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Is it possible to teach how to design?

What is the paradigm that encloses the theoretical
and applicational-experiential spheres of the
architectural discipline?

Architecture is a heteronomous discipline that finds its reasons in the
hybridisation and contamination of different forms of knowledge.

The training of the architect, as an intellectual and a technical
professional, requires a deep and radical meditation on the foundations
of educational programmes, the relevance of teaching models and
learning tools. The Schools of Architecture represent the realm in
which the student, in Louis I. Kahn’s words, is called to meditate on
whatever is exchanged and on its utility. As a place for the learning,
experimentation and testing of the most advanced techniques and tools
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«The process is mutual;
for men learn while they teach».

Seneca
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This book originates from the proceedings of the international seminar Insegnare larchitettura. Due
scuole a confronto [Teaching Architecture. Two Schools in Dialogue], held at the Politecnico di Milano
on November 23, 2018, and aimed at highlighting similarities and dissimilarities in terms of tools, edu-
cational methods and cultural approaches to architectural design in two of the main European Schools
of Architecture. The seminar was attended by representatives of design culture and managers of educa-
tional programmes in the realm of architecture, from the Scuola di Architettura Urbanistica Ingegneria
delle Costruzioni (AUIC) [School of Architecture Urban Planning Construction Engineering] of the
Politecnico di Milano and the Escuela Técnica Superior de Arquitectura de Madrid (ETSAM) [High-
er Technical School of Architecture of Madrid] of the Universidad Politécnica de Madrid. Without
their active contribution, this book would not have been possible. The book intends to provide a first
discussion on the significant work of review and update of the teaching-learning relationship in the
architectural realm.



TEACHING ARCHITECTURE,
EDUCATING TO DESIGN

Andrea Campioli

he issue of “teaching architecture” evokes a debate that grew particular-

ly heated in Italy in 1990, in coincidence with the review of regulations

for architectural education resulting from the enactment of D.M. 509". In
particular, I remember the initiative undertaken by Renato De Fusco, who published a
series of pieces in his magazine “Op.Cit.” in order to illustrate the complicated scenar-
io within which art teaching would have to be placed. One of these pieces, written by
Giancarlo Carnevale, had the title Larchitettura non si insegna, si impara. I still agree
with many of the things Carnevale wrote in his article that supports the reasons of a
basic difficulty in formalising the practices of architectural teaching. They would result
from the fact that «in design, the “solutions” are never implicit in the “programme”, but
emerge with difficulty and gradually from the atmosphere of entropy that characterises
any initial phase of design»*. However, I disagree with the assumption expressed by the
title of the piece that peremptorily argues for the impossibility of teaching architecture.

The abundant literature about this issue, the existence of scientific institutions
and of meetings that specifically and systematically deal with the issue of architec-
tural education dampen the ineluctability of the argument expressed by the title of
Carnevale’s article.

Indeed, the problem lies not so much in questioning the possibility of teaching
architecture as in understanding how to build, particularly in the current social-eco-
nomic context, educational programmes that may provide the architects-to-be with
the cultural sensibility and the skills required by the role architecture is called to
play within society.

1. D.M. November 3, 1999, n. 509, Regolamento recante norme concernenti 'autonomia didattica degli atenei.
2. CARNEVALE Giancarlo, Larchitettura non si insegna si impara, in “Op.Cit.”, 78, May 1990, pp. 5-16.
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In order to do this, I propose, first of all, a redefinition of the terms of the ques-
tion, as I think that the phrase “educating to design” is better suited than “teach-
ing architecture” to the epistemological and pedagogical specificity of architectural
education.

Educating to design

In the transition from teaching architecture to educating to design, a first shift
concerns the verb.

“Teaching” evokes the action of whoever, «with words, explanations and even just
with the example, encourages others to acquire one or more notions, an experience,
a habit, the ability to perform an operation, or to learn to practice a job, or an activi-
ty»’. The fact that whoever teaches is required to “imprint signs in the mind” evokes
a sort of passive attitude in whomever is required to learn that does not reflect the
dialectic nature of learning in the architectural realm. Therefore, “educating” seems
quite more adequate to express the maieutic effort of «promoting the development
of intellectual, aesthetic faculties, and of the moral qualities of an individual» and of
«developing and refining the attitudes and sensibility (either in an absolute way or
by guiding them towards a specific goal)»*. Educating implies a full commitment in
both the teacher and the learner and therefore the pedagogical style of educational
programmes in the architectural realms, also due to the social role the architect is
required to play, can only be that of educating.

3. Duro Aldo, Insegnare, in “Vocabolario della lingua italiana”, Istituto della Enciclopedia Italiana fondata da Giovanni
Treccani, Milan, 1987, vol. I, p. 894.
4. Ivip. 219.
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The second shift concerns the object: architecture.

There are countless interpretations for the word architecture:
some are exclusivist, and as such only consider as architecture
the objects with artistic goals, while others are inclusivist and
consider as architecture even the engineering objects that, even
only incidentally, acquire an aesthetic character®.

