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By David Sokol

TEACHING BY

ince the inauguration of the Yale

Building Project in 1967, bolstered

by Samuel Mockbee’s Rural Studio
work through the 1990s, design-build
workshops have flowered in universities
throughout the U.S. From the start, student-
run design-build conflated with community

action, and as a result these real-world class-

rooms have produced landmark examples
of socially responsible architecture. This

academic phenomenon continues to achieve

practical solutions that inspire the design
community at large and produce young
activists as well as knowledgeable architects.
Recently, we invited several leading profes-
sors to join us in a telephone roundtable to
discuss the surging popularity of design-
build studios, the challenges they still face,
and the impact of completed projects on
designers and their clients. (Go to architec-

turalrecord.com for the unabbreviated text.)

In 2004, DesignBuildBLUFF
moved its studio to Bluff, Utah,
to work more closely with the
Mavajo Indian Reservation.

For their first undertaking there,
students built a home for Rosie
Joe, a single mother working
three jobs. The design is an
exercise in local ingenuity: The
house features a rammed-earth
Trombe wall, its ceilings and

roofs are made of recycled

pallets, and discarded road signs
clad interior walls.
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ARCHITECTURAL RECORD: Are design-build studios
more popudar than ever?

Steve Badanes: The students at the University of Washington
come here specifically for the Neighborhood Design/Build
Studio. That’s true for a lot of other programs.

Adam Hopfner: That's why [ went to Yale, and it’s why a vast
majority of the graduate students come here today. Although
design-build workshops have been going on for decades, they are
now becoming recognized as great learning vehicles.

oulia

Jucators talk

Hank Louis: Ours is probably the most fledgling of the pro-
grams represented at this roundtable, but I'm getting word
from students now that they’re coming for DesignBaildBLUFE
That worries me, because we don’t have room for everybody.

AR: Surely some students are more intrigued by design-build
and others more by the social engageiment. How do you balance

their needs?

Badanes: There are students who are interested in the social-
justice issues and underserved communities. And then there’s
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an architecture student who wants to build and become a better
designer: There's a high level of frustration from looking at a
computer screen all day,

David Lewis: In addition to students wanting to bridge social
responsibility and the tectonics of architecture, a number of my
Parsons students have done internships at larger firms where often
they’ve been involved in projects up to schematic design, particu-
larly with firms doing large works in Asia and the Middle Fast; they
have no sense of how things go together becausc it's not their
responsibility. We have students coming in with the experience of
doing million-square-foot malls, but they want to experience the
exact opposite as a pedagogical challenge to themselves.

Andrew Freear: Design-build also exposes students to working
in leams and accepting that they may not be great at everything.
Like most people on this roundtable, I went through an educa-
tion that was essentially a star system: You sit at your desk and
vou're expected to be wonderful at everything,

Louis: My students come for the hands-on experience. But ance
we gel to the Navajo reservation, the whole social aspect of it
becomes very strong and there’s a love affair that develops
between the Navajo family and these students. They come back
to remodel parts of the house that don’t seem to be working.

AR: Do any of you consciously try to differentiate your
design-build studio from those of your colleagues?

Lewis: We respond not to other design-build programs but to
local conditions—the constraints, obligations, possibilities, and
opportunities that exist. Inevitably you learn from the other pro-
grams to find out what works and what hasn’t. But the internal
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logistics of, say, trving to build in New York City helps shape the
identity of the program. Geography and institution proclaim the
condition more than the comparative method.

Hopfner: 1o build in New York or to build in the City of
New Haven is much different from building in Hale County.
And a lot of that is what shapes the program.

AR: Hank Louis organized a project in Africa, and David Lewis
has led Parsons students to create a park pavilion in the Catskills
towi of Margaretville, New York. If geography and institution
shape vour design-build programs, does that identity shift when
vou work outside your typical places?

Louis: The reason we went to Uganda is that a Ugandan coali-
tion came to see our work and asked us to build a clinic there.
Last year we didn’t have a social component to our work, because
we had to build more student housing on our little campus in
Bluft. [ thought Uganda would be a great way to incorporate

the social aspect that year. [ think we’ll continue to do that,
because it’s so remarkable to watch the students fall in love with
the people they're helping.

Badanes: All these programs are rooted in a place. I've been to
India, Cuba, Mexico, Vermont, doing this kind of stuff: You do a
project and you raise expectations and then you disappear. So
we stopped doing it. [ think this idea of thinking globally and
acting locally is at the heart of what we do. You don’t see any of
these programs going to New Orleans.

