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s t r a t e g i c  i n i t i a t i v e s  
thesis research and development in 5th year university college dublin  
elizabeth shotton college lecturer 
year staff: tom de paor, elizabeth shotton    4th & 5th year coordinator: hugh campbell 
 
objectives 
There are two parallel and complementary objectives to the underlying structure 
of the current final year design program at University College Dublin. The first, 
and perhaps most historically prevailing, is the desire to enable students to define 
a position within the broader architectural discourse which has personal relevance 
to them and to successfully pursue the translation of this polemic into 
architectural form. The second is sympathetic to this objective in that it demands 
of the student a holistic and thorough exploration of the project, and the 
underlying polemic, against all of the physical imperatives of architecture. This 
second objective seeks to enable the students to move beyond the merely 
theoretical or formal proposition and develop work which has material authority 
by examining issues of an environmental or material nature. The current structure 
of the programme, and work being undertaken, has a lineage of development 
which is worthy of examination as it reveals the rationale behind both the 
objectives and the teaching methodology of the programme. [fig 1] 
 
historical development of course structure and teaching methodology 
Historically the final thesis year had been centered on the production of a single 
architectural project. The students were tutored independently one from another in 
this production process and any clear objective regarding theoretical content and 
its translation in the project itself was dependent on the skill and interest of both 
student and tutor. This was guided to some extent by the two year staff who 
coordinated the pace of the class work undertaken across the three terms of the 
scholastic year, amounting to 24 weeks on average.  
 
Changes made to the curriculum by John Tuomey in collaboration with Shelly 
McNamara some years ago, and later with Tom de Paor, aimed to recalibrate both 
the content and the pace of the year to provide more coherence and focus to the 
body of work produced. This desire for a clearer and more critical discourse was 
supported by the introduction of a series of sequential projects which were 
intended to introduce the ideas of observation as a means of interrogation leading 
to inspiration, essentially focused on an idea of genus loci, combined with design 
as a means to the investigation and expression of the culture of making. The 
thesis thus evolved from the single project to an assemblage of projects starting 
with a class trip to initiate an investigation and mapping of place followed by a set 
of three interrelated projects, the primer, the thesis project and the development or 
fortification project, which served to investigate the thesis intent through various 
scales and programmatic vehicles.1  

                                                
1 John Tuomey, reading the site: thinking, teaching and practice about place, Building Material 
vol 4, Autumn 2000, Dublin:AAI 

model 1 & 2 
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The year thus acquired considerably more structure with the trip and mapping of 
place establishing the intent of the thesis in the first 4 weeks, the primer project 
acting as a vehicle of exploration in the following 4 weeks and the final 4 weeks 
of the first term being used to establish the site and brief for the principal thesis 
project in the term to follow. This project was developed through the course of 8 
weeks in the second term and was documented within the thesis report, with the 
prior explorations, at the close of this term. The final term of 5 weeks was thus 
liberated to be used as what has been described as fortification of the thesis intent 
and could range from a new project to a specific development of an earlier piece 
of work. Throughout this work the students met with the 2 members of the year 
staff at weekly intervals and with their individual tutors at regular intervals. The 
work was reviewed by jury at the close of every project, with the final assessment 
based on the totality of the work produced by the end of the year. 
 
The next shift in the program structure and content addressed the need to more 
firmly establish the idea of the thesis or architectural polemic in the student work. 
This agenda was addressed with the introduction of tutor groups and a lecture 
series. Though the structure of sequential projects remained in place, as did the 
weekly meetings and periodic juries, there was a restructuring of tutoring from 
individuals into thematic groupings to establish a coherent polemic under which a 
smaller group of students could operate. The introduction of these thematic 
groupings were thought to be a needed layer to both encourage cooperative 
knowledge development and to provide more guidance and focus to each students 
thesis intention. These groups, staffed by two tutors from the school or 
professional practice, were also intended as a research vehicle for the tutors 
themselves. The pace and nature of the research was thus restructured with 
students choosing a thematic at the start of the year under which they would 
operate and develop their own ideas. However, these groups, though assembled at 
the start of the year, only came into operation with their respective tutors at the 
outset of the primary thesis project in the second term, thus allowing students the 
first term to attempt to establish their own position prior to operating as a group.  
 