These two different positions in the educational context re-
sult in two equally opposing syndromes. Whenever architecture
is considered as a purely artistic expression, one tends to argue
for the inexpressibility of the design action, while, whenever the
term architecture embraces the entirety of processes that trans-
form the built environment, one emphasises the operational
aspects. Focusing on “design” as the object of education means
overcoming this opposition.

Indeed, design, or better the design activity, may be consid-
ered as the ground for dialogue between the sense of “possibil-
ity” and the sense of “reality™, in a way that places an idea of
future at the centre of the theoretical meditation and pragmatic

5. A wide-ranging treatment of the term architecture is available in FisHER Saul, Philosophy
of Architecture, in ZALTA Edward N., The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Stanford Univer-
sity, Winter 2016.

6. TAGLIAGAMBE Silvano, L'albero flessibile. La cultura della progettualita, Masson-Dunod, Milan,
1997.
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action. Design emerges as a practice that relies on technical skill
as well as on cultural awareness, understood as the ability to place
design activity in a precise social, economic, productive context
of reference. Given the increasingly strong tendency toward spe-
cialisation, design operates within a wide perspective of critical
dialogue with the pressing requirements of society, the influence
of economy, the reasons of production. This is precisely the frame
of reference we should adopt when thinking about the education
of architects.

The context of design

Today, the professional figures involved in the processes of
transformation of the built environment are required to make
an extraordinary modernisation effort in order to provide an ad-
equate response to the issues that are emerging with a certain
urgency. Energy efficiency, environmental sustainability, new
technological frontiers for the 4.0 industry are just some of the
issues that are radically changing the scenario of reference of ar-
chitectural design.

The reorganisation of the issues architectural design is cur-
rently required to address and the relative redefinition of the
skills and roles of designers are accompanied by a process of
transformation that affects the very organisation of design ser-
vices. Even in Italy, there are now several organisational models
besides traditional architectural firms that require new skills and
abilities as well as new forms of knowledge. Professional firms of-
ten turn into increasingly larger design companies with a larger
range of skills, their goal being providing a design service ade-
quate to the economic relevance and to the complexity of issues
they are required to address, so that they may compete also at an
international level.

Focusing on the professional profiles properly connected to
the design activity, one observes how, even considering the lim-
ited realm of the Italian situation, the scenario is rapidly chang-
ing. Nowadays, there are extremely diversified job opportunities
both in terms of the size of design firms, and in terms of the
specific positions designers are required to fill in those facili-
ties. Even though a survey conducted in 2014 in Europe by the
Architect’s Council of Europe’ reflects a situation where 74% of

7. ArcHITECT's CoUNCIL OF EUROPE, MIRzA & NACEY RESEARCH, The Architectural Profession in
Europe 2014, Mirza & Nacey Research, Arundel, 2015.
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almost 600,000 architects are involved in an individual kind of
professional activity, the situation seems to veer towards increas-
ingly ramified and complex facilities.

Rather than a transformation of the professional profile of
the architect, there seems to be a multiplication of roles, both in
terms of the object of design activity, and in terms of the skills
required to perform such activity.

The training of the architect

From the point of view of training, we should talk about “ar-
chitectural design graduate” rather than “architect”.

Given the contexts this individual is required to address,
the architectural design graduate is required to systematise the
complex problematic frame that characterises the processes of
transformation of the built environment. At the same time, this
subject proactively contributes to articulated design facilities
within which the complexity of problems is addressed through
the convergence of different specialised contributions. Moreover,
the architectural design graduate operates within radical and
deep transformative dynamics and, at the same time - in Italy,
during the next few years, most probably as a primary activity -
is involved in a painstaking action of conservation, enhancement
and rehabilitation of the widespread built heritage.

Given such situation, in developing educational programmes
in the architectural realm, we should pursue the goal of provid-
ing students the opportunity to acquire design abilities, knowl-
edge and skills required to address increasingly complex pro-
cesses with a cross-disciplinary approach rather than trying to
keep pace with a hardly definable job market.

The question is not recognising possible specialisations in
view of diversified job opportunities but rather strengthening
abilities and skills applicable to different job contexts.

If this is the perspective we are facing, then we should make
an effort to find the adequate contents and pedagogic organisa-
tion for the training of an architectural design graduate who may
respond successfully to a professional practice with increasingly
blurry and expanded boundaries.

Inter-disciplinarity vs specialisation

Even within architectural design, some specialisation ar-
eas seem to emerge today that characterise the main engines of
innovation.

Andrea Campioli



The increasing centrality of issues such as the containment
of energy consumption or environmental sustainability urgent-
ly requires architectural design to confront new problems. It is
necessary to define new spheres of competence and new levels
of transversality in the exploration of aspects traditionally ad-
dressed through a merely engineering logic.