Dan Rockhilf: This year we left hame and went to
Greensburg, Kansas (see story, page 134). It could have been
Uganda. The town had been wiped out by a tornado.

& MICHAEL MORAN (MARGARETVILLE PARK PAVILION);
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Instead of taking on one of its
usual city-based clients, in 2006
The Design Workshop, a program
of Parsons The New School of
Design, built a park pavilion in the
650-person town of Margaretville,
New York (left and far left).

Last year, DesignBuildBLUFF also
went far afield, doing work in
Uganda (below and bottom). Studio
804 deployed prefabrication to
erect its so-called Sustainable
Prototype in Greensburg, Kansas
(bottom right).

AR: The Greensburg projectis a prefabricated, 1,600-square-foot
office and gallery, not 1o mention the first LEED Platii
building in the staie of Kansas. Dan, why did you decide to wrap
up-to-the-niinute prefab construction into Studio 8047 Wis

there longstanding student denand for it?

Badanes: [( has to do with the Kansas winter!

Rockhills We still froze our tails off in the warchouse, but

it really was for that reason Steve mentions: We took down a
building no more than 15 minutes away from the school, and we
recycled it into prefab modules that we eventually brought to
Greensburg. It wasw'l philosophical. These kids have never had
their hands in conerete, nor driven a nail. They need o have some

of that under their belt before taking it to the next level.

Hopfner: There is a push for prefabrication and digital fabrica-
tion in general at our school. So prior to a Yale Building Project
design, we look at what is possible with our time frame and sup-
port, Given that T have 60 faborers, 1’s harder to justify the lead
times of prefabrication for the entire thing. And yet we do try to
identify components that might be made on a CNC mill,
whether its a stair or a cabinet picce or a cladding svstem. So
there’s exposure to it I don’t see this technology as a danger, but

as just another tool with its own opportunities angd limitations,

AR: Tom, the Over-the-Rhine Design/Build Studio has a political
component. What's the origin of that?

Thomas Dutton: Design-build is just one of many things we do.
We also do agitprops—artistic installations that are devised with
community leadership to make people aware of what happened at a
particular site. They're like learning devices to raise questions about

history and urban space. We also do straight-uo advocacy planning.

It's all determined by the community at that particular time




AR: What other task besides design-build consumes most
of vour time?

Roclehill: For us it’s really fund-raising. We're not supported by
the university. As a not-for-profit corporation, the burden is on

us to raise whatever tunds we can from year to year. That con-

sumes a lot of time, at least for students, who think of the studio
as all nails and two-by-fours,

Freear: Our students traditionally have raised phenomenal
material donations, but because of gas prices and the economic
squieeze in the past vear, iU's become very difficult. We are con-
templating completely different approaches to projects for the
next couple years simply because of that: The tax write-offs and
mialerial donations are not going to be there.

AR: What preparatory advice would you give all those professors
who are considering starting their own desiein-build studios,
especially iiv an econowic downturn?

Badanes: They always think they should start with something
on campus, and that’s often a bad idea. My advice is to start
with something small, out in the community. The biggest
problem is that faculty and students start new programs think-
ing they can do large projects faster and cheaper than is
realistically possible.

Rockhill: | find that people tend to overthink the complexity
of the issues in front of them. They tend to meet with evervbody
on campus and get everybody involved, and that's a surefire way
to draw something out for eternity. 1 tell them to just do it

AR: Adarm, Andrew, and Dan, you've all inherited your
programs. How ave you dealt with that legacy, or shuped

these studios i your image?

Working with the Yale Building

:roject. in 2(?04 PGED _H?p.iner — a v Wﬂw
egan exploring prefabrication and i A

digital technology with a stair sys-

tem made entirely of CNC-routed

sheets of Baltig birch plywood (left).

In addition to doing traditional

building and rehabilitation projects

in Cincinnati's Over-the-Rhine

neighborhood, such as a laundromat

and meeting room (middle right),

Thomas Dutton’s design-build

studio will stage "aqgitprop" art
installations that commemorate
events such as the demolition of
the SRO Milner Hotel (right).



PHOTOGRAPHY: COURTESY YALE BUILDING PROJECT (STAIR SYSTEM), THOMAS A. DUTTON (LAUNDROMAT AND
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Steve Badanes recommends that
design-build studios take on small
public spaces, such as the Garden

Gathering Place his University of

Washington students completed
for Danny Woo Community
Gardens in 2007 (left). For the
second year of the Yale Building
Project’s collaboration with
Common Ground, students
constructed a house for a dis-
abled female veteran and her
family, which also includes a
one-bedroom rental unit (right).