In addition to the introduction of the thematic tutor groups, a secondary system of 
lectures, the parallel program, was added to the course structure in the second 
term of the thesis. Intended to provide creative inspiration and insight to students 
while in the throes of design this lecture series focused on bringing individuals in 
to speak to the class from other disciplines in an effort to widen the discourse and 
to more clearly articulate the idea of thesis and its attendant impact on a body of 
work across a range of fields. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

model 3 
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assessment 
There is a certain coherent logic to the structure of this model in its final form 
which is compelling as it clearly articulates, in its structure, the premise that the 
polemic can be understood as independent from the project and can thus be tested 
against the imperatives of many projects. It also, quite rightly, implicitly 
acknowledges that the polemic will develop in depth and authority as it is tested 
against these different conditions. Thus the thesis intention statement made by 
each student at the start of the program should be observable as it transforms 
across the sequence of studies and, by the close of the program, students should 
be in a position to rearticulate the polemic in a more authoritative manner. 
 
This program was successful in establishing a range of experiments for the 
students to undertake on their thematic and resulted in a diverse body of work for 
each student. However in practice each students body of work often failed to test 
a specific thesis premise consistently as the particulars of the polemic were often 
over shadowed by the specifics of each project or the overriding group thematic. 
Nor was it possible to consistently achieve, in each of the projects, a level of 
resolution of development in a detailed or material way due to the short duration 
of each sequence. Thus the net result, though often a compelling body of work, 
was not consistently achieving an advancement of skill on the part of each student 
in the primary objective of defining a position within the broader architectural 
discourse and its translation to architectural form nor the secondary objective of 
material authority in the development. The current structure of the final year is a 
slight recalibration of the previous model, extracting for reuse the most positive 
components and adding additional layers which specifically address the ideas of 
research, the individual polemic and the thorough investigation and translation of 
the polemic to material form. 
 
Recent developments in course structure: 2002-2003     
Our first experiments with reforming the prior model retained the outline structure 
of the program and focused very directly on the theme of material realization 
through the layering in of a series of lectures and study projects which addressed 
the material imperatives of architecture. These lectures could in fact be 
understood as a reformulation of the parallel program as they were placed at a 
point in the main project sequence when students nominally had a statement of 
thesis, a site and brief and had made some initial progress in establishing a 
schematic of the project. It was thought that to encourage them regarding material 
realities at what we imagined to be an early stage in the design process would 
help to inform the authority with which the main thesis project developed. The 
objective was to make explicit the material imperatives of architecture and its 
impact on the conceptual formation of the design. Though the benefits of the 
broader discourse beyond architecture was lost the explicit relationship between 
thesis, material imperative and form making was thought a more resonant theme 
to pursue with the students at this point in the program.  
 

model 4  
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Each of the three studies, supported by a set of lectures from noteworthy 
professionals related to the topic, was carefully sequenced in the design process to 
help students to forward their designs based on the close study of a particular 
issue. On the premise that design is intimately influenced by material choice the 
first study was on the subject of material and construction. It was placed at the 
start of the design development sequence, prior to the interim review, to 
encourage students to use this as a primary influence on their conceptual design 
work. The study undertaken by the students was intended to be a detailed 
spatial/material study in the form of an interior/exterior spatial joint to allow 
students to investigate the manner in which material and construction process 
impact spatial order. [fig 2, 3] 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
fig 2: concrete studies from site materials 
 
 
 
 

 
 
figure 3: material junction and spatial studies 
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The second study, undertaken after the interim review in this second term, 
focused on structural order. Following lectures on the relevance and expressive 
potential of structure in design the students were expected to develop a structural 
model to help order and underpin their developing design ideas with a structural 
logic. [fig 4] The final study focused on environmental issues with particular 
emphasis on light as a design element. Again lectures were given the first on light 
as a design element and the second on environmental controls with an emphasis 
on sustainability. The students were then to develop their designs with reference 
to these constraints and, in tandem, produce a set of environmental systems 
diagrams. Each of these studies, which lasted a week in duration, were intended to 
run in parallel to the project development process and to be integrated into the 
thinking of the main body of work. At each stage the work was reviewed by year 
staff and discussed relative to the larger conceptual framework of the project. As a 
part of their thesis report three separate sections were introduced to summarize the 
nature of these issues to their design work. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
figure 4: structural system for ordering multistory warehousing + retail 
 