In certain ways, the attitude to develop design with a spirit of
disciplinary openness places the architecture graduate a step ahead
of professionals trained in other educational contexts. Therefore,
we should understand at what point of the process of learning and
in what way we should possibly intervene in order to improve and
intensify the exploration of specialised skills without compromis-
ing the ability to address problems with the wide-ranging and
transversal perspective required by design education.

Degree Programmes should rely on a cross-, inter- and
trans-disciplinary education, while any specialisation pro-
gramme should be activated within third-level education
through university master programmes devoted to specific is-
sues and training programmes characterised by a high integra-
tion between university and subjects operating outside the uni-
versity. One reason for such approach is also the fact that in the
near future professional competitiveness will increasingly rely
on continuous qualified training processes.

Within such scenario characterised by a widespread
multi-disciplinarity, the role of the architect shows clears ele-
ments of weakness.

The necessary reference within design to competence realms
characterised by strong disciplinary foundations, such as engi-
neering or the environmental sciences, threatens the architecture
graduate with the risk of finding himself in the uncomfortable
position of a mere consumer of knowledge. The only way to avert
such danger is by developing educational programmes that allow
the student to become aware of his role as a producer of knowl-
edge, so that he will be able to play his traditional role as an ac-
tive intellectual - a role that nowadays seems to be replaced by a
mere operational status. Particularly at the beginning of the edu-
cational path, this implies a rethinking of the relationship between
“teaching design” and “teaching for design”, through the pursuit
of a balanced relationship between experiences that allow students
to develop the skills required by design practice and experiences
specifically aimed at the development of forms of knowledge and
critical awareness typically associated with the role of the architect.

Teaching architecture, educating to design
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Teaching design and teaching for design

The two teaching approaches that prevail in the educational
programmes within Italian Schools of Architecture are work-
shops, organised in design exercises and lessons focused on the
proposed design activities, and courses, organised in lessons
and seminars. Within workshops, students acquire the methods
and instruments required to develop a project (teaching design)
by drawing on the contents of the different disciplines that re-
late to the design experience. Within courses, students acquire,
instead, the notions concerning the different disciplinary realms
that constitute the essential background of the design activity
(teaching for design), ranging from the historical disciplines to
the physical-technical and plant engineering disciplines, from the
disciplines for architectural and urban design to the structural
disciplines, from the disciplines of representation to the techno-
logical disciplines for architecture and building production, from
estimate disciplines to the disciplines for territorial planning.

These teaching approaches have been experimented for a long
time and show some critical aspects that should be addressed
swiftly.

On one side, there are the workshops that, while representing
the learning experience closest to the actual world of professional
practice, often require students to address purely hypothetical
design themes. Within workshops, the design experience often
amounts to an abstract simulation characterised by a marked
simplification particularly with reference to the absence of an
actual dialogue with operators working within real decision pro-
cesses and to the indeterminacy of the regulatory frame of refer-
ence. Workshops cannot be considered as places where students
merely test their abilities with reference to the theme proposed
by the professor. Instead, they should represent an opportunity
for actual experimentation where the student has a chance to un-
derstand the different variables that affect real situations. In this
way, the workshop becomes an opportunity to bridge the gap
that sometimes separates the university and production worlds
and, at the same time, to experiment a methodology that links
the epistemological, disciplinary and academic boundaries of
the design activity and combines scientific rigour with innova-
tion and intuition®.

8. CHARALAMBOUS Nadia, CHRisTOU Natasa, Re-adjusting the objectives of Architectural Educa-
tion, in “Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences”, 228, 2016, pp. 375-382.
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On the other side, there are the courses, disciplinarily con-
fined according to a vision of knowledge that appears increasing-
ly inadequate to the complexity of the issues at stake.

In this case too, a necessary rethinking should highlight the
requirement for a learning experience in which the student has
a change to get in touch with the forms of knowledge that inter-
sect the traditional perimeters of disciplines regardless of such
boundaries. The forms of knowledge concerning the definition
of highly comfortable environments, the involvement of subjects
interested in the actions of design and planning of the decision
process, the protection, conservation and enhancement of the

Teaching architecture, educating to design
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historical-cultural heritage, the management of the dynamics of
transformation of the natural heritage, the design of spaces for
fragile population groups are only some of the grounds of dia-
logue for design for which strictly disciplinary approaches now
seem all but inadequate. Therefore, the question is how to develop
the educational experience starting from a pedagogy that prizes
transversality over disciplinary rigour, experimentation over the
passive learning of established notions, thereby opening to new
connections with disciplinary realms traditionally considered as
unrelated to the world of architecture. Knowledge should be seen
as an opportunity for exploration rather than a body of notions
to be acquired. In this perspective, the goal of education becomes
teaching how to learn.

It becomes even clearer how all of this cannot be “taught” and,
therefore, our effort as teachers should be aimed at “educating”.

Educating to a critical attitude, educating to the use of tools
(investigative, problem-setting, problem-solving, technical, op-
erational tools), educating to the passion for a job that is also a
form of art, educating to the future.

In other words, educating to design.

Andrea Campioli
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