or 
contribute other than funding it. fortunately, the 
other professor involved provided the vital chunk 
of knowledge, feedback, morale support, and 
manpower necessary to complete the project. for 
the train-viewing platform, the professor took on 
many of the tasks delegated to students in other 
projects. the budgeting, materials acquisition, 
scheduling, and coordination were all handled 
away from the eyes of the students. While this 
shifts the focus of the design and development 
process toward questions of architecture, it masks 
a significant portion of what it means to build. it 
frequently felt as if the professor was taking on 
too much, while some of the students were still left 
empty-handed.

ultimately, it is the people involved that can 
make the difference between a successful and 
an unsuccessful design/build project. having 
a receptive client and motivated students is 
important, but it is the faculty that can make the 
strongest impact on the outcome of a project. 
the responsibilities of design/build faculty are 
vastly more rigorous than the typical design 
professor. for a successful project, the advising 
faculty needs to be comfortable with delegating 
everything, knowledgable enough to explain 
anything, capable enough to fill any role, and 
energetic enough to always keep the project 
moving forward. it is important for the faculty 
to delegate as many of the project’s tasks as 
possible to their students. ceding responsibilities 
ensures that students experience the process 
in as complete a manner as possible. it eases 
the tasks of the professors, and keeps students 
motivated. At any time, however, the faculty 
needs to be able to answer any question 
about any part of the process. they must be 
able to teach everything involved with making 
a building including design, presentation, 
logistics, specifics, and construction. Whenever 
a student needs guidance, the faculty should 
be both able and available to steer them in 
the correct direction. in the studio, the advisor 
should serve as organizer, critic, resource, and 
mediator. on the job site they should function 
as construction manager while simultaneously 
working alongside their students. the advisor 
should always be able to answer the question 
“what next?” it is their responsibility to keep 
the project moving smoothly, and ensure that 
everyone involved is working as effectively as 
possible. Above all, the advisor should function 
as a leader, and manage the entire process of 
making a building with students with skill and 
specificity. for the ideal design/build studio of 
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ten to fifteen students, one advisor is not enough. 
though not impossible, a solitary professor would 
need to be utterly dedicated to the project. it is 
more likely that these responsibilities are better 
shared between several faculty. having either 
two or three advisors would allow for them to 
specialize in particular parts of the process. 
Additionally, the authority and guidance of faculty 
could then be present in multiple places at the 
same time. overall, advisors should support their 
students relentlessly with the primary goal of 
teaching the process of building and completing a 
work of architecture.

deSign ProceSS

the process of arriving at an agreeable and 
buildable design with a group the size of a studio 
is always a challenge. it must not only answer 
the questions of the program elegantly and 
responsibly, but also allow everyone involved to 
contribute in a meaningful way. some design/
build projects such as schwartz’s wall section 
project at the southern illinois university 
carbondale avoid this altogether by having no 
design at all. According to Gjertson’s survey, 
another common method of avoiding the design 
process is to build a design done by the faculty 
(29). While these methods quickly and effectively 
bypass the challenges of the design process, 
they simply defeat the purpose of a design/build 
project. Removing the design from the hands 
of architecture students undermines the most 
vital part of the process. Gjertson’s survey offers 
several other methods for student design. most 
commonly either the students or the faculty vote to 
determine the best project. similarly, an impartial 
jury is sometimes used to choose a design (30). 
the flaw with these methods is that important 

and thoughtful parts of the projects, which are 
not chosen, are often forgotten. the last method 
Gjertson’s survey suggests is one of discussion 
and consensus. this is strong because it 
encourages important discussions of architecture, 
but it can lead to situations where the most vocal 
participants are the only ones driving the design.

As previously discussed, both the fields project 
and the train-viewing platform used a similar 
design process of iteration and merging. the 
ideal method of arriving at a final scheme for a 
design/build project is likely something similar. 
each student should begin with an individual 
proposal. the initial designs should be focused 
on broad ideas about the site and the program. 
After students present these initial thoughts, 
faculty should then pair students based on affinity 
between ideas. it is at this point that the faculty 
can influence which ideas are worthy of being 
carried forward, and which ideas are unimportant 
or not feasible. Additionally, it is important that 
the faculty choose the pairing of students to 
ensure that the match is based on commonality 
of thinking and not the comfort or familiarity of the 
students with each other. this helps get the studio 
working together quickly and effectively. once 
pairs are established, they should be instructed 
to discard all but the strongest ideas and propose 
a new design together. the new proposal should 
be more detailed than the first, and incorporate 
the strongest ideas which the two initially had in 
common. Above all, it is important that the new 
design not be an an amalgam of the previous two. 
simply stapling similar ideas together results in 
crummy and effortless proposals. After presenting 
the new schemes, the process is then repeated 
until students are merged into either two or three 
schemes. once these are presented, this is the 
ideal time to receive feedback from sources 