 
 
assessment 
Our experience was somewhat different from our expectations. What were 
intended to be comprehensive studies had varying success which seemed 
somewhat dependent on the strength of the students as well as the degree of 
support they received from their group tutors. Thus there was substantial variation 
across the class in terms of the usefulness of this strategy for material 
development. Interestingly the students who benefited immediately from these 
studies tended to fall in the extremities of the class, either very weak or very 
strong in terms of design skill, whereas a good percentage of the middle ground 
students had difficulty in interpreting and acting on these instigations at this point 
in the design process.  
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Although the lectures were appreciated the expectation of design studies on the 
issues of material, structure or environmental issues was considered by many an 
intrusion on their time at this stage in the design, seen to be premature and 
limiting to their creative endeavour rather than enabling. The studies which were 
done by students who felt this way tended to be cursory, bore little or no 
relationship to the thesis intention and rarely had impact on their final design 
proposal. In contrast the students who had little facility for conceptual thinking 
and its translation into formal strategies were enabled by the agenda through a 
structuring of their design process by these physical imperatives. Likewise the 
students who had very adept intellects and design skills had little difficulty in 
appreciating the relationship between conceptual positioning, material imperatives 
and design strategy and were thus able to use the lectures and smaller design 
studies to extensively forward their proposal on all fronts. 
 
Despite the unpredicted result the experiment proved useful to staff and students 
alike. Though initially puzzling to the students who had been trained, it seemed, 
to understand the design process as much more linear in terms of movement 
between scales and the introduction of technological issues into the design study, 
there was a perceptible shift in attitude regarding both these issues even among 
the more resistant by the end of the thesis endeavour. Too late to have any 
substantial impact on their design methodology in school but just soon enough to 
adjust their expectations prior to entering the profession.  
 
For the staff the lessons learned and conclusions drawn from this attempt at 
recalibration were various. But most significantly it appeared that the students in 
general, despite the apparent integrity of the teaching model, had very little skill 
in articulating a clear thesis or polemic about architecture which could be tested 
on a variety of scales and programs. Without this clarity the more specific design 
studies were unable to be of use in further developing or clarifying their thesis 
position or guide the general design process as the relationship between these 
modes of thinking were not clearly understood. Additionally, aside from the 
exceptional students noted before, the studies seemed to undermine a prior 
working method, thus slowing the design process down rather than deepening the 
integrity of the work. 
 
It seemed in fact that the students initial response had some validity; that the 
introduction of these issues mid schematic was disabling as it inhibited the 
fluidity of their intuitive design process through the demand for more rational 
analysis on particular thematics. But contrary to the conclusions drawn by 
students, that these studies had been premature, our judgement was that these 
issues had not been raised early enough. These students, like most students of 
architecture generally, are all too familiar with the idea that material imperatives 
are to be addressed subsequent to the fleshing out of the design as a form, as a 
type of end-game tactic. A strategy which inevitably leads to mutations and 
compromises in form, conceptual intent and material resolve during the final 
stages of design. Thus superficially applied technological or material solutions are 
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forced to do the work of the building fabric, to resolve the inherent flaws in the 
design and compensate for a failure in the basic conception of space and form. It 
was precisely this disabling tendency that we had hoped to overcome through 
these design studies.  
 
The counterpoint position we had hoped to inspire would be an approach which 
recognized these material imperatives as inspiration in their conceptual thinking. 
What became clear in this experiment is that the positioning of the influence these 
material imperatives have in the conceptual framework of the design process is 
critical and that the students needed to develop an attitude regarding these issues, 
informed by their specific thesis intention, prior to the schematic design phase. 
This approach could enable the students to develop strategic design skills, in fact 
to use these issues as strategic initiatives in formulating a more precise definition 
of the polemic which they were to test in their thesis project. Implied in this 
conclusion is that this initial phase of thesis definition, of research, is in some 
measure the rational side of design where issues are confronted, be they 
theoretical, social, material or contextual, and carefully analyzed as to content and 
relevance. In contrast the design process itself is, in the best case, an intuitive 
process responding to a latent or unconscious understanding of related issues with 
its success being wholly dependent on the depth of prior analysis. Based on this 
premise we concluded that it was critical to enable students to mature the ground 
condition of their design intuition by careful reasoned analysis of as much 
information as possible prior to starting this process. 
 
