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The teaching of architectural design is a practice that draws
from both theories and practices, as well as contingencies and
immanences. It is influenced by countless factors that justify
its premises, give shape to its development, and impact its
outcomes. What are some urgent issues for those who teach,
study, and produce architectural education, which could
emerge within the specific thematic framework expressed by
the editorial approach of Stoa, namely constructing a discourse
around tools for architectural design pedagogies? Which of
these could potentially become central to a thematic explo-
ration that defines a new debate? The collection of contribu-
tions presented at the Stoa Open Seminar attempts to provide
partial answers to this question by presenting, through texts
by young researchers and architects, what is perceived as
urgent and important by a generation that, in a complex and
solicitation-laden time, is beginning to realise the need to of-
fer, in their teaching experiences, alternative ways of looking
at design education.
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IN THE RIGHT
PLACE

The pedagogical project underlying the various
teaching methods in architecture consists of codified mo-
ments that mark the pace of the design studio and are lay-
ered within the cultural and professional heritage of those
who teach architecture. Some of these moments continue
to demonstrate their methodological and operational va-
lidity, while others show a certain resistance to the chang-
es offered by new tools and interpretive categories of the
world around us. Our present time has been defined in
several contexts as a critical juncture in defined by muiti-
ple crises' — a condition that has become almost common-
place and characteristic — understood as the failure of a
certain way of looking at the world by the generations
that actually built the Italian and European schools of ar-
chitecture, referring to the great traditions of thought of
the twentieth century, which sometimes opposed cultural
positions, often shared, to constructed results that over
time have shown a certain short-sightedness in foresee-
ing changes and upheavals that are difficult to control.

As Philip Johnson warned Harvard students in the
1950s, the seven crutches’ on which architecture rest-
ed have been replaced by new bogeymen on which to
base architectural design teaching. Yet some of these
views are anchored to teaching methods that have not
stood the test of time. The time of crisis flows quickly
with continuous updates, often ungovernable, which
can provoke sleep of reason caused by feeling helpless in
managing issues as complex as they are often transient
and devoid of real foundation and long-term conse-
quences. This distance in approaching certain changes
- technological, environmental, social, economic, now
part of the context and no longer up for debate — has no
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reason to exist as long as architecture is recognised as
ultimately aiming at a return to the sensible, to tangible
and knowable physical data. To train this intention, the
design studio is the privileged physical space and con-
trolled field of action in which to test architecture’s abil-
ity to respond to new external stimuli.

«The “studio”, the atelier, the design laboratory must
constitute the cornerstone around which everything re-
volves»’. Made up of unforeseen moments that cannot
be attributed to predetermined methodologies, design
studios emerge from customs derived from studio or
technical school models, which share procedures that are
more or less repeated in most architecture schools. on
the contrary, rhythms, episodes and contrasting events
should be encouraged: educational practices need to be
questioned, dissected and modified in order to identify
which of them may represent a wound that contributes
to the perpetuation of the crisis rather than its overcom-
ing, or at least how to surf its waves.

The practical organization of a pedagogical project
depends on a number of factors that cannot be attributed
to pre-established schemes® (with the exception of a set
of shared minimum contents that are regulated by local,
national regulations and that comply with international
protocols). It depends to a large extent on the preparation
of the teaching staff, their professional development tra-
jectories (if they are also involved in projects) and their
personal research horizons. It is also often determined
by institutional policy trends and market demands. As
a result, the room for manoeuvre for teacher-architects
can be relatively wide. Therefore, if the space for person-
al implementation available to architectural educators

STOA

is relatively flexible, the only aspect we are allowed to
discuss and question is the conceptual framework and
structural organisation that defines the design studio,
rather than its premises or outcome.

What actions take place in the design studio? The de-
sign studio is governed by a series of actions. These
vectors direct the trajectories of knowledge production,
either unidirectional (for example, ex cathedra lectures
imposed by the teacher) or bidirectional. The latter
often emerge from the students to become themes for
collective discussion. Some actions are cognitive, in-
cluding discussing the theme, the site and the features
of what is to be designed. Other factors are managerial
and organisational in nature, including the spaces ex-
perienced, the routes taken between home and work,
and the proxemics between people sharing the same
space. Then there are the moments that structure the
relationship between teachers and students: discus-
sions and critiques, understood as moments of collec-
tive knowledge-sharing, which over time have often
taken on a coercive character and a certain inability to
imagine other ways of transmitting design knowledge
other than through correction and imposition.

What tools are used? Design practice, as reflective
activity, is structured along the tortuous paths of tacit
knowledge through a non-linear, iterative learning pro-
cess that transcends verbal communication and passes
through categories that do not fit neatly into standard-
ised theories or modes of transmission; indeed, «design
activity is a conversation with the materials of a situ-
ation»®. The design studio proceeds through a series of
interactions characterised by iteration, i.e. the repetition
of human actions - such as cutting, painting, building a
model, drawing, and engaging with teachers in specific
ways — followed by feedback from interactive devices (in
this case, the institute of student collaboration established
in a design studio). This feedback loop can, in the best
cases, lead to the integration and imitation of exemplary
or more successful cases, resulting in particular interac-
tive rhythms typical of the design workshop. In addition,
the influence of the arts — painting, sculpture, cinema, cu-
ratorial practices — and the humanities feed the students’
imagination by providing them with new methods of in-
vestigation, facilitating a controlled expansion of the field
of architectural design and, consequently, of its referenc-
es. References to the natural sciences suggest the widely
held view that architecture concerns not only the human
species, but the wider network of animate and inanimate
beings that make up the totality of our lived world and
intersect with all our actions.

What ways of interpreting studio teaching? Actions and
tools find their counterpart in the critical elaboration
of possible ways of interpreting the development and
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results of pedagogical projects. On the one hand, the
processes that structure the transmission and production
of knowledge can be analysed as heuristic procedures
for discovering knowledge that emerges from the prac-
tice of doing; on the other, the pedagogical project can
be interpreted as the result of research practices that are
more or less relevant and consistent with the architec-
tural project. In this sense, the possibility of structuring
design studio teaching as a research practice has often
been seen as an insufficient model for knowledge trans-
fer that is inadequate to provide «the engaging models
of thinking that contemporary society needs»®, leading
the coeherence between teaching, research, and prac-
tice, de facto implying that innovation in architectural
education stems from the broader professional practice
of architects involved in teaching design studios’.
Actions, tools and ways of interpreting of pedagogical
practices could represent three categories by which
to measure the scope and objectives of the pedagogi-
cal project. The project of architectural design teaching
should ensure the definition of the limits within which
possible actions of knowledge production can be ap-
plied, carried out through the use of tools and respond-
ing to certain ways of interpreting one’s own work,
according to the different natures and inclinations of
individual teacher-architects. In order to mantain their
role, they will have to be progressively adapted and
modified because of the multiple crises we are facing. To
this end, only the design studio still manages to recon-
figure itself as the place where design activity would
have enough room to be «the sum of inescapable ar-
tistic choices»'’. Some of them may be made with more
or less self-awareness, but at least all in the right place.

Notes

1. Cfr. Carolina Crijns, Architecture in Times of Multiple Crisis,
transcript, Bielefeld 2023.

2. Philip Johnson, The Seven Crutches of Modern Architecture,
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