FIG. 15 | Models used to design and study the fields 
project’s press box, dugouts, and backstops.
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outside the studio. 

the same presentation of two or three schemes 
should then be made to clients, consultants, 
faculty critics, and professionals. this ensures 
that when the final merging into one scheme 
happens, there is a clear understanding of 
what is good, what is strong, and what could be 
improved. the final merging of schemes should 
be done collaboratively as a studio with the faculty 
participating as mediator. As before, all of the prior 
schemes should be discarded, and only the very 
strongest parts of each should be brought forward. 
At this stage it is tempting to take votes or pick 
and choose pieces, but it leads to an architecture 
of stitched-together parts which should be avoided 
at all costs. the process will likely take several 
days of discussion, and many hours of iteration. 
Whenever a question of form or utility becomes 
too tiresome, students should all take a few hours 
to work individually on study models or drawings. 
these studies should all be conducted at the same 
scale, and then comparisons can be made directly 
as a group. once the design is agreed upon, the 
studio should collectively create the presentation 
materials necessary to convey the final scheme. 
this ensures that everyone understands the 
design, and is on the same page moving forward. 
the design process should be concluded with 
an exhibition of all iterations, models, schemes, 
studies, and drawings which led to the final 
scheme displayed together.

develoPment ProceSS

in between the initial design and the construction 
of a design/build project, there is a place where 
students need to learn to get specific. for the 
fields project, individual parts of the development 

process were delegated to individual students. 
one person was in charge of managing the 
budget, one person was in charge of plumbing, 
one person was in charge of lighting, and so 
on. While this is an effective method of ensuring 
that everything is accounted for, this is where 
brian MacKay-lyons’ “first violin” principle 
comes into effect (2). design/build projects are 
about educating architects, not electricians or 
truck drivers. While a knowledge of electrical 
work or construction machinery undoubtably 
augments one’s abilities as an architect, 
there is a point where other important lessons 
become lost. for the bike shelter prototype, 
the development process was driven by a push 
to research and publish. While the students 
handled the questions of structure, detail, and 
budget autonomously, refinements to the project 
were consistently pushed to align with ongoing 
research. sometimes scholarly research and 
design/build projects go hand in hand, but this 
is not always the case. the primary purpose of 
a design/build project should be to teach young 
architects the art of building, and any research 
which gets in the way of this should be nixed in 
favor of a strong project. for the train-viewing 
platform, much of the development process was 
undertaken by the professor. consequently, it 
felt as though students had less control over the 
important parameters of the project. changes to 
the budget, materials, and structure felt like they 
came out of nowhere, and such alterations often 
seemed arbitrary. 

up until a final design is decided, design/build 
studios are very similar to the typical studio 
experience. Afterward, however, begins the 
teaching of how said design is brought into 
the world. this includes lessons on budget, 
structure, materials, systems, building code, 

clocKWisE: fig. 16, 17, 18, 19 | notes, sketches, and 
models made to develop the train viewing platform’s design.
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and construction documents. often these lessons 
are first experienced working in an office, and 
thus are approached in a corporate manner 
rather than an architectural one. students 
should be exposed to the idea that each of these 
specifics has the power to improve the design 
rather than limit it. though intimidating at first, 
students should have ownership over every part 
of the development process. if the client or the 
advisor or the consultant simply dictates the way 
the budget falls, or the way the structure needs 
to work, it becomes a limit. if the students can 
take charge of of those things, and are instead 
encouraged to manipulate the budget or study 
the way the structure works, it becomes an 
opportunity. A search for a more economical 
material can lead to a beautiful discovery about 
light; a thorough examination of structure can 
create spaces which could never have been 
conceived otherwise. one of the most important 
parts of this is collaboration with other fields. 
Professionally these interactions are often ones 
of friction, but design/build projects offer a unique 
opportunity for students to learn the challenges 
of the people they will work with while making 
a building. ultimately, this makes for architects 
who are more understanding and considerate of 
the people who make the construction of their 
designs possible. to facilitate this collaboration, 
a design/build studio should draw on the 
resources of its academic institution as well as 
the surrounding community. collaboration creates 
both excitement and support, and can unlock a 
wealth of knowledge and resources which would 
be otherwise unavailable. overall, the purpose of 
the development process is to teach students how 
to effectively translate their designs into something 
which is buildable. Although running the gauntlet of 
specifics can be tedious, it is possible to navigate 
while improving the project as a whole. 