The relationship between research, polemic and material imperatives was far 
more intimate than we had first imagined and suggested that a further 
reformulation of the program was necessary to encourage the development of 
these skills among the students. It was therefore surmised that the introduction of 
these issues, and the supporting lectures, would likely have more impact if placed 
earlier in the process as part of the strategic planning of the thesis in first term. 
 
 
 
Further developments in course structure and teaching methodology: 2003-2004 
Experimenting with the role of reason and intuition in the design process 
 
Several changes have been made to both the content and structure of the thesis 
program in response to this previous experience. In an effort to support the 
students individual research, and its successful transformation into architectural 
form, it was first necessary to redress any impediments to this process and second 
to provide a support system for research which had previously been, at best, only 
loosely available and unarticulated as such. In principle we have aimed to 
strengthen the reasoned, analytical framework of the research portion of the thesis 
in an effort to underpin and liberate the intuitive design process to follow. 
 

model 5  
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The sequence of projects; mapping, primer, thesis and fortification, had become 
less than operable as no consistent relationship was being drawn between them. 
Although intended as vehicles of research in and of themselves insufficient time 
had been given over to the clear establishment of the polemic prior to the 
initiation of design thus leading to inarticulate and undisciplined testing or 
development, in a sense a debilitation of the intuition through insufficient 
research. A clearer and more articulate base of research was required to establish 
the polemic and test its relationship to other imperatives in depth prior to testing 
its veracity in the thesis project. The redevelopment of the program thus focussed 
primarily on the first term which was reconceived as thesis research, to culminate 
in a thesis report, and to be followed by the more traditional thesis design project 
in the second term. This design development is also to be carefully documented in 
the second phase of the thesis report. The final term was reconsidered as 
evaluation or critique and will involve further development of the project based 
on critique of the prior design relative to the thesis research.  
 
The first term then has been restructured from the prior model of trip: mapping: 
primer: thesis establishment to a sequence of research workshops loosely 
described as; thesis; precedent study; environment and economy; material and 
structure; context and brief. The first week of the term was reconstructed as a 
thesis workshop, to be shared in common with the 4th year as a encouragement to 
the development of research skills, and involved both year staff, invited lecturers 
and graduates of the program in a discussion of both the meaning of an 
architectural polemic and the nature of architectural research. This was followed 
by 4 weeks of intensive research in which students explored the territory of their 
stated intention through readings, precedent research and small design studies. 
The work culminated in a more precise statement of polemic which was then 
tested against a noteworthy building as a form of direct precedent investigation. 
Thus the trip, previously understood as a place study, was transformed into a 
testing ground for individual polemics. This research was reviewed and discussed 
among the class each week and was reviewed by jury at the close of this segment 
of the research following the study trip. 
 
The workshops which follow, which are just now mid process, are structured on a 
two week cycle where 3 lectures on the particular study are given and followed by 
seminar discussions on the thematic and the students own research intent. These 
workshops are used as instigations for students to research these imperatives 
relative to their thesis intention through both reading and small design studies in 
the two weeks which follow. The intention is to both deepen and broaden the 
polemic as well as to equip students with strategic design skills which can be 
brought forward to their primary design study in the following term. This work is 
reviewed at the end of each 2 week cycle by the year staff, the upper school 
coordinator and, significantly, a critic representing the particular thematic in 
question. Thus the workshop on environment and economy was given by an 
economist, an architectural educator and a practicing architect with sympathetic 
leanings while the review was attended by an environmental specialist.  
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The design research undertaken during this period involved the use of small scale 
briefs and sites identified by students as temporary vehicles for studying the 
relationship of certain environment or economic imperatives which could enlarge 
their polemic stance and equip them with design strategies for the main thesis 
project to follow. Models were the typical medium for exploration and were used 
at two different scales, building massing and detail, in an effort to discover the 
appropriate scale at which the thesis could be tested. Thus the two studies pictured 
here identified environmental factors and economic imperatives respectively as 
the principle issues which could inform their understanding regarding their thesis 
proposition. In the first, where the thesis premise described control 
[empowerment-observation] and freedom [variety-inspiration to play] as tensions 
which inform the making of space, the environmental issues of light and view 
were used as a design tactic to direct the exploration. [fig 5 & 6]. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
 
