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THE STuDIO AND THE CITY:  
NOTES ON ARCHITECTuRAL PEDAGOGY
Kenny Cupers

The pedagogical history of the architecture studio has yet  
to be written. But one of the things it would likely reveal — apart 
from an oscillation between the autonomy of the studio as  
a place of production and its engagement with the dynamics  
of the built environment at large — is the sheer proliferation  
of pedagogical approaches over the past decades, from form- 
generating coding and ecological performance calculation  
to casting concrete and building emergency shelters. Despite 
the plethora of experimentation, studio pedagogy today  
still lacks one crucial dimension: an engagement with the con-
crete spatial realities of the world around us. In my view, the 
vitality of architecture — both as a discipline and as a profession 
—hinges upon this. Even design-build and community-based 
studios, which often do a terrific job of incorporating experi-
ential learning and social awareness into design research, 
display little patience with understanding a site prior to the 
framing device that is design intervention.1 The fact that this 
problem can be described in such enormously general terms 
is only a sign of the poverty that confronts us in thinking 
through it today.

A principal goal of architectural education should be to  
enable students to think both analytically and projectively about 
what surrounds them: the built environment. Rather than accept-
ing it as things that are just “there,” architectural pedagogy 
should encourage students to interrogate how exactly buildings, 
landscapes, and cities are continuously made and unmade  
by layers of decisions and the rhythms and contingencies  
of everyday life. That interrogation of this ongoing process is 
exactly where the analytical can feed the projective imagination. 
Beyond authored works of architecture and planners’ inten-
tions, the built environment — in its banality as well as its unique-
ness — not only tells us something about culture and society,  
it also helps shape the multiple forces that make up our world. 
The development of that analytical capacity is, of course, 
at least partly the job of architectural history. But why leave 

1 For an overview of contemporary approaches, see Design Studio Pedagogy: 
Horizons for the Future, ed. Ashraf M. Salama and Nicholas Wilkinson 
(Gateshead: The urban International Press, 2007).
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of design became discredited, two parallel yet divorced paths 
seem to have emerged from the ensuing anxiety. “Architectural 
phenomenologists” clung to the notion of an authentic first-
hand experience of buildings, while “environmental designers” 
based the future of architecture on the promises of social 
scientific knowledge. Both ended up offering little toward an 
understanding of that which “real architects” generally do not 
design, namely the vast majority of the built environment today. 
What we need to do instead of reviving these ideologically 
charged routes of the past is to promote a more pragmatic  
approach to the pedagogy of the architecture studio.

In his essay The School and Society, published in 1900, 
John Dewey outlined an approach to learning that could be 
remarkably fruitful for architectural pedagogy today.3 Dewey 
advocated an overhaul of what was the dominant view of  
education in his eyes, namely the idea of students as recepta-
cles for knowledge and teachers as the depositors. Instead  
of abstract learning, he proposed learning by doing — an idea that 
at first glance seems nothing more than what has long been  
the goal of the studio in the pedagogy of architecture. But, rather 
than seeing this realm as enclosed within itself, the way stu-
dents sometimes feel behind their computers in their studios,  
as slaves of a lonely ship, Dewey envisioned an intense rela-
tionship between the school and society, in our case, the studio 
and the city. In his Laboratory School at the university of  
Chicago,4 firsthand experience of natural and industrial processes 
fostered a proactive attitude toward life and learning, a prag-
matic approach he believed could overcome the separation 
between theory and practice. Admittedly, Dewey’s vision was-
squarely rooted in the liberal ideologies of industrial capitalism: 
education was meant to make that machine run smoothly.

 Even though it would be a mistake to transpose his vision 
directly onto today’s situation, some of his ideas are pertinent  
to the contemporary teaching of architecture. Too often, the  
intellectual development of architecture students tends to 
isolate them from the concrete realities around them. For those 
who conceive of such environments in their studios, it is crucial 
to complement abstract thinking with an empirical understanding 

3 John Dewey, The School and Society: Being Three Lectures (Chicago: 
university of Chicago Press, 1900).

4 See Eugene F. Provenzoi Jr., “History as Experiment: The Role of the 
Laboratory School in the Development of John Dewey’s Philosophy  
of History,” The History Teacher, 12.3 (May 1979), 373–82).

what is arguably the discipline’s central subject outside of  
the studio?

To that rhetorical question, Denise Scott Brown, Robert 
Venturi, and Steven Izenour responded with an unparalleled 
pedagogical experiment that placed the studio squarely in  
the city. Learning from Las Vegas, the publication that resulted 
from their studio at Yale in 1968, sparked architectural debates 
that have in many ways obscured the project’s most essential 
contribution to architecture. In subsequent decades the 
project has been appreciated less as a pedagogical revolution 
and a reevaluation of architecture’s relationship to the built 
environment than as a discursive argument in what ultimately 
turned into the postmodernist embrace of architecture’s  
autonomy. Canonized for the wrong reasons, Learning from  
Las Vegas was only recently hailed for its pedagogy, coinciding  
with the popularity of the “research studio” in the wake of  
Rem Koolhaas’s Project on the City in the late 1990s.2 But by this  
time, urban research in the studio amounted to little more than 
replacing the CAD architect with the Google architect, neither 
of which took students away from their screens. At times, the 
boldest arguments about urban life were forged without doing 
so much as looking out the window of the studio. Research 
findings ended up — despite best intentions — serving the disci-
pline more than contributing to knowledge about the contem-
porary city. up until today, research in the studio threatens  
to follow this logic when it becomes immediately instrumental-
ized in the mill of architectural production. In the best cases, 
studio-based research contributes to a more sophisticated, 
process-driven design pedagogy, which can encourage students 
to be more reflexive about what they make and how they  
can test it. But what does this ultimately mean for our under-
standing of architecture’s role in the world?

Meanwhile, research as a process by which things are  
examined on their on own terms continues to be absent in many 
architecture schools. If there is some attention to the analysis  
of urban form, its myriad consequences on the ground, in the 
spaces of everyday life are often relegated to the purview  
of disciplines such as history or social science. When the belief, 
popular with modernists, that use was a simple consequence  

2 See Kazys Varnelis, “Is There Research in the Studio?” Journal of Architectural 
Education 61.1 (2007): 11–14. The theme of the issue is Architectural Design  
as Research, Scholarship, and Inquiry.
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of the contradictory qualities of the world around them. More than 
the ability to solve design problems, studio pedagogy could 
provide students not just with knowledge or skills, but also with  
a proactive attitude toward learning that exceeds the bounds 
of the institution. What is needed, therefore, are technique 
geared specifically to developing students’ sensorial intelli-
gence, their ability to see and understand buildings, landscapes, 
and cities. This entails not only visual analyses of artistic repre-
sentations, photographic reportage, architectural drawings, and 
urban maps and plans in class, but more importantly, firsthand 
and participant observation techniques enabling students to 
learn freely and independently. Teaching that reveals how exist-
ing accounts and representations of the built environment are 
themselves normative constructions, often generated in order  
to advance a particular agenda for change, fosters the analytic 
thinking needed to make the creative leap into the production 
of one’s own interpretation and the interrogation of one’s own 
predispositions. Criticality and theory are essential compo-
nents of this endeavor: rather than being mere add-ons, they are 
embedded in the messiness of the built environment itself.  
An understanding of the complex relationship between archi-
tecture and the built environment at large should be a central 
part of studio pedagogy because this, more than any other skill, 
provides students with the agency to position themselves as  
innovative professionals in the contemporary city.


	130830_USC_spreads 26
	130830_USC_spreads 27
	130830_USC_spreads 28
	130830_USC_spreads 29