Hopfner: This is my second year directing the Yale Building
Project. I take the stance very strongly that [ do not have author-
ship. I think there’s a danger in that, and I'm certainly not
teaching to get my aesthetic agenda across.

[ have tried to make housing issues a little more cur-
rent, and to that end we've been working with an organization
called Common Ground, a nonprofit to end homelessness, since
last year. We found that veterans make up 28 percent of all home-
less, and that people are coming home from these conflicts with
huge emotional disorders. We've identified female veterans as
the group in need of housing. We did a lot of rescarch into the
psychology and brought these social issues to the fore to see
how that would affect the design position. The second thing
Pve tried to do is make more explicit the process as opposed to
the product—the constraints of site, zoning, budget, time, and
environment that really come to bear on a project.

Lewis: Onc thing that I think is really critical is, even though it’s
design-build by students, the design absolutely has to be of the
highest mark of excellence. The students have more time than
an architecture firm can give to this project, so the results should
exceed what professionals should be able to do. Instead of just
learning how to work materials, this is an opportunity you

won’t have when you go out into the profession. [t’s something
P've inherited, and 1 think it’s critical to maintain that position,
especially with the client.

Freear: From my point of view, when Mockbee dropped dead,
it was simply a case of keeping up. Tt never has been a deliberate
“I've got to establish my own style.” [ hope what I have tried

to do is protect the luxury of time: The Rural Studio has a huge
luxury of time over a lot of these other programs. Fitth-year stu-
dents, for example, are here technically for nine months, though

they stay upwards of a year afterward to finish their projects on
their own time and dollar. I get a lot of grief from the university
for allowing that to happen. But it’s about raising the standards,
the craft, the level of detail and the quality—it’s about being
more rigorous. I don’t really apologize for any of it. There are few
places where you do something because you want Lo do it and
you want to do it right. P'm trying to be fiercely protective of that
opportunity, and to have students understand how long it takes
and how difficult it is to do something well.

AR: What long-term effects have your design-build programs
wrought on their communities?

Louis: What I've found, especially with the Rosie Joe House, is
that it afforded her the opportunity to go back to weaving rugs,
which now command as much as $10,000. Previously, she had
to give up the loom to be a receptionist at Motel 6 or waitress
somewhere clse.

Badanes: I’s the students who really feel the long-term effects.
Our goal is to deflect them from finishing architecture school and
taking their portfolio to an office and getting a job. We're trying to
create a different kind of architect. Our most successful people
have become nonprofit housing developers, developers of com-
munity gardens, and a lot of them have gone into design-build,
which from my experience is a bit more satisfying than the office
alternative, especially as things become more automated. We teach
building and practical things, but the real lessons are perseverance
and self-motivation, teamwork, and community service. It’s a big
agenda. I think that's where we can make a real difference.

Dutton: That’s one of the things I've learned from Steve
Badanes. We're not just trying to help a community, but we're
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trying to deconstruct students” privilege, We've trving to get
them to be better citizens, better community advocates, and to
understand the complexity of urban areas. We'd like o institu-
tionalize ourselves even more into that community—develop

job-traini

programs, get high school industrial-education

kids involved with us—so that the center is not only a site of

studentand faculty learning but community learning, as well.

Freear: The Rural Studio began 16 vears in one place and is
becoming a neighbor there. 'm starting to see the fruits of
that. The local politicians and community groups are coming
to us now, and they're actually bringing sranis and dollars to
the table themselves. 1ts great o see thev have the imagination
and also the courage to be involved with us, I think that's
reflected in the scale of recent projects, like a 40-acre public
park, an animal shelter and a hospital, which may serve more
peoyple than all the other projects put together.

From the students” point of view. I hope they leave
here feeling empowered. L know when Tleil school, | had no
idea wha to ask or what to do in an office. Evervihing was a
complete mystery to me. At least these students know how an
engineer and architect engage in o dialogue, and where to look

for things and whom to talk to.

Hopfaer: One other thing that I'm beginning to push is

addressing issues of the profession: Architects have really
divorced themselves from the building process. In such a
litigious society, they don't buildsjust design, By exposing
students to all of the forees that come to bear on the
making of a building, whether environmental, technical, or
political they can begin to harness them to become more
effective as architects, | hope they have the courage to feel

good about their decisions. m
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Thanks to the Rural Studio's
long-term engagement with the

surrounding community, design-

build participants' works are
getting bigger and affecting
maore people. Andrew Freear says
the 40-acre Lion's Park (left),
Hale County Animal Shelter
project (below), and Hale County
Hospital courtyard renovation
(bottom) are emblematic of that

sea change.