fig 5: building façade     fig 6: environmental light/view study  
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The second project illustrated, though principally focused on structural logics of 
large buildings, was in fact a testing of a polemic regarding ornamentation and its 
relationship to larger and smaller orders within a building or the space of merging 
scales of details. The structural order of the study becomes an informant of the 
detail logic at a smaller scale and is related in some degree to the standardization 
of parts within the whole and thus to economic strategies. [fig 7 & 8] These two 
studies are suggestive of the manner in which imperatives such as economics or 
environment can be researched in small design studies in an effort to test the 
meaning and clarity of the polemic, to extend the students range of thinking on 
their chosen topics, and to imbed a sense of material thinking in the theoretical 
premise which can be extended forward into another project. 
 
The segments to follow will focus on material and structure as conceptual 
initiatives, using the same or similar scale vehicle for investigation through 
design, and close with a study of context and brief which will establish the 
territory of the design study to follow in the second term based on a careful 
reading of the thesis intention. Throughout these cycles of research the work 
undertaken by the students is understood to be cumulative rather than discreet. So 
that while reviewing the material / structure studies the environmental and 
economic issues previously identified as pertinent to each thesis are to be brought 
forward within this work. 
 

     
 
fig 7: ferry terminus structural plan   fig 8: structural systems model 
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Other structural changes have also been implemented. The group structure 
established for tutors was reassessed and while it was recognized that the 
cooperative dynamic established among a group of 5 to 6 students was a positive 
phenomenon, the thematic itself, and with it the focus on tutor driven research 
agenda, was considered problematic as it interfered with the integrity of student 
research interests. Thus the groups were reformulated based not on tutor 
established thematics but on thematics generated by the students themselves. This 
required a shift in timing in the schedule as the students required sufficient space 
to clearly define a position for themselves and to identify complimentary 
polemics among others which could form the basis of a significant working 
group. The alignment of groups with tutors was made after the research - study 
trip when the polemic of each student was well established. Tutors were assigned 
to groups who manifested similar ethics to the tutors established interests.  
 
The pace of the review system was also recalibrated to better clarify the role of 
tutor and year staff in the critique process. The respective roles of the year staff 
and tutors had become confused due to the system of weekly, but separate, 
meetings held with the students. The result overstrained the students work 
schedule with no perceivable benefit as the work tended to be reviewed twice 
with no clear means of coordinating the advice offered to each student. In 
discussions with tutors it was established that after the preliminary research phase 
was complete, which culminated in the study trip, the year staff would step back 
and assume roles as critics of the work on general principles, meeting the students 
at two week intervals. The tutors, in contrast, would assume a much more 
involved role in detail critique and meet with the students on weekly intervals 
with the meeting each second week coinciding with the year staff review to effect 
a degree of coordination. 
 
conclusions 
The work to date has already far exceeded the prior year's work in terms of clarity 
regarding a polemical stance and its relationship to the design process. The 
lecture/workshop series has thus far been useful in establishing the range of 
positions within each topic and has certainly had impact on the nature of the 
discussions with the students at reviews as well as making some inroads into the 
content of select projects. It is as yet premature to assess the possible outcome of 
the restructured program. However it is significant to note that while the 
objectives of the program have been fairly consistent across the evolution of its 
structure, these underlying aims and philosophies have now been given explicit 
recognition and support within the framework of the year. Although much of this 
thinking had been implicit in the structure of former models the program structure 
as it now stands specifically addresses the ideas of research in its various modes, 
the individual polemic and the thorough investigation and translation of the 
polemic to material form in a manner which is far more transparent to the students 
involved in the program. It is this level of transparency, in combination with 
clarity regarding objectives, which is critical to the success of any program. 
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fig 9: entrance to research centre in tidal flood plain 

 
 
 
 

" Intuition and concepts constitute, therefore, the elements of all our knowledge, so that neither 
concepts without an intuition in some way corresponding to them, nor intuition without concepts, 
can yield knowledge… thoughts without content are empty, intuitions without concepts are blind"   
Kant, Critique of Pure Reason 