conStruction ProceSS

the actual act of building is perhaps the most 
diverse piece of design/build projects. for 
macKay-lyons and ghost lab, all of the building 
is completed in the span of a week. students, 
architects, and craftsmen all work together on 
the site (3). the intermingling of professions 
during construction lets architects and students 
learn directly from expert builders and facilitates 
the project’s rapid timeframe the amphitheater 
project completed at southern illinois university 
carbondale involved students constructing 
the entirety of the project on site. As schwartz 
points out, “inability to continually monitor the 
entire group of inexperienced students led to 
disappearing students, standing around, and a 
general loss of productivity” (7). the wall sections 
built under the same professor at southern illinois 
university carbondale are constructed publicly on 
the university campus. faculty and students work 
together, and the setting “activate[s] the school 
of Architecture,” encouraging collaboration by 
students of all years (11). for the fields project, 
most of the structures were prefabricated at 
Virginia tech. similarly, the bike shelter prototype 
was constructed primarily in the controlled 
environment of the college’s shop. prefabrication 
allows students to learn the basics of construction 
in a controlled environment, and expedites the 
building process. Rather than being prefabricated 
by students, the majority of the train-viewing 
platform is scheduled to be assembled remotely 
by a fabricator and then transported to the site. 
While this method of construction is certainly 
expeditious, it teaches lessons of collaborating 
with contractors rather than lessons of making 
buildings, and such lessons are already available 
in the office.

fig. 20 | A student from the design/buildlAB meets with 
engineers to discuss earthworks and site grading. 
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construction is the portion of a design/build project 
where students can most directly experience 
the translation of the drawn page into the built 
reality. consequently, it is important that students 
take as active a role as possible in the building 
process. to facilitate this, the ideal design/build 
program should have multiple knowledgable 
professionals present through the entirety of the 
construction process to function as advisors and 
to keep the project moving. it is these people who 
can best explain how drawings are translated 
into buildings. it is important to remember that 
when it comes to construction, students are not 
trained professionals. strategies should therefore 
be implemented to mitigate construction time. 
Prefabrication is often the most effective strategy. 
Working in a controlled environment provides 
students a comfortable place to learn the ropes 
and vastly increases production time. modularity 
is another strong option. having repeated 
structures or elements which can be constructed 
in an assembly-line fashion can also drastically 
compress a construction schedule. the choice 
of construction method should be informed by 
the project’s design, but once established, the 
project’s design should start to be informed by 
its construction method. this is critical because 
while working in a controlled environment and 
repetition of elements can be a project’s biggest 

time saves, getting mired in tedious details is often 
where most of a project’s time is lost. finally, the 
construction process should strive to engage the 
community as much as possible. As schwartz 
points out in his article, the proximity of his wall 
section project to the architecture school created 
a dialogue between the two for the day. proximity 
to the academic environment is the easiest way to 
replicate this. if a design/build studio constructs its 
project nearby, both studios and technical courses 
alike can use the structures and methods as a 
direct reference. Additionally, it is important to 
foster this kind of engagement with the receiving 
community. With the design/buildlAb, there 
was a day where community volunteers were 
encouraged to come and help with simple tasks 
such as painting and landscaping. bringing the 
end user into the construction process allows them 
to take ownership for the project, creates a sense 
of excitement, and provides reliable sets of extra 
hands when they are needed most.

documentation

After a design/build project has concluded, there is 
a process of documentation and display in which 
the project is presented to both its users and 
the world. for the fields project, documentation 

was conducted by a professional architectural 
photographer on the opening day of the little 
league. the project was then submitted to various 
publications and nominated for several awards. 
the bike shelter prototype was documented by 
the participants and the drawings, sketches, 
models and photographs were complied into a 
book. the project was also displayed at an annual 
event at the school’s research facility. in both 
cases only one or two of the participants played 
an active role in the documentation process, 
and for the most part it was the responsibility of 
a few students to put the project on display. in 
conclusion, each student received a copy of all of 
the project’s documentation and was given credit 
in publications.

in the ideal design/build program, documentation 
and publication of the project would be 
participatory for all of the students involved. 
this allows students to experience a part of 
the architectural process rarely acknowledged 
in school. the project should be photographed 
by a professional and submitted for a range of 
publications and awards. it is only at this point 
that relevant research should be considered and 
compiled into its own document to be submitted 
separately for publication. here it is important to 
draw on the resources of the academic institution 
for both publicity and networking. the institution 
should support and advertise the work of its 
students, and the resulting exposure can lead 
to connections for collaboration in the future. 
each student and faculty member should be 
given access to all of the project’s documentation 
including photographs, drawings, and presentation 
materials. finally, each student and faculty 
member should be credited individually by name 
wherever the project is published.fig. 21 | All of the bike shelter prototype’s wooden 

members. Each of the project’s parts was designed to be 
fabricated separately before being transported to the site.

fig. 22 | All of the bike shelter prototype’s steel members. 
After fabrication, the wood and metal parts were 
assembled together on site.
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FIG. 23 | The fields project in its context beside the 
previous design/buildLAB’s fieldhouse pavilion.
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conclusion

in his ARticle discussing scAle in design/build PRoJects, 

middlebRooK stAtes, “ARchitectuRAl educAtion is PRimARily 

intended to PRePARe its students foR PRofessionAl 

cAReeRs of building design in mARKet conditions” (42). 

hARRiss And WiddeR tAKe A similAR Position With theiR 

consideRAtion of “PedAgogy into PRActice… oR PRActice 

into PedAgogy?” (1). the ideA thAt ARchitectuRe school 

is meAnt to PRePARe students foR the PRofessionAl 

enViRonment is ill-founded. mAcKAy lyons WRites thAt 

PResently “lARge coRPoRAte PRActice VieWs young PeoPle 

As mobile cAPitAl, humAn cAPitAl” (1). PRePARing young 

ARchitects foR A WoRld WheRe they ARe RelegAted to 

A comPuteR PRoducing constRuction documents And 

PeRPetuAting the coRPoRAtized RelAtionshiPs betWeen 

ARchitects, clients, And collAboRAtoRs is A gRim outlooK. 

insteAd, it should be the PRimARy PuRPose of ARchitectuRAl 

educAtion to PRoduce ResPonsible And KnoWledgAble 

ARchitects. this APPRoAch hAs the PotentiAl to chAnge the 

PRofessionAl nAtuRe of ARchitectuRe in its entiRety.



44   |    AN eXAMiNAtioN oF DesigN/bUiLD PRoJeCts iN tHe eDUCAtioN oF AN ARCHiteCt    RobeRt Riggs   |   45

design/build projects provide a unique opportunity 
to show students the power their designs have 
to improve the world around them. this shows 
students their potential beyond the entry level 
corporate position of mindless “cAd monkey.” 
there are fundamental flaws in the way the world 
practices architecture, and design/build projects 
are a method of humanizing it again. clients, 
consultants, and collaborators are all people with 
a wealth of knowledge to contribute to the design 
process. using design/build projects is the best 
way to equip students with an understanding 
of how to work with these people while 
simultaneously providing the basis of technical 
knowledge necessary to effectively translate their 
architectural ideas into the built reality. 

Architecture is a field where the technology is 
evolving on a daily basis. digital tools for design, 
new means of fabrication, and advancements 
in building materials mean that architects must 
operate in an environment which is constantly 
evolving. consequently, it is tempting for design/
build projects to indulge in these technological 
advancements as a means of generating research 
opportunities or grant funding. unfortunately, 
this tends to warp the project’s focus away 
from what is important: the process of making 
architecture. While it is not impossible for cutting 
edge technology and digital fabrication to be 
incorporated successfully into a design/build 
project, it should never be the primary focus. 
At their core, all design/build programs should 
teach the fundamental underlying principles of 
architecture which exist regardless of the means 
used to produce them. then, students should 
be exposed to a full range of materials and 
production techniques and be allowed to select for 
themselves which are important. this approach 
ensures that design/build projects are not simply 
an exhibition of the materials or techniques that 

are trendy at the time. Additionally, when working 
with students, the experimental materials and 
means of fabrication are often the riskiest in 
terms of a project’s longevity. consequently, 
such methods should only be explored if they are 
seriously integral to a project’s identity.

As a whole, architectural educators need to stop 
attempting case-study after case-study for the 
purpose of cataloguing and publication. the 
previously outlined purposes for which design/
build projects should be conducted are vitally 
important. As critics indicate, poorly executed 
design/build projects can ultimately be harmful to 
he education of an architect. therefore, design/
build projects need to be approached in a more 
methodical and sustainable way. to do this, 
educators must understand that the primary role 
of design/build projects is to teach the process of 
making architecture in its entirety.

fig. 24| the community of clifton forge and the 
architecture of the design/buildlAB coming together  
for the Little League’s  first game on their new fields.
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